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Prologue

Dee banged a spoon on the table to get Tiff and Jen’s attention before things got out of hand. She realised the noise had attracted the attention of the other diners and lowered her voice.

‘You see the problem here? I call us together for a constructive discussion on our little issue and it’s already turning into a Millwall match. What’s the matter, Tiffany? Why do you need money in a hurry?’

Tiff shrugged and sank the rest of the wine in her glass before topping herself up. ‘I don’t.’

‘Look, we’re adults here, and we’re sisters. We shouldn’t have any secrets. If you don’t need it, why are you asking me for a loan?’

Tiffany downed her drink in one and turned blazing eyes on Dee. ‘Oh that’s right. Wash my dirty panties in public, why don’t you.’

Jen sat back in triumph. ‘I might have guessed. She’s living on tick. No wonder she wants to fleece the rest of us. It’s to pay her bills off.’

Tiffany decided she’d done with her glass and reached for the bottle, but it was empty. She shouted at a waiter: ‘Oi you – the one dressed like a penguin – another couple of these please. And no, I don’t want to taste it first.’

A ripple of disquiet went through the restaurant but the Miller sisters were too engrossed in their squabble to take a blind bit of notice.

Jen was jeering now. ‘Same ol’ little sis. No different now than when she was a kid. Won’t do any work, so she lifts money off others. What a ponce.’

‘Won’t work? I was a mechanic 24/7 when all your money was supplied by that Keystone car thief Nuts. Where is he these days . . .? Oh yeah, he upped and fucked off.’ She wriggled her head provocatively. ‘And left little Miss Iceberg.’

Seeing Jen was on the point of exploding, Dee slammed her palm in the air to halt the mudslinging. ‘Tiff, enough of the bitch fest.’ She turned her gaze to Jen. ‘There’s obviously something giving you the nark, so please enlighten me.’

Jen thumped her glass down. ‘I’ll tell you what the bovver is. Do you know what it’s like raising two kids on your own on a place like The Devil? It’s like wading through quick-setting diarrhoea up to your knees. All day. Every day. You’re alright for money. Tiffany would be alright if she wasn’t a greed hound. But I’m not alright. I don’t see why we should split the money three ways. Mum should’ve taken my situation into account and put something extra aside for my girls. It’s not about me, it’s about my kids. You wanna know what my problem is? It’s other kids calling my girls tramps in the playground. And Mum and you two could solve it in the blink of an eye but it never even crossed your minds.’

‘I see.’ Dee didn’t mean to sound like a headmistress with a couple of naughty school kids but she knew she did. ‘Well, all of our cards are on the table now. Got to say I’m very disappointed at your attitude . . .’

All the bitterness and resentment that Jen had stoppered up for years burst out like a cork from a bottle. ‘It’s alright for you, shacked up with your gangster of a husband. You’re not even really part of our family anyway, are you?’

Tiffany nodded in a rare moment of agreement. ‘That’s true actually. You’re not.’

At the other tables, diners looked in horror as Dee rose to her feet and then slapped Tiffany very hard across the face. Stunned for a moment, Tiff rolled back before she stood up in turn. ‘Oh, you’ve done it now. You want some, do ya? If you want some, you’ve got it.’

She took a swing at Dee, who raised one arm to protect herself and punched Tiff in the face with the other. Tiffany fell back in front of a shocked couple who ran for cover when they saw Dee moving in for the kill. Bottles, plates and glasses were scattered on the floor. But so focused was Dee on Tiffany that she didn’t notice that Jen wanted in as well. She only felt a wallop across the back of her head.

That was it! World War Three had been declared and Dee knew who the victor would be.

She staggered over to another table and asked the dumbstruck guy sitting there, ‘Excuse me mate, do you mind if I borrow this?’ Without waiting for his consent, she took the decanter of brandy from him and emptied the contents on the floor. She held it by the neck and turned menacingly back to her sisters. ‘You want to sort this out East End style do ya? Alright, let’s see what you two fake Mike Tysons have got.’

With grim relish she advanced on them.


Part 1: 2006

A Month Ago

‘She began to wonder if she’d made a terrible mistake.’


One

‘Call that justice...’

‘You twat – a rapist gets half that...’

‘She should be getting a medal mate, not a prison sentence...’

The memories of the angry shouts her daughters had directed at the judge as he sentenced her to five years for the manslaughter of her former husband, Stanley Miller, rang in Babs’ head that Tuesday morning as she nervously waited outside the room where the parole board was meeting. She’d so desperately wanted to call out to Dee, Jen and Tiff that five years wasn’t so bad. It could’ve been much worse. She could have got life for murder rather than a knock-down to manslaughter. And despite doing her ‘I’m sorry Milord’ spiel for the benefit of the jury, she was glad Stanley was dead. May the bastard rot in hell.

But the impact on her beloved family had been devastating. She would never forget the expression on her beloved Kieran’s face as he sat in the back row of the gallery. Worn and bloodless like the very life had been drained away from him. Kieran Scott had been like a son to her, Babs having taken him under her wing during his troubled childhood on The Devil’s Estate. People called him a thug, a psycho, a wrong’un, but Babs had never seen it. He would forever be her little Kieran.

As Jen’s heartbreaking sobs filled the courtroom, Babs had taken one final look up at the gallery and nearly fallen backwards at the sight of the woman looking back at her with Stan’s fox-like eyes. Florence fucking Miller. His wrong-side-of-the-blanket daughter with that posh Islington tart. Flo was scowling and furiously chewing gum under a platinum-blonde wig. It seemed no one had recognised her apart from Babs. Just as well. If her girls had clocked her, there might’ve been another killing. She’d had the brass balls to smirk and mouth ‘Bitch’ as Babs was taken down.

Babs had been dreading prison. She was afraid of sharing a cell with smackhead shoplifters, hard nut toughs and the type of dopey puss who brings a suitcase full of coke back from Spain and then wails she didn’t know what was in it. But as she’d been led down the steps, she remembered that she’d been sharing The Devil’s Estate with women like that for the past couple of decades. How much worse could the slammer be?

She’d soon found out...



Babs was slammed into her cell wall. She gazed, terrified, into the face of one of the scariest women she had ever seen in her life. And she’d seen a few.

Drying-out junkie Shazza Logan had been creating ever since she’d been shipped from A to C Wing a couple of days back. Word was, she’d threatened to stick her fork into another girl’s neck in a row over brekkie one morning. And now she’d barged into Babs’ cell looking to do some serious damage.

Babs had known this was going to happen sooner or later. Violence was a way of life within the walls of HMP Shithole. She’d kept her head down and stayed well clear of trouble. That had been the advice given to her the first day here by the kangas. Kangaroo was the nickname the girls gave the prison officers. Why they were called that, Babs didn’t know. Her mind was dizzy with all she had to learn about being a jailbird. Her nerves were cracking up because it wasn’t so easy to get a when-you-want-it supply of her steady pills.

‘Where’s my fucking lippy Miller?’ Shazza snarled, spit frothing like a ruptured spot.

Like Babs would ever nab something that had touched this nutter’s scabby skin, much less her mouth. God knows what she’d pick up.

‘How the heck would I know?’ Babs knew about standing up for herself, but normal rules didn’t apply behind bars. Bullies might back down on the outside but in here they were more likely to go ape. So she knew she shouldn’t but couldn’t resist adding, ‘What do you need lipstick for anyway? Ain’t like you’re going out raving tonight, is it?’

By way of reply, Shazza socked Babs in the gut, making her double over in pain. She almost collapsed, but made herself stand steadfast. The biggest way to become a target in here was to show weakness. The pain was crippling, but she couldn’t allow herself to fall.

‘Where is it? You wanna ask around, Saggy Tits? No one mixes it with me. Not if they wanna keep their head facing the right way.’

Breath ragged, Babs stared directly into her attacker’s tight, mean eyes. ‘Know what I think? You ain’t come in here looking for no war paint.’

Shazza shoved her face so close Babs could smell the hooch that was illegally brewed in many a cell come lights-out. How anyone could stomach that stuff she would never know. It was rank, plain and simple, more likely to strip your stomach lining than give you a buzz.

‘What you mouthing off about?’

‘Since you landed on the wing I ain’t never seen you wearing no lippy. The way I hear it you’re a bit of a bitch... Oops, I mean a butch.’ Babs played it all innocent although the slip-up was deliberate. She added, ‘Nothing wrong with that. One of my daughters is one too.’

Shazza’s face spread into a nasty smile that really did make her look like a lunatic. ‘Palm me a tenner and we’ll say no more about it.’

‘A tenner? Cheap at half the price. Let’s see what I’ve got squirrelled away under my mattress.’

Looney Tune let her go and stood back in triumph. Babs pushed off the wall, the muscles in her back and tummy aching. She moved towards her bunk but kept her head turned slightly to keep an eye on C Wing’s newest nut job.

‘Get a move on. This ain’t a boozer on Saturday night,’ Shazza growled, folding her arms.

Babs made her move. She turned on a sixpence and threw a punch into her attacker’s face. Shazza barely stumbled. Oops! Babs’ terror really kicked in.

‘Oh dear Miller. It seems this is bash-a-granny week.’

Shazza launched herself forwards, grabbed Babs’ hair and dragged her towards the cell door. Babs lashed out all the way but her blows had little effect. When they reached the door, Mad Bird used a trainer to edge it open. She seized Babs’ hand and tried to shove it in the doorway. Realising what she was about, Babs began fighting back with all her might. The classic punishment for stealing from another inmate was to have your fingers broken. But this was wrong; she hadn’t pinched anything.

‘You better let me go,’ Babs yelled, her last-ditch attempt to save herself.

‘Or what?’ Shazza growled back, ‘you gonna go blubbing to the kangas?’

They both knew that she wouldn’t. No one went running to the POs. If you did you were marked as a grass and that was the end. Babs started flagging as her hand was pulled closer and closer to the doorway. With triumph Shazza flattened her fingers on the doorframe. Grabbed the cell door...

The door was shoved back violently by one of the screws, propelling Babs and her attacker away. Thank fuck for that, Babs sighed mentally. She couldn’t remember the name of the prison officer, but she was big, pure muscle and had a face that looked like badly mixed concrete.

Without a word she kicked the door shut and took out her retractable baton, snapping it to full length with a loud click. Babs cringed. She’d heard all about officers who liked to take the law into their own hands.

‘Miss—’ Babs started but never finished because the kanga advanced on Shazza and cracked her over the head. Taken by surprise, C Wing’s wildest crashed to the floor. Babs covered her mouth in horror as the officer dished out the battering of a lifetime. Less than a minute later, big mouth Shazza was a silent, bloody mess.

Babs shrank back when the officer turned her attention to her. I’m for it now. She steeled herself for the attack. But it never came. Instead, the officer smiled.

‘I’m Mrs Reagan. I run C Wing.’ She snapped her baton back together. ‘Mister Scott sends his regards. Any problems Babs, you come to me.’



‘Miller.’ The insistent voice of the kanga next to her drew Babs back to the present.

She missed Mrs Reagan watching her back but was pleased to have been shipped out of that hellhole to an open prison two weeks earlier. In HMP Hillsworth things were plenty different. The tabloids had dubbed it ‘Her Majesty’s Hilton’ and the papers had a point. The regime was more light touch in this spanking new, privately run prison. There were discreet bars on the window and though she was under lock and key she had a good-sized cell all to herself. The ladies called their cells houses because they had their own TVs, radio, mini bathroom, a bedside unit and a desk that doubled up as a dressing table.

‘They’re ready for you,’ the officer said.

Right, here goes! Babs squared her shoulders and entered the room where the parole – or ‘jam roll’ as it was called inside – board waited for her. She was about to smile, but then thought better of it; it wouldn’t do to look like she was having the time of her life. She sat straight in the seat she was directed to but her hands couldn’t seem to keep still. Her gaze darted fretfully between the two men and single woman in front of her, making her feel like she was back before a jury. The next half an hour sped past as she answered their questions in a daze:

‘I’ve taken loads of courses and got my Level 3 certificate in English. Plus I’m working outside, on day release, in the memorial gardens.’

‘In the prison before this one I saw the shrin— I mean the psych lady, Pam, every week to talk out my problems, especially about my obsession with keeping everything spic and span and tidy all the time.‘

Babs shuddered, remembering how the filth of the previous prison had tipped her and her manic need for order over the edge. She’d tried her best to keep her cell clean, but the dirt and dust just seemed to breed and the cockroaches that crawled on her at night... She’d ended up spending a month on the funny farm ward that first year. Of course her girls were none the wiser; she’d been too ashamed to let on. The prison had got her into a support group for inmates with something called OCD. That first meeting had nearly blown her mind; some of the other girls’ stories made her own problem look like a stroll in the park. She’d never heard the like. One woman had to chant to ten over and over, every time she got stressed out.

The whole group had choked up when she’d finally spilled her guts to explain that her problem had started with someone spitting on her in the street and the loss of her first child. Talking had done her the world of good. She wasn’t cured but the need to be in control wasn’t nearly as bad.

Babs answered the next question quickly. ‘I keep a diary of any of the risk factors associated with my crime so I know when I might need a helping hand.’ One of the other ladies on the Wing had told her to say ‘risk factors’ as many times as she could because jam roll boards liked it.

It was the woman who asked the final question, the only question that really mattered. Babs answered in a clear and firm voice.

‘I deeply regret, to the bottom of my heart, what I did to Stanley Miller.’

If I had my time again I’d do it all over again.

‘He didn’t deserve to die like that.’

Nah, I should’ve stabbed a stake right through the fucker’s cold-blooded heart.

When the meeting finally came to an end Babs felt wrung out. She prayed hard that she’d done enough to secure an early release. She missed her family so much. And it was thinking about her daughters that made her reach a momentous decision. It was time to have a sit-down with them to tell them the news she’d been holding back for the past three years.



She turned to the prison officer and said, ‘I wanna see the Number One.’


Two

‘Alright you wankers! Let’s roll!’

The bulldozer lurched forward, picking up speed as it careered towards the wrought iron gates set in thick concrete walls of the security depot. The joint they were crashing had no signs to show what kind of business it was. But Kieran Scott, known to his makeshift crew only as ‘the Boss’, knew full well what went on in there. It was a private vault, the kind used by dodgy people who wanted to keep their property away from authority’s prying eyes.

Kieran was perched on top of the JCB, dressed in black overalls, gloves and a crash helmet like the rest of his gang. Four other men held on for dear life while the driver stuck his foot down on the pedal. It didn’t seem possible that even a vehicle of that size could take down the gates, but the guy who’d organised the raid had done his sums and promised Kieran that if they were hit at the right angle and at the right speed, they’d cave in.

But of course that guy wasn’t there. It was Kieran taking all the risk.

They struck the gates, which squealed and tore but the fuckers wouldn’t open. Kieran soon sussed out why. At the last moment, the prick at the wheel had braced for impact and eased his foot off the gas. And that meant there wasn’t enough power when they collided. What a ponce!

Seething, Kieran grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and screamed, ‘You yellow-bellied cunt!’ That was the problem with the world these days – you couldn’t get the staff, even for a robbery.

In disgust, he yanked the driver out and took over the controls, throwing the grinding gears into reverse and backing up. He looked up and down the industrial estate. Time mattered. Would it be five, ten minutes before the law turned up?

With no time to waste, when he’d got enough of a run up, he threw the gear stick forward and jammed his foot onto the accelerator. The walls of the depot loomed in front of him and the gates looked even hardier than they had before, but he didn’t falter. He forced the pedal right down to the floor. Struck the gates again. The metal creased, buckled and bent while the tracks on the bulldozer furiously ground the concrete.

Kieran howled, ‘Come on you fucker! Come on!’

As if obeying his command, the gates began to break open and the vehicle squeezed and lurched through the gap, throwing one of his boys off as they went through.

In the courtyard beyond, he headed for the shutters at the vehicle delivery point. They were partly open and two security guys were sitting on the parapet, staring in disbelief as he came storming through. They ran for their lives when Kieran ploughed the bulldozer’s massive shovel into the gap and then lifted it upwards. The shutters sprang and rolled as they were torn from their fittings.

His gang jumped off and ran into the unit, shouting and waving sawn-offs. The boys went to key points so they could keep the place covered. They knew exactly where they were. One of the gang headed to the security office to stop the alarms being set off and they knew exactly where that was too. Kieran himself ran to the manager’s office, a route he knew like the back of his hand from the model of the premises safely tucked away at his club. Inside, a middle-aged man in a suit and tie was sitting at his desk with his chops wrapped around a sandwich. Kieran pointed the shotgun at him. ‘I want vault 25a opened and I want it opened now. Don’t fuck about.’

The guy didn’t move. He sat like a statue as all the colour drained out of his face. Kieran pointed his gun at the ceiling and let off one barrel. The office shook with deafening thunder and bits of ceiling and light bulb scattered down. He waited a few seconds for effect before pulling the trigger again. Another roar and more debris. The office looked as if the builders were in. After he’d loaded two more shells, Kieran walked around and pressed the hot barrels into the bloke’s ear. ‘I don’t know what kind of money you’re on mate but I bet it’s not enough to get your head blown off for.’

The manager whimpered. ‘I can’t get you into the vaults. There’s a time delay.’

Kieran was confident. ‘You’re a liar. There’s no time delay.’ He knew everything about this place. He took the sandwich out of the guy’s hand, opened it up and showed it him. ‘You see that tomato? That’s the colour your head’s going to be in a few seconds if you don’t get me down there. You know I mean it bruv.’

As if he’d put his hand into a plug socket, the manager sprang up and led Kieran down a corridor. He pressed numbers on a keypad and went down a flight of stairs. At the bottom were steel security doors. Another number and they were inside, walking past rows and rows of deposit boxes. But Kieran wasn’t interested in them. He was on strict instructions only to take what was in vault 25a. The bloke who’d organised the raid had warned him, ‘Don’t touch nuthin else. You might upset the wrong sort of people. Know what I mean?’

When he first walked into 25a, clutching his sports bag, Kieran found what seemed to be army surplus crates. They were covered in dust and looked like they’d been there for ever. He pulled a jemmy out of his overalls and used it to prise open one of the boxes. Kieran knew what he’d find but he still stood stunned when he saw the contents. Like a little kid with a present on Christmas Day, he ran his fingertips over a gold bar and whispered, ‘Look at that – they’re real.’

Kieran ran back upstairs to find chaos. Someone had managed to trigger the alarms and there were so many red lights flashing, you would have thought there was a rave going on. The metal walls were vibrating to howling sirens and the security guards were emerging from their hiding places to see if it was safe to take the gang on. One of his boys ran up to him. ‘Time’s short boss, the law’ll be here in a mo.’

For a few moments Kieran Scott hesitated. He hadn’t expected there to be so much gold to move and he was on a split second schedule. ‘Get some pallet trucks and back our van up to the shutters – then get downstairs to the vault.’

Kieran fired two more blasts of his gun to warn off the guards and then ran back down to the strong room. He told the manager, ‘Right, help me shift these crates upstairs. You look like you could use the exercise.’

But when they came back up to ground level, clutching the first of the crates, there were pallet trucks nearby but no sign of the gang. Nor was the van parked outside. The premises seemed empty. Kieran ran over to the shutters. He could hear police sirens even over the alarms in the unit.

His crew were gone. The wankers had run for it. The only vehicle he had left to make his escape was the bulldozer and he knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun the cops on that.

He’d blown it. He felt like a lottery winner who’d put his winning ticket in the washing machine.

Firing off random shots, he grabbed the manager by the lapel and shouted in fury, ‘Are you having a tea break or something? Get back in the vault and bring the rest of the crates upstairs!’

They carried on dragging the gold up the stairs. Their arms strained under the weight but they pressed on, piling the crates up until the pallet trucks could take no more. Then Kieran wheeled them over to the shutters. He put his haul in the bulldozer’s massive shovel. He had about half of the gear but went back to get the rest. His arms were nearly numb when he dragged the trucks back for the second time. When he’d finished, the crates were piled up in the shovel. He climbed into the driver’s seat. He took one gold bar out and gave it to the manager who was covered in sweat and dust. ‘Here you are mate, get yourself a drink for your trouble.’

Kieran turned the vehicle round to see the first police car coming in through the gates. They parked sideways to stop him. The cops yelled at him to halt but he lurched the bulldozer forward, scattering the cars as he went. One was pushed through the gates and he went over the bonnet of a second, trying to follow the first one in. There was a whiff of fuel as the crushed engine began to ignite and then an orange flash in his rear view mirror as it exploded in flames.

Kieran carried on up the industrial estate’s perimeter road. He did a hard right and rolled over the security fence and upwards into the muddy field beyond. Behind, a police van that had attempted to follow was hopelessly stuck in the mud, yawing with its wheels spinning.

The bulldozer rolled on at a steady twenty miles an hour, its tracks taking out hedges and fences and anything else that stood in its way. Of course a helicopter would be up shortly but Kieran was confident there was still time to pull this off. He had no choice now.

As the bulldozer rolled on, he saw exactly what he was looking for. He changed direction and made his way over to the farmhouse.

Kieran parked up outside and put a couple of new shells in his shotgun but there was no need to knock on the door; a stout farmer’s wife had emerged to find out what the hell was going on.

He was cheerful. ‘Hello there love. Sorry to disturb you but I see you’ve got a van parked on the drive. Do you mind if I borrow it?’


Three

‘Twenty pound fifty please,’ Jennifer Miller informed the customer as she sat behind the checkout at the supermarket in Bow.

‘Do you have a reward card?’ No.

‘Are you collecting school vouchers?’ No.

‘Do you have a million going spare so I can get outta my crap life?’ No answer to that because she didn’t ask, but so wished she could.

Jen straightened and winced. Only an hour and a bit of her afternoon shift had gone by and already her back was murder. But she wasn’t about to bitch and moan about it; this job was her one steady lifeline to the readies she needed to keep clothes on her girls’ backs and food in their bellies. The wages weren’t anything to brag about but it was better than taking a handout from the social, like some single mums she could’ve named on The Devil’s Estate down the road in Mile End. No way did she want Courtney and Little Bea thinking that you got paid to sit on your jacksie all day.

‘Jen,’ a voice whispered in her ear. She’d been so stuck in her thoughts that she hadn’t heard one of the other women come up to her. ‘I’ve gotta take over your till. Her Upstairs wants a word.’

Her Upstairs was the store manager, Mrs Howard, known behind her back as Attila the Glum. Jen had never met such a sour individual in all her born days. Attila ruled her employees like she’d been an executioner in a past life.

‘What does she want?’ Jen griped as she passed the change to her customer.

‘Heaven knows.’ The other woman‘s voice lowered. ‘But I tell you what, her face looked like it could give thunder a run for its money.’

Jen worried her bottom lip as she got up. She couldn’t afford to get into Dreary Drawers’ bad books. The word in the locker room was the supermarket might have to lay off some workers: a rival company had set up down the road and was pulling in the punters with bargain basement goodies.

As soon as she walked into the main office and saw the tight expression on her manager’s face she knew something was badly wrong. She moved quickly to stand in front of the desk. ‘You wanted to see me?’

Mrs Howard looked her up and down and her vicious, thin-wormy lips began wiggling at each end. She did not invite Jen to sit down.

‘Jennifer,’ she started, pronouncing the name as Je-neath-her, in that fake la-di-da voice she used to lord it over her supermarket kingdom. It was bogus alright; everyone knew she’d grown up in the back end of Canning Town. ‘Can you remind me what my job is?’

Jen’s face creased in confusion. ‘You what?’ was on the tip of her tongue, but she sucked it back, knowing she should be more respectful to the boss. ‘Have I done something wrong?’

The other woman drew herself tall. ‘Let me put this another way – do I look like your personal secretary?’

Jen felt herself shrinking with embarrassment, finally sussing what had Attila flapping her feathers. ‘I’m really sorry if my girls’ school’s been on the phone again.’

That school must be calling her the boomerang mum because she’d been up there so many times.

The older woman squinted and leaned slightly forward. ‘If there’s one more instance of me having to answer one of your personal calls I’ll have no choice but to issue you with a formal warning.’

Jen’s heart started hammering away, although she was tempted to tell the curdled-faced witch she wouldn’t need to answer her calls if she was allowed her mobile on the shop floor. But she held her tongue. Bloody hell, if the company did decide to start firing people, anyone with a warning would be first out the door. She couldn’t afford to lose this job. It was at times like this that she really missed her mum. She would’ve been round to Babs’ in a flash for advice. A wave of sadness washed over her as she pictured her poor mum banged up in the slammer.

Jen turned her attention back to her immediate problem. ‘I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again.’ She said it slowly and with feeling. ‘Did the school want me to come now?’

‘I don’t think I mentioned a school.’

Jen’s head jerked back in utter surprise. ‘If it weren’t the school who was trying to reach me?’ Worry was etched clearly on her face. God, what if something had happened to her mum?

Attila’s lips twisted into a malicious, gotcha grin. ‘The police.’



‘When I get my hands on her...’ Jen fumed as she swung furiously into Bow Road Police Station.

The only other time Jen had been in a cop shop was back in ’93 when Tiffany had been nicked in West End Central. Jen knew the police had come a long way with what people called ‘community relations’, but she would never forgot what she saw one of them do to her brother-in-law’s bar manager at the Alley Club in Soho. Not a pretty sight. She’d kept her distance ever since and warned her girls not to look ’em in the eye.

A woman with standout breasts and bum was having a row with the cop at reception. Her body jiggled as she said, ‘I’m not leaving until you put up one of them posters with my Arnold’s beautiful face on it.’

The officer, an old timer who looked like he wanted to click his standard issue black boots three times to be transported somewhere else, smacked his lips in irritation. ‘I’m sorry madam, but that’s not the type of service we provide.’

Jen was gobsmacked. What kind of nick couldn’t be bothered to help someone find their loved one?

The woman wailed, ‘But he hasn’t had his tea. He always comes home for his tea.’

The officer leaned forward, the lines round his mouth sagging. ‘I suggest that you make your own poster.’ Heartless bastard. ‘That’s what most people do when their pet goes missing.’

Pet? Some might’ve laughed on hearing that, but not Jen. The poor woman looked like she was having her heart pulled out. She felt sorry that the woman’s dog or cat had gone walkabout, but she had her own urgent business to get sorted. Very urgent indeed.

As the dejected woman wandered off, Jen swiftly took her place. ‘I got a message from a Detective Johnson that my daughter, Courtney Miller, has been arrested. What’s she supposed to have done?’ After Nuts had left she’d changed her last name back to Miller and when it became clear her ex wasn’t interested in playing daddy to his girls she’d changed their names too.

He consulted the admission book in front of him. Then he peered back at her. ‘If you take a seat, I’ll let Detective Johnson know you’re here.’

She was frustrated that she still didn’t know what Courtney was up for, but she parked herself in one of the hard chairs. She didn’t have long to wait before the detective turned out. He was much younger than Jen was expecting and would have been easy on the eye if he wasn’t looking at her with a sharp expression, as if trying to decide whether she was a good mum or not.

She got to her feet and braced herself for the worst. ‘So, what’s she done?’

‘I think it’s best if I take you through so we can talk about this with Courtney.’

As Jen walked beside him, she rattled off, ‘You do know she’s underage? Only thirteen. I hope you haven’t been giving her the third degree without one of them appropriate adults there.’ She’d learned that that was what the plod had to do from The Bill.

They entered a long, narrow corridor. ‘She wouldn’t tell us her age but her school uniform was a bit of a clue.’

So, she had a sarky ’tec on her case, which Jen didn’t appreciate one bit. But she bit her tongue; she couldn’t afford to throw her weight around if she needed to sweet talk him out of charging Courtney. The idea of her kid having a criminal record made her sick to her stomach.

She played it nice and friendly. ‘Of course officer. Whatever’s happened, I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding we can soon clear up.’

He merely lifted his eyebrow as he opened a door. Inside the room sat her eldest with a female detective opposite her. Jen let out a weary sigh. She couldn’t pinpoint where she’d gone wrong but Courtney had never been the same after her Nanna Babs had been sent down. That first year of Babs’ stretch her poor girl had gone into meltdown, waking up most nights screaming her head off. Jen hadn’t known what to do other than hug her tight and comfort her as best she could. The real nightmare had started when Courtney had gone to big school. The once gentle girl had turned into a brawler, slugging it out with any other girl who looked at her the wrong way and mouthing off at the teachers. At first Jen had been defensive and thought it was the school’s fault. So she pulled her out of that school and found another. And then another. Until she reluctantly had to admit the problem was her kid.

Jen kept her beady eye on her sullen daughter. Although Courtney still wore her school uniform all the thick eye make-up made her look like a cross between Lady Gaga and a Marilyn Manson fan.

‘What the hell do you look like? Going out are you?’ Jen got a scowl for her trouble and lost her temper. ‘Why aren’t you in school?’

Courtney huffed and rolled her eyes. Eyes that were replicas of her dad’s. Funny, but it was Nuts’ piercing baby blues that had first attracted her. Other than that, her daughter was her image through and through, with light blonde-brown hair and a pretty face distorted by thick eyeliner and cherry-black lipstick.

‘I forgot.’

Jen never hit her girls, but she was itching to flex the back of her hand. She reached out to grab her lippy daughter, but Detective Johnson’s ‘Mrs Miller’ stopped her, reminding her where they were. Her hand dropped into her lap.

She turned to him. ‘Alright, what’s she done?’

‘Shoplifting I’m afraid.’

Tea leafing? Her kid? Jen couldn’t catch her breath. OK, all the kids did it. Her sister Tiffany had made a career out of it at Courtney’s age. But her own kid?

‘Where did this happen?’

‘In Roman Road Market. She pinched a pair of trainers from a stall and ran for it, but she was caught by a couple of the market guys.’

Courtney sneered, ‘They were a right manky pair anyway. I only did it for a laugh. There’s no law against wanting to have a laugh, is there?’

Jen blew her stack. ‘You like a laugh do ya? I’ll give you a laugh later, don’t you worry.’

As Jen reached for her, Courtney dived out of her chair and yelled, ‘That’ll be a first. I wouldn’t be having to swipe stuff if you had money! All my mates are decked out in the latest clobber while I’m dressed like a fucking homeless. You never buy me anything new. NEVER.’

The last word left her mouth like a bullet, echoing around the room. Jen’s face flushed hot and red with shame. Embarrassed that her daughter would air their dirty laundry in front of strangers but also because Courtney was right. There wasn’t much money these days to splash out on something special. Whose was the shame really? Courtney? Or her broke mum?

‘Sit. Down. Now.’ Jen was not in the mood to take any more backchat and Courtney knew it.

Once her daughter was grudgingly back in her seat Jen turned to the detective. ‘You don’t need to make a federal case out of it. She was only mucking about. She knows she’s done wrong and she won’t do it again.’ Her gaze drilled into her thirteen-year-old. ‘Don’t you?’

Courtney sneered. ‘Yeah, I know it was wrong.’

‘She’s only a kid. She won’t do it again.’

Courtney repeated, ‘No, I won’t do it again.’ Jen gave her the eye; she was sure the little miss had muttered under breath, ‘I’ll go up West next time.’ But she left it alone; she just wanted to get out of there as soon as.

Detective Johnson leaned forward. ‘Fortunately, the stallholder appears to know your mother, a Babs Miller, so he said he wouldn’t be pressing any charges.’ He coughed nervously. ‘He said that one Miller behind bars was enough anyway.’

Him and his colleague shared a meaningful look. Jen knew what that meant – they were well aware who her notorious mother was.

The female officer proceeded to give Courtney a bollocking that was meant to frighten her back onto the straight and narrow, but from the contemptuous look on her face she might as well have been talking Russian. The officer did scare Jen when she finished with, ‘Next time, we’ll have to get social services involved.’

Jen was horrified. No way in hell was the SS snooping around her business. Everyone on the estate would know and start whispering about her being a no-good mother. One way or the other Courtney was going to step back in line.

The female copper surprised Jen by asking, ‘Do you mind if we have a quiet word outside?’

Jen didn’t like the sound of that. A cop wanting ‘a word’ was never a good look, but she followed the other woman into the corridor all the same. The officer got straight into it. ‘I don’t like having to set social services on any parent, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t make you aware how it might end up if your daughter doesn’t pull her socks up.’ Her voice was soft and surprisingly sympathetic. ‘Have you thought about getting her a counsellor?’

Jen stiffened. An outsider sticking her beak into her family business was not how things were done on The Devil. She shook her head. ‘No need for none of that. I’ll straighten out my girl with my own counselling skills, thank you very much.’

The detective’s voice lowered. ‘I had a bit of trouble with my boy a few years back. I talked to him till my face was a new shade of blue, but he wouldn’t listen. In the end I got him this brilliant counsellor. I don’t know what she did but within months he was back to the kid I gave birth to.’

Jen mulled it over. Just the thought of her baby girl going off the rails like her younger sister Tiff made her want to weep. Her mum had gone through hell with Tiffany, who’d only stopped her nonsense after being chucked in a cell and getting a break from a judge. She’d move heaven and earth to ensure that her kid didn’t go the same way. Maybe she should take a helping hand, even if it was being offered by a copper.

She held the other woman’s gaze. ‘Alright, give me her contact details.’ But she added with obstinate determination, ‘I’m not saying I’ll use her mind.’

Ten minutes later, Jen faced Courtney outside.

She took a couple of much needed deep breaths before saying, ‘This has got to stop. Do you hear me?’ Courtney threw her a surly snap of her eyes but nodded. Jen carried on, her voice gentler this time. ‘What’s the matter hun?’

Her eldest crossed her arms defiantly. ‘I’m sick of us having no money.’ And with that she stalked off in a strop, but Jen couldn’t help but notice how her shoulders were slightly slumped.

Jen motored after her, at her wits’ end. It wasn’t her fault; she didn’t have any spare cash to flash around. Maybe she should give this counsellor a bell... No. She pressed her lips stubbornly together. Tomorrow she’d be able to speak to the best counsellor she knew – her mum.


Four

Tiffany was buzzing, still high on speed and booze, as she rolled into her gaff after an all-nighter.

Her bubble burst when she clapped eyes on the pile of mail that greeted her. Shit was finally catching up with her. She hesitated before picking it up and staggering into her bedroom, where she opened the wardrobe. It was bulging with top-of-the-range designer gear – Armani, McCartney, Kors, Posen. It had the lot, some still unworn. Even the hangers were designer. There were two shelves for her growing collection of bling, individually stored in compartments, and an exclusive, very naughty range of sex toys she got from a ladies only sex shop in Hoxton. And in the bottom were neat rows of expensive trainers, sandals and flats; Tiff had never been and would never be a heels girl.

In the corner was a stash of envelopes – some opened, some not – and abandoned letters. She threw the ones in her hand onto the rest. The mini mountain of papers collapsed and spilled out onto the luxuriant blue carpet.

‘Fuck this,’ she swore. She knew as soon as she touched them she’d be confronted with what she’d been refusing to deal with for ages.

Tiff was tempted to leave them on the floor and turn her back, but she didn’t. She knelt down, started to gather them up and, like a tongue that could not stop touching a rotting tooth, she couldn’t help herself. She opened one of the letters.



We hope you are enjoying the Deluxe Dolby Vision DVD player we shipped to you in January. The agreement was to pay £30 each month. Your third payment is now overdue...



Tiffany opened one of today’s letters.



Our records show that a balance of £357.51 remains overdue on your account...



And another



We have been most patient, but you have failed to respond to three previous notices about non-payment of your rent...



She crushed it up and hurled it with violent frustration across the room. How the hell had she managed to get into this mess in the first place?

Three years ago every dream she’d ever had had been right in front of her. She’d kept one step ahead of everyone else, manipulated the situation around Dee’s stolen car and pocketed a cool fifty G. Finally she could put a hefty down payment on the one-bed flat in a plush, private block that had once been a sugar factory in Bow. Instead, that much lolly had turned her head and made her think big. A building where people had once sweated their guts out to pack sugar hadn’t been grand enough for her. No, Tiffany Miller, one time tearaway number one on The Devil’s Estate, decided to lease a fuck-off duplex within kissing distance of Canary Wharf. The building was all that The Devil would never be – spanking new, with huge French windows that reflected the London skyline and river. Now come on, Tiff thought, who wouldn’t move heaven and earth to live here?

She’d never forget the day she moved in. She’d stood in the middle of the sitting room – no, den – and gazed around in wonder. The dreams of girls like her didn’t usually come true, but she’d done it. Gotten outta The Devil. She wasn’t one to dwell on the fact she’d traded up by ripping off her nearest and dearest. What mattered in this life was going places. Any way you could.

Back then Tiff still had plenty to play with so she’d kitted the place out to the hilt with state-of-the-art equipment, including a 70 inch plasma screen mounted on the wall, remote control curtains and a speaker system in every room. Something had triggered inside her, like comfort eating, and Spend, Spend, Spend became her triple-barrelled surname. Anything she wanted, Tiff got. Even when her bank balance went into the red she didn’t stop. The debts piled up and she still couldn’t put the brakes on the madness.

Instead of dealing with the demands she slung them in the wardrobe and slammed the door. What the eye doesn’t see the head doesn’t have to deal with. But when they started coming thick and fast she took out other loans so Peter could pay Paul.

Tiff shrugged off her troubles. She went into the all-mod-cons kitchen and put a glass under the water dispenser in the fridge-freezer that she still owed money on. Instead of water a stream of ice cool lager filled up the glass. Yeah, this was the life. She knocked her drink back in the den, her feet up on the partially paid for leather recliner next to the unopened box containing her new DVD player.

Her mobile went off.

‘Yeah?’ she answered, her eyes drooping as the night before caught up with her.

‘Tiffany Miller?’

Sleep vanished in an instant as a chilly sensation slithered down her backbone. There was something about the man’s voice that put her on edge. She kicked her feet off the sofa and lowered them to the polished wooden floor. She decided to play her usual little trick to throw someone off the scent.

‘Tiffany?’ she asked in a bewildered voice, the accent of the Polish girl she’d been doing the duvet tango with last year. ‘No Tiff-fanny here. You have wrong number—’

He cut her off with a humourless laugh. ‘The old Johnny foreigner voice scam. I’ve heard it all before.’

She sighed, knowing she was caught bang to rights. ‘Which one are you then?’ she asked in her normal voice. ‘The landlord’s agent? I’ve already explained to the fella who works with you that my bank’s got their numbers the wrong way round. The money will be in by the weekend ‘

‘That’s the trouble with people like you. The numbers are always the wrong way round, ain’t they?’

For the first time she clocked that he had a pure bred East End accent. And it was rough. She swallowed hard. ‘Yeah, look, mate, I ain’t got the foggiest who you are but if you tell me what the problem is, perhaps I can help.‘

She didn’t even need to ask if it was about money. It was always about money now.

‘Problem?’ the man went on, sarcasm dripping like blood off a knife. ‘I’ll tell you what the problem is love. You borrowed five hundred off Jimmy down the Moon and he wants it back. With interest obviously, he’s not a charity.’

Who the hell was Jimmy? And where the hell was the Moon? What five hundred nicker? Tiffany had so many Jimmys on the go now, she’d lost track. She’d performed a juggling act with her debts, paying off one credit card by getting another one, borrowing money from one Jimmy to pay another Jimmy. She’d been down the Citizens Advice Bureau to get help with rearranging and consolidating. But now the walls were starting to close in.

‘Yeah, look, tell him I’m a bit short at the mo but I’ll defo sort him out when my dosh goes in at the end of the month.’

Her caller wasn’t happy. ‘No, no, no sweetheart, you’re a bit confused. He don’t want it at the end of this month, he wants it at the beginning of last month, you understand? Otherwise he’s asked me to pop round in person and pick it up. Or goods to the value of. Plus a couple of slaps by way of a penalty payment. Obviously, I’m a nice guy and I don’t wanna get into that. I’ve persuaded Jimmy that you’ll go down The Bad Moon by the end of the week and pay up. That’s right, ain’t it?’

Tiff’s heart pounded, as she suddenly realised which debtor was on the blower. Fobbing off the banks and the stores was easy. Menacing lowlives she’d taken a sub from on the never-never, not so much. And these lowlives were a duo called Tommo and Errol. She’d asked around about where she could get a bit of cash in double time. Her old stomping ground The Bad Moon in Shadwell had been mentioned. She’d gone up there in a flash and asked the barman for a white wine spritzer with bitters, which was the code for the loan of a grand, no questions asked. He’d passed it over, told her the debt was owed to ‘Jimmy’ although she already knew Tommo and Errol ran the operation, and warned she’d need to keep up the payments or the next spritzer she ordered would be mixed with her innards. She’d never been back because she’d never made any repayments. Why oh why had she gone to The Bad Moon? Nothing good ever came out of that boozer.

‘There’s no need to get all Wile E Coyote on me bruv. You’ll have your dosh as soon as—’

His snarl slashed over her. ‘The arrangement is you pay up on time, not when you feel like it. You don’t wait till after you’ve munched on one of them dollies you bring home. You like your birds, don’t you Tiff-fanny fancier?’

The blood drained out of her face, leaving her pale and shaking. ‘Are you spying on me?’ That scared her silly. Her gaze darted around nervously.

‘Jimmy wants his cash. The full amount. If he don’t get it, things will turn nasty. Very nasty indeed.’ He rang off.

When Tiffany put her phone back in her pocket, her hand was trembling. She always thought something would turn up and now it finally had. Men threatening to come round and give her a kicking, never mind the court cases and bailiffs. As she got to her feet in a blind panic, the flat echoed to a furious hammering.

Tiffany folded back on the recliner. She was done for. And there was no escape route. The hammering came again, but this time with a voice that got her breathing easy again.

‘Tiffany, are you in there?’

She wiped her hand across her sweating forehead and opened the door. The young man in the neighbouring flat was usually smartly dressed but today he was decked out in T-shirt and black jeans.

‘What’s up?’ She played it cool although she was still almost wetting herself from that phone call.

He handed over a letter. ‘I found this on my mat when I got in. The postman must’ve popped it in by accident.’ He leaned on the doorframe and switched on the charm. ‘I’ve just got back from New York. Maybe I’ll book you a first class seat up beside me next time I go.’

Tiff rolled her eyes in mock annoyance. They always played this game – him hitting on her and her giving him a knock back. When he’d tried it on for the first time, she’d let it be known loud and clear that he was missing the essential equipment that made her go gaga.

She stepped forward and laid her palms softly against his chest. Then playfully shoved him back. ‘Knob off Tarquin.’

They both laughed. ‘The name’s Mike, as you well know,’ he informed her. ‘Got a little prezzie for you.’ He handed her a small plastic bag with some blue pills in. Despite working in the City he was also her main supplier of speed.

‘Cheers babe.’ Her hand closed around the bag.

Once she was back inside her drum she turned her attention to the letter. Bloody hell, as if she needed another one. But she calmed down when she saw who it was from.

A V.O. from her mum. It must’ve been hanging around in lover boy’s place for a week because it was a visiting order for tomorrow. A slow smile spread across her face. If Tommo and Errol came looking for her she’d be in the one place they’d never find her – behind bars.


Five

‘Blimey O’Reilly, mate. What have you got hidden in here – a dead body?’

One of the guys loading Kieran’s furniture into a huge storage warehouse was in a jovial mood as he huffed with the weight of the sofa.

Kieran wasn’t, but he pretended to be. ‘Yeah – one of the reasons I killed the wife was coz the bitch wouldn’t go on a diet. Stuffed her in the sofa.’

‘Like a bit of meat on the bone myself,’ chuckled the other man.

‘Yeah,’ added the first mover as his shoulders shook.

If both men only knew what was inside the sofa they wouldn’t be creasing up. Kieran knew he’d had a lucky escape during the robbery. Now he was nervy that his luck might not hold. He’d driven the van to a yard he owned in the burbs before stowing the gold away in some old furniture for a few nights. Now he’d brought the stuff to a storage unit off the M25. The guy who’d organised the raid had promised him it would only have to be there for a couple of days while he sorted out somewhere more secure. But there was no sign where that was going to be. Kieran didn’t like it. It was sloppy and he didn’t like sloppy.

One of the storage guys asked him, ‘Moving house then?’

‘Maybe.’

Kieran gazed at the bloke suspiciously. Innocent question? Or were these boys primed to ask that sort of thing and then report back to the higher-ups if they heard anything iffy? He looked around. There was CCTV everywhere. He pulled his baseball cap down lower over his eyes. He was taking a hell of a chance here.

The man kept it zipped after that and the two guys carried on loading and unloading. If the flimsy sofa or armchair came apart and tipped gold out all over the joint, he would be sunk. Kieran even thought about offering to do the work himself but he knew how odd that would appear. Instead, he lit a B&H and winced every time something was roughly handled or bashed about. He walked away ten paces. There was nothing he could do now except keep his fingers crossed.

He went into red alert mode when he heard a helicopter flying low and slow overhead. He peered hard trying to see if it had police markings down the side. He checked out the surroundings again and this time clocked a car parked awkwardly with no sign of a driver or passengers. It was quite possible the cops were tailing him already and knew he had the loot. Perhaps they were biding their time to see who he contacted and where he went before moving in.

The bastards.

‘Alright mate? We’re done.’

Kieran turned back. The container was sealed up and a forklift truck moved in to shift it to the warehouse. The helicopter disappeared over the
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