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Dedication


To my dearest mother Margaret,

I miss you every single day but I know you are looking

down on me and guiding me to where I should be.

To my brother Daz, the years have passed but

I’ll never forget you or the fun we had together.

Keep shining bright our kid and watch this space.

To my son Dale, goodnight God bless,

love you always x
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Chapter One


Yellow light seeped under the bedroom door and lit up the old woman’s face – deep wrinkles, dark circles underneath her eyes. The sweet smell of lavender lingered in the air, calming and peaceful. You could tell this woman had been a beauty in her day, but her bright blue eyes now filled with pain no medication could disguise. Brenda Smith’s gaze was focused somewhere far away. The windows of the soul, they called them, and, looking deep into her eyes, you could see she was suffering. Her chest rattled with every breath she took – slow, shallow lungfuls. But there was more than physical pain here. Brenda swallowed slowly and turned her head to look at the old silver-framed photo of her three children: Emily, Teresa, and Shannon. A single tear ran down her face and settled on her thin red lips. Her babies, her girls. Brenda’s hand trembled as she picked the photo up, stared at the three girls and ran her skinny finger over the image. She whispered, “I’m so sorry, girls. Sorry I let all these years go by and never got in touch. Sorry for everything I put you through. I’ve prayed every night to the Lord God Above to send you home to me and I hope he’s heard my prayers. I want to see the women you’ve grown up to be. I need to explain, tell you the full truth, tell you all how much I love you.”

The light from outside the room suddenly flooded into the bedroom as the door creaked open. Brenda shot a look over to the doorway, but it was only her husband standing there, and she quickly wiped her eyes. If he saw she’d been crying again, he would only tell her to stop worrying about things she couldn’t change. But she could change it, change it all, make it all right. Sam walked over to her holding a cup of tea and a small yellow fairy cake. She’d always had a sweet tooth and these days cakes were the only thing she enjoyed eating. He placed the plate on the small bedside cabinet next to her and sat on the edge of the bed. He looked drained, the worries of the world on his shoulders. He swallowed hard before he spoke, holding back the tears, trying his best to curb his emotions.

Be strong, man, he told himself. “Come on, Bren, I’ve brought you a nice little cake and a cuppa. Do you need me to help sit you up?”

Brenda glanced over to the photo again and pointed to her girls. “They’re not coming, are they? You’ve sent them all letters and tried ringing them, but still nothing. They will never forgive me, Sam, not even when they know my time on this Earth will be over soon. I should have told them the truth, helped them understand what I was going through.”

Sam gulped, the prospect of losing his wife stabbing deep into his heart, the thought of her not being by his side anymore landing on him like a tonne of bricks. They had been together since he was twenty years old. It had been love at first sight. She was his soul mate, he told everyone. And looking at the two of them together, you could still see love in their eyes. But now she was leaving him and there was not a single thing he could do to change that. He’d fought with the doctors for months, begging them to find a cure for the lung cancer, telling them he would pay for the best treatment money could buy. But the disease was never going to leave her body. Every day it was taking a piece of his wife away from him and not even all the money in the world could stop this cruel condition. He looked deep into her eyes. What would he do without her? How would he cope without her by his side? Was there even a life for him when she was gone? He couldn’t see it. Sam’s eyes flooded with tears as the ball of emotion rose in his throat, trying to burst through. He closed his eyes and took deep breaths, hoping the tears would subside. He reached over, kissed his wife’s slim fingers and dropped his head low.

“They’ll come, Bren. Just give them time.”

Brenda squeezed his hand tightly and inhaled raggedly as she tried to catch her breath. “That’s the one thing I’ve not got. Sam, I need to tell you this: you have been my source of happiness throughout my life. You picked me up when I was down, and you were always there when I needed you. Even when I didn’t deserve it. When I’m gone –” she choked up and looked away from him before she continued: “I want you to be strong, do you hear me? Don’t cry for me, because I’ll never be far from your side. I’ll only ever be a whisper away. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for loving me the way you have over our years together. I know it’s not always been plain sailing, but you have always been the man I love with all my heart. You are my happy-ever-after.”

Sam snivelled and his shoulders started shaking. His head bowed, emotions crippling him. He licked his cracked lips and kissed her fingertips again. He had to tell her he was weak. He must open up and tell her he wasn’t as strong as she thought. “Bren, I’m scared. A life without you is not worth living. You have always been the one I want. How can I go on when I know you won’t be here? I’ve tried to imagine it, tried to find a way that might help, but I can’t. I’ll never find a way.”

She stopped him dead in his tracks, aware he was on the brink of a panic attack. “And that’s why I need the girls. Not only to make my peace, but you need them home to help you through this. It’s my fault they never came, my fault we haven’t seen them for years. And I want to right the wrongs I have done before I leave this Earth. Once I’ve spoken with them, they will understand, surely.”

Sam lifted his head and looked directly into her eyes, the memory of what she did dancing about in his mind. The eyes he looked on now were the same that had lied to him all those years ago; the same eyes that cried and cried when she realised she’d made a mistake. He shook the vision from his mind. The past was the past, and he was far from squeaky clean himself. He never, ever, wanted to feel like that again, never wanted to remember those days. “Come on, love, drink your drink, and try and eat something. Your medication needs to be taken with food and not on an empty stomach. You’ll be sick if you don’t eat.” Sam reached for the plate and broke a small piece from the sticky cake. He placed it in her mouth, smiling as he fed her. “You’ve always liked sweet things, haven’t you, Bren? Chocolate, toffees? And you’ve been the sweetest thing in my life.”

Brenda started to have a coughing fit and he jumped up from the bed to sit her up. Bright blood sprayed from her mouth and her eyes widened with fear. She knew the time to meet her maker would arrive soon, but she was fighting to stay, fighting, with every breath she had left in her body, to see her girls one last time.









Chapter Two

Shannon lay in bed, staring at the black mould creeping across the ceiling like a spider’s web. A shit tip, this house was, and the local council had told her they would come by the end of the month to do all the repairs, but so far they’d never been near. A waste of space, they were, utter bobbins. She looked around the bedroom, depressed by her surroundings. Who could call this a home? The window frames were old. Every wall had cracks in it, just like the relationships inside the house, she supposed. Paddy McNulty lay next to her, and she was scared of moving a muscle in case she woke him. He was like a bear with a sore head when he was disturbed – shouting, demanding she look after him. It had been a late one last night and he’d got heavy with his hands again, punching her, shoving her, calling her names. That was the way it went with Paddy – mental abuse, as well as physical. She should have rung the police on the wanker and had him arrested. She was always arguing with the voice in her head that said, if she left him, she would have nowhere to turn, no one to help her. She knew there were restraining orders, refuges all across Manchester, to help women escape violent relationships – she just didn’t know if she could find the courage to do it. She touched the swollen side of her cheek gently, remembering the fury etched across his face as he spat at her, telling her she was worthless, a slag, a dirty whore. While his blows left her with constant pain, she told herself she should have learned not to be hurt by his words, by the mental torture he put her through every day. No matter how she tried to cover it up, it happened all the time. Why did she stay? Shannon asked herself every bloody day and she could never come up with an answer. Maybe his hold on her was too deep-rooted. When she first met Paddy, he had made her laugh, told her how beautiful she was, treated her like a lady when times were good, gave her pills to black out the past when times were bad, helped her to forget her life before him. Yet slowly but surely, his behaviour changed, and, before she knew it she was tied to him and it felt too late to get help. She’d become hooked on the tablets he gave her. Then she’d become hooked on him. He’d been dealing a fair bit when they first met and he liked the way the pills made her – docile, compliant, easy to control. But then he’d stopped taking her out with him and, if she was locked up at home, what did it matter if she was high or not? She wished she’d saved some of the stronger pills – they were better than any of the lightweight stuff from the GP. But they were long gone – just like any affection between her and Paddy. He’d stopped dealing, as well – too much like hard work – and got by on the odd dodgy job with his mates. Not that she ever saw a penny of anything he earned. He made sure she knew her place – at home, without any chance of ever getting away.

He’d drummed it into her that if she ever left him, he would search the ends of the Earth for her and make sure she never took another breath. Shannon believed him too. He was a headcase, always fighting when he was out in the boozer, always on the hunt for aggro. Shannon had been with Paddy for over ten years now and, to hear her speak, he was the best thing since sliced bread. At least, that’s what she told all her friends on the rare occasions she ever got to see them. But they weren’t blind, she knew. They’d seen the bruises, the thick lips, her body shaking. They knew she was lying through her front teeth. The only person she was kidding was herself.

He stirred next to her now. She tried to get a handle on her emotions, to not let him see how rattled she was, then turned to look at him. His eyes shot wide open, staring at her. He pushed her with one of his long, hairy legs.

“Go on, make me a brew. And a couple of pieces of toast wouldn’t go amiss.”

She paused, waiting to see what else was on his list of morning orders. He booted her leg again, a bit harder this time. A reminder of her role in this relationship.

“Are you fucking deaf woman, or what?”

Shannon eased one of her pale legs out of the bed and then the other. She winced at the pain, not wanting to look down at the bruises and bite marks all over her skin. She stood up and found an old grubby white t-shirt to shove on and a pair of shorts. She was all skin and bones, and the clothes hung off her. The years of drug addiction and pill-popping were taking their toll on her body. She growled at him, forgetting he was still hungover and in a foul mood.

“You’re lucky I’m making you anything after last night’s performance. Go on, tell me it was my fault again, because that’s what you usually say. I did fuck all, Paddy, and yet you laid into me again.” She pointed at her face, the marks on her body. “You need to stop drinking if it makes you behave like that. I only said I fancied a curry, and you went off on one, calling me a fat cow. You need to see a doctor or something if you can’t control yourself. Tapped in the head, you are.”

Paddy ragged his fingers through his thick dark hair, her voice drilling his ears, rattling his hangover. “Ssshh, woman. I was only looking after your figure, that’s all. You must have said something else to wind me up. You know what you’re like when I’m pissed. You always rub me up the wrong way. Go on, say you don’t.”

She bent her head towards him, dicing with death. “What, and I deserve a belt for that, do I? Look at my lip.”

His eyes changed and he looked at her directly, a look that told her to leave him alone, to keep her mouth shut before it was too late. It would take only seconds for him to jump out of bed and grab her, and what then? Battered again. No, she had to be quiet if she knew what was good for her. Shannon left the bedroom with speed, glancing back over her shoulder to check he wasn’t following, and headed straight into the bathroom. Closing the door behind her, she locked it and slid the silver bolt across the door with shaking hands. She knew it wouldn’t keep him out if he really wanted to get to her, but it was better than nothing. It made her feel safe for a few minutes. She turned to the bathroom mirror and looked at her reflection. She felt appalled as she stroked the lumps on her cheekbone, saw the finger marks on her skin. She stared at herself for a few seconds, and then scooped her long black hair into a ponytail and tied it back. Long gone were the days when, no matter what time she got up, she always looked pretty. Life with Paddy had stolen her looks, stripped them from her like they were his to take. This was his world now, and she was only existing in it with him. No real life whatsoever, a slave. Paddy was a control freak and he never let her out of his sight for long. If he nipped down to the shops, he locked the door behind him. If he went to the pub, he made sure there was no way out of the house for her. He had even screwed the windows down. Of course, he denied it was to keep her locked inside; said it was so criminals couldn’t break in. Bullshit, that was, pure lies. Shannon had a few friends she would see when she was out shopping with Paddy but, even then, he would never leave her side, always made sure he could hear any conversation they were having. He was paranoid she was talking about him behind his back – as if she’d ever have the chance now. A bunch of slags, he called her oldest friends. He didn’t even know them properly, just said he could smell a slapper a mile off. Shannon was no more than a prisoner, and he was her jailer. She brushed her teeth, then held her head back, inhaling deep breaths. She checked the cabinet for her pill bottle – but knew it was empty. Anxiety crippled her, and her eyes flooded with tears. Her body folded as she practically melted onto the bathroom floor, knees to her chest, a hand covering her mouth so Paddy could not hear her sobbing. A loud voice shouted from across the landing. She froze.

“Shannon, what the hell are you doing in there? A piss doesn’t take that long. I told you to get my breakfast sorted.”

She sprang to her feet, aware, if she left it any longer, he would burst through the door and deal with her. That was what he called it when he laid into her for no reason: “I’ll deal with you, Shannon. Don’t make me fucking deal with you, woman.”

Her hands trembled as she unlocked the bathroom door. A quick look one way then the other and she headed downstairs. The house was freezing cold. There was only money for beer and weed, and none for electric and gas. He’d told her straight that if they ran out of gas or electric then it was her fault for not managing the house better. So she kept the heating off as much as she could, trying to save money. Goose-pimples appeared on her white skin. She rubbed at her thin arms to try and get warm. The moment she opened the kitchen door, she heard a snuffle and a black Frenchie came running to her side, jumping about, happy to see her, tail wagging. She smiled for the first time that day. She wished she could sneak Little Frank upstairs and cuddle up to him rather than share a bed with Paddy. But the dog was never allowed upstairs. Paddy said her four- legged friend got more attention than he did and there was no way he was having that scruffy mutt on his bed all night long, keeping him awake. He booted the dog at any given chance, shouted at him, threw things at him. Shannon always put herself between Frank and Paddy to protect the little thing. To her, cruelty to animals was the lowest of the low. She bent down and stroked Frank with her flat palm. Her voice was subdued. “Don’t look at me with them eyes. I know what you’re thinking. And I know you’re right. He said it was my fault. Dealt with me again, hasn’t he?”

The dog gave her a disappointed look with eyes that told her he knew her pain. Frank was Shannon’s best friend. She told him everything, explained in detail how her life had messed up. She even asked him to help her find a way out, find a life without abuse. She flicked the kettle on and started to make him upstairs a coffee. She smirked at his cup, took the same knife she used for the dog food and gave it a good stir round inside.

“That’s our secret, Frank, eh?” she chuckled.

She looked in the cupboards and stared. A few slices of bread and the odd stale biscuit was all that was left. It was her benefits day today. Her universal credit would go into her bank, and yet she would have to ask Paddy if they could go shopping and get some food in. ‘Payday’, he called it. Days he could sit in the boozer and piss the money up the wall. Yes, he’d bung her a few quid out of her own benefit, but only enough to get the bare essentials. She reached up to the shelf and grabbed the bread. Two slices left, only enough for him. She sighed and popped the bread into the toaster, watched the heat rising, rubbing her hands over it, trying to get warm.

“Bleeding hell, how long does it take to make a bit of toast?” He was behind her now, his hand touching the top of her shoulder.

“It’s not my fault the toaster is crap. I’ve told you time and time again we need a new one.”

He walked over to the kitchen side, picked up the kettle and poured some more hot water into his cup. Shannon tried not to smile as he took a slurp from the mug.

“We can go shopping in a bit. Get some foundation on your face first, though, cover them marks. You’re not walking about with me looking like that. And don’t let me hear you telling anyone I’ve done it. You deserved it, like always, didn’t you?”

Shannon stood with her back to him, buttering the toast. She knew from bitter experience to keep her mouth shut. What was the point in arguing with him, anyway? He’d never admit he was in the wrong. The letterbox rattled and, before she could move, he stepped into the hallway. “Postman’s getting later every day. I’ve a good mind to one-bomb him for taking so long. The post should be here at the crack of dawn, not late morning.”

She picked up her coffee and plonked down at the kitchen table, staring into the bottom of her cup as if it held all the answers to her problems. Paddy walked back into the kitchen and dropped three letters on the table before he sat down. Two looked like junk, but one had her name on – a white envelope, handwritten. She sat back in her seat and slid her eyes over it. She knew not to touch the mail. Paddy was the man of the house, he’d told her, and he dealt with anything that came through the front door. Shannon watched him eating his toast, slurping his coffee. He reached over to the letter, frowning as he turned the white envelope over in his hand. Slowly, he opened it. Two sheets, neatly folded. Shannon’s eyes were wide open, eager for him to tell her who had sent the letter, but she knew not to let him see her curiosity. He read the first page then placed it face down on the table so she couldn’t see the words written there. When the second page was finished, he slammed it down on top of the other one. “A load of shit. Nothing to get excited about.”

Shannon played with her fingers, nervously looking over at him. “Who’s it from?”

Paddy sparked up a cigarette. He studied her, cunningly. “It’s from your old man. Your mam is sick, and she wants to see you.”

Shannon sat up straight. “Can I have a read?”

“What for? I’ve fucking told you what it said. A cheeky bastard, he is, in my eyes. You’ve not heard a word from him in years and, just because your mam is ill, he wants us to run around after him. No, he can fuck off. Probably trying to get you over there to skivvy for him. Sod that. You’ve got enough to do looking after this place. What do you say, babes?”

She swallowed hard, knowing she had to agree with him. Her head bowed. “Yep, you’re right. It’s her fault we lost touch and, like you said, now she’s ill she wants me back home. Too much time has passed. I love my dad, but he made his choice, didn’t he?”

Paddy sucked hard on his fag and nodded slowly, watching her every movement from the corner of his eye. “Devious sods, they are. They never give a shit about you for all these years. It’s me who’s looked after you, not them, and now they expect you to go running home because that old hag is on her last legs. Are they having a laugh, or what?”

Shannon never took her eyes from the letter, desperate to read it herself, to make up her own mind. But she knew, if she so much as reached for it, he would have the house up. No, she had to play this cool, not show any interest in the letter. Poker face. She stood up and stretched her arms over her head. “Right, I better get this show on the road and get ready. Are we going shopping? It’s payday and we need to go to Asda to get some food in. The cupboards are empty, and we have nowt in the fridge, either.”

“Relax, woman, don’t be mapping my day out for me when I’ve only just opened my bleeding eyes. Let me wake up and I’ll tell you what we are doing. You don’t tell me.”

Shannon picked up his empty plate and cup and walked to the kitchen sink. She ran some water and washed the few pots. He was still there behind her, she could feel it. Shannon turned the radio on and started humming. She heard the chair scrape back behind her and flinched as she stirred the hot water. Was he gone or was he still lurking? Sometimes even turning round and looking at him the wrong way was enough to set him off. After a few seconds, she sprayed the dish cloth with the cleaner and started wiping the sides, not sure if he was still in the room. Slowly, she twisted around, looking one way then another. He was gone. She was alone. She rushed to the table and picked up the letter with shaking hands, her heart beating inside her ribcage like a speeding train. She tried to focus on every word her father had written. Time wasn’t on her side, and she had to be quick. She gulped as she finished reading the letter. She replaced it carefully where she had found it and rushed back to the kitchen sink. Her bottom lip trembled as her eyes clouded over.

His loud voice behind her made her jump. “Get ready, then. You can finish cleaning when you come back. I’ll go shopping with you, then, if you don’t mind, I’ll have a few hours down the pub with the lads. Hair of the dog definitely needed. I’m going to have a bet and see if I can win us some money. You’re OK with that, aren’t you?”

She looked out of the window and replied as if he was actually giving her an option. She never had a choice, and he knew it. “Yes, that’s fine. I’m going to clean all the windows today, anyway. I can’t see out of them anymore. Mucky, they are.”

He was still at the doorway – she could hear his heavy breathing behind her. Slowly, she turned around, and he eyeballed her, then the letter. “I’ll get rid of this shit, then, should I? I don’t want it ruining our day.”

She remained calm and kept her eyes on him. “Yeah, do whatever with it. Means nothing to me.”

He snatched the bunch of letters from the table. “Go and get ready, then. I’ll put these in the bin.”

She walked past him and headed upstairs, her cheeks bright red, avoiding eye contact. She’d never been a good liar and even now she struggled to hide the truth.

She sat on the edge of the bed and slipped her black pumps on. They were old now and ready for the bin. In fact, all her clothes were tired and old, but there was never enough money for food, let alone clothes. Every now and then, she would get a new top from the charity shop, but she never told Paddy about it, hid it away in her wardrobe and pretended she’d had it for ages when he asked her where it was from. She’d often nip into the charity shops when he was in the bookie’s putting a bet on. He would have gone ape if he thought she was dressing herself up for another man. He would have ripped up any new clothes he found. Paddy knew everything that she owned, everything about her, knew her every move, knew what time she would take a bath each night, knew what she ate and at what time. She quickly brushed her hair and walked over to the bedside cabinet. The bottle of body spray was nearly all gone now, coconut fragrance, a sweet smell. She squirted it over her clothes. After the second spray, she looked at the bottle in more detail. Nope, she wasn’t getting any more from it. It had seen its day. She didn’t know when she’d have enough money again to get another. She looked into the single mirror on her wardrobe door. She had no shape anymore, no bum, no cheeks, limp hair. Where had it all gone wrong? He was shouting her name now. She’d taken longer than she normally did to get ready. His voice made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end; her heart missed a beat. “I’m coming. Hold your bloody horses, will you?” she shouted back.

With each step she took down the stairs, his eyes burned into her, checking what she was wearing, checking she had not put any effort into her hair today, nothing to draw attention to herself. “Ready when you are,” she said in a sarcastic tone.

Paddy opened the front door and zipped his coat up as the strong northerly wind circled his face. Leaves flew about as if they were performing a dance routine. He walked to the bin and lifted the blue lid up. He shoved the letters out of his jacket down the side of the bin and quickly closed the lid. “Come on, then. And don’t think I’m spending all bastard day at Asda. In and out, we are – the lads are waiting for me. I know what you’re like once you get in there, looking at all the stuff.”

Shannon shut the door behind her and plodded down the path behind him. She wished she had a warmer coat. It was icy cold out – freeze the balls from a brass monkey, it would. But maybe there was something else that could warm her. Shannon shot a quick look behind her at the bin. A letter from her dad, a message that he still loved her. Words that told her someone did care about her after all.









Chapter Three

Emily Rowan sat across the desk, looking at John Spencer, an ex-con who had served five years behind bars. He looked tough, after all, he’d had a hard life, but there was something else in his eyes. He’d been released from the big house six months ago and Emily knew this latest stretch had broken his back, though he’d never admit it. The dodgy food, next to no contact with friends or family, nothing much to do all day but stare at four walls – it took a certain mindset to keep coping with spells inside. Even being released didn’t sort everything. Coming out of jail was daunting for most cons, and by the time they arrived in front of her, their heads were usually all over the show, adjusting to life on the outside. Emily had been allocated as John’s probation officer from the start and, while on paper he seemed to be adapting to life on the outside, she could tell there was something else going on. Circumstances didn’t help – he’d told her he was skint, and she knew more than anyone that poverty could drive a person to make the wrong choices. Maybe that sense of understanding from her own childhood experiences explained why, from the moment Emily met John, she’d felt a connection, a giddiness inside her. She’d had countless similar cases before John, though, so why did she feel like this when he walked into the room? He was a good-looking guy, true, but not someone she would usually be attracted to – younger than her, too. He was a rough and ready type. Emily could feel his eyes all over her as she nervously straightened his paperwork. What the hell was he gawping at?

John sat back in his chair and stretched his hands over his head, cocky and clearly picking up on her discomfort. She couldn’t help but look at the strip of brown tanned skin where his t-shirt had risen up. Heat rose to her chest. She was flustered. She swallowed hard, tried to remain professional. “So, John, how have you been? Have you found any work yet?”

He smiled at her and sucked on his teeth before he replied. “Nah, no job as of yet. But who’s going to give me a job when I’ve just got out of the chokey. I’m an armed robber, for crying out loud. No employer will give me the time of the day, love.”

She opened her eyes wide as she replied. “And that’s why I am asking you: so I can help. We have quite a few employers who do take on ex-cons, often working in warehouses, labouring on building sites. Is that something you would be interested in?”

He hunched his shoulders and rolled his eyes. She could practically read his thoughts: shit wages, doing all the donkey work for next to nothing. But he clearly knew he had to play the game. “Maybe, depends on the pay. I’m not working for peanuts, sack that. I would need a decent wage. The money I get at the moment each week is crap, barely enough to live on. The government need to sort their nappers out and try living on the money we get and see what it feels like. Fuck all, it is. Pennies.”

Emily rolled her blue biro around in her fingers and raised her eyebrows. She’d worked as a probation officer for over fifteen years now and, while some of the men she saw were determined to go straight, some of the ex-prisoners she had on her books were bone idle, wanted everything served to them on a plate. She used her school-teacher voice. “Getting a job would be a great start to changing your life, John. It will give you independence, keep you busy and help you stop re-offending. Looking at your record, there is a pattern of activity after you’ve been released from jail. You can’t let this happen again. You’re forty years of age now and it looks like you have spent most of your life in and out of jail. You were in a young offenders’ institution when you were seventeen, is that right? That’s more than half your life you’ve been in and out of these places.”

John sat cracking his knuckles. Under the spotlight, he was. He hesitated, stuttered, not sure what to say. “Yeah, that’s true, but it doesn’t tell you in my files the reason why I ended up there, does it? You lot think you know it all, but in reality you know fuck all about the real world. You’ve probably been fed with a silver spoon, had everything given to you on a plate.”

Emily could see he was getting agitated and spoke in a softer tone, the one she used on her own daughter when she was explaining something she didn’t understand – or didn’t want to hear. “So, tell me. Maybe speaking about things will clear your head. I know I feel better when I talk about things that are getting me down. I’m here to help. You’re forgetting that.”

John bowed his head and closed his eyes slowly. He sat playing with his fingers. “My mam was a junkie, a raging baghead, if I’m telling it like it is. For years, me and our kid were left to fend for ourselves. No food in our cupboards, no clean clothes. In fact we only had a couple of t-shirts and pairs of keks to our name. Scruffy bastards, we were. Mucky faces all the time. All the kids on the estate called us names.” He bit down hard on his lips, then continued: “She left us for days on our jacks. Told us she’d be home later to sort our tea out, and never came back. The bitch. I had two choices back then: break the law, or report my mam to social services.”

Emily swallowed hard, grabbed some tissues and passed them over to John: he was getting upset. She sat watching him, eager for him to continue. She guessed he didn’t have many chances to be this open. He didn’t look like someone who ‘did’ vulnerable.

“I used to look at my mates with their families, a mam, a dad, and all that. The way they were dressed, how their mothers treated them. I wanted that. Not a big ask, was it? Me and our kid had none of that. We would sit and watch our mam off her rocker most nights, men in her bed who she barely knew. It was hard to grow up around it all. Fucked my head up. Nobody knows the half of it.”

Emily nodded. “I bet it was, John. I’m so sorry to hear that.” She sat in silence, encouraging him to continue. This was progress. He’d opened up to her, told her how he felt, spoke about the reasons he chose a life of crime. And he was right: none of this was recorded in his file. He was down as a serial offender – not as a survivor of neglect and abuse.

“It started with a bit of shoplifting, mainly food. I was good at it, too. Our Jerry started to come with me and between us we got all we needed not to starve. We hid the food under our beds, never let anyone know what we were doing. I mean,” he chuckled. “It’s not like my mam would have been arsed, anyway. She would have encouraged us and probably sold the food we nicked to fund her habit.”

Emily took a small sip of her cold water. The story was getting to her. We were all just a whisper away from a different kind of life, she thought.

“Anyway, that’s where it all started and, before I knew it, I was blazing weed and other drugs and in with a crowd who showed me how to earn the big money.” His eyes were wide, his palms sweating. “I was fearless, back then. The first time I was on a graft, I held no fear of what lay ahead. I genuinely had nothing to lose – that’s what makes you properly dangerous. I wanted to earn some big money, money that would put my mam in rehab, money that would fill our fridge and buy us some new clobber. I would have risked it all to fix us as a family.” His eyes clouded over again, and he swallowed hard as he looked Emily directly in her eyes. “I got enough money for my mam to go into rehab and, the day before she was due to go in, she overdosed on smack. Heartbreaking, that, isn’t it? Sad that her life had amounted to nothing. I thought back then that I could save her









































OEBPS/images/9780008592141_Cover.jpg
_Ja wem—

Some protect
Some destroy.

TH

KAREN"WOODS

‘Full of grit and with characters to keep you
turning the pages’ Caz Finlay






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
THE

TRUTH

KAREN WOODS

(Y]

S s

(=i

g §
=

ZT
=]
ae]





