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Dedication

In memory of my mum’s wonderful cousin, Lynne Croft

1946–2022

Thanks for all your support, Lynne.

We all love and miss you, sweetheart xxxxx
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PROLOGUE

The room was sparsely furnished. It smelled musty, apart from a hint of lavender.

The woman was old. Her weather-beaten skin leathery and crinkled, her once shiny black hair now limp and grey.

Coughing profusely, the woman spat a mouthful of phlegm into an already filthy handkerchief before turning her attention back to her crystal ball. She was only doing this as a one-off, a favour.

Evie Tamplin’s heart was beating nineteen to the dozen. Everything Psychic Lena had told her so far had been spot on, especially about Jolene and that no-good gorger boyfriend of hers.

‘Ooh. Hmmm. Oh dordi!’

‘What! What can you see?’ A mixture of excitement and trepidation pumped through Evie’s veins.

‘The blond lad, he has a dark soul. There’s another mush, not as tall, very handsome. He’s kinder. That’s her soulmate.’

‘Is he a Traveller?’ Evie asked hopefully.

‘He looks like one. Dark features. I sense she’s met him in the past, perhaps as a young child.’

‘Ooh, that’s good news. Is there anything I can do to stop her making the mistake of marrying the blond lad first?’ Beau Bond was the gorger who her precious daughter was currently dating. Tall, blond, with brown eyes, Evie could see straight through those good looks of his. She hated him with a passion.

‘No. I sees a journey. Your daughter will marry first, before meeting her true love again.’

‘Oh,’ mumbled Evie, the wind taken out of her sails. ‘Can ya see how long this sham of a marriage lasts?’

Lena’s wrinkly hands hovered above her crystal ball. She closed her eyes, muttering some gibberish Evie could not understand.

‘I see chavvies. Lots of chavvies. And I feels heat. A burning, vicious heat.’ The reason Psychic Lena had stopped using her crystal ball in the first place was because of her ability to feel the pain due to others. It had caused her some scary moments over the years, hence her decision to quit the spiritual talent God had given her.

Evie was startled as Lena began making a weird kind of howling noise, then began clawing at her arms and face. ‘Whassamatter? What did you mean by heat? It ain’t a fire, is it?’

Lena was too busy coughing to reply.

Realizing the old woman was struggling for breath, a frantic Evie leapt off her chair and thumped her on the back. ‘You want water?’

Gasping, Lena fell to the floor of her ancient rundown trailer.

Cursing herself for allowing her sons to drop her off on such a desolate piece of land, Evie found Lena’s landline and, hands shaking, dialled 999.

It was all in vain though. At eighty-nine years old, Psychic Lena had taken her last breath. And with it, she’d taken her terrifying premonitions of what was to become of Evie’s family to the grave with her.




PART ONE

There are two things in life for which we are never truly prepared: Twins.

Josh Billings




CHAPTER ONE

Twins. A shortish-simple word. But what does it really mean? To anyone who ain’t one, it just means two people who look alike, or if you’re not identical, another sibling, like an ordinary brother or sister. Only an actual twin could understand the true meaning of the word.

Bond by name and nature, that’s us. We never needed friends growing up, ’cause we always had each other. We even spoke in unison at times, like our brains were wired as one.

Inseparable, closer than close, I think you’re getting the gist now. But even though we never spoke about it, we both knew there was gonna come a time we would have to venture our separate ways. Spread our wings, so to speak. Meet a woman, get hitched, have kids. That’s what was expected of us, wasn’t it?

Sometimes in life, though, things don’t go to plan. Also, living up to expectations can prove to be difficult. Especially if you’ve had a fucked-up childhood like we had. Issues from the past can fester in your nut, like a rapidly growing brain tumour, which results in you acting impulsively and doing silly things like hurting people very badly.

Anyway, enough waffling on. Our names are Beau and Brett Bond, and this is our story …

Summer 1993

‘Stop mucking around. This ain’t funny now. You’re scaring me.’ Jamie’s face had fear stamped all over it, his eyes a look of disbelief.

‘This ain’t no joke,’ snapped Beau. ‘Someone has to pay the price for Tammy’s death. I won’t be allowed to be with Jolene otherwise. It was you who got the pills off your so-called mate. Therefore, if it weren’t for you, Tammy would still be alive. Get it?’

‘But I was doing you a favour,’ argued Jamie. ‘You asked me if I knew anyone who sold ’em. I was just being helpful. How was I to know Tammy would keel over on one?’

‘Well, helpful you weren’t. Tape his mouth up, Brett,’ ordered Beau. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

I begged Beau once more to reconsider. This was beyond awful. It was cruel, sadistic.

‘Just fucking do it. Now!’ hissed Beau.

‘It was an accident. I’m sorry, OK? Please don’t hurt me. It’s madness. You’re my brothers and I love you,’ pleaded Jamie.

Beau glared at me, so I shut Jamie up with masking tape. He struggled and wriggled while begging for forgiveness, even fell off the metal garden chair at one point. But Beau had tied his wrists up, so there was little he could do to stop me.

‘We ain’t related by blood. We’re stepbrothers,’ spat Beau. ‘And blood’s thicker than water,’ Beau added, tying Jamie’s feet to the chair. The garden was totally secluded and the neighbours were away anyway.

Jamie’s eyes looked sad, yet startled, like a petrified animal who knew it was about to die. I pleaded with Beau once more, to no avail.

‘We gotta do this. You know we have. Man up, for fuck’s sake. Ready? On the count of three. One, two, three.’

I looked into the swimming pool, expecting Jamie to drown, but then he resurfaced, and his head burst open, covering me and Beau with his brains, blood and gore.

‘You not up yet?’ Beau Bond lifted his arms in exasperation. ‘Didn’t you hear me calling you? Your breakfast is getting cold.’

Brett sat up and put his head in his hands. ‘I must’ve finally dozed off and I wish I hadn’t. I dreamt about that day and it was so real. Apart from the end bit. Jamie’s head sort of blew up and his brains flew all over us. It was proper horrible.’

‘You need to get up and pull yourself together. Have a cold shower.’

Brett glanced at his unfeeling twin, then shut his eyes to blank him out. Sixteen years old, they were identical in most ways. Tall, lithe, brown eyes and straight blond hair which they both kept in place with gel, overall good looks. They dressed well too; often went shopping for designer clobber. It was their personalities where they differed. Their humour and tastes were alike, but Beau could be heartless, disassociated from any kind of feelings, almost. What they’d done to Jamie hadn’t affected Beau one iota, yet he was still having nightmares and feeling terribly guilty.

‘Come on then. Chop, chop,’ ordered Beau.

Brett put the quilt back over his head. The distinct smell of fried bacon was making him feel nauseous. He was dreading the day ahead, didn’t have the energy to put on the facade expected of him. ‘I really don’t feel well. Told you yesterday I thought I was coming down with something. I had the shits and I’ve been sick in the night. You’ll have to go without me. Just say I’m ill.’

Beau ripped the quilt off Brett’s body. He wasn’t silly, anything but. He also knew when his brother was trying to pull a fast one. ‘You’ve gotta come. It’ll look odd if you don’t. One more day, that’s all, Brett. Then we can put this tragedy behind us and move on with our lives. That’s what our brother would’ve wanted.’

Brett glared at his twin before reluctantly getting out of bed. How could Beau even say that? This was no tragedy. It was murder, pure and simple.

‘You look nice. I mean smart.’ Donny Bond paused. He’d been treading on eggshells for days now, knew whatever he said would be deemed as wrong. ‘You feeling OK? I know you’re not OK. But you know what I mean.’

At first, Tansey had cried a river over the untimely death of her eldest son. Consumed with grief, she’d made excuses to cancel the funeral twice, so she could spend more time with Jamie at the chapel of rest. When the tears dried up, they were replaced with bitterness and anger.

‘Got to be OK, I have no other choice. Jamie’s not going to suddenly jump out of his coffin with a big grin on his face, is he?’ Tansey spat. She pointed a finger. ‘You just make sure you keep your precious twins away from me today, Donny, only I’m really not in the mood for ’em. I know my own son and I know he was in a good place. He was happy with Clare, had loads to look forward to. He would never have taken his own life without good reason, and only your conniving sons know the answer to that.’

Donny held his temper and left the room. None of this had been easy for his sons or him either. Jamie might not have been his flesh and blood, but he’d always raised and treated him as such. Tansey knew full well why Jamie had committed suicide. He’d explained his reasons in the note he’d left her. He’d got hold of the pills that had killed Tammy Tamplin. Why couldn’t Tansey just accept that?

Cursing the way his life was going, Donny filled the kettle up and smashed it against the kitchen counter. Things had better improve soon as he was nearing breaking point.

The head of the Bond family was fifty-year-old Kenny. Five foot eleven with craggy features and copper-coloured hair, Kenny had plenty of aura and charm. He also had a reputation as a geezer not to be messed with. Those close to him though, were more liable to describe him as a loveable rogue.

Like most men, Kenny had a secret side to him. A dark side that sometimes led him to make wrong decisions. He’d spent the whole of the 1970s in prison after being given a fifteen stretch for manslaughter after accidentally killing a copper. But even that hadn’t been enough to make him go on the straight and narrow. Unbeknown to his loyal wife Sharon, Kenny had since been up to his old tricks again. For good reason, mind. Money had been running a bit low and there was no way his daughter was having a pauper’s wedding. So, he’d got into the business of making ecstasy pills, setting up a factory with his pal Tony. The money soon rolled in, and his Sherry got married in true Bond style.

‘All right, Gramps? Is my tie on straight?’ asked Beau.

Kenny checked the knot. ‘Where’s Brett?’

‘Putting his suit on. He weren’t feeling great earlier, but he’s perked up now.’ Gramps had told him and Brett not to talk openly indoors, just in case the Old Bill had the place wired. You could never be too careful. Especially in Kenny’s case, having killed one of their own.

Kenny gestured for Beau to follow him down the bottom of the garden. As far as they were aware, the police didn’t have a clue that there was anything suspicious regarding Jamie’s suicide. It did seem all cut and dried. ‘Look, I know Brett’s struggling. D’ya think he’ll be all right?’

‘Yeah. Course. He’s gonna have to be, seeing as we’re all in this together.’

Kenny lit up a cigar and took a deep drag. It had been his idea that the twins get Jamie to write notes, pretending they were from them, before drowning Jamie and making it look like the lad had topped himself. It was a shitty situation all round and not one Kenny was proud of. He’d personally had nothing against Jamie, but the lad wasn’t his flesh and blood, and somebody had to pay the price for Tammy Tamplin’s death. Otherwise, the gypsies would come for them.

‘What you thinking?’ asked Beau. He idolized his grandfather, wanted to be just like him in years to come.

‘Nothing. Just keep an eye on your brother. I’ll be bloody glad when today’s over.’

‘Me too,’ lied Beau. He was secretly looking forward to studying Tansey, watching her deal with the raw grief of it all. She’d always had it in for him and Brett. In his eyes, today was all about payback.

By the time they reached Ockendon Road, the sky was dull and the rain teeming down. A thoroughly miserable day, which matched Brett’s mood.

Beau nudged his sibling. ‘You all right?’

‘Yeah,’ Brett mumbled. He wasn’t, but he was a Bond and that meant keeping a stiff upper lip. Visions of Jamie tormented his mind. Images of them as kids, getting up to no good, carefree, racing their quad bikes. Then there was that final vision. Jamie begging him and Beau not to drown him. The haunted expression of disbelief in Jamie’s eyes. Brett shuddered as the limo pulled up outside the chapel. Tansey hadn’t wanted them in the first funeral car, so Gramps had hired another.

Sensing his discomfort, Sharon Bond squeezed Brett’s knee. ‘You OK, love?’ She had no idea that her husband and grandsons were responsible for poor Jamie’s death. She’d have disowned all three of them had she known.

‘We’re very sad, but we’re determined to be strong, Nan,’ piped up Beau.

Kenny gave his grandson daggers. He was sure Beau was getting a kick out of this and that really wasn’t normal. Did the lad fancy himself to win an Oscar? Or did he have a massive fucking screw loose?

It was a boat party down the Thames that led to Jamie’s demise. What should have been a joyful evening celebrating the twins’ sixteenth birthday turned sour when Tammy Tamplin started to convulse, then later died in hospital after taking an ecstasy tablet.

Having purchased the pills off an old school pal, Jamie was the obvious scapegoat. The travelling community held grudges and would’ve been baying for blood had Kenny not devised a cunning plan. What nobody else knew, other than Kenny and his business partner Tony, was that they were actually to blame for Tammy’s death. The contaminated pills were from their factory and had killed numerous other youngsters too. They weren’t actually responsible for producing the pills themselves, but the bastards they’d employed were. Half a dozen or so Chinese geezers, who had since done a runner.

The factory was dust now. Kenny and Tony had burned it to the ground, and they’d had the luck of the gods on their side when the Old Bill had arrested a little firm out of Southend for the deaths after raiding their factory. It turned out the mugs had copied the crown stamp on the pill that had been Kenny and Tony’s trademark.

‘Dad, I need a word,’ Donny said, grabbing his old man’s arm and leading him away from listening ears.

‘What’s up?’

‘It’s Tansey. She ain’t well, like. Not ill, but obviously today is a tough one for her. She don’t want Beau and Brett carrying the coffin.’

‘You what! Well, who’s meant to carry it then? There’s only us. And what about your sons? You can’t tell ’em they can’t carry their own brother’s coffin.’

‘I thought it might be better if you talk to ’em. Explain that Tansey’s having one of her funny turns.’

Having felt an awful pang of guilt when originally asked to be one of the pallbearers, Kenny rubbed his son’s arm. ‘Why don’t we all step back and let the funeral directors do the honours? That way, it saves any arguments.’

‘Yeah. I’ll speak to ’em now.’

When Donny walked away, Kenny breathed a huge sigh of relief. It wasn’t every day you had someone topped, then was expected to carry them on their final journey.

‘Baggy Trousers’ by Madness was the first song Tansey had chosen. It was the earliest song she could remember her wonderful boy dancing to. Jamie had only been a nipper back then, but as Tansey closed her eyes, she could see him jumping up and down in his denim dungarees as though it were yesterday.

‘Clare’s here. She’s sat right behind you,’ Donny whispered in his long-term fiancée’s ear. Clare was Jamie’s only girlfriend and she’d made him so happy.

Tears of relief in her eyes, Tansey swung around and grabbed Clare’s hand. ‘Come sit next to me. It’s what Jamie would’ve wanted. Please,’ she urged. Because of the complex circumstances, Tansey had been worried Clare wouldn’t come.

‘You want me to move?’ whispered Donny.

‘Yeah. Go and sit with your sons,’ Tammy hissed. She knew she was being a bitch but couldn’t help herself. Life was so bloody unfair. Her Jamie had been such a caring lad, unlike Donny’s horrid twins.

As the song ended, the vicar cleared his throat. ‘Today, we are here to celebrate the life of Jamie Turner.’

Tansey stared dismally at her son’s coffin. She didn’t want to celebrate his life. She wanted to hold him, touch him, talk to him.

Sensing eyes burning into the side of her head, Tansey glanced to her right. She’d given strict instructions that the twins weren’t to sit anywhere near her at the service. It was Beau staring at her from across the pew. She stared back and clocked him smirk.

The tears returned then. Fast and bloody furious.

‘Page seven,’ Penny Turner prompted her daughter.

Tansey turned the pages but was unable to concentrate on the prayer being read. How dare that evil little shit smirk at her, today of all days. To say she was livid was putting it mildly. If there truly was a God, it would be Beau lying in that coffin, not her beloved blond-haired blue-eyed boy.

Tansey’s relationship with the twins had been difficult since day one. Raised by an alcoholic drug-addicted mother until Donny had literally dumped his sons on her one not-so-fine day, they’d been insolent, feral, and bloody hard work.

Her idyllic life shattered to pieces overnight, Tansey tried her best to cope, but she’d spotted evil in the twins from early on, especially in Beau. Not only did the pair of them bully poor Jamie at first, they also purposely knocked her off a ladder while she was pregnant with hers and Donny’s second son, which in her opinion resulted in Alfie being born prematurely and having behavioural issues ever since.

When the vicar called Donny up as pre-arranged to give the eulogy on her son, Tansey took deep breaths to calm herself. Unfortunately, it didn’t work.

As his father began spouting his heart-felt speech, Beau Bond glanced around. His nan and Sherry were dabbing their eyes, but other than that there were no hysterical bouts of emotion being shown. Even young Ricky wasn’t bawling. And most importantly, Brett seemed to be holding up well, better than Beau had expected.

Beau turned his attention to the opposite pew and stared at Tansey again. He was actually quite enjoying himself. Today was much more fun for him than your average boring day out.

Brett turned to his brother. ‘Stop it. Leave her be,’ he ordered.

Beau clasped his hands together and looked down at his lap. He knew Brett felt guilty, but he felt nothing. It had been the same when they’d set fire to their school in their youth. Brett had felt responsible for ages about the school caretaker who’d perished, but Beau hadn’t blamed himself. If the silly old sod hadn’t made himself busy and run inside a burning building, then he wouldn’t have got burnt to a cinder. Therefore, Jamie paying the price for Tammy’s death was no different. He had made himself busy too. Ever the people-pleaser, Jamie had fallen over backwards to be the big hero and sort the pills out, even though he didn’t want one himself. Well, more fool him.

Unable to stop revelling in her misery, Beau glanced in Tansey’s direction again. She clocked him and leapt up. ‘I want to say something. In fact, I’ve got lots to say,’ shrieked Tansey, interrupting Donny mid-flow.

Tansey’s mum and friend Lucinda glanced worriedly at one another. ‘Are you sure, love?’ asked Penny.

Tansey ignored her mother’s question, lunged towards her fiancée and grabbed the microphone off him.

‘I’ve got your back,’ Donny said, putting a supportive arm around Tansey’s shoulders.

Tansey shoved Donny’s arm away. ‘Sit down, you,’ she snarled.

‘Shit!’ Brett nudged Beau, then lowered his eyes to the floor. Tansey was glaring directly at them.

Tansey took a deep breath. ‘My Jamie was a good boy. Not saying he was an angel, but nobody knows their own son like a mother does. Before his death, Jamie was the most settled I’d ever seen him. He liked his job, was content in himself and had found love with Clare, whom he adored.’

Tansey fiercely wiped the tears away with the cuff of her jacket. ‘I know what everyone is thinking here but believe me; I’m telling you the truth. My Jamie was never into drugs, let alone spiking anybody’s drink. He wasn’t even into alcohol, let alone bloody ecstasy pills. But you see them two over there.’

Everybody glanced awkwardly at one another as Tansey pointed directly at the twins. ‘Those two fuckers are into everything. And no way did my Jamie kill himself. They killed him and I swear to God I’ll—’

Tansey didn’t get to finish her sentence. Kenny Bond leapt up and swiftly grabbed the microphone.

Reverend Harris had conducted hundreds of services in his years as a clergyman, but never one like this. In a state of shock, he quickly wrapped it up with a final prayer that everybody seemed to be arguing over, then played the song Tansey had chosen for the congregation to walk out to. He was dreading the actual burial, wished it had been a cremation instead.

Once outside in the fresh air, Tansey was led away by her mum and friend to allow her to calm down. Penny Turner could tell the Bonds were furious over her daughter’s accusations. She didn’t know what to say or do other than appease Tansey.

Thankful that they’d told the Old Bill their presence wasn’t needed at the funeral, Kenny glanced at his grandsons. Beau was fine, but Brett looked as white as a sheet.

‘Fancy standing up and saying something like that. I know she’s grieving, but Jesus, so are the twins, Kenny. Thank God there weren’t many people here. Can you imagine if those kinds of rumours got back to the bloody Tamplins?’ Sharon said to her husband. She rued the day her grandsons had got involved with that gypsy family.

Kenny had been horrified by Tansey’s outburst, even though every word she’d uttered had been true. She was a lot cleverer than he’d ever given her credit for. But Kenny knew how to blag it in an awkward situation and blag it he would. He poked Donny hard in the shoulder. ‘She’s out of control that woman of yours. Why didn’t you stand up and defend your sons, eh? As if they had sod all to do with Jamie’s suicide. Madness!’

‘Yeah. Gramps is right,’ added Beau. ‘Tansey needs sectioning. She’s off her trolley.’

Kenny gave Beau a sharp kick in the ankle, then turned back to Donny. ‘Man up, son. You need to sort this before we bury poor Jamie. The least the lad deserves is to rest in peace.’

The travelling community were a loyal breed, stuck by one another through thick and thin. Obviously, they had issues amongst their own. But they had their own way of sorting disagreements, usually culminating in a bare-knuckle fight. What they wouldn’t tolerate was one of their own being harmed by a gorger, hence the Brown brothers sitting in a beige transit tipper truck watching events unfold.

‘Why’s it taking so much time?’ asked Jack.

‘Looks like they’re arguing among themselves. Typical gorgers,’ replied Davey. ‘Can’t even respect their dead properly.’

‘I wish they’d hurry up. Giving me the heebies sitting ’ere.’

‘Shut up, you tart. Just think of the lolly we’re getting paid.’

‘Don’t like the look of those twins. Whatever was Jolene thinking, going with one of them? She’s a pretty girl an’ all,’ stated Jack.

‘We’re getting paid extra if we hit him too. Trouble is, I don’t know which one’s which.’

‘Best we aim for ’em both then. Two for the price of one.’

At five foot two, Sharon Bond was a short-arse in comparison to her strapping husband, yet what she lacked in height she made up for in punch, especially when it came to her family.

‘That’s enough, Beau,’ ordered Sharon. ‘And you.’ Sharon poked Kenny in the chest. ‘You three stay here and I will speak to Tansey and her mum. This is neither the time nor the place for a falling out and none of you are to say anything else to Donny. Understand?’

‘Yeah. We got ya,’ replied Kenny. He’d first met Sharon at a party when he was sixteen years old. She was a buxom blonde with a big personality and beautiful face; Kenny had fallen head over heels and they’d got engaged soon after. Even when he’d spent years in prison, Sharon had been his rock and he always let her rule the roost when it came to family matters. Well, the matters she knew about anyway.

Sharon returned a couple of minutes later. ‘Tansey’s calmed down, well a bit anyway. But she don’t want Beau and Brett at the graveside.’

‘That’s bang out of order,’ argued Beau. ‘What have we done wrong?’

Brett stayed silent. It suited him not to watch Jamie’s coffin being lowered into the ground.

‘She’s out of order, Shal,’ stated Kenny.

‘Yes. I know. But, it’s her son, so if that’s what she wants, then so be it. Beau and Brett can always visit the grave afterwards to pay their respects.’

‘I ain’t happy,’ spat Beau. He was more gutted about not being able to witness Tansey’s heartbreak as Jamie was put six feet under than anything else.

A worried man, Reverend Harris approached Kenny. ‘Are we ready to proceed with the burial now? I am sorry to rush you, but my next service is running extremely late.’

‘Yeah. As ready as we’ll ever be.’

‘Oi, oi, we got movement.’ Davey Brown turned the ignition. Dressed in hard hats and yellow high-visibility vests, nobody had taken any notice of them. Their aim had been to blend in, like a couple of workmen taking a break from whatever.

‘They’re bringing him out.’

‘Hold tight.’ Davey reversed back, changed gear, then awaited the perfect moment.

Kenny Bond was usually very astute, had a sixth sense of anything amiss, yet even he hadn’t taken a blind bit of notice of the tipper truck parked nearby. Not until it came towards him anyway. ‘Fuck! Move,’ he shrieked, pushing Sharon and his daughter Sherry out of harm’s way.

With the coffin on their shoulders, the funeral directors had two options, either drop it or get run over. They dropped the coffin.

Having moved away from the front of the chapel so she didn’t have to look at Beau and Brett, Tansey dashed towards it to see what all the commotion was about. She was greeted by a partial sighting of her son’s corpse, then a truck reversing over him and his coffin.

Overcome by shock and horror, Tansey promptly passed out.

Everything happened so quickly, then the tipper truck sped off. For many, including the reverend, it would leave a lifelong memory. There were shouts, screams, all sorts, as the funeral directors tried to shove Jamie’s corpse back inside the smashed-up coffin. They’d been ordered to never drop a coffin under any circumstances, but nobody could have prepared them for today.

Having unsuccessfully chased the truck towards the exit, Kenny and Donny returned to the chaos. ‘Is everyone OK? Did anyone get hit?’ Kenny panted.

‘We nearly did. I think they aimed for us, but I managed to push Brett out the way, then we legged it,’ replied Beau. He was worried. This had to be to do with the gypsies, so what did this mean for him and Jolene? What hope did they have for the future?

Relieved they hadn’t allowed any of their younger children to attend, Donny went over to where Tansey lay. He couldn’t believe what had happened. It was too awful for words. How the hell was his beautiful fiancée meant to ever get over this?

‘Treacherous bloody lot, those pikeys. Told you not to get involved with those girls, didn’t I?’ ranted Sharon.

‘Don’t blame them.’ Kenny protectively pulled Beau and Brett close to his chest. ‘I’ll speak to Bobby. No way did he know about this. He wouldn’t have allowed it to happen.’

‘How do you know?’ snapped Sharon. ‘Thick as thieves that mob are. You don’t see that girl Jolene any more, Beau. Do you hear me?’

‘I thought I was gonna die. I thought we were all going to die,’ blurted out Ricky. Being born with Down’s syndrome was yet to hold Ricky back in his life. But he did have a tendency to say things exactly as he saw them.

Sharon gave the lad she referred to as her and Kenny’s ‘adopted son’ a motherly hug. Ricky had moved in with them shortly after his real parents had died in a car crash. His father, Alan Davey, was Kenny’s close friend. They went back donkey’s years.

Beau glared at his nan. ‘None of us are hurt and neither is any of this mine or Jolene’s fault. You can’t stop me and her seeing one another. We love each other.’

‘You don’t even know what love is at your age,’ retaliated Sharon.

‘No point arguing among ourselves. It’s getting us nowhere,’ snapped Kenny. ‘I’m going to speak to the funeral directors, see if they can sort us a new coffin. The lad can’t get buried in that one. His body’ll get eaten by insects.’

‘You all right?’ Beau slid down the wall and sat on the pavement next to his brother.

‘Not really. No way am I coming back here to go through all this again.’ The funeral directors had taken Jamie back to the funeral home.

‘We ain’t gotta come again. Tansey don’t want us at the burial anyway.’ Tansey had been carted off in an ambulance. Their dad had gone to hospital with her.

‘Did you see their faces? What type of scumbags run over a dead body and a coffin?’ said Brett.

‘I got a glimpse of the one in the passenger seat. But I didn’t see either clearly. It all happened so quickly. It wouldn’t surprise me if Jolene’s brothers were behind it though,’ said Beau.

‘Not Sonny, surely?’ Sonny was lovely. Brett secretly had the hots for him and was sure Sonny felt the same. The way Sonny looked at him sent shivers down Brett’s spine.

‘Nah. The two older arseholes. Billy and Johnny. Mad, weren’t it? Did you see his arm fall out the coffin? I heard his bones crunching too.’

Brett retched. ‘Shut up. I don’t even want to think about it. Jamie didn’t deserve any of this, God rest his soul.’

‘There you are!’ shouted Kenny Bond. ‘Get in the car. We’re leaving now.’

‘You rung Bobby yet?’ enquired Beau.

‘No. I will speak to him face to face, sort this shit out once and for all.’ Kenny’s jaw twitched furiously, a sure sign he was seething. ‘What happened today was a diabolical liberty. They must think I’m some mug or something if they think I’m gonna suffer stunts like that. Nah, they want a war, they’ll get one all right. I’ll blow their fucking brains out.’




CHAPTER TWO

‘You’re still shaking, Mum. Go get her a brandy,’ Billy Tamplin ordered his brother, Johnny. At twenty-eight and twenty-six respectively, they were the eldest two sons of the Tamplin clan. They’d been shocked to see their mother in bits when they’d arrived to pick her up and even more shocked to see an ambulance and Psychic Lena’s corpse.

Evie pushed her plate away. They’d stopped at a local pub which was a popular haunt for the travelling community, but Evie had barely touched her fish, chips and mushy peas. It wasn’t the shock of Lena’s croaking it in front of her that had upset Evie. It was her dying words, that premonition. The horrified expression on the old woman’s face as she’d keeled over had left Evie chilled to the bone.

Billy squeezed his mum’s hand. ‘She had a good innings, didn’t she? And it’s a godsend you were there. Better than her dying alone.’

Evie clenched her eldest’s hand tightly. ‘You don’t understand. I know your father forbid me, but after losing our Tammy, I needed hope. Something to cling onto, to look forward to. So, I asked Lena for a reading. She saw something bad; I swear she did. Then she died. I think whatever she saw might’ve killed her.’

‘Crikey, Mum! You know what our people say about Lena. She’s a curse. No good’s ever come from readings with her. Even Aunt Rose said so. Don’t you remember the time she told her she saw twisted metal, then Uncle Denny had that bad accident in his motor? I was only a lad back then, but was frit to death of her from that moment on. Please don’t tell me you had a reading with her before Tammy died an’ all?’

‘Of course, I didn’t. I ain’t seen her for years, until today.’

Having returned from the bar, Johnny asked, ‘What’s up?’

‘Don’t ask,’ snapped Billy.

A proud man from humble travelling roots, Bobby Tamplin had achieved a lot in his forty-six years. A good amateur boxer, he’d turned to bare-knuckle fighting to provide for his wife and young family. Undefeated, he’d earned a nice few bob, retired while he was at the top and plunged his money into buying land and two salvage yards.

Five foot nine, stocky with dark unruly hair and a wonky boxer’s nose, Bobby’s proudest achievement in life was his family. His wife Evie had always been his rock, the beauty behind his brawn; and between them they’d had six wonderful kids. Even when their youngest, Bobby-Joe, had been diagnosed as Down’s syndrome, it hadn’t fazed them as a family. Bobby-Joe would be loved, wanted, taught skills so he could work like his brothers. He’d be fine. He was a Tamplin.

No parent expected or wanted to outlive their chavvies and the day his Tammy had died, part of Bobby had died too. She’d only gone to Beau and Brett’s sixteenth birthday party, on a boat along the Thames. Kenny Bond’s boat. There hadn’t been any alcohol allowed, yet that silly little fucker who was being buried today had put ecstasy in the drinks and his beautiful Tammy had drunk one. Jolene was there, said Tammy had collapsed while convulsing. She’d been taken to hospital, but it was all too little too late. She’d never come out of the coma and would have been left brain dead even if she had. Hence the heartbreaking decision to turn off her life support.

If Jamie hadn’t topped himself, Bobby would’ve throttled him with his bare hands. He and his two eldest sons had got some retribution by doing away with the dealer who’d sold the pills to Jamie. He’d ended up in an industrial cement mixer over in Dartford. But nothing was going to bring Tammy back, which is why Bobby had told his sons, ‘No more retribution. We don’t want a war. Enough is enough.’

If Billy and Johnny had their way, Beau and Brett would’ve been next on their hit list, but Bobby forbade them to lay a hand on Kenny’s’ grandsons. Jamie had left them a suicide note explaining it was his prank that went wrong. The spiked drinks were meant to be drunk by Beau and Brett. Therefore, they were innocent in Bobby’s eyes.

‘There you are! I’ve been calling you,’ bellowed Jolene. ‘Beau rang. It all kicked off at the funeral. A truck tried to run ’em all over, then it ran over the coffin.’

‘Jesus fucking wept! That’s all we need. Go get me my phone. It’s on charge.’

Deep in thought, Evie sat in the back of her son’s Land Rover, mulling over Lena’s horribly cut-short reading. ‘A dark soul’, that’s how she’d described Beau Bond, and even though that didn’t surprise Evie one iota, she had to think with her head now and not her heart.

With Johnny Cash’s ‘Folsom Prison Blues’ blaring out, Evie leaned forward and poked both her sons hard in their shoulders.

Johnny turned the volume down. His mother was yet to make her mind up whether to tell his father about her reading. ‘Yes, Mum?’

‘As soon as we get home, I want a family meeting. Not your wives or kids, just me, yous, Sonny, your dad, Jolene and Bobby-Joe. And you don’t mention no reading, OK? ’Cause I never really got one and I don’t want your father worrying over nothing.’

‘Sounds serious. But don’t fret, your secret’s safe with us,’ replied Billy. Travelling men tended not to tittle-tattle and they certainly wouldn’t betray their own mother.

‘Oh, it is serious, trust me. I made a decision, and I don’t want no bleedin’ arguments.’ Evie pursed her lips. She’d already lost one of her stunning daughters. No way was she losing the other. Over her dead body.

An impatient man by nature, Bobby was raging by the time his sons pulled up outside with his wife. Kenny hadn’t sounded too happy on the phone, but had arranged to meet him later at the pub.

‘Billy, Johnny, I want a word. In private,’ seethed Bobby.

Knowing full well what was up, Billy stupidly asked, ‘What’s up?’

Bobby gave his eldest a sharp clump in the ribs. ‘Don’t you dare mug me off. Who’d you get to do it, eh?’

‘Do what?’ Billy winced. Even a half punch off his father was capable of cracking ribs.

Aware his brother needed backup, Johnny jumped in. ‘What you going on about?’ Billy and he had made a pact to keep schtum about the Brown brothers.

‘The funeral. Trashing the coffin. Nearly killing the Bonds.’ Bobby grabbed Johnny by the throat. ‘Dinlos, that’s what you are. A pair of fucking dinlos.’

Hearing the fracas, Evie ran out from her luxurious mobile home and grabbed hold of her husband. ‘Stop it. Leave ’em be. As if today ain’t a bad enough day anyway. Where’s Sonny and Bobby-Joe? Get ’em here. I wants a family meeting. It’s important.’

Bobby glared at his two eldest. Both were stocky, dark and, apart from his boxer’s nose, looked very much like him. He’d thought they had his brains too, until today. ‘We’ll speak about this later,’ he hissed. Bobby was determined to find out the truth, even if he had to beat it out of them.

Two cups of sweet tea later, Bobby had calmed down a bit. ‘You didn’t say you were visiting Lena. You told me you were going to Kent to see your family.’

‘I was! But that got cut short when Lena died on me, Bobby. I don’t care that you never liked her. Lena and my grandma were very good friends. She was an old woman on her own, God bless her. That’s why I paid her a visit. She don’t get many visits these days.’

Bobby gave his wife a hug. ‘You didn’t get her to give you one of her curse of a readings, did ya?’

‘Don’t be daft! The woman died before I hardly spoke to her,’ snapped Evie. She hated lying to her husband, but no way was she worrying him by admitting the truth.

‘I’m sorry she died. But you know she always frit me to death that woman. So, what’s this family meeting you’ve organized about?’

‘Call your sons to come inside and you’ll find out. Jolene, you sits next to me, ’cause this is about you,’ ordered Evie.

A stunning five foot seven brunette with big brown eyes, Jolene put her hands on her hips. ‘You better not be telling me I can’t see Beau any more, ’cause I swear on Bobby-Joe’s life, I will run away and marry him behind all your backs.’ Her mother only disapproved of Beau because he was a gorger and, since Tammy’s death, she hated him even more.

Evie fired her daughter a look of hatred. Inwardly, she half blamed Jolene getting involved with Beau for Tammy’s death. She’d always warned her beloved girls that gorgers were no good and they should stick to their own. ‘Just sit down and shut up. I shall be doing the talking and don’t you ever swear on your little brother’s life again like that. It’s wicked.’

Once the family was seated, Evie started her speech. She told them that she’d already lost one daughter and under no circumstances was she losing the other. Therefore if Jolene wanted to be with Beau, she had her permission.

As expected, Evie’s two eldest, Billy and Johnny were furious, but she stood her ground when they threatened all sorts. ‘Listen; if it’s what our Jolene wants, then it’s her choice. She’ll soon be seventeen. She’s a woman not a child. Ain’t she, Bobby?’

Jolene was over the moon, couldn’t quite believe her ears. Her mother had always sided with Billy and Johnny and had never liked Beau. Jolene missed Tammy dreadfully and getting married and starting a family was the only thing that could help her with her loss. Tammy had liked Beau too. It’s what her twin would’ve wanted. ‘Thanks, Mum. And you, Dad. I’m gonna be the best wife and mother ever.’

‘Not so fast, young lady,’ said Evie. ‘I’m only allowing you to marry Beau if you lives with me and your father on this land. After losing Tammy, I need you around me.’

Beaming from ear to ear, Jolene squeezed her mother’s hand. ‘Of course, we’ll live ’ere. Who else is gonna babysit all the chavvies I plan to have?’

As Billy and Johnny started to kick off big time, Bobby rolled his eyes at his two other sons, Sonny and young Bobby-Joe. Bobby was amazed Evie had changed her tune, but relieved at the same time. He couldn’t bear to lose Jolene either and, unlike Evie, he had no aversion to her marrying a gorger. So many of the travelling lads he knew were whoremongers who strayed behind their wives’ backs. They would shag any gorger with a pulse. Bobby didn’t want that for Jolene, and he could tell by the way Beau treated her that he would be loyal to his daughter.

It was Johnny who picked up one of his mother’s favourite china horse ornaments and smashed it against the wall. He pointed at his sister. ‘If she marries that shitcunt, me and Billy will be off this land. We won’t live near him. We want no part of it. You’ll be on your own, Dad.’

Bobby loved his wife more than anything else in the world. He leaned over and squeezed her hand. ‘Your mother has made her decision, boys, and if you don’t like it, you can lump it.’

Evie forced a smile. The quicker her daughter married Beau, realized her mistake, then found her soulmate, the better. Only, Psychic Lena was never wrong.

Family meeting over, Bobby led his boys to the barn. He’d cooled off a bit, but wasn’t looking forward to hearing what Kenny had to say. Not that he was scared of Bond. Far from it. There wasn’t a man born that Bobby Tamplin was scared of. He was just at an age where he didn’t want any more drama in his life. A simple, quiet life suited him just fine these days. Which is why he’d uprooted his family from Kent and bought this plot in Essex. Not that it had brought them much luck.

‘I think you’ve broken one or two of me ribs,’ complained Billy.

‘Don’t be such a big fanny. I only gave you a little tap. Serves you right for lying to me.’

‘We didn’t lie. We didn’t know anything about the truck running over the coffin until you told us. What exactly happened then?’ asked Johnny.

Bobby swung around and gave Johnny a worse clump in the ribs than Billy had got.

‘For fuck’s sake.’ In pain, Johnny sank to his haunches to try to get his breath back.

‘To be a good liar, you need to have a fucking good memory. I never mentioned no truck, ya dinlo.’

Johnny glared at Billy and shook his head. The game was up. ‘All right, we were behind it. But someone had to do something. It’s sickening that they’re gonna bury that murdering scumbag in the same cemetery as Tammy. It ain’t right. The Bonds are taking the piss and you’re letting them get away with it.’

‘Who’d you get to do it?’ asked Bobby.

‘The Browns. Jack and Davey.’

‘See that black-and-white cob out there? That’s got more brains than Davey and Jack Brown put together. Now I want yous to listen to me and listen very carefully. When it comes to your wife and kids, you have every right to make whatever decision you want, ’cause you is the head of that family. But I’m telling you now, you ever go behind my back and pull a stunt like this again regarding my family, you will live to regret it. ’Cause as much as I loves you, I will not put up with no man making decisions for me. You will never set foot in the yards again. Your jobs will be finito for a start. You get my drift?’

Still winded, Johnny nodded. ‘Yeah.’

Billy held out his right hand. ‘Sorry if we overstepped the mark.’

Bobby firmly gripped his son’s hand. ‘Apology accepted.’

Jolene sat on the wooden bench in the area her dad had made as a shrine to Tammy. Jolene regularly visited her sister’s grave, but it was nice to have a patch of their own land to remember Tammy also.

Jolene placed her hand against the enormous framed photo of her twin. It was only a small shrine, but very peaceful and pretty. Fairy lights dangled from the trees surrounding the bench. There were angel figurines, lots of candles and fresh flowers were regularly laid. Her dad had made a tarpaulin roof to keep the area dry. ‘Good news today, Tammy. Mum says I can be with Beau. I am glad, but I wish you were here with me. I got nobody to share my joy with any more. Life ain’t the same. I miss our banter most of all though. We used to laugh so much and now I barely laugh at all.’

Jolene paused and fiercely wiped her eyes. There was no point crying and being miserable. Tammy wouldn’t want that. ‘Jamie had his funeral today. I dunno exactly what happened ’cause I won’t see Beau until tomorrow. But I think the Travellers turned up and caused mayhem. Poor Jamie. He don’t deserve that. I wish I could tell Mum and Dad the truth about what happened, but I don’t want them thinking bad things about you and they’d probably disown me. No way would Mum let me be with Beau either. Keeping quiet protects everyone and I know if it were the other way round you would protect me too.’

Jolene fell silent, deep in thought. It had originally been Brett’s idea to get some ecstasy pills for the party, but it was Tammy who was egging him on to do so. Tammy also took more than anybody else. She so didn’t deserve to die though. Neither did Jamie. His only crime had been to get the pills for them. He didn’t even take one. A bit of fun, that’s all they’d wanted. Why did life have to be so bloody cruel?

The Jobber’s Rest was where the meet was arranged. ‘Sorry, I’m a bit late, Kenny. Traffic was chocka. Can I get you another drink?’ asked Bobby.

‘A brandy. Make it a large one. Then I think you’ve got a bit of explaining to do, don’t you?’

Hackles rising, Bobby went to the bar. Who did Bond think he was talking to? Only he wasn’t a man to take shit from anybody, especially when he was grieving his darling daughter.

Kenny knocked back the large brandy in one. ‘So, what happened today? And please don’t say it was nothing to do with your mob, ’cause I know it was. We shook hands, Bobby, made a deal. I thought we agreed to no more agg?’

‘Made a deal!’ snarled Bobby. ‘You made it sound like I sold you a gry. I’m the injured party ’ere, not you, Bond. I’m the one who lost a daughter. Do you know what a loss like that feels like? Well, do ya?’ Bobby’s voice was getting louder by the second, so much so other customers were looking around.

‘Look, I’m sorry. I worded that all wrong. What I meant was I thought we’d agreed to not start some war between our families? And I am sorry about Tammy, truly sorry. But today, that truck didn’t just drive at the coffin, it tried to run my grandsons over too. Beau and Brett are as innocent in all this as Jolene is, Bobby. You know that,’ lied Kenny. He knew that Beau, Brett, Jolene and Tammy had all willingly taken ecstasy. Behind his back, mind. The boys had confessed to him that night, on the boat. After Tammy had collapsed.

‘I don’t want no war and for your information, I had no idea what had been planned for today. Travellers have memories like elephants; they forget nothing, especially when one of their own is wronged. Many think it’s a liberty Jamie is being buried in the same cemetery as Tammy and, to be honest, the more I thinks about it, the more I agree. Not that I condone what happened today. I don’t. But I can’t control the actions of others who are upset. My Evie didn’t even know where Jamie was being buried earlier. I wasn’t going to tell her. She went mad. As you can well imagine.’

Kenny sighed. He’d begged Donny to have a word with Tansey to change the chapel and cemetery, but Tansey wouldn’t budge. She wanted Jamie’s plot as close to her as possible. In fairness, the plot was right over the other side to where Tammy’s was, and it was a massive cemetery. ‘I make you right as it goes. Leave it with me. The lad never got buried in the end, the coffin was too damaged. I’ll speak to Donny as soon as I leave here.’

Bobby sipped his pint, well aware that Kenny’s cocky attitude had left the building and he was backtracking fast. ‘Wise decision. Otherwise I should imagine the lad’s grave will be smashed up regularly. I did tell you originally the lad shouldn’t be buried there. You’re not even blood-related to him, are you?’

‘No. You know I’m not. He weren’t Donny’s. He was Tansey’s boy, but Donny raised him. Look, I get where you’re coming from and I’ll sort it. Other than that, we OK, like?’ Kenny knew he’d backtracked. But unbeknown to Bobby, he felt the guilt kick in.

‘Yeah. We’re OK. In fact, we might even be family soon. Evie’s given her permission for Jolene and your Beau to be together.’

‘Great stuff,’ grinned Kenny. ‘I’ll get us another drink. We can make a toast to the lovebirds.’

Kenny’s smile slipped as he left the table. He didn’t mind Bobby, but Beau getting too involved with Jolene was only going to end in disaster. He could see it coming a mile off. Travellers were a different breed. Today had taught him that. A tipper truck running over a dead body was the stuff of horror movies. Especially when the corpse fell out of the fucking coffin.

Kenny returned to the table with two pints and a replastered grin. He would give it to Donny straight, say if they didn’t change the cemetery, Jamie’s grave would be vandalized regularly. Surely Tansey wouldn’t want that?

Bobby raised his glass. ‘To Jolene and Beau and their future together. God bless them and any chavvies they have.’

The thought of his handsome blond sixteen-year-old grandson marrying or knocking Jolene up made Kenny shudder, but he lifted his glass nevertheless. Beau could get any girl he wanted; he had to make him see sense. ‘To the lovebirds and their futures.’

Bobby’s eyes welled up. ‘The wedding won’t be the same without our Tammy, that’s for sure. But we’ll make it as cheerful as we can. It can be held on my land.’

Kenny nearly choked on his beer. ‘Sorry, went down the wrong hole. Yeah. Sounds great. Apart from Tammy not being there, of course.’

Bobby leaned forward. ‘The day that girl got taken from us, a part of me died, Kenny. I doubt I’ll ever get over it, but you gotta learn to live with it, I suppose. I tell you something, I can’t wait to get my hands on those bastards who made those pills. I got all their names imprinted in ’ere.’ Bobby tapped his forehead. ‘The day any of ’em step out of prison, I swear to you, I’ll be waiting for them. Me and a thousand other Travellers. Only, shitcunts like that do not deserve to breathe the same air as the likes of you and me, and I’ll make damn sure they don’t pollute it any more.’

Kenny gulped that hard he could feel his Adam’s apple pushing against his skin. ‘Too right, mate. Excuse me a tick. Need the loo.’

Kenny walked into the gents and splashed his face with cold water. No way were the Chinese ever going to talk and they knew nothing about him and Tony anyway. Which left only two people. One presumed dead and the other an old prison pal who was totally trustworthy and living abroad.

Yanking the hand towel, Kenny dried his face. He and Tony were well in the clear, he convinced himself.

The problem with the past, though, is it has a habit of coming back to haunt you …




CHAPTER THREE

Thanks to a cancellation, Bobby Tamplin booked the wedding for the beginning of September. Neither he nor Evie were religious but had wanted to marry their daughter off properly. The church was in Vange and, unable to find a suitable-sized venue to hold the reception, Jolene finally agreed it should be held on their land.

Traveller weddings were always a massive occasion, and no expense was spared by Bobby. He was determined his daughter would have the best day of her life. Even though he knew a lot of the invited guests did not agree with his decision to allow Jolene to marry outside of their community. Bobby had always been his own man, and besides, nobody would be brave enough to tell him that to his face. His reputation as a decent amateur boxer and an even better bare-knuckle fighter saw to that, though it had been donkey’s years since he’d last fought.

Billy and Johnny hadn’t backed down. They’d refused to attend their sister’s wedding and, unable to stand the thought of Jolene living in close proximity to what they classed as sin, had moved off their father’s land and returned to Kent. Relations were strained to say the very least, especially between father and sons. Both Billy and Johnny blamed Bobby for allowing the farce of a wedding to go ahead.

Evie had never felt less excitement over a wedding in her life, but with Lena’s dying words firmly imprinted in her mind, tried to feign enthusiasm for the sake of her daughter. She just wanted it all to be over with, Jolene to realize she’d made a terrible mistake, then go and find her true love.

Finally, the big day arrived. A momentous occasion that would join the Bonds and Tamplins together. As one big happy family.

‘Brett, you awake?’

‘Yeah.’ Brett was absolutely dreading his brother’s wedding, so much so he’d barely slept. He’d got bladdered on the stag night and ended up in Hollywood’s nightclub with Sonny. It was all a bit of a blur, but he could recall trying to kiss Sonny and getting knocked back. Whenever he and Sonny locked eyes, Brett felt as though it was like they were looking into one another’s souls … There was a spark, a mutual connection. Knowing he needed to seize the moment, Brett grabbed Sonny’s face and plonked one on his juicy lips.

For a brief second, Brett felt Sonny respond. Their tongues touched. Then, it all went wrong as Sonny shoved him against the wall and Brett lost his footing and ended up in a heap.

‘What the fuck d’ya think you’re doing?’ spat Sonny. ‘I’m not a fucking queer.’

‘But I’ve seen the way you look at me. I ain’t a queer either. I dunno what I am. I’m confused.’

‘You’re drunk. That’s what you are. Come on. I ain’t leaving you ’ere. Get up.’

Feeling suddenly scared, Brett gingerly got to his feet. ‘I’m sorry. I dunno what I was thinking. You won’t tell anyone, will ya?’

‘Nah. But if you ever do it again, I’ll punch your lights out. I dunno what you are, but I’m a travelling man and there ain’t no pooftas in our community. They don’t exist!’

He hadn’t seen Sonny since and was dreading having to face him today.

‘Can you believe in less than seven hours’ time I’m gonna be a happily married man?’ For the past week the twins had been sharing a room at their grandparents to allow their great-grandparents to move back into the bungalow they’d been sharing. Tansey was out of hospital but still off her trolley. She didn’t want them living with her and their dad any more.

‘Mad, ain’t it?’

‘Try and be a bit more enthusiastic, Brett. You’ve been as miserable as sin all week. You have done your best man’s speech, ain’t ya?’

‘You know I have.’

‘Look, I know you’re bound to feel a bit weird. I would too if it were you getting wed. But I’m only gonna be living at the bottom of the lane. You can come see me and Jolene anytime, apart from when we’re shagging, of course,’ laughed Beau. ‘And we’ll be doing lots of that.’ Jolene had strong morals and had refused to have sex with him until their wedding night. He was hardly experienced himself, had only had sex once with an older girl called India, and she’d given him crabs.

‘Yeah. Whatever.’ Brett put the quilt back over his head. Sonny couldn’t have said anything. Surely if he had, he’d have heard about it? That didn’t stop him feeling an idiot, though. What the hell had he done?

Another family up at the crack of dawn were the Tamplins. Bobby sat on the step of his trailer and grinned at his transformed land. He truly had pushed the boat out to ensure Jolene had the best day. It was just such a bloody shame that he would never get the opportunity to do the same for his other daughter, Tammy.

‘Whaddya want, a fry-up? Or a sandwich?’ asked Evie.

‘A couple of sausage sandwiches with brown sauce please, love. Don’t it look wonderful, Evie? The sun is shining for us too. Gonna be the proudest man alive walking our baby girl down the aisle.’

‘Shame it’s to that arsehole,’ Evie muttered under her breath. ‘It looks beautiful, Bobby. Fit for a princess,’ she said more loudly.

Young Bobby-Joe ran out of the trailer. ‘What time Ricky coming?’

‘He’s not coming before the wedding. You’ll see him at the church, then he’ll be coming back ’ere with all the other guests,’ explained Bobby.

Evie smiled as her youngest jumped up and down excitedly. That was the only good thing to come out of her daughter getting involved with that godawful gorger family. Ricky also had Down’s syndrome and Bobby-Joe finally had a mate who was just like him.

‘Who’s that keeps ringing you?’ enquired Sharon.

Kenny quickly switched off, then pocketed his phone. ‘The geezer I’ve bought Beau’s present off,’ he lied. ‘I’ll bell him back in a bit.’

‘Morning. I was so excited ’bout today, I didn’t sleep a wink,’ beamed thirteen-year-old Ricky.

Ricky was the son of Kenny’s lifelong pal, Alan Davey. Alan had been celebrating Sharon’s birthday on the Thames, along with lots of other family and friends, the night the Marchioness had sunk. Watching the horrors first-hand had been horrific. But Kenny had been handed a double whammy. Alan and his wife Julia went missing after the party. They were found days later, still inside their car, dead in a ditch. Hence Ricky now living with him and Sharon. ‘Don’t lie, Little Man. You were snoring like a good un when I looked in on you last night and this morning,’ Kenny said.

Ricky slapped his palm against his forehead. ‘What time she coming, Vera? Gonna be bang in trouble, ain’t I?’

Sharon laughed. ‘I wonder what her hair looks like now.’ Kenny’s mother was a one-off, but also a difficult woman. She’d been a rubbish mother to Kenny, which was one of the
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