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Dara Tailor has had to grow up fast. With a mother addicted to cocaine, Dara must look after her seven younger siblings, until social services split them up for ever.

Grace Perry has led a sheltered life. Until her widowed mother is attacked and left for dead and Grace is taken into care.

At Holly Brookes Children’s Home, the two girls unite in the face of horrific abuse and form an unbreakable bond of loyalty.

But when their loyalty is tested can they rely on each other to do the right thing?

Friendship – it’s all about trust.




To my latest grandchild – baby David.

Welcome to the family.




Prologue

2007

June


Without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness.

Hebrews 9: 22






The screaming coming from down the corridor made Dara Tailor feel physically sick. It was one of the few things she couldn’t handle. It brought back too many memories. Not that Dara didn’t feel like screaming herself, but she was genuinely afraid that once she started, she might never stop.

She was struggling to stay calm. It surprised her that even after all these years, and after everything she’d been through, she was still capable of feeling fear. God, she hated that. She saw it as a sign of weakness, even if she’d learnt how to hide it well.

Dara looked towards the rusting metal bars across the window. She massaged the back of her neck, the screaming continuing to pierce the air. She’d hoped the couple of lines of coke her brief had given her might’ve relieved some of the tension. If anything, it had made it worse. How the fuck had it all come down to this? Jesus, how did she get herself into this mess?

Absent-mindedly, she rubbed the tiny scar on her chin from all those years ago. It was a constant reminder that some things could never be forgotten.

Watching the rain trickle down the thickened panes of glass, she swore quietly. She had grown up staring at views like this. Views blocked by bars, behind locked doors. This should really feel like home to her, but instead it petrified her. The last time she’d felt this scared was when she’d been a kid. Dara pushed that thought away. She didn’t want to go there. Not today.

Feeling a headache growing behind her eyes, she got up and began to pace. She must have been here most of the morning, and now the waiting was beginning to rattle her.

Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Dara caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Jesus, she looked a mess. Her hair, usually styled in an immaculate honey-blonde bob, now looked dull with a mass of dark roots starting to show through. She hadn’t noticed the lines around her green eyes until now. Everything about her looked worn out. It didn’t help that the mirror was made of plastic, giving a distorted reflection of herself. But then, what fucking difference did it make?

‘You ready?’

A short, stocky man, dressed in a uniform that was both too big around his waist and too tight around his thighs, stood by the door jangling the ring of keys hanging from his belt.

She answered coldly, ‘Why the fuck wouldn’t I be?’

He winked at her. ‘Oh, I don’t know, I mean, if I were in your shoes, sweetheart, I wouldn’t be too eager. But then again, it’s not me who’s up to my eyeballs in shit, is it?’

Dara knew his game, fuckers like him got a buzz out of goading people, but she wasn’t going to give him the pleasure. She winked back, making him wait, adjusting the sleeves of her blouse under her jacket before finally following him along the windowless corridor.

Her shoes clicking on the stone floor created an empty echo, and Dara’s heart began to race. She suddenly felt cold. She focused on nothing but the back of the man’s shiny bald head, concentrating on the rolls of neck fat spilling out over his off-white collar.

At the foot of the wooden stairs, Dara realised she was beginning to shake. But there was no way she was going to let those bastards see how she felt inside.

Dara was determined never to show the way she was really feeling. So if they thought she was nothing but a hard-faced cow, then that was all right with her.

Pausing, and holding on to the polished banister for support, she glanced to her side. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got a hip flask hidden in that jacket of yours, have you, mate? I could do with a swig of the hard stuff right now.’

‘No, and if I had, I wouldn’t give it to scum like you,’ he sneered.

Dara stared into his small, piggy black eyes. What a wanker.

Her stare moved up the wooden stairs towards the bright light. This was it. Her stomach churned. Fuck. She closed her eyes. She clenched her fists. Christ, she’d been through worse, much worse. As a kid, she’d made a vow that nothing was going to break her, and she wasn’t about to let that happen now, no matter what.

She just had to remember why she was doing this. She exhaled slowly, and began to walk up the stairs, deliberately grinding her heel into the man’s right foot as she passed him. ‘Arsehole.’

As she reached the top step, Dara could hear the gasp from onlookers in the public gallery. She didn’t move. Panic rose up in her. Her eyes roamed the rows of seats. Hostile faces stared back.

‘Over here.’ She felt her arm being tugged.

‘Wait, please.’ Her voice was barely a whisper.

Dara continued to look up to the gallery. Where the fuck was she? She’d promised she’d be here. Her breath hitched and just as Dara thought she was going to be overwhelmed by panic, she saw her. Sitting at the end of the middle row.

Grace Perry.

Immediately, Dara let out an audible sigh. She swallowed. The tension in her shoulders relaxed. She could do this.

Moving into the dock, she smiled at Grace.

The clerk cleared his throat, stood up from his plastic chair, and began to address her. ‘Ms Dara Tailor, you have been charged with a count of murder, contrary to common law. You have also been charged with . . .’

Dara’s attention slid away from the clerk’s droning voice, and she gave another small smile to Gracie, as she’d always called her. Her and Gracie. They’d had so many dreams together. At one time they’d been inseparable.

A sudden wave of sadness passed through Dara. How could it have got to this? Though maybe this was payback for everything she’d ever done in her life. Her day of reckoning.

‘. . . Ms Tailor, I asked you, how do you plead?’ The clerk’s voice broke into Dara’s thoughts.

From the dock, she saw the colour drain from Gracie’s face. Her wide, frightened stare reminded Dara of the first time they’d met.

‘Ms Tailor, you must answer. What is your plea?’ The judge was staring at her with disdain from underneath his grey bushy eyebrows.

As Dara opened her mouth to speak, memories from all those years ago came flooding into her mind . . .




Book One

1983

Thursday


Hell is empty

And all the devils are here.

William Shakespeare, The Tempest,
Act I, Scene ii






Chapter One

As soon as she saw the state of her mum this morning, Dara knew she’d have to bunk off school today. She pulled on a pair of slightly damp jeans and an old grey jumper from the overflowing laundry basket, then grabbed her bag and ran out of the flat. Now, taking a look at the December snow falling, her whole body was trembling, and she couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering. She wished she’d put on her coat.

Dara jammed her hands into her pockets, trying to keep her fingers warm. As she wove her way through the busy streets, the sound of traffic was a constant hum. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been anywhere quiet. She was surrounded by noise and chaos. She’d give anything to go on holiday to one of those places in the glossy magazines. Though the likelihood of that ever happening was zilch; the furthest she’d ever been was Brent Cross.

Looking around, she broke into a jog, ignoring the icy pavements. It would take longer to get to the shops today because of an incident at the pub on the Black Prince Road. Her next-door neighbour had been delighted to tell her that the landlord had attacked his wife with a carving knife. Dara guessed he’d finally found out she’d been screwing the Polish guy who lived opposite.

She had to go the long way round, through the estate, being careful to avoid all the smackheads. She’d already been robbed twice in the last few months.

The last time had been on her birthday. Not that she’d had any money to give them. So they’d forced her to take her baby sister, Rosie, out of the tatty Silver Cross pram social services had given them. Then they’d scarpered with it.

Rosie had screamed her head off. And when they’d got home, her mum had given Dara a battering, and kicked her out for the night. She’d ended up spending her thirteenth birthday alone, curled up in the bin stores, under the block of flats.

Dara knew what everyone on the estate thought of her family. It was no secret that her mum was quite happy to pull her knickers down for the price of a double vodka. The constant flow of punters, plus the noise and arguments coming from their cramped, dirty flat every single night, made everyone in their block hate them. And in turn, Dara hated her mum with a passion.

She wished she could wake up one morning and find her mum had dropped down dead. Just like that. Being Catholic, she always ended up confessing to Father O’Brien. Though if there was one thing her bitch of a mother had taught her, it was that she wanted more in life than the shit she’d been handed.

A black cab sped past, interrupting Dara’s thoughts as it showered her with spray from a large puddle of slush. ‘Wanker!’ she shouted as she attempted to wipe mud off her top.

Stifling a yawn, Dara hurried along the street. She was knackered. She’d been up all night trying to comfort Rosie, who was not only teething but also running a temperature. And she needed to get back to her as soon as possible. Dara hadn’t liked leaving her crying in her cot, but what other choice did she have? The weather was too shit to bring her out, and her mum had been too busy giving some old geezer a blow job in the front room.

Dara strolled into the store on the corner of Kennington Road and Lollard Street. Culture Club was playing on the radio. It was warm inside and she was relieved to get out of the slushy snow.

Feeling her wet sweater stick to her skin, she looked around. The shop was empty and her heart dropped when she saw a skinny security guard with bad skin, watching her like a fucking hawk. Dara had been hoping to see Roger, one of her mum’s ex-boyfriends, who lived on the other side of the estate. He spent his entire shift with his eyes down in the Racing Post.

Dara started to browse the aisles, trying to look as casual as possible. Through the rows of tinned spaghetti hoops she caught the man watching her. She pretended to be interested in a packet of rice. Why couldn’t he just piss off?

By the time the next song had finished playing, she felt like she’d read every single food label in the store. Biting her nails nervously, she scraped the chipped pink varnish off with her front teeth. She really had to get back.

It was already 2.30 p.m. and her mum was as regular as clockwork when it came to wanting her gear. When she needed to score, she became a complete bitch: violent and unpredictable. And even at thirteen, Dara felt it was her job to protect her younger brothers and sisters.

She stared down at her dirty trainers. The snow had seeped through the holes in the soles, and now her toes felt painfully cold. Refusing to cry, Dara felt her hatred towards her mum rise up in her. Everything went on drugs. Every penny her mum earnt went to feed her expensive habit, and if she didn’t have enough for a bag, she’d sell anything she could lay her hands on. The few times her mum was flush from turning extra tricks, she’d spend it down at the Red Lion, talking shit over a bottle of vodka, rather than buying the things they all needed. Like food.

Dara glanced over to the guard again. He was like a dog with a bone, following her up and down the aisles. She moved towards the display of confectionary as a young black couple walked into the shop, chatting away loudly. She noticed the guard’s attention turn towards them.

She picked up a packet of Spangles and slipped them into her pocket. She looked behind her, where the guard was busy stalking the couple up and down the alcohol aisle.

Grabbing her chance, Dara snatched a tin of formula milk along with a box of Calpol off the shelf. She shoved them into her bag and headed towards the exit. Keeping her gaze down low, she turned back and pocketed a couple of packets of chocolate buttons. Treats were in short supply in their household.

Striding towards the door, she licked her lips nervously. She didn’t want to be caught again for shoplifting. She hated having to steal, but she had no choice. They got milk tokens from the welfare, which were worth a few quid, but her mum either sold them to the neighbours for half price to get cash for gear, or she’d exchange them for cigarettes and cans of lager from the off-licence on the corner.

Rosie often went without. She was too young to drink normal milk, so the bottles Dara nicked off the doorsteps in Ravensdon Street were no good for her.

‘Where do you think you’re going, you little thief!’

A hand grabbed Dara’s shoulder and spun her around roughly.

She stared at the guard’s face. Close up, his cheeks were dotted with yellow pus-filled spots. His bad breath made her recoil.

‘Get your fucking hands off me, mate.’

‘Not until you show me what you’ve got in that bag of yours.’

She glared into his dark, narrow eyes. ‘Piss off, that’s my personal property.’

‘Then if that’s the case, you won’t mind showing me, will you? I know your sort,’ he sneered at her.

‘I said get your fucking hands off me, you cunt.’ Panicking as he began to drag her down the aisle, Dara tried to twist out of his grip.

‘Oh, no you don’t, missy.’ He gripped her even harder, wrapping his arm around her chest to pull her along.

‘Get off me!’ Dara screamed. She bit down on his wrist, sinking her teeth into his skin, drawing blood.

‘You stupid little bitch!’ He let go and slapped Dara hard across her face.

She staggered back, falling into the display of cornflakes. Her cheek throbbed and she scrambled up, grabbing her bag from the floor. As she ran, she aimed a kick at the glass bottles of pop on the bottom shelf, smashing them into the aisle, in the hope of slowing him down.

She darted for the door, but the guard had other ideas and he tugged her hair, trying to pull her back.

She was too quick for him to get a proper hold. ‘Fuck off!’ she yelled as she charged out on to Kennington Road, running down the street. At the corner of Black Prince Road, she paused and glanced over her shoulder. Her heart immediately dropped.

The guard was right behind her.




Chapter Two

Frank Baker shivered and wrapped his scarf around his neck. He had on three M&S vests, an oiled wool jumper his wife, Judy, had bought him last Christmas, and a thick green anorak, but he was still fucking freezing. He never used to feel the cold, but now, at the age of fifty-two, it penetrated his very bones. His hands felt like blocks of ice.

Frank knew that operating a JCB excavator wasn’t everyone’s idea of fun, but it suited him down to the ground. Judy always put it down to boys and their toys. But it was the solitude Frank liked.

He was left alone with his thoughts. Thoughts that his Judy would never understand. Thoughts that it was best to keep to himself.

It still irked Frank, what had happened. Some silly bitch he thought he could trust had opened her mouth. When he’d shown Melanie the photographs, she’d pretended she liked them. They’d sat drinking a glass of red together in front of his gas fire, and he’d opened up to her. Telling her things he’d never shared with anyone else. It had excited him, and they’d ended up having rough sex on the kitchen floor.

He really thought he’d found someone who understood him. Yet within a few hours of her leaving his house, the police had turned up. Frank had been dragged out in front of his neighbours, in only his thin pyjamas, another thing he couldn’t forgive.

Melanie had been the prosecution’s star witness, and Frank had found himself serving six months for possession of indecent images. As sentences went, it could’ve been worse, but Frank had hated HMP Gartree with a passion. The place had been filthy, full of men who didn’t own the most basic fucking manners.

When word had got round about what he’d been up to, his life wasn’t worth living. It took two savage beatings and several broken bones before the screws decided to move him into solitary for his own safety.

The only silver lining was he’d met Dennis. Frank had found a kindred spirit in him. Dennis had opened his eyes to things he couldn’t have imagined. Even now, when he thought about them, he had to make sure he was on his own because of the way they made him feel.

After being released from Gartree, Frank had packed up and moved down south. The further away from Leicester, the better. He’d got himself a job on a construction site and met his Judy, who’d been working behind the desk of the local Co-op. Within a year they’d got engaged, married, and had two miscarriages. Frank had held her hand throughout, and dabbed her eyes when she’d stayed up all night crying. Twenty years later, he was still there for her. For richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health. Sharing everything . . . well, almost.

Frank smiled to himself. Judy had only ever known him as Frank. He’d never been keen on his old name, Sidney. He’d got used to Frank. It suited him. Gave him a fresh start and a new history. And his dear, sweet Judy was none the wiser.

He gazed out of the cabin window, seeing his breath in the freezing air. The ground was as hard as iron, making it difficult to excavate. Although most of the site had already been stripped of everything. The two old Victorian houses with their high walls had been knocked down. The ivy had been dug out. Even the rats had gone. And Frank felt a sense of satisfaction. Pride almost.

The snow was heavy now and the single wiper was struggling to make any difference. If it carried on like this, he’d have to call it a day. He’d be pleased to get home to a nice hot bath and a cup of tea. The wind blowing off the River Thames made it feel like he was sitting on an iceberg.

As usual, Judy had packed a flask of tomato soup to help him get through the day. Judy, the perfect wife. Caring, loyal, attentive. Happy to overlook that minor indiscretion last year and give him an alibi. Without question.

Frank rotated the shift lever. The digger shuddered forward, and the grab bucket scraped at the earth. Expertly moving the boom around, Frank emptied the soil on the large mound by the boundary line. He was about to reverse and pick up some more soil—

‘Fuck me!’ Frank slammed on the brake and turned off the engine as Jimmy clambered on to the pile of earth in front of him. ‘What the fuck are you doing, you dozy cunt? Get out of the way. Have you got a fucking death wish, or something?’ Frank hammered his fist on the window.

He’d been doing Judy a favour, bringing her nephew to work with him. Her sister had put the pressure on. Mandy was an interfering cow, and Frank loathed her.

In his opinion, Jimmy was nothing more than a waste of fucking space. The lad was pretty much unemployable because he was a lazy bastard. But Judy adored her younger sister, so pleasing Mandy meant pleasing Judy. And Frank wasn’t stupid. He never knew when he might need another favour from his wife.

Lifting up his flat cap, Frank scratched the patch of psoriasis on his scalp. He watched Jimmy stumble and slip on the mound of earth, like riding a giant wave.

Frank rolled his eyes, losing patience. He wrenched the cabin door open in frustration as Jimmy sprinted towards the digger, holding something in his hands.

‘Uncle Frank, Uncle Frank!’

He wasn’t in the mood for whatever shit Jimmy had to say. ‘What the fuck are you playing at? You could have got yourself killed.’

‘I’ve found something, Uncle Frank!’ Jimmy panted the words out.

Frank stared at him, remaining silent for a moment. Jimmy was tall and lanky, wearing a red checked lumber jacket several sizes too big for his frame. He had a thick head of shocking-red hair and was so pale he looked positively ill. Probably because he spent most of his time holed up in his room with his nerdy metal-detecting friends, smoking too much weed. He was pathetic. One of life’s losers. Frank didn’t like company at the best of times, and he certainly didn’t like Jimmy’s. He decided there and then not to bring Jimmy to work with him tomorrow.

Frank frowned. Another thing he didn’t like was guessing games. ‘What the fuck are you talking about? Found what?’

Jimmy held up what he’d been carrying. ‘It’s a bone . . . Look, Uncle Frank.’

Frank had forgotten to bring his glasses with him. He squinted for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Animals. It happens all the time when you start digging down into the ground.’

Jimmy shook his head. ‘Nah, I don’t think so, it’s too big . . . and there’s more over there. Come and take a look.’

Reluctantly clambering out of the cab, Frank felt the shock wave of sciatica in his leg, and winced, kneading his buttocks. Mumbling to himself, he shoved his frozen hands in his anorak pockets, then hobbled across the length of the site, following Jimmy.

‘Right here.’ Jimmy dropped to his knees and frantically started scraping at the loose soil. ‘See. Look! And ain’t it small, Uncle Frank?’

Frank stared at what Jimmy had pulled up. Even without his glasses it was clear what it was.

‘Maybe I should call the police, Uncle Frank?’

‘No, no, leave this to me. I’ll go and phone them.’

Jimmy’s eyes were wide with excitement. ‘What are you going to tell them?’

Frank pulled his battered tin of Golden Virginia out of his pocket and began to make a roll-up. ‘The truth, of course . . . that we’ve found human remains, and we think they belong to a child.’




Chapter Three

Alan Carver loved himself. He stared in the mirror, straightened his paisley tie and winked at his reflection. Oh yes, he approved of what he saw. He was a physically big man who liked to preen himself to the point of vanity. His Italian blood gave his skin a healthy glow. He still owned a good head of hair, and Alan even liked the fact it was greying. He thought it made him look distinguished. Important. He wasn’t a man to be fucked with.

As for women, well, he’d never had any problems in that department. By the end of any given night, Alan could get the knickers off most of them. Married or single. The way he saw it, the ones who resisted were losing out on a quality piece of dick.

A daily run kept him trim, plus the occasional few rounds in the ring at the Thomas A Becket gym in Bermondsey. As a young man Alan had watched boxing legend Henry Cooper train there, and seen Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier pop in occasionally for sparring sessions. Alan had envied them all. He’d coveted their lifestyle, the adoration, the money. He’d wanted that power. Because power, to Alan, was more of a turn-on than a long, hard fuck.

Satisfied with his appearance, he walked the length of his private office and snorted two fat lines of cocaine off his new mahogany desk.

He pinched the end of his nose, feeling the burn on the inside of his nostrils. It cut at the back of his throat, and he swallowed, tasting the bitterness of it. Fuck, it was good. It gave him the edge he needed.

Feeling the coke rushing through his bloodstream, Alan stared out of the large window at the snow driving down on to the river. His office was on the top floor of County Hall, the headquarters of the GLC. The building stood defiantly on the South Bank of the River Thames, with a perfect view of the Houses of Parliament. A place where he had aspirations to be. He had made it this far, so why not go for the fucking top?

Thinking about the possibilities gave Alan another rush of pleasure. He shoved his hand down his trousers, pulling out his already erect penis, and with one hand leaning on the window, he began to masturbate vigorously, spreading his legs wide and keeping his eyes locked on Parliament. The real power was in politics.

It was over prematurely as, with a loud groan, Alan climaxed. He wiped the window with a tissue, before throwing it in the bin. Then he zipped up his trousers, shrugged on his suit jacket, and picked up the pile of papers on his desk.

He walked out of his office and strolled down the long hallway. He was only ten minutes late, although that was deliberate. Alan had always liked to keep everyone waiting, no matter who they were: Livingstone, Thatcher, Foot, the Queen Mother, he didn’t care. They might be at the top of their game, but he didn’t play second fucking fiddle to anyone.

He’d come a long way since the backstreets of Stockwell. Though they weren’t memories Alan liked to dwell on. His father had been a miserable cunt who’d spent most of his waking hours with his face buried in a pint of beer. His mum, who’d come from Italy and stayed in London when she’d met his dad, clearly regretted marrying and longed to go back to Italy. She’d taken to her bed one day and never really got up again.

His childhood had been sad and dull. The terraced house they’d lived in was cold and silent. His parents were like strangers to him, and they aspired to nothing. Alan despised them for that fact. He hadn’t looked back when he’d left home at sixteen to make his own way in life.

When word had got to him that his mother had died, he’d sent a wreath of lilies and a sympathy card, but hadn’t bothered going to the funeral. And on the day his father had been buried, he went for a massage in Soho.

Alan flung open the double doors, and strode into the Council Chamber at the heart of County Hall. This was his arena, and each time he entered he got a fucking hard-on. He smirked as he saw the other members of his team sit up straight.

‘Apologies for the late arrival,’ Alan boomed, enjoying the sound of his own voice echoing around the chamber. Throwing down his papers on the table, he looked at the sea of faces. He liked the fact that his reputation preceded him, and it was a fucking formidable one at that. He didn’t suffer fools lightly, in fact, he didn’t suffer fools at all.

He’d been in the town planning department at the GLC for the past few years, and never in his life had he known such a bunch of fucking pricks. Looking around, he decided that by the end of the year, none of them would have jobs. He needed people who had balls of fucking steel, who’d stand up to the bitch of a prime minister who seemed intent on destroying the country. Thatcher needed to be brought down a peg or two. Make that three.

Alan sniffed loudly, tasting the remnants of the coke at the back of his throat. With his customary arrogance he launched into the speech his assistant had written for him.

‘The rejuvenation projects in the city are something I am proud of. I think it’s fair to say, London is not only the envy of Britain, but of Europe. We are doing more, investing more, caring more, than any other city, but that doesn’t mean we should ever be complacent. Unlike the Conservative Party, who have their own agenda, this is not about us, this is about the people out there.’

Alan pointed dramatically to the window, savouring the murmur of agreement. ‘Every family, every person, every child, deserves decent housing, a decent quality of living. We are—’

The double wooden doors to Alan’s left creaked noisily open. All eyes turned towards the sound.

Reenie, his loyal and discreet secretary, stood in the doorway, looking uncomfortable. Alan glared. Stupid bitch, her timing couldn’t have been any worse. He’d had them hanging on his every word. What the fuck did she want?

Reenie nervously patted her mop of blonde hair as she looked at him shyly with her piercing-blue eyes. Her figure had seen one too many cream doughnuts from the canteen, but Alan reckoned she’d been a decent enough fuck. At the time, it had seemed like the perfect way to conduct a job interview. Not so much the casting couch, more the political one.

Reenie gave him a small wave, which only irritated Alan more.

‘What?’ he mouthed to her silently.

Reenie tottered in her high heels down the stairs to the main floor of the chamber.

‘Excuse me, sir . . .’ She gave a nervous smile. ‘I’m so sorry to disturb you.’

Alan leant into her ear, whispering, very aware of the silence in the room. ‘It’s a bit fucking late now, Reenie. Are you taking the piss?’

‘Sorry, no, I—’

‘This better be good,’ he snapped, interrupting her.

‘I realise this isn’t ideal timing, sir, but there’s a telephone call for you.’

Still with his face near her ear, and almost overpowered by the smell of her lavender perfume, Alan growled, ‘And it couldn’t have fucking waited?’

‘He insisted it was urgent.’

‘Who did? What the fuck are you talking about, woman? Spit it out.’

‘Frank Baker, sir. I told him you were in a conference, but he wouldn’t have it. He insisted. He started shouting down the phone . . . He needs to speak to you urgently. He says he’s found something you’ll want to hear about . . .’




Chapter Four

Jason and Jake Wakeman strolled into the Rose and Crown as if they owned the place. The Wakeman twins had been coming here for years, and before them, it had been their father and grandfather who’d frequented the pub.

For as far back as anyone could remember, the Wakeman family had been a tight, organised crime syndicate. A few years ago, the twins had branched out on their own. Soon their reputation was harder and more fearsome than any of the previous generations. An air of menace followed them like a bad stench.

The mere sight of Jason and Jake walking into the pub made the other punters sit up. Most of the regulars were faces, past and present, with their own histories of brutal violence. A ripple of unease spread. No one wanted the brothers’ attention on them.

Jason nodded a greeting as he strode towards the bar. Nothing much had changed about the whole place since he was a kid. The same wood-panelled walls were adorned with photographs of Victorian London. The floorboards were always highly polished, and the open fireplace stood opposite a bar lined with hand-painted ceramic casks and craft beer pumps. It was somewhere the Wakeman twins didn’t need to watch their backs.

‘Now what can I get you, darlings? Your usual?’ Dolly Daniels winked at them.

She had worked behind the bar for the past twenty years, and had known the boys since they were small, but she was still wary of them, especially Jason. There was something unhinged about him. He was a nasty, sadistic bastard who’d taken to violence as a duck takes to water. He was thirsty for it.

Dolly forced a smile and stared into Jason’s dark green eyes, thinking how cold and empty they were. A dead man would have more emotion in his eyes than Jason did.

‘I’ll have my usual, thanks, Doll.’ Jason grinned back at her.

Being twins, though not identical, they were as handsome as each other, and they knew it. But it was only Jason who was arrogant about his chiselled, magazine-cover good looks.

Jake sported a long scar down his right cheek. An injury which Dolly knew had cut deep for many reasons.

Leaning on the bar, Jason looked around. He ran his fingers through his thick black hair, making a mental note of who was in the boozer. Only regular punters entered the Rose and Crown. It was where conversations were had, away from the Old Bill, and where deals and money exchanged hands. Any new faces were unwelcome and viewed with suspicion.

Jason addressed everyone. ‘All right, gentlemen. What’s people drinking then?’ Always a flash bastard, he slammed down a wad of notes on the bar. ‘I tell you what, why don’t you get another round in for everyone, Dolly, and have one for yourself, yeah?’

‘Thanks, Jason, I will.’ Dolly looked over at Jake and smiled warmly at him. He was so different from his twin brother. ‘What can I get you, Jake?’

‘Orange juice, please, Doll.’

Dolly laughed, the wrinkles around her mouth deepening. ‘You still off the sauce?’

Without warning, Jason spun round and scowled at her. ‘This isn’t fucking Prime Minister’s Questions. In case you hadn’t noticed, Parliament’s over the river, darlin’. So if my brother wants a fucking orange juice, then that’s what you give him. Now do yourself a favour: shut the fuck up, and do what you’re paid to do.’

‘Leave it, Jase,’ a man’s voice cajoled. ‘Dolly doesn’t mean anything by it, do you, Doll?’

‘Todd, it’s fine. No harm done, hey.’ Dolly’s voice wavered, as did her smile. She stood motionless behind the long wooden bar.

The pub went quiet. The punters placed their drinks nervously on the tables, watching what was unravelling.

Jason very slowly turned around to stare at Todd, a face from Soho the twins had done business with several times. The man was a complete muppet.

The smile on Jason’s face didn’t meet his eyes. ‘What the fuck did you say to me, T?’

The pub was completely silent now, save for the sound of the fire crackling and the wail of a distant alarm. Todd stayed silent.

‘Dolly, what did he say?’ Jason kept his eyes on Todd, whose face was rapidly draining of colour.

Like everyone in the Rose and Crown, Dolly knew when to keep her mouth shut. ‘I . . . I . . . I didn’t hear, Jase, I’m sorry.’

Snarling, Jason clicked his fingers and pointed at her, but didn’t say anything. He sauntered towards Todd, and tilted his head to one side. ‘I’m going to ask you again, what did you say to me, you cunt?’

Todd looked around for support. ‘You know me, Jase, I just opened my mouth without thinking. I didn’t mean nothing by it. I was only saying.’

Jason screamed, sending chills down everyone who was there. ‘Only saying?’

Fear was etched across Todd’s face, and beads of sweat sat on his forehead. He cricked his bull neck from side to side. ‘Jase, come on mate.’

‘Mate?’ Jason laughed manically. ‘Am I hearing right? You and me are apparently friends now. Well, that’s fucking news to me, mate.’ Incensed, he lunged forward and dragged Todd by the hair, forcing him to his knees in front of the open fire. Holding and twisting a clump of hair in one hand, Jason grabbed the iron poker, slamming the sharp end into Todd’s teeth and shattering them. Todd’s mouth swelled to twice its size as blood poured everywhere.

Todd yelled in agony when Jason smashed the other end of the poker into his nose. There was a loud, sickening crunch of bone splintering, mixed with Todd’s screams. Red-faced, Jason walked towards the bar. He turned back round, took a run up, and kicked Todd in the side of the head with his foot.

Todd slumped forward. He lay unmoving, while Jason continued to put the boot in, frenzied and panting.

‘Now do you want to tell me to leave it, hey, Todd?’ Noticing a splash of blood on his expensive suit, Jason opened his arms in frustration. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he hissed. ‘Now look what you’ve done, you fucking cunt, do you know how expensive this whistle was?’

‘Enough! That’s enough!’ Jake roared, dragging his brother away. ‘What is fucking wrong with you, Jase? Jesus Christ.’

‘The cunt had it coming.’ Jason nonchalantly slicked back his hair.

Exasperated, Jake shook his head and glanced down at Todd before gesturing over to another punter. ‘Get him out of here, Ricky, will you? Take him to Doc’s and send the bill to me, okay? Just keep him away from the hospital.’

Ricky shrugged. ‘Of course, that goes without saying.’

Jake sighed and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, flipped it open, and gave it to Jason. ‘For fuck’s sake, Jase, why do you always have to take it too far! Have you never heard of having a quiet drink?’

Wiping the spittle off his face, Jason stared at his brother intently. ‘How many fucking times do I have to tell you? It’s all about respect. I can’t let him talk to me like I’m some sort of muggy cunt . . .’ Without finishing his sentence, Jason looked at the expensive watch on his wrist. His expression darkened as he stalked around the bar and reached across to the cream phone hooked on the wall. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Doll?’

No one refused the brothers anything, not if they knew what was best for them. There was only one answer. ‘Of course I don’t. Help yourself, Jase.’

After only a few seconds, without bothering with any niceties, he growled viciously into the handset. ‘Is she fucking there?’ There was a short pause as Jason listened to the person on the other end. A moment later, he slammed the phone down and marched back around the bar, heading for the door.

‘Jase, hold up!’ Jake called after him, knowing exactly where he was going. Calmly, Jake strolled towards his twin, noting the tension and the pulse in his jaw. ‘Don’t forget our meeting with Carver later, we need to sort stuff out. And the Albanians are getting a bit jumpy . . .’

Jason sniffed, and spoke with contempt. ‘You’re a big boy now, Jake, I’m sure you can deal with it on your own if I’m late.’ He reached for the door handle.

‘Jase?’ Once again, Jake stalled him.

‘What? What the fuck are you chewing my ear off now for?’

‘Go easy. Just go easy, okay?’

The minute Jason had left, there was a sigh of relief all round. Looks were exchanged, and the hum of chatter resumed where it had left off.

‘You need to put your brother on a leash, and tell him to calm down. He’s getting worse.’ Dolly touched Jake’s arm gently.

Shrugging, Jake picked up the orange juice she had poured, and swirled it around in the glass. ‘Doll, when I want your opinion on my brother, I’ll ask for it.’

‘Come on, Jake, you can see what he’s like. Todd didn’t deserve that.’

Jake smiled at Dolly. ‘You can’t help yourself, can you?’

‘You have too much loyalty, you know that?’

He knocked the orange juice back, crunched down on a piece of ice, then pulled a ten-pound note out of his jacket, slapping it down on the bar. He moved to go.

‘Jake?’ Dolly’s expression was troubled.

He didn’t want to deal with this now, but he listened anyway.

‘We both know where he’s gone. And you do know, Jake, that one day he’ll probably end up killing her, don’t you?’




Chapter Five

‘Grace, where are you? We’re going to be late, sweetheart.’

Twelve-year-old Grace Perry stood in her newly decorated pink-and-cream bedroom in a small terraced house in Stockwell Park. She rolled her eyes. Her mum had been shouting up the stairs for the past ten minutes, and rather than hurrying her up, it was only slowing her down. She couldn’t decide what to wear, and her mum’s constant nagging was making it worse.

She was feeling anxious, something that happened a lot to her these days. She never used to feel like this. Only since her dad had died, last year. Grace missed him so much, and it made her sad. That part she understood, but what she didn’t understand was why, only a few weeks after his funeral, she’d started spending hours every single day washing her hands. She’d tried to stop, but she couldn’t, and it exhausted her. It also hurt.

Her small hands were constantly chapped or bleeding. Her mum would slather them in Sudocrem each night, wrapping them in bandages to make sure the ointment didn’t go on the bedsheets. Grace had also taken to repeatedly checking that all the doors and windows were locked in the house.

‘Grace, Grace, come on! For goodness’ sake, we’ll miss the show if you don’t hurry up. What are you even doing up there? And turn that music down, please.’

Grace didn’t bother answering. She looked around the room. She wished she knew why she had to put everything in order, and why everything had to have its place, and be just right. Even now, when she was trying to get ready and go out, she found herself having to fold and unfold her clothes before she could get dressed.

It had crossed her mind that something was very wrong with her, but she didn’t know what.

She’d lost all her friends because of the way she was. Not that she’d had many in the first place, but this had made things twice as bad. Grace knew exactly what other kids thought of her. All they saw was a strange-looking girl with a splodge of red curly hair, a freak who wore braces, and needed thick-rimmed glasses to see the blackboard. Most days, they told her as much in the playground. Grace had decided they were probably right; she was weird.

‘Grace!’

‘I’m coming, Mum!’ She sighed and reluctantly pulled on her blue jumper and acid wash denim skirt. Then, after taking a quick glance around to make sure everything in her room was where it should be, Grace walked out on to the landing.

The whole house was covered in framed family photographs, reminding her how happy life had been. She hated seeing them now, and sometimes when she walked past them she squeezed her eyes almost shut so she wouldn’t have to look at them.

‘Well, about time too, slowcoach.’ Looking flustered, her mum met her at the bottom of the stairs. ‘I thought you’d fallen down the bleeding plughole . . . Oh, you look so lovely, Grace.’

‘Thanks.’ She didn’t feel it, and she didn’t believe it, but she wasn’t going to tell her mum that, she’d only get upset.

‘So, are you all ready now, sweetheart?’ Her mum paused and tilted her head to stare at Grace. ‘Are you okay? You do know you can talk to me about anything, don’t you?’

Grace bit down on her thumbnail and nodded.

Her mum clasped her hands together. ‘Are you excited? What does it feel like to bunk off school with your old mum?’ She winked at Grace, and cheerfully put on the fur coat she’d bought second-hand from a stall in East Street Market.

In the small entrance hall, Grace shrugged, trying to muster up more excitement for her mum. ‘Kind of excited, I guess.’

The Eurythmics were playing at the Hammersmith Odeon that evening. Grace hadn’t wanted to go, and she’d thought about pretending to be ill. But she’d felt guilty. Since her dad had died, her mum had been really sad as well.

‘So, come on then, or we’ll miss it. And make sure you wrap up well. Put a scarf on under that coat, Grace, it’s bloody freezing. It’s started snowing again.’

Grace dragged her beige duffle coat off the hook. She gave her mum a small smile, and walked out of the house, her head bowed, leaving her mum to lock up.

Maria Perry sighed and took one last look at herself in the hall mirror. Good looks on either side of the family were in short supply, though kindness was in abundance. She hurriedly closed the front door and slipped the keys in her pocket.

She followed Grace down the road and pulled out a packet of John Player Special from her bag. Grace hated her smoking. The poor girl had watched her father die slowly of lung cancer, and although she’d begged her mum to give up, Maria found she couldn’t. The truth was, she enjoyed it. It helped with her nerves, and seemed to take the edge off life’s stresses. Especially since Artie’s death. She’d loved him with every inch of herself, and God, she missed him terribly.

‘Honey, wait for me.’ Stepping out of the way of a young girl running down the street, Maria called after Grace, took a deep drag from her cigarette, and sighed again as they headed towards Kennington Road to catch the bus.

Grace was their only child, and they’d spoilt her, wrapped her up in cotton wool, though that was more Artie than her, to be fair. From the very first moment he’d cradled his baby daughter in his arms, he’d doted on her. He’d acted as if Grace was a china doll, and as a result she’d grown up a fragile little girl. A worrier, like Artie. Life didn’t seem to fit her daughter like it did other kids.

Throwing her cigarette butt in the gutter, Maria checked her watch. They’d be late if they didn’t get a move on. She hurried to catch up with her daughter, and slipped her hand in hers.

Grace took her mum’s hand, but immediately her heart began to race. In front of her, she saw a group of her classmates standing by the bus shelter. She thought they’d be in school. She really wished they hadn’t seen her taking hold of her mum’s hand, although a part of her also wished she didn’t care what they thought.

‘Mum, can we cross over?’ Grace pulled her mum roughly towards the road.

Her mum stared at her, then slowly moved her focus to the group of girls standing by the bus stop. ‘What have I told you? You are beautiful and clever, Grace Perry, and whatever those bunch of nasty kids say, you are not to care. You hold your head up high, all right?’

‘Mum, please,’ Grace muttered, dreading what was about to happen.

‘All right, Grace, how are you doing?’ Hannah, who was the ringleader, yelled over. A cruel smile played at the corners of her mouth. ‘I see you’ve got dressed up in your best gear. Where did you get that from, the bottom of a skip? Tramp.’

The others laughed.

Mortified, Grace wished the ground would open and swallow her up. ‘Mum, let’s just go the other way, please.’

‘They can’t keep doing this to you, Grace, and expect to get away with it. I’m going to tell them exactly what I think.’

‘Mum, no, just leave it.’ Grace looked up to the grey sky, feeling the sleet on her face. Why did her mum always have to prove a point? This was worse than anything she could have imagined.

Ignoring her pleas, her mum marched across to where the group were standing and began to tell them off. Grace would never be able to live this down. Life at school was just going to get worse.

The next moment, Grace watched in horror as Hannah pushed her mum against the wall of the betting shop, before running off laughing with the others.

‘Mum!’ Crying, humiliated and angry, Grace ran up to her. ‘Why couldn’t you just have left it? All you’ve gone and done is made it ten times worse.’

Her mum calmly brushed down her coat. ‘I’m sorry, but they have to be told, they can’t go about being rude . . .’ She reached out and stroked Grace’s cheek, wiping the tears away. ‘Look, don’t let them spoil this outing for us. Why don’t we go and have a gr—’

‘Mum?’ Grace frowned as her mum suddenly stopped talking. Her face began to drop to one side. ‘Mum? Mum, what’s happening? Mum, tell me what’s happening. Mum!’

Grace screamed as her mum dropped to her knees, falling forward and smashing her face on the pavement. Blood poured from her broken nose.

‘Mum! Mum! Mum! Mum, wake up, Mum!’ Terrified, Grace began to shake. She lifted her mum’s head up, but she saw that her eyes had rolled upwards, showing the whites.

Grace had never been so frightened in her life before. She screamed again, louder and louder, but her cries were drowned out by the busy traffic on Kennington Road.

‘Help me, help me, someone, please . . . please don’t let her die, please, please, please, don’t let my mum die . . .’




Chapter Six

Dara was sure she’d finally managed to lose the guard. It had taken some doing, weaving through the large council estate and the back alleyways. The last time she looked, he hadn’t been following her. Wanker!

Dara thought it was probably best if she didn’t go straight home. The last thing she needed was for the guard to know where she lived. She really didn’t need any more shit on her doorstep. The council had already threatened to evict her mum again.

She wandered past the chippy, feeling the warmth from the deep-fat fryers. After only a few minutes, the waft of fish and chips was too much for her. She was starving, and the smell only added to her hunger pangs.

It was a shame her mum’s mate Shirl had stopped working there. She often gave Dara a large bag of chips for free, with lashings of salt and vinegar. Sometimes she threw in a bit of cod or saveloy for Dara to share with the others. But Shirl had got caught robbing the till, sticking pound notes down her knickers, and was given six months in Holloway, so that was the end of any free meals.

Dara clambered over the broken wooden fence at the back of the estate, where the kids often sniffed glue. Her top snagged as she jumped down on to the path. She picked her way through the discarded needles from the smackheads, conscious of a large hole in the bottom of her trainers.

Somewhere in the distance Dara heard the sound of sirens. There was always something happening in Kennington Road. Only a couple of days ago, there’d been a robbery at the jewellery shop opposite the all-night laundry, and the Old Bill had been crawling everywhere. Her mum had yelled at them out the window, effing and blinding, then passed out on the couch.

Dara’s mum was nothing but an embarrassment. Every place they’d been evicted from, it was always because of her. She got into fights with the neighbours, and made so much noise playing music or having screaming rows with her punters or pimps, the council eventually moved them on. Dara refused to cry about it, and angrily she wiped the tears away.

She wrapped her arms tightly around her tiny waist. She was so hungry it hurt. It happened often, though she was more bothered about her siblings than herself. To listen to them crying because they didn’t have a meal, haunted Dara.

A light snow was beginning to fall again, and the snowflakes landed on Dara’s face as she waded through a pile of litter. A large brown rat squealed and scrambled across her path. She barely gave it a glance. The whole estate was a shithole, and right now she had bigger things to worry about.

The nearer she got to home, the more worried she was about Rosie. And what state her mum would be in.
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