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Dedication

For Lily










Epigraph

‘Ask him to return the kiss when I draw my dying breath.

St. Joseph, patron of departing souls – pray for me.’

Prayer to St Joseph, anon, 16th century

‘You carry the smell of death to your home and it never goes away.’

A Liverpool gravedigger, 1979
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Friday 26th January 1979

Cheapside, Liverpool

1

Skull. Ribcage. Collarbone.

Leigh folds her arms and leans back on the hard chair, peering at the post-mortem images through a blockade of male shoulders. The sun isn’t even up yet, the sky black through the tiny window, and she has the distinct feeling she’s being tortured. Firstly, dragged out of bed at 6 am on a wintry January morning and fighting her way through a blizzard to reach the Bridewell; secondly, being confronted with close-up pictures of the body of a teenager within seconds of arriving.

Click, snap, partly skeletonised hand, separated from the wrist. Click, snap, left femur, split in two.

She reaches for the reassuring presence of the Tizer can in her pocket and attempts to look at the screen without fully registering the images. Dealing with tragedy is part of her job – it’s what detectives do for a living (that, and tolerate people shouting ‘bizzy scum’ at them) – but she’s certain she comes across dead boys more than the average police officer. In the five months since she’s joined CID: a teenager lying curled and lifeless at the foot of Haigh Heights, his ankle tied to a washing machine that had landed upright beside him; another wedged against the door of a toilet in a Toxteth club (this, when she was out enjoying herself); and another who creaked on a rope from the beams of a derelict house, toes sweeping the bare floorboards. Her detective inspector hears the words death, teenager and male, it seems, and the job is hers.

And now here she is, recovering from the surprise of being seconded to a murder enquiry, sitting in a freezing basement where a police surgeon is presenting a slide show of human remains to an audience of detectives.

‘IC1,’ he says, using the identification code for White European, ‘5 foot 9 or 10. We know he’s young because there isn’t any wear and tear on the bones, and there’s no tooth loss, although there are cavities. I’d guess at the lower end of adulthood – between 17 and 25.’

Leigh sighs loudly, attracting a few head turns from the row in front.

‘I haven’t made a full report on past illnesses or past breaks and fractures as yet, but at first sight, there doesn’t seem to be any marks on him, no obvious injuries.’

Leigh takes the Tizer out of her pocket. It’s been sitting on the windowsill outside her bedsit all night and it’s so cold it burns her fingertips. There’s a fizz and a small pop as she snaps back the ring-pull, attracting more turns. One fella’s head stays cranked back, his eyes sweeping the length of her. Leigh stares him out and then turns her gaze on the detectives in the front row. They all have their heads down, scribbling notes.

As the surgeon clicks the slide projector to show black, twig-like fingers, she looks around to see if she recognises anyone in the motley audience. The small room is packed, the hastily assembled squad consisting mostly of experienced old hands from Serious Crime, burly men in dark suits who look like the cast of The Godfather – although a young Chinese fella in the corner smiled at her when she came in. She does a head count, examining each of the 14 detectives to work out which ones are divisional CID, like herself, brought in because a cohort from Serious Crime is in Leeds, supporting the almighty cock-up that is the Yorkshire Ripper investigation.

As far as Leigh can see, she’s the only woman in the room.

‘He’s been in the dock building for a while,’ the surgeon says. ‘He’s not yet dry bones but the flesh has been mostly stripped by decomposition. Advanced decay. From items found at the scene, the estimated date of death is likely within the last decade. Skeletonisation could have been accelerated, owing to the presence of rats.’

A picture of an anklebone wrapped in wire appears and Leigh imagines her brother’s bones, lying undiscovered on a desolate cliff-side, being stepped over like the remains of a mountain sheep. She shivers in the donkey jacket she’s wearing over her cheap suit. The blizzard is still blowing outside and a bitter wind is flowing down the stairs and through the open door. The young fella in the corner catches her eye, wraps his arms around himself, and makes a mock shiver.

‘He was tied at the time of death,’ the voice continues from the front, ‘but by the time he was discovered some parts of him had scattered across the floor, the other bits – rib cage, part of the radius, remained in the location he was tied.’

Next to the projector, the boss is on his feet, preparing to speak. She’s heard of DCI Murphy – he’s a bit of a legend – a well-respected, old-school copper past the usual early retirement age. Leigh considers him from her place on the back row. He looks kindly, she thinks. She likes the Fedora hat, the crinkly face and the thick black eyebrows, and she likes the fatherly pipe he’s holding in his hand.

‘He didn’t tie himself up,’ the DCI barks at the surgeon. ‘What killed him?’

Up to this point, there had been a drift in the room – whispering, chewing, swallowing, the shuffling of feet – but the boss’s distinctly impatient sergeant major tones command everyone’s attention.

‘It looks like natural causes,’ the surgeon says, admirably unflustered, ‘if being tied up and left for dead is a natural cause. The wire on his wrists and ankles was tight enough to damage the bones, presumably as he struggled, and would have excluded escape.’

‘He couldn’t break free and starved to death?’

‘Yes, looks that way.’

Leigh feels sick. The accumulation of snow-dusted people in the cramped space is giving rise to a stench of wet clothes and sweat, with top notes of aftershave, coffee, and nicotine. The fella on her right is eating a meat pie and snuffling like a pig, and the fella on her left is slumped so casually he’s spilling out of his chair, forcing her to squeeze her arms by her sides.

The slide projector overshoots and the first image clicks around again: a photograph of the full corpse, laid on the slab, the shape of a person who used to be, tufts of hair still attached to the skull. Out of the bare bones, Leigh’s imagination mounts its own reconstruction. She adds flesh – a covering of puppy fat then olive skin. She adds slightly crooked front teeth and dark hair which springs upright from a double crown. She keeps on adding until, in her mind, her brother James is grinning at her in his room, his camping gear laid out as on the morning he set off on his last trip.

‘Are we looking at scum on scum?’ DCI Murphy snaps, directing his questions at the audience. ‘Or big-time crime fellas?’

As he listens to the replies, the boss takes a box of matches from his pocket, drags a match along the striker, and skims the pipe tobacco with the flame. The Godfather squad members, who have popped upright from their almost horizontal positions, respectfully wait for him to light up before responding. Their unanimous verdict: a drugs-related killing, probably revenge, money-owed, that sort of thing. Leigh watches the DCI steadily puffing on his pipe to get it going, bristling at his use of the word ‘scum’. She should be immune by now but it’s the type of comment that gets her goat. Instead of scum, she pictures a family waiting at home, desperate for news. She imagines a mum, dad and sister, staying up all night, waiting.

She imagines all the things her family did when her brother didn’t come home.

‘Evidence at the scene,’ the boss says. ‘His clothes survived – denim jeans, leather jacket, a pair of sandals, size 11, and a red cap, size small. He was still wearing them. No ID, but there was a key in the pocket of his jacket, along with an empty sweet wrapper belonging to a Freddo bar, so despite the decomposition, that dates him within the last decade, we didn’t have Freddo bars when I was growing up.’

Leigh puts her elbow out and sticks it into the flesh of the big fella’s arm. He doesn’t budge, but at least it distracts her from the memories of James, who, having been resurrected in her mind, is now pulling off the pair of ridiculous leather clogs he left behind in his bedroom. She suddenly wonders what happened to those clogs, whether they vanished when her mum took all his things to a jumble sale, whether some lad is hobbling around Liverpool in a missing boy’s size nines.

‘Also at the scene,’ the boss continues, ‘a silver pendant of a saint, initial ‘B’ on the back, and a peel-apart film from a Polaroid – there was no camera at the scene.’

Proceedings are temporarily interrupted by a late-comer, looking flustered and muttering that the locks on his car had been frozen solid. As he heads to the front and nods to his colleagues, he temporarily blots out the screen. The DCI puts his head down to the flame of a match in an attempt to get his pipe going again. Leigh is still engaged in a battle of the elbows, although now, the heavy fella is taking up her floor space too, his big feet splayed into the space in front of her chair and forcing her to press her boots together.

She comes around to a sea of faces looking her way. The DCI has obviously said something to her, or about her, because he’s looking at her expectantly. On the screen, there is now a blurred dot of silver – a close up of the pendant recovered from the crime scene.

‘Well?’ he barks.

‘I don’t know, sir,’ Leigh says, hoping it’s a lucky answer.

There is a silence, which lasts for about three seconds but seems to stretch for eternity. And then the room erupts in laughter. The only person who doesn’t laugh is the young fella in the corner.

‘You don’t know St Joseph’s the patron saint of departed souls, or you don’t know your own name?’ asks one of the Godfather squad detectives.

Leigh sits up straight and looks the fella in the eye. Her hands are screwed into fists, ready for a fight.

‘My name is Detective Constable Leigh Borrowdale,’ she says, wedging her left shoe on top of the big fella’s right boot and pressing down hard on his toes.

‘It will be advantageous to have a lady among us,’ the DCI says, trying to steady the sniggering ship.

‘What lady?’ a comedian asks, swinging round to sneer at her. ‘I can’t see one.’

The boss belts out a list of jobs, tells them to partner up and makes his exit, trailing a line of pipe smoke behind him. As the room echoes with the sound of scraping chairs, Leigh gets that thought again, that she’s being tortured; that by some strange alchemy, she’s attracting the very things she tries to avoid.

For five years now, she has thrown herself at life. She has learnt the Merseyside Police Manual of Instruction off by heart, she has spent long nights sweating over exams, subjected her body to punishing exercise routines, and patrolled the city streets in the rain, wind, sleet and snow and, in the summer of 1976, the sweltering heat. She has filled what little spare time she has with as many activities as possible: netball, tennis, swimming lessons, ping-pong, sex with strangers. She has been on chilly day trips to West Kirby, Chester, Rhyl and the Boat Museum at Ellesmere Port. She has fought with her mother. She has endured lots of heart-stopping moments such as this one, even though she knows the body can’t belong to James – wrong height, wrong clothes, wrong shoe size, wrong location.

Leigh stays in her chair in the emptying room, giving up, yielding to her destiny. For five years, she has tried her best to cheat fate; for five long years, she has attempted to forget her grief and live her life.

Only to find herself in this smoke-filled room, where a dead boy’s bones are still on the screen, and her brother is still missing.
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‘I hope you don’t mind me asking,’ says the young fella in the driver’s seat, ‘but would you clear the windscreen for me?’

The car swerves as Leigh rubs at the condensation. Her smeared handprint only makes the visibility worse.

‘Thank you for that,’ the young fella says.

Leigh looks at him to see if he’s being sarcastic. His name is Des Chung, and he had been the person who’d smiled her way in the briefing meeting, possibly in recognition of a kindred spirit – neither of them would find it easy to hide in the station crowd. When all the jobs had been handed out and partners selected, they’d been the only two left, like the last kids to be picked for the school team.

As the Allegro slides down Scotland Road, Des asks if she minds if he smokes and then lights a cigarette. Leigh hears him apologising as she winds the window down. She watches as the wintry streets move slowly by through the snow. Three weeks into January and a bitter wind is blowing rubbish along the pavements and sending debris swirling through the air. The bin men are on strike, the gravediggers are out too: pickets stopping funeral processions at cemetery gates and forcing them back, the city’s dead lying in an empty factory in Speke, waiting to be put in the ground.

If it had been one of the unburied dead they’d found in the derelict dock, no one would have been that surprised. With the strikes and the power cuts, and the weather bad for weeks, nothing would surprise them after a winter like this one.

‘It’s a grisly case, isn’t it?’ Leigh says as the car passes the Three Graces.

The roads are icy but she doesn’t know why Des can’t go any faster. On the way up Seymour Street, three vehicles overtook them, including a Robin Reliant.

‘Sorry, too busy concentrating on the road!’ he says. ‘What did you just say?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Leigh says, folding her arms, thinking that despite his warm demeanour, he’ll be another one who doesn’t listen to her.

As they come to a stop at the traffic lights, she sees a solitary woman shuffling towards an empty bus stop. She’s dressed in the layers favoured by the clientele of the homeless hostel: jumper, tracksuit top, anorak that wouldn’t keep a summer breeze out. Leigh is also wearing layers – a vest, cardigan and the donkey jacket over her suit – but her teeth are still chattering. She’d got frozen to the bone in her bedsit last night, despite sleeping in two jumpers and a woolly hat, and she hasn’t been able to get warm since. Des, on the other hand, is wearing a leather jacket teamed with smart trousers and shiny shoes, all in black. She takes in his freshly washed hair, partly covering his over-generous ears. He’s cleanly shaven, his nails are clean, and he smells of talcum powder. Leigh doesn’t know how he manages to look so immaculate first thing in the morning when about all she can manage is to brush her hair, and that’s only sometimes.

Once the snow stops and the driving conditions ease, Des chats away, gesticulating with one hand so the tip of his cigarette comes close to her face. He’s a person who goes first, she quickly realises, encouraging her to share when she wouldn’t dream of it otherwise, and almost despite herself, she finds herself matching his information with her own.

He’s 26 and lives in town with his family, including his three younger sisters who range in age from 11 to 22.

She’s 27 and lives on her own in a bedsit on Canning Street.

He’s second-generation Chinese, born in Liverpool.

She’s second-generation Manx, brought up in Liverpool.

He’s based at Walton Lane Station and was in CID for two years before joining the Serious Crime Squad a year ago.

She’s based at Smithdown Lane and has been in CID for five months.

She’s surprised to find out that he’s a sergeant – he seems too nice. But then she’s surprised to discover she’s a detective constable – she seems so wrong.

Leigh is also taken aback to learn that his dad is one of the unburied dead. He passed away a week ago at the age of 51, Des tells her, after a long illness, but they don’t know when the funeral is going to be because of the gravediggers’ strike.

‘That’s terrible!’ Leigh says. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Life goes on,’ Des smiles sadly.

Does it? Leigh thinks as a cloud descends over her. Her sharing bonanza has come to an end.

She doesn’t mention her brother.

‘Someone must have finally pushed the button,’ she says instead as the dock comes into view. The desolate scene looks like the end of the world: abandoned buildings sit amid a blizzard of hail blowing in from the Mersey, all bathed in a leaden light and covered with a sheen of ice. When they turn the corner, they see blue lights turning in the dark morning, and a couple of uniforms standing outside a warehouse, like survivors of the apocalypse.

The car comes to a halt with a skid. Leigh winds the window up to stop rubbish from blowing in. A crisp packet flies into the windscreen and gets caught in the wipers. They wait for a gap in the hail. When there isn’t one, Des gets out anyway. She sees his manicured hand appear and snatch away the crisp packet.

When Leigh steps into the freezing morning, Des is already striding ahead, his lips moving in conversation, the weather making him oblivious to the fact she’s not by his side. Head down, Leigh sprints to catch up with him through the wind and hammering hail towards the murder scene.
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‘Get the fuck out of here!’ the uniformed officer shouts as Leigh ducks under the tape. ‘Get off! Now!’

She shoves a hand inside her jacket, delving around to find her warrant card. Hail stings against her face.

‘Go home, if you’ve got one!’ he yells, waving her back with both arms.

Ahead of her, Leigh can see Des’s head disappearing through the doorway of the warehouse.

‘This tape is here for a reason, OK?’ the officer says, dry under his helmet while Leigh gets lashed.

‘So am I,’ she snaps, squinting as she attempts to look him in the eye.

‘You’re contaminating a crime scene!’

‘So are you.’

‘Don’t answer me back, OK?’

‘Detective Constable Leigh Borrowdale,’ she shouts over the wind.

Having now found her warrant card, she shoves it in his face. But it’s not until Des appears and utters the words, ‘She’s with me,’ that the officer, after a beat too long, steps aside and lets her pass.

‘Thought she’d come over from the homeless hostel to have a nose,’ she hears him shout to his colleague.

‘Tosser,’ Leigh mutters.

Des raises his eyebrows as they step into the building.

She feels death in the air as soon as she walks in. It doesn’t help that it’s colder in the warehouse than it is outside, the deep chill that uninhabited buildings get when they haven’t been used for ages. Leigh climbs the dilapidated stairs to the first floor and enters a vast space lit by artificial lights, where the scene of crime officers are working. After what happened with the tosser in uniform, she expects to be apprehended at every step, but nobody looks her way.

She wipes her wet face and brushes the melting hail from her jacket, then takes a pair of gloves and a torch from one of the forensic fellas, who smiles at her. She doesn’t smile back. She once had a one-night stand with him, just the one, because his idea of intimacy was telling her about his other conquests.

Just the one, because the men she sleeps with never last longer than that.

As Des greets the team with unreciprocated enthusiasm, Leigh wanders around, attempting to fit her damp hands into the latex gloves. She comes to a stop by a broken window. The wind howls against the old walls and buffets the glass. There’s a pool of ice on the floor where rain has seeped in and frozen, and a grey view across the water to Birkenhead.

As she moves her torch around, looking for nothing in particular, she becomes aware of being observed, not only by the men around her but by a projection of herself, standing to her side. This ghost self watches her with a critical eye and has the same opinions as her mother.

‘You? A police officer? They’ll never let you in in a million years!’

And then

‘They never did? They never gave you the job of detective? It won’t be proper detective work, it’ll be making the tea and typing.’

I can’t type.

‘You can’t make tea either.’

She’s attempting to block her mum’s voice out when Casanova points to an anteroom off the main space. He knows she’ll want to see it, whatever job she’s here to do. Leigh enters the small room and immediately holds her nose. She wades across the waterlogged floor in her boots and shines the torch at the length of wall. The evidence here has already been collected and bagged. Only the smell of death remains.

‘There’s one way in and out that I can see,’ Leigh says as Des steps through the doorway and then steps back when he realises the floor is sodden and his shiny shoes might get ruined. ‘Through the main door, up the stairs, and into here. Has to be.’

‘Didn’t anyone else apply?’ her mum says in her head.

They did, as it goes, mum – a male officer who complained that the job had gone to a woman when he had a family to feed.

Well, he does have a point.’

‘It would be easy to get in without being seen,’ she says to her partner, ‘the dock’s been derelict for years.’

‘Revenge, do you think?’ Des asks.

‘He’s a bit young for gangland, isn’t he?’

‘The last buck I arrested was nine years old,’ Des says cheerfully.

‘Tell me about it,’ Leigh says, referring to a little lad who’d been caught speeding through Liverpool city centre in a stolen car last week. He’d had to practically stand up to drive because he was eight years old and under four feet tall.

They stand in a room where a person suffered and died and chat away about other cases they’ve been on, making light of where they are. Given his recent loss, Leigh wonders how Des feels about having death wreathed around him like this. She wades back through the water to join him at the door. They’ve been given the dullest of tasks – checking entry and exit points – but she can tell he’s as determined to do it as properly as she is.

‘Do you mind if I make a suggestion?’ he asks.

‘Suggest away.’

‘We might take a wander through there, check it out.’

He shines his torch towards a curved entryway leading to dark stairs, and then stands aside, sweeping his hand to let her pass first, a gesture Leigh has seen her dad make. She watches as Des makes his way across the warehouse floor, a smile on his face as she steps past. She notes the way he is with people: friendly, pleasant, making them feel comfortable around him. He must have to endure all kind of preconceptions, she thinks, and it can’t be easy for him.

Leigh wonders if being amiable is how he gets by.

As she follows him deeper into the building, she thinks maybe she should try it.
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In the early afternoon, alone in the incident room on the first floor of St Anne Street station, Leigh goes through a list of males missing from the Merseyside area from 1973 to the present day. There are only three that fit the age estimate of the victim.

One is a double tragedy – two 15-year-old boys, David Sharkey and Johnny Ditchfield, who drowned in the Mersey five years ago after taking a boat out in rough weather. Only David’s body was recovered from the water; his friend Johnny was never found. Leigh remembers reading about it in the Liverpool Echo, a terrible accident, a whole community mourning, particularly as David’s dad was a well-known criminal in the city. She recalls a photograph of the mother in the paper, wearing a fur coat and dark glasses, every inch the glamorous gangster’s wife, even in the midst of grief.

Leigh finishes her sandwich and gets lost in thought for a while. David and Johnny disappeared a few months before her brother went missing. She thinks about her family’s life running parallel with the families of the drowned boys.

She wonders if the other families are faring better than they are.

Leigh takes a gulp of Tizer and puts a line through the other unsolved case, a 19-year-old called Victor who disappeared a month earlier than the two boys. He was reported missing by his parents, a Dr and Mrs Zach-Walker of Queen’s Drive, Childwall. He left a note and the family think he killed himself. She’d initially been interested, thinking the height fitted and the timing was right. The estimated year of the victim’s death is based on the empty sweet wrapper found in his pocket – Freddo bars only came out in 1973, apparently. But her hope of finding her victim had waned during a telephone conversation with Marcie Zach-Walker; a call which had yielded no results.

She had put the phone down with an uneasy feeling: suicide had been mentioned more than once after her brother’s disappearance, a suggestion the whole family, Leigh included, had categorically ruled out.

Remembering this conversation, and her impatience to get off the phone, Leigh loses focus and stares out of the window. The snow is pattering against the glass and the sky beyond it is a marble of blue and white.

‘Detective Borrowdale?’

One of the office clerks pops her head around the door.

‘Your mum’s phoned a few times, asking for you.’

‘Oh.’

‘I thought I’d let you know,’ the clerk says, ‘in case it was urgent.’

‘Did she leave a message?’

‘Yes,’ she says, looking down at a piece of paper in her hand. ‘She wanted to tell you she doesn’t need the shopping any longer.’

The clerk bows out of the room and Leigh slams down the list of the missing. Her gaze finds a girly calendar on the wall: Miss January, holding her enormous breasts in her hands. Leigh lets her gaze slide past, takes another sip of Tizer, and attempts to refocus on the task. Right now, she thinks, the main things they’ve got to go on are a key which could fit thousands of doors in Liverpool and beyond, and the saint’s medal found on the floor. There’s the clothing and the peel-apart camera film too, although finding their origins are tasks assigned to other members of the squad. Still, the lunchtime briefing had gone better than expected. After Leigh and Des had fed back on crime-scene entry and exit points, and used a map to highlight roads leading to and from the docks, she had been given one of the more interesting tasks in mining the files for unsolved cases, although she still got the feeling she’d been assigned as her superiors still thought she was best at anything even vaguely secretarial.

As she goes through the list again, her thoughts frequently return to her mum’s message. What did she mean, she doesn’t need the shopping any longer? Leigh had planned on going round tonight with supplies from the Co-op, but it sounded ominous.

There are usually only two reasons her mum phones her at work: to ask for money, or to tell her she wants to die.

It’s got a lot worse since Leigh moved out.

‘Hello!’

Leigh looks up as Des brings the icy temperature into the room and stands in front of the paraffin heater, rubbing his hands together.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ he says, taking off his coat.

‘Why are you so wet?’

‘I’ve been to the scene again. I’m trying to track down anyone with a connection to the dock building. It’s still blowing a gale down there.’

Des takes off his shiny shoes and massages his feet. Leigh finds this inappropriately intimate, although she is herself in socks, damp like they’ve been for most of winter. He places his shoes next to her boots, half-heartedly drying in front of the heater. After asking her if she minds before lighting a cigarette, he updates her on the crime scene investigation, updates no one else has thought to share with her. The fingerprint search hasn’t got far – too little light in the building – and they’ve only covered four feet in seven hours. The door-to-doors haven’t thrown up much either because witnesses are in short supply – the dock building hasn’t been used since 1972.

‘They did find some doors to knock on then?’

‘None that didn’t have rats and cobwebs behind them,’ Des says, circling the hand holding the cigarette. ‘I talked to the developer who found the remains. He’d been doing a recce because they’re planning to knock the place down.’

‘Not a suspect?’

‘I don’t think so. Apparently, he was the same colour as the asbestos when he realised what it was. Have you found anything?’ Des adds, eyeing the battered telephone directories on the desk.

‘I’ve spoken to a family who live on Queen’s Drive with a missing son, but his mum’s certain it was a suicide – he left a note. Apart from that, not a lot. The only other disappearances are the two lads who drowned in the Mersey at Christmastime 1973, and there’s little point raking it up for the family whose son wasn’t recovered.’

‘Anything I can do to help?’

Leigh shakes her head as Des settles down in a chair to the side of her, taking care not to block out the only source of heat, and talks about his dad’s funeral. There’s no progress, he concludes, but there is a rumour that families will be allowed to dig their own graves.

‘Really?’ Leigh says, astounded. ‘Do you have to supply your own shovel as well?’

They’re interrupted by a group of detectives making a noisy entrance: a male voice, louder than the rest, issuing an invitation to a piss-up at the Ship & Mitre, followed by a jokey argument about whose turn it is to get the first round in. Des stubs out his cigarette, slips on his shoes and positions his face into an expectant smile. But he needn’t have bothered because neither of them is invited: the detectives carry on ribbing each other as if they have the room to themselves.

Leigh doesn’t care anyway. Once she’s been to see her mum, she has plans of her own.
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‘Turn that light out, Leigh!’ her mum shouts, squinting up at her.

On the way here, Leigh had decided to be patient and not lose her temper. She had vowed to be nice to her mum. She thought of Des’s ability to plaster on a serene expression.

She immediately finds this isn’t possible.

‘Why are you in the dark? You can’t sit in darkness all night!’

‘Who says?’

‘Me! I say!’

Her pledge already broken, Leigh stands helpless in the middle of the living room.

‘Got your message about the shopping,’ she says. ‘I tried calling you back. Is everything OK?’

‘Is everything OK?’ her mum asks, using a hand to shield her eyes from the light.

‘Has something happened?’

‘Has something happened? My son is missing and you’re asking me if something’s happened?’

‘I can’t take calls at work mum, you know that.’

‘It doesn’t matter now, anyway.’

‘What did you mean about the shopping?’

‘I said it doesn’t matter.’

‘I brought some bits anyway. And here, I got you this.’

Leigh hands her mum a slab of treacle toffee. When she doesn’t reach out to take it, Leigh lets it thud onto the table, next to the other half-eaten slab. Still horizontal, her mum pulls a face and stubs out her cigarette in the overflowing ashtray.

‘Thought you liked that one?’

‘I like the creamy one.’

‘You said you liked treacle, last time I was here.’ When Leigh had bought her the creamy one.

‘No, I didn’t! I said creamy!’

‘Have you had something proper to eat?’

‘I can’t eat anything. How can I eat anything? And you can talk. You’ll slip down a drain if you’re not careful.’

Leigh mumbles something about leaving the rest of the shopping on the kitchen table.

‘What have you been doing anyway?’ her mum asks, looking her up and down. ‘You look like something the cat dragged in.’

‘I’ve been working all day. I’ve been put on the murder squad, Serious Crime.’

Getting nothing back, Leigh takes out her hairband and attempts to finger-comb her damp hair. She stands near the fire, which is nothing but ash. The brown eyes of her brother shine out from a school photograph on the mantelpiece, the only reminder of him left in the house. Next to the picture of James is one of her mum, back when she was plump and her grey hair was dark and curly, before she downed tools and gave up on life. Next to that is a terrible photograph of Leigh, looking gauche at a netball match. Any photographs of her dad have been taken down because he’s now living with his new happy family in a fancy house in Formby.

‘I’ve had a tough day,’ Leigh says, hoping to press her reality home.

‘Bully for you,’ her mum says. ‘Some of us would like a job to go to.’

Some of us would like to talk to someone who is the least bit interested, Leigh thinks.

‘Aren’t you cold?’ she demands to know. Her mum is only wearing her Snoopy nightshirt and her bare feet are wrapped in a blanket, hiding the yellowing nails that have started to curl.

‘I was all right before you came in, you brought the bad weather in with you.’

‘You’ll freeze to death without a fire on!’

‘Why would that matter?’

Leigh sets about angrily raking the fire. Her mum, watching with furious eyes, lights another cigarette.

‘Leave it, Leigh! That noise is going straight through me.’

Leigh gives up and sits on the armchair, facing the Christmas decorations in the hallway, still up at the end of January: a spindly fake tree, no more than a splayed pole with fake green grass wound around it, and a hotch-potch of broken lights and homemade baubles from her mum’s wartime childhood, all put up at Leigh’s insistence. (‘It’s Christmas, mum! We’re meant to be enjoying ourselves!’ she’d said, before going into work on Christmas Day.)

‘Haven’t you taken that tree down yet?’ she asks now.

Her mum grunts as Leigh goes into the hallway and starts swiping at the baubles.

‘Leave them, Leigh! They brighten the place up.’

They most definitely don’t – the lights hadn’t worked properly when Leigh had put them up in December. She sits back down, sweeping aside catalogue deliveries, which fall to the floor. Her mum orders things weekly and never wears them, because since she stopped working, she never leaves the house. She never pays for them either, because Leigh’s dad took all their money with him to Formby.

The two of them sit in bristling silence, listening to the wind knock the camellia bushes against the back window. Leigh makes two attempts at conversation, one to tell her mum about the pubic hairs she regularly finds in her shared bathroom of her shared house, and the other to comment on the gravediggers’ strike and how there’s a fella at work who can’t bury his dad. Her telephone call with Marcie Zach-Walker is still on her mind, but she doesn’t mention Marcie and her son Victor – she doesn’t want to say the word ‘suicide’ in case it plants the idea in her mum’s head.

She wonders what a decent amount of time to stay would be. Four minutes into her visit she decides it’s five minutes. The minimum acceptable time and the maximum she can bear right now. She stands up. There is no need to put her jacket back on because she hasn’t taken it off.

‘You’re not staying then.’

‘It’s Friday night. I’m going out.’

‘What? Looking like that?’

‘Yes, looking like this.’

Her mum purses her lips.

‘You should try wearing some make-up. No wonder you can’t get a fella if you don’t make the effort. The men like a little make-up.’

‘I don’t own any make-up,’ Leigh snaps. ‘And anyway, I don’t care what fellas like, I’m going dancing.’

‘Wish I could go out and enjoy myself.’

‘The door’s there,’ Leigh says, finally losing it. ‘All you have to do is walk through it!’

It’s her finishing flourish, confirmation of her failure to be nice. As Leigh marches out of the room, she flicks the light switch off and returns her mum to darkness.

Three hours later, she’s walking along the dark end of Upper Parliament Street. Ahead, she can hear a pulsating thump, a short blast of Candi Staton as the club doors open to let someone inside.

By night, this part of L8 moves to its own rhythm. Even in the arctic conditions, the streets are busy with after-hour’s drinkers and the bushes in the cathedral gardens’ darkness twitch with working girls and boys and their punters. As Leigh nears the blackened-out windows, she feels the frisson in the air – that knife-edge point where danger meets excitement.

Leigh likes this feeling.

Once inside, a tall Burundian fella takes the 50p from her palm and beams as she goes through the green door. It’s members only, but everyone’s a member at the Burundi Club: sailors, dockers, street workers, criminals, students looking for a hip place to go.

Even lone female detectives, looking to pull.

Leigh buys a bottle of Marston’s Ale from the makeshift bar and heads straight to the dance floor. She flings off her donkey jacket and sweeps around in the crush, slipping on spilt beer and knocking shoulders in the scrum.

She’s offered drugs, she’s offered sex, she’s offered money for sex.

Her oath to prevent all offences is broken every single Friday night.

Leigh looks around as she dances, catching men’s eyes. As she always does, she wonders if anyone has clocked her as an imposter – an illegal drinking club in Toxteth isn’t a place an off-duty police officer’s supposed to be. Tonight, she checks the crowd for Godfather Squad detectives too – some of them said they were hitting the clubs to talk to their informants. But as Funky Nassau starts up and the music gets into her veins, she raises her bottle high in the air, as far as her hand can stretch, and thinks, bollocks to that.

Bollocks to everyone.
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Leigh wakes early with a parched mouth and a full bladder. She searches her memory to see if she did anything bad last night and slowly slips her hand across the mattress to check for another body. When her fingers touch icy sheets, she relaxes, stretches her legs out, and gazes around the room.

Her bedsit is in a large Georgian house facing Canning Street, near the newly opened Anglican Cathedral. She pays way too much to a private landlord for a first-floor living room come bedroom and a separate small kitchen. In the living room come bedroom, there is a mattress on the floor – she can’t afford a bed frame – as well as a table, a chair and a small television. By the window, pointed towards the sky, is the giant telescope which used to belong to her brother, left behind during her mum’s clear out of reminders of James, owing to it being so heavy she couldn’t carry it to the jumble sale. Under the table are boxes full of stuff Leigh has yet to unpack, even though she’s been here for a year. There’s also a sink in the corner, which she pees in if the shared bathroom is occupied, which it frequently is.

She pulls the blanket over her, too cold to get out of bed, too cold to go back to sleep. She’s wondering why she took all her clothes off last night when she hears someone moving around in the kitchen. Leigh bolts upright and grabs her t-shirt from the floor. A fella appears in the doorway. He nonchalantly takes a sip of something from one of her mugs and moves his head to indicate that he’s off. Leigh vaguely recognises him from last night at the Burundi Club. In the light of day, she can tell just by looking at him that he’s an arsehole.

‘I’ll call you sometime, yeah?’ he says.

‘Don’t bother,’ Leigh says.

‘No, honestly, I’ll call you.’

‘I said, don’t bother.’

She hears the door of her bedsit shut. Fragments of last night come back to her and she kicks herself. She knows she’s skating on thin ice – the clientele of the Burundi isn’t known for being law-abiding.

‘Good riddance,’ she shouts as the front door of the house slams.

On her way to the station, Leigh decides – foolhardily given the roads haven’t been gritted – to drive down to Wapping Dock and take another look at the crime scene.

She pulls up on Blundell Street because the road is blocked, and stands next to the open door of her still-defrosting Mini. The debris flickering through the air yesterday is weighed down with snow, but she can still see rubbish everywhere. The tips are full because of the strike, and people have been dumping all sorts down here – food waste, furniture, paint cans, carpets, you name it. But a lot of the stuff has been around for ages, way before the strikes, and abandoned cars form part of the landscape. In the space of a few hundred feet, she spots a burnt-out Campervan, a Land Rover without wheels, and a Hillman Imp crunched against a lamppost. The cars have become playgrounds for kids, although there are no kids here on this freezing Saturday morning.

A flurry of snow hits her in the face and she wonders what she’s even doing here. Leigh is about to get back in her car to go to the station when she notices a woman leaning over the railings, in front of the Land Rover without wheels. She gently closes the car door so as not to alarm her and then walks in her direction with her eyes half on the slippery cobbles. It’s not until she gets closer that she realises she recognises her. Her name is Sal, a working girl she knows from her time as a WPC patrolling the red light district: wild curly hair, matchstick legs, gob like a sewer.

‘Hey, Sal,’ Leigh says, going to stand beside her.

‘Hiya, love,’ Sal says, matter of factly.

Sal swings her head and surveys Leigh with steely eyes.

‘You look like shit,’ she tells her.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ Leigh says, folding her arms and hopping from foot to foot to keep warm. ‘You don’t look so great yourself.’

This is something of an understatement. Sal’s nose is red and her teeth are chattering, owing to her being dressed inappropriately for the weather, in a thin bomber jacket and mini skirt. Her skinny legs have a bluish tint to them, and flakes are caught in the decolletage of her low-cut top. She makes Leigh shiver just to look at her.

‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘what are you doing down here? It’s miles out of your usual stamping ground. And it’s frigging Baltic.’

Sal shrugs and turns back to her distant view of the crime scene.

‘You’re here, aren’t you?’ she replies, lighting a cigarette and taking a drag.

‘I’m a police detective, I’ve got a reason to be here.’

‘Police detective now, are we?’ Sal says, her eyes mocking now. ‘You still don’t look like a fucking bizzy, by the way.’

‘What’s a bizzy supposed to look like?’

‘Like him,’ she says, pointing towards the distant figure of the tosser officer who wouldn’t let Leigh pass yesterday. He’s posted outside the building again this morning.

Leigh peers over the railings, wondering how to play this. Her and Sal have always got on well, in a tetchy, argumentative sort of way. Leigh had once stuck up for her after a punter accused her of theft. Admittedly, Sal’s short fuse didn’t help her cause, and neither did calling the arresting officer a piss-stained reptile.

Standing next to her, looking out at the flakes falling onto the grey water, she finds Sal isn’t over-brimming with gratefulness.

‘If you want to know what I’m doing down here…’ she says, holding the palm of her hand out.

Leigh sends her eyes skywards and puts her hand in her pocket. She’s given 50p a week informant’s money, which she usually spends on bottles of Marston’s for herself at the weekend. She finds it weird, paying people for information. Before she’d joined the force, she’d naively thought everyone did what a police officer told them to do.

‘I heard, didn’t I?’ Sal says when her fingers have curled around a ten pence piece. ‘Some young fella was found in there.’

‘Go on.’

‘Thought it might be someone I knew, that’s all.’

‘Why did you think that?’

‘It’s 10p a question, by the way.’

‘Jesus, Sal, bleed me dry, why don’t you.’

‘There was a lad, a couple of years back,’ Sal says when Leigh has slipped her another 10p. ‘Robbie, his name was. It was when I was living in Kenny before I moved to town. I used to see him, hanging around the market.’

By Kenny, she means Kensington, an inner-city area just east of the centre of Liverpool.

‘And?’ Leigh says.

She interprets the ensuing silence as a sign another 10p is due. She puts her hand back in her pocket, thinking it’s a good job she’s carrying around change for the telephone box.

‘But then he didn’t hang around there no more,’ Sal resumes, like a slot machine that only works when you feed money into it. ‘I only knew him to say hello to. He said he was moving, going up Bootle way, but word was he’d got himself in with the wrong people, took off and left all his stuff behind.’

‘And he lived where?’

‘I’ve already fucking said I didn’t know him that well, haven’t I?’

‘Hasn’t stopped you taking my last penny off me.’

Leigh senses Sal is running out of things to tell her, and she’s already nearly spent her weekly informant’s allowance, but she hands over a collection of loose change anyway. Sal looks disdainfully down at the 2ps and slips them into her pocket. Then she leans back and rests a hand on the decrepit Land Rover. Her fingers have lost the blood from their tips and are pure white.

‘Must have lived in Kenny, cos he was always out around there at the time.’

‘At what time?’

‘Couple of years ago, summer. The year of the Jubilee. 77.’

‘Do you know his second name?’ Leigh asks.

‘Never said, just knew him as Robbie.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘Lanky, dark hair. Like a normal lad.’

‘Young?’

‘He never said how old he was, but he was a pup. Spots all over his face, used to wear a cap pulled down to hide them.’

From being sceptical, Leigh is now interested: the cap found with the body isn’t common knowledge
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