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February 1981 1

The courtroom gasps.

From the left-side public bench: cheers, claps, and at least one fist pump. From the right-side: a long, sorrowful wail.

Leigh slams her way out of Liverpool Crown Court, intending to get as far away as possible from the cheers and the tears and the shock; intending to get as far away as possible from the crumpled face of Gail Harding’s mother, Nikki.

She bolts out of the back entrance onto St John’s Lane, opposite the multi-storey car park her own mother once stood on the ledge of, pretending she was going to throw herself off. On her turn towards town, she boots an empty can of Cresta, which lifts off her toes like a football, hurtling through the air and landing with a clang.

As if in tune with her rage, the baby in her belly gives her a massive kick.

When she reaches Lime Street, Leigh looks back at the steps of St George’s Hall, towards the cluster of placards calling for justice for Duane Harding, the child-murdering tosser who will shortly be greeting his supporters as a free man, dressed in his court outfit of dad cardigan, tan slacks and spectacles, the very picture of harmless. She turns away and bolts through the crisp, sunny afternoon, heading in no particular direction, wanting to get lost in a crowd. Passing the travel agents, she sees her own dark shape reflected in the window: a stick figure with a distended stomach, dressed in an unlucky green suit, worn to court today to watch the almighty balls-up of the acquittal.

As Leigh marches through Williamson Square, dodging seagulls and men clutching beer cans, she decides it has all been a dream. What just happened didn’t happen because it can’t be so. It can’t be that a man who killed a nine-year-old girl and hid her body has just walked out of the court room to gulps and sobs from little Gail’s family and knuckle-bumping from his, not least his new wife.

The baby puts the boot into her stomach, two hard kicks that make her wince. She has let Gail’s mum down three times now, she thinks: once by failing to find her daughter’s body, once by failing to get a conviction, and now by storming out of the courtroom. It seems fitting that Leigh is being kicked from the inside, the baby punching the parts she can’t reach herself.

She finds herself on the main shopping street without knowing how she got there. She feels a burning need to tell someone, anyone, what has just happened. She rushes over to a group of women’s rights campaigners and stands, immobile, in front of the stall, while a woman wearing a pea coat over peasants’ clothing arranges leaflets in a fan: women unite. Leigh’s words get caught in her throat. She hopes the woman will see the sweating, heavily pregnant woman and ask her what’s wrong. She doesn’t. Leigh takes off again – this can’t wait – over the new paving towards a blob of blue: a police officer, heavy and hot in his uniform, neck bent towards his radio. He’ll do. She’ll report it to the police. Injustice! State-sanctioned murder! But then she remembers she is the police, and that the police are fascist agents of the state, so she doesn’t bother.

Running out of steam, Leigh rests her hand on the side wall of Marks & Spencer. She has a pain in her breastbone, indigestion from the toad in the hole she’d shared with her mum last night, eaten on their knees in front of That’s Life. She peels her shirt away from her belly and watches people moving around on Church Street. Here she has found the crowd she was looking for, although, echoing the mob outside St George’s Hall, a fair number of them are holding placards. Placards waved by students calling for a right to walk the streets after dark. ‘Take back the night. Take back our lives.’ Placards held by the Socialist Worker’s Party, calling for an end to the totalitarian regime. ‘Say no to a police state. Police state? No!’ And a fella wearing a sandwich board, proclaiming that the end of all things is at hand. That’s more like it, Leigh thinks. She wants to shake his doom-mongering hand for capturing the mood so succinctly.

She must get her own placard, she thinks. Mount a one-woman protest against life and all its bollocks. ‘Say no to murdering tossers. Murdering tossers? No!’

Or how about, simply, ‘Bollocks’.

Leigh stands in the winter sun – overheated, clammy, assaulted from the inside – and squeezes her eyes together, trying to stem the angry tears.

Without a conviction, there’s little chance of ever finding Gail’s body.

At this reminder of an unlocated body, she suddenly senses her brother behind her shoulder, standing silently in her blind spot. She knows he isn’t really there – it’s been seven years since he went missing and she’s not daft – but at some unspecified time in the past year, she’s started to imagine James dogging her steps, a looming presence with dull eyes who shuffles his bare feet along the pavement next to her. This never used to happen. Since she finally accepted that he isn’t coming back, they have entered a new phase.

James has no placard and neither does Gail Harding, because they are The Disappeared. (Although if Gail could have one, she’s pretty sure it would say ‘Loser’, and be pointed at Leigh.)

‘Are you all right, love?’

Leigh is surprised out of her breakdown by a woman wearing a headscarf over a blue rinse. Her eyes twinkle with kindness; someone’s favourite nan. The woman holds out a pair of hands and Leigh takes them helplessly. The hands are strong and capable and lead her towards a bench she has no desire to sit on. ‘You stay there, love.’

Leigh decides to do what she’s told for half a minute. James has left her side now, perhaps attracted by the sight of Woolworths, where he used to buy records with his pocket money every Saturday. She watches the woman disappear in the same direction and decides to make a move before she attracts any more unwanted Liverpool nan attention. She wonders if she can make it to Chinatown, but the road there seems long, as far as the road to John O’Groats.

As she heads in the direction of Bold Street, Leigh runs into another protest – a group of fellas marching down Ranelagh Street with serious faces, sweating in shirts and ties, holding white paper on sticks. ‘No to closure. Jobs, not dole.’ Everyone calling for something, everyone rallying against unfairness: the women against violence, the socialists against the brutality of her colleagues, the desperate men against losing their livelihoods. Leigh understands it all: just a short distance away, outside Liverpool Crown Court, a murderer is walking free and there’s no justice in the world.
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She finds Des in the Golden Yuen, at a window table that doubles as a makeshift office when he wants to get out of the flat he shares with his mum and sisters; a flat Leigh has tried to picture herself living in and failed. The restaurant is a safe haven where he can work uninterrupted and hide from people who want to kill a copper, of which there are a growing number in the city.

The air in the Golden Yuen is smoky and still. The curtains are slightly drawn and the sun is on the other side of the street, illuminating the boarded-up restaurants and broken windows of Nelson Street: Liverpool’s Chinatown has seen better days.

‘No case to answer!’ she shouts at the silhouette in the corner.

Leigh stands helplessly in the middle of the room, sweating under her eyes. It’s so dark out of the winter sun she’s momentarily blinded.

‘You’re joking?’ Des says, materialising out of the haze to stand in front of her. ‘What happened?’

‘He got off scot-free, that’s what happened.’

‘He’s obviously guilty,’ Des says, shaking his head.

‘He killed her, I know he did!’ Leigh shouts, and begins to cry.

This is so unlike her that the restaurant owner, Mr Tam, appears out of the back and helps Des manhandle her into a chair. Leigh enjoys being feeble for a few moments before freeing herself by punching Des on the arm.

‘That judge,’ she says, ‘I don’t know how he’s going to sleep at night.’

She fixes her eyes on Des through the blur of sunshine. He is grinding out his cigarette in the ashtray, his brow crumpled with concern.

‘I told you he’d get off,’ Leigh says, in the manner of being proved right from an earlier argument.

Des is still shaking his head.

‘It does happen with circumstantial evidence, I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘It’s unfortunate, but we always knew it would be difficult to get a conviction without a body.’

‘Circumstantial?’ Leigh says, wanting an argument to let off steam. ‘He didn’t call the police when she went missing. He didn’t even look for her because he was too busy driving around, trying to find a place to dump her body.’

‘He did act rather strangely,’ Des says, sounding unsure.

Leigh is seemingly the only person in the world who is 100 per cent certain of Duane Harding’s guilt.

‘Anyway,’ Leigh says, checking an imaginary watch on her wrist, ‘the upshot is that the murdering tosser will be on his way home for his tea around now. Or going on a bender at the Penny Farthing with his stupid band of stupid supporters and his stupid new wife.’

The presence in court of Duane Harding’s new wife, Clara, had influenced the judge, Leigh is sure of it. Softly spoken and dressed in paisley, her fragrant presence had done much to shore up the preposterous idea that her husband was innocent.

‘It’s bollocking, wanking bollocks,’ she concludes and Des agrees that it is.

‘Would she like some tea?’ Mr Tam, who for some reason is still hanging around in his own restaurant, asks Des. ‘Tea’s very calming.’

Des smiles, nods and offers profuse thanks, then looks at Leigh and pats his lap. She pops one foot on his thigh and he takes off her shoe and rubs a swollen ankle through sweaty socks. Mr Tam returns with a teapot and a small cup and sets it down in front of her. He picks up a fan and gives it a flutter in her face. In the Golden Yuen, she can have anything she wants. In the Golden Yuen, she is treated like a queen.

The baby turns in the cramped space and settles down to sleep.

‘How did Gail’s family take it?’ Des asks.

‘I don’t know. I didn’t hang around long enough to find out.’

The last she’d seen of Gail’s mum, Nikki, before they went into court, she’d been smiling through tears and nerves, carrying a stuffed yellow dog the size of a small child: her daughter’s childhood toy.

‘I should go back,’ Leigh says, suddenly yanking her foot back and twisting, getting her belly wedged against the table.

Des catches her hand.

‘There’ll be other people looking after the family. There’s nothing more you can do, I’m afraid.’

Leigh thinks he means she’s already done enough. On her way into the courtroom, she had been harangued by Duane Harding’s supporters. They’d accused her of targeting an innocent man, harassing him to the point his life was ruined. With the conviction hanging over him, they claimed, Duane Harding couldn’t get a job, his home had been vandalised, and he’d received death threats. She had no way of proving Duane harmed Gail and disposed of her body and she knew it.

Leigh knew no such thing. But the evidence presented in the prosecution’s opening statement had sounded flimsy, and they may as well have been speaking the defence, for all the good it did.

‘You put everything into this case,’ Des says. ‘You couldn’t have done more to get him convicted.’

That’s right, Leigh thinks, she couldn’t. As acting detective inspector, she’d worked hard to nail a case no one else thought stood a chance of getting to trial.

And now all her effort has led to failure.

Her last hoorah before going on maternity leave and becoming a penniless unmarried mother.

Leigh is slumping, losing energy now the anger is waning. She sinks down in her chair, disappointment setting in, presents her other foot to Des. She undoes her flies and pulls her waistband down below the bump, from which a spread of toes is visible through the stretched skin. It’s the weirdest thing ever, having an alien in her belly. She has relentless indigestion and zero temperature control. She can no longer lie on her stomach. She can no longer get in and out of doors without a series of manoeuvres.

The owner appears again, holding a telephone and pointing to the receiver – a work call for Des. Mr Tam only makes it to the middle of the room because the cord won’t stretch any further. She watches Des at the counter, handsome in blue, shirt sleeves rolled up and his hair grown longer, covering his big ears. She gazes around the restaurant. The tables are set with tablecloths and chopsticks, but there’s no smell of food being cooked. The street outside is deserted and it’s doubtful that any customers are expected this weekday lunchtime, despite the menu advertising ‘Business lunches served Monday to Friday 11.30 a.m. to 2 p.m.’. Leigh picks up a menu, which is held together with yellowing Sellotape and rusted staples. Interested in the banana fritters in syrup, she turns to the desserts section at the back.

The alien wakes up and gives her another kick.

Des’s call doesn’t last very long – updates on an investigation into an assault in Liverpool city centre – but the upshot is he has to go to Admiral Street, the Toxteth police station where he’s been based since his promotion to detective inspector with local CID. It’s a move from serious crime that Leigh feels responsible for, although Des seems confident enough in his new role. He’s the only male in a family of four women, and the oldest child. This gives him a certain glow but with it comes responsibility, non-negotiable responsibility – to his mum, to his sisters, to work, to Leigh and the baby. He has to get up at 5 a.m. to fit everything in because there aren’t enough hours in the day for him to fulfil his non-negotiables, never mind anything else. As a result, she hardly gets to see him.

Or maybe it’s that she’s feeling left out. Apart from the court appearance, she hasn’t got any cases, except for a deathly dull stake-out which her DCI is reluctantly letting her work on. She spends her days (9 – 5 only) relaxing horizontally in the recliner seat of an unmarked Ford Capri, eating packets of fizzy cola bottles and complaining about boredom, while her unfortunate partner keeps a look out for money exchanging hands on a street corner.

When Des arrives back at the table, he pulls a handkerchief out of his pocket and leans across to wipe her face. Then he puts a hand to her forehead to test her temperature, as if she’s sick.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asks, nodding towards the alien in her stomach, the tiny heel which has replaced the toes. Leigh sees that her make-up, self-consciously worn for court, has come off on his hankie, which is covered with a horrible tan smear.

‘You’re very hot,’ he says, touching her forehead again. ‘Did you walk all the way up here from St George’s Hall?’

Leigh must have done, but she can’t remember much of the journey, only the chants of desperate men fading into the distance.

‘If you don’t mind me saying so,’ Des starts.

‘Go on. I know you’re going to say it anyway.’

‘I think you should probably go home and rest.’

This is a sensible idea. Leigh is going out with her friend Alice tonight and she could do with some rest before hitting the shebeens for a final time before the baby arrives in less than three weeks. And her bedsit on Canning Street is only a short walk up the hill; a bedsit widely deemed unsuitable for a mother to be, never mind a baby, consisting of not much more than a bed and a sink, and with a shared bathroom she can’t get into at the best of times. She’s still living there because the other options are worse – sharing a cramped flat with Des and his family, or living with her mother. But she dismisses the idea of going to her bedsit – she doesn’t want to be alone with her thoughts. And besides, she’s enjoying the attention.

‘Or you could go to my mum’s for a lie-down?’ Des suggests.

Another reasonable suggestion – the Chung family’s first-floor flat is only two doors down and she can always rely on a warm welcome. She briefly imagines Min, Des’s enthusiastic mum, offering her tea, dim sum leftovers, and the opportunity of yet another perusal of the clutter of baby equipment in her hallway: Min’s on standby to take over after the birth when Leigh decides to dump the baby. Leigh likes Des’s mum, she really does – Min didn’t hold it against her when she turned down her son’s marriage proposal – but resting is not what she would be doing there.

‘Can the baby have soup?’ Mr Tam asks from the counter, trying to get rid of one of the three soups of the day advertised on the front page of the menu.

‘The baby will get what she’s given,’ Leigh says.

They have no idea whether it’s a girl or a boy, but Leigh and Des are unanimous in their prediction: the alien is a miniature Leigh – why else all that kicking and punching?

Des orders the soup, just to please the owner and make a contribution to his failing business, and he orders banana fritters, just to please Leigh. Then he gulps down Leigh’s untouched tea to avoid offending Mr Tam.

‘Fritters have run out,’ Mr Tam says, returning to the room shortly afterwards.

‘You’re getting soup whether you want it or not, I’m afraid,’ Des says, bursting into a smile.

She looks at his lovely face and sees her own face reflected back, a version of herself she never sees when she looks in the mirror. The person reflected in Des’s eyes is a wondrous being possessed of rare beauty and a good heart. But she is a mirage, an imposter, a mere trick of the light.

‘I’m sorry you’re having to deal with all this,’ Des says.

‘I’m fine,’ Leigh says, ‘I love putting my heart and soul into getting a conviction, only for all my evidence to get thrown out before the trial even starts. I also love being overworked, underpaid and generally hated as fascist bizzy scum. In short, I love my job.’

She is counting off the days to her maternity leave. Reaching the time when she can get away from the thankless task of being a police officer is her number one goal.

Des leans towards the adorable face of the imposter, who must be giving him an encouraging smile, because he is holding her hand and gazing into her eyes. She feels a drop of sweat fall from her forehead as she entwines her fingers with his. Their lives are in chaos, their future undecided, and they are at an impasse: his family frowns on them living together, Leigh frowns on being forced into getting married and is digging her heels in. She smiles back at him through the sun beams and dancing dust, her lovely boyfriend and father of the alien. Despite the unplanned pregnancy, the embarrassing marriage proposal, the long list of non-negotiables; despite everything, Des Chung is still her favourite person in the world.








Five Months Later July 1981 3

Her first day back at work, and this.

Seven o’clock in the morning, a red sun rising, a day’s work already done seeing to the baby, and Leigh is careering past a leaning traffic light and two burned-out cars, heading towards an urgent call-out – a stabbing in riot-torn L8, a disturbance at dawn, a woman screaming like she was being murdered.

She had recognised the address straight away.

Leigh strides towards the Victorian terrace, the smell of acrid smoke filling her lungs. She jumps over what looks suspiciously like a school javelin and then crunches her way through shattered milk bottles to reach the house on Devonshire Road.

Only to find local CID has beaten her to it.

‘Hello,’ Leigh says, in the tone of a hostile question. ‘What are you doing here?’

Des swings his head around in surprise at the sound of her voice.

‘Oh,’ he says, making a mock cringe. ‘Did you get the call too? I’m afraid we must have doubled up.’

‘No, really,’ Leigh says, ‘what are local CID doing here?’

She is on the backfoot, ready for a fight. When the call had come through, in a confused, second-hand manner amid the chaos, Leigh had thought the job was hers, and hers alone. No one else had been available to come with her, owing to a hefty number of officers lying in hospital beds with singed eyebrows and bandages around their heads.

‘Are you on your own?’ Des asks, looking around for her DCI Stan Pearce, who she’d left a message for back at Walton station. ‘How did you get here?’

‘Hitched a lift in a jam butty car.’

The traffic cop’s face had been pressed to the windscreen as they drove through Toxteth, looking skywards towards what’s left of Upper Parliament Street and frequently wincing as if he was dodging a petrol bomb.

‘It is rather dangerous around here,’ Des says, glancing behind him at the smoky street.

Leigh stares at him. Is he saying that because she’s the mother of his child? Or does he mean it’s too dangerous for a woman? Women officers hadn’t been allowed to take part in the frontline policing during the rioting, but, to Des’s mind, it’s okay for Leigh to work in serious crime because all they do is watch their colleagues getting pelted with stones on the television, which, to be fair, was what she had done last night.

‘You’re here, aren’t you?’ she says after a pause.

‘We did get the call-out,’ Des says, wearing his grim cop face, the same face he greeted her with this morning when she dropped the baby off at his mum’s. ‘I’m not sure why the call went through to Walton, too.’

‘Ooh, serious crime!’ says the tall fella at his side she presumes is his new partner. ‘The big boys are here, are they?’

Leigh sighs loudly. This isn’t going to be easy. No one wants serious crime butting in.

Not least her ex-boyfriend.

‘Yeah, well,’ Leigh says. ‘It is serious, from what I’ve heard.’

‘This is DC Callum Jenner,’ Des says, before glancing down at Leigh’s chest – she’s wearing a shirt he’s yet to collect from her bedsit and he’s noticed.

Leigh gazes up at Des’s new partner, a person she is more than a little jealous of, and their eyes lock. She’s seen him before, numerous times in fact, on nights out at The Porto on Victoria Street. He’s the star of the dancefloor, last seen wriggling his arse to ‘Funky Town’, into the face of a fella smoking a joint the size of a sausage. It’s clear from his expression of raised eyebrows and pursed lips that he recognises her too; although, given that he is new, not in the context of being the mother of his DI’s baby. He has a face like an imp and his eyes have a malign sparkle to them.

She likes him already.

Leigh and Des both make to go inside at the same time, shoulders bumping. There’s a brief pause as the three of them stand on the top step leading to the front door. The remnants of graffiti have faded but are still visible on the outside wall: MURDERER. Leigh stares at Des, trying to communicate her deepest thoughts through telepathy. Told you, told you, told you. It was only a matter of time before he killed again.

‘They had a chance to lock him up,’ she says out loud, ‘and they didn’t take it.’

‘Think he would have been safer being locked up,’ DC Callum Jenner pipes up behind her.

Leigh is wrinkling her nose in confusion as Des puts a hand up to stop her walking into her own crime scene. She tries to sidestep him but he stands in her way, a position she knows, from experience, will be hard to shift him from.

‘Before you go in,’ he says, ‘you should know that this isn’t what you think it is.’

Leigh attempts to move under his outstretched arm. This is exactly what she thinks it is.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, but I got the call-out,’ she says.

But she’s no longer an acting DI, merely a detective sergeant, and she couldn’t pull rank even if she wanted to.

Leigh steps over the threshold into the familiar hallway. She’s been here before, many times. She knows the layout of the rooms. She knows the insides of the cabinets and cupboards and wardrobes; she knows what’s underneath the floorboards and the paving stones in the back yard. She knows this ground-floor flat inside out because she’d been here when it was ripped apart.

The uniform shoots her a look of surprise.

‘They’ve sent a girl, guv?’ he asks Des.

‘DS Borrowdale,’ Des says, valiantly, although he’s still wearing his grim cop face.

Leigh is irritated when he gives a nod of assent to the uniform – permission for her to enter on his say so as a senior ranking officer. The uniform points to the closed door leading off the hallway. Leigh puts on a pair of latex gloves before opening it and stepping inside.

In the kitchen, the blinds have yet to be drawn on the new day. The room is in darkness, save a square of sunshine shining in through a cat flap. It takes a few seconds for Leigh’s eyes to adjust to what she is not expecting to see: lying twisted in front of the oven is the body of the child murderer, Duane Harding. She takes in the WPC, bending down, talking in a soft voice, before her eyes move sidewards. And there, kneeling on the floor, wearing a long nightdress patterned with cherries and blood, is Duane Harding’s new wife, Clara.
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The WPC has been trying to prise Clara Harding off the floor for half an hour now and they’re considering using force.

Leigh shakes her head at Des – hold off – intending to have another go herself. She leaves the two CID officers at the door and approaches with determination. The WPC had been gentle at first, cajoling their suspect up with kind encouragement, but things have taken a turn and they are now involved in a physical altercation. The policewoman is being pulled this way and that, staggering too near Duane Harding’s body, in danger of contaminating the scene.

‘You need to get up now, Clara,’ Leigh says, looming over her.

When she gets no response, she indicates to the WPC to let go and squats in front of Clara, seeking out her eyes.

‘It’s Leigh, the police detective,’ she says. ‘Remember me?’

Leigh fears she remembers her all too well.

Clara puts her head between her legs.

‘Can you hear what I’m saying?’

The slender woman on the floor moans. She sobs and she rocks. Her head remains buried in her husband’s chest.

Clara has fortitude, Leigh thinks. She’s determined she’s not going to move.

A one-woman protest against the world.

Leigh draws herself back up on her feet, preparing to give the order to drag Clara away, or for Des to give the order – she has no idea who’s in charge here. But they need to move her soon because the scene of crime officer has arrived. The ambulance crew are waiting outside, but they’re still missing the pathologist, due to roadblocks. There’s still no sign of her DCI, Stan Pearce, and Leigh is already losing hope on that score.

She joins a silent Callum at the door while Des has a go.

‘I’m so sorry to have to ask you this,’ he says, kneeling next to Clara on the floor. ‘But you do need to move away, if you feel up to standing.’

Even in full charm mode, Des gets nothing back.

‘I know this must be difficult and I’m very sorry to have to prise you away like this, but if you don’t mind? It really would be for the best.’

Clara Harding turns her face towards him. Leigh’s eyes widen as she sees, for the first time, that she is hurt. There is a fresh bruise under her left eye and a recent cut to her mouth.

‘I can see you’re injured,’ Des says urgently. ‘Shall we get you to hospital?’

‘Who hit you?’ Leigh asks, and gets a reply from the WPC.

‘When I got here, she told me that she’d disturbed an intruder in the early hours,’ she says. ‘Said he punched her in the face and ran out the front door.’

‘Description?’ Leigh asks Clara, and is again replied to by the WPC.

‘Male. Big and broad, wearing black and a balaclava.’

A loud buzzing noise starts from somewhere in the house, making everyone jump. They relax after a few seconds when they realise it’s an alarm clock, going off in one of the bedrooms. The cat flap springs open and a big ginger tom, alerted by the signal for breakfast-time, clambers through it and starts furling its way around Des’s legs. The appearance of the cat – or Des’s charm offensive – seems to do the trick. Clara Harding stands.

She is clearly in shock, shivering, despite the foil blanket now around her shoulders. The injuries to her face look fresh.

‘No handcuffs,’ Leigh orders.

She’s not under arrest – yet.

‘He’ll need his breakfast,’ Clara says. ‘You need your breakfast, don’t you?’ she asks of the cat.

‘We’ll do that for you,’ Des says.

‘She needs to get checked out at the hospital,’ Leigh says, hearing the rustle of paper shoes as the SOCO moves into the room.

‘He has half a tin of Kattomeat,’ Clara says as she is led away.

The uniform in the hallway shakes his head. The ginger tom steps through his owner’s blood, leaving paw marks on the tiled floor.

‘Can someone get that frigging cat out of here?’ the SOCO shouts.

After making a big fuss of the cat and depositing it in the back yard, Callum goes upstairs to get fresh clothes for Clara – they’ll need to bag her nightie as evidence. Des steps into the back room to talk on his radio, trying to find a solution to the problem of Leigh being here. She hears him say: ‘We’ve got a situation here.’

Left alone, and still waiting for Stan to show up and take charge, Leigh circles the body, squats down, and rises to her feet again. The last time she’d seen Duane Harding flashes through her mind: fist-bumping a friend, inside Liverpool Crown Court. She stares down at the man she so desperately wanted to put away. His eyes are open and the expression on his face is one of shock. He was obviously taken by surprise.

Leigh glances around the room, at the plugs out of their sockets in preparation for going to bed last night, the two mugs with fresh teabags inside, ready for the start of the new day. The tops are spick and span, empty except for the mugs, a saucer of uneaten cat food and an office document tray in the corner full of felt-tip pens. The Hardings’ knives are in a wooden block by the side of the oven and look intact.

Now the scene is all hers – or is it? Who knows? – she finds she is in a panic. She remembers to keep clear of the body so the SOCO can do his work, but her checklist doesn’t get much further than that. Beset by brain freeze, she watches through the window as Clara is led out of the house to the waiting ambulance, accompanied by Callum and the WPC. Their frail suspect is now wearing a summer dress and sandals Callum had plucked out of the wardrobe. The nightie is already bagged up.

Overwhelmed by so much to do, Leigh stays at the window, gazing out at the uniforms guarding the scene. The streets are filling up now and the police officers are sitting ducks in the morning sunshine. One of the officers keeps glancing over his shoulder, dogged, as he is, by a shaggy-haired fella with a film camera who’s got wind of something afoot. Yesterday, an anonymous phone call had come through to Walton station saying a police officer was going to be shot. Leigh moves away from the window, suddenly fearful that an unseen gun is aimed at her. The possibility of Kai growing up without a mother flickers through her head as she turns back to the crime scene.

She plucks her notebook from her pocket and finds her pen has run out of ink. She circles the room. Her brain won’t work; interrupted, as it is, every 10 seconds or so, by a voice telling her to think. The voice has the same tone as her mother and berates her for being a bad mother for going back to work and leaving her baby behind. As she has done numerous times this morning, she looks down, expecting to find Kai attached to her by a sling. She can still feel the warmth of his little body, against her chest.

‘What are you thinking?’ the baby’s father says, materialising in the room behind her.

‘He’s been stabbed,’ Leigh says.

‘You don’t say,’ Callum says, appearing back in the flat.

Leigh swings around to give the DC the daggers.

‘What’s the plan?’ Des says brightly.

‘Give me another minute and I’ll tell you,’ Leigh says, although many minutes have already ticked by.

She scrapes her pen in zigzag lines on her notebook to get it working and then drops to the floor again, ostensibly to look for anything foreign to the scene but in actuality to stare at the floor tiles: pink and black geometric shapes which make her eyes go funny.

‘We need to search inside and out for the murder weapon,’ she says eventually.

She waits for Callum to make a smart-arse remark. His silence is worse.

‘And we need to get the uniforms going door to door,’ she says, suddenly thinking of witnesses. ‘Talk to the neighbours – find out whether they saw anyone coming in or out.’

‘What? Through the clear view they would have had through the flames and flying bricks,’ says Callum, whom she is rapidly going off.

‘Well, there’s no point in putting more uniforms on the streets to reassure people because L8 is already flooded with them,’ Leigh says, raising her voice, ‘and there’s no point using road blocks either because the roads are already blocked.’

‘It doesn’t look like anything’s missing from the other rooms,’ the DC says, ‘nothing’s been disturbed.’

‘Can I make a suggestion?’ Des says, about to make one anyway. ‘It could be something simple, a robbery disturbed. The perp takes his chance while the riots are raging, comes across Duane Harding and it all goes wrong. Clara finds him and becomes distressed.’

‘A druggie after money to feed their habit?’ Callum offers. ‘Or a member of the one in ten, desperate to feed his kids.’

‘One in ten?’ Des asks.

‘UB40’s new song, I am the one in ten. That’s how many people are unemployed.’

‘And a starving thief just happened to find himself in the flat of a child murderer?’ Leigh counters. ‘All they’d have to do is walk into the nearby supermarket and take something off the shelves.’

The shops had been looted over the weekend, windows smashed and stock cleared out.

‘The front door was open when we got here, sir,’ the uniform says, an unexpected ally in the hallway. He’s taken his helmet off and his hairline is patched up; dissolvable stitches sitting on top of a swelling – he was obviously caught up in the violence over the weekend and has come straight back to work.

Leigh walks to the doorway and looks down at the hallway floor. There are faint footsteps on the parquet, the imprint of a heel, traces left by a shoe or boot heading to the kitchen. Des, standing close to her now, also has his eyes down.

‘Duane Harding could have opened the door and let our perp in,’ he says.

‘Or maybe Clara found out her husband had been lying all along and lost it,’ Leigh says. ‘We should talk to her as quickly as possible, get a fresh full search of the house, there might be new information about Gail.’

‘Preliminaries first? Where would you like to start?’ Des asks, still giving a good impression of not being in charge.

Leigh’s brain is starting to work again but she feels like she’s taking part in a test at training school. ‘Get the neighbour who called it in down to the station to make a statement,’ she says.

‘Because dragging him through Toxteth is a really good idea,’ Callum says.

‘That’s up to serious crime,’ Des says, a familiar note of steel creeping into his voice.

Leigh knows it’s childish to feel a frisson of triumph but she feels it anyway. After graciously relenting to taking the neighbour’s statement in his own home, she suggests they take a good look around the flat. She hears the uneven click of Des’s shoes on the parquet floor as he follows her into the hallway and feels a pang. How can she miss a man who wears heel taps on the bottom of his shoes? She doesn’t know. She just can.

Shortly afterwards, the three of them are staring at a message scrawled on the wall, just inside the front door. They’d missed it on their first foray into the flat because the door had been open and the uniform had been standing in front of it.

‘“Sorry, had no choice”,’ Leigh says, reading the graffiti out loud.

‘Is it fresh?’ Des asks next to her.

‘Looks like it,’ Leigh says, moving closer. ‘Maybe Clara fancied vandalising her own flat.’

‘That’s likely,’ Callum says.

Leigh ignores his sarcasm and they all sniff as Des puts a finger on the letter S and examines the red smear left behind.

‘I really don’t think Clara Harding would write on her own wall,’ he says, ‘not if it was a crime of passion.’

‘Scrawled on the wall hastily as the perp was leaving?’ Leigh asks.

‘It’s a bit of a risk,’ Des says. ‘Taking your time to write on the wall, either before or after you’ve killed someone.’

‘There are felt-tip pens in the kitchen,’ Leigh points out, ‘they could have grabbed one from there.’

‘Whoever it was felt they needed to explain themselves,’ Des says, swinging around as he hears the pathologist coming through the door.

‘We need to get the photographer in here,’ Leigh says.

Leigh glances over the DC’s shoulder, towards where Duane Harding’s car had been parked when Gail went missing; where a cadaver dog had barked during the search two years ago. A hollow feeling runs through her as she thinks of Duane Harding, lying dead in the kitchen. She can’t get up an ounce of sympathy for him. All she can think of is the little girl who disappeared and how the chances of finding her body are now gone forever.
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‘How was Kai this morning when you left him?’ Des asks in a cool tone after the pathologist has shared the opinion that the blood has come from stab wounds to the torso and Duane Harding has been dead for around four hours. ‘I had to rush off, I’m afraid.’

‘His usual laidback self,’ Leigh says. ‘He didn’t make a murmur when I handed him over. Just went like this …’

She gives Des a loopy smile, intended to replicate the baby’s toothless grin. She has learned, over the past five months, that when it comes to nature versus nurture, nature wins every time. Kai barely cries. He sleeps through the night. He is as polite as his father. He’ll soon be asking her if she minds if he burps, or saying he’s sorry to disturb her if he wakes her up in the night. Which he almost never does.

She’d had to wake him up this morning.

‘Mum was excited,’ Des says, sounding anything but, ‘she’s been up since half past four, preparing for his arrival.’

Leigh smiles. She knows this isn’t an exaggeration. Des’s mum Min is a sweet woman for whom catastrophe is always around the corner. She had been serene in the first few months after losing her husband a couple of years ago, but the anxiety had crept up on her when she realised she was going to have to live the rest of her life without him. First it was crowds she became afraid of, then it was anywhere she couldn’t escape from, then it generalised to everything on earth. The roof falling in. The sky falling in. Kai’s head dropping off.

Leigh trusts Min with the baby’s life.

‘She’s sterilised everything in case the plague sweeps through Nelson Street,’ Des says. ‘And she’s moved the bedroom wardrobe into the hallway, ready to barricade the door if the rioting starts up again. How was he at your mum’s last night? Did he settle?’

‘I think I managed to protect him from lasting emotional damage,’ Leigh says, ‘but only time will tell.’

Late last night, she had called Des on the Chung family’s newly installed telephone to let him know that she and Kai had been forced into staying with her mother; a temporary arrangement after being driven out of her bedsit on Canning Street by the nearby rioting.

As they knock at the property next door, glancing around them for danger, Leigh thinks of Kai, existing in a parallel universe in Chinatown. He is a wizened wizard of a baby, with a comb-over which stretches in two strands over his bald head. The little prince, they call him, or at least they used to when Des said more than pleasantries to her.

‘Kai will be asleep now,’ Leigh says, feeling a surge in her chest.

‘He’ll be fine,’ Des says, turning to look at her and then immediately losing eye contact.

This is how their conversations go: polite enquiries as to whether Kai has eaten or slept or burped or smiled; conversations that are hot and cold but mainly lukewarm, punctuated by small pockets of time when Des forgets he’s angry with her.

An hour later, they are walking through Granby, over the two-lane boulevard, heading towards the Welsh Streets. The sun is hot on their heads and the earth is scorched beneath their feet. Leigh storms ahead of Des and Callum, as if they’ve had an almighty row. She can hear cranes squealing and big engines running – the rioters had only been dispersed as dawn broke and the clean-up operation has already begun. She saw the first workmen on her way to the scene this morning, getting an early start before the tarmac began to melt beneath the wheels of their trucks.

Plenty of people in L8 want to talk to them – the owner of a little supermarket with empty shelves wants to tell them he’s ruined after the looting (but from whom secret softie Callum still manages to buy a tin of cat food); a man in a bright woollen hat, misjudging the mood, wants to dance with Leigh; and a bunch of kids sitting on a wall want to know if they’re from out of town and to share their thoughts on the scumbag racist Liverpool police.

But no one wants to talk to them about their murder enquiry, not even the Hardings’ immediate neighbours, where they had started their efforts nearly an hour ago. The neighbour who called in the disturbance had said he heard raised voices, a woman screaming, at around 4.30 a.m., nothing before that because it was too noisy outside. The nearby neighbours who had answered their doors said they hadn’t noticed anything unusual, taken up, as they had been, with worrying about their homes being burned down and their family members being teargassed. Since then, the three of them have fanned out in a circle, getting further and further away from any likelihood of finding a witness.

When Leigh describes the suspect to the owner of the local funeral parlour – ‘Male, big and broad, wearing black and a balaclava’ – he laughs in her face.

Towards lunchtime, Leigh stands next to a café with smashed windows, squinting into the sun, looking around for Des and Callum and trying to squash the urge to buy a can of the Tizer she’d given up during pregnancy. She spots the two of them moving slowly up the street under the shadows of burned-out buildings. Des is limping slightly, as if his shoes are full of stones. Since being shot in the leg a couple of years ago, during a case they were both working on, his leg often hurts. But he usually only allows himself to limp on his days off, having grimaced his way through the fit for work medical last year. He rights his gait as he crosses the road and manoeuvres around a car tyre and a large sheet of corrugated iron; literally putting his best foot forward, dressed in a perfectly pressed navy suit, exercising his non-negotiable right to be strolling through a war-torn Toxteth on a muggy July morning.

There’s a bit of a stand-off between Leigh and Callum as to who gets the unwanted job of feeding the Hardings’ cat – they daren’t touch the saucer Clara left out in case they contaminate evidence. It is a stand-off Leigh wins, although it’s a close-run contest. Callum reluctantly heads back to the flat to find the ginger tom.

Leigh and Des wait in Des’s Allegro, the interior of which is practically at boiling point. A bug clings to the passenger window and refuses to budge when she tries to wind it down. Leigh keeps her eyes trained on the road and in the wing mirror, nervous someone will come along and stuff a petrol-soaked rag in the tank. She glances at Des, handsome in an apricot-coloured shirt she hasn’t seen before, and then drinks in the familiar surrounds of the Allegro. It’s hot and smoky in here, but being in the car is like meeting up with an old friend: the aroma of stale tobacco mixed with the talcum powder Des always smells of. The only addition from the good old days, which ended five months ago, is the carry cot in the back seat, ready for when Des drives the baby to the park on Sunday mornings.

She expects them to talk about the case, to speculate like they used to, but they sit in awkward silence. Des won’t talk to her about the end of their relationship, nor, it seems, anything else. There’s still no sign of Stan, and Leigh hasn’t a clue where he is; probably nearby at Admiral Street station, terrorising the lower ranks into mounting a counter-riot, run ragged in a way her former boss DCI Murphy never was, preferring to sit in his office puffing a pipe.

Leigh can only partially open her window, for bug welfare reasons, and she isn’t going to beg Des to talk to her, so she gets out and stands on the pavement, watching as Callum’s lanky frame disappears inside the front door of the Hardings’ flat, holding an empty tin of Choosy out in front of him. The verge is full of stuff that people lobbed out of their flat windows last night. Leigh spies a bicycle wheel, a lamp, bottles and cans, and a carpet of household rubbish which has spilled out of bags. Apparently, a police officer was injured when a giant cactus in a pot landed on his head.

On the street, the curtains of the houses are still shut to keep the midday heat out, but the pavements are getting busier. Youths dressed in black combat gear, looking as if they’re at war, mingle with sightseers who’ve come to glimpse the devastation for themselves. There are reporters too; a film crew setting up and the same shaggy-haired man with the Super-8. On a nearby wall, a boy sits on the kerb, cricket stumps under his arm. From a doorway, the beat of Roots Reggae starts to pound.

Toxteth is heating up.

A group of young fellas pass by, pushing a shopping trolley filled to the brim with spoils from a nearby store. Leigh pretends she hasn’t seen them and gets back in the car – she’s more cautious with her safety since becoming a mother. She matters more now, she thinks, if only as a food source.

‘What do you think of Clara’s story about the intruder?’ she asks Des when she’s slammed the door.

‘It is rather convenient,’ he says, raising his eyebrows without looking in her direction. ‘It means there’s zero chance of finding him.’

‘Ballies are definitely the headwear of choice around here,’ Leigh says, eyeing a lad wearing what looks like a woolly hat with eye and mouth holes cut out of the material.

The conversation is over quickly and they lapse into silence again.

Callum is an age feeding the cat.
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A few minutes later, Leigh is at Admiral Street station, staring at a scrum of dark-suited fellas, in the middle of which, unseen to her eye, is someone yelling his head off. The content is unclear, owing to the volume and machine-gun delivery, but Leigh catches the words, ‘gangland’, ‘bleeding liabilities’, and ‘fucking eejits’.

She has finally located her DCI.

The scrum parts and the exploding meteor that is Stan Pearce bursts out and shoots freefall into the incident room, his gnarled face seriously red and his lips white with spit. He sweeps past her and then comes to a violent stop and turns.

‘Where the bleeding hell have you been?’ he shouts.

Leigh was going to ask him the same question. If Des hadn’t been at the crime scene, the murder investigation would have been without an officer with the authority to oversee it.

‘I left a message at Walton,’ Leigh says, folding her arms. ‘I was called out to a murder first thing.’

‘Murder!’ Stan shouts. ‘We haven’t got time for a bleeding murder!’

Despite being yelled at, Leigh feels the corners of her mouth twitching. She rights her face to explain, as best she can to a raging bull, the events of that morning.

Stan’s mouth falls open when he hears the name of the victim.

‘You what? Why wasn’t I bleeding told about this?’ he shouts.

Leigh stares at him, marvelling at his endless capacity to be unreasonable. His salt and pepper crewcut is damp, and beads of sweat are swinging from his forehead. He’s a hefty fella and she’s concerned he’s going to have a heart attack. She babbles more scant facts about the murder but there’s no two-way conversation with Stan, you just have to get your words out before he moves onto something else.

Leigh isn’t fast enough.

‘Get the wife charged and then get back here,’ he orders. ‘We’ll sort the resulting carnage out later.’

She opens her mouth to speak.

‘It’ll take you all of five bleeding minutes.’

With that, he storms off, depositing a few drops of sweat on her face.

‘Welcome back,’ Leigh mutters under her breath.

The major incident room, set up in Toxteth to police the riots, is packed with bodies, some standing, some sitting, some leaning, most suffering in the heat; a workplace staffed by the walking wounded of the Merseyside force, her colleagues from the serious crime squad, and the here-to-sort-it faces of officers drafted in from other parts of the country, some from the Midlands and some from as far away as Surrey. The atmosphere is one of adrenalin-fuelled excitement, undercut with fear – they lost control of the streets last night, looting is still going on and more unrest is expected later. There are even rumours of terrorist involvement from, among others, the Libyans, the IRA, and the Russian Secret Service.

Leigh is surprised the police station is still standing.

‘All right, love
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