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About the Book

Success comes at a deadly price. . .

When Nick Leary hears the sound of an intruder’s footsteps downstairs one night, something inside him snaps. The thought of losing his beautiful wife and sons, their luxurious home and possessions, everything he’s grafted for, pushes him to attack.

But this single act sets in motion something way beyond Nick’s control.

He’s picked the wrong fight this time, and now it’s too late to go back. . .




For Christopher Wheatley. 
It’s an honour and a privilege to be your friend.

For Ricky and Maria. 
Remembering when we were kids.

For Tina Louise Smith, 
Rest happily.




Prologue

It was so hot in the room, like an oven. He could feel the sweat trickling down his face and wiped it away carelessly. He wished that it would rain, that the storm would break and everything would finally be over.

The thought brought a smile to Nick Leary’s handsome face.

He was restless, tired but far from sleep. Unable to sleep. He had too much to think about.

His wife was sleeping soundly beside him, her faint snoring loud in the quiet room. She was as usual curled up in a ball, her face devoid of the frown lines that day-break inevitably brought with it. Her blond hair was still immaculate even as she slept. Tammy never looked untidy, it was part of her personality. He believed that if she had a head-on crash in her 4 × 4 she would die with every hair in  place and her make-up untouched, like film stars did in the movies. She broke wind gently and it made him grin in the dimness of the room. She would be mortified when he told her. Tammy hated any reference to bodily functions and would go to great lengths to hide the fact that she burped, farted and crapped just like everyone else. She snuggled down and he smiled in the dimness.

He was lying on his back, one forearm thrown casually across his eyes. Nick Leary was a big man. Big in stature, and with a big personality to match. He had a reputation as a shrewd businessman and loyal friend. He cultivated this image carefully because it was important to him.

He rarely did anything without it being of some benefit to himself, which was why he had an eight-bedroomed farmhouse, enough money to do what he wanted, and a lifestyle envied by most of his peers. But Nick had grafted for it, had pulled himself and his family up by the proverbial bootstraps – and pulled them up as high as they could go.

He heard a distant rumble of thunder and felt his whole body finally relax. A few seconds later the insistent drumming of the rain hit the windows and he almost cried out with joy. He had prayed for this rain, known that it was coming and dreaded that it might not arrive. He had a tension headache. He always got them when it was stormy  but this time he had a lot on his mind as well. He moved restlessly around in the bed once more.

‘Keep still, Nick, for Christ’s sake.’

Tammy’s voice was muffled but he could hear the impatience in it.

‘Sorry, Tam.’

He willed his body to be still. All he needed now on top of everything else was her up and ranting her head off.

Tammy Leary liked her Sooty and Sweep and no one interfered with that – not if they valued their own hearing anyway. Her nasal twang he could cope with in the day, he loved her dearly after all. But at night her voice sounded like a banshee wailing, and that banshee had a toothache and a temper on it. Best leave her to sleep, especially tonight with the storm well on its way overhead and his neck and shoulders stiff with pain and the trepidation that was surrounding him.

He closed his eyes once more, but knew he would not sleep.

Then he heard it.

He opened his eyes and lay motionless. Sweat still covered his body when he felt the first chill hit him. He was straining to hear now, every fibre of his being on red alert. Thunder clapped loudly overhead and a flash of lightning lit up the room. He slid quietly from bed and tiptoed across the  wooden floor of the bedroom. The en-suite light was on and there was a crack of light coming from underneath the door. It was enough for him to see by.

Nick slipped out on to the landing.

The rain was heavier now; he could hear it surrounding the house.

He stopped dead as he heard the muffled movements once more. Someone was moving around downstairs. He could hear the sounds of drawers opening and closing. His heart was thundering in his chest, so loud he wondered if anyone else could hear it. He passed his sons’ bedrooms and was relieved to see that their doors were shut tight.

At the top of the staircase he paused and listened once more before descending the staircase as quietly as he could. At the bottom he felt inside the large umbrella pot and located the baseball bat he’d left there for just such an occasion as this.

The house was large, set in seven acres and not easily accessible. You gained entry through electric gates and you never turned up at the Learys’ without first letting them know you were coming.

He glanced around the entrance hall. There were three sets of double doors. These led to the large front room, the television room and dining room. Another staircase led down to the cellar and two more doors to the kitchen and  study. Off the study was a well-stocked library. But it was the study that the noise was coming from.

It was inside the study that Nick kept his safe.

He crept across the entrance hall. His heart was in his mouth now. He swallowed with difficulty. The storm had quietened momentarily but was picking up in intensity once more. The wind was whistling round the house now and it was an eerie sound, a frightening sound, and God knew Nick was frightened. More frightened than he had ever been in his life before.

He thought of Tammy and the boys to stop the fear from making him turn back and run away.

The study door was open a crack. He looked through it, then pushed it further open. There was someone standing by the fireplace, his back to the door. He was wearing a ski mask and was dressed all in black. He was holding a weapon, a large hand gun, but it was dangling by his side.

He turned as Nick leaped across the room, raising the hand with the gun in it. Nick caught him with the baseball bat on the raised arm and heard the crunch of bone. The man crumpled to the floor and Nick hit him over and over again, on the head and the body, putting all his considerable strength behind the blows. This fucker was not getting up again, he would make sure of that. He was panting with exertion when he finally stopped.

In the dimness he saw that the intruder was still and breathed a sigh of relief. He turned to put on a lamp and then saw Tammy in the doorway, silent and terrified, the two boys standing to either side of her, their little faces white with fear and shock. Even in his terror at what he had done he noted how handsome they both were. He went over to them, dropping the bloody baseball bat as he ran, and gathered them up, all three of them, into his bear-like embrace.

‘It’s OK. Everything will be OK.’

He said it over and over like a mantra, his voice quavering with reaction to what he had just done, the violence of his attack. Then he ushered them from the room and across the entrance hall to the kitchen, turning on all the lights as he went. They needed light now.

The sudden glare made the boys squint and Nick smiled at them as best he could.

‘It’s all right, boys, Daddy’s here. You’re OK now.’

He hugged the two blond heads to him, felt their fear in the tremor of their narrow shoulders.

‘What’s happened now, Nick? What the fuck is all this about?’

Tammy grabbed her sons from him, holding them to her, all the time looking at the door, clearly wondering if the intruder was coming after them. The shock was making her teeth chatter.

’A burglar, sweetheart. I caught him . . .’

Nick’s voice trailed off and he picked up the phone from the wall.

‘What you doing?’

‘I’m phoning the police, love.’

Tammy stared at the doorway again.

‘What if he gets up . . .’

The boys started really crying then.

Nick shook his head, trying his best to calm them all down.

‘He won’t. I promise you, he ain’t going nowhere, darlin’.’

He held up a hand to them all for quiet as he heard Emergency Services replying.

‘Police, please, we’ve been burgled. I caught the fucker . . .’

He was babbling into the receiver now. Aware of it, he passed the phone to his wife.

‘You tell them, I’ll check on him.’

‘No!’

It was a scream. Tammy dropped the phone on to the floor and started to shout in absolute terror.

‘He had a gun, Nick, I saw a gun . . . He’ll shoot us all!’

She was hysterical. By the time he had calmed her down they could already hear police sirens in the distance.

‘Oh, thank God, thank God!’

His wife ran out of the house and on to the wide driveway with her sons to greet the police and ambulances.

‘He’s got a gun . . . He’s got a gun . . .’

She was shouting it over and over again.

The police quickly moved her and the boys away from the front door and tried to calm her down. They needed to know if the intruder was still armed, if he was going to try and fight his way out of the house. They wanted to know where her husband was, if he was OK or being held hostage.

But she was past any sensible conversation and they realised it. They handed her over to the paramedics.

It was the eldest boy, Nick Junior, who filled them in on all the details they needed.

Nick Senior meanwhile returned to the study and stared at the body sprawled on the floor. Blood had pooled all around the head. He could smell its sickly sweetness. He backed away and out of the room, finally dropping down on to the small loveseat in the entrance hall when his legs wouldn’t function any more.

The police found him there with his head in his hands, muttering over and over, ‘What have I done? Dear God, what have I done tonight?’




Book One

No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity.

William Shakespeare: Richard III (Act I, scene ii)

Protection is not a principle but an expedient.

Benjamin Disraeli, 1804-1881




Chapter One

Tammy was finally asleep, the paramedics had seen to that, and the boys were with their nanny in the playroom. Nick could feel the silence hanging over the house and he hated it. Dawn had come and gone and somehow the day had passed. The police had talked to him, over and over, until eventually his doctor had told them he needed breathing space. He was after all in shock. Not that the police had taken that into consideration, of course.

But once they had ascertained the intruder’s identity they seemed to go easier with Nick somehow. Were softer, more inclined to believe in his fear for his family. He had worried for a while that they would see him as the villain of the story and not the boy who’d been burgling his house. The world had gone mad that way lately.

His mother Angela watched the changing expressions on  her son’s face and said stoutly, ‘You’ll be all right, Nick. No one in their right mind would give you a capture for this, son. You was defending your own.’

His mother’s voice was harsh, its cockney twang seeming out of place in these palatial surroundings. She had slept through it all thanks to her penchant for a bedtime whisky.

‘Let it go, Mum, eh? Make a nice cuppa.’

She plugged in the kettle but he could see the anger in her stiff shoulders and the set of her back.

He smiled gently then.

She was game, his mother, a right little firebrand. He adored her with all his being. But her mouth had often got her into trouble, not just with her family but with others who came into her orbit. Angela Leary never knew when to leave well alone.

‘That little fucker was going to get a slap eventually.’

Her voice rose with her anger and her animosity at what had occurred. To enter her son’s home armed! It was the gun that frightened her most, that and the fact the boy turned out to have been a known drug user and all-round thief. When the paramedic had removed his balaclava the investigating officers had instantly identified him. In fact, he was well known to all the police round about. He was in short a little fucker, and a dangerous little fucker at that.

Ignoring her son’s need for peace, Angela Leary carried on talking.

‘Who do these people think they are? Coming in other people’s houses to rob them, harm them. Creeping around while decent people sleep in their beds . . . beds paid for with graft, not thievery. And he had a gun! Jesus Christ, when I think of what might have happened, I feel ill with the fright of it all. Shot in your beds, you could have been . . .’

Nick felt as if his head was going to explode at any moment.

’All right, Mum, we get the picture.’

He was shouting at her now.

She instantly came towards him, all concern. She looked old and frail and he wanted to cry with the love he felt for her then. Angela Leary had fought all her life, first to get money from the drunken sot she had married, then to put a roof over her family’s heads and food in their bellies. She’d been up and out at four in the morning cleaning other people’s houses, scrubbing and polishing for strangers. Then home to get her kids off to school before she was out again to work in the plastics factory in Romford. Nick adored her and never raised his voice to her but today he was on edge. He couldn’t listen to her any longer.

‘I’m sorry, Mum, but it’s still all so raw . . .’

His voice trailed off.

‘No, I’m sorry, son, I should know when to shut me trap. But I can’t believe anyone would do that to me or mine. If I’d have got my hands on him . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Let’s hope he don’t die anyway. Let him live and go to prison. Though they don’t put them in prison now, do they? He’ll probably end up on holiday in bleeding Africa or somewhere. You know what them bleeding bleeding hearts are like!’

Nick would have laughed if he’d had a laugh left in him. Angela made the tea and carried on ranting and raving at the world but he had tuned her out now.

The boy was alive.

That was all Nick could think about.

The boy was still alive.

‘Your son is very ill, Mrs Hatcher.’

The doctor’s voice was quiet and she looked into his face steadily.

‘I ain’t surprised, are you? His head was caved in with a baseball bat.’

She laughed, a nervous high sound, and the doctor’s heart went out to her.

‘You really should think about what I said. Organ donation can be very comforting to some relatives. It’s as if a part of a person lives on . . .’

She turned on the doctor then, her eyes bright and her voice harsh with emotion.

‘I ain’t turning nothing off! He’ll be all right. A fighter, my Sonny, a strong boy.’ The tears spilled over on to her cheeks. ‘He’ll be all right, love him. He just needs a bit of sleep, that’s all.’

The doctor shook his head at the nurse sitting beside the distraught woman and sighed.

She grabbed her son’s hand once more and said gaily, ‘My Sonny Boy will be awake soon. He’s only seventeen. They never get up before five in the afternoon, do they, teenagers?’

She nodded at the nurse for confirmation of what she’d said. The absolute misery in the woman’s eyes made the nurse feel like crying herself.

‘I’ll get you some more tea.’

She left the room with the doctor. Both of them knew that Sonny Hatcher would never open his eyes again. He was brain dead.

Judy Hatcher closed her eyes and tried to stem the tears. Her face was haggard, but these days it always was. Drink and drugs had seen to that. Her blond hair was greasy and scraped back off her face. Her blue eyes were listless, almost as dead as her son’s, and her naturally slim body emaciated from too much vodka and a liking for weekends devoted to  cocaine and amphetamines, though heroin was her drug of choice. She was supposed to be trying to get off it but methadone didn’t have the same kick, the same way of obliterating all her troubles and thoughts.

She leaned over and opened her bag, taking out the photos once more.

‘Here, look at this one, Sonny, you and me in Yarmouth. You was only two, remember that?’

There was hope in her voice, but in truth she hardly remembered it herself; she had been drunk and stoned for most of that holiday. Tyrell, Sonny’s dad, had still been around then. He’d been so handsome; still was. She gazed sadly at the photo. Sonny was the image of him except his skin wasn’t as dark.

She had left a message with Tyrell’s mother and hoped he would come to see Sonny before . . . She wouldn’t think about it. She wasn’t turning nothing off, no matter what they said. Deep inside she wanted Tyrell to come and make the decision for her. But he was in Jamaica with his second wife and their two kids, so he had a long journey back.

Tyrell’s mother was in a right state, bless her. She loved this boy but was housebound now, too scared to leave it. Jude would ring her again soon, let her know how he was. She was a good woman, old Verbena, a star really. She was the nearest thing to a mother Jude had ever had, and she  adored her eldest grandson. But then she would. She had practically brought him up.

Verbena had been good to his mother as well. She had always made sure Jude ate and tried to help her take care of herself. In fact, over the years Jude did not know what she would have done without this help.

Verbena was someone she could go to. No matter what Jude did, or more to the point didn’t do, Verbena was always there for her, the only constant in her constantly changing world. She had never judged the mother of her beloved grandson, instead she had tried to understand her.

Which was no mean feat as Jude Hatcher had never really understood herself.

She wished Verbena was here now, wished Tyrell was here, wished someone, anyone, would come and take this burden from her shoulders. She had never been very good at decisions; she always made the wrong ones.

Jude rested her head on the pillow next to Sonny’s and cried. She didn’t know what else to do.

‘He’s a little bastard, it was bound to happen to him sometime.’

Detective Inspector Rudde’s voice was bored-sounding. Once they had realised it was Sonny Hatcher lying broken on the study floor police interest had waned. He was a  known creeper, with a string of offences as long as his arm, and was also a mouthy, uneducated little fucker who had been done for practically everything you could be done for bar murder. And by the looks of it, if Nick Leary hadn’t jobbed him he would be up for that now and all.

‘He is still a human being, and there’s nothing to say he was actually going to harm anyone . . .’

Peter Rudde rolled his eyes to the ceiling in annoyance, his big fat face incredulous at the inanity of what he was hearing.

’A loaded fucking gun, a farmhouse with more antiques in it than Sotheby’s, and you think he had it for a laugh? Use your fucking loaf! No, I’m recommending to the CPS that no action be taken. Sonny Hatcher was an accident waiting to happen. Fuck me, that geezer Leary just cut our crime rate by forty per cent. They should give him a fucking medal.’

DC Ibbotson sighed. It was a waste of time trying to reason with his boss who didn’t know the meaning of the word.

‘What, I ask you, would Sonny Boy know about antiques?’ he tried, changing tack.

‘Fuck all, I should imagine. Knowing him, he would just have nicked the ashtrays. But that ain’t the point. He thought there was swag there and that would be good enough for him.’

Ibbotson persisted.

‘Maybe someone else sent him to the house . . . someone who knew what was in there?’

Rudde shrugged his enormous shoulders.

‘I don’t give a flying fuck, I ain’t taking this no further. As far as I am concerned he done us a right favour. If, and it’s a big if, he was sent in there, we’ll never get to the bottom of it, though I would like to know where he got that gun from. That would be worth knowing anyway. But when I present this case to the CPS I’m going to make it plain it’s a waste of police resources chasing this up. We can only wait and see if they agree with me, though I think they will. Sonny Boy Hatcher was on the road to destruction sooner rather than later, unfortunately. As it happens, he picked on the wrong person tonight.’

He pointed a finger in the younger man’s face.

‘You tell me why an otherwise law-abiding citizen should pay for the sins of that little cretin? If Hatcher hadn’t been on those premises with intent to rob he’d be in the pub now as usual, scoring a bit of blow, instead of lying in hospital with his head caved in.’

Rudde didn’t wait for an answer.

‘It’s the law of the jungle, mate. Survival of the fittest. Supposing Leary had been a frail old lady living alone. Wouldn’t you feel sorry about it then? Wouldn’t that make  all the difference? It’d be wrong to break into her gaff, wouldn’t it? Yeah, make all the difference to you, that would – but it’s the same bloody crime.’

He laughed sarcastically.

‘Then you’d be baying for Hatcher’s blood along with everyone else. Well, fuck him, and fuck all the creepers we deal with. Personally, I am sick of them.’

It was quite a harangue and Rudde knew it but he couldn’t stop. He was arguing for every person who had ever been ripped off, attacked or greased by a worthless criminal. He was on a roll and enjoying it.

‘Sonny Hatcher mugged an old man as he was drawing his pension. He was also up in court for threatening an elderly neighbour. This paragon of virtue beat up a pregnant woman, so you tell me why I should cut him some slack?’

Ibbotson couldn’t answer him, he didn’t know what to say.

‘He knew the law. No one knew it like Sonny did,’ Rudde steamrollered on. ‘He knew when he walked in that house armed that he was all but fucked. That if he had a capture he would be looking at an eighteen at least. So fuck him. He came up against someone with more savvy than himself, and not before time neither if I might say. Now get the statements sorted and stop annoying me, OK?’

Ibbotson nodded.

This conversation was closed. He only hoped the CPS would see it differently, but didn’t hold out much hope. His boss’s attitude reflected the whole station house’s. But as Ibbotson had argued earlier on in the canteen, should a boy’s life really be forfeit just because he turned to petty crime? Apparently the local consensus was it should.

The DC left the room sheepishly, aware that everyone thought he was a prize prat and for the first time feeling they just might be right.

Tammy was wide-eyed with shock.

’Are you having me on?’

Nick shook his head.

‘Honest, they want me for GMTV in the morning, to get my side of the story.’

As shaken as she was, Tammy unconsciously tidied her hair.

‘Oh, my God! You are going to go, I take it?’

Her voice brooked no refusal and he sighed once more.

‘Because you put your side across, right? You could have been killed, Nick. If they want to charge you, the best thing to do is make sure everyone hears your side of the story.’

‘I don’t know, Tams. I ain’t that kind of person, I hate being in the limelight.’

‘Well, don’t you worry, I’ll be right beside you.’

Even in the midst of her shock and horror at what had occurred Tammy was already deciding what she was going to wear and wondering if she could fit in a quick sun bed to take some of the pallor from her skin.

At the end of the day this was for her husband. She wanted them to come across as respectable people with a few quid but a down-to-earth lifestyle.

In her own way, she was doing what she thought was best.

Tyrell Hatcher sat on the plane in silence. He was a good-looking man and he knew it, could see the looks he attracted and ignored them. His looks and his personality had always been at odds with each other. His second wife Sally accepted that women liked him but trusted him implicitly. He wasn’t in fact averse to a bit of strange but it was a rare occurrence and usually only happened after they had had a row or some such crisis in their lives.

Sally was a chocolate-coloured queen and he adored her, but sometimes Tyrell needed the anonymity of a strange body. He pondered that thought now, wondering if this kink in his make up had been passed on to his eldest son. Tyrell had nearly destroyed his life for a quick fuck. Sally knew nothing about that. But he had still done it, enjoyed the fear of being caught, enjoyed the danger of it.  Had this flair for risk-taking been passed on to his eldest boy?

His two other children were stable, industrious and hard-working, so what exactly was the score with Sonny Boy? Why was he beaten to a pulp inside someone’s home while apparently trying to rob them?

Tyrell wiped a hand across his face. He was so tired but he knew sleep would be a long time coming.

He didn’t want to blame his former wife Jude for their son’s lifestyle but it was hard not to. Tyrell was suddenly remembering the times he had been called out at all hours of the day and night to bail out Sonny or his mother at the local nick. And the times he had bailed Jude out of bad situations as well as police stations. But whatever she was, Jude was also to be pitied. He must remember that now, must not blame her for what had happened. Sonny had always been a handful, always had a chip on his shoulder. Yet he had loved his young half-brothers. Had looked out for them, always asked after them and been pleased to see them.

Now Tyrell had to break the news to them as well, had to brave everyone with the announcement that his first-born, the son he had loved the best, was as good as dead, was a thief. He knew Jude was just waiting for him to give the word to turn off life support. She would never get her head  round that. He was expected to shoulder that burden too and he would, he had no other choice.

But it was how Sonny had died that was going to be the hardest part, telling everyone that his son was a gun-carrying thief. That he was everything they were not. Tyrell’s mother would be the hardest hit. She had practically brought the boy up, had always been there for both him and Jude. For some unknown reason Tyrell’s church-going, Jesus-loving mother had taken to poor Jude from the first time she had clapped eyes on her, and the feeling had been mutual. She had seen some need in Jude that had appealed to her motherly instincts. He often thought it was because she was so troubled. Jude was the most troubled person he had ever met. It was also the neediness of her; Verbena needed to be needed, and unfortunately for her none of her own children needed looking after any more. She had brought them up to take good care of themselves, even though she had not left her house for over twenty years.

He wished he could close his eyes and then everything would be back as it was. But he knew that was impossible.

He wished he had taken the boy to Jamaica with them, but that had not really been an option. Sally had tried her best with Sonny but they didn’t exactly hit it off, and four weeks in Jamaica together would have been stronging it for both of them.

Tyrell shook his head angrily, making his dreads slap against his cheek; the stinging sensation was welcome. It brought him back to the present.

He would have given Sonny anything within reason, he had only to ask. But then, Tyrell had been telling him that all his life and the boy had still turned to crime. He’d enjoyed being with the kind of people anyone else would have crossed the road to avoid. He had almost seemed to revel in his growing notoriety. Drugs, drinking, fighting. Nothing was sacred to Sonny. He swore whenever he spoke, would argue relentlessly about nothing, and was almost always fighting the world for what he saw as slights against him, both real and imagined.

Yet through it all, the meetings with the school, the sitting in courts and the helping with paying the fines, Tyrell had never stopped loving this troubled boy who carried his name. And for all his faults he would never have put him down for this, never in a million years. Armed robbery? Because that was what it amounted to. He’d been armed and inside someone’s home.

Their home.

Tyrell imagined what it must have been like to see him standing there with a gun, and shuddered once more.

The terror of it must have been overwhelming. His heart went out to the man who had fought back so furiously.  He was sure he would have reacted in much the same way in that position.

But why did his boy do it? That was what Tyrell wanted to know.

Why?

Sonny had been a little sod in the past, but this was big-time skulduggery and Tyrell would have laid money that his son was not so far gone he would do something like this.

It seemed he would have been wrong.

And if he was wrong about this, what else was he wrong about? How could he trust his instincts any more? How was he going to switch off the ventilator and then bury his eldest son? How was he to cope with it all once the plane landed and he was back on solid ground?

He was questioning his whole life now, and finding it lacking.

Distinctly lacking.

Verbena Hatcher was tired, but knew she wouldn’t sleep. Instead she picked up her Bible and, clasping it tightly, she prayed for her grandson. All around the room were pictures of her loved ones. Her children, her parents, even her grandparents. Every inch of space on wall or table was covered with smiling faces, and important events in her life and the lives of her family. Christenings, weddings –  hers as well as her children’s – graduation photos . . . smiling children and grinning adults. They amounted to a life well lived.

And among all those smiling faces stood a small photograph in a silver frame. It was of Verbena and Jude, with a tiny Sonny Boy asleep on his mother’s lap. It was Jude’s expression that Verbena most loved in that photo, rarely looking at her grandson when she glanced at it. For once Jude looked happy, completely and utterly happy, and Verbena had known it was because at last she had a family of her own in that little boy. Her own arm was around Jude’s shoulders. It looked almost protective, as if she was shielding the girl from the world. She knew Jude kept the same photo in her purse. And in her own way Verbena still tried to protect her, as she had tried to protect her grandson.

Her lips moved silently in the Lord’s Prayer and then she beseeched Him to watch over her grandson. Begged him to make Jude’s grief easier to bear, and offered her own life in exchange for that of the boy she loved more than anyone else in the world.

Her daughter Maureen came in then with a small black rum for her mother.

‘Drink this, you need it.’

Verbena shook her head. She rarely touched alcohol.

‘Please, Mummy.’

She knew then it was not good news and duly took the glass and drank it down. The burn felt surprisingly good and the taste was as she had remembered it. It brought back the smell of new-mown grass, the aroma of sunlight on polished windows, and relay radios playing along the street. It brought back the sounds of summer, hearing the cricket results and listening to Barrington Levy. It brought back the taste of Akee and salt fish, and the laughter of her father when he would allow her a small sip of dark rum from his heavy glass on a Friday night. The sounds of the cicadas and laughter, the sounds of happiness, were replaced by her feeling of dawning despair.

It had been good remembering, but it was ruined forever now, replaced by the bad news she was sure was to come. Why else anaesthetise her?

‘Maureen, has Jude rung?’

The young woman shook her head.

‘Not a word. I am going to the hospital in a minute, Mummy.’

Verbena nodded absently.

She knew it was a lie, a kindly one but a lie all the same. The news had arrived by one of those text things, she guessed, having heard the noise earlier on. The incessant beeping that told the young people of the world they were attached in some way to the rest of their peer group. The  rum would give her heartburn, she knew, so she took a couple of Tums. But her heart was heavier now than it had ever been. Her boy, her Sonny Boy, was dying and there was nothing she could do about it.

She looked around the room and pictured him there, lying on the sofa listening to Beenie Man or Bob Marley, singing along to the music, his eyes dancing with happiness and his body flourishing from her love and good cooking. All wasted now. But forever in her mind’s eye, no matter what anyone else thought, he was her heart and always would be.

Verbena braced herself for the bad news she was sure was going to come.

Judy Hatcher was holding on to Tyrell. She could smell the distinctive mix of cigarettes, grass and deodorant. He looked as good as he smelled. She was shaking with sadness and hurt and he held her to him gently as they watched their comatose son.

’All right, Jude, everything will be all right.’

It was just something to say, crap, because they both knew nothing would ever be all right for her or him again.

Nick Leary looked at the policeman’s face on the monitor and buzzed him in. It seemed an age before the man had  driven up the drive and reached the front door. Tammy put the kettle on and smiled half-heartedly at her husband. For the first time in ages she felt protective of him. It was usually Nick protecting her. But seeing the whiteness of his face and the shaking of his hands she wanted to cry for him. In twenty-four hours their lives had been turned upside down, and all because some kid had decided he wanted to take what they had. What they had worked for all their lives.

It was wrong, all wrong, that they might have to fight to defend themselves in court. Their brief had already warned them about that.

Nick was not a saint, she knew that. But he did not deserve all this. He had ducked and dived, but that was for his family, his wife, his kids.

As Tammy poured water into the teapot the policeman entered the kitchen with her husband. Detective Inspector Rudde was sound. She knew he was on their side.

‘Mr Leary.’

He nodded his head respectfully.

‘Mrs Leary.’

She smiled back at him and raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea? A Scotch?’

‘Both, if you don’t mind.’

They all grinned, the ice broken but the fear still tangible; still there between them all like a pane of glass.

‘I’ve got a good malt in the study, twenty years old.’

Nick left the kitchen as fast as his legs could carry him. He could feel his own heartbeat, hear it roaring in his ears. He hoped that this would all come to a head. He was even at the stage where if they were going to nick him, he hoped it would happen soon. Anything was better than this limbo, this endless waiting.

In the kitchen Tammy stared into Rudde’s eyes.

‘What’s going to happen to Nick?’

He smiled gently.

‘If it’s left to me he’s in the clear, but obviously I can’t speak for the CPS. My recommendation is that the whole thing is dropped, forgotten about.’

’And the boy?’

‘They are going to turn off the life support.’

She nodded. After swallowing deeply she asked, ‘So it could be a murder charge?’

Rudde nodded.

‘But I doubt that very much. Manslaughter, maybe.’

She busied herself with the tea, her fear of losing Nick overwhelming her once more.

‘What a waste of a life.’

The detective didn’t answer her, he didn’t know what to  say. He saw a lot of wasted lives in his line of work and had given up worrying about them.

‘Me and Nick, we came from fuck all, us two. Council house kids us. But we grafted. We worked. Still do. We made the life we’ve got, and it was fucking hard work sometimes. But we pay our dues and we live our lives. Why should we have this hanging over our heads because that thug decided to come in our home and steal from us?’

Tammy Leary beseeched him with her eyes to answer her question.

‘Why do I feel we’ve done something wrong? That we are the bad people in all this? Because we’re not! We are good, law-abiding people, and now our lives are ruined over that worthless little bastard.’

She started to cry.

‘He should never have been here in the first place. We didn’t invite him, he invited himself! This is our house, we paid for it fair and square, why should we feel bad because he forced himself in here? My husband was looking out for us, for me and the kids. He’s a good man, a decent man. Ask anyone who knows us.’

She was crying now, sobbing with fear.

Rudde stared at her for long moments, not knowing what to say to her. This was part and parcel of his job. He had had to tell people their daughter was not coming home  because she had been murdered. He had told people their son had died in a fight in a pub over the most obscure reason ever. Had often explained that people had lost loved ones in car crashes and train wrecks. And it never got any easier, no matter how often he had had to do it. Now this family were decimated because the husband had tried to defend what was rightfully his.

Rudde would have done the same, given the circumstances, but he wouldn’t say that, of course. Instead he drank the tea and the Scotch and tried silently to convey his solidarity with them both.

But the tea was like piss and the Scotch went straight to his head. On top of all that he realised he was getting old.

He didn’t know which depressed him more.




Chapter Two

The interview on GMTV had gone better than anyone had expected. Tammy was in her element visiting the studio. Now that the shock had worn off and the imminent danger of prosecution had receded into the background, she was finding their newfound celebrity status quite enjoyable.

Plus, they were in the right. The more she thought about it, they were in the right. That boy had been robbing them, he was armed and he was dangerous. Her Nick had only been protecting his own. It seemed GMTV had never had so many calls and emails regarding a guest and the consensus seemed to be that Nick was only doing what anyone else would do in the same predicament.

She was proud of him, proud that he had taken the stance he had taken and glad that it had worked out well.

Because Nick could have been shot and killed. They all could.

That was what frightened her most in the dead of night, when her veneer of hardness was stripped away and she felt once more the shock of fear the sight of a gun can bring to the uninitiated. That boy was a thug, a young thug but a thug nevertheless. He had to have expected to pay some kind of price for his behaviour. Unfortunately it was the ultimate price but that was not their concern.

He should never have been there in the first place, and then he would still be all right. On the plus side, they now had offers coming in from all angles, the TV and the newspapers. It seemed their lives were up for public scrutiny and Tammy couldn’t get enough of the attention.

As she meticulously applied her make-up she imagined the reaction down at the country club where she was meeting a few friends for lunch later. She almost hugged herself. In forty-eight hours their lives had been turned around, and excitement was now officially the order of the day. It would give her new Jimmy Choos an outing as well. She had been going to save them for a more formal occasion but she must look her best these days, the photographers were everywhere.

In her heart of hearts she knew that a boy was dying and her mood of elation was out of place. But Tammy was the  kind of person who made the best of everything, took any opportunity that came her way and didn’t give a toss who she trampled on in the process. She wasn’t cruel or unkind, saw herself more as a realist, someone who looked out for her own.

And notoriety was fun, she would not deny that.

Tyrell was staring down into his son’s face. Sonny was a good-looking boy still but now, with all the tubes attached to him and the ventilator noisily breathing for him, he looked so very vulnerable.

He remembered when Sonny was a baby how he would fetch him for the weekend. As much as he had wanted his son with him, he knew the weekends gave Jude the time and space to get out of her nut and so those occasions had been spoiled for him, like so much else. Jude took every opportunity she could to obliterate the present and both the men in her life had suffered because of it. Yet his son had loved her, adored her. When Tyrell later broached the subject of Sonny’s living with him full-time the boy had smiled and said, ‘But what about me mum?’

It had been more of a statement than a question. It had been the reason for his whole existence. No one else had ever been able to cope with Jude like Sonny had, everyone else became worn out one way or another. Heroin addicts  wore everyone out in the end. They lied, cheated, cried and fought to get what they wanted.

It was the nature of the beast.

Jude had tried, he would never take that away from her, she had tried so hard to be a better person, but somehow the world in general had never been kind to her and it showed: in her eyes, in her stance, in everything about her. She looked ten years older than she was, and that was on a good day. Smack did that to people. But what she had going for her, what people rarely saw, was the kindness of her, and the bigness of her when it came to her son.

She had tried for Sonny when she wouldn’t even try for herself, and Tyrell had stood beside her and tried to help her on her way.

But that was in the past now.

Sonny had always looked out for her after that, had tried to be the man who finally took care of her. Like Tyrell had tried all those years before until he had realised he was wasting his time. Jude was a junkie. They even called her Junkie Jude on the estate where she lived. It was as if her mother had picked her Christian name out in advance.

Junkie Jude. Jude the Junkie.

Sonny Boy had lived with that stigma all his life.

Be happy in thy own self.

Where did that come from? Tyrell’s mother probably.  Well, Jude had never been happy, it was beyond her. It was as alien to her as voting or living in the real world. She had lived her whole life on the periphery of happiness, frightened to embrace it in case it kicked her in the teeth.

And now her son was dying after trying to pull off an armed robbery.

Sonny Boy was only seventeen years old and for all the trouble he had been, and he had been big trouble over the years, Tyrell still had difficulty believing his son was capable of that.

He had spoken to the police but there was no doubting the boy’s intentions, apparently. The gun had been loaded and was so far untraceable, though it had been used in an armed robbery before.

But for all Sonny’s faults, and they were legion, Tyrell still could not for the life of him see his son with a gun.

Someone else had to have been behind this robbery. Sonny couldn’t work out the day of the week for himself without a piece of paper and a pen. It was ludicrous for anyone to think he’d dreamed up and executed a crime like this on his own.

Jude crept into the side ward. She crept everywhere it seemed. Tyrell looked into her haggard face and his heart went out to her. He knew she had gone out for a drink or a lift of some sort, probably both, knowing her. But Sonny  was all she had. Was all she had ever had. And Sonny had adored her. It was why he had never tried to take him away from her. Sonny had tried in his own way to take care of her always, first and foremost, as she had never been able to take care of herself.

‘Sit down, Jude. Take the weight off, eh?’

She smiled at him, as usual glad of a kind word from this man who had left her because she couldn’t go from one hour to the next without some kind of chemical enhancement.

In fact she didn’t know what the real world felt like any more, it was years since she had faced the day like normal people.

But none of that had bothered Sonny Boy; he had taken care of her as if she was his child instead of the other way round. He was a kind boy, always had been, one who loved his half-brothers dearly. Who had had to live with his mother and her lifestyle because he was frightened to leave her alone. It was the main reason he had skipped school: he had been frightened of what he might come home to if he didn’t watch over her. For years she had speedballed, smoked dope and injected herself with anything she could get her hands on. Jellies were everywhere around the house. She had even injected Mogadons in the past. Oblivion was all Jude craved, and she would crave it even more now.

Tyrell closed his eyes and his heart to the trauma she would experience once the machines were turned off, as turned off they would be.

Sonny, their Sonny, was already gone. It was all about picking up the pieces now, clearing up the mess.

Jude looked at him with haunted eyes. They had once been a dazzling blue, but were so faded now as to be almost colourless.

She turned on him suddenly.

‘You want to turn it off, don’t you? Get rid of him once and for all.’

Tyrell didn’t answer her.

When Jude went into one of her rants he always kept quiet even when he felt like telling her exactly what he thought. She was hurting. Better she took it out on him than the police or the doctors.

She was shaking her head as if she somehow felt enormous pity for him, which of course she didn’t. It was all gestures with Jude when she was out of it. Elaborate gestures she wouldn’t remember twenty-four hours after the event. He could feel her hurt as if it was his own.

He saw her then as she was when he had first laid eyes on her. It was at a party. She was stoned, everybody was, all puffing away and listening to Curtis Mayfield. She still had the same vacant look in her eyes she had had then, only  nowadays it troubled him. Where once it had attracted him, now it scared him because he had no idea what she was on and neither did Jude most of the time. Tyrell had sussed her out, that was what hurt her. She knew it and he knew it. He could almost smell her fear.

He wondered if she could smell his.

Tammy walked into the country club as if she was a movie star. She was even wearing sunglasses. She stood for a few seconds in the doorway to make sure everyone saw her before removing them and walking towards the restaurant. She looked good and she knew it. Always immaculate, she had taken extra care with her grooming this morning.

She waved to other friends as she made her way over to the table that held her band of closest cronies. That was what her husband always called them and Tammy protested, but to call them all close friends would have been pushing it, she knew that.

None of this lot would know a friend if they fell out of a tree and hit them on the head. What they all had was something in common: husbands who bankrolled them, a nice life, big houses and top-of-the-range cars. And Tammy was queen of them all because her husband could buy and sell the lot of theirs.

She wore her crown well and they respected that.

’All right, Tam?’

This from Melanie Darby. She was second fiddle to Tammy and actually a nice person. Out of them all it was Melanie she would call the closest to her. Melanie’s husband Ray was into all sorts and no one asked her about any of it.

Tammy sat down and sighed dramatically.

‘It’s been a nightmare, girls.’

Fiona Thomson pushed a glass of champagne into her hand. Tammy noticed it was a very expensive label and realised she was paying for this lunch. Nick would go mad but she would cross that bridge when she came to it. Some of her girls’ lunches came to nearly a grand and even though they were well heeled it sent Nick off the deep end; he was mean in some respects.

But he didn’t understand, she had a front to keep up and giving expensive lunches was part of that front. Ordering expensive wine gave Tammy a buzz, and she loved the looks on her friends’ faces when they realised what it was all costing. They were the elite of their crowd and she was the queen. And being queen didn’t come cheap, whatever her husband thought.

She was just finishing her tale of woe when Fiona said gently, ‘So they ain’t going to do Nick then?’

Tammy placed her glass of champagne on the table and  gave her a look that would have floored most women. Fiona, though, was made of sterner stuff than most.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Look, Tams, all I am saying is, my old man said Nick could get done for manslaughter . . .’

Tammy, however, was one glass of champagne away from fighting her and it showed. The other women all tried to shut Fiona up with looks and waves of their hands.

’And your old man would know all about that, wouldn’t he? Being a bank robber and all that.’

Fiona laughed.

‘It’s hardly a secret, Tams. He done his time, love, so yeah, he would know what he’s talking about. And he said that if Nick had any brains he should get himself a good brief.’

‘My Nick’s got brains, love, he knows the score. So tell your old man not to worry about him, all right? If he had any sense he’d worry about himself, love, or that’s what my Nick says anyway.’

This statement was loaded and Fiona sighed.

‘Whatever you say, Tams. I was just saying, that’s all.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t. My Nick was only defending his family. That ponce had a fucking loaded gun. You remember that, won’t you, when you’re gossiping about it? He wasn’t holding up his local Tesco’s, like some I could mention.’

All the women fell quiet now. Tammy had gone too far and she knew it. She waved over the waiter and ordered two more bottles of champagne. At nearly four hundred quid a pop it was one of her most expensive lunches yet. But Tammy, who’d been on the verge of leaving before this contretemps, was now going to sit it out to the death.

Her husband had his faults and they were legion, but she was fucked if Fiona was going to get the better of her. Or, more to the point, hers.

She smiled nastily as she said, ‘Better get on the phone, Fiona. See if your mum can pick up the kids. After all, you don’t have a nanny, do you, and time’s moving on.’

Fiona grinned happily. Nothing fazed her, which was another thing that annoyed the life out of Tammy.

‘It’s half-term, ain’t it? They’re in Spain with me mother-in-law.’

The knives were well and truly out now and the other women sat back to enjoy the spectacle.

They were not disappointed.

Nick was at the police station with his golfing buddy, DI Rudde. The two men had been acquaintances for years. Now they were almost bosom pals, though they didn’t let that on to anyone else, another unwritten law.

‘So what’s the score, Peter?’

Rudde sighed.

‘You’re home and dry, more or less. I’ve said I do not feel there are any reasonable grounds for a prosecution against you. Sonny Boy was a known face, a little villain, and he had a loaded gun. I said I had no doubt he would have used it if necessary. He was a suspect in a stabbing a few months ago. I can’t see the CPS making any case against you.’

Nick visibly relaxed.

‘I still feel bad, Pete.’

‘I know, mate, but that’s because you’re a decent person – more than could be said for that little fucker. He had no chance, did he? Mother’s a junkie, his life’s been one long round of trouble and aggravation. This was bound to happen one day, it just happened sooner rather than later.

‘I see them all coming through here, Nick, the no-hopers. I feel sorry for some of them, but, at the end of the day, they’re all accidents waiting to happen. You have the law on your side as far as I am concerned. It says you can use reasonable force to eject an intruder from your home. If that intruder has a gun then you are within your rights to disarm him, as you did.’

‘I didn’t just disarm him, I disabled him! He’s going to die, ain’t he?’

Peter Rudde didn’t answer him.

’Ain’t he!’

Nick was shouting now.

‘I need to know, Peter. When are they going to turn the machine off?’

He patted Nick’s arm.

’As far as I know, his dad is back from Jamaica and he’s taking over. The mother couldn’t decide what shoes to wear without a fix of some sort.’

The detective watched his friend relax back into his chair.

‘Come on, let’s go and have a beer, eh?’

Nick nodded sadly.

‘You’ll let me know as soon as . . .’

‘ ’Course I will. Now come on, a large Scotch and you’ll be right as rain.’

It was a stupid thing to say and they both knew it.

‘Mum, can we go back to school tomorrow?’

Tammy looked at her eldest son but she wasn’t seeing him. She was still reliving the insult she had received earlier in the day from one of her so-called friends.

‘You what, son?’

Nicholas Leary Junior sighed heavily.

‘I said, can we go back to school tomorrow?’

Tammy nodded absently.

‘Wait till your dad gets in, he’ll tell you.’

‘It’s boring, Mum, we need to get back into a routine . . .’

‘Let your dad sort it out, OK?’

Nicholas looked at her once more and said flatly, ‘We need to get back to normal sooner rather than later.’

‘I thought it was half-term?’

In her drink-addled brain Tammy dimly remembered what Fiona had said.

‘Not for private schools, Mum. We were off all last week, remember?’

It was said sarcastically and this annoyed Tammy as her son knew it would.

She shouted at him then.

‘Who are you, Nicky, fucking Stephen Hawking? Mr fucking Know All?’

He sighed once more.

‘Oh, forget it!’

His complete dismissal of her sent Tammy into a frenzy of anger.

‘Your father could be done for fucking murder, you selfish little fucker!’

Nicholas Leary Junior at twelve years old was already a force to be reckoned with in this house. He had all his mother’s acerbic wit and his paternal grandfather’s utter disregard for others’ feelings. Tammy’s mother adored him. His own mother gravitated between wanting to kiss him and wanting to kick him all day long.

Today she was upset after learning that her husband could still be done for manslaughter. This had scared her, especially as she knew she couldn’t cope without Nick around even though she had spent her whole married life pretending he was nothing more than an albatross round her neck.

But her friends had sounded as if they knew what they were talking about and suddenly the thought of losing her husband was scaring Tammy all over again. He had done what he thought was right; could they really lock him away for protecting his family? According to her so-called friends they could. They could do exactly that.

For the first time in years Tammy really saw her home and it was beautiful. Her Nick had given them the best there was and she had never really appreciated it until now. Nick drove her mad. He was a flirt, he was a fucker, he was a drinker – but he was a grafter, and he had grafted for her and her kids. For the first time ever she envisioned life without him and the picture in her mind was bleak.

Nicholas Junior left the room and went back to his brother James. The nanny had already gone home. Nick Senior would not let her live in, said if she did it would be too easy to leave the boys, and he had been proved right.

Nicholas Junior knew that as much as his mother loved him and his brother, she would go out at the drop of a hat.  Tammy would go to the opening of an envelope as his father always pointed out when they rowed.

Now, though, it wasn’t such a problem. At twelve he felt he was adult enough to take care of his little brother. So his mother left the house without a backward glance these days. Years before, though, when she would leave them with their granny, Dad would go mad and tear out of the house in search of her, his own mother admonishing him as he wheel-spinned off the drive, ranting and raving about his lazy mare of a wife.

Nicholas Junior sighed.

He wished his parents could be happy, reach a compromise of some sort. But he knew that the way they carried on was more from habit these days, and it saddened him sometimes.

He knew they loved one another dearly, but they talked to each other as if they were mortal enemies. It was awful to watch and to listen to; they scored points off each other constantly. You could almost feel the despair coming from his mother sometimes, and the complete and utter bafflement of his father. He gave his wife everything except his time.

His granny had explained to Nicholas Junior her thoughts on the subject, confided in him even. She said she worried that, when married couples started to ridicule  one another, they would eventually lose respect for one another. Once gone it was hard to get that respect back apparently. Granny Leary thought his mother and father had spent so long taking the piss out of each other in a good-natured way that they didn’t take each other seriously any more. It made sense to Nicholas Junior. He had watched them, observed them really, deliberately spied on them in fact. There was love there, he knew that, but not the kind of love that married people should feel. They were more like brother and sister.

His granny said that happened in lots of marriages, it was the day-to-day that killed romance, but one day something would happen to make them realise that all you had in life was your family. Your children, and the years you had shared.

He hoped she was right.

He hoped this tragedy would make them see the error of their ways, appreciate what they had in each other. Because the worst of it all was, they actually thought they were set like a jelly, that they were happy.

It was almost painful to watch them being happy sometimes.

His brother James was asleep and Nicholas automatically covered him up with a blanket even though the night was warm.

He thought of the boy who had died and pushed it from his mind instantly. They had enough to contend with as it was.

‘So basically, what you are saying is, an Englishman’s home is his castle?’

Nick nodded sadly.

‘I suppose so. The fact that the boy was black had nothing to do with it. I didn’t know anything about him until after the event. When the paramedics removed his balaclava . . .’

He was paranoid about anything in his story appearing suspect. The girl nodded sympathetically, but he was on to the press by then. What you said and what was actually printed were often completely different things.

‘How do you feel about the boy now?’

It was how she said ‘boy’ that really rankled. It made Sonny Hatcher sound like a ten year old.

Nick sighed.

‘I am sorry from the heart for his condition, but at the end of the day he was armed and I wasn’t . . .’

The girl grinned at him quizzically and pointed one well-manicured finger at him as she said in her ultra-posh voice: ‘But actually you were armed, weren’t you?’

Her voice was harsher now. Challenging him.

‘You had a baseball bat.’

He stared into her pretty blue eyes. Shame she was half the size of a house, she could be good-looking otherwise. But he made himself calm down, bit back the retort that sprang to his lips.

‘Well, all I can say is, love, my baseball bat wasn’t loaded with bullets like his gun was.’

He stood up abruptly.

‘Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’

He had annoyed her and he knew it but he was past caring. They were all carrion, only he had never realised that before.

As he sat in his lounge now and watched the tape he wondered what on earth had made him do those interviews with the press. He saw his own guilt reflected in his face as the reporter spoke to him. Yet when it had hit the news it had all looked so different. They had cut and chopped the interview about so that he looked like a fine upstanding citizen, only doing what anyone would have done faced with the same circumstances.

Even the gutter press were on his side, it seemed.

His brief had advised him to tape every interview himself, and now Nick was glad he had done just that.

He was pleased he had covered himself because some of the press had asked one question and then answered it in  words he had used in response to a totally different query. He was living and learning all right.

Tammy came into the room and he smiled at her.

‘You all right, girl?’

She sat down on the sofa beside him and snuggled into his arms.

‘I’m scared, Nick.’

‘Don’t be.’

He kissed the top of her head, smelling expensive shampoo and perfumes.

‘But Fiona said they could nick you . . .’

‘Fuck Fiona, Tams. They won’t. I spoke to Peter Rudde, he said he didn’t think the CPS would pursue it.’

Nick’s mobile rang then. He didn’t answer it but instead rejected the call.

‘Who was that?’

‘No one, love.’

She sighed heavily and he kissed her once more.

‘Was it a bird?’

He laughed then but it was more of a groan.

‘Oh, Tammy, give me some credit, will you?’

She didn’t answer him but the mood between them was broken and they both knew it.




Chapter Three

‘Jude, listen to me, will you?’

She was staring at him and Tyrell knew she was high. He knew they were giving her methadone on prescription but he had a feeling she was on the real McCoy today. It was the way she looked at him. The way her eyes wouldn’t focus. The expression of sheer nothing on her face.

As he looked at her, holding his son’s hand, it occurred to him for the first time how alike they looked.

‘I ain’t turning nothing off.’

Tyrell sighed then.

‘Let him go, Jude, please. It’s terrible to see him like this . . .’

She glanced at him then. He could almost feel her pain and once more was overcome with sorrow for this woman who had given birth to his son and then set out to destroy him along with herself.

Sonny had been born an addict. Jude had tried to stay clean before the birth but it was impossible for her to go from one day to the next without some kind of chemical cosh. There was a theory about heroin addicts, that most of them were deeply troubled people, but a few like Jude seemed to grow more dependent on H the better their lives were going. A doctor had explained to Tyrell it was from fear of losing everything or everyone. They were always too frightened to be happy because in the past it had never lasted. Consequently, they destroyed everyone around them.

Well, she had certainly tried to destroy him. Eventually he had backed off because he just got sick and tired of picking up the pieces.

Now he was back in the driving seat once more. Trying to sort out another mess, only this time there was no way to resolve it happily.

If they could get Sonny buried it might make her move on with her life. He was brain dead and without any vital functions, kept barely alive by the machines they’d hooked him up to. And now they needed those machines for another patient, one with a chance of living their life again. Unlike their poor son.

‘If they take him from me I will have nothing, Tyrell. It’s all right for you, you have other kids, your wife, family . . .’

‘You’ve got nothing now, haven’t you? Come on, Jude, what’ve you really got? A boy who can never speak to you, hug you, help you when it all falls out of bed. I loved him, Jude, he was my first-born and I never turned my back on him, or you either for that matter. So don’t give me your bullshit now, please.’

She knew he was right, but it was so hard to take it all on board. What would happen to her when Sonny was gone? Who would take care of her, make sure she ate, made sure she bathed? It was only now that she realised just how much she’d relied on him. Sonny Boy was her all. He had taken care of her since he was old enough to bring over her kit so she could have a blast while she lay on the sofa, laughing at his antics. It was why she had never let Tyrell have custody, even when he had begged for it.

Sonny had been her passport to his father’s money, and the only person who had loved her, really loved her no matter what she did.

She lost people like others lost jobs, they all got fed up with her. But not her Sonny Boy. Like most addicts she stole, lied and cheated to get what she wanted and he was the only person who always forgave her, no matter what she did. He was the only constant in her rotten life.

‘I’ve told them they can harvest his organs. Maybe some good can come out of all this, eh?’

‘You think it was his fault, don’t you, Tyrell? You think he was bad . . .’

He shook his head.

‘He was good, Jude, the kindest boy I ever knew. He had a heart as big as the world. But that Sonny Boy is gone now. He is dead. Let him rest in peace.’

‘But what about me? If he goes, what will I do?’

Tyrell sighed once more.

The selfishness of her addiction was always the overriding factor that drove Jude. No wonder Sonny had come to this.

‘But this isn’t about you, is it? For once, this isn’t about you at all. It’s about Sonny Boy and his needs now. I’ll take care of you. I always have, haven’t I?’

Jude looked at him, considering. He’d left her but it was true he’d always looked out for her. Tyrell always was a soft touch, Sonny had to have inherited it from somewhere.

’All right,’ she mumbled. ‘Do it then. But don’t expect me to stick around. He’s my baby, it’s too hard for me to watch.’

And too long since her last fix, he could tell from her anxious eyes. But at least she’d agreed. Sonny Boy could depart in peace.

Tammy heard her husband before she saw him. Lying in bed, sipping her coffee and flicking through the Daily Mail, she heard his feet thundering up the stairs and his voice  bellowing. All she could make out was that he was going to murder her when he got his hands on her.

He burst through the bedroom door with the bill from the country club clutched in his hand.

‘What is this?’

He thrust the piece of paper into her face.

She moved away from him silently, carefully placing the coffee on the night table by the bed in case it stained the Jacquard bedding that had cost a small fortune and made her smile every time she looked at it.

‘I’m not joking, Tammy, me and you are going to fall out big-time over this.’

Nick was fuming, really angry. He was so angry he was actually shaking and this sight affected her more than she would have thought possible. For the first time ever Tammy was afraid of him.

He had come after her many times over her spending, it was a family joke, but this was different. Even she knew she had gone over the top this time. The fact that she secretly felt guilty made her even angrier than her husband.

She was his wife, surely she was entitled to spend his money? Anyone would think they were all on the breadline, the way Nick carried on. She would brave it out as she had in the past.

‘You can afford it, what’s the matter with you!’

She was shouting back now through sheer force of habit. As Nick drew himself up to his full height and bellowed back at her she was reminded of just how big he was.

‘Eighteen hundred fucking quid on booze for that crowd of fucking leeches you call mates?’

He was spitting with anger now, his face close enough to hers that she could smell his breath.

‘Three hundred sobs on food for that load of anorexic cunts! None of them has eaten a meal since their last pregnancy. Are you having a fucking laugh or what!’

Tammy was annoyed now and bellowed back.

‘Who the fuck do you think you are talking to, eh? I am your wife!’

Nick was staring down at her in utter disbelief.

’Ain’t I got enough on my plate without you bankrupting us at every opportunity? Is it an illness with you, an overwhelming urge to use the credit cards that you can’t fucking resist for even one day!’

She sighed to antagonise him even further. It was a bored sound, guaranteed to aggravate the life out of him. She had perfected it over the years and now she knew just how to imply someone was stupid in their relationship and it certainly wasn’t her.

It worked. He was beside himself now.

‘Two grand on one lunch! That is a car to some people,  or a fucking foreign holiday. Ain’t you got no concept of the real world at all?’

Tammy was ashamed, but she wouldn’t show it. It wasn’t even as if the lunch had been a resounding success. In fact, she regretted going at all. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. Give him ammunition for the future when she next wanted a spend up.

‘Oh, fuck off. We can afford it, you know we can. What am I suddenly married to – the long-lost Marx Brother fucking Cheapo! So I spent a few quid. So what? Big fucking deal.’

She dragged herself from the bed, pushing him out of her way as she went.

‘The way you carry on, Nick, anyone would think we were on our uppers. Money is for spending . . .’

He lowered his voice as he snarled, ‘Do you know what it would look like if the papers got hold of this bill, eh?’

He shoved it none too gently into her face.

‘That boy dying in hospital and his poor mother going back to her council flat, and you are dropping more on a lunch than they could spend on his funeral?’

It pulled her up short. What people said about her was always foremost in Tammy’s mind. He watched with a satisfied expression on his face as the fear gradually took hold. She was sorry now, he could see it on her face, and as  usual when he had won the argument with Tammy, he felt bad. He had only said that to frighten her and he had achieved his end.

Nevertheless he pushed the point home.

‘This has got to stop, Tammy. You have to cease with the spending, love. It looks bad. I mean, by the time you had got your hair and nails done, bought new clothes and all the rest of it . . . I found the Lakeside receipts as well by the way . . . you had dropped over three grand yesterday. In a few hours you spent more than many people earn in a month.’

He was finally getting through to her and he knew it.

‘I’m sorry, Nick, but you know what I’m like, I can’t help it.’

He sighed.

‘I’ll have that credit card removed surgically if necessary. This is your last chance. One more spending spree like that, Tams, and I will cancel it. Do you hear me?’

She nodded sheepishly.

‘I’m taking the boys back to school today. I’ve arranged for them to sleep there for the next few weeks until all this blows over, OK?’

She nodded, annoyed with herself that she was pleased the boys would be gone for the rest of the term. She loved them but they drove her mad with their continual wanting when all she wanted was a bit of peace.

As Nick left the room he looked back and smiled at her.

‘I’m sorry I shouted.’

‘Me too. Nick!’

He faced her once more.

’Are you OK?’

She shrugged.

‘I’ll survive, I always do.’

He left her then and she climbed back into bed and for the first time in years cried for her mother.

Her mother wasn’t actually dead, lived in Spain with her toy boy in fact, but she might as well have been for all the use she had ever been to Tammy.

Verbena was upset. She made herself a cup of tea as she listened to the radio. The house smelled of perfume. Tyrell’s wife always put on too much. Now she had gone shopping with the boys and the house still stank of her. She liked the girl, what was there not to like? She was pretty, kind, loved her sons and adored the man she was married to.

But she irritated Verbena. It was her voice. Her ways. Everything the girl did grated on her. And she knew it wasn’t Sally’s fault. It was because every time Verbena looked at her she saw Jude.

She blamed her son for the way Jude was. Believed that he should have stuck his first marriage out. God himself  knew he had fought hard enough to marry the girl in the first place.

Tyrell’s father had taken one look at her and decided she was definitely not the woman for his son, and he had said as much.

Which had not gone down too well with Verbena or Tyrell.

But she had taken to Jude, she didn’t know why. That girl had been pulled from pillar to post all her life. Meeting her mother had told Verbena everything she had needed to know. That woman, or girl – she had after all only been seventeen when Jude was born – was the most selfish individual Verbena had ever clapped eyes on. And Jude had inherited that selfishness. That belief that you looked out for yourself first, even before your children.

When Verbena had phoned Jude’s mother about her grandson, she had replied that he’d got exactly what he had asked for. It seemed everyone thought like that. Even her own neighbours and friends from church thought Sonny Boy had finally got what he had been asking for. Verbena understood it. If it had not been her own grandson who had died she would have felt the same, she was honest enough about that.

But it was much easier when it was someone else’s family in the frame and not your own. It was simple to make sweeping  judgements when it didn’t really affect you personally.

Sonny Boy had always ruined everything for himself and there had been nothing she could do about it. He had stolen from a young age, even from her. He had lied, cheated, taken whatever he had wanted. She knew all that, no one knew it better than she did. But there was also kindness in him, real goodness.

Her husband Solomon said Verbena had been taken in by Sonny’s big eyes and poor-little-me act, but she knew she had connected with that boy like no one else had. And Jude’s lifestyle had affected him. How could it not? He was always smoking dope, the scourge of the young people today. He had seen it all his life with his own mother. Got a problem? Pop a pill, inject some happiness into your arm, smoke yourself happy.

Verbena hated drugs, yet somehow she understood Jude’s reliance on them. Jude used them as a crutch and she always felt that if Jude had let herself be herself she would not have found the world such a scary place, and neither would her son.

But that was in the past, and the past was best left where it was.

She sipped her tea and waited for the call that would tell her Sonny Boy was finally gone. She wouldn’t cry, not until she was completely alone.

Verbena prided herself on her strength. If only everyone else could live their lives properly, how different the world would be.

James and Nicholas Junior were settled into school and Nick was back in Essex. He drove off a narrow country lane in Dunton, bumping slowly along an unmade track until he came to a building site.

Getting out of the car, he stood for a while observing the frenetic scene around him. Nick was behind this development of six large detached executive properties containing everything from hot tubs to gyms. They were to be on a private gated estate and had all been sold off plan. They were at least a year away from completion but already the houses looked good.

His ganger Joey Miles walked over to him.

‘Didn’t expect to see you.’

Nick smiled.

‘Well, here I am. I had to get away for a while . . .’

Two of the brickies saw him and waved. One shouted, ‘Good on yer, Mr Leary. That little bastard got all he asked for.’

Nick didn’t answer.

Joey saw the expression on his boss’s face and felt angry with the boy who had caused it.

‘Everyone’s on your side, Nick. I mean, you never asked him to rob you, did you? If I got up in the middle of the night and some bastard was in my house robbing me, I’d have done the same. Anyone would.’

Nick looked down at the stocky balding man who had worked for him for years and said, ‘But you didn’t do it, did you? I did.’

Joey patted him on the back.

‘Look, it was on the cards with him. Someone was going to aim him out of it one day, he was scum. A burglar and a creeper from a kid. It’s been all over the papers about him, little fucker, he was. No matter what his family say about him being a nice boy, he wasn’t fucking robbing them, was he? It would have been a different story if he was, I bet ya. Thieving little bastard . . .’

Nick closed his eyes.

‘Leave it out, Joey, eh? Just tell me what’s going on with the houses and then I’ll get off.’

Joey walked with him to his car and told him all the relevant news. As Nick was getting in his Mercedes he said, ‘I mean it, Nick, you can’t hold yourself responsible. You did what any decent man would have done. You protected your own. Get over it.’

Nick nodded.

As he drove away Joey watched him sadly. Nick Leary  was a good bloke. Now thanks to that boy’s stupidity he was paying a terrible price for looking out for his own family.

The world had gone mad.

Jude Hatcher walked into her flat and sank down on to the sofa in the living room. It was so quiet without her son.

She closed her eyes and pictured Sonny Boy as he lay dying in her arms. She would have held him all day and night if the urge had not taken hold of her. She opened her bag and took out her kit.

She laid it on her lap and stared at the small tin that held all she needed for oblivion. She heard Tyrell come in just after she had boiled her fix on a spoon. He watched her from the doorway as she injected it slowly into her left arm. Her veins had collapsed and the bruising was vicious.

The smell of it was sweet in the air. Sighing, he went through to the chaos that passed for a kitchen and put the kettle on. He opened the window and tried to air the place before going through the lounge and down the hallway towards his son’s bedroom. This room always amazed him. It was small, but usually spotlessly clean. Today, though, the drawers had been turned out and the whole place was a mess. He guessed rightly that at some point Jude had  searched it for money or valuables. Tyrell tidied it all up without thinking.

As he looked into the drawers in the scratched dressing table he saw his son’s whole life and felt the urge to cry once more. Designer underwear when they rarely had any food in the house. Expensive tops hanging in the narrow wardrobe, which told him Jude had not looked in there yet or it would have been empty except for a few wire coat hangers. She always sold off anything of value they possessed. It had hurt her son that even his clothes weren’t safe from her and her constant quest for money.

Tyrell wondered what his boy had wanted from that large house in the country, wondered when the urge to rob it had taken him over. He had thought about it so much, but still could not work out what had made his son choose that place to rob.

Sonny had always been strictly small-time; he had been a hustler, a kiter. He wasn’t into heavy-duty robbery. Unless he had progressed over the last year from a young tearaway into a hardened criminal. He was just seventeen, for fuck’s sake!

Tyrell went back to the kitchen and made the tea, scrubbing two mugs back to cleanliness before filling them. The whole place was filthy.

He went into the lounge once more with the tea, but  Jude was gone from him. She was lying back in the chair, staring into space.

‘Like old times, eh, Jude?’

The sarcasm was completely lost on her, as he knew it would be.

Tammy wandered round her house aimlessly. She saw the expensive curtains, the hand-made carpets and carefully chosen antiques.

She remembered her home when she was a kid. A council flat with coats on the bed, the constant smell of fried food and a father who would shout the house down when he got back from the pub. He still did that except he owned the pub now, thanks to Nick, and was slowly drinking himself to death in it.

Her mother had always been running off with someone, it was how she was, yet Dad always wanted her back. She had been round the turf more times than a Grand National winner and still he wanted her.

Nick had bought the pub for him. He had been so good to them all. He had come from the same road as them, gone to the same school as Tammy, had started courting her when they had been twelve and thirteen respectively.

He had worked like a demon all his life. Even then he had had a paper round, a milk round, and worked the  market stalls. It was the markets that had got them the first real money they had ever possessed. Her Nick could sell a fridge to an Eskimo. He had the gab all right, and she had loved being the girl he had chosen.

Now, as she looked around her home, she was aware of just how much he had done for them all. The kitchen alone had cost over sixty grand. It had everything a kitchen could have, and was also the size of most people’s houses. It had a family area built round an inglenook fireplace that was twenty-five feet by eighteen alone. And that was without the actual kitchen itself or the utility areas.

There was an indoor as well as an outdoor pool, and stabling for ten horses. The whole place was huge and it was tasteful and it was hers. She wondered why she had never really appreciated it before. Nick’s old mum ran the place for her, and Tammy was glad to let her get on with it. It was too big for her to worry about, and she was out more often than not.

Now she was trying to imagine what it would be like to be without it, wondering for the first time if that boy had tried to rob them through envy, because they had it all and he didn’t.

But he didn’t know that they had come from nothing themselves. How hard the road had been before they had finally cracked it. And her Nick, whatever his faults, had  worked day and night to get them all a better life. She should appreciate him more, she knew that. She meant to, but somehow when they were alone it all deteriorated because they didn’t know how to be alone any more. Those days were gone, the days when they’d waited with bated breath for each other. Not that Nick had ever been much of a one for sex anyway. He was always too busy. It wasn’t until her first affair that Tammy had realised what she had been missing.

It had blown her mind, what that first fella had done to her, and she had loved it. Had finally realised what her mates had been hammering on about for all those years. If she was honest with herself that was when her dissatisfaction with everything at home had set in. Suddenly having the biggest house and the newest car meant nothing, because she had quickly realised that that kind of sex kept people together even when they hated one another. She had tried the new tricks she had learned on Nick and he had gone ballistic, wanting to know where she had got them. She had told him from women’s magazines and such like, but she thought he knew.

That was what hurt. She suspected he had sussed her out but, instead of giving her a clump, he had ignored her even more.

Perhaps it was because the big I am, the big womaniser,  knew he was useless in the kip. Not that Tammy had ever told him that, of course, she wasn’t that stupid. Yet she still loved him. In her own way adored him.

He was lying on the chaise-longue in the dressing room off their bedroom and he had had a drink, that much was obvious.

‘You all right, Nick? I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘They turned the machine off, Tams, the boy’s gone.’

She knelt beside him then and took his hand.

‘No one can blame you, Nick, you only did what any man would have done.’ She was surprised to see he had been crying. ‘No one can blame you, darlin’.’

She could smell the beer and whisky on his breath and guessed he had started out in the pub before coming home to finish the job properly.

She knew him so well.

He pushed her away gently and sat up. Putting his head into his hands, he groaned, ‘I can blame myself though, Tams. And I will, until the day I die.’

He was sobbing now, his huge shoulders quaking with emotion. She hugged him to her, the big man, the big I am, reduced to crying like a baby. For some reason this disturbed her more than the boy’s death.




Chapter Four

‘Given the facts of the night in question, we at the Crown Prosecution Service have decided that we shall take no action against Mr Nicholas Leary. It is not in the public interest. We feel that he was a victim of circumstances beyond his control and we offer our sympathies to the family of Sonny Hatcher. Thank you.’

The spokeswoman walked off camera. It was obvious she’d been nervous. Her voice had quavered and her hands clutched her papers until the knuckles were white. Sky News put the statement out live and Tammy watched it with relief. It was over then.

Suddenly the screen was filled with a picture of Judy Hatcher and her shrill voice burst out of it.

‘Murderers! You’re all murderers. You owe me, Leary. You owe me for my boy’s life.’

The screen was filled with the image of the grieving woman and her grey screaming mouth. Tammy sat up abruptly in the bath, causing the water to wash all over the marble flooring. Although they had been told the night before what action was going to be taken, until she had seen it with her own eyes she was not inclined to believe it. Now this woman was spoiling it all.

‘My son was murdered, he wasn’t doing any harm to anyone. He never owned a gun in his life.’

Jude sounded lucid for once. Only those who knew her well realised just how capable she could be when the fancy took her. Shame it never lasted for any length of time. She was being hustled from the room by two policemen as if she was the one in trouble. Tammy could see the toll the death of her son had taken on the woman and felt a reluctant twinge of sympathy for her.

She soon pushed it away.

The Sky reporter was saying that Judy Hatcher was under the care of a psychiatrist and that she was an ardent advocate of her son’s innocence. He said it in such a way as to make it apparent to anyone listening that Sonny Hatcher was a dangerous young man and only his mother was unaware of that fact.

Tammy couldn’t listen to it a second longer.

She lay back in her enormous bath and switched over to  ITV 2 for the lunchtime edition of Emmerdale. She wasn’t watching it, but the sound of the voices was soothing. She took a large gulp of her Chardonnay and a long drag on her cigarette.

Sod that woman! What did they owe her? From what Tammy had heard she was a heroin addict, had brought her son up on her own and made him into the thief he had become. Tammy’s eyes strayed to the small mirror compact full of cocaine she kept near her at all times. Her own hypocrisy didn’t faze her at all.

Instead she consoled herself with the thought that even though she might have a few lines on a long lunch or a night out with the girls, hers was just recreational drug use. It wasn’t as if she was addicted. It was just the Essex way of keeping the night going. Whereas that woman was a real addict, she injected herself. Which was a different ball game altogether.

Mainlining meant you were hooked, everyone knew that. Her line of thought reminded Tammy she was due for her Botox injections that afternoon and Christ himself knew, she could do with them. All the worry of the last few weeks had really begun to show on her face and that bothered Tammy.

It had been her idea to put a TV in the bathroom. Even though she rarely watched it, lately it had been a Godsend.

Until today, of course.

She pushed the Hatcher woman from her mind once more. At the end of the day she was just a mother protecting her own. Tammy would have done the same herself. Not that her boys would have been caught up in crap like that, of course, but it was the same principle.

She gulped down the glass of wine and poured herself another.

It was over.

That was the main thing, she had to remember that.

Nick could go back to his daily grind now and no one would think badly of him and, if she was really honest with herself, she would be glad to get him out from under her feet.

The strange thing was everyone was on their side yet the way Nick was carrying on you’d think everyone was against him. Still, it must be strange to know you were the reason someone had died even if it was a little thief who only got what he deserved.

Sonny Hatcher should never have been in their home in the first place. Tammy reminded her husband of that at every available opportunity. No matter how hard she tried, she could summon up no sympathy for the boy. He should have stayed home that night instead of turning their world upside down.

Detective Inspector Peter Rudde was drinking a large brandy in the company of his DC, Frank Ibbotson. The junior officer raised his glass and then downed his drink in one gulp.

‘So that’s it, sir, it’s all over?’

Rudde nodded.

‘Best outcome. Leary wasn’t doing anything I wouldn’t have done. Did you see that boy’s form? Jesus, he’d been up for everything at some point.’

He pushed his glass at Ibbotson for a refill and the younger man duly made his way to the bar. The news came up on the wide-screen TV and the outcome of the Leary case was broadcast yet again. Once more a cheer went up in the crowded bar and Rudde guessed that the same thing was happening in pubs all over the country.

You couldn’t pick up a paper but it was the main story. Was an Englishman’s home really his castle? It seemed it was this time and he for one was glad of that fact. Sonny Hatcher was a violent little bastard. Rudde knew just how violent he could be. The papers didn’t know the half of it because most of Sonny Boy’s skulduggery had been when he was a minor. He had stabbed a neighbour and walked away from that one because of his home life. But how long could you blame everything on where or how a young  thug lived? Plenty of people lived in terrible conditions and they were all right. Rudde himself had come from one of the roughest council estates in East London and look at him now, he was a law enforcer.

He didn’t thieve or lie or attack people.

Well, he conceded, he lied sometimes. But then, didn’t everyone if they were honest? Ibbotson came back with the brandy and Rudde was gratified to see it was a double. The boy was learning at last.

‘Good lad.’

He sipped this one, savouring the taste.

‘It should all die down now and we can get back to normal. We wasted too much time on that case.’

Ibbotson nodded.

He sipped his pint daintily and this, for some reason, annoyed the life out of Rudde.

There was a lock-in at the Fox and Ferret even though it was only three in the afternoon. Nick had bought the pub a few years earlier, it was another of his little investments. Today the raucous sound of his friends cheering inside was depressing him.

One of his workmen, Danny Power, the local wag and joke merchant, shouted out: ‘Here, Nick, I heard the Catholic Church has said that kid has got to be buried  thirty foot down . . . because deep down niggers are nice people!’

The laughter was long and loud until Nick’s fist connected with Danny’s chin then the place went deathly quiet in seconds.

‘Get out.’

Nick Leary’s eyes were wild with grief and anger.

Danny pulled himself from the floor in shock.

‘Here, Nick, I was only joking . . .’

Nick grabbed him by his shirt and started to drag him to the door. He was aware of all his friends watching, wondering what was wrong with him, but he didn’t care. That was too much, it was going too far.

‘Open the fucking door, Jimmy, or I’ll smash this cunt through it.’

He was more than capable of it and they all knew that. Nick could have a row. He needed to be able to protect himself in his businesses and was a legend in some quarters.

Jimmy Barr who ran the pub quickly unlocked the door and they all watched as Nick threw his long-time friend out into the car park.

‘You’re sacked. I don’t ever want to see you around here again, right?’ Nick was shaking with temper and upset.

Jimmy Barr quickly brought him inside and relocked the  door. He knew Danny was better off away from Nick for the time being.

‘Calm down now, Nick, he was drunk, that’s all.’

He poked his face against his friend’s.

‘I don’t give a fuck! That boy is dead and gone. And you lot think it’s fucking funny? Well, I don’t. I don’t care what colour he was or what religion. He was a boy, a seventeen-year-old boy.’

’A seventeen-year-old boy with a gun, Nick.’

This from Anthony Sissons, one of his oldest mates. They went back to infant school together and that gave him the clout to speak his mind.

Nick stared at him for long seconds before he smiled.

’All right, Ant, but I never liked those kind of jokes at the best of times. You know that.’

The talking started up again then but the atmosphere had soured and they all knew it.

One of the men at the bar, a new workman of Nick’s, said to the man beside him: ‘What was all that about? It was only a joke.’

Joey Miles replied gently, ‘Nick’s sister Hester is married to a West Indian bloke called Dixon. Nick’s really close to her.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

Joey laughed because he could hear the surprise in the other man’s voice.

‘Most people don’t, and if you want to stay in your job, you’ll keep it to yourself. Now I’m too drunk, me mouth’s running away with me. Time I went home.’

He pulled himself off the barstool with difficulty, slapped Nick on the back and left.

Verbena was inconsolable. Her eldest daughter Hettie had come all the way from Birmingham to hold her hand. Verbena didn’t want her there; she didn’t want anyone. She wanted to grieve on her own. Hettie was aware of how her mother felt.

‘Mummy, for God’s sake, eat something at least, eh?’

All her daughters called her ‘Mummy’, but coming from Hettie it was more like a nickname. There was no feeling in it. Since the onset of her agoraphobia her eldest daughter had lost all respect for her mother and it hurt. She was trying to feed her chicken but Verbena had no appetite for it.

‘When are you going home, Hettie?’

It was a loaded question and they both knew it.

Her daughter sighed.

‘Don’t start, Mummy. You know how I felt about Sonny. He stole from me, he stole from us all. Unlike you I don’t have the spirit of Christian forgiveness.’

Verbena sighed again. Her daughter was very like her in  looks. She was big, Caribbean big, with the ample hips and breasts inherited from a long line of Jamaican women. But she didn’t have the kindness that usually went with them. Her whole life was a fight or an argument of some sort. Yet she had loved this child more than the others until Sonny had arrived. Maybe Hettie knew that. Had sensed it? Verbena couldn’t think about it now.

‘I just meant the kids are probably missing you, that’s all. I know how you felt about Sonny. You don’t need to come to his funeral. Anyway, we don’t know when they will release the body.’

Verbena was talking so normally, it was eerie to listen to herself. But she only wanted people at the funeral who’d cared about Sonny, and this daughter of hers hadn’t. Though who could blame her? Sonny had robbed her, stolen a ring from her one Christmas when she had visited her mother, and he’d sold it. The worst of it all was it was her husband’s mother’s ring, worth nothing in money terms but priceless in other ways.

But it had been for his mother, it had always been for his mother. He was dead because of his mother but Verbena would never say that out loud. Poor Jude had enough to contend with as it was.

She pushed away the food and stared out of the window again, watching the children as they hung around the estate  while she waited for more news. Any news was welcome at this moment. She had already heard the worst anyone could hear. Nothing else could ever hurt her in quite the same way.

Tyrell was in a drinking club in Brixton Heights, the Railton Road to the uninitiated. He knew he should not have gone out but he could not sit there at his mother’s and listen to his son being dismissed like so much garbage by everyone but her. He wasn’t ready for that yet even though he knew he should be. Poor Sonny had got what he deserved after all, if anyone really deserved to die for trying to nick a video or a DVD recorder. It was the gun that still troubled Tyrell most. Where would his son have got a gun? No one seemed to know but he was going to make it his mission in life to find that out.

He had been doing security around London for years; now he had his own company. He had no shortage of cronies and employees to sit with him while he got drunk. He wasn’t a rum drinker by nature but it was a good drink to get drunk on. Anyone who tried it once would understand that.

Tyrell laughed at his own thoughts, and smiled at his friend, Paxton Regis.

‘Do you know, when he read the autopsy the Coroner said that the geezer had used excessive force on my boy.  Excessive . . . that sounds a lot when you say it out loud, don’t it?’

He coughed loudly before he continued, ‘He carried on hitting Sonny even after he was unconscious.’

Tyrell gulped at his drink.

‘Fear, see. He was frightened. Guns do that to people, don’t they? They scare me, I can tell you. Once we had an incident on a door in Ilford. We ejected some little bullyboys and they came back with a gun. Little fuckers! I was so angry when I saw it, so angry. So I know what that bloke saw, you know?’

Paxton nodded sadly.

‘I could understand his fear because I have felt it too, you know. But even though I understand how he reacted, I can’t forgive him for taking my Sonny. If he had known my boy, he would have seen what he was really like because he wasn’t a bad kid.’

Tyrell was really drunk now and Paxton was wondering when it would be time to take him home.

‘Now we have to bury him, bury that child, and it’s all wrong. All fucking wrong.’

He was rambling and Paxton nodded at the barman for another rum. Hopefully his friend would drink himself unconscious. Tyrell was in the wrong job, the wrong life. He was just too nice, that was his trouble.

He gulped at his drink once more. Tyrell wasn’t really a drinker so it hadn’t taken much for him to get drunk. But the club was quiet today, quieter than usual, as if everyone was grieving with him even though every man there quietly admitted they would have done the same as Nick Leary. You protected your own, especially your kids and your woman.

Sonny had crossed the line.

But no one said that out loud, of course. Tyrell was far too well respected and liked for that.

’All right, Jude?’

She heard the voice and tried to focus her eyes but it was hard.

Sally Hatcher smiled at her even as she tried not to wrinkle her nose at the smell around her. She had promised Tyrell she would pop in and see how Jude was doing. By the looks of it, not very well.

Tyrell had said that he had to go to work. She knew he didn’t want to deal with the business today but anything was better than watching this woman destroy herself, apparently. Or watching his mother’s heart break all over again.

‘Get your coat on and I’ll take you to Verbena’s house, she wants you with her.’

‘Go away.’

Sally sighed. Her short hair sat perfectly on her finely shaped head, and her slim athletic body brimmed over with health and well-being, making Jude look even older and more haggard than she actually was.

‘Come on, Jude, Verbena needs you.’

‘No one needs me, Sally. Never did, never will. Now do me a favour and fuck off.’

There was no insult intended in the words, swearing was as normal to Jude as breathing. She was already building herself a joint, only this one would hold heroin. She smoked it sometimes. Once Sally left she would mainline and get properly floating.

Sally watched her in disgust. No matter how many photos she saw of a younger, prettier Jude, and there were plenty of them in Verbena’s house, she could not equate them with this excuse for a woman before her.

Sonny would have known what to do with her in this state. She’d been like a job to him. Now Jude was going to have to get used to taking care of herself.

The front door opened abruptly and three young men walked in without knocking. They were all white with styled and cropped hair. One had the logo of West Ham Utd shaved into the side of his head, two crossed hammers.

Sally stared at them incredulously.

‘How did you get in?’

The tallest boy looked her over and obviously found her lacking.

‘I might ask you the same thing?’

‘They’re friends of Sonny’s,’ Jude said testily. ‘Now go home, Sally, for fuck’s sake. I can’t cope with you here and all.’

Sally picked up her bag and said gently, ‘If you’re sure?’ Jude looked at her slyly, guessing the other woman was glad of an excuse to leave her.

‘Oh, I’m sure.’

Sally left her to it. There wasn’t really anything else she could do.

It was ten o’clock when Nick finally strolled through the front door. Tammy was in the television room watching a film. She had a large glass of wine beside her and a cigarette in her hand. He stumbled into the room and flopped down beside her. She smiled at him briefly before her gaze turned back to the TV.

He looked around him. It was a nice room, a comfortable room. It was a room many people would love to possess. Yet to them it was the dossing room. The curling up and watching TV room.

He moved closer to his wife; he needed her tonight, needed to feel loved. Wanted. He had never felt so low in  his life. The guilt was weighing on him heavily. Every time he closed his eyes he saw that boy’s face.

He clasped Tammy’s hand and she squeezed his back affectionately.

‘Tam . . .’

‘It’s over, Nick.’

He nodded.

‘But, Tam . . .’

‘You’re pissed.’

She said this without taking her eyes off the TV.

He nodded once more.

‘I need to talk to you, Tam.’

She looked at him.

‘In a minute, wait till this ends.’

Her voice was warmer now, softer. He looked at the screen. Richard Burton and Geneviève Bujold were fighting.

‘What is it?’

She sighed in annoyance.

‘Anne of the Thousand Days. It’s about Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. He’s just dinged her in the Tower of London and he’s offering her an annulment if she shuts her trap and don’t ask for nothing from him. But she knocks him back so he has her nutted.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

Tammy laughed despite herself.

‘Look, let me see her die then I’ll make you a drink and we can talk all night if you want.’

He watched the screen, amazed by his wife’s passion for history. Whatever else she was, Tammy was without doubt a mine of information about royalty. She had loved Diana and cried for three days after her untimely death. She had more feeling for a woman who had been beheaded centuries before than she did for the boy who had died at her own husband’s hands.

But that was Tammy all over.

Nothing ever bothered her unless it affected her personally. And she had taken the threat to Nick’s liberty personally. In Tammy’s mind the fact that her husband could have got into trouble for defending his own family was tantamount to two fingers up at her from the British legal system. At her, Tammy, who adored royalty – except for Prince Charlie, of course. Who saw herself as British through and through. Who even made remarks sometimes about Nick’s Irish heritage. She had been devastated when he had nearly been arrested for doing what he had done. She’d even slagged the Queen off on more than one occasion recently. And all this from a woman who would normally defend the monarchy to the death.

He had loved her loyalty, though, even if it had always  been tinged with selfishness. Tammy saw anything he or the boys did as a reflection on her.

He glanced at the screen once more. Anne Boleyn was walking sedately to the scaffold. Nick watched her, wondering briefly how it must have felt, leaving her young child in the care of the man who was in effect murdering her.

He could hear soft crying from Tammy and hugged her close to him. She was a nightmare in some respects, but he had to admire her consistency. Anne Boleyn was her idol. Tammy knew everything there was to know about her. She huddled into Nick’s arms, and allowed him to comfort her.

It did not occur to her that she should be comforting him. As far as she was concerned it was all over.

And not before time either.

Tyrell lay on his mother’s sofa, drunker than he had ever been in his life. Though Verbena had never liked alcohol she understood his need to obliterate the last few days.

She sat studying the pictures all around the room of Sonny Boy and his mother. He had been a handsome child. Sally came into the room with two mugs of tea, made just how Verbena liked it with plenty of sugar and a healthy dollop of condensed milk. The sweet warmth eased her for a moment.

‘Was she really bad?’

Sally sat on the edge of the sofa and shrugged.

‘The usual.’

Verbena sighed.

‘You shouldn’t hold a grudge against her, you know, Sally. She is to be pitied.’

Her daughter-in-law didn’t answer, just smiled tightly. She had been hearing that for so long it had absolutely no effect any more. As she looked into Verbena’s sad eyes she felt the pity she always did for the older woman’s distress at what had befallen her family. It just annoyed Sally that no one blamed Jude Hatcher for any of it. It was always poor Jude, unfortunate Jude. Never selfish, drug-addicted Jude who had systematically ruined everyone around her.

‘Can I get you something to eat?’

Sally was deft now at changing the subject.

Before Verbena could answer the glass of the living-room window shattered and a brick landed on the coffee table. The unexpected noise made both women scream. Tyrell opened his eyes and sat bolt upright on the sofa, obviously terrified by it as well.

‘What the fuck . . .’

It was as if everything was moving in slow motion. Verbena watched her son as he ran to the broken window, his voice loud as he cursed whoever had thrown the brick. Glass lay everywhere. It was a few seconds before she realised  it was all over her lap, and that a few small pieces had cut her legs and face. At first she had thought it was tears she could feel. It wasn’t until Sally screamed that Verbena realised it was actually blood.

Jude was floating now. In her mind Sonny Boy was home with her once more. He was young again, but not too young. Old enough to help her out with things. He had been such a good kid. He had scored for her since he was old enough to ask for a five-pound bag.

She pulled the tourniquet off the top of her arm with her teeth. Jude still went through the ritual as she had always done. Pumping the muscle was like a part of the high for her. The whole process was a major part of the high.

She liked this bit best, when the main high was being replaced by a feeling of complete well-being. This was what she liked to call her thinking time. This was the time when she’d liked to chat to Sonny Boy for hours. He would make her laugh or smile about things. Would roll her a joint to soften the edges once the heroin had worn off and its magic was replaced with the urge to do the whole thing again.

He had never judged her, never tired of her like everyone else. She had been like his baby, like his child.

A big fat tear escaped from her eye then. For the first time Jude cried quietly. It was only when she was alone that  she could really grieve. She pulled herself up from the sofa and negotiated the chaos of the room, finally stumbling into her son’s bedroom. She sat on the bed, breathing deeply, and opened the drawer of his dressing table. In a tobacco tin was his signet ring. His father had bought it for him and she had made sure the hospital had given it back to her after his death.

Now Jude weighed it in her hand. It was quite heavy with a small diamond chip set in a plain gold square. It had the letter S written neatly in old italic script on the left-hand corner.

She remembered his face as he had opened the box on the morning of his fifteenth birthday. He had been so pleased with it. Over the years it had been in and out of Uncle’s when money was tight and Jude had needed her sustenance. Sonny would always move heaven and earth to retrieve it, to have it back on his finger, even thieving to get the money.

It was all she had left of him, she had already sold almost everything else. But as she looked at it, glinting in the half-light, she knew her Sonny Boy would understand what she was going to do.

If she hurried Big Ellie would still be up and she could get her money and score some gear ready for the morning. Jude got up off the bed with difficulty, but she clutched the ring tightly in her hand.

At the end of the day Sonny had known her better than anyone. Until she sorted out a regular supply of money, this would have to go. He would have seen the logic of that. He knew her need and also understood why she had the need in the first place.

He had been a good kid, her Sonny Boy, and his death would not be in vain. She would make sure she got something out of it if it was the last thing she did.




Chapter Five

Tyrell had no interest in what the police had to say about the attack on his mother’s and went off to work with a frown on his face. He was sick to death of it all. He just wanted to grieve in peace.

No one was surprised by the events of the night before. The police seemed sorry for the boy’s mother but not unduly bothered about the broken window. Sonny had been a legend in his own lunchtime around the estate and people had little sympathy for him personally. He had robbed enough of them over the years to cause widespread offence.

Tyrell’s mother, though, was a different kettle of fish altogether. She was respected and liked even though she never left the house now. Everyone came to her and she dispensed advice and sympathy, so to think that anyone  would take it out on her like this was making Tyrell feel capable of murder himself.

The paramedics had stitched her eyebrow in the house. Realising she would not leave, they had had to calm her down before they had been able to take care of her wound. Verbena had been more worried about leaving her home than she had been about the attack. But Tyrell understood that. He understood her fear even better than she did.

His mother had not left the house for over twenty years, and he knew that she would never leave it now. Her nerves had got to her long before his brother’s death, but that had been the catalyst that had caused all their lives to change so dramatically.

His mother had taken so much in her lifetime, and she had taken it all on the chin in true Jamaican fashion. She had seen her adopted country as the salvation of her family, as the means to give them all a better life. She had worked every hour that the good Lord had sent, and she had dressed her children in fine clothes, fed them the best foods. She had sent her children to school, and made sure they had arrived there and, more importantly, stayed there.

Unlike their contemporaries, they had been too fearful to play truant, too frightened to let her down, and make her feel ashamed of them.

She had taken them to church and taught them the  goodness of Christ and of a life well lived. Her job had been as a care assistant in a hospital, and it had involved shifts, and she had taken every shift she could, never missing one. Like her husband, she had understood that without money they could not further themselves or their children.

When her last baby had arrived, it had been Hettie and Maureen to whom she had entrusted him, and it had been Hettie and Maureen who had taken him to school one day and who had watched in horror as he had run into the road and been mown down by a nice man who had been surprised and terrified by the fact that a young boy had run out in front of his car and had died within seconds.

It had been no one’s fault, but Verbena, already under too much pressure, had taken the death so badly she had gradually lost the urge to do even the most mundane of things. Her children and husband had watched their strongest supporter wither away under the weight of her grief. First the job had gone, then the visits to the shops. Day by day, she had sat indoors reading the Bible, looking for a reason for her son’s death. Going out less and less, until finally even her church had not been enough to make her leave the house, her world had come to her. Until now, her illness was accepted as an intrinsic part of her and not as something strange or alien. It almost seemed normal to her family and friends.

Yet there were no photos of her last-born in the house, and there was never any mention of him. Samuel Hatcher had been obliterated from their lives, because Verbena had never been able to cope with his death, or with her own guilt.

Yet Tyrell knew she thought of him constantly and went over and over in her mind the morning she had sent him off with his sisters to his death, while she had tumbled into bed exhausted from her night’s work, glad to see the back of them.

Tyrell often wondered if that was why she had taken Jude under her wing the way she had; she had needed someone to love and Jude had come along at the right time. She had never seen Jude for the user she was, had never believed that Jude was capable of manipulating her.

But Jude, knowing his mother’s weaknesses, had played on them, had used them to make herself into what his mother had wanted.

It was why he had never gone for custody of his son. His mother had always talked him out of it and he had tried to please her in any way he could. Tried to make up for what had happened to her, tried to assuage the hurt inside her in any way he could.

Then Sally had come along and it had been easier to leave Sonny where he was. Now he had to live with that, and, like  his mother before him, his child was dead and gone, and there was nothing he could do to change that.

Except wish that he had done things differently, as she did.

For the first time ever he really understood what made her tick. Understood the gaping hole inside her that no one or nothing would ever fill. Could ever fill.

Her last-born and his first-born had died senselessly, and now he knew how hard it was to come to terms with such a tragedy. To make some kind of sense of it all, when there wasn’t any kind of sense to be made.

He pushed these thoughts from his mind. His hangover was making his head pound, he had an upset stomach and felt he would die of grief. All in all he was completely and utterly drained.

Everywhere he looked were young men with bright smiles and their whole lives ahead of them. All around him were young men travelling to work or school, busily going about their lives, unaware that his son was cold and dead. As he got out of his car in Tulse Hill he wondered when they would be able to bury his boy.

Dinny White, his gofer and sidekick, was waiting patiently for him. Dinny was light-skinned with a lightning grin and long relaxed hair. He knew how good-looking he was, he didn’t need reminding. He smoked dope constantly,  was always in a good mood and was an exceptionally good listener. They strolled into a nearby house together, chatting about nothing.

Dinny loved life and it was hard seeing his friend and boss so obviously unhappy. But he kept his own counsel. If Tyrell wanted to talk, he would.

Inside the house Johnny Marks, a large white man with thick black hair and a pristine vest, was busy making tea. This house was the hub of Tyrell’s business. It was where he interviewed his doormen and where he paid them out. It was where he kept his different cell phones and where he conducted his other businesses – the ones his wife and mother had no knowledge of.

Johnny Marks answered the door to them both.

’All right, Tyrell? Sorry about Sonny Boy, but he had it coming.’

Only from Johnny would Tyrell have taken that statement.

He shrugged.

‘Let it drop, eh, Johnny?’

The other man opened his arms wide in a gesture of helplessness.

‘You better get used to hearing remarks like that because it’s the general consensus, mate. He was a pain in the arse and you know he was.’

‘He was still my boy.’

Johnny smiled then, a wide white-toothed smile that made him look much nicer than he actually was.

‘How’s poor old Judy?’

‘How’d you think?’

‘Off her nut?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘Well, understandable, ain’t it? Now, shall we get down to business? Coffee or tea?’

He made the coffee and brought the mugs through to the lounge on a tray. Tyrell envied Johnny his easiness with the world. Nothing fazed him. It was all either black or white.

They started the business of the day.

Angela Leary was tired, she had not slept much the night before. As she tidied up the spacious kitchen of her son’s home she couldn’t help envying his wife the luxury that was afforded her. This was all a far cry from Nick’s home when he was growing up. He had really made something of himself and Angela was proud of him, so very proud.

She would defend him to the death, no matter what anyone else said. Not that anyone had said anything, of course, but if they did . . . well, she would be waiting for them.

Her daughter-in-law was the bane of her life. Tammy had everything a woman could possibly want and yet still she  wasn’t happy. She was man mad that one, and then she wondered why her husband didn’t have any time for her.

The kids had been bundled off to that posh school and no one saw them from one end of the year to the other. And even when they came home Madam, as Angela secretly referred to Tammy, was never around. The poor nanny, an insipid-looking bitch if ever there was one, did all the donkey work with the kids.

Sometimes Angela daydreamed that Tammy was gone. She was never specific as to how but occasionally a sumptuous funeral was included in the dream. After all, she was Nick’s wife and she deserved a good send off. And then Angela saw herself ruling the roost without interference.

As she cleaned she listened to Radio 1 and sang snippets of the songs to herself. The kitchen was her domain. Madam never came in here unless she had to and yet it was gorgeous. A large Aga heated the place so it was warm as toast all the time. There were two double ovens and a large American fridge as well as countless other gadgets. It was a dream of a kitchen but Madam hated it with a vengeance.

Still, that suited Angela. Sometimes she sat here until the early hours of the morning, knitting and listening to her radio. Sometimes she would have a drop of something to keep the cold out. There was a TV in here but she listened  to the Sky music channels on it. Radio was so much more satisfying than television. With television you had to keep looking at the thing. She just liked to listen, liked the company it afforded her.

Angela made herself a cup of tea and settled herself into the easy chair her son had provided for her against his wife’s wishes. It was old, and he had rescued it from her flat when she had moved in. Much to the annoyance of Tammy. Even though it had been re-covered she still thought it was riddled with fleas from Angela’s poor dead cat.

She had nursed her son in this very chair, bared her breast and fed him his fill. Another thing Madam did not like to be reminded about.

So Angela made a point of reminding her. Often. It was little things like that which made life worth living.

As if her mother-in-law’s thoughts had conjured her up, Tammy burst into the kitchen like a gale-force wind.

‘I’m going out. Will you see to the dinner? I might be late.’

It was a game they played, as if she was doing them a special favour by feeding them. Like it wasn’t what she did every day of the week.

‘Of course.’

Angela let her eyes stray to the vegetables already peeled and the meat already seasoned and trussed ready to be  cooked later in the day. She made eye contact and Tammy was the first to look away.

‘See you then.’

Her voice was cheery and Angela smiled slowly and said quietly, ‘See you then.’

Round one to her if she wasn’t mistaken. The slamming of the front door told her she was right about that much anyway and she smiled again.

Nick was inside his site office. He noticed that all the newspapers except for the sporting ones were missing. Usually they started the day with a discussion of the assets of the various women featured in the tabloids. Jordan was usually voted tops, though a few were die-hard natural tit men. Nick assumed, rightly, that he was still news.

He sat at his desk and pondered the girlie pictures plastered everywhere. They did nothing to arouse him, he found them in your face and tacky. But he couldn’t say that. Not unless he wanted to come over as less than a man. His blokes’ whole lives revolved around a bit of strange and making sure the wife never found out. The wives did, of course, and then all hell would be let loose. He had seen them have stand-up fights with their men as well as the girlfriends. It was wearing at times.

Lynn Starkey came in and he smiled at her. She was a big  girl and she was fun enough. She ran the site like a military operation and he didn’t know what he would do without her.

Round her desk were pictures of young men in various stages of undress. It was her way of getting back at her colleagues and Nick laughed at her when she pretended to drool over them to annoy the blokes on site. None of them was very good-looking and the women they talked so freely about would in fact give them a wide berth. But they didn’t like being reminded of their middle-aged spread and their less-than-perfect profiles.

Lynn called the pin-ups her Himbos, and the expression always made Nick smile. It was a good office really, had a good atmosphere, and when the trouble had started they had all been behind him. They had all seen it as representing the right to retaliate of the common man.

Now he made Lynn a cup of tea and took it over to her.

‘How are you, girl?’

She gazed up into his eyes. He knew she had a crush on him but he could live with it.

‘OK. You?’

Nick shrugged.

‘Getting there. How’s it been going anyway?’

He changed the subject quickly because he could hear the men coming into their offices, could hear their talk and  banter, and wasn’t sure if he could cope with it all today. Would his life ever be the same again?

He doubted it.

All he knew was, he needed a drink.

Jude Hatcher was sipping a black coffee and listening once more to the boys telling her about Sonny. She was nodding and smiling as they recounted stories about him, stretching the tales and exaggerating them until they were complete lies, but well intentioned nonetheless. Eventually they would all believe them and Sonny would be a part of urban legend.

The front door opened and his best friend Gino came in. He passed Jude a small bag of brown and she smiled her thanks at him.

The other three lads sat in stunned silence as they watched her burn her fix. Even though they fancied themselves men of the world she was the only adult they knew who was a heroin addict. They had mates who used, but it was only snorting. All their parents were straight, alcohol and cigarettes being the only drugs allowed in their houses.

Alcohol had in fact caused more than enough trouble for Gino especially as his errant father couldn’t get through the day without it. But if his mother had known he was in Jude Hatcher’s flat she would have gone ballistic. Gino saw the hypocrisy of that even if she didn’t.

The local boys had always been impressed by Sonny’s way of life. Jude’s flat was a haven for truants, the dispossessed and runaways. She’d always had an open door. Now that her Sonny was gone she needed the youngsters more than ever.

Gino had promised to help her out in place of Sonny and he intended to do just that. It was the least he could do in memory of his friend.

At six Sonny had walked the estate looking for whatever dealer Jude owed less money to and then he would score and bring back her precious cargo and bask in her cuddles and kisses and her exaltations about what a big boy he was for his mummy.

Once she had injected, though, he’d been as far from her mind as the moon. He had soon realised that as well and had taken what she offered when he could.

In fact, it was amazing that he’d never indulged himself. He had a puff with his mates and dropped Es of a weekend but the brown had never interested him. In a funny way she had been proud of that much; it wouldn’t have done to have two addicts in the same house. She had robbed him, stolen his birthday money and presents from his father, even sold his clothes, and he had always forgiven her, understanding her need better than she did herself.

He had robbed for her, getting off because of his  home life. That was until he hit sixteen, of course, then it wasn’t so easy to walk away from it all any more. No one listened to his pleas about his mother being unable to exist without her drugs. He had even held his hand up to stuff that had nothing to do with him over the years for a money gift, when he couldn’t be nicked on account of his age. And people had used him for that without a thought.

Sonny would have done anything for her, yet she could not do the one thing he asked of her.

To get herself clean.

He had even tried locking her up in the house, but her pleas and eventually her aggression had made him score for her once more and then the whole cycle would start all over again.

As she lay back with a glazed expression the youngsters all gradually left the flat. Jude was gone now, in her secret place. They drifted away gradually without bothering to say goodbye.

Nick was in the pub, knocking back shorts at an alarming rate, when his mobile rang. He glanced at the display and rejected the call before turning it off altogether. It was Tammy, and he had no interest in talking to her. Joey Miles watched his friend sadly. He had taken it bad. No matter  how many people told him he had done the right thing, it made no difference.

‘Come on, Nick, let’s go and get some food, eh?’

He shook his head.

Nick Leary was a big man and because he generally had such a nice way with him people forgot that he could also be a hard bastard when the fancy took him. It was this that had got him where he was in life. He had sailed close to the wind more than a few times, but hadn’t they all in pursuit of a better life?

A tall blonde with high breasts and a perma-grin walked towards them.

‘Hello, Nick, long time no see.’

She was the girlfriend of a business acquaintance but she always had her radar tuned for a better alternative. The business acquaintance was also married so she wasn’t bothered about Tammy. In fact, it was what she had heard about Nick’s wife that made her think she might be on to a much better thing with Nick than she had first thought. He was also a bit of all right so the sex part wouldn’t be such a trial either. Her current squeeze was short, bald and had a belly that could accommodate triplets and still leave room for a West Ham footballer.

He also had an open wallet of Olympic standards, so at least he had that going for him if nothing else.

Nick had not answered her and she tried again.

‘Hello, Nick, remember me?’

He stared at her for long seconds before shaking his head.

‘Sorry, no, I don’t.’

He sounded completely uninterested, something that rarely happened to her when men were around. She was nonplussed for a moment and Joey closed his eyes in distress. The blonde was shocked and it showed on her face. Everyone remembered her, she was Des Carter’s bird, that court case must have turned Nick’s mind. She would not even contemplate the thought that he could be blanking her.

‘Des’s girlfriend?’

She was still the coquette, deciding to give him the benefit of the doubt. Joey gave her points for perseverance anyway.

‘Where is Des then?’

Nick gave a good impression of a sailor looking out to sea. His hand over his eyes, he peered around the bar for a few seconds. He saw the humiliation burn in her eyes and told himself to let it go, but he couldn’t. Instead he turned his back on her and started to order himself another drink. As he owned the pub that wasn’t hard.

Joey tried to ease her embarrassment.

‘Leave it, love. Get a drink on me, OK?’

‘Des won’t like this when I tell him . . .’

Des was a local hard case, but not that hard a case he would take on Nick. But she obviously wasn’t thinking when she spoke. Nick turned round and said nastily, ‘Oh, I’m quaking in me boots, love.’

He passed her his mobile.

‘Get him on the blower and I’ll talk to him now, eh?’

Joey pushed the phone away from the stricken girl.

‘All right, Nick.’

Joey’s voice was low, annoyed, people were already looking at them. The girl’s friends were thrilled with this turn of events and she knew it.

‘He’s drunk, love . . .’

Nick poked a finger at her and said loudly, ‘Not that drunk though, eh? I wouldn’t touch you with a barge pole.’

She walked away humiliated and Joey waited a beat before he said, ‘She didn’t deserve that, Nick.’

He laughed.

‘Didn’t she? Des’s wife is a good woman. She’s given him five kids and she’s stood by him through every bit of shit he ever got himself into. And what does he do? He takes up with that. Even paid for her fucking tits! She sees me as an alternative pay packet, nothing more, nothing less. Well, she can fuck off. I have enough trouble trying to stop Tammy bankrupting me on a daily basis. Her and all I don’t need.’

He wiped a hand across his face, he was sweating again. Since the boy’s death he had felt like this a lot. He shook for no reason and got panic attacks. Felt sick, couldn’t sleep, eat or think properly. All he thought about was the boy.

He had enjoyed taking it out on that girl; she was a slapper as far as he was concerned. His mate’s bird. No more and no less. He knew she would be on her mobile in nano-seconds, telling him all about the insult. Well, good luck to her. Des wouldn’t say a dicky-bird to Nick, but she would find that out soon enough.

He looked at the barmaid then and shouted out, ‘What the fuck am I paying you for, Candice? Get me a bloody drink, will you!’

Candice sighed. Taking down the brandy optic, she slammed it on the bar in front of him. Pushing a clean glass towards him, she said acidly, ‘Now you can pour your own drinks, can’t you?’

Nick finally laughed then. He had always liked Candice, she was a tough little cookie.

The woman walked towards her car slowly. The shopping bags she held were heavy and she stopped to change hands. The plastic Tesco carrier bags were digging into her palms. Her toddler was wandering off in all directions and she called to her affectionately.

Gino watched her. She was slightly built with long dark hair. She looked exactly what she was, a nice respectable woman. He had been watching her for the last hour although she didn’t know that, being too preoccupied with her child and the shopping. She looked and acted like one of those people who always assume nothing bad can happen to them. It was a miracle but there were still people around like that in this day and age. It amazed Gino, even as young as he was. He had learned a long time ago that you trusted no one unless you knew them well, and even then you kept a sceptical eye out. She was just what he was looking for. She had pulled out money from the cash point before making her way to the car and he was pleased about that. Her cards he could sell on but there was no substitute for cash itself.

He waited until she had opened the boot and dropped in the shopping bags before he made his move.

As she opened the back door of her Renault Clio to put the child in its car seat he sneaked up behind her and pushed the blade of the knife into her side, just nicking the skin enough to make her feel it without actually hurting her.

She still had her bag over her shoulder and he whispered in her ear, ‘Drop your bag and don’t look back at me. If I see you looking I’ll come back and do you and the baby, OK?’

She nodded and dropped the bag from her shoulder immediately.

The little girl was smiling quizzically, understanding suddenly that none of this was a game.

‘Pretty baby, lady, you want to watch out for her.’

Gino picked up the bag slowly and then punched the woman in the side of the head for good measure. She fell into the car as he knew she would and he was off with the bag, sprinting out of the car park and into the warren of houses that made up his estate in seconds. He bolted to a piece of waste ground and then searched the bag eagerly. He was amazed at what people kept in their bags. The usual array of Tampax and birth control pills, headache tablets, lipsticks and baby wipes competed with letters and gas bills – all addressed to her, of course. Even a bank letter with her statement inside and a chequebook.

Would people never learn?

He had enough here to remortgage her house or open a moody bank account in her name.

The purse inside the bag now held no secrets from him. It was jam packed with the usual female paraphernalia: photos of home and the kids. Her house looked really nice with a big garden and a wide-screen TV set in the corner of the lounge, up-to-the-minute DVD player – she might as well have put an advert out to get burgled. There were also her credit cards, debit cards, her Tesco clubcard, Boots loyalty card, even her membership to Blockbuster Video.  Her whole life was in that one leather shoulder bag. And now it was his to do with as he pleased.

Gino grinned as he took out the three hundred pounds in cash and removed the cards. Then he searched the side pockets of the bag. So many women slipped off their jewellery and placed it in their bag without a second’s thought. He was not disappointed. There was a small pair of gold earrings there together with a diamond tennis bracelet.

A good haul. Gino was pleased with himself.

As an afterthought he took the letters. Her address might be useful to whoever he sold the stuff to.

Whistling, Gino left the waste ground. He had achieved his objective and was one happy little bunny.

Tammy heard about the débâcle in the pub over a long lunch in Brentwood. They were celebrating her life getting back to normal, which meant she was picking up the bill as per usual.

She basked in the pleasure of knowing that her husband was always faithful to her. He might chat up birds, have a joke at times, but basically he had no real interest in them. All her friends – and she used the term loosely – had trouble keeping their blokes indoors; she had trouble getting hers out of the house. Nick was happy these days to come home,  slip off his shoes, eat his food and watch the box. All that poke and he never left the house now unless it was to earn more money, or get drunk. Not that she was knocking him for that.

If only he would take her out occasionally. Unlike her mates whose husbands were out trumping anything with a pulse, her old man lived like a hermit. She guessed he had the occasional bat away from home, she wasn’t stupid, but in fairness to him he had never shoved her face in it like so many of his mates did with their wives.

For that much at least she was grateful.

Now he had knocked back Des’s bird, Tammy was happier than she had been in ages. How people perceived her was important. Being seen to be in control was important. Her friends couldn’t understand how she kept Nick in his place because she was not a woman to be faithful herself. In fact, she spent her whole life on the chat up and everyone including Nick knew that.

No one could believe the way she got away with it. Only Tammy knew the price she had paid for her lifestyle and she would never tell anyone what that was.

She nodded to the waiter for more wine, aware that she was giving them all food for thought and basking in their utter astonishment that Nick Leary didn’t feel the urge to play away. Tammy knew that jealousy was rife around the  table and enjoyed the moment while it lasted. Sipping daintily at her white wine, she winked at the good-looking young waiter and was gratified to see her friends roll their eyes at the ceiling in amazement.

They all wished Nick was theirs, while wondering if they could be woman enough to keep him as faithful as Tammy did.

And that was exactly what she wanted them to think.

In fact, Nick had not come near her in that way for years. He cuddled her, and he hugged her, and the other night they had fallen asleep together. She had felt his need for closeness and had responded to it. But the truth was, he had no sexual interest in her whatsoever. Thankfully, he had no interest in anyone else either.

Impotence he called it, and it was that very thing that kept Tammy in gold cards and Mercedes sports. Kept her kids in private school and gave her licence to do whatever she wanted.

But she would never let on to anyone.

If he managed to get it up now and again with someone else as she suspected from the occasional absence on unspecified ‘business’ then that was OK as far as she was concerned. As long as it wasn’t serious, she couldn’t give the proverbial flying fuck. At least that was what she told herself.

Tammy pushed the thoughts from her mind once more.  Her biggest fear was that her husband would fall in love with someone else, one of his one-night stands. But Tammy being Tammy had already worked out a nice little earner for herself should that befall her and hers.

Nick Leary would pay, and pay big-time.

Her macho husband’s biggest fear was that his reluctance in the marital bed would be broadcast to the world, or more specifically, to their circle of friends. He had always had trouble keeping it up, as she so nicely put it, now he couldn’t even raise a smile as he so nicely put it.

But she played the game, pretended that they were at it morning, noon and night, and even though she would shag a table leg if it bought her a drink, her friends all thought Nick didn’t know about her affairs and she kept the pretence up. It was part of her street cred now and she knew that and she used it.

Even though her husband had the reputation of a womaniser, she could honestly say that even in her most jealous rages she had never been able to find out anything concrete to throw at him. But that was Nick all over, if he was using brasses again, she would never know about it and, in a way, she respected him for that, even as the thought drove her mad.

She had found a pack of condoms in his jacket pocket and it had thrown her whole world off-kilter. When she had  confronted him, he had told her he was trying out brasses to see if he could sort himself out.

Her jealousy, as usual, had got the better of her. That a nameless, faceless tart could get her leg over with her husband when she could not even raise his interest made her self-esteem hit the floor once more. It had taken an affair with a young guy who cleaned their pool to get her over that one.

Yet her sensible side told her to be pleased that at least Nick wasn’t sleeping with someone he cared about, it wasn’t with an actual bird. Most of her friends’ husbands had birds that were an open secret. At least Nick had never humiliated her in that way. If he had a bird, she would have heard about it from one of her so-called friends. They would have enjoyed telling her about it.

She had often been out with Nick and seen her friends’ husbands with their birds. Younger women, far beneath their wives in the food chain, but with full breasts and firm skin that no matter how much money you acquired you couldn’t emulate. They were all too stupid to see that they would be traded-in eventually for younger versions of themselves even if they gave the men kids, which was often the mistake their wives had made. A belly full of stretch marks and a crying baby turned them from sex objects to mother figures overnight. It was how their world  worked, and even when the men hit their fifties there would always be someone new to step into the girlfriend’s shoes and, in some cases, even the flat they had lived in.

This was why Tammy had made a point of knowing all there was to know about her husband’s businesses. She knew what Nick was worth down to his last penny, and his last euro. He had to be getting it from somewhere and he was most certainly not getting it from her, and if he ever surprised her with a twenty-to-one shot she would be ready and waiting to turn him over good and proper. As her old mum used to say, ‘don’t get made, get even.’ Hit a man in the pocket, it’s the only place, other than in his balls, where you can bring tears to his eyes.

Well, he would lose his money and his nuts if he ever did the dirty on her and he knew it.

Gary Proctor and her husband just worked, and that was it, according to Nick, but her name was not Gilly Hunt and she was not changing it now. If he took her for a cunt she would be ready and waiting for him and even though his bosom pal Gary Proctor was not exactly the answer to a maiden’s prayer, she knew there were birds out there who would gladly overlook that fact.

She was watching out for herself, and it annoyed her that most women she knew did not make provisions for the rainy days that were bound to come. He could take  everything she had, but she’d still have her pride and he was never going to take that from her.

Gino stood in the small alleyway near his flats and waited for Big Ellie. As she walked towards him he smiled.

‘All right?’

She nodded.

Ellie was big, powerfully big, with arms like meat cleavers. But she had a lovely face that belied the nastiness underneath the make-up. She came from a large family noted mainly for their fighting skills and their belligerence. She scored drugs for people, never seeing herself as a dealer, but touched only alcohol herself. She saw drugs as a mug’s game. She also did little favours for people when she could. For money, of course.

‘You got it?’

He handed her the three hundred pounds cash, which she counted quickly. Then she opened her fake Burberry bag and gave him a small plastic bank bag full of brown and a phone number written on a piece of paper.

‘You never got that number from me, right?’

He nodded.

‘ ’Course not. What? So you think I’m stupid.’

‘My brother would kill me if he knew, so you can imagine what would happen to you, can’t you?’

The threat was unmistakable and he nodded his agreement.

Gino had had a good day. He had got one hundred and fifty for the cards and chequebook so he was still quids in. Now all he had to do was unload the jewellery and he would be laughing.

‘You got it then?’

Jude’s face was so open and trusting it made Gino feel good. She took the bank bag from him and grinned.

‘Fucking hell! This is like Christmas, Gino.’

He felt six feet taller from her admiration.

‘I’ll see you all right, Jude, don’t you worry.’

It was an idle boast but it felt good. He would try and keep her sorted, it was the least he could do for his friend.

‘I got the number you wanted and all.’

He saw the light leave her face. It was wiped clean of any expression; she had paled even more than usual if that were possible.

‘You’re joking?’

He shook his head and passed it to her carefully. It was written on a scrap of newspaper and as she gazed at it she felt her heart lift. Mobile numbers changed, but land lines stayed the same.

‘Oh, you are good, Gino! Fucking good.’

She placed a grubby hand to her mouth, as if stopping herself from saying something else. As Gino watched her he felt omnipotent.

‘Oh, Gino son, you don’t know what you’ve given me,’ she said eventually.

He knew exactly what he had given her but he didn’t say that, of course, he just basked in her praise.

When he produced the bottle of vodka Jude was speechless, but it showed him just how good you could feel helping out someone less fortunate than yourself.




Chapter Six

It was a crisp morning. Even though the house was warm the frost was still white on the roofs of the outhouses. Nick Leary had woken with the thought already uppermost in his head: Sonny Hatcher was being buried today.

It was burning Nick up inside. No matter how much he drank or how long he slept he couldn’t rid himself of that thought. Seventeen and he was being buried today. A boy, only a boy. A stupid little thief but just a boy, a handsome one who should by rights have had his whole life ahead of him.

Nick looked out of the bedroom window and watched the birds going about their business. Even in his troubled state he marvelled that this wonderful view was all his. And it was some view; field after field until finally in the distance you could see the estuary. It was beautiful, with no other  habitation in the distance to spoil it. Of a night he would watch the lights of ships in the distance and wish he were on one of them. Today in an early-October frost the view from the window was like a Christmas card.

Tammy breezed into the bedroom from the en-suite bathroom, all white towels and Versace perfume.

‘Morning!’

She was chirpy and for some reason that annoyed Nick. He lay in bed and studied her. She was still a good-looking woman, he couldn’t take that away from her, and she could still make him laugh which had always been her greatest asset in his eyes – though she didn’t know that, of course. She thought it was her fascinating conversation and firm body.

‘It’s the funeral today.’

He didn’t know why he had said it.

Tammy shrugged her slim shoulders in bewilderment.

‘Yeah? And?’

It was all over as far as she was concerned.

‘Look, Nick, you got to let this go, mate. It happened and nothing we say or do will change that.’ She shrugged. ‘You were looking out for your own. He should never have been here in our home in the first place. He should never have been out thieving.’

She spoke it like a mantra, she’d said it so often. She  wished she could make it all better for him but she knew she couldn’t. Nick was fighting this alone as he had fought everything he had overcome in his life.

She came to the bed and sat beside him, slipping off the towel. Her huge breasts were probably enough to set most men’s blood racing to their loins. Unfortunately they didn’t do anything for Nick. Physically she had never done anything for him and the thought saddened Nick even as it maddened her. She never had. She had not been his type, if that was the right expression.

Tammy caressed his thigh through the bedclothes.

He thanked her for the thought if nothing else.

He knew it wasn’t fair on her the way he was, but it was hard for him to focus on sex with her at the best of times. She always seemed like a bitch on heat. Eager . . . so eager. There was never any finesse to it. Straight sex, no kissing, that was his lovely Tams.

He was almost getting himself into the mood for what she wanted when she inadvertently ruined it.

‘Shall I jump back in with you, babe?’

It was that ‘babe’ that killed any hope they’d had but she didn’t know that and he wasn’t going to tell her.

How many other blokes had she said it to over the years?

Nick pulled the quilt back. Smirking at her, he said nastily, ‘If you can get it hard then it’s all yours, darlin’. And let’s  face it, Tams, you’ve had enough practice with everyone else.’

Her face, that had been so open and soft, hardened.

‘Oh, fuck you!’

‘Not this morning you won’t, love. I couldn’t raise a smile, Tams, let alone anything else.’

He laughed at his own wit even as he felt desperately sorry for hurting her. Why did he do this to her? She didn’t deserve this treatment. He grabbed her arm before she could storm away from him.

‘I’m sorry, Tams. Honestly, darlin’, it’s nothing personal, you know that.’

She could hear the sorrow in his voice and knew that he never set out to hurt her even though that was what he always ended up doing. She pulled away from him. Grabbing the towel from the floor, she covered herself up once more. Feeling ashamed of her nakedness now, sorry she had started it all up again.

‘Ain’t it? Well, it feels like it is.’

She picked up a hairbrush from the dressing table and started to drag it through her hair angrily, the hurt and embarrassment making her feel hot with shame.

‘You better see someone and you better see someone soon. This is starting to drive me mad, Nick.’

She stared at him through the dressing-table mirror.

‘Are you seeing anyone else, Nick?’

He could see the fear in her eyes and sighed heavily.

‘ ’Course not. There’s no one, I swear that to you, Tams.’

He was telling her the truth and they both knew it.

‘Not even prostitutes?’

‘Especially not fucking prostitutes.’

Though that had been the case in the past.

He walked to the bathroom and locked the door. The sound of the bolt being driven home was loud in the silence of the room.

Tammy looked at herself critically in the bedroom mirror. She was still looking good so it wasn’t her fault. As she looked around the beautiful room, at the Italian furniture and the expensive drapes, she wondered about other women all over the country who were getting the rogering of a lifetime from their old men in surroundings far less salubrious than this. Lucky them. She wondered not for the first time whether marriage to Nick was worth it.

Yet the strangest thing of all was she loved him.

She always had and she always would.

Jude was dressed and ready to go. In her black suit and with her hair done ’specially by a neighbour’s daughter she looked almost lovely. Even her make-up was correctly applied. Tyrell  knew she could only have done it if she’d stayed off the brown. It must have taken a lot for her not to use on this black day.

She looked almost like the girl she had once been; the slim shoulders, the long legs. Her hair, freshly coloured and cut, looked thick and lustrous. She had never known just how lovely she was. Even his mother, a harsh critic of white girls at the best of times, had been enamoured of her. Still was, in fact. Jude was like a daughter to Verbena. An errant daughter admittedly, but a daughter all the same.

Verbena looked into the sad eyes of Jude Hatcher and felt the tears rolling down her own face. This quiet crying had been going on for the best part of the night. She would not go to the funeral, could not bring herself to leave the house even for her Sonny Boy. But she would be with them in spirit and they knew that.

Sally watched them all looking at Jude and felt the usual resentment welling up inside her. She swallowed it down as she always had.

Reverend Williams held on to Verbena’s trembling hand. She was a staunch supporter of his church and he respected and admired her for the way she had fought to bring her family up in the ways of God.

They were a credit to her – all except Sonny Boy who had been a disgrace since he had first learned to listen to his  mother instead of the rest of the world. Reverend Williams felt ashamed of the feelings he had for Jude Hatcher but even his Christian spirit was stretched to the limit where she was concerned.

She had taught her child nothing of any value in his short life. All she had taught him was how to lie and cheat. She was as much to blame for that boy’s death as if she had bludgeoned him herself. It was no mystery where the money was to have gone once he had robbed that poor family.

The man who had been responsible for taking Sonny’s life had looked shell-shocked on television even as he defended his actions. To take a life must be a terrible thing, and for that boy to lose his because his mother couldn’t function without drugs was also a terrible thing. But no matter how hard he tried to feel sorry for Jude Hatcher, the feeling just wouldn’t come.

But he kept his own counsel, there was nothing else he could do. When the grieving mother smiled wanly at him he forced himself to smile back. She was carrion as far as he was concerned. She’d leeched off her son just as she had leeched off society all her life.

‘The cars are here.’

He stood up abruptly, glad to be leaving the house at last, pleased the day was officially beginning. Once the boy was interred they were all coming back here and poor Verbena  would have her family around her and could grieve in peace at last. He knew that the people round about had no real sympathy for Sonny Boy, saw his death as something that was going to happen sooner rather than later. But he also knew people cared about poor Verbena and was glad of that fact. She deserved to be cared about; she was a good kind person. Her only mistake in life was believing that she could redeem her grandson, even though he had let her down time and time again.

Now he couldn’t ever let her down again.

Nick was in the pub again, only this time he was in the small office he kept beside the cellar. This was where he sorted out his less salubrious business dealings. Joey Miles brought him a large Scotch and said cheerily, ‘Bit early even for you.’

It didn’t stop him pouring himself one.

‘What’s the score?’

Nick’s tone of voice was strictly business. Joey understood his friend’s feelings without anything being said. He would leave all that to the mouthy fools in the pub above, who he just knew would mention the boy’s funeral at every possible opportunity.

Joey knocked back his Scotch in one gulp.

’A rave. Little Bobby Spiers wants to use the land in  Bishops Stortford. It’s a proper venue, good DJs, plenty of advertising, Kiss 100, etc. He’s got it sewn up. He’ll get the licence himself so all we do is cream it off.’

‘What did you say to him?’

Joey poured himself another drink.

‘I OK’d it, of course. Why? You got any worries about it?’

Nick shrugged.

Joey grinned as he said, ‘Plenty of young crumpet bombing around. Might give it a look see meself.’

Nick groaned.

‘Not you and all. It’s like Shagland round here.’

‘Wendy’s pregnant again. I won’t get nothing from her for fucking months, you know what she’s like.’

‘Go for it. What else is happening?’

Nick’s voice was bored-sounding now.

Joey looked through his notebook. It was the same kind that women used for shopping lists; in it was everything he needed to know to run his side of the businesses. It was long, slim and perfect for hiding away.

It was also easily disposed of which was its main attraction as far as he was concerned. All the legal stuff was well documented; this was for the other stuff, the semi-legal stuff Nick Leary did so well.

‘Time-shares are doing all right. The flats are all paid up.  The clubs are all paid up. Nothing really to worry about. I can sort it all out . . .’

He looked at his friend.

‘Why don’t you go home, mate?’

Nick was holding his head in his hands and crying quietly. Joey didn’t know what to do. In all the years he had known Nick he had never seen such a display of emotion before. On one level he understood it. After all, he had killed the kid. But on another level he felt that Nick should let it go now. ‘What’s done is done,’ as his old mum used to say. You couldn’t undo anything no matter how much you might want to.

She also used to say: ‘Count to five before you answer anyone in anger. It stops you saying things you can’t take back.’ That advice had kept his marriage going longer than anyone had ever thought it could last.

Eventually, after what seemed an age, he went over to his friend and put one arm warily across his shoulder. Nick grabbed at the arm and hugged it, crying even harder. Eventually he pushed his face into his friend’s stomach and held him around the waist tightly. While he cried his heart out Joey stroked his back, hoping against hope that no one came looking for them.

He would hate to have to try and explain this one away.

If he had wanted raw emotion he could quite easily have  stayed home and had a ding-dong with his wife. Screaming and crying was, after all, her forte.

‘Come on, Nick mate, pull yourself together, eh?’

He could hear the embarrassment in his own voice and was ashamed.

‘I should never have done it, Joey. He was so young . . . so fucking young . . . but I had no choice, see? I had no fucking choice . . .’

‘ ’Course you didn’t, mate, any man would have done the same thing.’

He pulled away from his friend gently.

‘Go home, mate. You’re in no fit state . . .’ But he knew that going home was the last thing Nick Leary wanted to do. ‘Get your coat,’ he said decisively. ‘We’re going into town and me and you are going on it.’

Nick wiped his eyes.

‘I ain’t in the mood, Joey, honestly.’

‘Neither am I, but we’ll get in the mood, right?’

Nick grinned then.

‘Spearmint Rhino?’

Joey laughed loudly.

‘Eventually. Let’s just see what the day brings, shall we?’

Nick nodded once more.

Anything was better than sitting here thinking about Sonny Hatcher’s imminent burial. Even a pole-dancing club.

Tyrell listened as the Reverend Williams said good things about his son. He especially noted how kind Sonny had been to his mother, how he had always taken care of her with love.

He glanced at Jude. She had her eyes closed and he could see the film of sweat over her face. He sighed heavily, wishing the day over.

In his mind’s eye he saw his Sonny Boy when he had been a baby. How did that dear little boy turn into the little fucker they were now burying?

Anger was getting the better of him again. No matter how often he told himself that this Nick Leary had only done what any man would have done, Tyrell still wanted to tear him limb from limb.

He stood up as he saw Jude walking unsteadily from the church. Glad of an excuse to leave, he followed her. This hypocrisy was killing him. He would have had more respect for the Reverend if he had spoken truthfully about the boy Tyrell had loved.

It had been hard to admit that his son was not the good boy he had been expecting, but at least Tyrell had accepted a long time ago that Sonny was flawed. And it was all because of this woman, now huddled on a bench and scrabbling in her bag for something, anything, to make her high.

‘Come on, Jude.’

He walked her through the graveyard to his car. Inside he opened the armrest and passed her a small bag of H. She took it from him gratefully, her eyes expressing her thanks even as she struggled to open it properly because of the shaking of her hands. Five minutes later she was lying back in the front seat of his BMW, her eyes finally peaceful and her arm dangling beside her. She’d obliterated today as she had obliterated every day of her life since he could remember.

He pressed a button and the CD player came to life. The Supremes were singing that the world was empty without their babe. And the strangest thing of all was, the way he felt inside, at that moment he could have written the song himself.

As bad as Jude was, he still cared about her. She was the only woman ever to have affected him in that way. Like his son he felt the urge to take care of her. It was a knack she had.

Jude played the victim so well because she really was one.

Her own biggest victim.

There was something about her eyes that would always attract him. When she was high they looked so deep and lost, she was so totally gone, that he wanted to hold her and bring her back and make it all better.

But you could never make Jude any better because she had never really known that what she did was wrong.

Nick was in a club in Rupert Street. It was a private club owned by a mate. A young girl with bright eyes brought on by an influx of Colombian marching gear and a short skirt that just covered her punani was smiling at him. It was a bought smile; he had bought her with a bit of gear and a few drinks. The knowledge depressed him.

He went to the toilet and snorted another line; at least on coke he felt that he was alive. It was good gear, it had already given him the rushes. He was only sorry it was the drugs that had given him the racing heart and not the girl.

He was off sex. If he never had another shag as long as he lived it would be too soon. He laughed at his own thoughts then stared at himself in the mirror of the plush and expensive room.

A young man had followed him in. He was in his twenties, good-looking with thick blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He looked like a young Steve McQueen and he knew it. Nick watched him closely: the fluid movements of his body, the arrogance of youth when it knew just how lovely it was.

He felt an urge to tell him to be careful, warn him that:  ‘One day, in the not too distant future, you, my son, will be me.’

He wanted to laugh at his thoughts then because he knew this boy, like the girl outside, was wasting the best part of his life selling himself to the highest bidder. He locked eyes with the boy in the mirror. The boy smiled lazily at him before putting his hand leisurely down his trousers. It was the ultimate come-on for queers.

Everything was sex with people these days; all it was now was a commodity. There was no real feeling left with anyone, not even his own wife. Nick glared at the boy and mimed sticking his fingers down his throat and vomiting. The boy’s eyes widened in shock, then he shrugged before walking into one of the cubicles.

Nick glanced down at his hands; they were gripping the basin so hard his knuckles were aching. He waited for the boy to emerge once more before he took back his fist and slammed it with all the force he could muster into the young lad’s perfect face.

Walking from the toilet at an unhurried pace, he caught Joey’s eye and they left the club, laughing. The boy’s jaw was broken and Nick knew it. The knowledge gave him no satisfaction whatsoever but he had made his point. Or at least he felt that he had anyway.

Time enough to be sorry tomorrow.

Sally had seen Tyrell leaving the church and her heart had sunk down to her boots. She knew he was going to look after Jude but stood her ground and made a point of not following him. She knew he loved her, but he loved Jude differently. They all loved Jude differently. Poor Jude, as she was always called.

Well, Sally couldn’t find it in her heart to feel sorry for her like Tyrell did. She saw Jude as a selfish, manipulative bitch. But of course she rarely said that, having learned her lesson over the years.

It still galled her that even Verbena could see no wrong in her. Sally felt she would always come second. Yet here she was, Tyrell’s wife, a good mother, a good daughter-in-law, and a good decent person, but it still wasn’t enough.

It would never be enough.

She couldn’t compete with Jude’s neediness and that would always be her downfall. She fantasised sometimes about taking to the bottle so she could compete on the ‘poor little me’ stakes.

Yet she knew this was unfair because in fact Jude just wanted them all to leave her alone so she could get on with whatever shit she happened to be wrapped up in at the time. Jude wanted shot almost as much as Sally did. But only when it suited her. It didn’t stop Sally from hating the  woman who had been like a third person in her marriage from day one.

She herself had cared about Sonny Boy after her fashion; he was her sons’ half-brother after all. But she would have been a liar if she didn’t admit deep in her heart that his death had given her a moment or two’s vicarious pleasure because she’d felt that once he was gone, Jude would be gone too.

Now, though, she wasn’t so sure.

Jude would be there still, like the spectre at the feast, as she had always been; only now she really was poor Jude who had lost her only child.

Sally prayed that her bitterness would vanish, but feared that it wouldn’t. A dead lover she could have coped with, but Jude was a different kettle of fish altogether. She was the living dead and she wasn’t going anywhere.

Spearmint Rhino was packed out. In the VIP bar Nick had been drinking steadily for hours. The coke and the whisky were taking their toll and he felt completely and utterly out of it. His head was starting to ache and his eyes had stopped focusing an hour earlier.

He had also lost Joey.

Nick sat on a sofa and watched the goings on around him. He tried unsuccessfully to find his mate but he was  nowhere to be seen. Getting up, Nick lurched into a big man who, suited and booted, was very obviously a City gent.

Nick mumbled an apology as he tried to pass him. But the man, by day a respectable accountant, was as worse for wear as he was. He followed Nick outside.

As he flagged down a cab the man started swearing at him. It took a few moments before Nick even realised this was aimed at him. He actually looked around to see who had annoyed the man.

He watched as the City type came towards him, face screwed up in anger, and felt the urge to laugh. This guy was flabby, a typical desk boy, not an ounce of muscle to be seen. But big enough to be a problem if you didn’t know how to handle yourself.

Nick put up his hand in a friendly fashion.

‘Oh, come on now, you don’t want to fight with me.’

Paul Cross wanted to fight anyone and everyone, that much was evident by his demeanour.

‘You taking the fucking piss?’

It was a fair question, Nick supposed.

‘I don’t know, mate, you tell me.’

It was as good as a battle cry, said with enough disdain to cause a fight or to prevent one, depending how the other man decided to take it.

Paul Cross, much to Nick’s chagrin, decided he wanted a fight. Nick sighed as he planted his feet more firmly on the pavement. He could have a row, had always been able to have a row. It was what had got him where he was in life.

He had been the best fighter in his year as a teenager, and eventually the best fighter in his whole school. His skills were legendary where he came from and now, in his drink- and drug-fuelled state, he was quite looking forward to taking on this man who had probably never, in all his life, had a fight that wasn’t driven by anger. Well, Nick had fought without anger all his life, just to prove a point or to get a little bit further in his chosen profession. This prat would not know what the fuck had hit him.

In reality this was the best thing to have happened to Nick all day long. He had been looking for scapegoats since he had left his house and here was a big burly one just waiting to be burned. And Nick would burn him all right. This ponce would be drinking through a straw for the next six months of his fat, stupid and pointless life.

Paul Cross saw the change in his antagonist then. It showed first in his eyes. He looked more closely at Nick and something in his stance told him that this man really wanted to hurt him. He also realised with an even bigger sense of shock that the other man was genuinely capable of doing it.

It was a revelation.

Paul Cross had fights as a matter of course, had made himself the big man with his mates by always being ready to rumble. But never before had he felt in actual danger of his life.

Now for the first time he realised what fear actually was.

He had always been careful to pick on people he knew he could beat, people who were not capable of real fighting in the same way as he wasn’t really capable of it. He was nothing but a bully, and this guy had looked drunk enough to have taken a smack and gone down leaving Paul the victor as usual. It would have been something to talk about the next day. Something to brag about.

Now Nick was walking towards him, fists clenched and eyes dead. He was menace incarnate in a red shirt, looking more scary at that moment than the devil himself.

‘Come on then, you cunt, I fucking dare ya.’

There was something in the man’s voice. It was as if he was looking forward to hurting his opponent, and hurting him badly.

Nick enjoyed taunting his victims like this, it was all part of the game.

‘Come on, big boy. You wanted it, now you’ve fucking got it.’

Paul Cross was sobering up faster than a dealer at a blues. He stepped backwards, trying to get away from the man  before him. The club bouncers watched the proceedings but kept their distance. This alone told Paul Cross that he was dealing with someone well out of his league.

The black cab Nick had stopped had waited, and the driver, a big man with a false smile and too many tattoos, watched them squaring up to one another. He put his money on red shirt; that was one aggravated fucker.

Paul was cornered now. He was up against the wall and he was panicking. He could feel the sweat of fear pouring down his back. It was the first time anyone had intimidated him to this extent.

Nick pushed his face close to Paul’s as he whispered, ‘What’s the matter, City boy, lost your fucking bottle?’

He was smiling now.

‘Do you want to die?’

He laughed quietly, staring into the man’s face.

‘You see, I’ve killed once before and I could easily do it again.’

It was said matter-of-factly but Paul believed him. He vaguely recognised the man before him but wasn’t sure where from.

He held his arms up in a gesture of supplication.

‘Come on, mate, I was out of order . . .’

He was trying to talk himself out of the situation, as humiliated as he was terrified.

Nick looked at the man in disgust.

‘You’re all fucking mouth, ain’t ya? All fucking mouth and no trousers, as my old mum would say.’

The words made him laugh.

He put a hand on the wall, effectively trapping the man in front of him. Paul Cross could smell his coke breath, horribly rancid and heavy.

‘You give me one good reason why I shouldn’t smack you all around fucking King’s Cross and I’ll never let you go home, all right?’ He laughed once more and said quietly, ‘Because, you see, I want to hurt you. I’ll rephrase that – I really want to hurt someone and you’ll do.’

Paul Cross knew that the bouncers were waiting with bated breath for his answer. They had moved closer, knowing they were all out of range of the CCTV cameras and happy that anything that happened would not be down to them. He took another breath before he said placatingly and in obvious terror, ‘I’ve got kids, mate. Look, I was out of order, out of my depth . . .’

Nick grinned once more. He was shaking his head in sorrow now.

‘See, you mate, you are the cancer that is blighting society. You go out with your mates and you pick a fight, and I bet normally, in all fairness, you fucking win it. The big I am, eh? Well, I ain’t never lost a fucking fight yet, and I have  fought the best. Now you want me to leave you alone because you got kids?’

He laughed once more.

‘Well, tough shit, because tonight you picked on the wrong person. You inadvertently came across your Nemesis because ten of you wouldn’t fucking scare me, right? No one in the world scares me. And I feel this terrible urge to wipe you all around this pavement just to teach you a lesson.’

Nick poked him hard in the chest as he spoke.

‘Because, you see, I don’t like you very much. But then, today I don’t fucking like no one!’

It was delivered with so much hatred even the bouncers stepped back in case they themselves inadvertently antagonised the enraged man.

Paul Cross felt urine running down his legs and the utter humiliation was too much for him. Pushing past Nick, he ran off as fast as he could. Nick watched him go without a word. As he had witnessed the other man’s fear he had felt all the anger leave him as quickly as it had arrived.

He looked down at the pool of steaming urine on the pavement and, turning to the bouncers who were still watching him warily, bowed theatrically.

‘Was it something I said, lads?’

Nick walked back inside the club, suddenly sober again and ready once more for a night on the town.

Joey saw Lance Walker across the bar and felt his heart stop in his chest.

Lance had a reputation for causing trouble, even though his countenance belied this. A big man, heavyset and muscular, he had been blessed with a bullet-shaped head and a neck like a bull’s. He also had huge, blue eyes that made him look easy-going and kind. His thick, black hair was streaked with grey and this just added to his look of amiability. People assumed he was a nice man, a friendly soul. In fact, Lance was one of the most dangerous individuals to ever walk the earth, and if no one else was aware of that fact, Lance himself was.

He also loathed Nick Leary, and Joey knew that if Nick saw him the Third World War would erupt.

Nick and Lance had fallen out a few years before and no one knew why. Nick had never offered any explanation and neither had Lance. Joey knew though that Nick was still out to harm him and felt the nervousness wash over his body. He put his drink on the bar and then walked away trying to find Nick.

Ten minutes later he went into the toilet and saw the two men chatting to each other as though they were lifelong  buddies. Smiling, to hide the fear in his heart, Joey had a quick line and prayed that whatever had gone down between them was now sorted.

He could see though that there was still an atmosphere and Joey wondered when it would all go off.

Lance was a handful, but Nick was already in overdrive and Joey had watched him getting more and more uptight as the weeks had gone on. Nick was looking for a scapegoat to vent his pent-up feelings and Lance could be exactly what he was looking for.

Joey decided that his money was on Nick if it went off now.

Both men ignored his presence as Joey slipped away from the room. He knew when he was not wanted.




Chapter Seven

Tyrell woke up to a dingy light that told him he was not at home. He closed his eyes and winced as he remembered the night before, then opened them again to see Jude lying beside him. She was gone, completely unconscious, and he knew that if his marriage to Sally survived this it would survive anything.

He remembered leaving the cemetery with her and taking her back to her flat. He also vaguely remembered going out to buy more white rum when they had finished the bottle she had already had. He was quite sure he had not had sex with her.

Sally would think he had, of course. She was like all women in that respect. She thought that his caring about Jude was because he still wanted her. Yet he had not wanted Jude sexually for years. Why would he? Thanks to the  heroin, Jude was now asexual as far as he was concerned. As far as she was concerned too. Sex had never really meant anything to her other than a means to an end. She had, however, always been more sexually active than he had. In fact, by the time he had taken up with her she had had more sexual encounters than Bill Clinton, and Tyrell used the expression advisedly because she had been doling out blow jobs for years. Jude, as a good working girl, honestly didn’t see oral sex as any kind of betrayal and had nearly convinced Tyrell of that. But only nearly.

He closed his eyes once more at the humiliation of finding himself back with her.

He remembered how even when he had found all that out, about her extra-curricular activities, he had still wanted her. She had held an attraction for him he had never fully understood. She had been like a hidden cancer to him, he had never realised until later what she had done to him and her son.

She had been his world once, and therefore his world had become as small and petty as hers.

As time went by the sexual favours she traded in to finance her habit had become more and more outlandish and she was getting paid accordingly, seeing it as something funny, something so hilarious she would try and laugh about it with him. And because at the time he had been obsessed  with her he had laughed, or tried to laugh at least. What had she done to him that had made him forgive her so much? What did she have that made him overlook so much?

Whatever it was, it had made him take whatever she decided to dole out to him and be grateful for it. Consequently anything she had done, and she had done things that would make most prostitutes blanch, had not really seemed important in the big scheme of things. Jude had become all in all to him. It had taken him years really to see the big picture. See the world beyond her and her needs.

Jude would do anything to get what she wanted out of life, and that meant literally anything. Sonny had had to come to terms with that at an early age and had actually coped with the knowledge much better than his father ever had.

Sally, when he had met her, had been like a breath of fresh air. Yet Tyrell knew that if he learned she had done half the things Jude had done, he would blank her completely and walk away from her without a second’s thought.

But he also knew that if Sally ever did that to him, slept around like that, then it would have been meant, she would have done it deliberately. Whereas with Jude it was nothing, all that really mattered was satisfying her craving for drugs.

Sally would never hurt him, not like Jude had. She wouldn’t stand there and look him in the face as if he was  the one with the problem. Yet Jude had done just that, so many times, and he had overlooked what she had done, overlooked what he had heard about her, because she was an addict and addicts were not responsible for their actions.

Or were they? Was his sister Hettie right? She always maintained that Jude only did what she did because he let her and in a tiny part of his mind Tyrell had always agreed with her, though he had never said it out loud.

Jude was like a disease, and he and his mother had ignored that fact because once you accepted it you would have to do something about it and they both knew there was nothing anyone could do about her.

Only Jude could help herself, they all knew the truth of that, but the guilt he felt for leaving her was still raw. Probably because of it he could not have left her last night if his own life had depended on it. He had missed his own son’s wake for her, and in a way he was glad about that. It had been hard enough facing up to Sonny’s death without the funeral as well. He imagined everyone trying to find nice things to say about his son and failing. Saw his poor mother surrounded by her family all busily pretending to her that Sonny’s death was a tragedy when to everyone else it wasn’t, it was just a foregone conclusion.

Tyrell wiped his hand across his face. The feeling of being out of control was familiar in these surroundings. Jude had  always affected him like that. He realised now she had probably made Sonny feel the same way too. He closed his eyes once more. Sally was going to kill him and she had every right. At this moment he didn’t care.

He slipped from the bed and stared down at Jude. She was snuffling in her sleep, her face harsh in the early-morning light. He thought briefly again about his Sal. She looked wonderful in the morning, but then she had no reason not to. If Sally had a drink you got the fireworks out. He pushed the uncharitable thought from his head, but how he wished he could find a happy medium with his women.

Tyrell walked quietly along the hallway to the kitchen. Putting on the kettle, he lit one of Jude’s Bensons. He had not smoked a cigarette in years but he needed one this morning. It was funny but when he had been with Jude he had smoked like the proverbial chimney and since he had left her he had rarely touched them. He only smoked these days when he was stressed, and usually the stress was caused by the woman lying asleep not ten feet away from him or by the son he had buried the day before.

It was still early, dawn was just breaking. He watched the lights going on in the other flats, could see TV screens flickering in the distance, and wondered at the fact that his son would never see anything like this again. Seventeen  years old and he was gone forever. Never to be held again, never to be loved again. Not that his mother had held him for years.

God certainly was a hard task-master.

His own mother was always talking about a vengeful God, and at this moment Tyrell hated Him, almost as much as he hated himself for never being there for his son. His boy was dead and the world was still carrying on. The sun still came up and the clouds still gathered for rain. It felt wrong somehow. There should be more than this to mark the loss of a young life.

Tyrell pulled deeply on his cigarette once more. The clouds were growing darker and he knew it was going to pour down. Somehow the estate always looked storm-laden; it was as if this place attracted bad weather.

He wondered if Sally was awake, and if so whether she was contemplating his demise. Not that he’d have blamed her if she was.

He made coffee and listened as Jude moved around the bedroom. He heard her go into the bathroom, heard her coughing her guts up. He actually heard her passing water. He had forgotten how thin the walls were in these flats. There was literally no privacy here. You could hear baths emptying, toilets flushing, people having sex. Could hear fighting, laughing, babies crying, children being beaten or  tickled depending on which flat the noise was coming from.

Once he had lain beside Jude and listened to it all, laughing or frowning depending on what was going on. Now he just found it depressing. This was Jude’s life as it had been his life, then his son’s. Maybe if he had stayed things might have turned out differently. But no, he was fooling himself. When he had finally sussed Jude out for the leech she was, sucking the life from everyone around her, he had run a mile and waited patiently for his eldest son to do the same. Confident that Sonny would run out on her eventually.

Only now it was too late. He had left his boy here to pick up the pieces of Jude’s wasted life and this was the result.

Sally was awake. Instead of jumping out of bed and making breakfast for her sons she just stayed there alone, wondering where her husband was and how she could physically maim him when he finally showed up.

The utter humiliation of the day before still stung: the pitying looks of his family, the questions from the boys about their daddy’s whereabouts. The sadness in Verbena’s eyes as she had realised what had happened. Poor Verbena, always trying to explain about Jude, and her needs.

Fuck Jude and fuck her needs.

It felt good cursing in her head. Sally did it sometimes to relieve the pressure, and the pressure was building up now to dangerous levels. If Tyrell didn’t get his arse back home within the hour she was leaving him. Once and for all she was going to go, and as her mother would be sure to point out, not before time.

Her mother had never understood or liked the fact that Jude was still everybody’s darling. Had seen it as a slight on her own daughter that a drug addict took precedence over a woman who was educated and beautiful and far too good for the Rastaman who had swept her off her size four feet. From the moment her mother had found out about Sonny Boy and learned of his reputation, she had warned Sally it would end badly.

Sally had liked Sonny Boy to begin with, in her own way even cared for him, but as time had gone on and Sonny Boy had grown up and his mother had still been a big part of their lives, she had started to resent him herself.

Why couldn’t it have been Jude who died?

All the famous junkies died young, so why was it that Jude seemed immune to death? She jacked up, was always out of her skull, and yet she looked OK. If she had died, life would have been so much easier for everyone.

Sally was ashamed of her own thoughts now, for wishing Jude dead. But the truth was, she had wished her dead for  years. She thought back to all the times Tyrell had left her to go and see to Jude, poor Jude, wonderful, bleached-blonde Jude. Jude the mother of his first-born son. Jude the woman who still had the power to drag Sally’s husband across London on a whim.

Finally she started to cry.

The boys burst through the door. Seeing her distress, they hugged and kissed her and she could see the fear on their little faces as she cried bitter tears. She was crying for herself and for her boys who, no matter what they did, would never be able to take the place of the brother they had buried the day before.

Sonny Boy was dead and gone and consequently no one would ever be able to live up to him. It had been bad enough when he had been alive, now that he was dead they had no chance.

Once more she felt the urge to hurt Tyrell, but even more she wanted to hurt Jude. Now Sonny was dead, she’d decided that if her husband went near that woman once more she would divorce him and take the kids. There was no reason for him to run over there any more. Sonny was gone, that part of his life was over and done with.

Sally was smiling now, the tears drying as she realised she finally had a stick to beat her husband with, as beat him she would.

‘Come on, boys, let’s get you breakfast, shall we?’

‘Where’s Daddy?’

She looked down into her son’s face.

‘He had some unfinished business, sweetheart. It should be all over by now.’

Her mobile rang and she picked it up off the dressing table. It was Tyrell. Still smiling widely at her sons she rejected the call.

Let him sweat, she was sick to death of the lot of it.

Tammy could see the evidence of her husband’s night out written clearly all over his face. The stubble, the heavy red jowls and bloodshot eyes told her he had been on a drinking marathon again.

It was happening a lot lately.

She hoped now that the boy’s funeral was over it would finally put an end to it all. Even though she had liked the notoriety at first, it had begun to interfere with her sex life. Everywhere she went people recognised her, and if she wanted to carry on her liaison with the little Greek waiter she had been cultivating then the sooner they drew a line under this the better.

The boys had been getting grief at school as well, but for the money they paid the place they could sort it out for her. Then when her sons came home she would get the names of  the kids involved from them and give the mothers a piece of her mind.

If only Nick could sort things out like she did. He dwelt on everything, whereas she just got on with it all. She smiled to herself. That was women for you. The power behind the throne and the real reason men made it in life. ‘From mother to wife,’ as her auntie used to say. She didn’t finish the saying which ended, ‘from the wife to a bird.’

As Tammy sipped her tea she felt an urge to punch her husband square in the face. She was so lonely at times. Even now, while they sat at breakfast together, he didn’t have a word to throw at her. Even a row would be better than this total silence.

Nick looked so lost, so sad, that it annoyed her. She had felt like that for years, for all the good it had ever done her. Now he was a national hero, had the world at his feet as far as she was concerned, and all he could do was sit and feel sorry for himself.

‘Oh, for crying out loud, Nick, get a grip!’

Her husband’s miserable face was killing her. In fact she couldn’t for the life of her understand why he wasn’t celebrating. He ignored her as he flicked through the local paper. He had found over the years that if you blanked Tammy often enough she shut up naturally. She was like a kid in that respect. If you didn’t take any notice, she went  off in a huff and picked on someone else. When he saw her pick up her mobile he smiled inwardly. One of her friends would now be the recipient of her venom.

When she walked from the kitchen he gave up any pretence of reading and sipped at his now lukewarm coffee. It was over, finally it was all over and he was still a free man, able to go about his business and live his life.

In one way this knowledge excited him. His background and environment made him hate Old Bill so in a way he relished the fact he had got one over on them. But in another way he hated the fact he had got away with murder.

Because when all was said and done that was exactly what it was. It didn’t matter how much his wife and friends twittered on about the circumstances, he had taken that boy’s life. Now he was having to live with that knowledge and he had a feeling it was going to be harder than any prison sentence.

He saw Sonny Boy Hatcher’s face first thing in the morning and last thing at night. He wondered what the boy would be doing if he was still alive; wondered if he might even have become a fully functioning member of society.

Nick doubted that very much, but stranger things happened at sea. He wished he had someone he could confide in, someone he could talk to about the feelings bottled up inside him. He reminded himself of the night  before, the fights he had tried to have and the one he had managed to orchestrate.

At times he felt like he was having a breakdown. His heart would race and his stomach constantly ached. He felt as if he was going to die himself. And the crying . . . He cried like a baby, unable to stem the tears, feeling such fear and revulsion for what he had done.

It was terrible to have all that weighing him down. It was as if Sonny Hatcher hadn’t died at all but lived on in Nick’s mind, a constant presence that filled his thoughts and pricked his guilty conscience.

‘Don’t go, Tyrell, please.’

Jude’s voice was quiet and for once it sounded genuinely sorrowful. He could see fear in her eyes at the thought of being alone, truly alone, for the first time in years. He knew it would be a daunting prospect for her but he also knew the sooner she got used to it the better. The night before he had not had it in him to deny her his company, they had just buried their child after all, but now the fear of what he would be going home to was uppermost in his mind. Sally was not answering the phone, and that was worrying him.

‘I can’t hack it on me own yet.’

He looked into Jude’s blue eyes and saw real emotion in them.

‘I gotta go, Jude. I am sorry, man, but Sally is pissed off with me big-time.’

Jude looked into his handsome face and felt her fingers curl into talons. She would get her way. She would keep him near her if it was the last thing she ever did.

Tyrell was reading her mind all the time, but she was unaware of that. He knew her better than she knew herself.

He picked up his suit jacket and slipped it on. It felt incongruous to be dressed in a black suit and crumpled white shirt in the disarray of Jude’s home. For the first time ever he had smelt the underlying air of decay that surrounded her. It was in her bedding, in the towels, in the bathroom, in the fridge and cupboards. Why had he never noticed it before? As he had wiped his face on a grubby towel the stench had hit him like never before.

He’d realised then that what he was really experiencing was his son’s life. His two younger boys with Sally as their mother wiped their faces on towels that smelt of flowers, slept in bedding that was crisp and clean. They ate good nutritious food that didn’t fight for space alongside cans of Tennent’s Super in the fridge.

Jude had failed their boy, but he had failed Sonny worse than that even. He had left him here. Tyrell had told himself it was because a boy needed his mother, that it was because Jude had nothing else so how could he take her son from  her, when in reality he had left the boy here to cope with her when he’d finally tired of it himself.

He shook his head and said loudly, ‘I’m going, Jude. I’ll pop in another time and see how you are, OK?’

He wanted to get home and wash the smell of this place from his body. His breath was sour from the white rum of the night before but nothing would induce him to use any of the toothbrushes in that bathroom. He had cleaned them with water and his finger. He just wanted to run away from all this now, it was too distressing to see the squalid reminders of his son’s life now that Sonny was dead.

Looking around him at this dump that passed for a human habitation Tyrell was beginning to panic at the thought of staying here a second longer. He could see Jude working herself up to laying a massive guilt trip on him with every passing second.

‘You can’t leave me, Tyrell, not like this, not with my baby still warm in the ground.’

She was starting to cry now. She was good at crying, though only once or twice had she managed to shed tears of real emotion. This time was not one of them.

‘Stop it, Jude, come on.’

‘It’s all right for you. You can waltz out of here and back to your nice normal life with Sally and your boys. And what am I left with, eh? Fuck all as usual . . .’

She lit a cigarette. After coughing heavily she shrieked, ‘Just leave me! Just fuck off out of it, why don’t you? We never mattered anyway. Not to you.’

‘Don’t say that, Jude. You know the trouble you’ve caused me with Sal over the years . . .’

‘Oh, Sal, marvellous Sal! What about this family, Tyrell? Me and Sonny, what about us?’ She was poking herself none too gently in the chest as she spoke with nicotine-stained fingers.

‘What about you, Jude? I stayed with you last night. I can’t stay all day as well, that would really cause ructions.’

He was trying to reason with her even though he knew he was wasting his time.

She changed tack then, seeing her chance.

‘I suppose I’d better get used to being on me own, get used to being without me boy. It’s all right for you, ain’t it? You’ve got two more.’

She sat on the edge of the sofa and he could see the varicose veins in her ankles and the pitted skin between her toes where she sometimes injected herself. Her feet were a disgrace. The nails were dirty and the hard skin was yellowed and looked as if it was decaying. Those feet had rested on his calves the night before and he felt the bile rising inside him at the thought. It was as if he was seeing Jude for the first time. Really seeing her, and the life she led.

‘I am going, Jude, and nothing you say will change that. I’ll pop back in the week.’

He took a wad of money from his pocket and thrust it towards her. He could see a couple of fifty-pound notes among the fivers and expected her to snatch it from his hand as usual but for once she didn’t. It was a calculated gesture and they both knew it.

‘I don’t need money, I need company.’

He shook his head sadly and dropped the wad on the floor.

‘What you need, sweetheart, is someone to get stoned with and it ain’t going to be me.’

Jude saw the determination in his eyes. Sighing, she turned from him, stabbing the cigarette out in the saucer that passed for an ashtray.

‘You walk out of here now and that is it, Tyrell, I mean it.’

Her voice was low. When she looked up at him again he could see the determination on her face. It was the look she always wore when she was out of gear or needed money for something, the look that said she would get what she wanted. As she invariably did. She was stronger at such times than anyone realised, even herself.

‘I’m not joking, Tyrell. If you walk out on me now, you’ll regret it.’

‘Why? What are you going to do, Jude, kill yourself?’

He knew she had used that one on their son, knew she had made him toe the line with that threat on many occasions, especially Christmases and birthdays when he had been due to be with his father and his brothers. Unless she had a bloke or a new dealer who would allow her plenty of credit. Then she couldn’t wait to get him out of the door.

She nodded then.

‘What else is there for me now?’

Her voice was low and hurt. She sounded completely serious.

Tyrell sighed and said sarcastically, ‘You could pick that money up from the floor and get yourself some gear. That’s what you usually do, ain’t it? That’s what you would be doing if Sonny was still alive.’

He could not believe what he had just said and neither could Jude. All those years of trying to stop her from killing herself with drugs and now he was actually advising her to take them?

‘You bastard!’

He shrugged.

‘I just can’t do this any more, Jude. Don’t you realise that I have lost a child as well? My first-born son was buried yesterday and I really don’t have to listen to all this shit any more. As you so rightly pointed out, I have two other boys who, incidentally, really loved their brother and will miss  him. I think they might need me as well today. The world, believe it or not, Jude, does not revolve solely around you.’

In a part of her brain she knew he was right, but she wasn’t one to listen to the voice of her conscience. Jude only ever did what she wanted and only understood what she allowed herself to.

Tyrell saw her as she came towards him and put his hands up to defend himself, but her nails caught his face anyway before he grabbed her by the wrists. He struggled with her for a few seconds before she sagged at the knees. He kept hold of her wrists as she dropped on to the floor. She was crying once more.

‘I can’t cope without him, not today, Tyrell. I can’t go on without him, I can’t.’

He pulled her up gently and hugged her to him. He was nearly crying himself as he pleaded with her. ‘Please stop this, Jude. Please give me a fucking break. I can’t police you all the time, girl, like poor Sonny did. I have got to get home, can’t you understand that? My family need me as well.’

They were both startled by the front door opening then and turned to look towards the doorway of the living room. Three young men walked in. Tyrell recognised them as friends of Sonny’s. They had been at the funeral the day before.

‘How the fuck did you lot get in?’

His voice was harsh. He wasn’t sure he wanted these youngsters walking in and out as it pleased them. Didn’t Jude have any idea at all about the real world? He pushed her away from him gently and she slumped back on to the couch, leaning forward awkwardly to pick up the money lying on the floor.

‘What are you? Fucking deaf? How did you get in?’

‘Through the front door.’

His demand was answered by the tallest boy who spoke to Tyrell with no respect whatsoever.

‘You want me to mash your face, boy?’

The boy blanched at the annoyance in the large Rasta’s voice. He knew that Sonny’s father could be a handful and wished he had remembered that before he had spoken. But the urge to show off in front of his friends was paramount in his life and he was now paying the price.

‘Leave them alone, Tyrell. Anyway, I thought you were leaving.’

Jude’s voice was dismissive and he felt an urge to slap her face but calmed himself down enough to say almost normally, ‘Of course. You were just seeing me out, weren’t you, when we were so rudely interrupted.’

Even Jude managed a smile at the tone of his voice.

Tyrell looked the boys over and sighed inwardly. These  were his son’s friends and he had no interest in them whatsoever. You could see what they were just by looking at them. The small blond one was already stoned out of his nut.

‘Were you good friends with Sonny Boy?’

The question was directed to the tall boy with the surly face and short cropped hair.

Gino nodded.

‘You knew everything about him, I expect?’

‘ ’Course.’

The words conveyed the message ‘more than you did’.

‘Then where did he get the gun, clever bollocks?’

Tyrell turned to a white-faced Jude as he said, ‘Put the kettle on, I think I might stay for a while after all.’




Chapter Eight

‘For fuck’s sake, Nick, you’re starting early even for you.’

He swallowed down his vodka and burped loudly.

‘Who are you, me mum?’

He pushed himself up from the table and wandered towards the bar. The head barmaid Candice was watching him warily. She could feel the anger coming off him and sighed heavily. It was going to be another one of those days.

There had been plenty of them lately. It was as if Nick had moved into the pub. He was there when she went home and there when she arrived in the morning. It was getting wearing. She had her own little scams afoot and didn’t need the added pressure.

‘I feel like I am, having to keep reminding you about your drinking and not eating and the fact that you keep starting fights with the customers . . .’

She watched his reflection in the bar mirror. He rolled his eyes and she felt a moment’s anger.

‘Shag off, Candice, for fuck’s sake. Give me a break from your poxy voice. I might as well be at home with Tammy.’

Candice grinned at him as she said seriously, ‘Now come on, Nick, I ain’t that bad.’

He was chuckling as he replied, ‘If she heard you say that, you’d be spitting teeth for a week.’

‘You seem to forget me and Tammy go way back. She wouldn’t pick a fight with me.’

He knew it was true. No one in their right mind would pick a fight with Candice; she was like a bloke in the aggression stakes. In fact it was one of the reasons she ran the bar so well. No one would willingly take her on now. Too many had tried over the years. He liked her, always had. She was friendly without the usual female fluttering. What you saw was what you got, and she was a good-looking woman.

‘Lovely tits’ was something he had heard said of her many times over the years. He had also heard her favourite answer to anyone who had the gall to say it to her face. Unrepeatable though the answer often was, it had always made him smile.

‘Come on, have a cup of coffee with me, eh?’

He shook his head.

‘Have a vodka with me instead.’

She sighed again, pulling down her cropped top and then hitching up her skin-tight jeans. She yawned loudly as she said: ‘Fuck off. Unlike you, Nick, I have to do a day’s work.’

‘Come out the back and have a shag then.’

Candice grinned.

‘You’d get a shock if I said yes, wouldn’t you?’

‘Too right I would. After what I just put away, I couldn’t get it up if you paid me, love.’

She touched him gently on the arm as she said, ‘Come on, have a coffee with me then get yourself down to the site office.’

As she spoke George Michael came over the bar courtesy of the new sound system. He was singing ‘Careless Whisper’ and Nick suddenly felt the urge to cry.

That was happening a lot lately.

Shaking her head, Candice walked back behind the bar. Taking out her handbag, she cut two smooth lines of top-grade cocaine expertly.

‘Come on, Nick, snort this. It’ll sort your head out and sober you up a bit.’

He minced behind the bar like a woman and she laughed out loud. After he’d snorted both lines he said loudly in an American accent, ‘I have an eighth in me pocket. You can have it, sweetheart, for being employee of the month.’

Candice wiped the excess from around his nostril and laughed: ‘Go home, go to work, just fucking go somewhere!’

As he put his jacket on she sang along to the music. He was opening the door to leave when she shouted, ’Ain’t you forgotten something?’

Nick raised an eyebrow quizzically.

‘Employee of the month?’

She held her hand out to him and he placed the small package in it. Candice grinned. It was a heavy eighth, exactly what she needed for a day in the bar.

It was strange seeing Nick snort. Usually he hated it around him, but she guessed rightly that he was feeling things still and in that way she felt sorry for him. He had been through the mill lately, but he was also rich and respected. You couldn’t have it all ways as Nick Leary would eventually find out.

When she heard his car pull away she picked up her mobile and tapped in a number. ‘He’s on his way and he’s half cut again.’

She turned the phone off without even bothering to wait for an answer. She cut herself a line and snorted it quickly. Once the regulars arrived it would be like a mad house and she would have to talk twenty to the dozen and serve three people at once. Just as she wiped her nose and rubbed her  lips together to moisten her lipstick the first customer arrived.

Candice smiled at him and poured him his usual drink. It was a good job she had here and she knew it, but if the word on the street was true then Nick was pissing it all away.

She hoped he got it sorted sooner rather than later. He was starting to get on her nerves.

‘I mean, who would give my Sonny a gun?’

‘Oh, leave it out, Tyrell! And you call yourself a fucking Rasta? You can buy a gun in the local pub for a fucking score.’

‘Not that kind of gun you couldn’t, Jude. It was top quality merchandise, and it had been used in an armed robbery. I think we can safely assume the police believe our son was involved in that too. It’s one of the reasons the CPS wouldn’t prosecute. So don’t talk to me about guns that cost a fucking score!’

Jude was sick of the whole conversation.

‘What good would it even do finding out where the gun come from, eh? You want to sort someone out, you go and see Leary. He’s the one who killed Sonny.’

‘Not that fucking tune again, Jude. You can’t blame the man for protecting his own! How many times . . . The gun was high-velocity. If Sonny had shot it he would have  sprayed the fucking place with enough bullets to wipe out this block of flats!’

Jude rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

‘Precisely. So why didn’t he then?’

Tyrell shook his head so hard his dreads slapped his face.’Are you telling me that Sonny should have shot the man? Is that what you’re saying?’

Jude sat down, defeated.

‘Of course not . . . I don’t know what I mean, Tyrell. Just fuck off, will you? All you’re doing is depressing me.’

He took a deep breath to calm the rapid beating of his heart.

‘So none of you has any idea where he got the gun from?’

The tall boy left the room. Tyrell could hear him passing water in the bathroom in short staccato bursts. He wondered where the boy got the money for the crack he was so obviously on.

He waited for the boy to come back. Instead he walked from the flat, his footsteps loud as he thumped heavily down the flights of stairs.

‘Where’s he gone then?’

No one answered.

‘This is a fucking joke, Jude, but I will find out what the score is, and believe me, when I do you had better be ready for fireworks.’

‘Oh, piss off.’

Tyrell was annoyed.

‘You know more than you are letting on, Jude, but I’ll find out the score in the end.’

‘Go home to your family, Tyrell, I don’t need all this now. I can’t cope with any more today, I need a breather.’

Her voice was harsh and he knew she was telling the truth as she saw it. The two young men who remained would be company enough for her. He wondered briefly which of the three boys scored for her and guessed rightly that it was probably the one who had just had it on his toes.

So much for the earlier dramatics.

He walked from the flat quickly. It was only when he was outside that he realised he didn’t have any money left for a cab and couldn’t remember where he had left his car.

Gary Proctor was looking over the warehouse with interest. It would be well worth the money and the commitment required to turn it into a grafting place. They needed somewhere to keep all the equipment they used for the raves and the private parties. This was ideal. It was well equipped, had a blinding alarm system and was also centrally placed for the people who would ultimately use it.

He phoned Nick to OK the purchase and was not  surprised to find that his phone was turned off as usual. Gary left a message for him to ring back and then rolled himself a joint as he glanced around once more at the enormous space, picturing its potential.

Nick was a pain lately, but everyone hoped that now he could draw a line under things and they could all get back down to business.

A young man with dyed blond hair and a lisp asked him if he was finished yet. Gary smiled lazily as he told him to come inside and shut the door. The boy was nervous and had every reason to be. Gary Proctor knew his own rep and he knew it worked for him.

This boy was driving him for the day so he felt he had the right to ask a favour of him. After all, he was going to pay him a hefty wedge and they were alone, so why not take advantage of it?

‘Want a puff?’

‘What is it, black?’

‘Nah, scuff. Me mate brings it over from Amsterdam.’

The boy shook his head vigorously.

‘Don’t touch it.’

‘Really, what do you touch?’

The boy shrugged, his slim athletic body shown off to best advantage in the tight-fitting T-shirt and jeans he wore.

‘Skunk, Es, a bit of coke now and again . . . mushrooms.’

He was bragging in that inane way seventeen year olds inevitably did when talking to anyone over thirty.

Gary toyed with the idea of telling him that he had grown his own mushrooms years before and that he was responsible for most of the Es that hit the clubs in the south east. Especially his own clubs. He took a cut from every dealer in there, plus selling them the gear in the first place.

Instead he smiled at the boy.

‘You think you could do a good set for me tonight?’

The boy nodded eagerly.

‘Yeah, man. Fuck! I mean, ’course I could.’

‘Come here then.’

The boy edged towards him, slowly picking up the nuance in his voice.

‘Come on, son, you ain’t silly, are you? You know what I want.’

Gary knew that if Nick found out about this he would kill him, but he was past caring. Anyway the boy would be too scared to say anything, he would make sure of that. The kid’s name was Jerome and he wanted to be a DJ. Gary had just offered him a spot in one of the clubs he managed. He might act as if the clubs were his, sometimes even thought they were the amount of time he put in seeing to them all, but in fact they were Nick Leary’s. Gary chose to forget that for the moment.

Jerome wasn’t queer, Gary would lay money on it. Which, unfortunately for him, was the boy’s chief attraction. Gary lazily unbuttoned his trousers, watching the boy’s eyes. He saw the pupils dilate as Jerome realised what was expected of him.

Gary laughed in anticipation. This was the bit he really liked, the bit that turned him on.

‘Get your laughing gear around that.’

The boy was stepping backwards now, shaking his head and waving him away with his hands as if Gary had just offered him a sandwich and he was trying to say he was full up.

‘Leave it out, man, I ain’t into all that queer shit.’

Gary grinned once more. He had two gold teeth. They glinted in the harsh sunlight coming through the roof panels. He was a big-set man, barrel-chested, with short legs that were now planted firmly on the ground.

‘Get over here now, boy. I ain’t in the mood for no girly shite. Get your mouth round that.’

‘You can fuck off, Gary, I ain’t going near it.’

The boy turned to leave and Gary struck him a blinding blow to the side of his head. He punched him three more times, each harder than the last, then when Jerome was on the floor, dragged him to his knees by his hair.

‘You have two choices, son. You can do this with your  teeth still intact or with them scattered round this floor, but either way, son, you are doing it. Do you get my drift?’

The boy was crying now, sobbing.

Gary, however, was laughing his head off. He liked it like this, liked the fear, it added to his excitement. Unfortunately for Jerome he decided there and then that he would not be doing the favour for anything.

So Gary had to be far more persuasive than usual.

Lance Walker was lying on a cold floor and he was trussed up like a chicken. His head was throbbing and his mouth was dry. He knew he had been taken and the knowledge annoyed him.

His arms were burning with pain from being tied tightly behind his back for so long, and he knew that even if he were untied he would not be able to use them. He looked around him and in the dimness he could make out machinery, but what sort he couldn’t tell.

The place stank of mildew and he guessed rightly that he was in a basement. It was so quiet though, he knew he was in an empty property. The place had the neglected feel of a disused house and he wondered briefly whether he would walk out of there. Somehow he very much doubted it.

His personality did not make him fearful often, but now he was uneasy at the thought of being at someone else’s  mercy. People were usually at his mercy and he knew that the irony of his situation would please a lot of his contemporaries.

‘You are awake at last then?’

The voice made him jump and he turned over with difficulty to see Nick walking out of the shadows, a cigarette in his hand and a smile on his face. ‘You fucking piece of shit, Leary. Let me up and fight me like a man. But you ain’t a fucking man, are you?’

The words were delivered with enough hatred to start an average war.

Nick laughed, he had to admire the man. He was tied up and helpless yet he still had the front to mouth him off.

‘You never learn, do you, Lance? Anyone else would have the nous to try to placate the man who had drugged and trussed them up like a kipper. You was a thicko at school and you’re still a fucking Dumbo all these years later. Now where’s my money?’

Lance stared up at Nick and his eyes burned with hatred.

‘Everyone lost their money, Nick, you know that. We all lost out, the puff was delivered and dropped into the sea and the fucking bastard plod were waiting for us. You were there, you know what happened.’

Nick dropped his cigarette by the man’s head and watched as the smoke curled upwards. He put it out gently with his  shoe and then lit another one. Then he said in a quiet voice,’All I know is, Lance, we all paid you a fucking hefty wedge and then like a crowd of cunts we waited by the sea in pissing fucking rain for the drop and as we saw the bales being dumped over the edge of the boat we all got out of our nice warm motors to collect and the next thing we knew fucking plod was all over the place.’

Lance shrugged with difficulty.

‘It happens. You know the score, we’ve all been there before and no doubt we’ll all be there again. It’s the nature of drug dealing, unfortunately it’s illegal, and the filth do tend to try and stop the bigger operations. Annoying, true, but also a fact of our fucking lives. You can’t win every time, Nick.’

Nick knelt down and said loudly now, ‘I have it on good authority, that the puff that was dumped over the side of the boat was in fact straw, and that filth had been alerted days before. When they finally stopped chasing us and looked in the plastic sacks they realised that we had all been had over. Now, I wonder who could have set that up? You, by any chance?’

‘Who told you that load of old pony?’ The man’s voice was high with indignation and also with a trace of fear.

Nick grinned once more and Lance knew it was over.

‘Wouldn’t you like to know? Now, for the last time, where the fuck is my money?’

Lance’s biggest problem was the fact he would happily cut off his own nose to spite his face. Any other man would have tried to placate the person who was willing and happy to remove him from the earth. Not Lance. It had now become a battle of wits and instead of putting his hands up to the capture he closed his eyes and said in a slow guttural voice, ‘Bollocks to you and bollocks to your fucking money. You think you are so hard, don’t you, but I know all about you, Leary, everything. You would do well to remember that.’

Nick did laugh then and it was loud, heavy laughter. Lance knew that no matter how much he screamed no one was going to hear him.

He wondered once more where he was but knew that Nick was not going to tell him. Standing over the man, Nick brought his foot down with all the force he could muster on to Lance’s face, then he ground the heel of his shoe into the man’s bloody and bleeding nose.

‘You are really fucking me off, Lance, now for the last fucking time, where is my poke?’

Tammy was shopping in Brentwood. She was wearing clothes that cost enough to fund a year’s missionary work in  a Third World country, and she was starving. Only not for food. Her favourite sustenance came from young men.

She punched Costas’s number into her mobile and when she got no answer just stopped herself from leaving a message. She wasn’t stupid. She never left messages or texts, nothing that could put her in the frame should it all fall out of bed with her current squeeze.

The first time she had almost been blackmailed it had hit her hard. She had believed it was her sparkling personality and humungous breasts that had been the attraction. It had never occurred to her that it was also her seemingly inexhaustible credit cards. So now she didn’t buy many presents for her amours, and then only if they serviced her according to her wants and not theirs.

But it had been a learning curve and Tammy was always open to new experiences. It was, she thought, part of her charm.

If only she could get her husband out of her head for longer than five minutes at a time, she would be all right.

She walked inside a small boutique, her eye having been caught by a black Fendi radio bag. As she examined it and caressed the luxury of the leather she decided to treat herself. At only six hundred quid, she reasoned, it was in fact a snip.

She handed it to the pretty assistant and smiled.

‘I’ll take it, sweetheart.’

The assistant, a tall blonde in her twenties, smiled back happily as she began the elaborate packaging of the handbag. It was like a work of art when she had finished and Tammy happily passed her one of her gold cards. She sat on the suede chair awaiting her credit-card slip, planning the outfit she would wear to show the bag off to its best advantage and who to invite to the bag’s debut outing. She always treated her purchases as if they were life-changing events – which for Tammy they often were.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Leary, but the card has been declined.’

Tammy stared at the girl for long moments, before she said quietly, ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The card. It’s been declined.’

The girl was more embarrassed than she was and for some reason this made it all the worse for Tammy. She had shopped here regularly for years but this would be her last visit, she was convinced of that already.

‘There must be some mistake, love, try it again.’

‘I did, Mrs Leary, and it was declined a second time. Maybe another card?’

The girl was still smiling but it was forced.

Five credit cards later Tammy was walking from the shop empty-handed. Her face was still burning from the humiliation as she climbed behind the wheel of her Mercedes sports.

She would kill Nick. If it was the last thing she ever did she would kill that bastard stone dead.

Sally was sitting with the boys watching a video when Tyrell arrived home. She did not acknowledge his presence and neither did the boys other than by quick smiles in his direction when he came into the lounge. They had always picked up on atmospheres and Sally, love her, could cause atmospheres that would not look out of place on the moon.

This was a lovely room, and after his night at Jude’s Tyrell appreciated it more than ever before. It was painted pale green with white woodwork and a cherrywood floor. To his mind it was beautiful. Sally had a way with rooms. She made them all light and airy, but today it was the smell he liked most – the smell of cleanliness and pot pourri, something that had annoyed him in the past, reminding him a bit too much of his mother’s house. Today, though, this room was everything he wanted from a home. It was funny but Sonny Boy had loved this house too. Had always boasted to his friends about his dad’s home. It was the only place the boy had ever really relaxed in.

Like his father before him, Jude had stressed him out. It was only here in this calm environment that he totally chilled. He would smooch down on the sofa with his little brothers  and watch TV, laughing and joking with them, watching their antics and enjoying the feeling of belonging.

Who was he kidding?

Tyrell was still standing in the doorway trying to convince himself when Sally’s words hit him.

’Are you coming in or not?’

Her voice was more of a bark. She was talking to him as if he was one of the kids and this annoyed him. Ever a believer in attack as the best form of defence he took the bait willingly.

‘You talking to me, Sal?’

The boys dragged their eyes from the screen at the sound of his voice. This was not the way their father talked to their mother and it shocked them. Both of them sat watching with wide eyes as their father stared his wife down.

‘You know something, Sal, you’d better give me a break, girl, because you are starting to get on my nerves.’

Sally just stopped her mouth from dropping open in shock.

‘Excuse me?’

Her own voice was high and this annoyed her.

Tyrell was on a roll now. He laughed as he said: ‘You heard me. You talking to me now, not one of the kids or one of their little friends. It’s me, Tyrell, your husband, the man who buried his child yesterday and had to spend the night  placating a woman who has nothing left in the world. You hear what I’m saying? Nothing.’

He knew he was deliberately making her feel bad but didn’t care any more, he was not in the mood for any of this. He was tired, he wanted a bath and something to eat. He also wanted to throw his suit in the trash because he knew he would never wear it again.

And he felt an overpowering urge to slap his wife’s scornful face. He wasn’t sure why he wanted to do that but the urge was getting stronger by the second.

‘Upstairs.’

The boys scrambled from the sofa and Tyrell watched them run from the room. His wife’s voice could be very cold at times, he had never really noticed that before. Her hands were on her hips now as she stood up and looked at him dangerously.

‘You come in here, into my home, and you try and put me down in front of my children when you spent the night with another woman? I can smell her on you, Tyrell. I can smell the dirt and the stench of that woman and her life, it’s still clinging to you after all these years. Now you can go upstairs and you can pack your bags and you can get out and go back where you came from. I don’t need you. We don’t need you.’

She didn’t know who was the more shocked by her words,  her husband or herself. But he had asked for it. He had been asking for it for years. Well, this time it was finally over for them. Jude Hatcher had got what she wanted. Sally only wondered if it was what the man in front of her wanted.

‘You don’t care about my Sonny, do you? You never did.’

‘Oh, don’t be stupid, Tyrell, of course I cared about him. Why wouldn’t I? He was a nice kid in his own way. But it’s over now, and I am not living with Jude in our lives any more. I can’t. If his death means you have to be there for her from now on, then that is it. I’ve had it.’

It was a fair comment, Tyrell knew that in his heart.

‘I’m sorry, Sally, but it’s been so up in the air lately, and Jude was in bits yesterday . . .’

‘ ’Course she was.’

‘Don’t be sarcastic, Sal. Her son’s . . .’

Sally sighed.

‘I know her son’s dead, but she is always in bits about something, Tyrell. She plays you and you can’t see it. If it hadn’t have been Sonny’s funeral yesterday it would have been something else. You spend more time over there than you do here, and it’s because of her, not poor Sonny. I could have understood it if it was Sonny.’

She was talking through clenched teeth now and forced herself to relax.

Tyrell slumped into a chair. It was so comfortable he  could quite easily have sat back and dropped off into a nice dreamless sleep.

‘This has to stop. You are either here with me and the boys now or it’s over, I mean it, Tyrell. You have to keep away from Jude. She is not your responsibility any more.’

He started laughing then, really laughing, it was almost tinged with hysteria.

‘Oh, is that right? I am sorry, Sally, I was under the mistaken impression that I was a grown man. I didn’t realise I had exchanged one mummy for another.’

He leaped from his seat then and was gratified to see his wife jump in fright.

‘Oh, have I raised my voice to you, Sal? Forgive me. Shall I get on the floor and kiss the hallowed ground you walk on? Or better still, how about I write out fifty times, “I shall not fuck off said wife”.’

‘Don’t be so bloody childish. Anyone would think you’d never been hurt before. Sonny is dead but what about us? We’re all still alive, if you’d bother to take any notice.’

He stared at her in disgust and all his real feelings, his suppressed feelings, spilled over.

‘You could never compete with Sonny, so don’t even try. You made it your mission in life to keep him an outsider. I would watch him trying to get into your good books, trying to make you like him. He was a kid, for fuck’s sake, and you  made him nervous with all your tidying up and your constant fucking correcting him about how he ate, how he sat, how he spoke. Yet he had more life in his little finger than you have in your whole body!’

Sally was hurting now, really hurting. Whatever she had expected today this was not part of it. Yet she knew what he said was true, she had resented the boy. It was only human nature, but the guilt was there nevertheless.

‘If I’m that bad then why don’t you leave, Tyrell? It sounds to me as if you’re only looking for a reason to go. Well, you go, boy, I don’t need you.’

She waved him away from her.

‘I did everything for your son, everything I could, and it wasn’t easy, I can tell you. Jude made sure he didn’t feel comfortable with decent people. He robbed you, robbed your family, robbed me. Yet you would put him above me and mine? He took the boys’ money on many occasions and they covered up for him. So you go, Tyrell. Go and live with that piece of dirt who mothered your darling Sonny Boy and leave me and my sons to get on with our lives in peace.’

He knew she had every right to say what she was saying but it still felt all wrong to him. She should respect the fact that the boy was dead. Now was not the time to pull Sonny to pieces. She should be helping him through his grief, not making it worse.

He poked a finger in her face.

‘You listen to me, Sal, and you listen good. I am that far . . .’ he opened his right finger and thumb about half an inch ‘. . . from topping myself over my boy. I dream of him. I think of him all the time. The guilt I feel is so bad I can’t breathe sometimes with the thought of his life and how it turned out. So don’t you dare fucking try and give me the bum’s rush in me own back yard. Because it won’t work. This time it won’t work.’

He rifled his pockets for his cigarettes. As he lit one she shrieked, ‘Oh, no, you don’t! You’re not tainting my air with your cigarette smoke. Another of Jude’s filthy habits that you’ve taken up once more.’

He walked from the room, drawing on the cigarette to make as much smoke as possible. As he stamped up the stairs he made loud puffing noises to annoy her. Then in the bathroom he sat on the toilet as the bath ran and cried like a baby.

‘Where did he get the gun, God? Just tell me that.’

Tyrell shouted the words over the rushing of the water then he lit another cigarette and lay back in the bath. It wasn’t until the water was stone cold that he stopped crying. The boys were playing Sean Paul and Blu Cantrell and the words made him want to cry once more. The track was called ‘Breathe’ and Sonny Boy had loved it.

Tyrell wondered briefly if he was having a breakdown.

Then he got out of the bath and, still dripping wet, packed a bag. With his wife’s eagle eye on him all the time he dressed himself and walked from the house without another word. He didn’t know where he was going, but one thing he did know: he could never stay under that roof again.

In his BMW he lit another cigarette and as he drew its smoke into his lungs realised that for the first time in years he felt free.

Angela Leary ran into the hallway as her son’s key went into the lock. She had heard his car coming up the drive and was waiting for him as he fell through the front door.

‘She is like a lunatic, Nick! She’s wrecked the bedroom and the en-suite . . .’

He nodded wearily.

‘Good. Can I have a cup of tea, Mum?’

He was not bothered in the least.

‘ ’Course you can, son, but don’t you think you ought to talk to Tammy first?’

He shook his head.

‘No.’

Nick laughed.

‘Why would I want to talk to her? Anyway, we’ll see her soon enough.’

Tammy was tearing down the stairs as he spoke and he looked at his mother as if to say: See.

‘Hello, darlin’. What’s the matter with you today?’

‘You’re drunk!’

’And you’re ugly but I’ll be sober in the morning.’

As a good Irishman his father always maintained that was the only sensible thing Churchill ever said.

Nick pushed Tammy out of his way.

‘Make the tea, Mum, I am parched.’

‘You bastard, Nick! You’d humiliate me by cancelling me cards . . .’

He laughed once more.

‘Oh, they did it then? I thought it would take longer than this.’

Angela watched the two of them gleefully. If he had cancelled Tammy’s credit cards then this was going to be a fight. And she for one wanted a ringside seat.

She decided on the kitchen for the venue as there were not too many breakables easily within reach there and she knew that Tammy would be going for anything within arm’s reach. But Tammy, for once, just stood there and looked at her husband as if she had never seen him before.

He saw how pretty she was when she wasn’t plastered in make-up, saw the cut of her curvaceous figure and the defeated look in her eyes, red-rimmed from crying yet still  the same deep blue that had attracted him all those years ago at school.

‘You’d really do this to me, Nick?’

He nodded, but even through his drink-fuelled state realised he had done something terrible. Maybe not in other people’s book, but what he had done to Tammy was unforgivable in her eyes.

And the worst thing was, he had done it for pure spite. He opened his arms wide and Tammy threw herself into them. As she cried he rubbed her back and kissed her hair, murmuring endearments.

‘I’m sorry, babe, but it was only to teach you a lesson. This spending has got to stop, right?’

She nodded. With tears still running down her face, she made herself smile.

‘I love you, Nick. I know you don’t love me back, but I do love you, I do!’

‘I know that, Tams. God love you, I’ve always known that.’

Angela walked back into the kitchen disappointed and put the kettle on.




Chapter Nine

Verbena was not surprised at her son staying away from home, it had been on the cards for a long time. But she was surprised by the fact her daughter-in-law seemed to blame her.

Tyrell had been away from Sally for a week now, staying at a friend’s, and didn’t seem to have any plans for going home. He didn’t look too bad on it either, which had been the case on past occasions. But Sal was one of those women who demanded total attention and anyone would eventually find that wearing, Verbena knew.

Now, as Tyrell sat and drank coffee with her, she asked the question she had been aching to ask all week.

’Are you going home, son?’

He sighed.

‘I very much doubt it, Mum.’

‘You can’t just walk away from your marriage. Life is about making compromises, doing things you sometimes don’t want to do . . .’

He shook his head impatiently.

‘I know what you’re going to say but you might as well save your breath.’

‘What was it all about?’

She knew, and he knew she knew. But she looked so old sitting there in her chair, her grey hair tamed now but still with tendrils escaping around her wide open face, that he didn’t have the heart to hurt her any further. He loved this woman, loved her so much. Yet all he seemed to do was disappoint her.

‘Mum, please, I can either do what she wants twenty-four hours a day and lose meself, or I can show her I can live without her.’

‘That is fine for you but what about the boys?’

Verbena’s voice was clipped now, annoyance coming to the fore.

‘They’ll survive. I would always look after my kids. What, do you really think I would abandon them?’

She pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest, a sure sign she was upset.

‘Is that really what you think of me?’

The hurt was in his voice, even in his stance. For the first  time ever he felt the urge to slap her face. Not to hurt her, but to snap her back into the real world. She had been stuck in this house for too long.

Verbena picked up on his mood and said quietly, ‘Don’t blame me if you mess this up. You only have yourself to blame this time. Those two boys need you more than ever now. You should get back home and take care of them. They lost their brother, you know.’

’And I lost my eldest son.’

‘Those boys need you to take care of them.’

‘I’ll take care of them, I always have.’

She shook her head sadly.

‘See that you do, boy.’

She said it as if he needed a reminder of his fatherly duties and this made Tyrell angry even though he knew she didn’t mean the half of it. It was just the Jamaican mother coming out in her.

He looked her in the eye as he said coldly, ‘Look after my boys? Are you joking with me, Mum? I looked after Sonny, didn’t I?’

The words hung on the air.

His mother’s eyes seemed to be saying, ‘And look what happened to him.’ She had always believed he should have stayed with Jude for the sake of Sonny Boy. She believed that boys needed their fathers, needed strong male role  models, especially if the mother was not up to much, which was obviously the case with Jude. But he had refused to sacrifice himself, had felt he could do more for his son by getting him out of a drugs environment and giving him a glimpse of a different way of life.

He had been wrong, he realised that now. But at least his son had known some interludes of normality, some happy times, in his father’s company. Tyrell had to believe that or he would go mad. He had at least to hope he had made some difference in his son’s life or what would it all have been for?

‘Thanks a lot, Mum. I feel so much better for that.’

‘He got in with the wrong crowd, didn’t have any chance with his mother and her lifestyle. That is why boys need their fathers. Your boys will need you now more than ever, can’t you see that?’

She was almost pleading with him.

‘That wasn’t a boyish prank gone wrong, Mum. Sonny’s gun was a top-of-the-range model. He had to have been into some pretty heavy stuff even to have got a sniff of one. This might have Jude written all over it in some ways – maybe he was working for one of her dealers, I don’t know – but what I do know is I have to find out if I am ever to know any peace. So don’t try and make me out as the villain here, I did my best with Sonny.’

‘I am not saying anything to you, son, except that I think you give up on people too easily.’

Tyrell picked up his coat and sports bag, too tired to argue with her. He had only been away from Sal a week but already he felt like a different man. As sad as he was over his son, he could deal with his feelings much better when he was away from his wife. Every time he had tried to grieve at home Sal had made him feel as if he was doing it to spite her and the boys. And he still resented the way she had treated Sonny in the past.

‘Don’t go stirring up a whole heap of trouble for yourself,’ Verbena warned.

He laughed despite himself.

‘When I find out what happened maybe I’ll be able to sleep again at night.’

‘Where you going?’

There was fear in her voice at his leaving her. He smiled, trying his hardest to keep a lid on his feelings.

‘I am going to find out where my Sonny got a gun, and who or what made him want to use it.’

Jude looked at the phone number scrawled on the scrap of newspaper and wondered if she dared to use it yet. She had promised herself that she would not until the dust had had plenty of time to settle. Then she would go for the jackpot.  Sonny had told her everything but she knew she had to play this one close to her chest. Bide her time.

There was plenty of gear around at the moment and because of the way Sonny had died she was also getting quite a few freebies and mercy wraps. She had never been so well off for drugs in her life.

As she sat in her flat she felt a wave of peace come over her due to the fact that she had enough drugs to see her through the next few days. She would leave the phone number until she wasn’t in such a good position. Then the person on the end of the line would pay.

She glanced at a photo of Sonny and poked her tongue out at it. Then, smiling, she blew him a kiss. She was getting used to his being gone. It was funny but lately she felt as if she had been let out of school. She could take what she wanted now, drink what she wanted, and there was no one constantly trying to modify her behaviour. His friends had been so good to her as well, making sure she was taken care of. They loved having somewhere to hang out and she liked the company.

Especially Gino’s. If she wasn’t mistaken he would be on the brown in no time. He had the temperament for it, the natural laziness combined with carelessness that made a heroin addict.

People who had never tried it didn’t understand the  feeling it gave you, the complete and utter peacefulness of the high. It was an acquired taste. The first few times you jacked up your body rejected it and the nausea was awful. But it was like anything else: you had to keep at it and then eventually it would all be worth it.

In a way she envied Gino his first taste. That first high was what you tried to re-create day after day, but you never, ever managed to feel that good again.

She was playing Canned Heat. ‘On the Road Again’ was her favourite track, it mellowed her out. She missed Sonny’s music, enjoyed hearing the boys playing it while they puffed. It occurred to her she had not opened the curtains in the flat again but she couldn’t gather up the energy to do anything about it. She would get one of the boys to open a window when they came round.

Gino’s mother was giving him grief about the amount of time he spent round here apparently and she knew it was hard for him. But he would arrive, he always did.

She leaned back and sank into the broken springs of her sofa. She would blast in a few minutes and set herself up for the rest of the day. But first she would listen to her music. When Sonny had been small, they had sung along with the music. It had made them both laugh for some reason.

She couldn’t remember now what the reason was. Like  most of her life it was just a blur, a few fleeting memories that, cobbled together, made up some kind of existence.

‘Is Nick about?’

The man’s voice sounded disjointed coming over the intercom and Angela said loudly, ‘Who wants to know?’

She knew the score in this house. You never let anyone in who you didn’t know.

‘Tell him it’s Stevie D, he’ll know me, love.’

She went into the television room.

‘There’s a man at the gate for you, son. Stevie D. He said you’d know him.’

Nick jumped from the sofa, smiling.

‘Let him in! I ain’t seen him since we were kids.’

He grinned.

‘You remember him, Mum? Steven Daly. He done a fifteen for armed robbery, I used to knock about with him when I was young, before he got a lump.’

She nodded happily, remembering.

‘Oh, yes. His mother was a lovely woman, Katherine Daly, died of cancer a few years back. I went to the funeral.’

Steven Daly drove up the impressive drive and marvelled at how well his friend had done since their days as school-boys together. Though in fairness when he had got his lump Nick had made sure he had a few quid to spend on the  inside and also sorted him out a single cell through a friend in the prison service.

Stevie really didn’t want to be driving up this drive today, having to do what he had come to do. But Nick would understand, he was sure of that.

Nick stood just inside the front door, calming down the dogs he had recently acquired. This house was something else and Stevie wished he had brought his wife. She would have loved to have seen it. Maybe another time, when the business in hand had been taken care of.

As he parked Nick came outside to greet him, smiling warmly.

’All right, my son? Long time no see.’

Stevie gripped his hand and they held each other’s forearm as they shook hands. Nick walked his old friend inside the house, glad for once that his wife was out shagging her current amour.

Angela made a fuss of Stevie and he made all the right noises, telling her about his mother and how he missed her and how he had bought her a Mass that very Sunday. He thanked her for coming to the funeral and commiserated with her on the loss of so many of her friends.

Nick finally rescued him and took him into the library. Even in his evident agitation Stevie was impressed. Nick poured them both large Scotches.

‘I’m driving, Nick.’

‘Get a fucking cab, you nonce. Remember the old days when you could fill your boots and still drive home in peace?’

Stevie laughed.

‘I do. But thank God those days are gone, eh?’

Nick laughed too and nodded.

Stevie saw that his friend was still powerful-looking but noted the way his eyes were sad once again. Sadder even than they had been when he was a kid and had had to live around his father’s moods.

And Nick Senior’s moods had been legendary.

‘Sorry about your recent troubles.’

Nick shrugged, making a show of not really being bothered.

‘Shit happens.’

‘They’ll all think twice before they try and have you over again, eh?’

He nodded but didn’t answer directly.

‘How’s the wife and kids, Stevie?’

‘OK. She found it hard at first, me being home after such a long stretch, but we’re gradually getting back to normal, you know.’

Nick knew how hard it was for couples when they had been apart for so long to get back into the swing of things. He had always seen Bernice all right for a few quid over the  years, it had been expected. But when Stevie had been banged up they had still been young and in love. She had waited for him, with three young kids and a broken heart, no sign of another man. She had done him proud by their standards. He only hoped the wait had been worth it for both of them.

‘So how are you, Stevie? There’s no way you drove all this way just to wish me well. What’s going on?’

He sat down opposite Nick in one of the large leather chairs placed to either side of the fireplace and looked around him at the book-lined walls before answering his friend.

‘This is some fucking drum, Nick.’

Stevie’s admiration was evident, and also the fact he didn’t begrudge his friend his good luck one bit.

Nick nodded, embarrassed.

‘It was Tams, weren’t it? She has trouble just leafing through an Argos catalogue. We had to have the real McCoy in here.’

He didn’t add this room alone had cost over one hundred grand, and that a lot of the first editions on display were his, books he had tracked down and purchased for himself. It would hardly have fitted in with his image, he knew that. It would have sounded as if he was bragging. He always played the house down even as he loved the fact it was his. 

Or had loved it once, before Sonny Hatcher made his way inside and died in it.

He topped up his friend’s glass as they chatted about nothing, catching up on each other’s life. Nick knew Stevie would get to the point in his own good time. Meanwhile he was enjoying having some male company.

‘I don’t know how to tell you this, Nick, but I have to,’ Stevie broached the subject eventually. ’And I have to have some kind of retribution.’

Nick stared at his friend for a few moments before saying in a neutral voice, ‘Heavy words, Stevie. Have I offended you, mate?’

The threat was there if you cared to see it.

Stevie shook his head as he answered him.

‘Nah, Nick. Give over, mate. This is to do with one of your employees – Gary Proctor.’

Nick sighed.

‘What’s he done now?’

‘I don’t know how to say it, Nick. It’s fucking totally out of fucking order and I have to spank him – and I mean spank him.’

Nick looked at his old friend. His hair was still thick and red though now it was peppered with grey. He had the look of a man not long out of prison: the hesitancy was there, the fine-tuned muscles and the pallor that seemed to cling to a  body for a while. He was also very nervous, but he had his rep and Nick knew that Stevie was not scared of him in any way. He was more worried about what he had to say.

Nick got up from the chair and poured them both another drink.

‘So come on, spit it out, mate.’

Stevie sighed heavily as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

‘You know my sister Laetitia?’

Nick nodded, puzzled.

‘Surely someone ain’t got her in the club? She must be forty if she’s a day.’

Stevie forced a laugh.

‘It weren’t me, Stevie. She’s a bit long in the tooth for me, my son!’

Stevie was laughing now and the sound was pleasant in the quiet of the room.

‘Nah, nothing like that. But it is about her son. He’s seventeen and a right nice kid. Wants to be a DJ . . . at least, he did until he had a run in with Gary Proctor.’

Nick frowned.

‘Tell me what Gary has done and what you want from me. If it’s a chance in one of the clubs for the kid to show his talent then it’s his, I’ll see to it meself. If Gary fucked him off I’ll put him wise, don’t worry.’

Stevie shook his head once more.

‘I wish it was that simple. This is so fucking hard, Nick, harder than the time I done in stir.’ He swallowed audibly. ‘The boy was assaulted by Gary. Jerome put up a fight, bless him, but Proctor creamed him, Nick. The boy’s in a right two and eight in hospital. And I am going to personally break Proctor’s fucking neck with my bare hands! He ain’t hiding behind you or no one else, which is what I came to tell you tonight.’

Nick was intrigued.

‘What, Gary slapped the lad? Why?’

Stevie shook his head furiously.

‘He didn’t slap him, Nick, he kicked the shit out of him. That boy is looking at three months in hospital. This ain’t just about a slap. Proctor tried to sexually assault him. Tried to get him on his knees. Do you get my drift now?’

‘He did what?’

Stevie could hear the disbelief in his friend’s voice.

‘I got it all out of Jerome eventually. I thought he had got a kicking off his mates or something, you know. But I finally got it out of him what had really happened. The boy is in a right state as I said. Apparently Proctor took him to a new warehouse you are buying and told him he would get him a gig if Jerome blew him off.’

‘Gary did that?’

Nick’s voice was getting higher and higher with disbelief.

Stevie nodded then, utter disgust written all over his face.

‘Jerome said no and Proctor attacked him. Tried to force him. Jerome wouldn’t have none of it, and fair play to him, who fucking would? He cunted him off, and I tell you now, Nick . . .’ Stevie pointed at his friend with a shaking finger, his anger spiralling out of control ‘. . . that boy is not a spinner. If he said it happened like that then it happened. The funny thing is, Jerome didn’t say he was related to me because he wanted to get the gigs off his own back. So that he knew it was because he could really do it, and not because of his family connections. If Gary had known who he was I expect he would have left him alone, but you have to accept that you have a fucking pervert in your circle of associates and it has to be sorted out. And on another note, Nick, me and you will both want this kept quiet for obvious reasons. That is why I am here with you, face to face.’

‘Fucking hell!’

Nick shook his head once more.

‘I don’t believe it. Gary Proctor? Are you sure he had the right geezer?’

Stevie was losing patience now.

‘Of course I fucking am! This is too serious to make a fuck up, ain’t it? It was him all right. Imagine how I felt  hearing it all. One of me oldest mates is a fucking shit stabber, and to crown it all a fucking rapist to boot.’

Stevie threw the last of his drink back in one movement and Nick watched him, aware of the menace now emanating from him.

‘I could cope with them in the stir – and, believe me, for some of them it was like a fucking busman’s holiday. Even on the unit. But that was consenting adults. I ain’t having my nephew trumped by that cunt. You want to see the boy. Messed him right up Proctor has, the piece of fucking scum! I mean, who else has he done it to, eh? How many other little boys has he done it to and got away with it, that’s what I want to know. Because it ain’t something the lads would report to anyone, is it? You got two boys, ain’t you, and that cunt is around them, and you didn’t know he was a secret fucking lemonade drinker!’

He nodded at the logic of his friend’s words.

‘Where do you want to take him out?’

Nick wasn’t putting up any sort of fight on his man’s behalf. This was inexcusable.

’Anywhere, but he is going to pay for this, Nick. That poor little fucker is in a right state, and me sister, well, she thinks he got a kicking from a gang of blokes out on the drink and the hag. I couldn’t let on about this to anyone, could I?’

‘ ’Course not. I’ll ring Gary now. He has a little Boxter in Bow. It’s quiet and no one knows about it. I’ll get him there and we’ll be waiting for him together, OK?’

Stevie nodded.

‘Thanks, Nick, I knew you would understand, but I can do him on me own.’

Nick shook his head once more and the die was cast.

‘Nah, I want to be there by your side to hear what he has to say for himself.’

Stevie grinned.

‘Well, it won’t be much, will it? Mainly screaming then groaning.’ He took out a set of knuckle dusters from his pocket.

Nick laughed along with his friend, but his world that had seemed so safe before the death of Sonny Hatcher now felt as if it had turned upside down.

Tyrell was inside his new home and rolling himself a joint. He actually owned this flat, but like many of his assets Sally knew nothing about it. He had bought many such properties over the years and now had quite a nest egg for his old age. He pulled on the joint and realised he had missed this, missed the freedom of having a puff and a beer when he wanted to.

If he even had a Marlboro Light at home Sally flipped  out, fearing it would lead to every other addiction she could think of.

If only she knew.

He hoped she was OK. He had talked to the boys and they didn’t seem any the worse for wear. He sometimes thought they understood him better than his wife. At school they had encountered the real world, unlike Sally who shut it out as much as she could. She was more like Jude than she realised, he saw that now. Both of them escaped in different ways. Jude with her skag and poor Sally with her decorating and her needlework and her cooking.

He forced them both from his mind and concentrated on the job in hand. It was a kinger, a six-cigarette-paper dream of a joint, and he was going to smoke it all by himself and then he was going to sleep the sleep of the dead. He had not slept properly for days and it was beginning to show on him. Even his dreads looked defeated.

Tyrell had experienced a terrible shock to his system, he knew that, but he also knew that what was really burning him up was not grief.

He was burning up with the need for revenge.

Gary Proctor was lying in bed watching a video when his wife told him that Nick had called and wanted to meet him  at Bow. It was early, but he liked to go to bed and watch a bit of telly when he had experienced a stressful day.

Gary had sore, bruised knuckles from that kid, but he had to give the boy his due, for a skinny little fucker he had put up a fight.

Still, Gary had taught him a lesson about the survival of the fittest he wouldn’t forget. He got up and admired himself in the bedroom mirror, then shouted down the stairs, ‘Maureen, get me a drink, love.’

He was half-erect from thinking about the boy and what he had nearly got from him. Gary pulled on his penis, enjoying the sensation, and closed his eyes imagining what might have been.

Maureen came in with the drink. Placing it on the dressing table, she said archly, ‘Do you mind? The kids could come in and that would be a lovely sight for them, wouldn’t it?’

‘Oh, fuck off, you miserable old bat.’

Maureen, though, was well able for him and answered sarcastically, ‘Pot, kettle and black spring to mind, Gal.’

Then she sneered at him.

‘Who’d fucking want you these days? Hardly the answer to a maiden’s prayer, are you? I’d rather shag the dog.’

He was laughing at her now.

‘Every time I see meself in the mirror I get a hard on, Maureen.’

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling as she said nastily, ‘That, Gary, is because you have a face like a cunt.’

She walked from the room and he knew she was laughing at him. Even he had to admit, it was funny. He would store it away for future reference. She was a crack, his Maureen, and in fairness had needed to be considering some of the stunts he had pulled on her over the years.

Gary took time over his hair as he always did. It was his only real vanity. He didn’t wonder what was going on with Nick, he would find out soon enough. He assumed it was a bit of skulduggery and he hoped it was a good little earner.

He popped his head round his youngest daughter’s door and she waved at him happily. She was eight and safely ensconced in her bed, watching Law and Order.

‘ ’Bye, Daddy. See you in the morning.’

‘You can bet on it, princess. I’ll make you your brekker, eh?’

She grinned, her face adorable with its gap-toothed smile. He banged on his elder boy’s room and got a grunt in reply, but that was par for the course these days. After pecking Maureen on the cheek, Gary left the house wondering what the night would bring.

As he unlocked his car he was whistling happily through his teeth.




Chapter Ten

Nick opened the lock-up garage and walked inside. In the corner was a Calor gas fire which he lit with difficulty. The light here was dim but good enough if you had decent eyesight. It was freezing, though, and they needed some warmth, more than the fire would radiate, so he took out a small hip flask from his coat pocket and two metal shot tumblers. He poured them both a drink and they sipped it as they waited for Gary Proctor’s car to arrive. The place was empty except for a few black bin bags.

‘Nice and quiet here, Nick, it was a blinding choice of venue.’

‘We won’t be disturbed, don’t worry. Round here even if they heard screams they’d just turn the telly up.’

Nick refilled the glasses.

‘I still can’t believe it, Stevie. I remember now how he  was always giving lifts to those young fellas we worked with. But then I’ve done it meself, you know, with the raves and that. They’re our employees. You just don’t think, do you?’ Nick sipped at his drink again before continuing. ‘Do you think he has done something like this before? Did Jerome say anything about anyone else it might have happened to?’

Stevie shook his head.

‘Not a dicky-bird, but then he really don’t want to talk about it much. What a fucking perverted viper to have in your nest, Nick! Can you imagine, if this got out, how it would reflect on you? You know what people are like. He’s your right-hand man, ain’t he?’

Nick knew his friend was trying to warn him and at the same time justify his having to maim someone he had been friends with for years. But Nick was as up for it as Stevie at the moment, in shock that Gary had been found out this way.

He shook his head.

‘Not any more he fucking ain’t.’

Stevie was quiet for a few seconds before saying, ‘Everyone who was mates with him would be suspect if this got out, and that includes me. I had a beer with him when I was released, and that is what I can’t fucking understand. How he thought he would get away with it.’

They looked askance at one another.

‘He’s got kids, he’s married. It just shows you what you don’t know, don’t it? You think you are on the ball, that you’ve seen it all, that you are a good judge of character, know who you can fucking trust . . . and then something like this happens and you are left wondering about everyone around you.’

‘Do you want me to give him a hammering with you?’

Nick said it matter-of-factly.

Stevie shrugged.

‘Up to you, mate, but I’m warning you now, Nick, I am going for blood and guts here. Proctor will be as good as dead.’

He was sorry about his choice of words but knew Nick understood what he was trying to say.

‘Look, you shoot off if you want, Nick. I appreciate this but if it all goes tits up I don’t want you having anything to do with it.’

He was trying to keep his friend out of a violent situation, warning him how bad this was going to get, and Nick appreciated that.

‘I know, mate. What we’ll say to everyone is he was a grass. I will confirm the story for you, all right? That way the boy is kept out of it and Gary will be vilified and considered untrustworthy for the rest of his days.’

He shook his head once more.

‘I cannot believe I am even having this conversation, can you?’

Stevie sighed theatrically.

‘Fucking scary though, eh? I was banged up for fifteen long years with only me right hand for company. It never crossed me mind once to turn elsewhere, and you’d be surprised what some of them in there would do for a Kit Kat or a couple of smokes. I mean, a fucking rapist is bad enough, but a bloke raping another bloke? I mean, what the fuck is that all about?’

Nick was saved from answering by the sound of Gary’s car pulling up outside. He knew one thing. He had to see this through to the bitter end. It would not be good for business to do anything else.

This was a scandal they could all live without.

Gino went into the flat with trepidation, he hated scoring here. It was in a dilapidated block and thanks to the number of robberies locally all the flats had metal covers on the doors. This was perfect for Lenny Bagshot’s business. It saved on shotguns anyway.

Once inside the flat the door was bolted loudly behind him and a young baby about nine months old came scooting down the hallway in a baby walker. The child was wearing  designer clothes and three gold chains. Her ears were already pierced and she wore three sets of keeper earrings.

She smiled widely at Gino and Lenny, who chucked her under the chin. She crowed with happiness.

‘She’s her daddy’s little darling.’

Gino followed the tall young man into the sitting room. The place was like something from a magazine, it was beautiful, and this was what made Gino nervous. This was a room from the TV screen, not the council estate he had grown up on. He was always frightened he would dirty the carpet or break wind. It was impossibly clean in here and that did not sit well in his world. His mum was clean but this place was clinical, like a hospital waiting room.

Lenny’s girlfriend was a tall blonde called Harriet, Harry for short, and she was very middle-class and very good-looking. She looked like a film star, or at least Gino thought she did.

Lenny was tall, thin and had blond hair shaved in a number one crop. He dressed well and he chain smoked. Unlike most of the dealers round about he never touched his own stuff. Didn’t take drugs period. For him this was just a stepping stone to a better life, and he ran his business with an eye to maximum security and profit.

Lenny was considered a diamond geezer and played up to that. He had a thick rasping cockney accent and  joked constantly. Unfortunately the jokes often held a barb. He could get you anything you wanted for money up front. He could also get you killed if you tried to tuck him up.

At least that was what was said on the estate.

‘How much tonight?’

‘Half an ounce.’

‘You are pushing the boat out, ain’t you? What, you having a party?’

Lenny laughed at his own wit.

’Are you on it, Gino? Tell me the truth.’

He shook his head.

‘ ’Course not; it’s a mug’s game.’

Lenny laughed once more.

‘Glad to hear it. Keep away from heroin. It steals your soul, boy, and you never really get it back. You dealing this on then?’

Gino shook his head violently in denial.

‘Nah . . . no. It’s for Jude Hatcher.’

Lenny was gratified by the boy’s discomfort. He liked to frighten them young and then they kept the feeling for the rest of their lives. If this boy didn’t dabble Lenny would take him on full-time, but he was sure Gino was on the periphery of H and if that was the case Lenny wanted nothing to do with him. He could wait, he was patient, he  had to be. In his game you watched and waited for your opportunities to arrive. You never went looking for them. But this kid had the makings of a half-decent dealer, so if he didn’t succumb Lenny would give him a trial.

‘Tell her to be careful, Gino. This is good gear and after the shit she’s been jacking up it’s liable to kill her.’

Lenny laughed once more.

‘Still, if it does, she can visit her scumbag son in hell, can’t she?’

Sonny had had a run-in with Lenny just before he had been killed. Gino had no idea what it was over but he did know that Sonny had taken it very personally. He stared at the dealer warily. Gino knew that if he was selling on he would be given the hard word from Lenny who would want to cultivate his customers for himself. No one dealt on this estate without Lenny’s express say-so.

‘Forewarned is forearmed, Gino, my little son. Remember that, won’t you?’

He nodded and handed over the money.

Two minutes later he was outside once more and breathing in huge lungfuls of cold night air.

He rushed back to Jude’s. She would be eagerly awaiting him and tonight he too wanted to try the brown.

It was time to experience life. As Jude said, you never knew when your time would be up so you might as well  enjoy it while it lasted. And he was only going to try it the once anyway, just to see what all the shouting was about.

‘Come on, Tyrell, you can’t sit in here on your own again.’

‘Yes, I can. I can do what I like, I’m all grown up now.’

Louis Clarke laughed out loud. He was as blond as Tyrell was dark and they had been friends since they were little kids. Louis was a ducker and diver. He was handsome, a womaniser, and also the most loyal person Tyrell had ever known.

He had come to Sonny Boy’s funeral with his brothers. Even though Sonny had tucked him up in the past, had stolen from his home, Louis had still marked the boy’s passing with a beautiful wreath. Tyrell knew the gesture was more for himself than for his dead son but he appreciated it just the same.

‘You’ve had a hard few months and things like this, well, they take their toll, don’t they? Why don’t you go home and talk to Sally, eh? She’s in bits, I bet.’

Tyrell popped open two cans of Red Stripe and handed one to his friend as he sat back down. He was barefoot and all he had on was a pair of track suit bottoms. He would never have slobbed out like this at home, Sal would have had heart failure. It was a revelation being here, really. He could sit around, eat what he liked, and even eat while  watching TV. He had actually had fish and chips smothered in salt and vinegar and the stench had made him laugh out loud. In fact, he was looking forward to the boys coming to visit. He would show them how to enjoy a Saturday afternoon properly for once in their lives.

Live dangerously, boys, drop a few crumbs on the carpet, go mad!

He felt the urge to laugh again at his thoughts.

‘Tyrell, are you listening to me?’

‘Sorry, Lou, I was just thinking how much I’m enjoying being on me own, you know. I can’t get over how much I love me own company.’

‘You fucking love yourself period, Hatcher! I must admit, though, I thought you would be worried about this business with Sal but you look well considering all that’s happened.’

‘I feel like I’ve been let out of school, to be honest. I need this time on me own, need to work things through in me own mind. But fuck all that anyway. Now you’re here, I want to ask you a favour.’

’Anything, mate, you name it.’

Tyrell knew that Louis was a true friend. He was honest, loyal and loved Tyrell like a brother. He was the only person he would ask this favour of, and yet he wondered if Louis would say no.

Tyrell took a deep breath. He was fingering his dreads which Louis knew was always a sign that he was agitated.

‘This is going to sound so fucking mad . . .’

Louis laughed then. Picking up the remainder of the joint, he relit it and puffed deeply.

‘You’ve sounded madder over the years.’

Tyrell smiled, but he didn’t laugh which would normally have been his response. This was serious and Louis suddenly picked up on that fact.

‘I want to know what happened to my Sonny Boy.’

Louis looked at him quizzically. His amazing blue eyes had always been his best feature. All his emotions were mirrored in their depths. Tyrell looked into them and hoped his friend would understand what he was going to ask. More importantly, that he would understand why Tyrell was asking him and nobody else.

‘But you know what happened to Sonny Boy, everyone does,’ Louis told him.

His voice was sad now and Tyrell knew his friend thought he had finally lost the plot. Not only had he left his wonderful wife and gone to live on his own, but he was smoking dope, drinking Red Stripe, and on top of all that growing paranoid about his son’s murder. No, he had to stop thinking of it as a murder. Maybe his friend had a point after all. Maybe he was losing it.

‘Look, Tyrell, it was a terrible thing to happen to anyone, but you said yourself that you would have done the same thing as that Leary bloke . . .’

Tyrell interrupted him.

‘I don’t mean Leary, I mean who was behind my boy being there in the first place? My Sonny, God love him, was small-time, a hustler. He wouldn’t have robbed a drum of that calibre: had enough trouble getting into a council flat. You’ve only got to look at his track record, he never actually broke into most places, just nicked stuff while he was there visiting. That place had a state-of-the-art alarm system, the works. There was no fucking way Sonny was behind it, he could not have done it on his own. And I’ll tell you something else, the filth must have sussed that out and all. I mean, think about it logically. He was a kid, a big kid. He could never have devised something like that on his todd, he had to have had help. And another thing – the gun. Where would Sonny have got a fucking semi-automatic from?’

Louis didn’t want to point out that a semi-automatic gun these days was practically a fashion accessory for a lot of young men.

Instead he tried to talk his friend down.

‘Look, man, you’re grieving . . .’

‘ ’Course I’m grieving, but that is neither here nor  there. Listen to me and think about what I am saying logically.’

Louis was quiet again. He didn’t know what to do or what to say to his friend. But he tried once more to reason with him.

‘Sonny died tragically young. You have to let him go . . .’

Tyrell was shouting now. He didn’t need platitudes, he needed someone to listen to what he was saying.

‘Did you hear what I just said? Do you think that my Sonny, who could barely tie his own shoelaces, could fucking mastermind a burglary of that calibre? Haven’t you listened to one fucking word I have said here? Louis, look at me, I ain’t a fucking daydreamer, I am a realist, and I know that there was some other skulduggery afoot that night. Where would Sonny have unloaded the stuff from that kind of drum? Where would he even get the idea to rob it in the first place? Think about it. It was not his kind of scene, he didn’t have the savvy for the fuckery he got himself into. Why would he have gone big-time thieving? No, there was an agenda at work here and it was not my Sonny’s. My boy died through someone else’s greed. Can you see where I am coming from now?’

Louis could and wished to Christ he couldn’t because he knew that his friend had never had any illusions about his son. He’d seen Sonny Boy exactly as the rest of the  world saw him, and had still loved and adored him. Jude was the real culprit here. Most of Sonny’s misdemeanours led back to her and her habit.

‘So who do you think was part of the show?’

Louis was alert now to the consequences of his reply and Tyrell knew from that statement that his oldest friend was going to stand by his side no matter what.

‘Do you think Jude was in on it?’

Tyrell smirked.

‘Nah, never in a million years, but someone knows who he was dealing with. Sonny has to have told someone. If Jude knew anything she would have told me, not the filth. She would definitely have talked to me about it. That is why I have to find out the score otherwise I will never sleep peacefully another night in my bed.’

Louis thought about what his friend had said then asked: ‘So where do we start?’

Tyrell smiled then, his first real smile for weeks.

‘I knew I could rely on you, Lou.’

Louis shrugged, embarrassed by his friend’s gratitude.

‘ ’Course you can, you’d do the same for me.’

But he was worried inside because like the rest of his mates he thought that Sonny Hatcher had finally fucked off the wrong person and paid the ultimate price. End of story. But how could he say so to Tyrell?

‘Anything you need I will always be there, you know that.’ It was what his friend wanted to hear.

Lance Walker was in agony, and he wondered when Nick would come back and see him. He thought he would tell him anything he wanted to know now.

It had been over a week and he was still lying on the cold floor, he was still trussed up and he was slowly going out of his mind.

He was in dire pain, his shoulders felt as if they had been pulled from their sockets and his mouth was cracked and dry, the thirst was far worse than the hunger. Twice he had had a bucket of icy cold water thrown over him and he had lapped it up off the dirty floor with glee. Now, though, he had been reduced to licking the walls clean of damp and the mission it had taken him to roll over there had left him shaken and in agony.

The only light at the end of the tunnel was that Nick had always come alone, and that meant he had not told the other members of the syndicate what he knew.

Nick wanted the poke for himself, and Lance could not quibble with that because it was for that very reason he was lying here in the first place.

Nick was clever all right, and Lance had underestimated him. Not a mistake he would make again.

His face was so swollen he had trouble breathing, and the cold of the concrete floor had seeped into his bones.

Nick was a force, and he should have remembered that. Nick was also too clever to ever have anything come back to his front door, he should have remembered that as well.

The stench of where he had soiled himself was now so bad that he wanted to vomit, and his clothes were stuck to his skin from the faeces and urine. Even in his anger, he had to admit to himself that he would have done the same if he had been in Nick’s position. But that didn’t make Lance feel any better.

He became more determined than ever not to tell Nick Leary what he wanted to know.

Tammy was alone for once and actually enjoying herself. She was sorting through swatches of material for her new bedroom. She had decided to redecorate the upstairs of her house even though it was only nine months since it had been done last. The fact that she had trashed it in a temper with Nick made it a necessity. When Tammy let rip it was a sight to behold. Before and after the event.

This, though, was her forte: decorating and making her home beautiful. It was as if she compensated for some inner emptiness by spending money. Which, of course, she knew deep inside, was exactly why she did it.

Nick’s mobile rang. The Dam Busters theme annoyed her and she rushed to answer it. Until now she had not realised he had even left it at home. He must have been in a hurry if he had forgotten his phone, he never left the house without it. When she had got back earlier than she had anticipated, her mother-in-law said he had gone out with Stevie Daly and Tammy had been intrigued.

Nick usually guarded that phone like it was worth a fortune, which she supposed it was to him with all the numbers he kept in it. Now she saw a chance to have a recce. It was flashing up Call and that alone alerted her suspicions. Normally, the caller’s name flashed up.

‘Hello?’

Silence.

Tammy looked at the phone in puzzlement. Putting it back to her ear she said once more, ‘Hello.’

The phone went dead in her hand.

The dirty filthy stinking bastard had a bird on the go, after all he had said to her, all the reassurances he had given her!

Well, she would not go through that again, the sleepless nights wondering where he was, the watching and waiting to see exactly what he got up to. No. She could not live like that again. It had nearly brought on a breakdown the last time. He had never admitted anything to her, but she knew.  Her face screwed up with anger and pain, she threw the phone across the room.

The land line rang then and she rushed across the room to answer it.

‘Hello.’

Complete quiet again.

Tammy lost it.

She had been in this situation before. Well, it wasn’t going to happen again, not if she had anything to do with it.

‘Listen here, you fucking home-wrecking slut! When I find out who you are, I will rip your tits off . . .’

The line went dead and she sank to the floor, tears already forming in her eyes. It wasn’t so much the fact that he had a bird, she could have coped with that, it was the fact he was capable of having sex with someone else.

When he had not been near her for so very long.

She loved sex, and she loved her husband. If only the two could mix. It wasn’t a lot to ask, surely? Most of her friends laughed about how their husbands were always after it and they were always trying to put them off. And Tammy joined in the laughter, but it wasn’t funny. If Nick was batting away from home then it was serious. Especially if that person had his main mobile number.

He was like her. Normally he had their numbers and  rang them. Well, this one must think she was in with a chance if she was daring to ring his home, the one he shared with his wife and children.

Now Nick was dead. She would cause so much upset over this that it would take more than a world cruise to placate her this time.

Yet still she cried from the pain, even as she planned how to get even.

As Tammy gazed at the pieces of material and the colour charts she wondered why the hell she bothered with any of it. Then, as usual, she dried her eyes, pulled herself together and started making her plans. Nick was going nowhere, whatever that slut on the other end of the line might think, and neither was she.

Gary Proctor was all smiles as he walked into the lock-up garage in Bow. His face lit up with genuine pleasure when he saw Stevie standing there.

‘Hello, mate, how’s it going?’

He assumed that Stevie was here getting a bit of graft put his way through Nick. A guaranteed few quid until he got properly back on his feet.

No one spoke to him and Gary was nonplussed for a few moments.

‘What’s the matter?’

Nick shook his head sadly at his one-time friend. Then Stevie took back his fist and slammed it with as much force as he could muster into Gary’s face. He hit the ground, winded by the blow. He scrambled up quickly, though, shock evident on his face. Gary could have a row, but he conceded that Stevie was the better man.

‘What the fuck is all that about?’

He seemed genuinely puzzled and for a split second Stevie wondered if he had the right man. But he didn’t question his instincts. Instead he bellowed, ‘You’re a fucking nonce! A nonsense who took my little nephew and tried to get up his arse . . .’

Gary’s eyes widened at the words. It was as if a thunder-bolt had struck him as he looked at Nick and realised he had had a capture, or a capture and a half as they would put it.

‘Listen here, Stevie, I don’t know what you have been told . . .’

Gary was babbling now, trying to talk his way out of it.

Stevie began the beating then, as if he couldn’t wait to get it over with. Gary went down swiftly under the rain of blows. As Nick watched he wondered what he should do. He knew it would be pointless trying to stop the beating, and he also knew that honour demanded it had to be of a vicious nature. When he saw Gary curl into a ball and cover his head he was relieved that he was not going  to try and come back at Stevie and make it all worse for himself.

Suddenly there was blood everywhere, and it was then that he realised Stevie’s knuckle dusters were spiked. Stevie punched Gary in the head with such force he had to put his knee on the man’s shoulder to prise the duster out of the flesh.

Nick winced involuntarily, knowing it must hurt badly yet accepting that the punishment had to fit the crime and this was a crime of enormous proportions. There were gay men in their circle, openly gay men who still managed to keep their credibility. It was the child chasers who brought on this kind of wrath. In their world it was just not on, it was never tolerated, and that went for men who liked really young girls as well.

Well, for men who liked the girls a bit too young at any rate.

Gary’s crime also lay in the fact that he had forced the boy, because that again was never tolerated by their circle.

Stevie was trying to draw breath, his breathing heavy and ragged in the cold night air. Inside the lock-up blood had sprayed everywhere, even on to the ceiling.

Nick pulled him back by the arm.

‘Come on, mate, he’s had enough.’

‘No, he ain’t.’

Stevie was puffing and panting but still ready to finish the job properly.

Gary looked at his one-time friend.

‘Please, Nick . . . I’m warning you . . .’

The words were faint, hardly audible in the confines of the little garage.

Nick’s face went very still.

‘What you gonna do? Grass me up about me business dealings then?’ His voice was dangerously low.

Stevie was watching these proceedings with interest. There was something about Gary’s voice as he pleaded with his friend.

‘You know I wouldn’t do that . . .’

‘Well, what you going to do then? What you warning me about?’

It was the final insult and all three men knew it. Nick changed then. His whole body seemed to lengthen as he drew himself up to his considerable height.

‘You’d threaten me, you cunt? After all I done for you over the years? You fuck up and then you would try and nause up my business to stop yourself getting a fucking well-deserved kicking?’

He drew back his booted foot and kicked Gary in the mouth. The man’s head snapped back. His teeth were already hanging out when Nick launched himself on to him. Five  minutes later it was Stevie who finally stopped the beating. By that time Gary Proctor was a lump of bloody meat. Stevie took his pulse.

‘He’s half-dead, Nick.’

Nick grinned and it looked eerie by the light of the Calor gas fire. He went to the corner of the garage and came back with a can of petrol which he proceeded to pour over Gary Proctor. The smell seemed to wake the victim up. He stirred, trying to turn himself over to see what was going on.

‘You are joking, Nick?’ Stevie murmured. There was fear in his voice.

Nick shook his head.

’Am I fuck! This is his drum not mine which is why I chose it for the venue. He can burn to hell in here, I don’t give a flying fuck. It was bad enough his nonceing, but to hear that he would try and fuck me up and all, try and drop me in it after what he did . . .’

He lit a match and dropped it on to the prone figure on the floor.

‘No one, and I mean no one, fucks with me, Stevie. And you of all people should remember that.’

The smell of burning flesh was overpowering. Stevie turned his eyes away from the sight of Gary writhing on the floor as the flames took hold. There was a muffled scream.

‘Come on, Stevie me old china, I need a drink. I have a  feeling you need one and all,’ Nick said in a jocular voice.

They went outside and he locked up. The padlock was big and heavy and the door steel-clad but Gary’s screams were still audible on the still night air. They could see the leaping flames through the grimy windows. Nick looked at Stevie and shrugged.

‘Well, he won’t be nonceing for a while now, will he?’

In the car he chatted about everything under the sun except the demise of his oldest friend.

Stevie had always known that Nick could be a handful but he had forgotten just how vindictive he could be if crossed. Tonight was a lesson well learned, for all of them.




Chapter Eleven

Nick’s head was splitting. He wished he had not had to sit and sink so many drinks to steady Stevie’s nerves. In reality he had wanted to get home, find some peace and quiet in which to try and make sense of the night’s events. Instead he had come home to a wife like a raving lunatic and his mother frightened out of her life and hiding in her bedroom.

He really didn’t need any of it tonight. His life was like a soap opera lately, one crisis after another.

‘Tammy, please, it was probably a wrong number . . .’

She could hear the boredom in his voice and knew deep inside that she was pushing him too far, but she could not stop herself. It was as if a devil sat on her shoulder and spoon fed her the irritating words that seemed calculated to send her husband over the edge.

‘Don’t you dare try and bullshit me, mate . . .’

‘Did this mystery woman talk? No. Did their photograph miraculously appear on the handset? No. It could have been anyone, Tammy. You are a fucking nutter! You imagine birds all over the place and yet you know me better than anyone . . .’

Tammy wanted to believe him but she had tortured herself all night, whipping herself up into a frenzy of jealousy. There would be no reasoning with her now. She knew it better even than he did.

‘I bet you and her have a right laugh, don’t you? Does she know about us? About our so-called life together? Well, answer me then, you dirty stinking rat-shagging low life . . .’ Even as she screamed at him she wished in her heart that she could stop herself, but it was impossible.

Nick spoke quietly now through clenched teeth. She saw his hands clench into fists and felt a frisson of fear inside her.

‘I am warning you for the last time, Tammy, not tonight, love. I am not in the mood for your histrionics, OK?’

She could hear the dangerous note in his voice, knew that this was neither the time nor the place to persist, but unfortunately the devil was still driving her on. She poked one well-manicured finger into his face, fighting an urge to scratch the skin and provoke a real reaction. Because all she had ever wanted was a reaction from Nick. A fight was better than this indifference. Anything was better than this.

‘You know and I know that you are up to something. I  know you of old and it’s all falling into place now. The late nights, the drinking, all the hanging round with so-called mates . . . and this from a man who if he missed a single episode of Buffy was depressed for the week! Well, I am warning you, Nick, you had better tell whoever she is to get on her fucking bike, because when I get me hands on her she won’t be capable of shagging anyone’s husband let alone mine!’

Nick continued to sip at his hot chocolate, trying to simmer down before he really lost it with her. He was still thinking about Gary Proctor and what he had said, still getting over the cheek of his threat. It just showed that you could trust no one at the end of the day.

All those years of friendship had meant nothing. Gary knew all about Nick’s businesses which was reason enough in itself to off him. But it was the principle of it, Nick told himself. Like Lance Walker, he was surrounded by traitors.

Tammy, aware that she did not have her husband’s attention, started shrieking once more. Listening to herself, she felt shame and humiliation. But he had reduced her to this and she didn’t think she would ever be able to forgive him for that.

He snapped himself back to the present and bellowed at her tiredly, ‘You are barking up the wrong tree, Tams. Now will you change the fucking record! At times I feel like  having an affair just to give you something to moan about.’

His words shut her up as he knew they would. Food for thought was what silenced Tams. But she soon recovered.

‘So where were you tonight then? And what was Stevie Daly doing round here? Making up for lost time, I suppose. He was always out and about years ago – anything with a pulse him. Is that what you were doing tonight, eh? Borrowing him one of your trollops?’

Nick gulped down the last of his hot chocolate.

‘Oh, shut up, you stupid woman, I ain’t answering any of your questions. And before you start again, Tams, if I hear one more word I am going to walk out of this house and I ain’t coming back until you either fuck off or shut the fuck up.’

It was not what he wanted to do but he knew how to scare her. He hated using the power he had over her but at times like this it was all he could do to get some peace and quiet. Gary Proctor’s words had thrown him and then he had done something terrible, something so bad he wondered if he was going mad suddenly.

He could still hear that screaming.

It was as if everything was falling apart around Nick, every aspect of his life disintegrating, and he didn’t know how to stop it. Sonny Hatcher had started off a chain of events that could only lead to catastrophe. It was as if all  Nick’s years of skating on thin ice were over. Now he felt jinxed. As a reasonable man he knew that was stupid but at times like this he could almost believe it.

He had felt a rage inside himself tonight like he had never felt before. He knew he could sometimes be formidable, but then he could not have achieved what he had without that kink in his nature. But it had always been controlled violence before, undertaken in pursuit of a clear objective. Now it felt as if he could harm anyone and not even blink an eyelid.

The more he thought about Gary, the more he felt that urge to kill. It was such a shock knowing that Stevie’s nephew had been trounced by him and that his oldest friend had had a capture. How could he ever hold his head up if something like this was to become common knowledge? He consoled himself with the fact that Stevie wanted it kept as quiet as he did. But Stevie had a loose lip with a drink in him.

Nick closed his eyes in distress once more.

It was an abortion, the lot of it.

Tammy’s voice was sawing through his head and he tried his hardest to tune her out. He had Sky News on low, and watched to see if anything came on about Gary. It would be a gruesome death and therefore newsworthy. Nick knew that much from experience. He kept one eye on the TV as he watched his wife’s mouth moving.

She just never stopped going on. It was as if someone had turned her volume up and never bothered to turn it off again. He wished he could take the batteries out once and for all and pictured himself strangling her. It was a picture he had seen in his mind’s eye many times over the years and he sometimes thought that perhaps it stopped him from really strangling her. Just the thought of doing it calmed him, seeing her mouth moving but hearing nothing was such a wonderful thought.

He stared into her eyes. The strain was showing and finally he found it in his heart to feel sorry for her. He wished he could take her from this room and give her what she wanted because that was the only thing that would reassure her once and for all that he loved her. If he threw her on the floor and fucked the arse off her she would shut up in a second. Because it was fucking Tams needed, not lovemaking or gentle caresses but deep down and dirty sex.

She thrived on it. He wished to God he felt the same.

Since his problem had started years ago he’d thought she would have accepted it by now. He had offered her an out many times in the past, would have agreed to a divorce on her terms, but she had always refused. He knew she loved him, and in his own way he loved her, but not the way she wanted to be loved.

He only wished he could give her what she wanted.

But he couldn’t. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t do it any more.

He wondered who had been on the phone. Whoever it was had caused untold hag and he would like to smack them one in the teeth at this moment in time. He wondered if it was one of Lance’s cronies. They would be looking for him by now. He wished it had been a woman, it would have made his life easier all round, but of course poor Tammy believed he was getting it up with all and sundry except her.

Why did she make him feel so guilty?

He gave her everything she wanted.

Except, of course, the only thing she had ever been interested in.

He pushed past her and, picking up his car keys, left the house once more. She was still screaming at him as he drove away in his Range Rover.

Nick knew his earlier threat was going to give her a sleepless night. She really would believe he had a woman now, and that he was going there, but he was past caring. He had slept in the motor before, he could easily do it again.

Especially if it meant he did not have to listen to his wife’s ranting and raving.

Carlos Brent was surprised to see Tyrell sitting in his flat, if for no other reason than he knew that Tyrell was not into  big-time skulduggery. Not on his scale anyway, he didn’t rob or thieve.

Tyrell, though, did the dirty work, doors, debt collecting and so on. He also bought debts which was how he had made the majority of his money.

Carlos had sold a few debts to him over the years and, in fairness, he had collected where most people had not. In fact, Tyrell used a network of Rastas with bad attitudes and a penchant for kickings that had made him a legend in his own way. But, so far as serious crime was concerned, he was not what anyone would call a bad man. But that wasn’t to say he couldn’t be if he wanted to, he had the muscle and he had the connections: he just didn’t bother to utilise what he had.

More fool him.

If Carlos had been fortunate enough to have the friendship of people like the Clarkes he would have run the whole fucking gaff in no time.

The Clarkes were legends in their own lifetimes. Vicious and uncompromising, they were behind some of the most audacious and frightening incidents in the criminal world. No one would go up against them, at least no one in their right mind, and Tyrell had the ear of the whole family and was acknowledged almost as a brother to the youngest one. Yet he was still kicking a living, not a bad living admittedly,  but not the kind of living he could have commanded with a few words from his cronies.

In short, Carlos Brent thought Tyrell Hatcher was a cunt. But he still gave him his due, his friendship with the Clarkes would see to that.

It was Carlos’s particular job to provide iron. He came up with guns for all sorts of people and all sorts of situations. It was what he did, and even if he said it himself he did it very well. None of his guns was traceable, and none of them could ever lead the police back to him. Carlos was far too shrewd for all that.

The only way he could be put in the frame was if someone grassed him up to the police, and that was not liable to happen to him.

He’d made sure of that.

Carlos also knew about Tyrell’s son. Even while one part of him loudly sympathised, another part did not really care one iota about the little bastard’s demise. He kept that to himself, though, and carried on making all the appropriate noises.

The fact was Tyrell had arrived with his friend Louis, who although not a heavyweight in his own right, had all the right connections because of his three brothers. The other Clarkes were the handful of the year, especially as they tended to work mob-handed. Louis himself had always been seen as a bit of  a maverick, but even so was not someone to dismiss out of hand. Particularly when he’d brought his brother Terry with him. So Carlos acted agreeable to the meet even though all he wanted to do was get back to bed and shag his latest amour.

Flora was an eighteen-year-old blonde with large breasts (a must-have as far as he was concerned), long legs and a tight ass. Her only drawback was a particularly strong Bradford accent, but as he did not want to discuss anything of importance with her Carlos felt he could overlook that fact for a while. She was up for it, game as they came, and he was growing tired of listening to Tyrell’s catalogue of fucking woes. He’d had more stimulating conversations with strangers in pubs. At least you could fuck off and go home when they bored you.

‘It must have been hard, man.’

He tried to put some emotion into his voice but it stayed flat because all he wanted to do was yawn.

Tyrell nodded, aware he did not have the other man’s full attention but unable to do a lot about it. Terry Clarke, the youngest brother, had other ideas though and was vocal about what they were.

Terry was naturally argumentative. He was renowned for his belligerent streak and, seeing Carlos’s behaviour as a personal slur on him and his family, said sarcastically, ‘What’s the matter? We fucking keeping you up, mate?’

Carlos was stunned.

‘You what?’

Louis closed his eyes in distress.

‘Leave it out, Terry.’

But Terry shook his head. He was a big man and imposing. He knew his own worth down to the last ounce.

‘Bollocks! We arranged this meet. It ain’t like we just turned up on his doorstep, is it?’ He turned back to Carlos. ‘If you didn’t want this you only had to say, mate. We just want the answers to a few questions, that’s all. It ain’t fucking rocket science.’

Terry had a personal grievance with Carlos but would never let him know that. He had the hump because Carlos had provided the iron that had eventually been used on one of the Clarkes’ own workforce in a revenge attack. Now Terry knew that was their line of business, and he knew that it was not really anything to do with Carlos personally, but it still rankled. A gunshot was a bastard of a wound, and as most of the gunshot wounds round and about could be traced back to this prick he felt he had a legitimate reason to take umbrage.

’All we want to know, Carlos, is if you provided the iron that was used by his son? Now do you want me to get Anne Robinson out of bed to ask you or are you going to answer the fucking question now so we can all go home and get some sleep?’

Louis smiled. Terry was a little sod in some respects but you couldn’t help liking him. Both men and women did, much to the chagrin of Renee, his long-suffering girlfriend and mother of his five kids. On the downside he had once chased three men through Rotherhithe tunnel with a machete and he had only been seventeen at the time. Stories like that tended to follow you around and Terry knew this better than anyone.

Carlos was staring at him in dismay but also with slow-burning anger. He was a big man in his own right, half-Spanish and half-Antiguan. He had inherited his Spanish mother’s temper along with his Antiguan father’s business acumen. He could not in all honesty take this on the chin; he had to come back at the boy and was not really in the mood today.

Tyrell, though, saved the situation.

’As you can see, Carlos, my Sonny Boy’s death has caused a stir in our community.’

He was saying to him, Help us out, and get Terry off your back at the same time. He was also giving the other man a mild threat. It was how things were resolved in their world and Tyrell knew the game back to front. It was just strange playing it again after all these years.

When he had been young he had been one of the lads, one of the boys. But he had never been a lover of extreme  violence, or any kind of violence for that matter, even though it was an integral part of their world.

Sure his doormen had to have reps, otherwise it was a waste of time having them. Some were armed and he knew that and appreciated it; he also knew most of them had probably purchased their iron from Carlos so he knew the man could help out if he wanted to. This was a compromising situation for Carlos and they all understood that, but he hoped that Sonny’s extreme youth would sway the man before him.

Carlos, however, was annoyed now and saw an out. He had almost decided to give them a taste but now he was determined not to give them anything.

‘Look, guys, supposing I sold you some firepower tonight, right, and you shot another known associate with it?’

They all nodded.

Carlos opened his arms expansively to thrust his message home.

‘Well, suppose this person you shot had brothers and they wanted to know the score and I listened to their sob story . . .’

He nodded at Tyrell.

‘No disrespect meant, mate. But suppose, after listening, I told them who I had sold the iron to and they came after you, where would that leave me?’

Terry grinned.

‘Fucking dead.’

Carlos laughed.

‘Precisely. So why should I break my silence to you lot? I sell the brand, it’s up to you what the fuck you do with it, right? I supply a demand, no more, no less. If I didn’t sell it to you, some other fucker would. And, I might add, at greatly inflated prices. I am not responsible for the use of any of the purchases made on my premises, and unfortunately I cannot break the confidentiality involved without fear of being seen as the Bertie Smalls of South London. Do you all get my drift?’

Terry sighed.

‘He has got a point.’

It grieved him to say so but he had to be fair. He himself wouldn’t like Carlos preaching to all and sundry who had bought what. It could cause untold fucking hag for all involved.

Carlos knew he was on to a winner.

‘I never, and I repeat never, talk about any of my transactions, with anyone. If I did Old Bill would be round here so fast they would burn up the tarmac on the road. I have been banged up and still kept my own counsel as you fucking know.’

He looked at all three of them before continuing. He had  done eight months on remand for possession of firearms before getting off on a technicality over the police search through the machinations of a very expensive and eloquent barrister.

‘So I’m afraid I cannot under any circumstances change my business practices to suit you lot. I am sorry about the boy but these things happen. I cannot talk about anything pertaining to individual transactions, as I have explained. What I can tell you, though, is that I had no prior knowledge of anything that happened to your boy. People purchase my merchandise. After that it is up to them what the fuck they do with it.’

It was friendly, it was open, and he had just walked away from a potentially dangerous situation.

Carlos smiled disarmingly.

‘One thing I will say, though, is look closer to home. I have found in the past that that is often where you get the information you least want to hear.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

This from Terry who had never been the sharpest knife in the drawer and was still trying to work out exactly what had been said.

‘Just an observation, that’s all, from one brother to another.’

Carlos smiled in Tyrell’s direction.

He nodded, understanding what the gun dealer was trying to tell him and grateful for the help even though it was something he had actually worked out for himself by now.

The same name was whirling inside every head in the room.

Jude Hatcher.

Nick looked down at the wreck of Lance Walker and sighed. The stench was unbelievable and the sight of his old adversary lying on the filthy floor didn’t affect Nick one iota.

Lance had ripped him off, that had put paid to any kind of niceties.

‘You look like something from a fucking Hammer Horror.’

Lance stared up at him with sunken eyes.

‘Piss off.’

The words were slurred and it was painful for him to talk. It was his sheer hatred that was keeping him alive and they both knew that.

‘Fuck you, you’re a nonce.’

Nick knelt down on his haunches and looked into Lance’s face. He was amazed at the resilience of the human spirit.

‘You’re as good as dead. You know that, don’t you?’

This time Lance didn’t answer. He was lapsing, once more, into a coma.

Nick stood up and, walking away from the bundle of dirty rags, he lit another cigarette to mask the smell. Ten minutes later he threw a bucket of water over the man to rouse him.

‘I am going out for a nice juicy steak and a bottle of wine. I’ll be thinking of you, lying here and dying.’

He was smiling down at him once more. ‘You got anything to tell me? If you do, I’ll put you out of your misery and I swear that.’

Lance started to cough.

‘Bollocks.’

It was final and they both knew that.

Nick sighed, once more, a playful, friendly sigh that reverberated around the dank concrete walls. ‘Fair enough. Bye. Lance, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, will ya’.’

He walked away, laughing and listening to Lance Walker calling him every name under the sun.

Gino looked at the needle Jude was offering him. He had rolled up his sleeve and even applied the tourniquet to his arm. His vein was bulging nicely and the adrenaline rush at what he was about to do was causing his heart to race.

But it wasn’t with excitement, it was with fear.

Now the time had come he was not at all sure it was what he wanted to do. Jude suddenly looked sinister in the half-light of the dirty front room. The skunk he had smoked was making him paranoid and the needle suddenly looked enormous in Jude’s small hand.

His teeth were in a terrible state due to his fear of needles and dentistry yet here he was contemplating injecting himself. Where was the logic in that?

‘Do you want me to do it, sweetheart?’

Jude’s voice was low and gravelly, her eyes misted over from her own large fix earlier. She looked sweeter now; her eyes had lost the haunted, edgy look associated with the need of the next fix that most addicts seemed to acquire after a while on the brown. She looked almost kind in her concern for him. His fear of her was gone suddenly.

She was whispering, talking in reverential tones as she explained her thoughts. ‘In my hand, Gino, I have complete oblivion. I am holding the key to all the religions of the world and what they promise you. Why sit on a mountain in Nepal talking to some Lama geezer when you can experience Valhalla in my front room?’

She was smiling at her words, ones that had been said to her too many years ago for her to remember properly. At least she wasn’t after his body which had been why she was given her first fix.

‘First you get the initial rush, then you feel the gradual relaxation of your body and your mind, then you slip into this other place, Gino, and it’s so nice there. There’s no bills, no worries, no nothing, except a feeling of complete and utter understanding. Once you visit that place you will want to stay there forever.’

He was smiling at her now, it sounded so good to him.

Oblivion is what he craved more than anything these days. The responsibility he felt over Sonny’s death weighed heavily on him at times. He should have taken better care of him, but he had abandoned him when Sonny had started to work on his own. Nothing would have induced him to do what Sonny had done to feed his mother’s habit.

Gino’s mother had tried to stop her son becoming what she called ‘another statistic’; Jude on the other hand had encouraged her son to do whatever it took to make the money needed for her habit.

It could only have been that which had caused his death, could only have been the people he had started to mix with. And he had walked away from him over it, now the guilt weighed heavily.

Now here was Jude offering him an out.

‘Close the curtains on the world, son, and relax into a world of your own.’

She pulled his arm towards her and expertly tapped the  vein. It was bobbing up clearly. Still smiling, she slipped the needle under the skin.

First she injected the heroin into his bloodstream slowly, then she retracted blood, washing it back inside the syringe to clean it out before finally pushing both blood and drug residue back into his body.

Gino watched it all as if it was happening to someone else. Then the rush hit him and he lay back with his eyes closed.

As he lay there Jude went to the kitchen for the washing-up bowl. She threw all the dirty crockery into the sink and brought the empty bowl back, placing it on the floor beside Gino. Not before time either. He started heaving almost immediately as his body tried to reject this foreign substance from his bloodstream.

‘Fight it, Gino, it’ll be worth it in the end, son.’

He was sweating and vomiting by now. All he could hear was Jude’s laughter as she assured him it got easier and easier as you went along.

Angela tapped gently on the master bedroom door.

‘Go away.’

She wasn’t shouting now, Tammy’s voice was almost inaudible, and Angela opened the door and slipped into the room.

This bedroom amazed her, it always did, it was bigger than the whole flat where she had lived as a child. She saw her daughter-in-law curled up on the twenty-two-foot wide bed looking so small and forlorn that Angela felt the first ever spark of pity for her.

‘He doesn’t mean the half of it, Tammy.’

Tammy’s bottom lip was trembling and her blue eyes were red-rimmed from crying. Seeing her mother-in-law in the bedroom without the usual sneer on her face and speaking to her so nicely was the undoing of her.

She burst into tears once more.

Angela sat on the edge of the bed and gently patted her back.

‘There now, Tammy. Shall I get you a drink of something? Tea?’

Tammy shook her head and slowly sat herself up. She gulped noisily before saying, between sniffs and coughs, ‘There’s brandy in the drinks cabinet over there.’

Angela was partial to a drop of the hard so she walked over to the cabinet and poured them both a good measure. In the soft lamplight of the luxurious room he’d paid for she grudgingly admitted to herself that Tammy had a point about her husband at times. Nick, although a good man, maybe, just maybe, might not be the husband of the year. And how could he be, coming from what he had come  from? Seeing what he had seen as a child and living through the experiences he had lived through?

Her son, and she loved him dearly, had something missing, a kink in his nature that would always spoil any kind of normal life he might go after.

His father had abused them all, taken the last little bit of confidence they had had and trodden it into the dirt with his filthy mouth and his aggression.

She could still hear him now, beating the kids, terrifying them until, finally, Nick had fought back. On the day he had done that, life had taken on a semblance of normality for them all. Even though, by then, none of them knew what normality actually was.

There was something missing in her son and she had always known that, and over the years the little bits she had garnered, putting two and two together mostly, had given her an insight into her son that this poor girl would never ever understand. She knew him so well, yet she could never let this frightened woman in front of her find out about any of it.

The death of that boy had opened up a can of worms. Only Angela knew that, and she was going to tell no one. Dare not tell anyone.

His father had laid the groundwork for her son’s life, and she would never betray him by letting it become common  knowledge. Nick was strange, and finally admitting it to herself gave her a sense of relief. Her son was strange and he could be dangerous, and it was all down to a drunken Irishman whom she had married while herself in a drunken stupor.

Could she have done more? She knew the answer to that question. And she knew that if she had done something, then this girl would not have had half the heartbreak she had endured.

Angela’s own thoughts scandalised her even as she acknowledged the truth of them. But her daughter-in-law’s harsh sobbing had finally melted her hard old heart. She had never really liked the girl who had taken her son from her, and over the years she had been frequently harsh in her judgement of Nick’s wife as she saw their marriage slowly implode.

But tonight, for the first time ever, Angela had felt a flicker of pity for her. Now, as she held Tammy in her arms and felt the girl’s shuddering cries, she finally admitted to herself she could get to like her.

In a strange way she had always liked Tammy. Angela had just resented her taking part in Nick’s life. When he had started to do well for himself she had thought he would be better off with a wife who would enhance his newfound wealth and status. She knew, though, that if he had chosen  a more upper-class type she herself would not have reigned long in this house, whereas as things stood Tammy had been happy to leave everything to her.

Over the years Angela had convinced herself that Tammy was the reason her son’s marriage was crumbling. However, since the demise of that young lad she had seen a different side to Nick. She was warming daily towards Tammy and beginning to see the difficulties of her life.

Even as she felt this disloyalty burning in her gut, the younger woman’s wrenching sobs were getting to her. Angela held her tightly, feeling the girl’s delicate bones and the slimness of her figure even after bearing two hefty boys. The worst of it was listening to the utter loneliness and desolation expressed in her tears because Angela knew that she was partly to blame for that. She had been there in the background, trying to drive a wedge between husband and wife, from day one.

But it had turned out that they had not needed any help from her and as she had listened over the years to this poor girl begging her husband to do his duty Angela had set her heart against her. But now even she had to admit that Tammy, God love and keep her, had a point.

Her two grandsons, as much as Angela loved them, were slightly suspect to her. The way their eyes differed in shape and colour, their different builds, the way one was curly-haired and the other had hair like silk . . . She pushed these thoughts from her mind. Nick loved them and he would never have accepted cuckoos in his nest, surely?

‘Come on, lovey. Drink your brandy, it’ll revive you.’

All cried out, but still shuddering with the force of her emotion, Tammy gulped at the brandy, coughing as the rawness hit the back of her throat. The lines around her eyes were more prominent than usual, but despite that she looked very young to Angela. Devoid of make-up you could see her natural prettiness more clearly. When she was all made up it gave her a brittle quality, she looked like a doll. Now she looked like the sweet girl she really was, though she would not see that.

‘Did he send you up here?’

Tammy’s voice was low and rasping from her earlier shouting and crying. It was also full of hope. If Nick had sent his mother up then it meant he cared, it meant he had come home expressly.

Angela shook her head sadly.

‘No, Tammy. But I couldn’t listen to you crying any longer.’

They were both quiet for a moment. It had been so long since they had talked like this it felt unnatural, forced.

‘He ain’t back then?’

Angela shook her head once more.

‘He doesn’t mean the half of it, love, there’s no one else.’

Tammy smiled cynically.

‘I wish I could believe that, but I know there’s someone, I can feel it inside me.’

Angela sighed.

‘He loves you, you know he does. Even if there was someone else it wouldn’t mean anything, Tammy. He thinks the world of you.’

She opened her arms wide and gestured around the room.

‘Look at your home, girl, he wouldn’t give you all this if he didn’t care about you. He wouldn’t buy you the cars and the watches and everything else if he didn’t care, now would he?’

Tammy enjoyed hearing the words even though they had a hollow ring to them. The gifts were purely because he tried to fill her needs and his own conscience with things. Yet she would give the lot up and go back to the council flat they had lived in when they were first married if it brought back the closeness between them.

If Nick would only hold her once more as he had then. It was the holding she craved most, the feeling of being safe in his arms, desired by the man who she loved so much it was like a physical pain to her just to look at him.




Chapter Twelve

Gino was wired. It was 9.30 in the morning and he felt as if he had been hit by a truck. His whole body seemed to ache and he had an incredible thirst. He was also still sick to his stomach and the coffee he had drunk weighed heavily inside him. Jude had advised him to stick to fizzy, sugar-loaded drinks for the thirst because it also tamed the urge to fix for a short time until you could sort yourself out. He filed that titbit away for future reference.

It would be a few days before he stopped eating properly and a few weeks before the weight dropped off him. He was also only a few weeks away from the gnawing pains that would make him literally do anything for a fix.

At the moment, though, it was all still new to him and he was determined to make the most of it and embrace this new feeling with as much dignity as he could still muster.  He walked into the dirty bathroom and looked in the mirror. He had black rings under his eyes and his skin was pale and flaky. He was shocked by his own appearance and knew that one look at him would alert his mother to the fact he was taking hard drugs. It was her biggest fear and he felt a prickle of unease as he surveyed his own haunted reflection. He really loved her but her constant moaning drove him mad. Since his father had gone she had relied on him too much. Now she had a new bloke on the scene he had more free time, though.

In fairness, she did worry about him and since Sonny’s death had watched him like a hawk. He had promised her time and again that he would not go the way of the majority of teens on their estate. But it was so hard because it was exciting to take drugs. It relieved the boredom and it gave you a certain credibility around the area.

Users were well known, it was a kind of fame really, and like a lot of the youngsters where he grew up it was the only fame he was ever going to have. ‘Skaghead’ would be his moniker from now on.

He had enjoyed the initial rush, and when he had finally gone on the nod had felt a sort of completeness that really made him feel good. It was like being asleep even though he was aware he was awake. It was awesome. The high had been momentary, but once he had gone on the nod he had  never felt such a feeling of complete and utter abandonment before. His limbs had felt heavy and his skin had flushed all over when the chemical hit his brain. Then it was like being in a bath of sticky caramel. Movement was restricted for a while but it didn’t matter because there was nowhere else he wanted to go. The feeling was wonderful: no worries, no cares, just being. The effect had worn off within a couple of hours and he had immediately wanted to do it again.

Gino rolled up the sleeve of his John Rocha T-shirt and gazed at the pin pricks in his arm. Smiling to himself in the mirror, he decided to do it once more. Then, as Jude had promised, he would achieve the oblivion he so desperately craved.

It was like she said: what could the world offer that he couldn’t find inside his own head?

Nick snuck into the house at 7.30 the next morning to a sight he had never before seen. His mother and his wife sitting in the kitchen talking together: not shouting, fighting or being sarcastic, but actually talking to each other.

It was almost surreal.

He always liked to joke that the last time he had seen Tammy in the kitchen was before her implant operation and that was only because they kept the case of vodka in one of the larders.

After an uncomfortable night in the Range Rover he had hoped to get in, shower in the boys’ bathroom, find some clean clothes and be out before Tammy managed to raise her weary head from the mascara-stained pillow. Instead she was sitting here with his mother drinking tea and they both looked less than pleased to see him.

He had scored a double this time. If his mother was on her side, he was well up the proverbial without so much as a paddle.

‘You managed to get home then?’ This from Tammy.

‘Nah, I’m a fucking hallucination. We’re all having them today – I thought you was sitting there pleasantly with me mother. Maybe someone dropped some Es in the water supply.’

Tammy wanted to laugh but knew it would be dangerous to do so. Nick had a knack for making her laugh and once she cracked a smile he knew he was back in her good books. She was determined not to fall for it today.

‘I could murder a cup of tea.’

He knew she was on the point of laughing and would much rather make her do that than cry, though lately that was not always the case.

‘Really, no burglars around then?’

Tammy watched her husband’s face pale and she wished she could take the remark back.

‘That was out of order, Tammy.’

He wasn’t even shouting at her. He walked from the room and she heard him thumping up the stairs.

‘That was bad, Tammy, even for you two. Go up and talk to him,’ her mother-in-law prompted her.

She shook her head and said honestly, ‘I can’t. I want to hurt him, Angela, that’s how I feel inside lately. If I go up there I’ll only start a fight trying to find out where he was last night. He will say he slept in the car and I will know he is lying, I’ll say so and cause a big fight and then it will all go even further downhill.’

She smiled at her mother-in-law.

‘I know what I do, you see? I know I’m silly and I should keep me trap shut like they tell you in magazines. But I can’t. I have to say it to him, I have to know.’

She got up.

‘Might as well get the fight over with now, before he showers.’

She walked from the room, taking her mug of tea with her. In the square entrance hall she saw herself reflected in the full-length mirror. She looked good, she knew she did. Why couldn’t he see that?

In the bedroom Nick was already in the shower and his mobile was ringing. Tammy slopped tea all over the polished oak flooring in her quest to get to it first. The Dam Busters tone was loud and shrill.

‘Hello?’

The voice was feminine.

‘Who’s that? Is that you, Nick?’

Tammy said quietly, ‘It’s his wife.’

‘Oh, hello, Tammy. It’s Gary’s wife here, is Nick about? Only Gary ain’t come home again . . .’

Tammy was relieved and consequently pleased to hear from Maureen. There was no way Nick’s bit on the side was her, she was a right state, consequently Tammy could be nice to her.

‘Nick’s in the shower. I was just going to jump in with him, you know what he’s like!’ The lie tripped easily off her tongue as usual. ‘I’ll get him to ring you back, OK?’

’At least Nick showers, Gary and water don’t really mix.’

Tammy laughed.

‘I know he met up with Nick last night, ain’t seen the fucker since, and we are due to go shopping for a new sofa this morning,’ Maureen continued.

Tammy nodded, forgetting that she couldn’t be seen.

‘I’ll get him to ring you.’

‘Thanks, love.’

Tammy rang off and stood tapping the mobile phone against her chin as she looked out over the garden. So Nick had come home and Gary had not. Nick had had every  intention of staying home, she thought now, and she had sent him out into the night.

But to where, and more importantly whom?

She started to look through the mobile’s phonebook for unknown names but realised he was far too shrewd to leave anything in his phone. He would know any dodgy number or numbers off by heart. And what was all this stuff about Gary Proctor doing an all nighter? Who would want to go near him without a massive monetary incentive?

She was curious now to find out what they were both up to.

Lap dancers maybe?

‘Had your look, Tam?’

Nick’s voice made her jump and she threw the phone at him half-heartedly.

‘Gary Proctor’s wife just rang. He never came home last night.’

Nick shrugged.

‘So?’

Tammy sighed.

‘She said he went out to meet you.’

‘He did, we had a quick drink, did a bit of business – and what the fuck am I explaining myself to you for?’

Nick started to dry himself and she looked at him in wonderment. To her he was perfect. There was something about the sheer size of him that always attracted her.

‘Where were you?’

She hated herself for asking but she had to know.

‘I slept in the car. Now, if you ask me one more question I am going to open the balcony doors and sling you over the railings all the while whistling the tune to Love Story, my favourite film because his wife dies at the end.’

He was smiling at her, though, and she felt the old attraction flowing once more.

‘I do love you, Tams, and I am going to see a doctor, I promise you.’

It was said humbly. But how many times had he promised her that in the past, and how many times had it placated her only until the next big fight?

‘What are you doing today?’ he asked.

She shrugged.

‘Lunch with the girls.’

‘No change there then. Will there actually be anyone you like among the bunch of horrors out today?’

Tammy was grinning once more. She loved his dry sense of humour, and when he was like he was now, contrite and trying not to hurt her, she loved him again.

‘We all have a lot in common, Nick.’

He laughed out loud now and said loudly as he walked back into the en-suite, ‘The only thing you lot have in common is you all started life with brown hair.’

She followed him into the bathroom.

‘Where were you really, Nick?’

He wrapped the towel around his waist as he started to fill the sink with hot water for his shave. He had the TV on. She saw it was on Sky News.

‘I swear to you, Tammy, that I slept in the Range Rover. I also swear on my mother’s life that there is no other woman in my world.’

He locked eyes with her in the mirror and she knew somehow that he was telling her the truth, yet still couldn’t let herself believe him.

‘Fuck knows, I have enough trouble with you, girl!’

He smiled sadly at her.

‘But I have told you before, if you want to go, or you want me to go, then I will. It’s all yours, Tams, because I can’t live like this any more. It’s hard for me, being like I am, not being able to perform. I have swallowed your little boyfriends and swallowed everyone thinking you rule me because I don’t do anything about them. But we have to sort this out once and for all, love.’

He was still watching her and she could feel her lips trembling. He turned to her then and hugged her tight.

‘Since that boy died, Tams, I hate this fucking house. I hate being in it and having sex is the last thing on my mind.  Remember what that quack said in America? He said it was all stress-related, didn’t he?’

She nodded.

‘So can you imagine the stress I am under now? I see him all the time in me mind’s eye. I think I can hear him in the house. I don’t even want the boys home for the holidays because I feel nervous around them. I’m terrified something like it might happen again.’

She was stroking his back gently.

‘None of that was your fault . . .’

‘Well, it feels like it. I have ducked and dived all me life and I have hurt people – really hurt them at times. But he was a kid, Tams, a young boy.’

She squeezed him to her, enjoying the feel of his body against hers.

‘I am sorry, Nick, I don’t know what gets into me at times. I’m so bloody jealous.’

‘I am the one who should be jealous, Tams. You’re getting it after all, whatever the situation is between us, and I don’t cause any hag because I know it’s my own fault.’

It was the first time he had ever said anything about her other life out loud.

‘It means nothing to me, Nick. They just make me feel better . . . make me feel wanted.’

‘But you are wanted, Tams!’

She looked up into his eyes and was surprised to see tears in them.

‘I only wish I could believe that, Nick.’

‘Believe it.’

‘It still wouldn’t be enough, whatever you said.’

He sighed.

‘Which brings us back to square one then, don’t it? Should I stay or should I go?’

Louis Clarke and Tyrell were eating a large breakfast in a café off the Wandsworth Road. It was a real heart attack breakfast and they were enjoying it immensely.

‘Look, it might not have gone too well last night, but for fuck’s sake, Lou, this is all new to me, ain’t it? Why else do you think I wanted you on board?’

‘I think you should leave it. I have a bad feeling about it all.’

Tyrell didn’t answer. He carried on eating, wondering how long it would be before the pain inside him eased.

‘I can’t, Lou, but I would understand if you left me to it.’

Louis smiled.

‘We need to sort something out here, Tyrell. I think Terry is up for helping us full-time – he said as much.’

Tyrell nodded.

‘Thanks, Lou.’

‘Shall we go and see Jude then?’

It seemed the logical place to start as far as Louis was concerned but he had been nervous of saying it to his friend.

Tyrell nodded but he was gradually losing his appetite. His biggest fear was that he’d discover Sonny’s death could have been avoided, and it was Jude, not himself, who could have made sure of that. Tyrell pushed the terrifying thought from his mind. He didn’t know how he’d cope with a discovery like that.

‘I just need to sort me blokes out then we can get off. You know Jude, she don’t surface with the rest of the world. She’ll still be out of it.’

Louis, who hated her with a vengeance, didn’t answer. Instead he concentrated on his food and berated himself silently for getting involved with something that could only bring his friend added grief.

But what else could he do?

Louis had seen Jude out of her nut, being taken to a locked ward, and poor distraught Sonny Boy clawing at the ambulance doors as he and Tyrell tried to coax him into their car. She had got off with court fines after shoplifting charges and even assaults because of Sonny and the way he could not cope without her. The boy had done anything he had purely to feed her and her habit. So why was Tyrell so determined to find out the worst about him? God himself  knew he had few illusions left concerning the boy as it was.

Louis had a bad feeling about the lot of it. Something was not right about Sonny Boy’s death and he for one was not sure he wanted to know what it was.

‘Mrs Proctor?’

Maureen nodded, instinctively wary of the two men on her doorstep.

‘I might be. Who wants to know?’

The older man sighed.

‘Come on, stop playing games, where’s Gary?’

She shrugged.

‘How the fuck should I know?’

‘Well, his car has been found abandoned at Stansted airport and there was over a kilo of cocaine in the boot. So we wondered if he had gone on a little holiday, see?’

She shrugged, closing the door on them.

‘I ain’t seen him. If you catch up with him before I do, give him my best, won’t you?’

They had played this game before.

‘Can we come in?’

The policeman’s voice was loud through the front door.

‘Have you got a warrant?’

Her voice was even louder. She had been playing the game a lot longer than they had.

‘No . . .’

‘Then fuck off !’

‘We can get one.’

Maureen didn’t bother to answer. Instead she went upstairs and ransacked the house for anything incriminating. By the time they came back with the warrant she was leafing through the sofa catalogue. She had disposed of anything dodgy-looking by handing it over the fence to her neighbours who, fortunately, had no warrant pending on their house.

Job done.

She would kill Gary when she got her hands on him. It was always the same, he caused hag and she cleared up the shit. As she always said to her sister, ‘No change there then.’

‘Do you feel better now?’

Gino nodded.

‘Told you, didn’t I?’

He smiled.

Jude was almost envious of his first foray into heroin. She remembered her own first time, not the guy who had turned her on, he was scum, but that first feeling of belonging somewhere. And that somewhere was inside her own body. The way to true escape did not lie in plane tickets or a fulfilling job, the bullshit that straight people always  gave you. The power lay in a needle, for anyone who cared to use it.

He was on the nod again, in the twilight zone as Sonny used to say when Jude opted out of reality. She had been on it so long now she couldn’t function if the gear was cut too much. The dealer they used cut it with quinine and it was a bastard. But beggars can’t be choosers. Jude had to take what she could get.

She still had a thirty-pound bag and was careful not to give Gino too much. The last thing she needed was a dead boy on her hands. But even if he did OD, he was a consenting adult as far as the police were concerned. Once they hit seventeen they were men in the eyes of the law. Didn’t need their mummies and daddies down the station any more. So she wasn’t too trashed.

Gino would become her new little helper, he would be the next Sonny. For that she needed to guarantee his devotion and this should do it.

She heard a loud knock on the door and went to answer it. Gino’s mother was standing there, all thirteen stone of her.

‘Is he here?’

Jude shook her head and said in a puzzled voice, ‘Who?’

Deborah White stood there with her neat blond bob and her denim jacket, looking down her nose at Jude, and it rankled.

‘Who do you think?’

Deborah was obviously not taking any shit today.

‘ ’Course he ain’t here, what would your Gino be doing here?’

She sounded sincere and for a few seconds Deborah White remembered that this woman had just buried a child and felt a twinge of compassion for her.

‘Do you know where he might be, Jude?’

She shrugged, wishing this woman a million miles away. Dead would be good.

‘Nah . . .’

As she spoke, Gino jerked out of the front room towards the toilet, heaving as he felt the wave of nausea hit him. He was walking like someone drunk, lurching against the walls, the hand over his mouth already full of the yellow bile he was coughing up. It spurted through his fingers. Deborah White looked at her son and her heart stopped dead in her chest.

‘Gino?’

She pushed past Jude, knocking her back against the wall.

‘Oi, hold up, this is my house!’

It was her voice that did it, Deborah told herself later in the day. The way she acted like she was being wronged when Deborah’s son was drugged out of his head and  vomiting through taking heroin given to him by this lying scum standing not two feet away from her.

She gave Jude a punch that would have floored Giant Haystacks. She felt the other woman crumple under the force of her blow, and as she went down Deborah’s foot seemed to act of its own accord and she kicked Jude in the head with all her might, sorry that she was only wearing bumpers and not a pair of officer boots. For the first time in her life she wanted to take someone’s life because she knew that Jude had just taken her son’s. He might not die today but he’d be as good as dead once the brown got him.

She ran to the toilet after him. The stench hit her first, and then she saw her son sprawled on the seat, his eyes glazed and his lovely new T-shirt covered in yellow bile. She was trying to pull him up and take him home with her when Jude appeared behind her.

‘He had already taken it . . . I took him in. I told him he was a mug, Debbie . . .’

Deborah faced her furiously.

‘You fucking whore! You took my boy and you dragged him down to your level. You lost your boy, do you want me to lose mine as well?’

Her voice was loud and by now the neighbours were crowding round the door. There was always a cabaret at Jude’s, she was like the local entertainment.

‘He’s all I’ve got.’

‘I was only trying to help him!’

Jude was all self-righteous now, warming to her theme.

‘I lost my boy, that’s right, I did. So do you think I would take part in anything like this willingly? I was trying to help him, I tell you.’

‘You couldn’t help anyone, Jude. You’re fucking incapable of doing anything to help anyone except yourself. My Gino loved your boy, and he was a nice boy, Sonny. Despite you and your scummy fucking life, he was a nice kid. You destroyed him like you destroy everything you touch. You’re a fucking junkie and junkies are shite in my book. While you kept your shit inside your own front door you was safe from me but now you are in more fucking trouble than you could ever believe possible.’

She grabbed Jude by the throat and pushed her forcibly against the wall, banging her head painfully and repeatedly against it as she shouted at her.

‘I don’t want to see my Gino outside the toilets renting his arse out like your fucking poor Sonny did to feed your habit. We all used to see him on our way to bingo, flogging his arse for you! You have no shame. People like you never do. We’re all fucking working to keep you in drugs! The world has gone fucking mad!’

She started to punch Jude again and as she was  dragged off, shouted, ’A fucking rent boy, Sonny! It was a disgrace what you did to that boy. Well, you’re not doing it to mine.’

Louis watched the scene in shock, unable to believe what he was hearing but instinctively knowing that it was true. Tyrell was holding the big woman in his arms and trying to calm her down. The neighbours were all standing on the landing, shaking their heads and whispering among themselves. Some even had coffee, tea or can of beer in hand, depending on personal preference. It was like a party, only it wasn’t to celebrate anything good, it was to witness the final humiliation of his dead son.

Deborah was calmer, crying loudly now as she said to Tyrell between sobs, ‘Look at my boy . . . she did that. He’s out of his nut on skag and she gave it to him. Your Sonny wouldn’t touch it though God knows she tried to get him on it. I know that for a fact, I used to hear Gino and his mates talking. They all think she’s so great, that because they can drink and smoke cannabis round here this is the place to be. I can’t fight that, see? My house is boring in comparison, all B&Q wallpaper and Coronation Street. But I tell you this, I will kill her! I am taking him home now and if I find out he has been near or by this shit hole again she’s fucking dead. Because if that’s what it takes to keep him off the brown I will do it.’

Everyone fell quiet as she spoke and Tyrell looked at the woman with compassion, knowing that all she said was true.

‘Go home, love, I’ll sort this out. We’ll get your boy back for you, sweetheart, and I guarantee he won’t be round here no more.’

‘Look at him. Look in that toilet and see what she has reduced him to.’

He turned and looked at Gino, saw him sprawled there, wasted, and felt the urge to clump Jude himself.

‘Come on. Let’s get you both home.’

He nodded to Louis who went into the toilet and, seeing the state of the boy, placed a filthy towel over his shoulder before picking him up. He carried Gino out of the flat in a fireman’s lift, not sure which was filthier, the boy or the towel.

The crowd at the door dispersed slowly as he walked past them. They were all still talking among themselves and there was much whispering and shaking of heads as they saw the condition young Gino was in.

‘Show’s over, people.’

Tyrell walked the distraught woman out of the door, not even shutting it behind him. Jude was quiet now, feeling her neighbours’ animosity and knowing that whatever pity they had felt for her son’s death was over now.

Poor Jude was long gone. She was Junkie Jude again.

But she consoled herself with one fact: Gino would be back. Whatever his mother thought, he would be back. The brown had called to him as it had to her, and for all Deborah’s big talk about her precious son, he was like all of them on this estate: accidents waiting to happen.

Jude slammed the door in her neighbours’ faces as the police arrived on the scene. As usual no one had seen or heard anything and they were glad of that fact. So long as there were no Weapons of Mass Destruction involved they couldn’t give a flying fuck what the estate’s residents got up to.




Chapter Thirteen

Gino was in bed. He knew something was not right, but as Jude had given him a bigger dose than before he was out of it completely. He could not be arsed to think about what had happened and so retreated further into the drug. He was nodding for England now. Had stopped caring what was going on around him. Tyrell and Louis had settled him and Tyrell watched him for a while, remembering doing the same thing for Jude on many occasions.

This flat was a revelation, it was so spotless and homely. Gino had a much better chance than his Sonny ever did in that respect. Deborah made them all coffee and Tyrell and Louis came and sat in her kitchen and waited with her until she was calm enough to speak. Tyrell knew just how she was feeling; he had felt the same sense of futility so many times during his life with Jude.

He didn’t have the heart to tell her that the feeling only got worse, never better.

‘What you just said about my Sonny . . . was it true?’

Deborah turned to face him, placing the mugs of coffee on the spotlessly clean table, her eyes still red from crying and her heart sore for the truth she was going to have to tell this man.

‘You really didn’t know?’

Tyrell shook his head hard, making his dreads move, and she saw what a good-looking man he was. Sonny had looked like him, lighter-skinned maybe but still like him.

‘Do I look like I knew?’

Deborah pulled out a chair and settled herself at the table, getting out her cigarettes and lighter and placing the ashtray near her so she could concentrate on the listening men and not have to move again.

‘It started when he was about fifteen, not regular then, but I was going to bingo one night and the toilets by the bus station are a known haunt for rent boys. Well, I saw Sonny Boy near there and waved at him like.’

She took a deep drag on her cigarette before shaking her head in sorrow and saying, ‘He was a nice kid, I never had a problem with him though there were plenty who did.’

Tyrell knew she was trying to tell him there was no malice involved here but he had already worked that one out for  himself. One look at her boy and he understood what her row with Jude was all about.

‘Go on, Mrs White.’

She took another pull on her cigarette. Louis saw her hands were shaking and knew that Jude as usual had fucked up another two lives on her merry way to constant oblivion. He would lay money that this woman would never sleep easy another night for worrying about her son, and he would be the same if the boy he had just laid out was his. She knew Gino now had a shortened life expectancy. He would maybe father a child, have a few relationships, but the main relationship in his life would be with heroin. If Jude had got inside his head, that boy was lost.

‘The boys there, you can see what they are, bless them. Junkies, crack heads – well, it’s like anything really, ain’t it?’ Deborah shrugged. ‘You get used to it. At first it was shocking, you know? Seeing them there in their make-up with their funny walks. But eventually they were just part of the landscape. No one really took any notice after a while. But seeing Sonny Boy there . . . it really shocked me.’

She looked into Tyrell’s eyes.

‘I liked him, cooked him many a dinner here, the poor little fucker. But I told my Gino to keep away from him then. Nothing personal, we all knew how good he was with Jude. People admired Sonny for the way he took care  of her. And you know the worst of it all? She was never worth it. The woman is fucking carrion!’

She lit another cigarette from the butt of her last one. Standing up, she said, ‘I’m going to check on my Gino then I’m having a drink. Do you want one?’

Tyrell nodded, knowing she wanted company.

‘The glasses are in the cabinet by the sink.’

She walked from the room, cigarette still held firmly in her hand. Louis got up, glad of something to do. He found it hard listening to this woman talking about Sonny being a rent boy so he could only guess how much harder it must be for Tyrell. Deborah came back into the room carrying a bottle of cheap Scotch and poured them all a generous measure.

‘Was he there much?’

Tyrell could hear the catch in his own voice, could hear the disbelief and the horror, had to swallow down the tears that were threatening to pour down his face. He had never known, never dreamed, that anything like that could have been the case. Why had no one ever told him?

But he knew why. They were too scared.

‘Not at first, but later he was there a lot. It was Gino who told me the score, see? I had banned him from seeing Sonny as I said. Didn’t want him involved in all that. You see it in the papers, you see it on TV, but we live it round here. This  ain’t a Channel Four documentary showing how the other half live, we are the other half! We live that shit night and day. I might not be mother of the year, and I might live in a sink estate, but I do the best I can for my kids. Sonny was on a death wish, mate. I know you don’t want to hear it, but he was. She had a hold over him like I have never seen before, and that hold included my Gino. She offered them the chance to be bad boys, and living here, being part of this scummy place, they took it, grabbed the chance with both hands. It was an enticement they couldn’t resist.’

Deborah gulped at her drink.

‘Gino said Sonny Boy had no choice about it. If he didn’t go out on the make then Jude would and Sonny hated her out on the bash, she knew he did. She had had a couple of hidings in the past, and besides she wasn’t up to much any more. Didn’t get the punters like, especially the state she was in. So he went out with her blessing because that lazy whore couldn’t even get her arse in gear to shag for her own skag.’

Tyrell closed his eyes in distress.

Deborah started to cry again as she said plaintively: ‘What am I going to do now, eh? Now she’s given my boy a taste of nothing. Now he knows what all the shouting is about. He will want it, he’s stupid enough for skag. The thieving I could cope with, but not this. I will kill her. I swear to God  I will swing for that whore, and I don’t care who knows it.’

Louis refilled her glass for her, knowing she would need to soften the edges today.

‘I’ll keep me eye on him, I promise. Jude won’t have him back there, Mrs White. I couldn’t help me own boy because I didn’t know enough, but I will help yours. I can’t say fairer than that,’ Tyrell told her.

She nodded. It was what she had hoped he’d say.

‘He loved you, Sonny Boy did, I know that much. He talked about you all the time.’

It was small comfort, but it was all she had to offer him.

Nick was at his club in Bermondsey, a small spieler frequented by known faces. The good thing was no one could get in without either being well known to the other members or else having enough firepower to give Tony Blair an excuse to invade.

The latter, though unlikely, had been tried over the years by better people than the PM, and the place was still standing and holding its own in an ever-changing world.

Stevie was nervous today and this fact was annoying Nick.

Anyone would think he had never done a bit of skulduggery in his life before and he had just come out after doing a big lump. Good job he didn’t have to deal with half  of what Nick had to deal with on a daily basis. He was only trying to keep his head above water and the shit he had to deal with was astronomical. Now he had Stevie having a heart attack over a pile of shit. In fairness his old mate was still on licence so he had good reason to be bricking it, but Nick was not in the mood for babysitting.

His annoyance came over in his voice as he spoke sharply to his friend.

‘They can’t trace him back to us. They’ll think he was dealing out and had a capture of some kind. The usual for dealers who try and out too much stuff too quickly. The filth will think Gary had open wallet surgery. It happens all the time, bigger firms jumping on the little dealers. There’s no way it can come back to us, so stop fucking tarting out and have a drink, for fuck’s sake.’

Stevie could see the logic of what Nick was saying but it had all got too heavy for him. He had wanted to spank Gary Proctor, he didn’t deny that, hurt him badly, but death had not been on the agenda. He had already done a big lump, unlike Nick who had been lucky enough to live a charmed life. If he had done a bit of bird he might understand why Stevie was so reluctant to go back and do some more.

Not that he had any intention of pointing that fact out in the near future, of course.

‘Fucking arsehole bandit! I mean, what the fuck is all that about?’

A young redhead with slim legs and a suspiciously heavy chest came over and smiled at Stevie in a friendly way. Then, looking at Nick, she said in a broad Essex accent: ‘Got me wages?’

He laughed. He liked her, she was a good kid. Eighteen but looking twelve without make-up, she had been stripping since she was a fifteen-year-old runaway. He nodded to the girl behind the bar and she passed him an envelope.

‘Here you are, love, see you next week.’

She fluttered her eyelashes at him and he winked back at her but they both knew it was a game, he had no interest in her and she liked him all the more because of that. Men had been coming on to her since she had first gone into care as a rather pretty nine year old. She now knew better than women three times her age how to take care of herself.

She smiled at Stevie once more because Nick had assured her he might be up for it. She liked the faces, they normally gave good sex and were always generous. He was looking at her as if he was up for a good time.

Stevie was. He had been good for too long. His wife was a star and he appreciated her waiting for him, but she had the body of a forty year old and unfortunately for her he had dreamed for too many years about the bodies of twenty year  olds. This little one was just his cup of tea, and far too good to knock back.

Life was too short for monogamy, he had learned that much in nick. As he started chatting to the girl, Nick grinned. Twenty minutes later they were standing at the other end of the bar and Nick was as far from Stevie’s mind as his wife and kids were.

The redhead was a good sort all right, she had done a sterling job of taking that miserable ponce off Nick’s hands. He knew Stevie had wanted to hurt Proctor, he had said as much, and Proctor had been hurt. Nick had done the main graft of the night, so what was Stevie worrying about? He had only given him a slap by their standards.

Nick liked Stevie but he was an old woman in some respects. Still, a lump could do that to a body. They either came out able to hold the world on their shoulders and better for the experience, or else they came out like Stevie, frightened of their own shadow.

But he had wanted Proctor sorted and he had been sorted, the same way that piece of thieving shit Lance Walker had been sorted.

End of fucking story.

Tyrell and Louis went back to Jude’s.

Louis felt for his friend, knowing that the utter  humiliation was killing him. Louis had heard rumours about Sonny, everyone had. He was a one-boy crime wave and at first it had been seen as amusing. When he had started nicking off his own, though, it had ceased to be funny. It was only Tyrell’s standing in the community that had stopped the boy being given a good slap.

But Louis had never heard anything about him being a bender. He tried to imagine how he would feel in Tyrell’s shoes and couldn’t even get close. But then, he had always seen the boy differently from everyone else. It was what made him a good man. Tyrell had loved his son and Louis respected that.

As they walked inside the flat Jude was standing in the hallway as if waiting for them. One eye was black and her neck was already bruising. She looked like she had been given a good hiding, which of course was the case.

‘You cunt.’

Tyrell didn’t know who was more surprised at his words, Jude or himself. It was not a word he had ever used to her though he knew it was part of her everyday life like the squalor that surrounded her, the smell she gave off. She was barefoot and he could see the needle marks between her toes and the thread veins all over her ankles. He saw her through everyone else’s eyes and all the guilt he usually felt evaporated. In its place was a hatred that frightened him with its intensity. 

He saw the shiftiness in her blue eyes that he had never dared to acknowledge before because then he’d have had to deal with the knowledge of what she was really like. He had always given her the benefit of the doubt, but no longer.

‘I’ve been called worse than that, Tyrell.’

He smirked at her and Jude felt the first real prickle of unease.

‘I bet you have.’

He took a joint from his jacket pocket and lit it with shaking hands. The smell of skunk was heavy and sweet as it battled with the other odours in the flat.

‘So he was flogging his arse, was he?’

She flicked her hair out of her eyes in a gesture of contempt.

‘ ’Course not. You know what they’re like round here, they talk shite.’

But the fear was there, in the minute tremor in her voice, and Tyrell knew he had her on the ropes. All he had to do was deliver the final knock-out punch.

So he did.

‘I believe Deborah, Jude.’

She had been banking on his not wanting to believe any of it, but as they looked into each other’s eyes he finally knew the truth of it.

Tyrell was a big man, a handsome man, his dreads gave  him a dignity that was somehow lacking in the younger West Indian men. It wasn’t a fashion statement with Tyrell, it was who he was. He had a wide face, high cheekbones and slanting eyes. He had never appreciated just how good-looking he was, had never cared about anything like that.

Jude shrugged him away dismissively and said in a flat bored voice that was somehow aimed at goading him, ‘Believe what you like. It’s too late now, ain’t it? He’s gone.’

She spoke about Sonny as if he was a puppy that had run away, or a stranger who meant nothing, to her.

Tyrell realised then that that was exactly what her son had been to her. He was purely a means to an end, and he had a sneaking feeling poor Sonny had realised it all along.

Louis wasn’t prepared for the attack when it took place and neither was Jude. She disappeared under a hail of blows that would have killed any other woman. It took Louis a good five minutes to drag his friend off the now terrified Jude. All the stunts she had pulled on Tyrell over the years had never produced a reaction to match this one. If someone had told her he would raise his hand to her, Jude would have laid her last fix in a bet stating otherwise.

Never before had Louis seen anger like it. He knew it had been bottled up a long time. This man’s son had led a dog’s life and died prematurely. Now it was payback time for Jude because she had not tried to prevent it happening.  In fact, had made sure something like that would happen eventually. Sonny never stood a chance of leading a decent life.

He stared at the wreck of the woman before him and her bloody face and sagging countenance did nothing for him now. If someone had told him he would raise his hand to a woman he would have laughed in their face yet he knew that he could cheerfully break her neck now and not lose a moment’s sleep over it.

The hate was deep now, ingrained.

‘Where did my boy get that gun, Jude?’

He was still panting from exertion as he spoke and Jude, broken and yet still standing, said nastily, ‘I don’t know.’

Her voice set him off once more and when he attacked her again it took all Louis’s strength to drag his friend from the flat.

As he pushed him into the car Louis wondered what the repercussions of this night would be.

It wasn’t long before he found out.

Maureen Proctor stood staring at the second pair of policemen to visit her today. She was unable to take in what they’d just told her.

’Are you sure it’s my Gary?’

A PC nodded sadly.

‘Is he dead?’

‘No, Mrs Proctor, but he is very poorly.’

Poorly?

The word was weird to her. It was one people had used in her mother’s day. Coming out of this young man’s mouth, it made her want to laugh.

’And he has been beaten up and burned, you say?’

He nodded once more.

‘But why would someone do that to my old man? He is an irritating fucker but no one we know would go that far.’

‘Would you like us to take you to the hospital?’

She looked at him as if he had grown another head in front of her eyes.

‘Do I fuck! I’ll drive meself.’

All the way to Billericay burns unit Maureen wondered who Gary had pissed off this time. She was also wondering who to tell first because chances were someone she knew would be aware of who was responsible for the attack. But it was the kilo of cocaine they’d found in his car that really threw her.

Drugs were not Gary’s forte, or Nick’s, and they’d worked closely on everything. Gary might snort cocaine, he liked the high, but he wasn’t up to dealing it. The sentences were far too stiff. He stuck with his other businesses.

Or maybe she didn’t know about this move? Maybe he  had kept it quiet for the simple reason that he knew she hated drugs of any kind. As she negotiated her way through the traffic she marvelled at all the people she could see going about their lives without having to worry about knocks on the front door, about whether or not their husbands would still be home for Christmas or if they would be visiting them inside for a long time, pretending an affection that wasn’t there any more because affection needed human contact and that was impossible now.

Maureen pushed the thoughts from her head. Gary was gravely ill in hospital, not on remand or waiting for bail.

Beaten and burned, though. It sounded like nonce treatment . . . Was he up to something else she didn’t know about?

Chances were he was, she acknowledged bitterly. But if he was then it was surely not with Nick by his side. Nick was known as a good family man. He was not even a womaniser. He talked the talk and he flirted, but that was as far as it went. Gary, on the other hand, was like a rutting pig. Had he dabbled with someone else’s bird? Or, more to the point, daughter?

The thought frightened Maureen.

She decided to talk to Nick Leary as soon as she could and see what he knew. But not on her mobile. She would ring from a payphone so she could be sure no one could  trace anything. If this was over Gary’s usual business then she and the kids were home and dry money wise. She would be due some compensation from Nick and would want that sooner rather than later. If Gary died she would need a lump sum and access to his percentages.

She had a lot to think about and Nick Leary, though fair, was not a man to cross. She only hoped Gary had remembered that.

Tyrell sat with his boys and Sally in the lounge of his former home and watched as his sons chatted to one another.

They were good kids. He was proud of them. They were kind, happy, and best of all respectful. He loved them and once he had loved being here with them. Now he felt like a visitor.

It was funny but the room seemed smaller than he remembered and it had only been a week or so since he had lived here all the time. Now he felt as if the walls were coming in on him.

As he watched them he thought of Sonny, and the way he had been living. How could he not have known about it? Why wasn’t he aware that something was so drastically wrong?

But then, in Jude’s life there was always something going wrong, always something out of the ordinary happening. It  was normality for Jude. All her life she had done things that most people would instinctively have seen as wrong. Sonny had grown up with her habit ruling his life. If Jude was stoned then the world was a good place to be. If she was wired then everyone paid the price. Someone knocking the door down at three in the morning for money . . . well, didn’t that happen to everyone?

His eldest son had lived that kind of life, one where violence and the threat of violence were commonplace, and Tyrell had let him. But it was the knowledge that Sonny had actually sold himself to buy his mother drugs that was eating at him like acid. Thinking of what his Sonny had done with those men for money, Tyrell hated him for it even as he loved him.

He had seen those boys around the stations in London, had felt sorry for them even as they disgusted him. Had shooed them away from him in case anyone thought he was trying to attract them. He had loathed them and their lifestyles and had patted himself on the back because he’d known it would never happen to any of his sons. They would never need to do anything like that, would they? He was there for them, wasn’t he?

This new knowledge explained a lot of things to him now, things he had found suspect but had not felt able to question at the time. Like the way Sonny would disappear  late at night without any explanation, and the two mobiles he always carried with him. One must have been for business, that was why he always took those calls in private. He must have had a regular clientele.

When Tyrell had been told what had happened to his boy he had never dreamed anything could make him feel worse than that.

But he had been wrong.

Angela was alone once more. Tammy had left the house to go for lunch. Shortly after that she had gone to her own annexe and made herself a hot milk laced with brandy. She sipped it slowly, her TV tuned to ITV 2. She enjoyed Sally Jesse Raphael, she was an older, more sensible talk show host than the others. Angela particularly liked the strait-laced way she confronted her guests when she thought they were in the wrong.

If only life was that easy.

These people on TV put the world to rights in a few minutes. In the time it took Angela to make a cup of tea they had saved a marriage, exposed a love rat or informed some teenage trollop who the father of her child actually was.

For her it was normally compulsive viewing, making her feel better than those people who used a visual medium to  air their filthy washing in the public arena. She couldn’t understand the mentality herself. These messed-up people with their dirty lives got paid to make the programme interesting and confrontational. They’d face the baying audience with defiance as if to say, ‘Look at me and the fuck up I have made, not only of my life but my children’s and their families’.

‘How clever I am because now I am a topic of conversation for a load of jobless wonders who in their hearts should know better than to waste precious hours of their lives watching this crap.’

Oh, she was hurting all right.

She was hurting for a son who had been verbally abused all his young life, who had had to stand at the end of the bed and watch his father beat and then rape his mother.

What did these people know of hurt and pain? What did these people know of humiliation, of degradation? What did they know of a young boy who had tried to save his sister from the same fate only to have the indignities heaped upon himself ?

How could she ever tell her daughter-in-law about all that? How could she ever expect anyone to understand, especially Tammy who lived for sex and for what she believed it stood for.

Sex wasn’t about love, not most of the time. It was about  keeping people, cowing to people, making them do what you wanted. Sex was a weapon of choice for many men and she knew that from first-hand experience. Angela poured herself a large brandy and gulped it down. The fear was upon her again and even though she knew her husband was lying in a cold grave she still half expected him to come storming through the door at any second. She knew that, at times, Nick expected it too. Such was her husband’s anger it still impinged on their lives all these years later.

Angela sighed, knowing that she was going off on a tangent because she didn’t know how to fix her own life or more to the point her son’s. Didn’t know what to do with the terrible knowledge she now had in her possession.

Today, she had been snooping, as usual. She couldn’t help it. She had seen something she had never thought to see again in her lifetime. Proof of her son’s derangement.

She would have to try to live with the knowledge, yet she wasn’t sure that she could cope with it and all that it entailed.

There was a kink in Nick’s nature and she had helped to put the kink into place. She knew that better than anyone.

So what was she going to do about it?

There had been a time, not too long ago, when Nick and Tammy’s marriage ending would have been cause for celebration to her. She’d howled at the fates that had brought her son and his wife together.

Not any more, though. She was finally seeing poor Tammy and the life she had to live with Nick through clear impartial eyes. And what she now knew terrified her.

Bloody men and their constant craving for excitement . . . why would Tammy want to come home to a house that was empty of all natural affection and love? Angela set no store by all this sex talk. Everyone these days thought they should be having orgasms all over the place and still shagging until their pacemakers packed up with all the excitement. But in its place, which to her was every Saturday night after a few drinks whether you needed it or not, it kept a marriage solid.

Why the hell hadn’t her son addressed his problems years before? But then, as she knew from bitter experience, some problems were hard to face up to, let alone resolve.

She opened her little safe and took out the photos. As she gazed at them again she felt tears threaten but sniffed them back. She was harder than Tammy, had had to be.

As she looked around the spacious annexe her son had built for her and saw the beautiful furnishings Tammy had helped her choose, Angela wanted to cry so badly but all the years of keeping her feelings below the surface made it impossible.

When her husband had been at his worst she had been stoical. No matter what happened you never let the outside  world know about it. Years ago that had meant the neighbours. Now, though, their nearest neighbour was so far away, you’d need a bus to get to them.

But Tammy’s crying had affected Angela more than she would ever have thought possible. As she had heard her sobbing it was as if a steel trap had been lifted off her own emotions and she had been forced to face up to the fact that her daughter-in-law was terribly unhappy through no fault of her own. The long talk they had had together had changed Angela’s perspective. That and the contents of her safe.

She had known for a long time that things weren’t right between them, and had blamed Tammy and her tantrums and her spending. But inside she’d always known it couldn’t have been that one-sided. Nick wasn’t his father’s son in name only, she reflected bitterly.

Tammy wanted love as well as sex. As the years had gone by and there had been neither from Nick it had twisted and almost destroyed her. Angela knew how that felt only too well which was why, for the moment, she would keep her own counsel about the photographs she’d found in her son’s coat pocket just ten minutes after Tammy had left.

Not for his sake – she was done with worrying about her son the moment she discovered them – but for the sake of Tammy, the daughter-in-law she’d never even liked before and now wanted only to love and protect.




Book Two

Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.

Galatians, 6:7

He’s mad that trusts in the tameness of a wolf, a horse’s health, a boy’s love, or a whore’s oath.

William Shakespeare: King Lear (Act III, scene vi)




Chapter Fourteen

Nick watched his wife as she drank her wine. Actually gulped her wine would have been more like it. But if he could at least get her round to his way of thinking then at seventy quid a throw the bottle would have been worth it. This was an expensive and select restaurant and only Nick could have got the prime table here at such short notice. It was a place to be seen and he knew that would appeal to his wife. She loved being seen with him, and the fact he had brought her here would really please her. All her friends would hear about it and for poor Tams that was what was really important.

He had to set her mind straight on what had happened to Gary. It was important to get her on board.

Nick filled his wife’s glass once more.

‘Get that down you, Tams.’

She smiled, she was half-cut already. If it was any other man she was having lunch with she would be expecting them to put the hit on her in the next few minutes. But as it was Nick, she did not hold out much hope, though it had been known in the dim and distant past. She could always hope.

‘So who do you think did that to Gary then?’

He shrugged nonchalantly.

‘Fucked if I know, Tammy.’

She watched him closely. He was lying through his teeth, she knew that much. But she also knew that to anyone else he would look honest, baffled even. Nick Leary was a great actor. In many ways he’d missed his true vocation.

‘So your best mate and business partner is found crisply fried in a lock-up and you don’t think it’s a bit strange like? You don’t even want to know who did it?’

He shook his head again.

‘That’s right.’

Tammy looked at him a few seconds longer before saying brightly, ‘I’ll ask round the wives then. Between us we can usually get to the bottom of any skulduggery round here.’

He stared at her, aware that other diners were watching the exchange but unable to hear what they were talking about.

‘Oh, no, you won’t, lady.’

He grabbed her wrist tightly, causing her to wince.

‘Look at me, Tams, and read my lips. He was doing a dolly behind me back and he had a capture, all right?’

She nodded, a little bit worried now by the tone of his voice.

Nick looked troubled too, but then that was nothing new. He had looked like that since the burglary. He was going greyer by the day and the frown lines on his face were quickly replacing the laughter lines.

As usual she felt sorry for him. That was another knack he had. Any problem of his had always evoked her pity. Knowing the macho man front he put on, it had to be hard for him living this lie.

She also knew a lot of people including the police would think he had something to do with Gary’s accident or that he knew who was behind it.

They were too closely linked for him not to.

But thanks to the unfortunate affair of the burglar, he would be looked upon kindly. It was how their world worked and they both knew that.

Nick carried on eating as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but then in their world front was everything. And no one could front it out like her and Nick. They were expert at it, had had to be considering the life they lived.

Just like Nick Junior, she either wanted to kick him or kiss him, there was never a happy medium. His oldest friend  was half dead, had been horrifically attacked, and Nick looked crushed, yet there was still something not right about any of it.

He didn’t look crushed enough.

She was convinced he was in on it all, that there was something more going on than Gary doing a dolly. She ran the facts around her head for a few moments and then said quietly, ‘Has this got anything to do with Stevie Daly?’

It was a shot in the dark and she only said the name from instinct. Years of throwing names at Nick to get a reaction had made her adept at it.

She was rewarded by seeing his face pale even more.

‘You missed your vocation, Tams, you should have been a filth.’

She laughed then, pleased to have been proved right as he knew she would be. He could always work her and she still hadn’t sussed that fact out.

‘I’m too short.’

He studied his wife. She was tiny really. It had always been part of the attraction for him, especially when she was cooperating like this. She looked vulnerable, but he knew it wouldn’t last because he could see the way her eyes were beginning to change colour. It was so minute only someone who knew her really well would notice it. She was about to start fighting him and he wasn’t sure he was able for it.

‘So what did Gary do then? It must have been bad. Stevie’s a bank robber, not a murderer, there’s a big difference.’

Nick sighed.

‘Don’t know what you’re talking about, Tammy. You been watching too many soaps.’

She knew he wouldn’t say anything more but there was more to this and it did have something to do with Stevie, so at least that settled her mind a bit.

‘This wasn’t you, was it?’ she said, just checking.

He shook his head.

She wondered what to say next. The drink was taking hold and she was a little bit frightened. She decided to believe him; it was all she could do really. She had to protect herself, her home and her kids, they both knew that.

‘Fair enough. But can we expect a knock at the door?’

‘If plod asks, I was with you all night, OK?’

She smirked, her blue eyes almost grey now, a steely grey as she realised this was what all the chatting up was for. He’d let her get it out of him. She was learning how he operated but wouldn’t let him know that.

Knowledge was power, as he was always saying.

‘I see. You need me to corroborate your pack of lies, hence this lunch. I should have guessed.’

‘You always were quick on the uptake, Tams, it’s why I married you.’

She smiled then.

‘So that was the reason, was it?’

The hurt was back in her voice and he wondered how long it would be before she got drunk, started a fight, and he could in all conscience take her home. One thing with Tams, though, a message once received was well understood. Whatever happened he had his alibi, they both knew that.

Louis Clarke was drinking a large iced vodka in a drinking club in Clerkenwell, and filling his brothers in on the new information about Tyrell’s son. The other men were all amazed by this turn of events and could tell how embarrassed Louis was even to be talking about it to them.

‘I feel like a fucking gossip!’

They all laughed nervously.

‘Well, you are in a way, aren’t you?’

Terry Clarke was red in the face with anger and embarrassment.

‘If that was one of my boys, I’d go mad.’

They all nodded, agreeing.

Tyrell was a good bloke, respected and liked. For this to befall him was upsetting for all the men at the table. It was like any disaster when it was too close to home, it made them feel the same could happen in their families. You tried to protect your kids, but whether or not you managed it  was another thing entirely these days. The goalposts had been moved and the world was changing by the hour.

‘It weren’t him, it was that piece of shit that bred him. That Jude. Fucking animal she is.’

‘How did he take it?’

This from Colin, the eldest of the brothers.

‘How do you think! How would you take it?’

‘Definitely not up the arse.’

Terry’s voice was laced with innuendo and his brothers all laughed even as they felt guilty about it.

Louis sighed.

‘Look, are we going to give him a hand or not? I think he has a point about there being more to it all than meets the eye.’

Colin nodded then said, ‘I know Nick Leary, though, and he is as sound as a pound. No way he was involved.’

His tone of voice dismissed any hint of disagreement.

‘But who might be up for robbing him? I know he had a bit of trouble with Leo Green a while back. But Leo’s not a gas meter bandit. He’s just give him a slap and be done with it.’

Terry frowned. Leo Green was a gun and drug dealer. Neither was Nick Leary’s forte. He was strictly clubs and raves, fronted by his building business which even on its own kept him quids in.

‘What did they fall out over?’

‘Leo was dealing out in his clubs. You know the score – get a few youngsters to take in the gear. From what I gather it was shit and one of the kids nearly died. Fucking Es and Rohypnol – date raping, for fuck’s sake. What’s wrong with getting birds drunk or giving them a bit of coke? Young people today have no fucking class! Anyway, Nick Leary had a word and it all fell out of bed, but Nick ain’t someone to mug off, he can handle himself.’

Billy Clarke intervened then.

‘But so can Leo. They must have traded off somehow if there was no blood.’

None of them answered and Louis went up to the bar and ordered more drinks. Billy glanced around at his brothers. They looked like clones of one another, and all of them together at one table was an intimidating sight. That was their strength, and they all knew it. No one messed with the Clarkes who always took each other’s part. It was a useful business arrangement as well as a good front before the general public.

‘What about Leary, though? Do you think Leo Green might have set that up in retribution like?’

Louis shook his head.

‘I can’t see it meself, but I will mention it to Tyrell. He’s in a right state since he found out about his boy being gay.’ 

Billy sighed.

‘Was he though? I remember seeing a documentary about rent boys and a lot of them only do it for money, they don’t enjoy it. They ain’t benders as such.’

Terry and Colin laughed.

‘When have you ever watched a fucking documentary?’

Billy flushed.

‘You know what Caroline’s like, she watches all that crap.’ The other brothers all looked at one another and laughed once more. Caroline was a tall leggy brunette with wide-spaced blue eyes, a body like a supermodel’s and a mind like a steel trap. Billy adored her and she adored him and all the brothers had a crush on her in one way or another. After three kids and twelve years of marriage she still looked like a teenager.

Billy took the joking in good part as they knew he would, whereas Terry on the other hand would have kicked off.

‘I don’t like Leo Green, a fucking tosser he is!’ grouched Colin.

‘Who’s rattled your cage?’

He was the quiet one of the boys, the thinker. Though he often came over like a rambling buffoon he was in fact the brains of the outfit in many respects. They listened to him when he did speak because it was unusual.

Colin gulped at his pint of lager before wiping his mouth  noisily and saying, ‘Years ago, Leo had a tear up with a geezer who was bringing in dirty films from Amsterdam. Real near the mark they were, couldn’t get nothing like it here them days. Anyway the geezer had him over, and do you know what Leo did? This is how snidey that cunt can be – he arranged a holiday in a caravan with his wife and kids, packed up the car, even had the dog with him, then he cut the geezer up in his lorry. The geezer got out by Dartford tunnel, right, and Leo did him with a crowbar. Fucking crunched him, in front of his wife and kids and all.

‘When plod came Leo give them this big sob story about how the lorry had nearly run them off the road, how he was an innocent bloke going on holiday with his wife and kids, just grabbed the crowbar because the bloke was going to do his motor with the kids in it. Fucking plod nearly put him up for a bravery award! Well, the bloke couldn’t tell the filth what it was really about, could he? Got a capture, went to court and got banged up for threatening behaviour, ABH, you name it! Leo thought it was hilarious. That scum actually used his own kids to get even. Suppose it had all fell out of bed and the bloke had done him and then wrecked his car? His kids were babies, he put them and his wife and dog at risk to make a fucking point! Personally, I think he is capable of anything. I have never dealt with him because of it.’

‘So you think he could be involved in Sonny Boy creeping round Leary’s house?’

Colin shrugged.

‘I don’t know. All I’m saying is, he deals with young boys through his drug peddling, so it’s sensible to think he might at least have known Sonny. He deals in guns and all, which is what Tyrell was interested in, weren’t it? Where the boy got the iron from in the first place. Leo might not be personally involved, but he might put us all on the right track there.’

‘What do you mean, he deals in guns?’

This from Louis who sounded surprised.

Colin said slowly and as if he was talking to a five year old, ‘You go to his house and he sells you a gun, that is what dealing means.’

They all laughed once more.

‘Very funny. I thought he only dealt in drugs?’

Colin shrugged.

‘One of my blokes got a lovely bit of iron off him, he’s cheaper than most and all. But knowing Leo, there’s a catch to it, has to be. He’s a user.’

‘Where’s Tyrell now?’

Louis shrugged.

‘Stoned out of his fucking box. Since he left Sally he’s changed. Can’t seem to get Sonny Boy out of his mind. But that’s natural, I suppose, considering.’

‘I don’t like that Sally,’ Billy put in. ‘Caroline said to me that she’s cold, and you know my old woman – she’s rarely got a bad word to say about anyone.’

They all nodded. It was a measure of the respect they felt for Caroline that the men at the table would listen to her opinion without a second’s thought. Unlike their own wives and girlfriends whose opinions were definitely never sought and never really listened to unless they were about the home or the kids.

Their territory as it were.

‘I like old Tyrell.’

Billy sounded sad for their friend.

They all nodded in agreement.

’A top bloke, and I think the sooner he gets to the bottom of all this the better off he’ll be. The Yanks call it closure.’

Everyone looked at Colin again and Terry said loudly and in a high camp voice, ‘Hark at fucking Miriam Stoppard over there.’

They were all laughing once more, but it was forced and the mood turned decidedly sombre. At the end of the day, the last thing they wanted to think about was the abortion that had passed for Sonny Boy’s life.

The thought of their own children’s futures frightened them now because Sonny had been given access to a good life by his father, and look what had happened to him. None  of them wanted their boys ducking and diving, grafting for a living. They wanted them to be straight in more ways than one. And none of them wanted their daughters to marry men like themselves. They didn’t want them to have lives like their mothers had, constantly wondering where the old man was, would he be home, would he be nicked? Or what the women all saw as the biggest problem of all: who was he shagging?

They wanted far better for their kids or what the fuck was all the hard graft for?

Jude was starting to panic. Her brown was nearly all gone and Gino was nowhere to be seen. She’d thought he would have unloaded his mother by now, been kicked out of the house and ensconced in Jude’s flat for the duration.

If he didn’t show up soon then it meant she had to go out and earn a few quid herself and she didn’t like doing that. It wasn’t so much what she had to do for the money, it was the fact she had to get dressed up and actually leave the flat. Those days were long gone for Jude. She liked to be indoors, away from the world and out of her nut. It was the only way she could cope.

She would have to have a bath as well, and since Sonny had died the bath had hardly been in use. It stank. He had tidied up, washed sheets and done the mundane household  stuff. As time had worn on it had been second nature to him. He liked being clean, would spend hours in the bathroom.

Jude also knew that with her bruises she would not be first call for any of the men at the market so all in all she was in a bind.

She couldn’t get any more gear through the sympathy vote after the turn out with Gino’s mother and she didn’t have anything to sell. Even Sonny’s portable was gone now as well as his CDs and his Walkman. She could ring up and get a house clearance firm to take his bed and wardrobe, but where would the wannabes sleep then?

She was not going to ask Tyrell for help, not for a good while anyway. Sonny’s other mates had given her a wide berth since she had introduced Gino to the brown so she was left with only one choice. She picked up Sonny’s mobile and rang the number she had got from Big Ellie. It went straight to answerphone and Jude turned the mobile off with shaking hands. What she was doing was dangerous, she knew, but she was stuck between a rock and a hard place. She had no choice. Nick Leary owed her and this number could get her untold riches. He had a shock coming to him, she was determined on that much.

She would give it an hour and try once more.

In the meantime she would make her way to Verbena’s. She was always good for a tap when Jude was desperate.

Even if she did have to listen to her Bible-thumping to get it.

Sally watched her husband as he packed the last of his clothes into the large suitcase they usually kept for holidays. She could not believe that he was leaving her for good. But as she looked at his face she saw the determination there, and was sorry to realise that this actually was the end of their marriage. Once he walked out with that bag, she knew she would never be able to allow him back. Her pride would not permit that. She worried more about what people thought of her and her family than she did about her own happiness. She knew that Tyrell knew that as well and was using it against her and she couldn’t blame him, not really.

She was her mother’s daughter as he had pointed out many times over the years. It was being proved now because she would not ask him to stay. Inside she wanted to beg him not to go because she still loved him. But they both knew she was more worried about being seen as the deserted wife than anything else.

He looked at her with fresh eyes, and wondered how she had ever snared him. If it had not been for her his eldest son would have lived with him, but Sonny had always known he was not really welcome with Sally around.

It was as if she had been convinced he would taint her  boys and maybe she was right. But the world tainted kids. They could come from the best homes and still smoke a bit of puff. Look at Prince Harry.

In the bedroom Tyrell could smell the lavender oil she sprayed on the pillows to aid restful sleep. He glanced at the tasteful pictures on the wall, and knew she was just holding back from straightening the bedspread because his case was on it, and it was rumpled.

Sally’s life had been so different from Jude’s. She always had everything under control and he had been attracted to that once. Now all he saw when he looked at her was the way she had never wanted his eldest boy messing up her home. It wasn’t really to do with the other boys, it was his chaotic life she couldn’t stand. If he had been a graduate he would have been welcomed with open arms. Sally was a snob, and the worst type of snob at that.

He only hoped his other sons achieved, because if they didn’t she would be the same with them. She was like her own mother in that way: saw her kids as a reflection of herself and worried constantly how other people perceived her.

But he was on to her now and he would make sure his other sons had a better start than poor Sonny Boy. He would see that they knew there was more to life than her constant harping about being the best. His boys would also have fun. 

They even laughed quietly, he realised. Why had he never done anything about it before? Because Sally made sure that everyone danced to her tune. Well, it was over now. He was changing the record and they would all dance to whatever tune he decided in the future.

‘Can I get you a coffee?’

It was the nearest she would ever get to asking him to stay and they both knew it. If he accepted the coffee she would expect him to try and kiss her, maybe get her into bed. She would say no at first and eventually relent and then it would all be as it was before. He could see the pleading in her eyes.

‘Can’t. I’m meeting someone and I’m already late.’

His voice was dismissive and he knew he was hurting her but he was past caring. How many times had she spoken to Sonny Boy like that when he had phoned to speak to his brothers? She would cut him off mid-sentence, tell him they were in bed, studying, whatever, and Tyrell had let her. That was the worst of it, he had let her because he had not been man enough to tell her where to get off and leave the poor boy alone.

‘Well, don’t let me keep you then.’

He grinned.

‘You won’t. By the way, why didn’t you tell me Sonny had rung your mobile in Jamaica the night he died?’

He saw the shock on her face.

‘The police have your number down as one of his last calls. They spoke to you about it, I’m sure.’

‘It was a missed call . . . I told them that.’

But she had not told him and he wanted to get that fact over to her now. She was stuttering and he enjoyed her discomfort because he had waited to say this to her, waited for the right moment.

’According to the phone records the call lasted one minute and twenty seconds, so don’t talk your bollocks to me. You did what you always do, didn’t you, Sal? You fucked him off quickly because you couldn’t stand him interfering with your safe little life.’

She was shaking her head in denial.

‘You were all out . . .’

‘If I had spoken to him maybe he wouldn’t have done what he did. Maybe, just maybe, he was ringing for help or advice.’

She laughed now and said in a hard voice, ‘He wanted money. I said to wait till we got home. Did we still have to bankroll his mother’s addiction on holiday then?’

She was all self-righteous now.

He pushed his face close to hers and said through gritted teeth, ‘You’re a cunt, Sal! A nasty, vindictive and jealous cunt.’

It was the second time he had called a woman that in a few days. Tyrell closed his eyes and took a deep breath because for the second time he also had the urge to clump this woman so hard she would never get up again.

‘He wanted help, and knowing how you were with him he would not have rung you unless he was desperate.’

‘How was I to know what he was going to do?’

Tyrell wiped his nose. It was running and it took all his willpower not to break down in tears.

‘He was on the rent, Sal. That boy was flogging his arse for his mother, and I never knew because you made sure I never really had any time on me own with him.’

‘You couldn’t have got money to him from Jamaica.’

Her voice was dismissive once more. She had recovered herself and he had to admire her for that if for nothing else.

‘Oh, but you’re wrong. I could have got the money to him through friends. I had done it before.’

He saw the amazement on her face and it gave him a small sense of satisfaction. ‘You have never known the half of it, Sal, but you thought you did and that suited you. Well, I’m off. As I said, I have people to see, things to do.’

He dragged the heavy case off the bed and the silk throw fell to the ground. He knew she was itching to pick it up and make it all look neat once more. As he carried the case out of the bedroom he saw his boys and realised they had  heard everything that had been said. But he couldn’t do anything or say anything about it because he was crying. He was crying for his dead boy. These two were alive and well looked after, he knew. He was going to have to sort his head out before he spoke to them about this.

The revelations of the last few days had destroyed him. He wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to mend himself properly. All he did know was that if he didn’t leave this house now he would explode.

The handsome boys gazed at him with their big eyes and he dropped the case. Taking them both in his arms, Tyrell hugged them to him. Then, picking up the case again, he walked precariously down the narrow staircase. As he went out of the front door he could hear them both calling out to him, but he shut the door and walked away as quickly as he could.

He would deal with them later when he could talk properly and explain the situation with their mother as best he could. Now, though, he was aware he had to save himself and that was exactly what he was going to do.

Inside his car he lit up a joint and toked on it deeply before he made his way back to his flat and his meeting with Louis Clarke.




Chapter Fifteen

Jude was looking out of the window and trying to calm her nerves. The number she’d tried was still not responding and she was getting more nervous every time she rang it. But: ‘Needs must when the devil drives,’ and as her devil drove her constantly, she knew she had to see it through to the bitter end.

‘The Lord will help you, Jude, if you ask him to.’

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

‘The Lord couldn’t give a fuck about me and you know it, Verbena.’

The other woman wasn’t shocked by the words, she expected them now. But she hoped and prayed that one day Jude would see the light and give herself over to Him.

‘You’re wrong, girl. Now put that phone away and talk to me properly.’

Jude was wired, really sweating, and it wasn’t just the need for drugs, it was nervous sweat as well. She could smell herself and for a split second felt a wave of shame. Glancing at herself in the large gilt mirror over the fireplace, she saw a bedraggled woman with dark roots and bloodshot eyes. The reflection depressed her. Jude hated seeing what she was because it pushed home to her the fact that this was it now until she died. Another wave of self-pity swept over her, mingled with self-loathing and the utter need for oblivion.

She had to get out of here, get the money and get back home where she felt safe, where she could convince herself her life was on track, was normal.

‘I bet everyone is having a field day round here.’

Verbena shook her head.

‘Why would you think that, my love?’

Jude shrugged.

‘Not exactly flavour of the month, am I? Now my baby is gone I suppose I won’t be welcome here any more.’

Her voice was full of self-pity. She knew what buttons to press, she had been pressing them for over half her life.

Verbena felt her usual sorrow for Jude. It was as if she had a blind spot where this woman was concerned and even she was aware of that fact.

But she could never deny her.

‘You will always be welcome in my home, Jude, you know that.’

She smiled and it was a real smile for once. Her faded eyes were dull, but the fact that her ex-mother-in-law still cared for her meant more to her than she had realised. With Sonny gone she had not felt any love in her life recently. Whatever she was, whatever she did, he had always been there for her, had adored her, and she had never realised how much she needed that until now.

Impulsively she grabbed Verbena’s hand tightly.

She had lost a son and it had left her unable to leave her home. At times, this had annoyed Jude because she knew if the old woman had been capable she would have dropped off anything she needed and so save her a journey.

Samuel had been Verbena’s Sonny Boy. Unlike his brothers and sisters he had not been what Verbena would have termed ‘a good boy’. He had been her lost sheep, her sinner and she had loved him all the more for it.

Now, though, Jude knew that the death of her son had brought them closer together. Verbena had been good to her, she admitted that. Unlike everyone else who had walked away from her over the years, only Sonny and Verbena had always been there for her.

‘What would I do without you?’

For once Jude was being honest, and it came across in her voice.

The older woman shrugged her bulky body, desperate to hug the poor excuse for a mother in front of her. Even though she knew she should not feel any sympathy for Jude, her heart felt as if it was going to burst with sadness anyway.

Jude was not a bad person, it was just the drugs that made her do wrong. Verbena knew that because she had experienced it at first hand. Jude had even stolen from her: small amounts of money, the odd ornament. When Sonny had been a baby his grandmother had always searched the pushchair surreptitiously before they left in case a bracelet or ring had gone walkabout there. But having met Jude’s family she could see why the girl had turned out this way.

Within five minutes she was opening her purse and giving Jude enough for a ten-pound bag, though they both pretended it was so she could get something to eat. It was a game they had played for many years and Verbena wondered when their strange association would end.

Only, she mused, with the death of one of them. Hopefully it would be her own and then finally she would be able to leave her home.

Once Jude had the money she was gone and the old woman went over to where the photo of her grandson’s grave had been placed. She rubbed the picture with her  thumb as she thought of his life, knowing that of all the people in her world he would have been the only person to understand why she gave Jude money.

Sonny had inherited Verbena’s forgiving nature, and it saddened her that no one else had ever recognised that fact.

Nick had left his wife in a wine bar with her friends and made his way home to get changed and have a few hours’ rest while he tried to sort himself out. His mother hardly spoke to him and after a few attempts at conversation he gave up. It seemed that overnight she had taken on the mantle of Tammy’s protector. Well, in a way he was glad because it saved a lot of atmospheres and aggravation as far as he was concerned.

He couldn’t be bothered to ask her what was wrong, he had enough on his plate as it was.

He loved his mother but sometimes he could understand why she drove Tammy mad. They had never been close, had not even liked each other before this, but it seemed that now Nick was in his mother’s bad books and not his wife. He was willing to let that go for a while if it kept his wife sweet. He had enough on his mind without worrying about his mother having a hissy fit. She’d come round when she was over it. There was a bond between them that Angela would never sever, they both knew that.

He showered quickly and lay on the bed. He could lie there in peace as Tammy was out for the duration. He was tired, and knew that a sleep would do him the world of good, but he was finding it difficult to settle. The boy’s death had been bad enough, but what he had done to Gary was outrageous, Nick saw that now.

What was wrong with him?

He had not heard anything from the filth yet except a few words at the yard to ask him when he had last seen Mr Proctor, etc. The usual things they would ask anyone. He knew they would not want him in the papers once more. He was a hero of sorts, at least to the public anyway. He had played it schtum and now he had Tammy on board he was more or less home and dry. He knew they were aware of Gary’s reputation as they were aware of his but this country’s laws required proof, and no matter what they suspected they had to be able to prove he and Gary were up to skulduggery. Nick was far too shrewd for anything to lead back to him. To all outward appearances he at least was a genuine businessman.

He knew they were also under the impression that he and Gary had been tight. Which was exactly what he wanted them to believe. He had made a point of weighing out Proctor’s wife with a bundle so Maureen was sweet. In fact, she was over the moon with it all. But then, she  would be. Gary had treated her like the hired help for years.

Stevie, bless him, was pleased Nick had done him a favour even though he had not wanted what had happened.

All in all it should be a walk.

At least, Nick hoped so. If they didn’t arrest anyone within twenty-four hours of a major offence, chances were the culprit was home and dry. What most people didn’t realise was that criminals knew the law and the way it worked better than most Old Bill. They had to otherwise they would not last five minutes on the street. Successful criminals paid out a hefty wedge to barristers and lawyers to find out the score and the best way to beat anything that was thrown at them.

Most justice was about how much you could pay, not how guilty you were, and that had been proved time and time again. Look at the sentences handed out to drunk drivers.

Nick was shaking again. He took a few deep breaths to steady his nerves, closed his eyes and tried to relax, but it was impossible. He saw that boy in his dreams even when he was awake. He’d dreamed about Sonny Hatcher every night, yet he didn’t dream once about his oldest friend – how strange was that?

He glanced out of the balcony doors and saw the night  starting to draw in. He hated the dark, hated being alone in it. He closed his eyes and swallowed down the fear enveloping him. He saw Sonny Hatcher then as he always did, walking towards him. The boy was smiling and holding out his arms. He looked so young, but then he was very young, a handsome boy with dark eyes and coffee-coloured skin. He actually looked like Nick’s nephew. His sister’s son was the same age.

He jumped off the bed, his breathing heavy and his heart pounding. He couldn’t relax, couldn’t rest.

Sonny Hatcher had never done anything wrong to him except to come to his home. Nick had killed him for that. The boy should have used his loaf and kept away.

Gary Proctor, on the other hand, had been a real menace. Nick was only sorry he had not kept his temper and let Stevie deal with it; that would have been the sensible solution, but since Sonny Hatcher he could not think straight.

He sometimes wondered if he was having a breakdown.

It was still early and he knew he wouldn’t settle. For once he wished Tammy was there but she wasn’t. After getting dressed he left the house, for the first time ever not saying goodbye to his mother. He had to get out, the walls were closing in on him. He needed to be around people.

He made his way into East London and as he drove  wondered when all this was going to stop and he could finally get on with his life again. He knew exactly where he was going and he also knew that he definitely shouldn’t be going there. It was wrong, so wrong, but he couldn’t hold back the urge when it came on him. It came so rarely these days that he had to follow its lead.

This was his first foray since the burglary and he needed the respite tonight more than he had ever needed it before. He had to get all the frustration out of him and this was as good a way as any.

He parked his Mercedes sports in a small turning and made his way up to the tenth floor of a block of flats in Plaistow via the filthy lift. It stank. As he walked from it he hawked deep in his throat before spitting the phlegm noisily over the concrete balcony.

Two young boys were standing on the landing smoking a joint and he eyed them quickly. They dropped their eyes when they saw him looking and he passed them without a word. He banged on a freshly painted red front door.

It was answered by a young blond of about eighteen.

‘I wondered when you’d be back round.’

Nick smiled.

‘Couldn’t keep away, sweetheart, are you alone?’

Big blue eyes drew him into the small hallway. It smelt of Kentucky fried chicken and fried eggs.

‘For the moment, yeah.’

Nick took a hundred pounds from his pocket and grinned. ‘Turn your mobile off, it’s just us tonight, OK?’

‘Whatever you want, Nick, you got it.’

He grinned.

‘I could have told you that, darling. Now get your fucking kit off and stop poncing about.’

’Are you sure you want to see him?’

Tyrell nodded.

‘I got us in to see him because of Colin and that. They’re up for doing whatever they can to help. But, Tyrell, are you sure you want to go into all this? Leo is one heavy-duty fucker, you know that.’

‘Heavier than you and your brothers? I don’t think so.’

Louis smiled.

‘You know what I mean. It’s only gossip, man. If he had had a run in with Leary it couldn’t have had anything to do with your boy, could it?’

Tyrell shrugged.

‘It’s all I’ve got at the moment, man. Think about it. What the fuck was he doing in that house with an alarm system like Fort Knox . . .’

Louis sighed. Not that again. He was like a scratched record.

‘If Leary was at home the alarm wouldn’t have been on, would it?’

Tyrell shook his head.

‘It was normally on part-set according to the newspapers, which meant it was on downstairs while they slept.’

Louis nodded but Tyrell could see his heart wasn’t in any of this.

‘What I mean is, Leary is a handful. He wouldn’t need it on, would he, not like Mr and Mrs Average? His attitude would be like ours: who would dare rob us?’

Tyrell laughed.

‘That is what I am saying, man, who would rob him? Think about it.’

Louis said gently, ‘I have thought about it, mate, and I think the only person who would rob him would be a young boy with no brains and no real knowledge of what he was getting himself into. A boy like your Sonny. He probably did it on the spur of the moment, you know he always needed dough.’

Tyrell finished off his can of Red Stripe noisily then crumpled the can and threw it in the general direction of the bin.

‘My Sonny was a lot of things, I don’t dispute that, he was just a young boy with no brains to talk of, but there is no way he would have thought of robbing that drum. As we  have already established he wasn’t exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer. Why Nick Leary of all people? Until that night Sonny had only robbed . . .’

He stopped himself from finishing so Louis finished for him.

‘Friends, family and neighbours?’

It was hard hearing it said out loud but it was true.

‘But that is what I am trying to say, Louis, he didn’t have the fucking savvy for it. He had to have had some help. Maybe Leo knows something.’

Louis knew it was pointless arguing.

‘Fair enough, let’s get going. Colin and the others will be waiting for us, OK?’

Whatever Leo had to say the Clarke brothers would make sure it was the truth. Tyrell was lucky to have such good friends and he knew it. He got up and hugged his friend.

‘I have to do this, you understand that, don’t you? I have to have some kind of explanation for what happened.’

Louis nodded but was secretly wondering if his friend might be asking too much.

‘I only hope you get the one you want, mate.’

Tyrell pushed his dreads out of his face and said sadly, ‘So do I, Lou, so the fuck do I.’

Leo Green was not a happy bunny. He had the Clarke brothers in his home.

In his home.

And, as Colin was just thinking to himself, a very nice home it was and all.

A large detached villa in South London, it had a big garden planted with so many trees the house was not visible from the road. This suited Leo because he needed privacy to carry out his work. The electric gates were a touch as well, and so were the two Dobermanns that prowled his garden twenty-four seven courtesy of a friend’s scrap yard. Scrap-yard dogs were the best in as much as they felt no real affection for anyone and respected only the person who fed them. There was no way Lily Law was coming in this house without plenty of warning.

Unlike the Clarkes, of course, who could walk into his bedroom and piss on his sleeping wife without a sound from anyone, least of all him. And that was what galled Leo. As a face in his own right it was difficult for him to kow-tow to anyone any more. He had done his share of boot-licking when he had been a boy, had come down with a severe case of Cherry Blossom-poisoning many times in his quest to better himself. Gradually he had taken out everyone he had ever paid lip service to until now he was at the top of his particular profession. He was the one who  gave the orders these days, he was the one everyone listened to in his world, but now he had a far greater force sitting in his smart spacious office and he didn’t like it, he didn’t like it one bit.

’Any chance of a drink, Leo? My throat’s as dry as a buzzard’s crutch.’

He jumped from his chair and said apologetically, ‘’Course you can. Beer all right?’

Colin Clarke nodded.

‘They’ll be here in a minute and then we can get down to it. We ain’t keeping you, are we?’

He knew they were but didn’t give a toss, and he knew Leo knew that as well.

‘ ’Course not. I can arrive for me appointment any time I want.’

It was said with bravado. Leo was telling them he was a man to be reckoned with himself.

Billy grinned.

‘Fucking appointment? Who has fucking appointments these days?’

He shook his head as if severely annoyed and said loudly, as if Leo was hard of hearing, ‘Doctor’s appointment, is it?’

The sarcasm was not lost on anyone in the room and they all laughed.

Leo exploded then. He had talked to Carlos Brent and  knew they were eventually going to make their way to his gaff but he was fucked if they were going to mug him off as well.

‘Is this about the iron I sold to Carlos Brent that was used on one of your crew? Only once I sell my gear it ain’t my responsibility any more. I have franchises all over the smoke, surely you can’t hold me responsible for every stray bullet?’

Terry was annoyed. He got up from the black leather DFS sofa and said, ‘Who you fucking shouting at?’

Leo stared up at the big man and wondered why, with a house full of guns, he didn’t just shoot the fucking lot of them once and for all.

Billy saved the day as he always did.

‘Relax, Terry. And you, Leo, get the drinks on the go. The others’ll be here in a minute and then we can get down to business.’

The word business was music to Leo’s ears.

’Are you definitely on the buy then?’

‘Could be. We want a look see, that’s all, before we make up our minds.’

As Billy spoke the buzzer sounded and after checking the CCTV Leo let the others into the house. Anyone else would have been searched by his blokes but none of the men in this room would have swallowed that and he had to let them all in blind.

Louis came into the room with his mate Tyrell. Although not as huge as the Clarkes Tyrell had undeniable presence. He was a big, handsome, angry man. This was the old Tyrell from when they were all growing up. He could always handle himself then. As the years had gone on and he had married Sally and become Mr Respectable he had lost it to some degree. Now, though, it was back with a vengeance.

’All right, Leo? Long time no see.’

He nodded at the two new arrivals, his heart hammering in his chest. He had half expected Tyrell to show. Word was out that he was on the want, and Leo respected that.

But right at this moment it was all he fucking needed.

Nick lay on the bed and felt the familiar revulsion sweep over him.

Why did he do it?

The air of squalor was part of the turn on. He knew that and wondered why. The bed was crumpled but then it had been when he had got into it. Frankie catered to a certain clientele and, like Nick, they were not too worried about their surroundings. This place was a world-class dump and the smell was cloying. Already he could taste it in his mouth. He picked up the bottle of vodka and took a long swig, hoping to erase it but knowing it was futile.

On the scratched bedside table beside him there was a  piece of mirror, the frame long gone. The white fluffy lines were laid out neatly and tidily – the only neat and tidy thing in the whole place.

He snorted one expertly and then, holding his head back, drew it as far up his nose as it would go. It was not good gear but then he had not supplied it. His nose started to run almost immediately and Nick wiped it with the back of his hand. He looked down at himself and felt the usual revulsion at his own body. It looked puffy and white, and the youth of Frankie made him feel suddenly old and worn out. Yet Frankie was already worn out from overuse, not only of drink and drugs but sexual overuse. It was all just going through the motions for Frankie and that was what attracted Nick most. He pulled the blond head into his lap, and as he felt the cold lips around his member he sighed.

This was what he liked, the image of it all, this was what got him off and Frankie knew how to get him off better than anyone. It was why Nick always came back here even though he swore each time he never would.

Why did the smell of dirt and semen make him aroused? Why did a used and bloodied body give him the erection of a lifetime? Why couldn’t he be like other men, have normal wants and desires? Why did his wife, who most men would happily romp with for hours, turn him off ?

Frankie’s skinny body was a welter of bruises and scratches. As he saw the dirty blond head bobbing up and down Nick felt an overwhelming urge to come. Grabbing the dyed hair tightly, he bucked and shuddered for long moments, forcing himself deeply into Frankie’s mouth until he heard the familiar gagging sounds that drove him over the edge.

Nick came like the proverbial train. Smiling, he dressed quickly and was out of the flat in nano-seconds. Frankie was a lot of things but a good conversationalist was not one of them.

Whistling, Nick pressed for the lift. The cool night air felt good on his skin and his breathing was still laboured as he made his way down to his wheels.

In a few hours he would be filled with the familiar self-loathing, in a few hours he would repress his sexual feelings once more out of self-hatred. But for the moment he enjoyed the sated feeling that enveloped him.

And once the guilt came, as it always did, he would also, in a strange and twisted way, enjoy that too.

‘So what you after then?’

Leo’s voice was neutral once more but it was taking all his willpower.

Terry grinned.

‘We want a gun, like the one you sold recently that took out one of my best blokes.’

The sarcasm was lost on no one, least of all Leo. He was glad that he had told his men to leave him alone, and in fairness they had expected him to deal with this crowd of carrion without them.

‘I ain’t explaining meself any more. I franchise to other dealers like Carlos, you all know the score. Once the merchandise leaves my premises it’s no longer my responsibility.’

Colin and Billy stared at Terry in such a way that he knew to let it go. He knew that losing it was wrong but these days all the businesses seemed to overlap and it was getting harder and harder to pinpoint the bad guys.

‘What do you want, a hand gun?’

Tyrell nodded and Leo saw that he was going to be the purchaser and acted accordingly.

‘What kind?’

‘Semi-automatic, preferably Spanish, with parabellum bullets.’ He’d read all about the gun Sonny had carried in the newspaper coverage.

Leo was impressed. It made a change to have someone who didn’t want to play cowboys for two hours before buying the cheapest model. If he had a pound for every time he had stood there and watched grown men gloving up and  pointing guns at invisible targets he would be worth more than Elton John.

He opened a drawer and took out a wad of latex gloves. Anyone who touched his guns had to put them on beforehand; he also cleaned the guns after perusal for extra protection. The last thing they all needed was to leave a print on a gun that was purchased by someone else and then used in a robbery or a murder. It would be a bastard trying to explain that one away in a courtroom.

‘You know what you want, Tyrell, and I appreciate that, mate.’

Leo was in selling mode now and they all watched as he fell into the role of the firearms expert he was. Love him or loathe him, there was nothing he did not know about guns and gun culture because he was responsible for nearly every firearm available in the smoke. He opened a cupboard and took out something wrapped in chamois leather. Unwrapping it, he held out a handgun to Tyrell. Placing it reverently in his hands, he said quietly, ‘This is a semi-auto, Spanish make, good deal. Only a grand to you. It has never to my knowledge been used in connection with anything in this country so it has a good pedigree in its own little way. The beauty of it is, you can also fire single bullets.’ He opened the chamber for Tyrell and said happily, ‘But if you throw this catch you can take out a room full of people.’

He grinned at the surrounding company and they all grinned back, getting the joke and admiring Leo for making it.

‘It isn’t heavy, only five and a half pounds loaded, and very comfortable to hold or hide. Terrific little gun. Got a good bang on it, but easy to conceal as well.’

Tyrell weighed the gun in his hand and understood what attracted the younger men to them. It was a powerful feeling, holding something so lethal.

Leo watched his face and smiled, understanding the feeling better than anyone else in the room. He had been a gun fanatic since a boy, and it was only natural he should make it his business.

‘There’s plenty of these about at the moment. They’re brought back from the war zones by British soldiers stationed there. They collect them after any conflict as trophies and obviously they are unaccounted for, ain’t they? No one realises they’re in their possession, see? Assume they have been taken by the enemy. I have a supplier in the forces who buys them on and they end up in here waiting for people like yourself. The filth hate it when they finally trace them but there ain’t a lot they can do. I have even been offered police guns over the years. It’s amazing what a hike in the mortgage rate can do for the black economy.’

He opened another cupboard and placed an Uzi in the  hands of Terry Clarke. As he had guessed he would, Terry loved it.

Leo poured another round of drinks and waited for them to come to the crux of their problem because they had a problem and he rather thought he was the only person who could solve it.




Chapter Sixteen

Leo was relaxed now, doing what he did best. He had even gone down to the cellar and brought up his best toys though he knew now that he probably would not get a sale. Although he was a wholesaler of guns to most of the other dealers, he only served personally people he knew well or who, like the Clarke brothers, he couldn’t refuse. He was known mainly as a drug dealer and also served up most of the coke dealers in the surrounding areas, pavement, street and club, not personally but via a network of up and coming young men who wanted a bite of the coke cherry.

In all he was quite a face in his own right, though not on a par for danger with the men now in his home. They were into so many things it would be hard even to know where to begin, and because they dealt with so many different people it was always impossible to know who else you were actually  up against if you fell out with one or all of them. Best not to find out, even if it galled him.

But to talk guns was what he lived for, and Leo was a good salesman for his products. He loved guns, adored them. The feel of them, the smoothness of the metal, even the smell of the oil used to clean them, was to him better than a woman.

The Clarkes were all relaxed now as well, suddenly enjoying their evening listening to Leo enthuse about firearms. He was obviously an expert and talked with such passion that even Terry forgot his grudge. They knew they’d deal with Leo the next time they genuinely needed iron, and Leo knew when he had a captive audience, knew just when he had them in his hand, and was enjoying himself accordingly.

He could sell a gun to the Pope, he knew it, it was what he loved most about his job. Drugs you could sell to anyone who wanted them; guns were a different kettle of fish altogether because unlike a line of coke or an E, you kept them and you used them wisely.

Tyrell held a small Victorian ladies’ gun with a pearl handle that Leo had acquired for its curiosity value alone. He saw the beautiful carving crafted on to the handle and visualised it sitting discreetly in a handbag. It was a sweet little novelty that could do a lot of damage.

Unlike Terry he hated the feel of guns while appreciating the psychological power they gave people. Guns were used to intimidate. In a lot of criminal activities fear was the most important factor. Most bank robbers only had guns for show, there was no real intention to wound or kill, they were to frighten people and no more. A gun stopped a have-a-go hero in their tracks. A gun kept everyone still and made them more biddable, all the better for the robbers to go about their business in peace. In drug-dealing guns were used more as enforcing tools, to keep turfs clean of enemies, and because a seven-stone man was Arnold Schwarzenegger with a pump-action shotgun in his hand. It was the law of the street, and the street had never really been Tyrell’s territory.

Billy was holding a German handgun and weighing it in his hand. He felt good holding it, it had perfect balance. Leo grinned as he said, ‘That’s a nine-millimetre, Bill, exactly what you need if you want to iron someone out good and proper. That would blow them away. I can silence that and all because it’s a noisy little fucker. The Spanish number would do the job too but not as quickly and neatly. What the Spanish gun has going for it is that if you keep your finger on the trigger it will keep firing, see. There’s gas in the tip of each bullet,’ he smiled at Tyrell as he explained this, ‘and that automatically ejects the next round. Lovely  little gun though not a lot of bullets to a magazine. But still, enough to do serious damage if that is what you require of it.’

Terry had found a new best friend in Leo by now. He was enthralled and Colin was watching him nervously. Terry was enough of a handful as it was without arming him up to the hilt. He would be impulse buying like an Essex girl in Lakeside if they weren’t careful.

The last thing Terry Clarke needed was a handgun so he decided to remind everyone why they were all there.

‘You deal with Nick Leary, don’t you?’ he asked the gun dealer.

Leo felt his heart sink down to his boots and looked at Tyrell apologetically as he said, ‘You know I do, Colin.’

The mood in the room changed then. They all started putting the weapons back on to the desk. Playtime was over and everyone was suddenly remembering why they were really there. The Clarkes waited for Tyrell’s reaction.

‘I hear you had a run-in with him a while back.’

Tyrell’s voice was neutral for which Leo was grateful.

‘I have run-ins with people on a regular basis, it’s par for the course in my business dealings.’ He made a show of repacking a rifle as he said, ‘I was sorry to hear about your boy, but Nick, for all his faults, real or imagined, only did what any man would have done.’

Tyrell knew it had taken a lot for Leo to say that in front of the Clarkes and respected the fact.

‘I don’t hold any malice towards him, I would have done the same myself.’

Leo knew he spoke the truth.

‘What I am interested in, though, is who might have put my boy up to creeping round Leary’s home?’

The question stumped Leo, they could all see that much. But he was clever enough to see where they were coming from.

‘What are you trying to say?’

His voice was low and guarded.

Tyrell sighed.

‘I am asking you, did anyone you know maybe have dealings with my boy, that’s all? I need to know if he had any association with someone who might have led him astray.’

‘What, are you trying to say he was an innocent abroad then?’

Tyrell shook his head.

‘No. But he wasn’t as bad as he was made out. At least, I don’t think so.’

Leo laughed dismissively.

‘Your boy wasn’t exactly a fucking angel, know what I mean?’

Tyrell stepped towards him then, menace in his whole stance as he said quietly, ‘You watch your fucking trap. That is still my boy you’re bad mouthing. You talk about him as if he was a mug.’

Leo sighed.

‘If the cap fits.’

It was calculated to annoy and Terry watched bright-eyed as the argument was about to step up a gear.

‘I heard he was a nancy boy,’ Leo goaded Tyrell.

‘You seem to know an awful lot about him, more than I did. Sure you never met him?’

Leo’s temper, never far from the surface, erupted then. He faced down Tyrell by shouting, ‘All I know is what I hear on the street. Nick was devastated by what happened. But the bottom line is, you have to cream scum and that little fucker got what he was asking for. He’s lucky he didn’t come in here because I would have shot the bastard without a second’s thought.’

Leo was still fuming while he poured himself a brandy and said loudly and with maximum bravado: ‘So don’t you walk in my house and try and fucking mug me off, Hatcher, because I ain’t having none of it! I had a tear up with Nick over something private. I am not discussing it in front of all and sundry. Get that through your thick black head!’

It was the way he said ‘black’ that caused all the men in  the room to widen their eyes and look at each other with incredulous expressions. Tyrell was stunned by the hatred in the other man’s voice. He could not believe what he had just heard and neither could anyone else there.

Louis was openly fuming.

‘Who do you fucking think you’re talking to?’

He stepped menacingly towards Leo who had the nous to step back. He realised he had made the balls-up of the decade and tried to retract the malicious statement as best he could.

Leo didn’t like the people he dealt with any more. He saw the young men coming to him, black and white, and all they wanted was firepower. They all wanted to maim, especially the Yardies. They were little bastards, had even tried to tuck Leo up, much to his chagrin. As far as he was concerned he dealt with scum. He decided on reflection, seeing the angry faces all around him, to be honest in his answer.

He looked at Tyrell as he said, ‘No disrespect, Tyrell, I know you’re a diamond geezer, but over the last ten years nearly all my iron has gone out to West Indians. Fucking shooting each other for fuck all! Black on black they call it. I call it prat on prat personally. Your boy walked into Nick’s home and tried to rob him. He had a capture and he died. Sorry, mate, I think he got what he asked for. No more and  no less. I apologise to you for saying what I did but I would be a liar if I wasn’t honest about it all.

‘It’s your lot who want the guns, mate, your lot who want the arms, I just sell them, and I am stating a fact. If your boy was armed then I for one ain’t fucking surprised, OK? And maybe I am getting racist in me old age but if you did my job, you’d be the same. I have to deal continually with arsehole niggers, and you know what? They’ve all got a fucking grudge, an axe to grind or a score to settle, just like you have now. And I sell to them because hopefully then they will shoot one another and clean up the streets for the rest of us. So now you fucking know, don’t ya?’

Tyrell stood up then. His eyes, normally so friendly, were almost black with rage as he yelled, ‘Is that all you see? Me dreads? I was born here and I walked away from the graft. I run doors. Sure I duck and dive a bit, but it’s people like you who cause all the trouble. You think I don’t lump you altogether at times?’

He looked around the room.

‘Sure I do, every time I get a little crew of white boys in one of my clubs looking for a row. But I stop meself because I don’t want to be like that. Because I am intelligent enough to know I am viewing a small percentage of the population and pretending it’s everyone, and it ain’t . . . it fucking ain’t.  Most people are basically sound. It just depends who you’re dealing with.’

Leo didn’t know what to say and neither did anyone else. It was Terry who for once saved the day.

‘Calm down, Tyrell. You can’t educate haddock, as Mum always used to say.’

Everyone was quiet for a few moments and then the laughter started. Even Leo was laughing though he was not sure exactly why.

Terry turned to him and said, ‘I’ll take the Spanish piece.’

Leo was glad to change the subject and do a deal for a few quid. Terry took a wad of money out of his pocket and counted out a thousand in used twenties. He knew his brothers weren’t happy about this turn of events but he didn’t give a toss. He was in love and it was with a small Spanish handgun that could maim, kill and threaten.

Just like Terry.

Leo scooped the money up and stopped himself from counting it. He knew he was not far from a real row and was desperate to avoid it.

‘Did you supply the iron that was being used by Tyrell’s boy, Leo? There will be no comeback if you did, we swear to that,’ Billy told him. ‘We just need to know where he got such top-grade merchandise. I can see where Tyrell is coming from. His boy didn’t have a twenty-quid shooter, he had a  fuck-off piece of weaponry and he would never have got the money together for it on his Jacksy.’

Leo shook his head and said arrogantly, ‘No. But, believe me, I wouldn’t tell you lot even if I did.’

No one said anything and Tyrell punched him in the head with all his considerable strength. As Leo hit the floor Tyrell said quietly, ‘Fuck you, white boy. You better find out who your friends are before you venture out on the street in future because I will make sure someone marks your card.’

He poked the other man in his chest, making him wince as he said gleefully, ‘I am your worst nightmare, Leo. I am a nigger with a fucking grudge. And you know what, Dough Boy? That grudge is against you now.’

Tammy realised the girl was taking the piss long before the other girl realised she knew exactly what was going down.

Kayleigh Kalibos was married to a large Greek bank robber, and everyone knew that Tammy had slept with him. But as it had been months before, and as Tammy had a selective memory, she had not been bothered by the man’s wife joining them in the wine bar for a few drinks. In fact, Tammy had forgotten the whole episode. It was only Kayleigh’s needling that had reminded her. Kayleigh, it seemed, had not forgotten or forgiven Tammy for what had taken place. Her husband had pulled a few stunts in  his life but trumping Nick Leary’s wife had to rank among the most stupid.

Grudgingly she admitted she could see what had attracted him. Tammy had an air about her, she was like a young girl even though she was kicking forty – or so legend had it. Tammy’s age was like all her contemporaries’ – given only in ball-park figures.

She was on top form today and with all the drink and cocaine inside her actually up for a fight. Her ‘friends’ realised this and instead of trying to defuse the situation, elected to heap coals on an already smouldering fire. In their heart they all hoped that Tammy would get a good hiding just once and be made aware she was not invincible.

Kayleigh was as drunk as Tammy which was why she was up for a fight in the first place. If her husband knew he would be mortified. He was still frightened that Nick would find out what he had done with his wife and kill him, so the last thing he needed was a public tantrum from his nearest and dearest.

Tammy walked out of a toilet cubicle and smiled at Kayleigh in a friendly fashion. They were in Suzy Snaith’s wine bar and she was a friend so they could all cut and snort in full view of the other customers who in any case were like them. It was a place where people went because they were known there and could get out of their nuts in peace. The  local plod gave the place a wide berth because it was not worth the trouble of raiding it. Most of the clientele read like a Who’s Who of the criminal fraternity and were therefore respected in their own way by friends and foes alike.

Fiona and Melanie were busy cutting lines on the granite surface, watching and waiting for the fight they knew was coming. It was like being back at school again. The tension in the Ladies’ room was mounting and the air held the electricity only a mix of hormones, vodka and cocaine could generate.

Kayleigh went into one of the cubicles and Melanie said in a whisper, ‘Let’s unload her, Tams. She’s out for a row, you don’t need it.’

Tammy laughed as Melanie knew she would.

‘Fuck her!’

This was said loudly as Melanie also knew it would be.

Tammy was already breathing deeply, anger boiling up inside her at the thought of Kayleigh trying to get one over on her.

She was out with her mates and had to keep her reputation as the top girl in their crew. Plus she needed to let off some steam. Nick was using her as usual, and even though she would allow herself to be used it didn’t mean she wasn’t upset about it all. Her life was looking like crap again. She had nothing really. Her husband was no good to her, she  had broken up with her toy boy waiter, and her sons were asking if they could stay on at their private school for the next lot of holidays.

All she really had was Angela, and what use was that for a woman who wanted to have fun? She knew her friends wanted her to fight this scrubber, she knew it was wrong to fight Kayleigh, but it was the answer to her prayers tonight because if she didn’t lash out at someone she would crack, Tammy knew it.

Cocaine always did this to her in the end. Her high lasted for a while and then she became depressed, bitter, seeing slights where there weren’t any and convincing herself that everyone was talking about her. Coke paranoia caused more fights than whisky and brandy mixed.

Suddenly, Kayleigh was the cause of all her troubles and Tammy wanted to smack her one so badly it was almost tangible.

Kayleigh came out of the toilet unsteadily and, as she checked her make-up, accidentally jostled Tammy who was just about to snort a large line of cocaine. It was all that was needed. Tammy brought herself up fast and smacked the bigger woman in the face with all the force she could muster.

Kayleigh, weighing in at eleven stone, was knocked backwards by the blow. Despite her diminutive size Tammy  could fight, due to the fact that she actually liked fighting.

Kayleigh, though, was well able for her and as she had about three stone on Tammy the fight soon spilled out of the toilets and into the wine bar itself. Men and women moved quickly out of the way of the brawling pair. Kayleigh picked up a bottle of wine from one of the tables and as she held it aloft, ready to bring it down on Tammy’s expensive hair, a large man called Greg Peterson quickly snatched it from her and, with three of his friends, finally separated the struggling women.

Suzy Snaith was shouting, ‘Get them outside!’

Dragging the kicking and swearing women outside was a hard task and it took the men a good five minutes.

‘I’ll teach you to shag my husband!’

Tammy laughed.

‘No, love, it should be me teaching you to shag your husband, surely?’

That was the trigger for the fight of the century.

Kayleigh came out of her captor’s arms like a lunatic and Tammy was ready and waiting for her. Stabbing her stiletto heel into her own escort’s foot, he yelped and she flew from his arms and met Kayleigh head on. Both of them continued the fight with glee.

The men knew it was pointless trying to separate them now and in all honesty those long false nails and professionally whitened teeth looked intimidating even to them. They decided to leave the two women to it.

The police arrived five minutes later.

Tyrell sat outside the public toilets in his car. They were on the estate his son had grown up on and he had passed them many times without a second’s thought. They were situated by the car park next to the local high street.

He saw that the place was teeming with young boys and fought an urge to vomit. He was watching to see if there were any boys he recognised from seeing them with Sonny.

It was after eleven and other than the local Tesco’s which was open twenty-four hours the high street was all but deserted. The toilets, however, were a different matter. Cars were pulling up and driving off at an alarming rate. It was a whole new world to Tyrell and he was shocked that such things even went on here. He thought it was confined to Soho and places like that. Vice centres. He didn’t know that this went on in nearly every public toilet in the country.

As he lit himself another Marlboro Light a gentle tapping sound made him jump. He turned to see a blond boy in his early teens smiling at him.

Tyrell opened the window quickly.

‘What do you want?’

It was only then that he realised the boy was touting for business. The shock nearly rendered Tyrell speechless.

Did he look queer?

But then, after seeing some of the men who had been in and out of the place tonight, he wondered what queer was supposed to look like exactly. Most of them had looked like normal family men.

‘You new round here?’

The boy smiled in a friendly way. His teeth were crooked and Tyrell put him at about fifteen, or maybe younger. He was slim, skinny even, and dressed like one of the refugees you saw shunting round Piccadilly.

He was obviously homeless.

Tyrell took a deep breath.

‘You worked here long?’

The boy nodded and then started to open the passenger door.

‘Come on, mate, I am fucking freezing. You up for it or not?’

Tyrell made a split-second decision and let the boy get into the car.

‘Where do you want to go, mate?’

‘What do you mean?’

Tyrell’s voice was puzzled.

The boy grinned and said, ‘Fuck me, you are new. We  can’t shag on a public road under the street lights, can we? Let’s go to the park.’

Tyrell started up the car, every inch of his skin crawling with the fear of getting caught out by Old Bill.

He would never live it down.

But he pulled away without incident and the boy proceeded to direct him to an appropriate spot.

Nick could see how drunk and stoned Tammy was, and knew the policemen could see it too.

‘I fucking love him . . .’

She was trying to kiss her husband and he was trying to keep her away from him.

‘Thanks for keeping it quiet.’

The policemen looked at him with pity. Tammy was battered and bruised but obviously the victor, her high spirits told him that much.

’Are there any charges?’

The elder patrolman shook his head.

‘Just take her home, mate, she’s doing our heads in.’

Tammy was half-lying on a plastic seat in the station house, trying to stop herself from falling asleep. DI Rudde came out then and called Nick through to an interview room.

’All right, Nick?’

He nodded.

‘Who was she fighting with this time?’

Nick’s voice was tired-sounding and Rudde guessed rightly that he had had enough for one night.

‘Kayleigh Kalibos. Her husband has already been and picked her up and I can tell you now, I would not want to be in her shoes when he gets her home.’

Nick knew Kayleigh’s husband would be terrified of a comeback from him and that Rudde was also aware of the fact.

‘Heard anything more about Gary?’

Rudde shook his head and said sagely, ‘More to that than meets the eye, but from what I can gather they can’t get a trail anywhere. Still, you know Gary. He had a finger in so many pies it was only a matter of time before he got burned.’

‘You can say that again! He tried to tuck me up a few times but even so I’m sorry about what happened to him. I weighed his old woman out, had to really, he did work with me for years.’

Rudde tried to change the subject. ‘By the way, Tammy had some grade-A cocaine in her possession. I’ve sorted it but she has to be told, Nick. I can’t get her off if it happens again.’

He sighed.

‘If the papers got hold of that there would be a field day, you know the score, especially after all that’s happened.’

Nick nodded once more.

‘It hit her very hard, you have to understand that . . .’

The detective smiled his understanding. Nick knew that like everyone else Rudde secretly wondered why he did not give his wife the slap of the century.

‘Well, I’ll leave her in your more than capable hands. By the way, Nick, a word to the wise. Sonny Hatcher’s father Tyrell is snooping around, thinks someone put his boy up to robbing your drum. Expect to see or hear from him at some point, OK?’

Nick was shocked and Rudde could see it.

‘He’s like any father, mate, just trying to make sense of what happened. He don’t bear no malice towards you, I know that for a fact. All I am trying to do is warn you so you can be prepared for him.’

Nick smiled.

‘I appreciate that. Now I had better get my dear wife home.’

They could hear Tammy laughing raucously and the sound seemed to make Nick’s face even paler and more troubled. Rudde had never been afflicted by marriage which was something he was very grateful for. The more he saw of it at close hand, the less he liked the idea of being in lumber to someone for the rest of your days.

‘She been on the lash all day?’

Nick nodded. Wiping a hand across his face, he sighed as he said sadly, ‘I know what everyone thinks but Tammy has a lot on her plate, you know. A few drinks and a bit of gear soften the edges for her.’

Rudde didn’t answer. Instead he watched Nick Leary leave the room to the sounds of his wife retching half her guts up, and marvelled once more at his own good fortune in not being the marrying kind.




Chapter Seventeen

The boy’s name was Lomax, William Lomax, and he went under the nickname Willy. Tyrell decided he would call him Lomax, or plain Will. Under the circumstances he didn’t think he could bring himself to say that nickname out loud.

‘What do you want then?’ the boy said.

Tyrell was parked up by the local park under the shade of some overhanging trees. It was dark and in the dimness he could make out the figures of men and boys all along the park railings. It was something he had never thought to see. Some had wandered into the bushes through a gap in the fence and he realised once more that there was a whole underclass here of which he had no knowledge at all.

But then again, why would he?

Unless you had reason to look for something out of the ordinary you would not necessarily know it even existed.  He had known that this kind of thing went on, it had just never occurred to him that it went on night after night all over the country in such numbers. His son, his Sonny, had once been like this little boy beside Tyrell, selling himself to strangers for a few pounds.

It was disgusting, it was shaming, and most of all it was so squalid and demoralising that he wondered if Louis Clarke was right and ignorance could be bliss. To think that the boy he had loved and cherished had been reduced to this and worse, and his own father had never once had an inkling, amazed Tyrell even as it broke his heart.

‘Look, mister, I ain’t got all night. If you just wanted a wank we could have stayed at the cottage.’

Tyrell looked at the unkempt boy beside him once more.

‘Cottage?’

The boy grinned.

‘The bogs . . . toilets? Where you picked me up.’

He laughed louder then.

‘Is this your first time?’

‘I don’t want sex from you.’

Tyrell’s voice was shaking with emotion and the boy took it the wrong way. Willy Lomax assumed he had a new boy on the block here. Placing one grubby hand gently on Tyrell’s thigh, he said throatily, ‘Come on, don’t be silly. You’ll be all right.’

Tyrell stared at him then. The boy saw how the man’s eyes looked him over and with the experience of long practice he smiled once more and caressed his groin, finally going for the zip of Tyrell’s jeans.

His hand was slapped away much harder than he had believed possible. The stinging sensation brought tears to his eyes and Tyrell felt a moment’s shame for taking his feelings out on a boy.

‘Look, mate, I ain’t staying here for all that, I don’t do the pain stuff.’

He was unlocking the door and trying to get out.

Tyrell stopped him by grabbing his arm gently and saying, ‘I don’t want sex, son, I just need to know about a boy called Sonny Hatcher.’

His words stopped the boy in his tracks. He had blond hair that was cut below his ears. Tyrell supposed he was quite a nice-looking young man, but his grey eyes already had the look of someone who had seen and done too much. The atmosphere in the car grew charged. He felt the boy’s fear and said in as friendly a voice as he could muster, ‘I’ll pay you for any information you give me.’

The boy was still hesitant.

’And I’ll pay you well.’

He relaxed back into the seat now. Taking a pack of ten  Benson’s from his pocket, he lit one and after a deep leisurely puff, said, ‘He was a mate, that’s all. What do you want to know?’

He blew out the smoke noisily and Tyrell relaxed.

‘How long did you know him?’

Lomax shrugged.

’A year or so. He wasn’t round the cottage much after a while, he seemed to know who to pick up like. Did you know him?’

Tyrell nodded.

‘Nice fella, old Sonny, had a hard life.’

The boy pulled on the cigarette again.

‘How much you giving me?’

‘Depends how much you tell me.’

‘What do you want to know?’

Tyrell pulled out two fifty-pound notes and said quietly, ‘Everything you know about him basically.’

‘There’s a café round the corner. Throw in an all day breakfast and you got yourself a deal.’

Suddenly, the boy looked what he was: a nice little kid. Tyrell started up the car, glad to get away from the people around him, shadows who sneaked around in the dark with young boys and tried to convince themselves they were doing nothing wrong.

Jude was stoned.

As she lay on the sofa and felt herself going on the nod she placed her cigarette in the ashtray and left it burning while she followed the feelings inside her head and body. She had finally got enough money for her dealer by doing three blow jobs one after the other. She had not used a condom for any of them.

She could still taste the salty bitterness after half a bottle of vodka. But she had what she wanted now and just wanted to relax and let the good times roll.

She had Fleetwood Mac on the stereo, ‘Albatross’ on low. The guitar strains had always helped mellow her out and as she lay back even the stench of her own surroundings was gradually receding as her mind and body were taken over by the high. This was the only time she could think about her Sonny Boy without feeling anger. But whatever happened she would be making sure she got full compensation for her Sonny Boy’s demise.

Nick Leary was a known face, for all his prancing about on TV and his interviews in the newspapers. Well, he owed her, and she was going to see that he paid her in full. She knew, for example, that it was his mate, Gary Proctor, who had brought her boy to that house. She also knew that Nick Leary would pay well to keep that information quiet because now Gary Proctor was dead and all. Sonny had liked Proctor,  had said he was an all-right bloke. Maybe he was? It was too late now.

She was scared, she knew what her Sonny had told her and she knew how to use the information but the fear of taking him on overrode everything else. Now Proctor was dead, and she was going to have to front up Leary; he was the hero of the hour and she would make him pay for that.

As she melted into the furniture she heard a noise and, opening her eyes, saw Gino standing by her seat. He was already well on and she smiled dreamily at him. Even when he picked up her bag of brown from the table and started to burn himself a fix she didn’t say anything. He was back, that was all she was worried about.

No more being on her own, no more outings for money, he could take over that role now. As for his mother, Jude would cross that particular bridge when she came to it.

The café was an all-nighter and so it was quite busy, but they managed to get a table in the corner and Tyrell ordered the boy a large breakfast with a side order of chips and bread and butter. He also ordered two mugs of tea and two cans of orange Tango. He took the Tangos from the fridge and collected his change from the twenty-pound note he had given the owner.

‘I don’t want him in here for long, right?’

Tyrell looked at the man in surprise.

‘What do you mean?’

The café owner, a large overweight Turk with crooked white teeth and a whiter apron, said: ‘I don’t encourage them, they normally use the burger van off the high street. This once I’ll swallow because he’s with you, but tell him not to venture in after tonight. They ain’t welcome. And a word of warning – they’re all thieves. If you’re new to this then you remember that for the future and all.’

Tyrell didn’t know what to say. It was only when he realised that the man thought he was pimping his companion that he understood what was meant.

‘You got it all wrong, mate. I’m only getting him something to eat, he’s got something I want.’

He regretted his turn of phrase immediately.

The other man raised his eyebrows, looking Tyrell over as if he was so much dirt that had been brought in on someone’s shoes.

‘I worked that one out for meself, mate! Each to their own.’

Tyrell was annoyed now and whispered angrily, ‘Do I look like a nonce to you?’

The café owner grinned.

‘I don’t know, mate, what do they look like?’

The Turk wandered into the back of his café and Tyrell  wondered what the fuck had made him say that. He decided to retreat before it all got out of hand and because his fuse was growing shorter by the minute.

Embarrassed, he sat down and lit himself a cigarette. He saw the boy properly for the first time by the fluorescent light of the café, and was shocked by what he saw.

His skin was grey, spotty, and filthy; his fingernails engrained with dirt. In the warmth of the café his clothes were already giving off a rancid smell. Did people want these boys for no other reason than that they were rotten dirty? Tyrell saw people looking at them curiously and stared them down. In his heart he was embarrassed to be seen with such a boy, and ashamed of that fact. After all, this was what his own son had been doing for a living, and by the looks of it this poor little sod had no choice in the matter.

Perched on a plastic chair, the boy now looked even more unkempt and vulnerable. Smiling awkwardly, he said to Tyrell, ‘He don’t normally let us in but I had a feeling he might if I was with you.’

Tyrell nodded.

‘He said as much. Said you usually use the burger van off the high street.’

The boy smiled again. His teeth were yellow and thickly coated with scum as was his tongue.

‘It’s cold tonight and I wanted a warm up.’

‘Will you stay out all night?’

Willy nodded and said honestly, ‘Most of it. As it’s a Friday we get a lot of men on their way home from clubbing or the pubs. The straight-acting ones are easy, you know. They just want it quickly before they jump in a cab home.’

Tyrell didn’t know what to say.

‘Why do you want to know about Sonny?’

He didn’t answer but instead lit another cigarette and the boy picked up the packet and held them out as if to ask permission.

Tyrell nodded his acquiescence and lit the cigarette for him, glad of something to do. He didn’t like to see the boy smoke at his young age but considering the circumstances didn’t feel he had the right to moralise about it.

It was getting warmer in the café now and Tyrell slipped off his leather jacket, placing it over the back of the chair.

Willy smoked the cigarette. Popping his can of Tango, he sipped at it noisily and then asked: ’Are you Sonny’s dad?’

Hearing the word ‘dad’ he felt an urge to cry, and nodded.

‘I thought so. You don’t smell of Old Bill. He used to talk about you a lot – about your house and his brothers. You were on holiday a while ago, weren’t you? He said you were going to take him to Jamaica with you next time.’

‘You seem to know a lot about him.’

Willy shrugged with the arrogance of youth.

‘He was me mate, helped me out a few times when I was in trouble. I stayed at his mum’s once but to be honest I prefer it on the street.’

‘Why was that?’

Willy shrugged again and turned his mouth down sadly.

‘To be honest, his mother was a bit too much like mine, if you get my drift? I like me own space anyway. Too much mug-bunnying with that lot, you know?’

Tyrell knew exactly what he meant, the addict’s incessant self-justifying monologue, and wondered at a child who had the sense to keep away from Jude even though he was living on the street and selling his body. Wonders, as far as Tyrell was concerned, would never cease.

‘Don’t you get scared, Will? Don’t you want a better life than this?’

Willy Lomax looked at him with the eyes of a thirteen-year-old pensioner and said honestly: ‘ ’Course I do, but smack and that ain’t my scene. I get meself a little nest on the street and I bed down there. I ain’t queer, I just do this to get a few quid so I can eat and have a drink now and again. I used to use glue but it’s a mug’s game, ain’t it?’

Tyrell was saved from answering by the food and tea arriving.

Willy Lomax attacked his food and sipped at the scalding  hot tea, gulping it even though it was burning his mouth. Then he put the mug down and heaped in five large spoons of sugar. After building himself a large chip sandwich and wolfing it down, he seemed to relax a bit.

Tyrell watched him in amazement.

‘This is fucking handsome.’

Tyrell smiled now as he said, ‘It sounds it.’

Willy closed his mouth and tried to eat daintily. He liked this big Rasta with the white smile and gentle demeanour. Sonny had told the truth about his father, he had said he was a cool guy and he was.

‘How did you find out? We all expected to be talked to after he died but no one came near us. We assumed that no one knew.’

It was Tyrell’s turn to shrug now.

It was strange that the police had not picked up on it, but in a way that was a Godsend. It was bad enough his boy was vilified all over the place without it also coming out he’d been a rent boy.

Tyrell was ashamed of his thoughts once more. He was more worried about how it would reflect on him and admitted this to himself even though he knew it was wrong. Poor Sonny had never had a chance. He must remember that and not let anything alter his love for the boy. But the guilt would be with him till the day he died. It was now  even more important he should find out what had really happened. It was the last thing he could do for his boy and maybe, just maybe, he might find peace for himself as well. Tyrell needed to know that there was someone else to blame as well as himself.

‘I heard he had regular customers.’

Willy nodded, his mouth once more full of food. He swallowed noisily before saying carefully, ‘He was lucky like that. Kept himself spotlessly clean, see, always used a rubber and invested in a mobile for customer use. He advertised in the local paper.’

Tyrell was convinced he was not hearing right.

‘He what?’

His voice was louder than he had anticipated and people stared at them once more. A tall man with a bad comb-over, straggly beard and milk-bottle glasses was staring at Willy and Tyrell saw the hunger in his eyes.

‘Had your fucking look, mate?’

The man turned hastily away.

Willy laughed. ‘He’s always down the cottage, hangs around the bridal suite. He likes full penetration, see. But I’m a bit too old for him now.’

Tyrell could not keep the shock out of his voice.

‘You are too old?’

Willy sighed.

‘I don’t do the bridal suite any more these days. It’s good money but it fucks you up big-time inside.’

Tyrell was shaking his head in disbelief.

‘The bridal suite? What the fuck is that?’

Willy Lomax laughed again.

‘You got a lot to learn, mate. The bridal suite is the disabled toilet. You got more room to move in there, see?’

A cold gust of air hit them then and Tyrell saw the man walking past the steamy window, his head down and coat pulled tight around him.

Willy placed a grubby hand gently on his arm.

‘There’s worse than him about, believe me.’

‘Finish your food. Do you want another cup of tea?’

The boy nodded and Tyrell signalled for two more. The café owner brought them over almost immediately, and by the time Tyrell had calmed himself down and the boy had finished eating the café was nearly empty. The small portable TV was on the boxing and the man behind the counter was watching Audley Harrison with interest. Normally Tyrell would have joined in, sinking a few beers and cheering him on, a good fighter and a good man. But tonight the boxing held no interest for him. It was comforting, though, having the noise of the commentators in the background.

Tyrell was still reeling from the news that his son had advertised in the newspaper for men. It was unbelievable to  him even though he knew this boy was telling the truth and had no reason to lie.

The boy seemed to understand his predicament and said casually, ‘What else are you wanting to know, mate?’

Tyrell looked at him and said, ‘I don’t know, son. I suppose I want to know why he did it? What got him into this kind of life? The usual things parents want to know about their kids. The whys and the wherefores.’

He sighed heavily.

‘To be honest I don’t know what I want to know any more. I’m frightened to know in some ways.’

‘You want to know if he had anyone pimping him, don’t you?’

Tyrell nodded, dreading the answer.

‘Well, he didn’t. He was all right on his own, but he was good mates with one of the other black boys, Justin. He showed Sonny the ropes like, but he went missing a while back.’

‘What do you mean, went missing?’

Willy shrugged once more.

‘Just missing. In my world that happens a lot. People move on, arguments start. He was a runaway like me but he was already well into the grind, you know, from a little kid. And he got to be mates with Sonny. Well, he was mates with all of us really, but him and Sonny were close. He was the  one who told Sonny to get a mobile and advertise in the paper. That way you go to people’s houses sometimes and it’s more comfortable, see. Plus you can have a nick up.’

Willy grinned as he said that.

‘I get asked back to places even now, especially by the old blokes. They like to see you washing and all that. I love it because then I can have a bath and clean meself up. It’s still a crap life, but Justin and Sonny, they had it sewn up. Hung around together.’

‘Where was this kid living?’

‘Now that I can tell you because he used to let me crash there sometimes.’

Tyrell waited for him to talk. Instead Willy smiled at him.

‘You want more money?’

He nodded.

‘I will give it to you but not in here, not in front of him, OK?’

He nodded in the direction of the café owner.

Willy nodded.

‘I’ll trust you, seeing as how you are Sonny’s dad.’

Tyrell felt an urge to laugh at this little boy acting like a man, but supposed the boy had had to learn to talk himself up in his game.

‘He lived above the baker’s in the high street. It’s a rat house, but he had his own room there.’

Tyrell was nonplussed.

‘What the fuck is a rat house?’

Willy grinned.

‘Sorry, it’s street jargon for a sort of legal squat. Someone rents a flat and then they sub-let it to all and sundry. Some people only rent the rooms for a few hours a day or the odd night. I’m sure I don’t have to paint you a picture, do I? Anyway it’s gone now and so is Justin.’

Tyrell shook his head once more. There was a whole world out there and he had honestly believed that he knew all about it, the bad as well as the good. Now it seemed he had not even seen the tip of the iceberg.

Willy’s cheeks were pinker, and he was starting to look almost healthy. Tyrell guessed rightly it was the warmth and the full belly that was doing it. The boy yawned noisily. The heat was taking its toll and it occurred to Tyrell then that the child in front of him was whacked out.

‘Do you want to sleep at my flat tonight?’

Willy looked shocked and said immediately, ‘Really?’

Tyrell wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing but he couldn’t leave the boy here and needed to know a lot more than he had already heard. But he wanted to do it gradually, give himself time to digest the information. He sensed that the boy would be easier to talk to in a neutral environment. Every time the door went he stared at it and  Tyrell supposed he watched for Social Services as well as the police.

‘Only for one night, though. I have some of Sonny’s bits there that I got him in Jamaica. He won’t need them so you can have them. But I want you to think of anyone you can who might know more about my Sonny and how he got into that house in the first place, OK?’

‘Sure. Can I have a bath?’

‘Have what you fucking like, son, but don’t think anything funny, right, or me and you will fall out big-time. And don’t even think of skanking off me because if you do I will be annoyed, OK?’

Willy Lomax laughed aloud.

‘Makes no odds to me really, the sex bit. It’s just me job, ain’t it? And as for stealing, I ain’t that stupid.’

He sounded offended and Tyrell didn’t know what to say after that but when they left the café together somehow they were easy. He wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing bringing the boy to his flat but reasoned that at least there he could talk to him properly and, as Willy had said, he could have a bath and a decent night’s kip.

Tyrell found that in a funny way he liked this odd little boy with the faded grey eyes and lust for living.

In the car he put the heater on because the boy was shivering.

‘You going down with a cold, son, do you want me to get you something from the chemist’s?’

Willy shook his head and said loudly, ‘I better warn you, I’m HIV.’

Tyrell didn’t answer for a few moments then, taking off the handbrake, he drove them both towards his flat.

Tammy was unconscious in bed and Nick was on his way into East London once more. As he parked he knew that what he was doing was wrong but couldn’t stop himself. All the time he kept away it made his life easier, but once he dipped his toe into the water again he was hooked once more. It was something about the squalor and the risk of being found out. It was so dangerous he couldn’t resist the thrill.

He walked into the block of flats and made his way as usual up to the tenth floor in the lift. The grinding sound was like a love song to him, even the smell of it got him hard. This was all part of it.

The door to the flat was opened by a tall man in tight leather trousers and no shirt. His beer belly hung over the waistband and he had tattoos all over his arms and chest.

‘Where’s Frankie?’

The man coughed as he said belligerently, ‘Who wants to know?’

Nick looked at him warningly then, grabbing him by the throat, dragged him down the long narrow hallway and into the lounge where he threw the man on to the broken-down sofa.

‘Get your stuff and fuck off.’

The punter did not need to be told twice. He scrambled around for his clothes and Frankie sat there giggling in an overstuffed armchair as the man ran from the flat in terror.

Nick smiled back tightly as he pulled out a pack of Durex and a bottle of red wine from inside his Aquascutum raincoat.

Frankie said throatily, ‘You think of everything, don’t you?’

Throwing a wrap of cocaine on to the table, Nick said happily, ‘Let’s have a party, eh?’




Chapter Eighteen

Willy was lying in the bath, wondering if he had died and gone to heaven. Tyrell’s flat was warm, well decorated and smelled of skunk. There were good sounds coming from the CD player and the remains of a large joint had been left in the ashtray. He had also seen a Sky Plus remote control. If this was heaven, then the sooner he died the better.

He checked his body over, completely confident now that Tyrell was not going to come on to him. Even though he looked straighter than a ruler, Willy knew that men who looked harmless could be more dangerous than the ones who, unfortunately for them, looked like the stereotypical nonce.

He had lain there in the warm water and waited for the excuses to start: such as he needed to use the toilet, or  wanted to talk to Willy, maybe bring him a beer. It was all just a ploy so as to see him naked then start on him.

But not a thing. Tyrell had not been near or by. If he had approached Willy, he would have obliged of course. What other choice did he have? He had had a feeling this man was OK, though you never really knew. If he was an abuser maybe that was why Sonny ended up at the cottage. Willy had learned at a young age never to judge a book by its cover. People could look so squeaky clean they should be on television adverts for breakfast cereals when in reality they deserved to be on Wanted posters.

For all he knew it was Sonny’s own dad who had started him off on the rocky road. Maybe Tyrell Hatcher was in fact a nonce, but Willy’s shit detector was telling him he was safe. This man did not have an ulterior motive like so many others did, as he knew to his cost.

In Willy’s case it had been his mum’s boyfriends. All she had ever done was get drunk, and he had had more uncles than a lottery winner on a council estate. He had learned young what to do to stop them hurting him, learned how to keep them sweet and get a few quid from them so at least he would come out of it with something more than a sore arse and a sense of smouldering anger that even he had sense enough to know would one day explode on to an unsuspecting public.

The thing was a lot of them looked normal. They didn’t look like nonces and they didn’t sound like nonces, which of course was their armour. If he accused them no one believed him, least of all his mother. They would tell her he was just after attention, or else lying because the uncle was about to accuse him of stealing from him, tell his mother how Willy had been found out so now he was saying all these bad things to get them in trouble, make them go away from her even, and his terrified mum would then decide to believe them because it suited her.

His uncles could give her money aplenty, and drink, and laughter. He couldn’t give her that.

And then the uncles would wait a while and start it all again, because they knew they were safe, she didn’t believe her little boy, she didn’t want to. She preferred her safe little life with the man and his money so she turned a blind eye to it all. Or rather, a drunken eye.

He had never felt safe in his life till he had hit the streets. Oh, he knew all the ruses nonces used by then, had had to learn them the hard way. It was how he’d survived. He would rather be in a cold shop doorway than anywhere near his mother’s house. At least anything that happened to him now was because he allowed it to happen, he was in control to a certain extent.

But it had all left its mark on him and Willy was glad in  one way that he had HIV. At least he knew he would be out of it all soon and then nothing would ever bother him again. He was fourteen years old and already he was finished with life and all the people he’d met. But tonight was like a holiday for him. He had a full belly and a few quid and he did not have to use his mouth for anything but talking.

What a touch!

He could hear Tyrell moving about in the lounge and carried on checking himself over. He was bad lately, breaking out in rashes and sores. He needed to get to a clinic and get to one soon, but Willy was always frightened that they would involve Social Services. That thought scared him. Knowing his luck they would send him home again. The Terrence Higgins Trust was supposed to be good so he would try them soon. Until then, he was going to get out of the bath and have a nice cold beer and hopefully watch a bit of telly.

It was strange to feel normal, which was exactly how he felt now.

Normal.

This was what Sonny had yearned for all his life, Willy knew that and had empathised with him. But he also knew that Tyrell’s wife was not the most accommodating person in the world. Still, she did not seem to be around tonight so  he would do what he had always done, make the most of what he had.

Wrapping himself in a nice warm towel and sitting on the toilet, Willy started to cry. He was only crying because he was hurting, he was under the weather and sleeping out in the cold had made him ache. He was not crying because he was sad or anything. He told himself that over and over again.

Nick Leary had left Frankie’s place and driven back to Essex and then, because he was still buzzing, he’d decided to call in at the pub. There was a lock-in as usual and a few of the regulars were in such high spirits they were having piggy-back competitions in the bar.

His presence made everyone subdued at first. Gary Proctor’s death had caused a stir as he had known it would and no one had as yet had the guts to ask him about it outright. He knew that no one would either, not unless he brought it up first.

Everyone was scared of him. It had afforded Nick comfort in the past to know that merely raising his voice could send shock waves through his so-called friends; now all it did was depress him. He had finally learned that he actually had no real friends. With his lifestyle they were a luxury he could not afford.

He had already sent the grassing rumour round though if it had come from any mouth but his it would have been dismissed out of hand.

So all in all he was set like a jelly.

Albeit a lonely jelly. But that was the price you paid for his kind of life. He knew none of the people around him would understand about little Frankie, that was a secret he would have to keep. Would kill to keep, in fact. Image was everything in their world and once that image was tarnished it was time to leave the party and go home on your own.

Nick walked purposefully to the bar where drugs were openly lying around and the drinks were being poured over-generously. He enjoyed the obvious fear of not only his bar staff but the clientele as well.

Everyone had heard about Tammy’s tear up and he knew it would be a topic of conversation for years to come. Tammy, God love her, was a legend in her own lunchtime. And that was how it should be: she was so over the top she should have been a transvestite by rights.

But at least it had given everyone a new topic of conversation. Gary’s demise would only be talked about again once when it was time for his funeral. Nick wasn’t going to go, and he would let everyone know he wasn’t going. Grasses didn’t get buried like normal people. They got planted alone, with no fanfare and no interest.

He was scowling as he looked around the bar and saw all the usual suspects. Turning to his old friend Joey, he said loudly, ‘Have you been fucking repossessed, Joey, and not told no one? Because to my knowledge you ain’t been home for months.’

He smiled then and sniffed loudly and everyone sighed with relief. If Nick was snorting then it was OK for them to do it too. As if reading everyone’s mind he snorted a line quickly and that set the seal on the night.

Joey wiped a hand across his face. Even though he was still nervous, he said jokingly, ‘You put the fuck right up me then, Nick.’

But as he looked into his old friend’s eyes he saw that he was not just drunk and stoned, Nick was at danger level once more. He wanted a fight and he would make sure he got one.

Joey had not seen him like this for years. This was like the teenage Nick who had fought and scrapped to get to the top. Well, he was at the top now, why did he have to keep ruining it for himself ?

And what was this with the cocaine? Nick had never really been into all that, hated it in fact because he had never liked not being in control. But lately he was coked out more often than not by eleven in the morning.

He had always said, ‘If you sell it, leave it alone.’ They  had seen too many mates go under through dealing while under the influence. It made you stupid, made you either paranoid or over-generous. It made you forget your priorities, they had seen that with other people over and over again.

Joey took a deep breath and said as casually as he could, ‘Sid Haulfryn is in here, Nick, popped in to see you like. Wanted your new mobile number but I wasn’t giving it to him.’

He thought he should tell Nick before anyone else did. Sid and Nick had fought a war on and off for years. One minute they were bosom buddies then a frost would set in over some imagined slight and it was the Cold War all over again. They had been mates as youngsters and still had a funny sort of one upmanship going on between them. When it didn’t get violent it was amusing to watch.

Both of them were big men and both were into exactly the same things.

Both of them were arrogant too and unable to admit it when they were wrong.

Nick grinned.

‘Where is he then?’

He looked around the bar and, catching Sid’s eye, shouted, ‘Who let that cunt in?’

It was said in a friendly but warning voice, and Sid took  it in the manner it was intended. He walked over to Nick.

Sidney Haulfryn was a big man. He had long dark hair tied back in a ponytail and a deep pleasant voice that belied the fact he could fight like Muhammad Ali on speed.

‘Hello, mate.’ He held up his arms as if to say, What you going to do about me? His love of flashy jewellery was his undoing, his fingers were always heavy with gold and diamonds. It annoyed Nick who thought that any ostentatious show of wealth without good reason was like giving Lily Law a warrant in your own handwriting. Despite all that he was inordinately pleased to see the other man. He was a good joker was old Sid and so Nick conveniently forgot their usual antagonism.

He could do with a laugh tonight and, love him or loathe him, Sid was a crack. As his old mum would say, he could make a cat laugh.

Nick was so genuinely pleased to see him he hugged Sid in a friendly manner, pleasing him no end and also pleasing most of the people in the bar. Because if Nick didn’t like someone then they didn’t like them. It was how it worked in their world and no one knew that better than Sidney Haulfryn.

Sid had a hidden agenda, of course, and he knew that Nick was sensible enough to realise that.

Nick waved towards the barmaid.

‘Get us a drink, all of us.’

He grinned.

‘Everyone in the fucking place, let’s have a party!’

The jukebox was turned back up to full volume and everyone relaxed, ready for a good night. As no one had any regular kind of job to go to tomorrow, and as their nefarious business dealings could be done at any time of the day, a night-long party was no problem for any of them. It was all about socialising and being seen to be seen. Plus more deals would be done here tonight than in the City the following morning. It was their world and they all loved it this way. Except Nick who was starting to see it all from a different perspective.

Sidney Haulfryn was pleased by his welcome. He had wanted to talk to Nick for a while and it looked like this would be a golden opportunity.

‘I was talking about you the other day. So fucking funny you are, Sid.’

Nick was laughing as he said it.

‘Here, Nick, you want funny? How about this? You heard the one about the bloke in the sex shop in Soho . . . he wants to buy a blow-up doll. The bloke says, “Do you want a Christian one or a Muslim one?” And the geezer says, “What’s the difference?” And the man says, “The Muslim ones blow themselves up!”’

Nick started to laugh and didn’t stop. He was literally roaring with laughter and Sid, who knew it had been a funny joke, also knew in his heart that it had not been that funny. He watched in disbelief as Nick started to cry with laughter.

As the noise grew louder and louder he said gently, ‘Give over, you twonk, it wasn’t that funny!’

Nick was wiping his eyes now. They were real tears, Sid and Joey realised. Joey looked at Sid and shook his head almost imperceptibly.

‘You all right, Nick?’

Sid was genuinely worried and Nick knew that. It just made him feel even worse than he was already feeling.

‘Nah, I ain’t all right, Sid, I ain’t all right at all. I can’t seem to get me head together lately, you know?’ He wiped his eyes and then snorted another line before saying, ‘This whole thing is shit, see? It’s all fucking shit.’

Tyrell had locked away or nailed down anything that could be stolen. Even though he’d felt bad doing it, he knew you could not trust people who were completely boracic and amoral. He had learned that much from his own son. It was only sensible to remember who he was dealing with here. Lives like Willy’s were a series of dramas and tragedies; he knew that better than anyone, having lived with Jude. But  he had taken a liking to the boy, and knew it was because he’d spoken kindly about Sonny, had seen him as a friend, which these days was a touch in itself. Everyone else talked about him as if he was shite.

Willy came into the lounge. He had changed into a Bob Marley T-shirt and a pair of Sonny’s old jeans. Tyrell had packed them with his things when he had left Sally’s. Sonny had liked to keep his good stuff at their house in case Jude sold it while his back was turned.

Willy Lomax looked almost respectable now and he knew it. The feeling of clean skin inside clean clothes also made him upset in a funny way. It had been so long since he had had a full belly and a relaxing time that he wondered if he was dreaming it all.

‘You look much better than you did earlier.’

Willy shrugged, his trademark ‘me against the world’ shrug, perfected by the time he was nine. Tyrell grinned.

‘Right little hard man, ain’t you?’

Willy took that as a compliment and for some reason this made Tyrell want to laugh. ‘Sit yourself down, mate. And listen to me – if you try and con me I will be annoyed, do you understand me?’

Willy looked into this man’s eyes and saw danger. He also saw the kindness and generosity underlying it and smiled easily as he said, ‘Never in a million years. You’re  a top geezer, and I am having the time of me life.’

Tyrell knew that the boy spoke from the heart, and also knew that he would get the truth from this child, no matter how bad it was.

He had a feeling that it would be bad but had braced himself for that. All he needed now was to hear it.

Nick and Sid were deep in conversation, and Sid was surprised at what he was hearing. He had heard about all Nick’s troubles and guessed Nick knew that much. But he was being so open and honest about them it was painful to listen to him. This was not the man Sid knew and actually, despite the gossip about them, liked. This man was vulnerable, frightened and depressed. Sid would lay money on that being the correct diagnosis.

Cocaine was making Nick talk. It wasn’t the usual coke-induced mugbunnying that heralded a large intake of narcotics and alcohol, it was an honest and truthful unloading of his personal demons. It wasn’t the usual line of chat of a well-known hard man, either.

‘Look, Nick, you got to let this go, mate. That boy is dead and no matter what happens, or what you say, nothing will bring him back.’

Nick nodded.

‘I know that, Siddy, no one better. But I feel that since it  all happened my life has changed, see? I feel like I’m being dogged by bad luck.’

Sid laughed.

‘Tell me about it! Sounds like what happened to me after I married Carol. One cunt of a woman that was.’

Nick didn’t laugh as he would have done usually. He was deadly earnest and Sid looked once more at Joey who half smiled at him as if to say, See what I mean? There was no doubt Nick Leary was well on the way to a nut farm if he didn’t get himself sorted out soon.

‘Have another line, guys. Joey, get a few wraps out of the downstairs safe, eh?’

He smiled placatingly.

‘You just had a line. Have a rest, Nick, for five minutes. Give your nose a chance to recover.’

It was said in jest but Nick pushed his face close to Joey’s and ordered him: ‘Don’t fucking lecture me! Just go and get the fucking coke.’

People were watching the little tableau and Joey, red-faced and awkward, rushed to do as he had been told. Sidney could almost feel the man’s embarrassment.

‘That was a bit harsh, Nick, weren’t it?’

Sid kept his voice low so as not to be seen disrespecting him. Nick scowled at everyone around them as he answered.

‘Look at them, fucking carrion the lot of them! And see  that Joey? He’s the worst. He hangs on to me coat tails and I see him all right for his booze, his poke and his fucking gear . . .’

But Sid couldn’t hear him talking down about Joey and said as much.

‘Joey’s a good mate to you. He’s loyal and he loves you like a brother. You shouldn’t mug him off like that in front of people.’

Somewhere in Nick’s drug-fuelled brain he knew that Sidney Haulfryn was telling him the truth and a spark of shame washed through him for his own meanness. Joey had kept the building businesses going since Gary’s death, the building work and the clubs. He had helped Nick over so much and he had indeed mugged him off.

He broke wind loudly and said drunkenly, ‘You are right, so fucking right.’ He was maudlin now and, taking his arm, Sid walked him through the pub and out into the car park.

‘Come on, you need some air.’

Outside Nick sat on the wall that surrounded the car park and took deep breaths to try to steady his racing heart.

‘You need a holiday, Nick, for at least a month. Can’t you fly off to your villa in Spain and try and get your head together? Put the last few months behind you, eh?’

It was said with kindness and that was Nick’s undoing.

‘I killed that boy, Siddy! I killed him and I knew what I  was doing, see? I hit him as hard as I could and I kept hitting him . . .’

‘ ’Course you did. Anyone would have done the same.’

Sid was talking him down again and wondered at something so mundane in their world getting to Nick Leary so badly. They crunched people for a living. He and Nick had been nose to nose themselves many times over the years. So what was the big drama about this boy? He was a thief, he was carrion, he would probably be out mugging old ladies now if Nick had not put him out of the game.

He was on the verge of breakdown over it, though, that much was evident.

‘Why don’t you go home, Nick? Try and sleep, get yourself back together.’

He stared at Sid for a while then said suddenly, ‘What brought you here tonight?’

Sid shrugged. His black hair was shining in the light coming from the pub. His huge shoulders made him look suddenly intimidating. Nick was afraid of him for a moment. It was coke paranoia. Even though he knew that, he still felt the full shock of his own fear.

‘I want me money, Nick. I want the money Proctor owes me for the drugs I supplied. It’s ten grand and I ain’t swallowing me knob over it. He got it in both your names, and you know and I know you used him so if anything went  tits up there would never be any comeback to you. Well, there is now.’

Nick nodded.

‘In truth, I had forgotten about it. You’ll get it.’

It was said with all the contempt he felt. Ten grand was nothing to him and Sid should have known and respected that fact.

Sidney did.

This was the Nick he knew, arrogant and quick to take offence. There was hope for him yet. Siddy smiled in the darkness, thrusting home his barb quickly and neatly.

‘I heard he was nonceing young boys, is it true?’

Nick was alert now, all his other worries forgotten.

‘Who told you that?’

’A little bird told me. Actually it was a little bloke.’

Nick could hear the accusation in the other man’s voice and knew Sid was feeling him out, fishing for the whole story. This was what he had been frightened of, people finding out about all that shit and then putting two and two together and making five.

He coughed loudly. He was thinking on his feet because he knew that if this man decided to pursue his suspicions the chances were he would find out more than he’d bargained for.

Their world was far too small for Nick to allow something  like this to take hold. He had to nip it in the bud now while he still had the chance.

‘I found out he was trying it on with the boys we use for the clubs. It was me that done him in the lock-up. But that is between me and you, right? No one else knows about it.’

Siddy grinned even as he heard the threat in his old friend’s voice.

‘But people do know about it, Nick, and they applaud what you did. Stevie couldn’t keep his trap shut, see? He told the boy’s father in confidence and you know old Mackie – he might as well have put it in the Romford fucking Recorder. No one else would want it put about that their own son had been vandalised by that piece of shite, but Mackie couldn’t keep it to himself. The man’s a cunt. Anyway, I thought I’d let you know because chances are you’ll be getting your collar felt at some point. I assume you’ve already put yourself out of the frame? You have a tame filth, don’t you? That Rudde . . . I hear you and him are practically bum chums.’

Sid laughed at his own wit.

Nick relaxed. Though Mackie was due a visit now, and he would get one he’d never forget.

‘You want a trade off, don’t you? I might have known. I get to keep me ten grand and you keep your trap shut if I get Rudde to do you a favour, isn’t that it?’

’Always quick on the uptake, you, Nick.’

‘What do you want then?’

‘I need a few names, that’s all.’

‘You like to kick a man when he’s down, don’t you, Sid?’

Siddy grinned.

‘I could say the same about you and poor old Gary Proctor, mate.’

Tyrell had brought in a bucket full of ice and placed a few cans of Red Stripe in it. On the black ash coffee table he had put out crisps and nuts. He had also rolled himself a large joint of skunk. He had a feeling he would need it once this boy told him the whole nine yards.

They both cracked a beer and Tyrell watched as the boy sipped his and watched the TV surreptitiously out of the corner of his eye.

‘Why ain’t you at home then? Sonny said you had a big house and two other kids.’

The question was asked in all innocence but it still made Tyrell feel bad.

‘Never you mind that. I want some answers. I have kept my side of the bargain, it’s time for you to keep yours.’

The boy picked up a bowl of Doritos and started to eat them.

‘It’s Justin you need to talk to but he’s disappeared off  the face of the earth. He used to knock about with a boy called Kerr, or so I heard anyway. Kerr works out of the Cross and also out of a rat house in East London. A bloke picks them up a couple of times a week from the station and they rent the rooms from him. This bloke brings in the customers, see, you don’t get any say.’

Tyrell guessed rightly that this boy had been a frequent visitor there before the HIV had grabbed hold and made him look so ill.

‘He’s a piece of shit, that bloke. Right rough, you know, and you can never tell what’s going to be going down there, if you’ll excuse the pun.’

‘How do you mean?’

The boy lay back to make himself more comfortable.

‘What can I say? You could get lumbered with two or three at the same time there, but at least the money’s good.’

He could see the shock and the horror on Tyrell’s face and said hastily, ‘Sonny never went there. At least, not that I know of anyway.’

He knew it was what Tyrell wanted to hear. So did Tyrell, who knew the boy was lying.

‘Who was the bloke who picked them up? Do you know his name?’

‘It was just Mr P. But he was a hard old fucker. We was all scared of him, he was one of them straight-acting heavy  blokes. He would make us all do what he wanted but didn’t give us any money or anything. It was as if he was getting us the work so we had to give him whatever he wanted for free.’

‘Where exactly did he pick you all up from, and what days and times? Also write down the names of anyone you remember who might know anything about my Sonny and his other dealings. Anything, no matter how small. It could be important, right?’

Tyrell wanted to see this man for himself. He knew when he did it would probably open up a whole new heartbreak for him. But he had come this far, he might as well see it through to the bitter end.




Chapter Nineteen

Tyrell had covered the boy up with a quilt. He watched him sleep for a while, wondering at a child of that age who had two parents yet no one to call his own. How did people give birth to a child and then completely forget about them? It was beyond his comprehension.

This boy had a good sense of humour and street smarts that belied his years. Considering all that had happened to him Tyrell marvelled that he still had that small spark of decency inside him.

Willy had cared about Sonny Boy in a way no one else would understand. He had tried to sanitise the story he had told to save Tyrell’s feelings and Sonny Boy’s reputation. It had been terrible to listen to, let alone think about now Tyrell was alone and Willy Lomax was sleeping. It was shocking and it was frightening.

Real life was not what everyone thought it was. At least Tyrell knew that now if nothing else. Creeping from the room, he left the boy to whatever dreams or nightmares he commanded while sleeping.

He blamed himself for this, but he also blamed Jude. She must have known what was going on. No, he corrected himself, she did know what was going on. Even after all that had happened he still wanted to believe the best of her. It was hard admitting that it was his own mother who had sent Sonny to his fate.

Why had he not seen her for what she was like everyone else had? Why had he given her the benefit of the doubt all the time? Why didn’t he go round there now and break her fucking neck once and for all?

He knew one thing. Next time he saw a street child he would not be so quick to dismiss them. This had been a learning curve in more ways than one.

He looked at what Willy had written down for him. The boy had nice handwriting and that had surprised Tyrell, but apparently he had not done badly at school when he had bothered to go. Since the onset of his HIV he had taken to reading when he could not work because of the intense tiredness he experienced.

What a different life he could have lived with different parents, a different home, a different set of values.

Willy had gone to his backpack and shown Tyrell his reading torch, displaying it proudly like it was some kind of precious gift, which he supposed to the boy was probably the case. Willy owned it and Willy, God love him, did not own much. It was a large yellow workman’s torch, possibly stolen but the batteries must have been expensive for the boy on his kind of money.

Tyrell’s own boys used torches to play with, to scare one another by turning them on under their chins and making faces at each other in the dark. They would never see these torches as an integral part of their lives, depend on them for light and comfort while they slept out in doorways. Willy had said the torch enabled him to reach into other worlds, such as J.K. Rowling’s and Terry Pratchett’s. He liked to lose himself in fantasies where people always solved their problems, made sure that right was done and evil cast aside.

If only life was that simple.

The child in Willy was still uppermost even though people had done their best to trample on his innocence, snatch it from him.

How could Sonny have been a part of all this too and his own father not even realise?

So many men were fathers, had brought kids into the world, yet so few seemed to be a proper daddy, the man who was always there for his kids, no matter what. Tyrell  had believed for a long time that he had been there for all three of his boys, but he hadn’t.

Not really.

If he had been a more complete man he would not have had to bury his eldest and then find out that he had been a part of society most people walked away from. Tyrell included.

His mother had always said, ‘We are all guilty of something even if it is only laziness or ignorance.’ He had never understood what she meant till now.

He knew one thing, though, he was going to see this through to the bitter end and he would get the truth of it from Jude, no matter what it took. If he had to batter her brains out on the floor then he would.

She would have the full SP. She always did. It was how people like her survived.

Gino was listening to Jude avidly, taking in all she was saying. He knew she was trying to help him on his way and he appreciated it. Her voice was hoarse from too many cigarettes and too much booze. He had arrived with a bottle of cheap vodka, and the cheaper the better as far as she was concerned. She didn’t want smoothness or flavour, her only interest in alcohol was to get as far out of her box as she could. Mixed with the brown it usually mellowed her out, but not tonight.

She knew she had to grab Gino as soon as possible, get him under her influence before he started to try and think for himself. That was the last thing she needed. At least with Sonny there’d been the blood tie to keep him under her thumb.

His death had been a real inconvenience and no one seemed to see that except her. It was all right for Tyrell and everyone else, they had their lives settled. Or they thought they did. Not one of them gave a monkey’s for her and her needs.

As she watched Gino trying to make everything all right, she smiled. Picking up the mobile the police had not got near, she once more dialled the number.

This time the phone was answered.

It was her turn to switch off now. The unexpected was always worse than the expected. No one knew that better than Jude.

Pink Floyd were belting out ‘Shine On You Crazy Diamond’, and Nick was listening to them. He was alone, in his Range Rover, with a wrap of coke and a bottle of Scotch, wondering how his life had come to this.

He started up the motor. It was chilly now and he had watched his own house for too long. Tammy didn’t know about this. When he went on the missing list, even after he  had seen his Frankie, he often parked up and watched the house. His mobile had been going all night but he had ignored it. In fact he was sick of the sound of Dam Busters.

It had been funny once, hilarious even, now it depressed him.

He drove on to his property. The lights were all on. As usual it looked like Battersea power station. He switched off his phone and watched as the dogs all came up to greet him, their stumpy tails wagging. Getting out of the car, he stumbled and cursed himself silently for driving while so full of drink and drugs.

The front door opened and Tammy stood there in all her glory, a scowl on her face and her mouth already going into overdrive. He wondered then why he had not bought the attack dogs he had been offered. It would have been like a dream come true to see them rip his wife limb from limb. But it was like anything in life: the more you desired it, the further away it seemed to be.

He walked into his home and his fate.

He had made a decision at least. He was going to sort all this out once and for all. It was what he had been dreading, but it needed to be done. Maybe then at last he could get on with his life and put what had happened behind him where it belonged.

Willy woke up to the smell of eggs and bacon. Stretching himself lazily on the couch, he saw that the BBC breakfast news was on low and a cup of steaming tea had been placed on the coffee table for him.

It took him a few minutes to remember where he was.

Sitting up, his blond hair spiked on his head and his eyes still full of sleep, he saw the smiling face of Tyrell and envied his dead friend for his closeness to this man.

’All right, son?’

Willy smiled amiably.

‘Never better. That breakfast smells fucking handsome.’

Tyrell went back into the kitchen. The last thing he’d wanted was a cooked breakfast but he knew the boy would want one, more to the point need one, so he had slipped out and bought the supplies ready for his waking up.

Now, though, the smell was getting to him too and he was actually looking forward to eating. He had originally planned to take Willy to a café but after the experience of the night before had decided against it. He felt embarrassed to be seen with the boy. Even though he knew that was wrong, he was man enough to admit it to himself.

But he would have to venture out with him eventually whatever he felt because he was going to take him to the Cross and ask him to try and find Justin. He would also  enlist the help of the Clarkes in finding this Mr P because he would need all the help he could get there.

Once more Tyrell asked himself if he really wanted to know all that had happened in his son’s life, and once more the answer was yes. He owed it to his dead boy not to turn his back on a single unpalatable fact, the way he had done while Sonny Boy was alive.

Billy Clarke had not seen Nick Leary for a long time, and was relishing the prospect of seeing him again. He had always liked Nick for some reason. He knew that he was a bit of a stiff in as much as he had made his money over other people’s bodies, but to Billy that was part of their way of life. He was aware that someone would try and do it to him one day and consequently was always ready and waiting for them to try.

He would give them a run for their money, and he had a feeling that Nick Leary was waiting for the exact same thing and was as well provided for such an eventuality. It was the nature of their game, their lives. You took off those who had what you wanted, then you protected what you saw as yours.

But Nick had always had a certain coldness about him that had worried Billy and many other people of his acquaintance. It was an innate distance in him that told  you he would stop at nothing to get what he wanted – and from what Billy heard it had got him an eight-bedroomed farmhouse with indoor pool and stables. What it had not got him, however, was peace of mind or happiness, but then they were luxuries people like them could never afford.

As he made his way into Essex Billy marvelled at how much it had changed over the years since he had been a regular visitor. Those days were well in the past, thank God, but he had had some memorable fights as well as fucks in Southend before he had married and settled down to the usual two point four kids. He knew those days were well behind him. It was good to look back with nostalgia, though, and as he and Nick went back such a long time it should be a pleasant visit.

Or so at least he hoped.

Nick Leary would have to talk to Tyrell, they were all agreed on that one. It should give him the closure he so desperately needed but Nick needed to be well briefed on what he would be taking on because Tyrell was a mate to Louis, a good mate, and Louis loved him like a brother.

Now Billy had to put the hard word on Nick Leary and didn’t want to. He hoped for Nick’s sake he would listen or Billy had no option but to bring in his brothers, ‘The Heavy Brigade’ as they were known locally.

He wondered how Tammy was. He had shagged her  many years ago and hoped she had never felt the urge to confide this in her husband. He had liked old Tammy, and felt she got a rough deal from Nick even though in fairness you never heard about him with other women. Another reason people didn’t entirely trust Nick. With money came spare, and the spare in Essex was par excellence as far as Billy was concerned. But he had a feeling that the coldness he had seen in Nick many years before extended as far as his marital bed.

Tammy needed love, she thrived on it like most women do.

He wasn’t sure Nick was even capable of feeling the emotion.

‘You have to do it, don’t you, Tammy?’

She laughed.

‘Do what?’

Nick walked away from her and into the kitchen. As usual lately, his mother left the room as soon as he entered it. Following her into the entrance hall, he shouted, ‘What the fuck is the matter with you?’

Angela turned at the bottom of the stairs and looked at her son for long moments.

‘Hester is coming over later to pick me up. I’m going to stay with her for a while.’

The mention of his sister’s name threw Nick for a few seconds.

‘What – you’re going to stay with Hester?’

He sounded as if he had not heard her right and this made Angela smile. She nodded. Nick was lost for words, just stood and watched her climb the stairs. Then he shouted spitefully, as loudly as he could, ‘Well, fucking stay there, and don’t come back!’

Angela didn’t answer him.

He went back to the kitchen. Cutting a few lines on the granite work surface he snorted two, one after the other, to stop himself shaking with the anger that was threatening to envelop him. He could feel the buzz arriving in seconds. Then, going down to the cellar, he picked up a case of Smirnoff Black Label vodka that had fallen, miraculously without breaking one bottle, off the back of a lorry.

As he picked it up he saw that someone had been rifling through his private papers again. He knew Tammy kept a lead on what he was doing, he expected that much but it still annoyed him. And he was already irritated that his mother was going to Hester’s. He rarely saw his sister because his mother had hardly opened her mouth to her since she had married her husband Dixon. The big black man had set off something in his mother that had lasted for years. Now though the miserable old bag was going round  there after all the years of strained gatherings at Christmas and New Year. The two-faced old cow.

When he went back into the kitchen it was to see his wife snorting a line herself and then going to the large American fridge for a bowl of ice.

‘If you can’t beat them . . .’ Tammy said gaily.

He hugged her to him then.

‘You are one argumentative bastard, Tams.’

She grinned.

‘I know, and that is all part of me charm.’

He poured them both large vodkas.

‘Thanks for getting me out yesterday anyway.’

He shrugged.

‘What was it all over?’

He knew, and she knew he knew, it was the game they played.

‘Oh, this and that. Too much gear, too much booze, and that prat has a mouth like a docker’s auntie.’

‘She can have a row though, Tams.’

She grinned again, and he wiped the cocaine from under her nostril as she said confidently, ‘Not any more she can’t.’

He laughed at her. She had perfect comedy timing and in another life could have made a fortune in the movies or on stage. Her whole life was one big pretence in any case. She could not distinguish between reality and fantasy any more.  Though it was getting like that for him as well these days.

‘Will I have to put the hard word on her old man?’

It was a loaded question.

‘ ’Course not, Nick, stop being a wanker for five minutes. Give yourself a day off, will you!’

He had to admire her front. Only Tammy could do what she did and still front it out as if she was the victim.

‘Do you know what is going on with me mother, you two being so close and all?’

The sarcasm was not lost on Tammy but she answered him anyway. Knowing she had to box clever, she smiled sweetly and said, ‘You have got up her nose, probably the drug-taking and the drinking, but even I was taken aback to think that poor old Dixon is preferable company to us two! She has hardly opened her mouth to their kids, has she?’

Nick nodded sagely. ‘She completely ignores Dixon. Even I keep quiet about them in case someone puts their foot in it round here by asking too much about them. It’s the one thing I never understood with her, Tams, why she is so racist?’

Tammy shrugged. ‘It’s an age thing I think, Nick. What does it matter now anyway? If she goes for a while it’ll give her a chance to calm down. We’ve all been hit by what happened in one way or another.’

He nodded then, seeing her point of view.

‘Do her good to get away. I think she gets lonely here, misses all her old mates and that.’

The buzzer that heralded an arrival at the front gates broke into their conversation then and on the CCTV camera Nick saw Billy Clarke’s face smiling at him.

’All right, Billy boy! Don’t get out of the car until I come on the drive, the dogs are loose, OK?’

‘Just let me in, you tosser.’

Nick was laughing as he pressed the button to open the gates.

‘What’s he want?’

Tammy’s voice was wary and Nick knew why that was, though as usual he didn’t let on. One day he was going to try and find a man under the age of seventy she hadn’t slept with.

‘We’ll soon find out, Tams, he’ll be here in a few minutes. Cut another couple of lines and I’ll go and greet our guest.’

She smiled and did as she was bidden.

King’s Cross was busy as usual on a Friday afternoon. Commuters swarmed round Tyrell. Everyone wanted an early shoot on a Friday, and the place was buzzing with all sorts. The smell of Kentucky and McDonald’s vied with travellers’ damp coats and the rubbish thrown carelessly underfoot.

There was also the smell of rent boys and prostitutes. They were both out in force, and as Tyrell listened to the boy beside him he was in shock at what he was hearing.

‘That boy over there, right? With the green shirt and black jeans. His name is Thomas, and he grooms for some of the older boys. He makes friends with the younger kids and introduces them to the bigger boys for a bit of gear. He’s a heroin addict, see, a lot of them are. He’s HIV as well. It was him who told me what was wrong with me a while ago. I thought I just had a cold like and couldn’t shake it off.’

Willy blew his nose before continuing.

‘Now the boy he’s talking to is called Kerr and he’s a dealer. He will know where to find Justin, they’re good mates.’

Tyrell looked at the tall black boy with the new dreads and the sneaky look of a child dealer. He was forever peering around him, watching and waiting to see who was on the horizon. Tyrell had grown up with boys just like this Kerr, chancers who would sell their own grannies for a few pounds to put something in their arms. It was like looking at a negative of Jude.

Dealers who were also users were a dangerous breed. They cut the fuck out of everything to make the maximum money regardless of who they might harm in the process.  Keeping the lion’s share for themselves just hastened their own slide down the slippery slope. Eventually they scoffed all the gear, left themselves in enormous debt and ducked and dived until the main supplier caught up with them.

And they always caught up with them, it was what they did to protect their own livelihoods. A scar across the face and the kicking of a lifetime were the least you could expect if you failed to pay your bills on time.

Tyrell was suddenly depressed. It was like looking in a window and knowing that you were observing your own life, except he was observing the daily dealings of his dead son instead.

‘Walk back to my car and put yourself inside in the warm, OK?’ He passed Willy his car keys. ‘I am going to have a word with little Kerr. You’ll be OK?’

Willy nodded happily. If Tyrell was asking him to sit in the car then he wasn’t leaving him here, which meant Willy might get another night at his flat.

He hoped so, it was great there.

Tammy had left the men to themselves. As she went Billy was shaking his head at his friend’s liberal use of cocaine.

‘You want to grow up, Nick, at your fucking age. You sell the fucking stuff, you don’t snort it! Where the fuck is the profit in that, I ask you?’

Nick laughed.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve fucking hit the wagon, Billy? Is this the same Billy Clarke who snorted so many amphetamines in his youth he put the price up because they were scarce! Fucking Billy the Dyson Clarke!’

’As you said, that was in my youth. We’re past all that now at our age. Look in the mirror, mate, you look fucking dreadful. If I met you and didn’t know you, I would think you were in your fifties not your forties.’

Nick looked in the mirror above the fireplace in his lounge and grinned even though he knew what his friend said was true. He looked terrible. His blue eyes were red-rimmed through coke and lack of proper sleep, his jowls were hanging down like a Bassett hound’s and his skin was dough-coloured. He looked like the kind of man he had always despised. He still made a joke, though, as was expected of him.

‘Why do you care, want to be me boyfriend or something? Stop fucking nagging, you old tart, and tell me what brings you here?’

Billy sighed heavily.

‘Not good stuff, but I’m here as an emissary like.’

Nick rolled his eyes to the ceiling at this turn of phrase and said resignedly: ‘Who sent you?’

‘No one. Me and me brothers have a bit of a problem and hope you can help us solve it.’

The mention of his brothers did the trick as Billy knew it would. He hated using them as a lever with an old pal but Nick in his state needed to be told exactly how important this errand was. And judging by the way he was carrying on, he would need a reminder as well. Thank God he had come alone. Terry would have been on it with Nick in minutes and ended up having a row with him. Or worse than that, nipping off with the ever-delectable Tammy.

Within five minutes of Billy’s being in the house she had practically shoved her threepenny bits in his face. She would never change, old Tammy. But in fairness she still looked good. Nick was sobering up quickly now and due to the cocaine was paranoid as well.

Before he could answer Billy, his sister Hester arrived to pick up their mother. Nick hurried to tidy away any signs of drug-taking before letting her in. Hester had not been in this house for many years. Her falling out with their mother had caused a family rift of Olympic standards.

Angela had never accepted the fact that her daughter had been in love with the big black man who had known her daughter since school. It was not that she was racist, as such, but she did not believe in mixed marriages, at least that was how she explained it to herself.

Dixon’s mother, a thin Jamaican woman with a serious work ethic and prematurely grey hair, felt exactly the same  way. Consequently, they had married and lived a life without family around them; both mothers unaware that they were so alike in their thinking it was uncanny.

Hester loved their mother, she had fought for them all their lives against the drunken Irishman she had married. It had broken her heart when Angela had turned her back on her and her children without a second’s thought.

Nick knew it must have taken a lot for her to come here today. He also knew she would be rejoicing inside because finally her mother had wanted to see her. The fact she had her husband Dixon with her now spoke volumes. Nick and he got on like a house on fire. Grabbing his brother-in-law’s hand firmly, Nick cried, ‘Hello, mate, come in, come on in. You know Billy Clarke?’

Billy happily shook hands with the tall black man. They had worked together many times and had also been friends as boys, growing up on adjacent estates.

’All right, Bill?’

It was the usual form of address, not a question.

Hester, tall and naturally blonde, was plumper than she had been as a girl but it suited her. She was what was called years before ‘voluptuous’. As far as Dixon was concerned, she was sex on legs.

‘You got the old dragon then, for a few weeks?’

Dixon grinned.

‘So it seems.’

Hester kissed Billy on the cheek, and Billy being Billy could not resist squeezing her to him and copping a quick feel.

‘I’ll go and get Mum’s bags, but before I do, what’s happened?’

‘I don’t know, Hes, but I tell you something, I’ll be glad to be rid of her miserable boat-race for a while.’

As Nick said it his mother walked into the room, hat and coat on and her make-up perfect from the thick face powder to the cupid’s bow lips.

’A nice thing for a mother to hear, Nick Leary.’

He looked shamefaced and Billy and Dixon wondered at the power of motherhood. The hardest men in the world could be scared of their own mothers.

‘Well, if you won’t tell me what’s wrong, what the fuck am I supposed to do?’

‘I’ll tell you what you do, Nicholas Leary, you walk your poor mother to the car.’

He rolled his eyes at the ceiling once more and followed her out of the room. Everyone wanted to laugh but no one did. By the car his mother waited until Nick had opened the door and settled her inside before she said quietly, ‘You want to know what’s wrong with me?’

He nodded, just stopping himself from shouting at her. 

‘Look in my safe. There’s something there of yours, and when you see it you’ll understand why after today I never want to clap eyes on you again. Never – do you hear me?’ Angela pushed him away from her as if to touch him made her feel sick and then said, ‘I’ll send for me bits when I decide what I’m doing.’

She shut the car door on him then and he stood on the drive surrounded by his dogs, wondering what had made her go like this. Angela sat staring straight ahead, not allowing herself even a glance in his direction. Shaking his head, Nick walked back into the house. She was finally off her trolley. That was all he could come up with to explain such mad behaviour.

Tyrell walked slowly around the station, watching Kerr as he did his rounds. He saw him slipping packages into small grubby hands and chatting to other boys. Waiting his chance, he followed at a distance until the boy walked out of the station and around the corner.

As Kerr looked round to check for traffic, Tyrell grabbed him firmly by the top of his arm. Squeezing him tightly, enough to hurt but not to mark, he whispered, ‘You walk with me, Kerr, and if you try anything I will punch your fucking lights out, you hearing what I am saying, boy?’

Kerr looked up into the man’s face. He was frightened  and it showed. It was only then at such close quarters that Tyrell saw how young this boy was. Distance and his height made him look a lot older.

‘Who are you, man? What you want with me?’

‘I am Sonny Hatcher’s dad, Kerr, and I want a little chat with you.’

The boy stopped struggling then and walked sedately beside him back to where the car was parked. But Tyrell still kept a tight grip because he knew now that you could not trust anyone.

Anyone at all. Even those closest to you.




Chapter Twenty

Tammy didn’t even realise that her mother-in-law had left the house, she was too busy getting ready to go out. In her heart of hearts she was embarrassed by the events of the day before and, being Tammy, had decided to get all her cronies together again and front it all out.

Every time she thought about that fight she flushed with shame. This had happened to her a lot over the years. She would wake up the day after a big tear up, think about what had happened and want to die there and then in her bed, always vowing it would be the last time she drank or drugged.

Now she would have to go back to the wine bar, make her apologies by ordering the most expensive wines and murmuring a few noises that sounded contrite, and then it would all be over and she could get back to normal.

No way would she be barred, they wouldn’t dare, but she  felt she should make all the appropriate moves for appearance’s sake. That was the upside to being married to Nick Leary: no matter what she said or did it was quickly forgiven. Nick’s name got her whatever she wanted, and a lot of the time whoever she wanted.

She would go out looking like she was too expensive for everyone around her, which in truth she was. The jewellery too was part of her armour against the rest of the world, like the cars and the house.

She opened her jewellery box and saw the array of diamond rings, bracelets and watches. There was not a piece of designer bling she did not own. Yet it meant nothing to her. She remembered back to when she was first with Nick, when he had still loved and wanted her, and the little diamond ring he had bought her with his wages off Romford market.

It was a diamond chip really, but it had meant they were engaged.

Her mother had got out a magnifying glass to look at it, for a laugh, but it had not been funny and Tammy remembered Nick’s face then. He had been angry and embarrassed because at the time it had cost and meant so much it wasn’t right to mock it. ‘So much’ meant something very different today. She had everything a woman could want, materially at least. Yet she wasn’t happy, and knew in her heart she never would be happy, not in the way other people were,  and now she was at a stage where even things didn’t make her happy any more.

At least not for long anyway.

The next ring she’d been given had indeed been a rock, and she still had it, still wore it in fact, even though she could never insure it because it had been kited. She’d had the satisfaction then of seeing envy in her mother’s eyes at the life she was getting for herself. Her mother had resented the houses, the cars, and Tammy’s whole way of life, and somehow her resentment had made it all worthwhile.

So how was it, all these years later, that her mother ran a poxy little bar in Marbella with her toy boy and Tammy now envied her? At least her mother was getting a regular rogering, but then so was she, except hers was no longer coming from the man she’d expected it to come from. From the man she loved. The man she had married. In fact, she often wished Nick was a womaniser like her friends’ husbands. That would at least have been a normal worry, something she could have coped with.

She put the TV on and looked on her Sky Plus for the Will and Grace she had taped. She loved them and their humour, liked their uncomplicated world. She could watch the same episode over and over again, and Nick, though he moaned, loved the programme as well.

She often fantasised about living like they did on  American TV where everything was always neatly resolved and fun, and they all dressed phenomenally well and had great apartments and enjoyed their lives. They ate huge amounts of food too and never put on weight. It was the business as far as she was concerned.

If only Tammy’s problems could be solved in half an hour with a few great one-liners and a laugh, how much easier life would be.

Well, she had the one-liners, but unfortunately they were of the narcotic kind.

She could hear the low rumble of her husband talking downstairs and smiled. Billy Boy was all right, she liked him, and he had been pretty good in the kip if she remembered rightly. Tammy smiled slightly at the memory. He’d been into oral sex. Well, so had she. It had been quite memorable in its own little way.

Then she immersed herself in the programme as she applied too much make-up and snorted too much cocaine. Looking in the mirror without the usual smile she displayed to the world Tammy saw the signs of ageing: the deep grooves by the side of her mouth caused by her discontent and the crow’s feet that looked more like vulture’s feet to her at the moment. She forced the smile she knew would banish the look and maybe convince herself and her world that she was happy for a little longer at least.

Going to the fridge integrated into her wardrobe, she poured herself a shot of vodka. Knocking it back, she quickly poured another.

Was this always to be her life now she wondered. Then she laughed. The coke was getting to her, she could feel the buzz and along with the buzz she could feel the idea of taking a long holiday coming over her, and had a hunch she would be going on it alone.

Suddenly she didn’t want Nick cramping her style, depressing her, and their villa in Marbella was empty. They hardly went there now. It had been a retreat for her and the boys once, but the boys got on her nerves when Nick wasn’t around because he had always been the one to keep them amused. For some reason her own kids got on top of her. They wanted more than she was willing to give, and if Angela had really gone on the trot then what was she supposed to do when the holidays came round again? The nanny was fucking useless in most respects. James especially walked all over her. They couldn’t stay at school all the time though, could they? She would have to look into it. They seemed settled enough there and she really didn’t have the energy for them any more.

She would use the excuse that her nerves were still in tatters after the terrible event, when in reality she never gave that boy more than a fleeting thought. But it really was time for a change of scene.

She was always running away from her problems, and they were always problems she had caused for herself, and as Nick tried to point out it didn’t matter where she ran or how far because she would still be there.

But she was going to learn to look out for herself more. That was her trouble, she was always looking out for everyone else. It was time she started to be selfish, time she started looking after number one.

Now Tammy had made her decision she felt better inside. It was about time she put herself first.

Happy now, she planned her holiday, conveniently forgetting her sons and her life in England. And the worst of it all was she was actually starting to believe what she’d told herself. Even in her worst drug-induced fantasies she had never gone that far before.

Kerr was in the flat with Tyrell and Willy. He had been so glad to see Willy at the Cross that somehow it had eased the fear inside him.

As they had left the station a man had approached them and Tyrell Hatcher had growled at him and seen him off like a Rottweiler. The look on his face as he had cursed at the nonce made him seem a different man from the one he was now. Kerr envied Sonny for having had him as a father, a role model, though it hadn’t saved him in the end.

Tyrell Hatcher seemed like a good man. Now as he gave them both beers and smiled at them with his expensive white teeth, Kerr felt himself starting to relax.

He was still flying, and Tyrell guessed that fact.

The boy had the sunken eyes of an addict. They looked so deep and so beautiful, when in fact it was just the result of the heroin he’d taken. It was what made people trust addicts, those eyes, until they got to know them properly and realised that it was the drug that made them look like that, nothing to do with their own personality.

‘You coming down yet?’

The boy nodded, ashamed to admit he was an addict.

‘You got more?’

He nodded again, looking at Willy who shook his head to assure him Tyrell wasn’t after anything.

If the four-minute warning went off this boy and all his kind would just make sure they had a fix in case they survived it. In a way Tyrell envied them. Everyday worries did not intrude on their lives like they did on everyone else’s.

He said sternly, ‘You want to fix, you go for it, but you don’t get so blasted you can’t talk to me, right?’ He was pointing at the boy with one finger, warning him he knew all the dodges. Tyrell had been there and done that with Jude. He knew his case and he wanted the boy to understand that. Junkies were born liars, they  lied about everything, it was second nature to them.

‘You try and bullshit me and I’ll give you the biggest clump of your fucking life, right?’ He poked his dreadlocked head into the boy’s face to bring home his point. ‘I am talking massive hurt, do you understand me?’

The boy nodded once more. He believed him and that was all Tyrell was interested in. With addicts you had to be a greater force than their drugs; if you achieved that you were halfway home.

Willy patted the seat on the sofa next to him and Kerr sat down there gently, as if he was frightened to make a noise. Willy understood that. He knew it was a long time since this boy had been in a straight place where there was food in the fridge and a TV that worked. Where you were not terrified by every knock on the door or any new faces. He had felt the same himself.

He wanted to tell Kerr to relax and everything would be OK, but he couldn’t, Tyrell had taken on the mantle of the man in charge and so he should. It was after all his drum. Willy had no intention of fucking things up for himself. He was hoping for a few more nights in a place where he could read in peace and a man didn’t want anything from him.

Kerr sipped at his can of Red Stripe. He was pleased the man had given it to him, it was a friendly gesture even though he could see Tyrell was obviously used to getting his  own way. Sonny had talked about his dad a lot and Kerr saw that he had actually underplayed his father, unlike most of his acquaintances who boasted endlessly about their backgrounds, good or bad. Kerr had liked Sonny Hatcher and no one had thought he would die the way he had, but how was he supposed to explain that to the boy’s dad?

Kerr decided it was up to him to take some kind of control so he said quickly and nervously, ‘What are you after, man?’

Tyrell was still getting over his amazement at this boy’s youth. He was big for his age and from a distance looked older, intimidating even. Close up you could see the youth shining out of him. But the boy still had the look of a junkie, that nervousness and furtiveness.

Tyrell knew the boy had priced up everything in his flat as a matter of course and was filing it away for future reference because that was what addicts did. They always had their mind on the future, and the future for them consisted of getting money in whatever way they could. They did not care who they trampled on in the process.

Was that how poor Sonny had ended up in Nick Leary’s house?

Tyrell took a deep drink from his can of Red Stripe and said coldly, ‘Where’s this Justin then?’

He did not bother with any preliminaries, dwelling on Sonny’s death. He knew the best way to keep this boy in  place was to fire questions at him and not give him any time to think about the answers.

‘Who wants to know?’

It was said with bravado. Before Tyrell could answer, Willy said simply, ‘Tell him, Kerr. Just for once do something that’s right, eh?’

His words carried more weight than all the punches or threats in the world, and both Kerr and Tyrell were aware of that fact. But Kerr shrugged as if he had no idea what Willy was talking about.

‘No one ’as seen him for a long time.’

Kerr had the English black boy talk, he said ‘arks’ instead of ask, and ‘behint’ instead of behind. It was an accent that irritated Tyrell who was a real Jamaican Englishman. He wondered if boys like this even knew Jamaica was part of the British Commonwealth. He doubted it very much. This boy had no passport, British, European or otherwise. But how the fuck did he think his family got over here in the first place? Tyrell knew it was unfair to be angry with him but he couldn’t help it.

Willy was listening and nodding as Kerr explained the situation.

‘What do you mean, no one has seen him? Has he left the area? Gone away, got nicked, overdosed? What?’

Tyrell knew all the things that happened to junkies.

‘The last time I saw Justin he was with Sonny, it was a couple of days before he died.’

‘Do you think he knew what Sonny was going to do?’

The boy shrugged. He was dressed in the baggy trousers that were so popular these days. They hung low down on his hips and Tyrell wondered if he knew the fashion came from a prison in America where the majority of the prisoners were black and on Death Row, and where they were not allowed belts in case of suicide so their trousers hung off them.

It was this kind of thing that had sent him mad with Sonny. This was not what they were supposed to be about. He pushed the thoughts aside and lit himself another joint.

‘What – you fucking stupid boy, with your stupid Attica trousers and your stupid fucking talk? Answer me, for fuck’s sake, you think I got all fucking night?’

Kerr didn’t answer, just sat on the sofa staring down at his can of beer.

‘Well, answer me, boy, you a fucking retard or what?’

Tyrell was getting fed up with pussyfooting around everyone, especially these kids. They were adult enough to ruin their lives, why couldn’t they just answer a question?

Willy, though, answered it for Kerr when he said simply, ‘He’s scared, look at him. He’s terrified.’

It was only then that Tyrell realised there were tears  dropping from the boy’s chin on to his hands, clasping the can of Red Stripe as if his life depended on it.

Billy looked at Tammy as she breezed into the room ready for her outing. Her mobile was glued to her ear and she was wearing the equivalent of the crown jewels if they had been made in Essex. A diamond-encrusted Rolex, Gucci diamond earrings, and at her throat a choker that had cost more than a four-bedroomed detached house. Her hands sparkled with rings, and she was wearing a plain black dress with high-heeled Jimmy Choos.

She didn’t realise just how astonishing she looked. The jewellery ruined the beautifully cut dress, though both men knew it would be pointless telling her that. Nick walked over to his jacket that was lying on the chair and put on his sunglasses for a joke, holding up his arms as if blinded.

‘Fuck me, Tammy, where you going – the Oscars?’

But he knew this was her armour against the world, and in fairness it was a small price to pay to make her happy even if it never lasted longer than it took for the novelty of whatever new toy he bought her to wear off.

She was thrilled by his reaction and it showed.

Billy looked on in amazement at the way they interacted with each other. She kissed her husband goodbye lingeringly while he could have been kissing a maiden aunt. It suddenly  occurred to Billy then that Nick was almost sexless. He chatted birds up, talked to them, said all the right things, but no one had ever actually seen him play away. And Tammy was a bit of all right if she shut her trap; he personally had fucked worse over the years. Some right old boilers had danced on his ample hips, and yet here they were, her on her night out – well, day and night out – and wearing enough tom to finance the Cuban economy, and Nick wasn’t even batting an eyelid.

She was also half-drunk and stoned yet he was going to let her drive?

‘You all right driving, Tammy?’ Billy prompted.

She smiled over at him as she answered gaily, ‘I’ve driven while worse than this, mate, but I’ll cab it back.’

She was taking their new Mercedes sports. Would pull up outside the wine bar in it and make her entrance.

Billy didn’t answer her, he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t like women drivers at the best of times. The thought of a head on with Tammy Leary did not appeal to him at all.

She left in a cloud of perfume and smiles and Nick rolled his eyes as he said honestly, ‘She is a fucking nightmare. She’s going back to the wine bar where she got arrested yesterday for having a tear up. The tom’s all part of her act.’

He was explaining himself and they both knew it.

‘Now then, where were we?’

Nick was pouring yet more drinks even though Billy still  had his from earlier. ‘Not for me, mate, I’m still drinking this one.’

It was said in such a way as to be critical but friendly. Nick had the rushes from the coke and could hear his heart beating in his ears. His hands were shaking and he was consciously trying to act normal. He wished Billy would go so he could sort himself out and see what the fuck his mother was going on about.

He kept looking at his watch. He wanted to get out soon. He had an appointment and was determined to keep it whatever Billy Clarke thought.

Hester and her husband Dixon were worried about Angela. She was smiling at the children, and the kids were loving it. Yet in all the years they had been part of her family, Angela had avoided them whenever possible. It wasn’t so much that she was racist as she didn’t believe in mixing the races; no amount of talking could convince her that Dixon was as English as she was.

But for the first time today she was all over them.

It was unexpected, that much was for sure.

Now Nick, he adored them, especially his niece Ria. He was always telling her how beautiful she was, how clever. All three kids adored him as much as he adored them. He was a good mate of Dixon’s as well, and he had helped them  over the years although their mother didn’t know that.

Dixon opened a bottle of brandy and poured his mother-in-law a small glass. She looked like she needed it and accepted it gratefully. Tactfully, he then left the two women alone, taking the kids with him to the local park.

When they had gone Angela said, ‘You’ve a lovely home and a lovely family.’

Hester knew how much it had taken her mother to say those words and respected that fact.

‘Why are you here, Mum? What happened with you and Nick?’

‘Nothing happened, I just wanted to see you all. Can’t I see me grandchildren without being interrogated?’

It was said in fun, but they both knew there was no joy in any of it for her.

‘Mum, with respect, you have seen my kids only a dozen times in sixteen years and even then Nick forced them on you.’

The two women stared at one another for a while.

‘You love Nick, don’t you?’

Hester smiled widely, she was so like her father it pained Angela to look at her.

‘ ’Course I do, Mum. He’s been so good to us over the years. He helped Dixon and me get settled, he loves the kids, he is a really good man.’

Angela smiled once more. She wanted to ask her daughter  why he never invited them to parties at his house, and why he never invited them to his villa in Spain, but she didn’t.

Why ask the road you know?

It was because of her, and now that knowledge shamed her. She had begged him not to let them into her life and he had loved her so much he had agreed. Keeping his sister in the background, keeping them apart. To make matters worse, she had a sneaky feeling her daughter was aware of all this and, being the good woman she was, kept it to herself for fear of finally severing the tenuous link that kept them together.

‘I’ll ask you once more, Mum. Why are you here? What’s happened with you and Nick?’

Hester knew it had to be catastrophic, nothing less would have brought her here, but she wouldn’t push it too far. Her mother would tell her in her own good time.

Nick was the golden boy, her mother’s baby. She had lived with that all her life and now it didn’t bother her so much. She loved Nick, always had and always would. She knew what he had suffered at their father’s hands and even at the hands of this woman sitting before her now, looking for all the world like the average mother.

She had suffocated her son, uncaring about anyone else in the world and when she had still been drinking heavily she had forced her son to take her side no matter what. It had been awful and she respected what Nick had achieved  against all the odds. And the strange thing was this woman had been the cause of most of the trouble and upset, but no one could say that out loud.

She had been the instigator of most of her husband’s spite; she would goad him into his terrible rages and there had been a time when she had been a part of it all. When she would make her husband lash out because of what she would say or do.

Yet Nick still saw her as some kind of saint. For herself all she had ever wanted was her mother’s approval, nothing more and nothing less.

‘Have you rowed with Nick, or fallen out with Tammy?’

Angela shrugged.

‘Nothing, I just needed a change, that’s all. Now stop asking me questions and tell me what’s been happening? Carl was telling me he has taken ten GCSEs. Clever boy him, like his father.’ Angela smiled.

‘Dixon spends a lot of time with them. Carl isn’t naturally the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree, this has been hard graft for him and he has worked for it. If he gets good grades we’re going to get him a motorbike. Well, a trail bike anyway.’

Angela nodded.

’And don’t forget little Ria is having her Holy Communion soon. We’re having a party as usual.’

Dixon had become Catholic so they could get married in  church. It amazed Angela that this little family were so tight together when she knew money must always have been a problem. Why did you never appreciate the right child? Why did most women always see their children so differently from everyone else in their lives?

Hester saw that her mother was miles away and shook her head sadly. She would not get any answers today.

‘I’ll make a cup of tea, eh? Do you want a sandwich, something to keep you going before dinner?’

Angela smiled then, a real smile.

‘I’ll help you with the dinner, lovey, I like to cook. Which was just as well in Nick’s house – Tammy couldn’t boil a shagging egg but she’d ruin it.’

They both smiled now. The truth was that Tammy could cook, when she bothered, she just didn’t bother any more. Hester couldn’t wait to find out what had happened. If her mother was rowing with Nick it had to be serious. She had stood by him through everything and anything, and it had never been her Nick’s fault.

Angela would tell Hester what had happened in her own time. She had waited this long for a visit from her mother and she was not going to spoil it now.

‘So you’ve never had any dealings with Tyrell Hatcher then?’

Nick shook his head.

‘The name doesn’t ring a bell, no.’

Billy lit another cigarette as he wondered what Nick was really saying.

‘He’s my little brother’s best mate. You remember Louis?’

Nick nodded, remembering a tall boy with a nice smile.

‘Yeah. And?’

He was getting belligerent now. He poured himself yet another drink as he said through gritted teeth, ‘I ain’t apologising for what I done, Billy. You get up in the night and you find that little cunt in your house and you tell me you would get his fucking family pedigree before you outed him? Is that what you’re trying to say? I never had you down as a social worker.’

Billy was annoyed.

‘Don’t be silly, you know I don’t mean that.’

Nick laughed.

‘Do I? What am I, a fucking mind reader now?’

Billy Clarke had heard enough. Walking over to where Nick was standing, he said deliberately, ‘You want to lay off the fucking gear, mate. I have seen too many of me mates go down that fucking path. You’re paranoid, you’re acting like a cunt, and you ain’t treating me like one, you hear me? I am here as a friend, I want to sort this out. Tyrell wants to know what brought his boy into your home, that’s all. He don’t hold nothing against you personally.’

‘Is that so, Billy? Big of him.’

Billy closed his eyes and swallowed down his anger.

‘Listen to yourself. Look around you. You have more than most people could ever imagine, Nick, and you are fucking it up by shoving it up your nose. Well, that’s your prerogative, ain’t it? But I think you should see Tyrell because that poor fucker has had to deal with not just the death of his son but the life the poor little bastard had to live with his junkie mother.’

‘Junkie Jude?’

It was said with so much hatred that Billy said quietly, ‘How do you know her then?’

Nick swallowed hard before he said, ‘I read the papers, mate. They’re local, and she is renowned for her lifestyle. It ain’t my fault Hatcher left his son with a piece of shit like her, is it? Maybe he should have looked out for him a bit more, eh? Instead of trying to find out what made him go wrong now, he should have tried to fix it before I had to fucking bash his boy’s head in.’

‘Listen to yourself, Nick. This ain’t Tyrell’s fault. And look how we all turned out. Look at my poor mother – we were nearly the death of her. You can’t always blame the parents. You don’t know how your own boys will turn out yet. There’s lots of different kinds of junkies and you don’t seem to be doing too bad yourself. You’ve snorted the  equivalent of Escobar’s pension scheme and I’ve only been here a couple of hours, what the fuck is all that about?’

He had gone too far now and he knew it, but anger had got the better of him.

Nick looked into his old friend’s eyes and suddenly the anger left him. He started to cry then, cried openly, and seeing him Billy felt bitterly embarrassed, but it also told him how badly the night of Sonny Hatcher’s death had affected his friend.

‘I didn’t mean to kill him, see? I didn’t really want him dead, not really. I was just frightened, that’s all. Just frightened.’

Nick Leary sank down on to the sofa and with his head in his hands cried loudly, the noise echoing in the silence of the large, imposing house.

Of all the things Billy Clarke had expected, this was not one of them.

‘What you crying for, son?’

Tyrell’s voice was lower now, kinder. The boy was not making any noise and this was what scared Tyrell the most. He was just sitting there crying in complete silence.

Willy tapped him on the arm and motioned with his head for Tyrell to go to the kitchen. ‘Let me talk to him. I’ll burn him an armful, see if that straightens him out. His head’s fucked. Let me talk to him, eh? You’re scaring him  and I think he doesn’t want to tell you what went on.’

Tyrell left the room, grateful for the boy’s advice. In the kitchen he relit his joint and puffed on it deeply, wondering how his life had come to this.

He had two rent boy runaways in his flat when he should be back at home in his nice house. But he knew that would never happen now. He would never go back there. Too much water had flowed under that particular bridge.

Yet it still seemed amazing to him that in a few short months everything in his life had changed for the worse. His eldest boy was dead and nothing would bring him back, Tyrell knew that, but he had to know what the boy was doing in Leary’s house that night. If he could only get the answer to that question he knew he could start to live again. It had to be because of someone else. Someone had to have sent that boy to his death and when he found out who . . .

Tyrell didn’t finish the thought. Instead he toked once more on the joint and wondered how long it would be before Willy calmed the boy down. He would sort out what he was going to do next when he found out the score there and not before.

It was like the old riddle: How did the man get out of the room with no windows and no doors? Well, the answer was: The same way he got in there.




Chapter Twenty-One

Billy was driving back to London, and as he drove was thinking about two men with no real understanding of the world they lived in. And he was wondering at the way Nicholas Leary, bad man personified, had crumpled over the death of a burglar. A creeper, the lowest of the low in their world, a gas meter bandit, a council house insurance man – call him what you wanted, the kid was just a thief. And yet it was a broken man he had just left, a broken man now reliant on a bit of gear and a pint of vodka to get him through the day. This was Nick Leary who had, according to urban legend, killed before. But that had been for a just cause in their world, and so was killing Sonny Hatcher. Fucking hell, even the filth thought he was in the right this time and how often did that happen?

Billy had also heard a rumour that Nick had recently  taken out his own right-hand man, Gary Proctor, and knew there was more there than met the eye. There was something about Proctor he had never liked, he was far too slippery for Billy. Had too much to say for himself, had way too much front, but that front was usually backed up by Nick Leary.

Billy could only assume that Leary had had a business run in with his number one and it had resulted in the man’s demise. Quite rightly so. They couldn’t keep anyone around in their world who knew too much about them and their precarious business dealings and was starting to get antsy. That was the unwritten law. Nick had outed him fair and square, Billy should imagine.

So why was the death of a mere burglar taking over Leary’s life?

He could understand it from Tyrell’s point of view. Billy knew that there was nothing Tyrell could find out about his boy that would make what he’d done right, he just wanted to know what had caused him to be there in the first place.

And, he had to admit, Tyrell had a point.

Where did Sonny get the gun? Were the dogs at the house that night? How did that boy get past all the CCTV and everything else on there?

Billy himself would be hard pushed to creep up on Nick Leary and he had years of experience on Sonny Boy Hatcher. It would have had to be like a military operation, and from  what he had heard about Tyrell’s boy he was not the sharpest knife in the fucking drawer. In fact, he was a bit of a div by all accounts. Followed the leader.

His own middle boy was like that, his Jason. He was a lovely kid and all that, but he had to take his socks off to count and his reading amounted to comic books and porn magazines. You allowed for it eventually. Everyone wanted to have the next Einstein. Unfortunately now and again you got the next Boris Johnson. If one of the other boys told his Jason to jump off a bridge, then jump off a bridge he would. You still loved kids like that, you just tried to look out for them more. Jason would work for his dad, that was a foregone conclusion. He was going to be a lump, so Billy would use the boy’s pluses. Jason would be a heavy, there was no shame in that in their world.

Now his eldest boy, Damien, he had the brains of a fucking dictator, him, and Billy would see to it that he became a lawyer. The boy was up for it. He could argue his way out of anything and enjoy it while he was doing it. He would go far that one, and good luck to him and all. You could rob more money with a briefcase and an amiable personality, everyone knew that.

Now, though, after the visit to that house, he thought Tyrell had a point about Sonny’s being there in the first place, and despite himself even Billy wanted to know what  the score was. This had Gary Proctor written all over it, but did Nick realise that? Because Proctor would need someone behind him. Like poor Sonny Hatcher he could never have dreamed this one up on his lonesome.

Yes, there was more here than met the eye, and Billy for one was intrigued. He would make sure that when they finally had the meet all the boys were there for it. He had a feeling that Terry’s personality disorder would come in distinctly handy at that meeting because if any two men were completely alike yet completely different it was Nick Leary and Tyrell Hatcher.

It was weird how similar they were emotionally while streets apart in every other way. That boy’s death had fucked up too many heads. The sooner it was all put to bed the better.

Jude was in her element. Gino was well able for what she asked of him. In fact, he was showing off. As she lay back on the sofa and waited for the rush she knew was coming, she was smiling.

Gino had gone out, got the money for some scran and come back like a conquering hero. She had made a point of letting him know how clever he was, how much she relied on him. He had preened and puffed himself up with pride.

Now he was burning the brown. He had an old  tablespoon full of heroin and had added water gently, burning it from beneath. As it bubbled away Jude saw the glint in his eye as he contemplated what was to come.

He had the right personality for it, there was no doubt about that.

Her Sonny, on the other hand, had hated it all, yet he would move heaven and earth to get it for her. Now Gino, who loved it, would be scoring for both of them.

She had on a Pink Floyd album, Animals, and it was playing ‘Pigs on the Wing’. She loved this track, could listen to it over and over again. The flat was like a tip but she ignored it. It was all part of the game so far as she was concerned. Who was it who said life was too short to stuff a mushroom? Well, whoever it was had a point. Life was also too short to keep cleaning up, and going out and doing the same repetitive job day after day.

That was for mugs, as far as Jude was concerned.

The loud banging on the front door startled both of them and she pulled herself up from the sofa with difficulty.

‘Ignore it, Gino, they’ll go away soon enough.’

But seconds later the banging resumed.

Gino was too involved in what he was doing now to notice. As he gently pulled the liquid into a syringe the front door was kicked off its hinges. They heard the wood splitting and both jumped up in fright.

Jude was white-faced. Thinking it was Old Bill she automatically distanced herself from the boy and the loaded syringe.

‘Throw it all out of the window, you fucking moron!’

Her voice was high with fright and Gino, rooted to the spot with fear, stood there and watched in amazement as his mother and three of his uncles burst into the room.

His mother’s rooms were lovely. Nick had never really appreciated that until now, but then he rarely ventured into them. But in fairness to old Tammy they were out of this world, better than anything Mum had ever had in her whole life before. Not that she would ever admit that, though now they were like best mates maybe he was wrong about that as well.

The annexe was all done in cream and russet tones, and the picture window in her bedroom had heavy brocade curtains that would not have looked out of place in Buckingham Palace. She had done Mum proud, old Tams, and in fairness it must have been hard at the time because Angela Leary had ridden Tammy’s back from day one. All those years Nick had dreamed of a truce between them and now it had come about he wanted it back as it had been before. He looked in her wardrobes and saw with relief that some of Mum’s clothes were still there, so she must be  thinking about coming back. He was annoyed with her but could not imagine his life without her in it.

Truth be told, he adored her. Always had and always would. He had protected her from his father and eventually taken over the mantle of caring for them all, so in a way he had taken on the role of husband in early life.

But what choice had he had? Should he have stood back and watched her being beaten to a pulp? Let his father demoralise and terrorise both him and his sister?

He had been seven when his father had first nonced him, and in that first act his father had ruined him as far as physical affection was concerned. He could only find solace now with faceless, uncaring people who used him as he used them. The guilt and the self-hatred was what he craved these days, that was the real turn on for him.

He had found peace, as the years had gone on, by bettering himself, by having a bigger house or a bigger car, having money had been a salve at one time. It had reassured him that he was somebody no matter what he felt inside. No matter how his mind tried to destroy all he had achieved, he knew, every time he looked around him, that he had made something of his life. The memory of what his father had put them all through was still vivid, like an open wound and he lived with it every day of his life. Yet the more he achieved the worse he felt inside, how had that come about? 

He wished he knew what was going on in his head. All his years of working had left him able to harm someone, maim them and justify it to himself. Yet Sonny Hatcher had been his Achilles heel.

All the feelings that his father’s treatment of him had engendered could not hold a candle to the guilt he felt over that boy.

Every time his father had touched him the bile had risen inside him and he had wanted to vomit it all away once and for all. He had saved Hester, though. He had to remember that, cherish that fact, otherwise what was it all about? How would he be able to get through the days, let alone the nights, if it had all been for nothing?

His mother had not been herself since the turn out with Gary Proctor and he wondered if that was what was bothering her.

When she’d calmed down and he’d explained it to her, she would be all right once more. She knew him better than anyone and she had stood by him through all sorts. Not that anything had ever been proved, of course. Nick Leary was whiter than white and he intended to stay that way as well.

But his mother wasn’t stupid, she knew the score, and had decided long ago not to delve too deeply into his various dealings. The clubs were all legit, the building firm was straight, he had every right to live in his fuck-off house, had  paid for it fair and square. He wasn’t afraid of a bit of hard graft, a bit of hard collar, and Mum knew it. Had actively encouraged it all his life.

Nick wasn’t going to live like his father, from hand to mouth, wondering where the money for the next drink was coming from. Was he fuck! He had given them all a good life and Mum knew it. She’d enjoyed the fruits of his labour so it was a bit late now to start being finicky.

Nick lifted the carpet up and laid it back gently. Her safe was under the floorboards and unless you knew where it was it would take forever to find it. He had had all the safes fitted by a little firm from Belfast, the thinking behind that being it would be too far to come and burgle him from there.

Now, though, Nick opened his mother’s safe with trepidation.

Inside there were a few photos and a mobile phone.

It was the phone that threw him.

It had recently been charged up, and had eleven missed calls logged on it. Picking up the photos he felt his heart catapult itself up into his mouth. He saw himself smiling away, could remember when the photo had been taken. He had been so happy that day.

Frankie looked happy as well, they all did. It was a good photo, but if Nick had not been so drunk it would never have been taken.

But it had been taken and he had made sure that Gary got all the prints and the negatives of it, and Gary had done just that because he was in the photos as well and none of them wanted this kind of evidence lying about. Nick had forgotten about it then, he had never dreamed that the photo would be seen by anyone else in the world, let alone his own mother.

She also had his old phone, the mobile that he used to call up Frankie and his other amours. The phone that had once been his link to his other way of life, a life that Tammy and his mother would never understand. And why should they understand, he didn’t understand it himself half the time.

But the need was always there, it was like a cancer inside him, growing silently and waiting to erupt and when it did he was always unable to resist what it offered him.

He looked at the missed calls and sighed. These photos meant a divorce, at the very least. One thing was for sure: Angela had not shown any of it to Tammy. If she had then the world as he knew it would be well and truly over by now.

Willy called out to Tyrell and he went back into the lounge, full of trepidation. The boy had obviously sorted himself out. He looked more relaxed somehow, and Tyrell, thanks to Jude, knew all the signs of a good fix. He didn’t hold it against Kerr though because he knew how hard the demon drove. All he felt now that his anger had dissipated was sorrow.

What a waste of a life.

But it was pointless saying that to this boy because he wouldn’t listen. Anyway Kerr was not his problem, he was someone else’s. All Tyrell wanted from him was information on his son. And he would get it if he had to beat it out of him.

But Kerr didn’t do any talking, it was Willy who told Tyrell what he needed to know.

‘He’s scared because Justin was supposed to go with Sonny that night, but the bloke who was going to pick him up didn’t show. He assumed like that it was all off, so you can imagine how he felt when he heard what had happened.’

‘Well, why didn’t he tell anyone? Why didn’t any of them tell anyone about it?’

Tyrell knew as he was asking the question what the answer would be.

For the first time Willy looked annoyed and said sharply, ‘He sleeps in shop doorways, or crashes where he can, and you know that TVs get sold when you haven’t got electricity and newspapers aren’t really our bag unless it’s to pad out our clothes if we’re sleeping outside on cold winter nights. Or maybe it’s because those things are for people with lives to live. Unfortunately, Mr Hatcher, that is not us. We have enough trouble just getting through the day.’

Willy pulled open another car of beer with a snap.

That ‘Mr Hatcher’ said it all as far as Tyrell was concerned.

’And anyway, who the fuck was he going to tell then? The Old Bill? Get himself put in the frame for something he didn’t do. Get real!’

Tyrell sat down on the sofa, half ashamed now. He looked at the terrified Kerr and sighed.

‘So who was going to pick him up then?’

Kerr shrugged.

‘The geezer from the rat house.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Don’t know. P.’

‘What does he look like?’

‘He’s old.’

‘Where does he hang out?’

’All over.’

Tyrell was having trouble keeping his temper. He had had longer conversations with answering machines.

‘Where is this Justin now then?’

The other boy shrugged once more and Tyrell felt his hands clenching into fists.

Willy, sensing his impatience, said quietly, ‘Get a pen and paper and we’ll go through it all, eh?’

He was motioning Tyrell to go back to the kitchen. Once out there with him Willy said sadly, ‘He’s a bit backward, can’t you tell?’

Tyrell’s patience was nearly drained as he looked at this young boy who had stayed in his flat, had eaten his food and drunk his drink, and was now trying to be the go-between for him and Benny from Crossroads. It suddenly occurred to him that he might just be being taken for a ride.

‘Just take it slowly. He’s frightened in case he gets it wrong, that’s all. I think he’s talking about that bloke who picks up the boys for the nonces. Sounds like him anyway. But you have to remember that Kerr is only thirteen and has been on the streets for a good while so we ain’t talking Brainiac status here, you know?’

Tyrell nodded.

‘Let’s get back in there, Willy, and see what else we can gather from him. Find out if there is anyone else who might have something to tell us.’

Willy smiled now.

‘That is exactly what I was going to say. Maybe we should go round to the rat house and be done with it?’

‘You aren’t scared to do that any more then?’

Willy shook his head. He had flat out refused before. It was what Tyrell had wanted all along and the boy had refused point blank to go there, had had to be careful, he’d said. He had to live on the street and even after all this was over, that fact alone made it easy for him to go missing. Who would notice he was even gone? Who looked out for street kids? 

Tyrell had respected his thoughts on the subject because he would not put this child’s life in danger any more than he would one of his own sons’.

‘You’ve been good to me the last few days, Tyrell, and I want to pay you back. But I also want some kind of justice for Sonny Boy. He was a good mate, you know.’

Tyrell didn’t know what to do so he ruffled the boy’s hair.

‘You’re a good kid, Willy Lomax.’

Tyrell’s mobile was ringing once more and he glanced at it to see who was calling before he rejected the call.

‘Listen, can I trust you here with him for a few hours until I get back?’

Willy nodded, and Tyrell saw the relief in his eyes.

‘I will talk to him, OK?’

Tyrell picked up his jacket and as he reached the front door, remembered he didn’t have his wallet. From his bedroom he could hear Willy talking and what he heard made him smile sadly.

‘He ain’t a bad bloke, Kerr, so you try and remember what you was told, OK?’

Willy was clearly trying to get as much information as possible.

Tyrell popped his head back round the front room door then.

‘Shall I bring you two back a takeaway?’

Willy nodded happily.

‘Hamburger and fries for me.’

Tyrell was already gone but Willy knew he had heard him, knew he would bring back something nice. He was all right, was Sonny’s dad, but Willy had an awful feeling that when he got to the bottom of his son’s death he wouldn’t get any kind of relief from the knowledge, would just create further nightmares for himself.

But he couldn’t say that, of course, because the man didn’t want to hear it.

Nick looked at the caller numbers on the phone from the safe, and the more he checked them the greater his fear became. He had hidden this particular phone along with a lot of other stuff after the burglary. That was of course the downside to being in his business. Lily Law was the last person you wanted perusing your private and personals.

Even though he had had the weight of the law on his side then he would not have put it past them to have used it as an excuse to turn him over. And a search warrant would have been a disaster that night. He would not be the first person who had lost their liberty like that, and he would not have been the last.

He glanced down at the photographs once more and tried to imagine how his mother felt, seeing them. It was  obvious they were all into something sexual because they were in various states of undress. Why the fuck did he let them take the photos in the first place? They looked so young, so very young, and so very vulnerable.

It wasn’t as if he and Frankie were an item, though, was it? Or any of the others in the photograph. In fact, he would be hard pushed to remember their names. But there was one person in the photo his mother would have latched on to and he knew she would have made the connection. So now on top of it all he had to try and placate her, because she was just the type to blow the lid off everything if she was upset enough.

As much as he loved her, she was a fucking nuisance in some respects. Like Tammy, she was a bastard for snooping. He knew that Tammy, for all her acting the prat, knew what he was worth down to the last penny. She also worked out the Euro rates for the Spanish dealings in nano-seconds and could run all his businesses while still spending her life in wine bars and restaurants.

She pretended to everyone that she had no head for business, but it had been her idea for him to deal in the first place and the money from it had set them up for life. His mother knew all about it, how could she not, she snooped as much as her daughter-in-law did. But this little lot would be the equivalent of a bomb going off in all their lives. Especially Tammy’s. How could he explain Frankie or any  of the others? Frankie had at least had the sense not to want more from him, not to fall in love with him and he was so glad about that fact. For all Tammy was and for all their fights he would not let her be hurt for the world. She had not asked for anything from him except his love and she had that although she didn’t believe it now.

If his mother and Tammy were now bosom pals, and she had actually left the house to go to Hester, poor Hester who had shamed them all by marrying her black man, was she going to blow the lid on all this?

He stared down at the photos once more, the sickness enveloping him.

His mother might have stood by him through thick and thin, but would this be one step too far as far as Angela Leary was concerned?

It was Gary’s fault as usual. He never could leave anything alone. Now thanks to him Nick had to go and sort out Mackie. He only hoped he got there in time to shut the fucker’s mouth up. Permanently.

This whole mess was all Proctor’s fault, had his greasy fingermarks all over it. Just like every other fuck up over the years. Nick should have sorted him twelve months before when he had realised just how far the man had sunk. If it got out now it would cause untold ag.

He stood up and decided there was no time like the  present. He would go and put the hard word on Mackie himself.

Louis Clarke and Tyrell were in the Beehive in Brixton. It was busy in there and they had to talk close to each other’s ear to hear what was being said. This suited them, though: it was hard to overhear conversations in noisy pubs.

‘Billy went to see Leary.’

Tyrell nodded slowly.

‘And?’

‘Talk to him, Tyrell, he is well poggered over it all. Billy said it has made Leary go on the drink and the Charlie. And from what I heard about Leary, he was straight like that before. Anyway, Billy is setting up a meet.’

Tyrell nodded once more and sipped at his lager.

‘I know how he feels. I went like that meself afterwards.’

Louis didn’t know what to say to that.

‘He is full of guilt apparently. Thought it was a grown-up, see, because of the ski mask and the weapon. Anyone would.’

Tyrell knew his friend was trying to make it all easier but he wasn’t. In fact, in a way he was making it worse.

‘I just want to hear from his own mouth what exactly went down that night, nothing else. I ain’t got no argument with him.’

Louis nearly said it wouldn’t matter if he did. Nick was more worried about the Clarke brothers than he was about Tyrell Hatcher. He just wanted his friend to get it over with and maybe then he could get on with his life. Or what was left of it anyway.

‘Is that kid still at your flat?’

Tyrell smiled.

‘I got fucking two of them now. This younger one, Kerr, is a right fucking dick but he knows more than he’s letting on. I left the other kid with him. I think he’ll get more than me out of him. I think I frighten him.’

Louis laughed.

‘It’s the dreads, they’d scare anyone. Come on, drink up and I’ll get us another one.’

Mackie lived in Basildon, and he was not a liked man.

He was a drunken, argument-prone bully with no interest in anything other than football, ‘filling his boots’ as he so nicely described his sex life with a string of girlfriends now his wife had gone, and drinking himself into oblivion.

He had no interest in his son Jerome other than as a topic of conversation in the pub. He had systematically threatened all his neighbours over the years and consequently enjoyed their discomfiture when he bumped into them while going to or from the local pub.

He did not disappoint this fine Friday evening. A neighbour’s daughter had got married that afternoon in Basildon register office. The girl, a pretty blonde with a belly full of arms and legs and a new husband who worked for the Post Office, was getting out of the wedding car. Mackie stood staring at them from his garden, enjoying the uneasiness he was obviously causing.

In the close everyone else’s house was pretty and cared for. His, however, looked like it had been bombed regularly by the Luftwaffe ever since the Second World War.

‘Who you fucking looking at?’

This was directed at a man walking past on his way home from work. It was a nightly insult and he hurried on his way.

Yet when Nick Leary pulled up a few minutes later in his Range Rover, Mackie was all smiles for him. He was a bully, but he only bullied people he knew were scared of him. Nick Leary did not fall into that category, and as Nick had helped his boy out Mackie owed him even though it galled him to admit that much to himself.

It didn’t matter that his son had no time for him, it didn’t matter that Stevie had come out of prison and had not been told the half of it by his sister about the way Mackie had treated her. As far as he was concerned, it was always everyone else’s fault.

He was sensible enough to know, however, that Nick  Leary was big-time while he himself was strictly small. And his mouth was causing him trouble as usual.

Nick stood outside the gate and looked his home over with undisguised contempt.

‘Fucking hell, Mackie, this is a bigger shit hole than I imagined.’

Cars were pulling up all over the road now as the guests arrived back for the reception. Nick smiled at a couple of them and they smiled back, relieved that whoever was over at Mackie’s was not going to start a fight with them. Some of his less than salubrious guests had been known to provoke the occasional spat amongst themselves or with innocent passers-by.

Nick stood and stared at the other man, knowing it would make him nervous. No one knew how to play the game like Nick Leary. And for a few minutes he found he was enjoying himself.

‘You coming in, Nick?’

‘Fuck off. If the inside is anything like the outside I’d need tetanus and typhoid jabs at least before I chanced your fucking front room.’

Mackie had to laugh even though he barely had a laugh in him.

‘So what you after then?’

He knew exactly what Nick Leary was after but needed  to hear the words from him. Mackie knew he had opened his big trap too far and had a sinking feeling that Nick was here to shut him up. Stevie had warned him to keep it quiet but he had not been able to resist talking about it.

Mackie’s real name was Fergus McDermot, not a good name to grow up with outside Glasgow and consequently he had taken a lot of stick for it over the years.

Mackie was what everyone called him now. A friend who was going into the wedding called over, ’All right, Mackie.’

The mother of the bride nearly passed out with fright in case he took it as an invitation to join them all.

Nick looked around him at the nicely dressed wedding guests arriving and then said quietly, ‘On second thoughts, I think we will go inside, Mackie.’

They disappeared into the house and Nick kicked the front door to without closing it. Then, standing in the cluttered hallway, he said loudly: ‘How many times have you been warned over your fucking great big trap?’

Mackie didn’t answer. His eyes were glued to the claw hammer sitting neatly in Nick’s hand. It had been hidden up the sleeve of his jacket but now he held it comfortably in his right hand.

Mackie had a sinking feeling that his Nemesis had finally found him.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Jude squinted at the policeman through tired and bruised eyes. She could see the way he was looking at her and knew he couldn’t wait to leave her in the casualty department and get on with his own life. She had taken a battering but, like everything else in her life, that was secondary to getting out of this hospital and back home to see if there was any of the brown left untouched.

Gino, his mother and uncles were long gone by the time the police arrived, and Jude had not offered any kind of explanation for her state. In fact, she wondered if it was the Whites who had rung the police in the first place. This was just routine to Old Bill. They dealt with cases like this on a daily basis. Junkies were forever fighting among themselves after imagined slights or ripping off each other’s gear.

The young PC stared at her for a few moments more before he said, ‘If you’re sure you’ll be OK?’

Jude didn’t even bother to answer him. She was going to pick up some methadone first, in case of emergencies, and then she’d get herself back home. She had managed to hide her kit before the filth and the ambulance had arrived; now she just wanted to pick up her gear and get on her way. She also needed some food. If she ate something it might still the queasiness in her belly. She hoped the script would not be too long coming, because she could sell the methadone on and then if need be buy more brown.

She wondered if anyone had tried to find it. Her front door had been kicked in and on her estate that meant someone would take the opportunity to rob her. But they would be wasting their time. Anything saleable had been gone this long time.

‘What you got that for, Nick?’

Mackie’s eyes were like flying saucers as he stared at the claw hammer and Nick smiled lazily, enjoying his fear.

‘Oh, ain’t you heard? It’s the new Basildon fashion accessory. You take it and you crunch through people’s heads with it, see? Smaller than the ball-peen, of course, but just as deadly.’

He was balancing the hammer between his hands, playing with it.

‘It’s a good little weapon actually. If you’re caught with it, you say you just bought it because you was doing a bit of do-it-yourself. And I am doing this myself, aren’t I?’

He smiled again and Mackie felt his breath leave his body as fright took hold.

Nick shook his head reprovingly before continuing, ‘You couldn’t even let your own boy have a bit of peace after his ordeal, could you, Mackie? Anyone else had that happen to their son, they’d have swallowed it down and kept it in the family, but not you. You used it to get drinks in the fucking pub! Did you mention me by any chance while telling your tale? Only I heard about it from Siddy Haulfryn.’

Mackie was pasty-faced now. Nick knew his name may not have been bandied about, but Mackie would have left no one in any doubt who the saviour of the McDermot family honour had been.

This was one dangerous fuck.

‘I wouldn’t do that, Nick. I know the score . . .’

Mackie held up his arms in supplication.

‘Please, Nick, I have learned me lesson, mate. No need to go to all this trouble, is there?’

He was panicking and it just made Nick more angry with him.

‘Get upstairs, Mackie.’

‘What for?’

This was not what he had been expecting.

Nick sighed dramatically.

‘Walk up the fucking stairs, now, and don’t get any hopes or dreams going that you are capable of talking your way out of this because if you try it will be the worse for you, see?’

He stepped towards the other man who moved quickly to the stairs. Nick followed him slowly.

‘This place fucking stinks!’

Mackie didn’t answer as he watched Nick checking all the rooms over.

‘This is your bedroom, I take it?’

The room was filthy, with grey stained sheets and the smell of old socks and takeaways, mingling with the stench of antique farts and lager. But what it had going for it as far as Nick was concerned was the large window that overlooked the front garden. This was to be a statement of revenge and that window suited him perfectly.

‘Get in here.’

Mackie walked into the room slowly. He was sweating profusely now and Nick was deliberately stretching things to make it all the worse for him. Mackie was a bully, it was time he had a taste of his own medicine. He was also such a  coward he didn’t even try to do a runner like a normal person would.

‘Come on, Nick, this has gone far enough. I won’t say another word, I was out of order . . .’

Nick silenced him with a look.

‘Too right you were out of order. Your boy was nonced by Proctor and you told the whole fucking world about it! How is that going to affect him, eh? And then to add insult to injury you bring me into it and I was doing you a right fucking favour.’

‘I didn’t mention your name, I swear, Nick.’

‘You might not have said it out loud, but I bet it wouldn’t have taken Basil fucking Rathbone long to suss out who you meant, would it?’

He shook his head in disbelief.

‘You’re scum, Mackie. You are pond life. Fucking vermin. Now stand in front of that window.’

Mackie stood there shaking and for once it was not because he needed a drink.

‘You got a fag?’

Mackie nodded and looked down. As he felt in his trouser pocket for his pack of Samson tobacco Nick took the opportunity to whack him three times over the head with the hammer. He went down as Nick knew he would, but in fairness to Mackie was up again in no time.

It was then that Nick with all his considerable strength picked the other man up and threw him unceremoniously through the bedroom window. Mackie’s scream as he went through the glass was like an animal’s.

Nick walked sedately down the stairs and out the front door, leaving it open. He had touched nothing in the place.

Mackie was lying awkwardly but fully conscious on the overgrown grass of his front garden.

‘You want to take more water with it, mate.’

Nick was laughing as he said it.

Then, after hitting Mackie twice more in the face with the hammer, he took out a thick plastic bin bag from his sheepskin jacket pocket and deposited the hammer carefully inside it. In the Range Rover he checked himself over in the mirror. Blood had splattered him and he had a pack of baby wipes handy to tidy himself up with. He wiped his hands and face carefully before driving away.

He would go to his yard and change his clothes then get rid of everything, hammer included. He had other fish to fry this evening.

He had no fear of retribution from Mackie or his mates or from the police. The neighbours would have seen nothing, that was how it worked in their world. Plus he had finally shut Mackie up, got shot of him: that alone would get them all on side. Mackie was looking at a few months in  hospital at least, and if he walked again he would be lucky. But knowing Mackie he would buy Nick a drink in a few years to celebrate his Invalidity Benefit payments.

Nick knew his enemy, all right, it was what had kept him on top for so long.

Tyrell picked up a bucket of chicken and some fries and went back to the flat. It was later than he had thought and Willy was watching the cartoon network on Sky Kids. The lights were all off and Kerr was nowhere to be seen.

‘Where’s the boy?’

Willy shushed him and that was when he saw that Kerr was asleep behind the sofa in a tattered old sleeping bag. Tyrell realised that it was Willy’s, the one he tied up and carried about with him all day.

‘Did he talk?’

Willy smiled.

‘Most of it’s down there.’

He pointed to a pile of pages torn from his notebook. As Tyrell glanced at them he thought again how neat Willy’s handwriting was. This was a clever kid who through no fault of his own had no future to speak of.

The smell of the chicken woke Kerr up and Tyrell smiled at him as he said, ‘Tuck in, mate, I’ll get some plates from the kitchen.’

When he came back with the plates and the condiments neither of the kids had moved.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

Willy looked at Kerr and grinned.

‘We were waiting till you got yours.’

It was the law of the street: whoever provided the food got the lion’s share.

‘That’s all right, I ain’t hungry.’

And in truth he wasn’t any more.

He’d looked at Kerr’s wiry hair when he’d turned on the overhead light. The boy was walking alive with all sorts of vermin and Tyrell made a mental note to make sure he outed the carpets at the soonest possible opportunity.

But he also saw that the boy had tried to tidy himself up and guessed that was something to do with Willy because he was quite fastidious in his own way. Tyrell gave them both a Diet Coke, knowing they would rather have a beer, and poured himself a large shot of Bacardi and Coke, drinking it down quickly and then making another immediately.

He had a feeling he would need to anaesthetise himself before he read the notes. It was strange but the closer he got to finding out about poor Sonny, the less inclined he was to know any more.

That, he supposed, was human nature.

Kerr ate as if his life depended on it, in great big bites washed down with guzzles of Diet Coke. But Tyrell also noticed that he had placed some of the paper serviettes on his lap and knew it was to save the carpet not to protect his clothes. He was watching the silly cartoon of the Cramp twins with avid interest. Once more Tyrell marvelled that a woman somewhere had given birth to this child and thirteen years later this was his idea of a holiday. Where was the love, where was the care, and more importantly where were the fucking parents of these kids? Didn’t they give a damn what happened to their offspring? And was the care system in this country so bad that these kids would rather risk life and limb on the streets than go into it?

He glanced at Willy. He had HIV. Slowly but surely he was dying and he had not even lived yet. Just like Tyrell’s Sonny Boy, Willy’s life was over before it had even begun.

The underbelly of society frightened Tyrell, as it did most people. And if you didn’t know about it you didn’t have to deal with it. He wondered now how he would react with the rest of world after all this was wrapped up and put away.

He couldn’t answer that question yet so, settling in the armchair, he started to look at the notes Willy had made. It was strange but he didn’t mind the boys being there. In fact, they were so quiet and respectful he forgot they were after a  while and lost himself in the terrible story written down so neatly by Willy.

Angela couldn’t sleep. It was nothing to do with the bed or the fact that she felt strange in her daughter’s house.

It was because of Nick.

The room she was in was lovely, all muted colours and pretty prints, but she felt her heart racing with terror because her own son had done something terrible and she knew what it was.

The dinner had been gorgeous, and she had sat and watched the family happily interacting. Carl had a fantastic sense of humour, and little Ria, she was a darling. They all were in their own way. But it was Dixon who had surprised her most. He had poured her a glass of wine after dinner, cleared the table with his wife and loaded the dishwasher, all the time chatting with the kids and being interested in them and their lives.

When her other grandsons were home from school, Nick and Tammy hardly saw them. It was as if their lives were too busy for there to be space for children or anyone else come to that. Yet none of them really did anything. Poor Tammy filled her days up with the gym and her lunches because she couldn’t stand being in her own home.

A home most women would kill to possess.

And then there was Angela’s Hester. Well, she was a truly happy woman. Later, when the kids had gone to bed, Angela had caught her and Dixon having a quick cuddle in the kitchen. How different this house was from her son’s, and how different from her own house when they were growing up.

Yet it was Nick who still had her heart. Even now, she realised. Hester was a good girl, none better, but from the moment Angela had given birth to her son, he had ruled her heart and mind. Even after what she had found out, she was still worrying about him, and knew in her heart of hearts that she would always worry more about him than anyone else, even herself.

Frankie saw Nick at the door and grinned.

‘Can’t keep away, can you?’

‘No, I can’t, where can we go?’

‘In the bedroom, I was just going in meself.’

Nick walked into the room and noticed it was tidy for once.

‘You got a cleaner now then?’

Frankie grinned.

‘Have I fuck. It’s been a slow day, that’s all. Now, what can I do you for?’

It was said with sly innuendo but Nick wasn’t listening, he  was already cutting a few lines on the dressing table. He knew he should not be here, that he was taking a big chance once again, but he couldn’t help it. Frankie was like a drug to him and they both knew it.

Especially Frankie who saw this man as a meal ticket that, if treated properly, could feed them all for years.

‘Come on, get your kecks off, I’m in a hurry.’

‘Ain’t you always?’

Nick didn’t laugh, he was too busy snorting.

Kerr was talking to Tyrell now and answering his questions about the notes Willy had made. Willy got them all a drink and Tyrell was once more amazed when both boys said they wanted hot chocolate. He had expected a row with them for his Bacardi.

Willy had made him a Bacardi and Coke, nice and strong, and Tyrell sipped it slowly. The alcohol was needed by this time. They had put Kiss on now, and the music was soothing in the background. Tyrell glanced at the TV screen and watched 50 Cent ‘Pimp’ strutting his stuff. Give him Bob Marley or Eddie Grant any day.

‘So Justin could easily be in this rat house then?’

Kerr nodded.

‘He could be, but like I say, man, no one’s seen him since . . .’

His voice trailed off.

Tyrell said gently, ‘Kerr, just tell me what you know. Don’t be afraid, OK? I will not blame you no matter what I hear, I promise on Sonny’s grave.’

Kerr looked at Willy, who nodded sagely.

‘Did Sonny go to the rat house with Justin?’

Kerr nodded again.

‘He started to go there a lot more often in the last weeks before he died.’

Tyrell dropped his head down on to his chest; this was so painful to listen to.

‘Have you ever been there?’

Kerr nodded, ashamed and embarrassed to admit the fact.

‘But they didn’t like me, see? They could see I hated it there so they stopped taking me. The big man said I was useless and laughed at me.’

It was said deadly seriously and Tyrell took a deep breath before saying, ‘’Course you didn’t like it, mate. No one would.’

Willy and Kerr looked at one another strangely and Tyrell, picking up the signals from them, said: ‘What’s going on?’

‘Tell him, Kerr.’

The big boy waved his arms as if warding off evil.

‘You have to tell him, Willy, you promised me.’

He took a deep breath before saying, ‘You sure you want the truth, Tyrell?’

He nodded, wondering what they were going to tell him next.

Willy wiped his nose with the back of his hand before saying loudly, ‘Sonny went to the rat house a lot because the man who took him there liked him and Sonny liked the man.’

Tyrell was looking quizzically at the boy as he took in what he was saying.

‘You what? What are you trying to tell me?’

Willy licked his lips nervously before he continued.

‘The man he was seeing . . . we don’t know his name, but Sonny was going out with him like . . . Kerr said they were together a lot. Sonny told him all about it. Said he was going to get a flat to live in and money to keep himself like.’

Tyrell was still staring at the two boys in astonishment.

‘What are you on about? Are you telling me my Sonny was with an old bloke through choice?’

Willy nodded.

‘Yeah, he met him when he was still new to it all. They like them new, the older men. And from what Kerr said, they got on really well and Sonny was mental on him, said he was in love and that this man loved him and had promised to take care of him always.’

Tyrell heard the words but was convinced he was having aural hallucinations. This had to be wrong, there was no way his son was like that. They had to have got it all wrong. It was bad enough finding out his boy had flogged his arse, but to find out he actually liked it?

Was willing to accept money. To be kept.

He looked at Kerr. The boy didn’t have it in him to make up something like that, Tyrell’s sensible side was telling him that much. If this was true, though, he had never known the boy he called his son. Could never really have known him.

He just thought he did.

‘Tyrell?’

He looked up at Willy, and then his eyes were stinging with tears and for all the world it felt like he was going to die of grief all over again.

‘Kerr says he saw the man with Sonny a few times. He didn’t see him close up or nothing, but he knew they weren’t hiding it. At least, Sonny wasn’t.’

Willy watched all the changing expressions on Tyrell’s face and then without being asked started to build him a joint.

Tammy had had what was for her a good night. Now, though, she was home and the house felt completely empty. It was strange but all the time Angela had been there and a  thorn in her side, she had never felt like she did now, coming home to this enormous place and being completely alone.

How had Angela stood it?

She had spent half her time here on her jacksy, and it must have been horrible.

As Tammy walked into the kitchen the sheer size of it was enough to make her nervous. She walked over to the cellar door and pushed the bolt across. It was nearly 2.30, early for her but she had cabbed it home because no one who was anyone was out. Her mates had been excited about the day before and had made all the right noises. They all bored her rigid in the end.

She made her way upstairs after part-setting the alarm so it was on downstairs. She hoped Nick would not set it off as usual when he finally strolled home. In the bedroom she stripped off her clothes and left them on a chair, then she dumped all her jewellery on the dressing table including her wedding and eternity rings. Putting on a silk kimono-type dressing gown, she poured herself another iced vodka and put the TV on. She climbed into the big comfortable bed and opened the bedside cabinet to get out a bottle of Night Nurse. There was nothing like it to send you to sleep when you had coked yourself out. Tammy had trouble getting the lid off and her language was ripe as she wondered aloud how old people managed to get the stuff  out of the bottle in the first place. She swigged the bitter green fluid straight from the bottle, hating the acrid taste as it coated her mouth like oil, then finally she lay back to watch TV.

As usual she lost herself in Will and Grace and The Golden Girls. She didn’t know what she would do without her Sky Plus. She taped all the soaps but it was these comedies she loved most. She was just drifting off when she felt Nick climb into bed beside her.

She turned to face him, feeling the familiar size of him in the bed. As she cuddled into him she froze, then sitting bolt upright screamed out, ‘Who you been with?’

Nick was lying there looking at her as if she was mad. She could see he was out of his head and that for some reason made her madder than ever.

‘I can smell you, Nick. You’ve been with one of your fucking whores!’

She was out of the bed now and he knew this could turn into an all-nighter if he wasn’t careful. But she was right, he could smell himself now. It was so strong, why had he not noticed it before?

Tammy was crying as she shouted at him.

‘Who is she? Do I know her? Is she one of me mates?’

‘Don’t be so paranoid, Tammy. I swear to God there is no other woman in my life, on my mother’s life.’

‘What’s wrong with me, Nick, why can’t you make love to me any more?’

She was always so dramatic. He wondered what film she had taken that phrase from. He jumped from the bed and went to the en-suite bathroom. Turning the shower on, he said nastily, ‘I have been in these clothes since this morning and what you think is the smell of another woman is actually from where I was lifting gear to store with Billy Clarke. It’s sweat, love, that’s all, and when I have had this shower I am going back to that bed to sleep, all right? One more word out of you, Tammy, and I am going to punch you one.’

‘You fucking lying wanker!’

She was in the bathroom now, wide awake despite the Night Nurse, running on pure adrenaline.

‘Where you been? I want to know once and for all, Nick.’

He stepped from the shower. He had soaped himself quickly and now, feeling cleaner and less guilty, walked back into the bedroom and poured them both a drink.

‘If I tell you where I was, you have to swear you won’t tell your mates, right?’

She nodded, but he could see the cynical expression on her face.

‘Come on then, let’s hear it. It must be bad if you need another drink to tell me about it.’

‘I done Mackie tonight, with a claw hammer.’

His words stopped her in her tracks as he knew they would.

‘You what?’

‘Remember when Stevie came round here a while back?’

She nodded, frightened now of what he was going to say.

’And you know Mackie’s married to Stevie’s sister?’

She nodded once more.

‘Well, Gary Proctor tried to nonce their boy – that’s what Stevie wanted to see me about. We sorted it, but instead of keeping schtum about his boy being raped, Mackie was telling all and sundry. So tonight I shut the fucker up once and for all because we done Gary, see? That was why he died.’

Nothing Tammy had thought to hear could have had more of an effect on her than her husband’s shocking story. And she knew it was true. Nick was telling her the truth for once.

‘Gary raped a boy?’

Her voice was shaking with shock and revulsion.

Nick nodded tiredly.

’As good as. Didn’t know who he was, see? The boy didn’t say about Stevie being his uncle because, bless him, he wanted to get a DJ’s job on his own merits, not because his uncle was a certified bank robber. So now you know why I smell like I do. It’s sweat and a bonfire. I done Mackie  with a claw hammer and there was blood spattered all over me clobber so I burned it at the yard. I threw him through his bedroom window, Tammy. He’s probably crippled. At least, I hope he is anyway.’

Nick grinned then.

‘I don’t know what kind of birds you hang about with, Tammy, but if they smell like this then I pity them.’

There was no answering smile.

‘So you really did Proctor then?’

‘You know I did. But it was with just cause, as I have just explained to you. Now can we get into bed and go to fucking sleep because I am knackered?’

He looked so cold and unmoved standing there, it occurred to her then that he really was a dangerous man. That was his rep but until tonight he had also been her husband, her other half. He looked frightening now. She wondered if it was because for the first time in years they were in the house alone. Their fights had been subdued or even stopped by his mother’s intervention. Now she was gone it was just them and the thing Tammy had always wanted was not making her as happy as she had believed it would. In fact it made her nervous because it had finally sunk in that Nick didn’t love her at all. He didn’t love anyone.

He didn’t know how to.

She climbed into bed with him but didn’t try and cuddle him this time even though she knew he would let her. He liked a cuddle did Nick. Years before when they had had a sex life he had cuddled for England, and it had taken a while before she realised it was because he lost his erection quickly and would talk to her and make her laugh to take her mind off it.

Now, though, for the first time ever, she knew that if he came near her she would push him away.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Tyrell sat in his kitchen after a sleepless night. The boys had slept like logs, were still asleep. Every now and then he popped his head around the door to check on them. Kerr snuffled in his sleep and it reminded Tyrell of Sonny. He had snored quietly as well.

It was thoughts of Sonny that were keeping him awake. He glanced at his watch. Nearly six o’clock. He was going to slip out soon and do a bit more investigating on his own. The traffic was getting louder and more frequent now. The day was beginning for so many people, all going about their lives hopefully without the knowledge about their closest relations that he had. Every time he had tried to close his eyes he was tortured by images of his son with that man. What kind of monster bought himself a young boy? What kind of man dragged a young boy down into the gutter?

And maybe more to the point: what kind of young boy wanted it to happen?

Tyrell poured himself more coffee and sipped it lazily as he dragged on his cigarette. Normally he liked this time of the morning, liked the feeling of a new day starting. Today, though, he wished he could lie down and never get up again.

He tried to picture his other sons sleeping, tried to visualise their little heads on their pillows and their chests moving confidently in and out as they dreamed only of good things. Why was it some people seemed to be blessed while others seemed to be put on this earth only to be hurt or to hurt others?

His mother believed in God, he was a certainty to her, a woman who had never left her own home for years. Even her beloved grandson’s burial couldn’t move her from that house. She was a good person, meant well, needed her family around her. He never wanted her to know what he had found out about her Sonny Boy, he was sure it would be the end of her. She would understand it less than he did, and he was trying hard.

If it had been with a boy his own age, Tyrell could have taken that, it would not have bothered him. But knowing this big love affair came about through rent-boying just didn’t wash with him. There was more to it all than Kerr and poor Willy Lomax knew, he could feel it.

’Are you OK?’

It was Willy, standing in the doorway.

Tyrell nodded, wishing the boy out of his life even as he felt responsible for him.

‘Do you want some coffee?’

The boy shook his head. Instead he picked up Tyrell’s cigarettes and lit one. ‘I prefer tea in the mornings.’ He laughed as he said it. ‘Hark at me! Anyone would think I had a choice in the matter.’

‘Well, you have this morning anyway.’

Tyrell put the kettle on and dug around in the cupboard for tea bags, all the time wondering when the boy would go away again and leave him alone.

Willy sensed his feelings and said gently, ‘We’ll be gone by this afternoon.’

Tyrell closed his eyes tightly before turning to the boy and saying lightly, ‘You’re OK.’

Willy raised his eyebrows sceptically.

‘Honestly, Willy. Anyway, I want you to come to the rat house with me. Give me the lowdown on who goes in there.’

Willy shrugged and puffed on his Marlboro Light.

‘Whatever.’

Tyrell could see how hard it was for the boy to act as if he wasn’t bothered about what happened to him now, but he  could also see the relief in his eyes at the thought of another night or two in the warmth.

‘Do you want some breakfast?’

Willy nodded happily.

‘Then make yourself something. I have to slip out for a while.’

Tyrell picked up his coffee and as he left the kitchen, said quietly, ’And clean up after you, right?’

‘ ’Course I will. Can I make something for Kerr?’

Tyrell raised his eyes to the ceiling. As if he would say no. Why did the boy check everything out like he did? He answered tersely.

‘Of course you can, don’t be daft. I’m hardly going to say no, am I?’

Willy shrugged once more, his ‘I am hard’ trademark shrug, and said stoutly, ‘You’d be surprised.’

Tyrell left the room then before he lost his temper.

But he knew in his heart what was wrong with him. He didn’t like the fact this boy had lumped him in with all the other people who had used him in his life.

Nick was feeling good. He didn’t know why or how considering all he had drunk and snorted over the last few days, but he did. He was high, naturally high, and jumped from the bed eagerly before wandering downstairs to the  kitchen in search of breakfast. Tammy was already up and that surprised him. In the kitchen she was reading the Daily Mail and sipping black coffee. He opened the fridge and saw that there was hardly anything in it except beer and fresh orange juice.

’Ain’t there any food?’

He was annoyed. He would have cooked for himself, would not have expected Tammy to do it, but now there was nothing even to cook.

She shook her head.

‘Your mum normally shops on a Friday, and in case you ain’t noticed she ain’t here any more.’

He swallowed back the angry retort that was dying to escape from his mouth and instead poured himself a livener.

‘Bit early, ain’t it?’

The vodka was swallowed down quickly and expertly and for some reason this bothered Tammy. She was the one who did all the mad things in their marriage, not Nick. He was the sensible half of the partnership usually and if he stopped being sensible anything could happen. She glanced round the kitchen. Like the rest of the house it looked grubby. Well, she wasn’t cleaning it, she wouldn’t know where to start. It was a far cry from the early days of their marriage when she had scrubbed and cooked to her heart’s content. But she had been happy then, so happy.

Tammy observed her husband and realised she was still frightened of him. He was over the top now and it had taken her a while to see that. Recently he had turned into a male version of her. Last night had shown her just how far apart they actually were. This was a Nick she didn’t even like.

It had been hard enough for her the day before. Suddenly she had not wanted to be in the wine bar, didn’t want to listen to all the empty talk around her, even coke couldn’t lift her mood. She had drunk so much it had stopped having any effect, and listening to those stupid bitches telling her how great she was had palled after the first two hours. Funnily enough the only bright spot had been Janine Aldridge actually having the nerve to tell her she was going over the top too often and should sort herself out before it was too late.

Janine had had to sort herself out big-time, and she had. There was a time when she had been in Tammy’s shoes, and she had worn them out. Her husband had been a player and Janine the player’s wife. Simon Aldridge had been murdered getting into his car one fine Sunday afternoon. He had been taking his boys to football practice but two shots to the back of his head had put paid to that.

Once the shock had worn off, Janine had changed beyond recognition. From the Queen she had become the Queen  Mother and actually found she enjoyed it. Once the pressure was off, she said, the need constantly to obliterate her own way of life was gone and she had retired gracefully to bring up her kids and live off her husband’s ill-gotten gains. She’d told Tammy last night that you knew when you had torn the arse out of something when it stopped feeling good, be it love, drugs or marriage, and Tammy knew exactly what she meant now.

She had torn the arse out of everything around her and nothing made her feel good any more. She didn’t even want her husband at this moment, though she knew from experience that could change.

She watched the fleeting expressions on Nick’s face and decided she didn’t want access to his private thoughts today. She had a feeling they would not be anything she wanted to hear. Normally she wished that the Japanese would build a computer that read people’s minds. Now, even if it was on special in Argos, she wouldn’t want it. Janine had opened Tammy’s eyes to what was going on around her and she didn’t like what she saw, but she knew that only she could change it. Janine had shown her the future and Tammy was considering her position. She wouldn’t do anything just yet. She would do what she always did, let circumstances take over and then go with the flow. But she had an odd feeling that circumstances were changing  rapidly in Nick’s life, and what affected him affected her.

All she could do was wait and see how things worked out for them both.

Nick left the house an hour later and Tammy still had not left the kitchen. She was watching The Golden Girls again and wondering what to do with the rest of her day. She might take Janine Aldridge up on her offer of lunch. It was funny but Tammy actually liked her. Which was more than she could say about most of her other mates.

Sally looked at the clock and gritted her teeth. The boys were in their bedrooms and the usual sounds of Saturday morning were coming down the stairs: music, laughter, and the occasional shout of excitement. She could already feel a headache coming on. Until Tyrell had left she had never realised just how much he had done with them. By that she meant, of course, how much he had taken them out and left her to do her incessant cleaning.

She glanced at the clock once more. It was after eleven and Tyrell was over an hour late picking them up. No call, no nothing, and she couldn’t raise him on his mobile. It was ringing but not being answered.

She wondered if it was because he was with another woman. She couldn’t help wondering if it was Jude. She  hated Jude with a vengeance, as she had hated Sonny though she could only admit that to herself now.

She tried Tyrell’s mobile once more and her call was rejected on the second ring. Now her anger was spilling over. When he finally turned up he would regret that for the rest of his days. Black-Eyed Peas were screeching out ‘Shut Up’ over and over again and the boys were singing along to it at the top of their voices, their laughter at the lyrics overriding any fear of her. Sally had already planned a nice calm afternoon, cleaning and ironing and watching the Coronation Street omnibus on ITV 2. It was her Saturday afternoon treat because none of her friends was even aware she watched the programme.

The music was still pounding out and the man she loved was still not answering his phone when Sally forgot her usual dignity and reserve as she ran out into the hallway and screamed: ‘Turn that fucking music down!’

Then, seeing the blue vase with the yellow roses on it that Sonny had bought them one Christmas sitting on the hall table, she picked it up and launched it with all her might at the kitchen door. The sound of it smashing was almost cathartic.

Two handsome dark heads looked round the top of the stairs and she could see the shock in her boys’ faces as they stared as if they had never seen their own mother before.

Louis Clarke was with his brother Terry on their way to meet with Tyrell and look this so-called rat house over. They were meeting for a drink first at Wapping Wall in the Prospect of Whitby. Tyrell was going to fill them in on what was going on and they were to try and talk him into meeting with Nick Leary. Billy thought it might make life easier for them all. He wanted a day and time set and he wanted it over with, it was all getting on his nerves.

As they walked into the pub Terry glanced around him through force of habit. He had had so many tear ups the chances were he’d meet someone who knew him and had to watch his back in any new place. He was not disappointed. A tall man with reddish hair and an easy smile said to him, ‘All right, Tel? How’s tricks?’

To which an irate Terry answered sharply, ‘I am a bank robber, mate, not a member of the Magic fucking Circle!’ He pushed the man out of his way and walked purposefully to the bar. Terry hated over-familiarity and this geezer had crossed the line.

Terry didn’t even know him really, why would he want to talk to him?

The front of some people never ceased to amaze him.

Louis winked at the bloke and said quietly, ‘Ignore him, he’s got the raving hump today.’

The man, though, who was with a couple of friends, was not to be lightly placated and answered back loudly.

‘He wants to take care because one of these days his brothers ain’t going to be enough to keep someone off his back.’

Louis glanced over at Terry who, mercifully, was too busy looking down a dark-haired woman’s cleavage to hear what had been said. Stepping towards the man, he grinned.

’Are you on a fucking death wish, mate? Only your pals don’t look like they want a piece of him so you’ll be on your own.’

The man looked around and saw the truth of what was being said.

‘Now finish your drink and leave us to ours, eh?’

Louis sighed. He had a feeling that this was going to be a foretaste of the rest of the day. Terry was up for anything, and the trouble with Terry was, he usually got it.

Jude was completely alone and it felt wrong. Gino was locked away at his mother’s house and she knew she was not going to get to him. None of the other boys had been near or by for a while and she had the terrible feeling she was finally, and irrevocably, on her own.

Even her neighbours were blanking her, and that was a first because usually they would have talked to her just to  get the gossip about what had happened the night before. She was completely on her Jack Jones and knew it. Sitting on the sofa, she lit a cigarette with trembling hands and poured a stiff vodka into the glass of orange juice she already had.

The place was still mashed up from the day before but she didn’t notice it. The methadone was kicking in.

She picked up Sonny’s mobile and stared at it for a few seconds. Then she carefully dialled the number she had got from Big Ellie.

The phone was answered on the first ring and this threw her. She had not expected that to happen.

‘Hello.’

The familiar voice made her go clammy with fear.

‘Who is this?’

‘It’s me, Sonny’s mum.’

Her voice sounded much stronger than she felt. Her hands were already shaking and her nerves, already in shreds from the brown stuff, were on their last knockings.

‘What do you want?’

The voice was colder than an Arctic breeze and Jude swallowed deeply before saying, ‘Money.’

The line went dead and she sat back on the sofa, terrified now by what she had done. But she would keep with it. Sonny Boy had told her everything, and this was just the  first number on a long list of men she was going to fleece. She was starting with a little fish and making her way up to the big one. It had actually been easier than she had first thought. Now the initial fear had worn off she felt quite pleased with herself.

After the last few weeks of worry, she almost felt like laughing at the fact that she had been so frightened of blowing apart a world that her son had not only embraced but had also enjoyed. The men who had enjoyed it with him owed her, and she had to make sure they understood that. If she could start with the small fry she could work her way up the chain to the big pay-off.

That had been the idea when Sonny had robbed that bastard’s house. Well, Proctor was dead and gone but the others were still alive and kicking and she knew that it was the right time to play her trump card.

Sonny Boy had always told her everything and she had filed it all away for future reference. Most people would have seen Sonny’s actions over the years as wrong, but she had seen him for what he was a long time before he had known it himself. As far as she was concerned, if he could turn his little foible into an earner all the better. She had sold her own body before now, even giving a few blow jobs when necessary to top up her income support. But unlike Sonny Boy, she had not enjoyed it. As he had once  said, job satisfaction was half the pleasure of a job well done.

She had kept her trap shut to Old Bill, expecting to have been given compensation long before she had had to resort to this little game.

The filth would have loved to hear her side of the story, but fair’s fair, or so she had thought. Wait till it all dies down, but not any more. Life was too fucking short and her needs were too immediate to keep up this bollocks any longer.

The silent calls should have alerted them all to the fact she was on to them. That alone should have brought her in a few quid. Not a fucking brass Razoo though, from any of them, and they all had a hefty wedge. Well, fuck them now, she was after her insurance money on her boy and she was going to get it.

‘You look fucking terrible, Tyrell.’

Terry laughed jovially.

‘That nearly rhymes, don’t it? Terrible Tyrell. Makes you sound like a Romanian despot.’ He pulled a face and pretended to twirl an imaginary moustache. Tyrell grinned back. When Terry had a lightning change of mood like this he could be funny, could be a laugh, and he needed a laugh.

The dark woman with the humungous breasts was still at  the bar and Terry was working on buying her another drink. Tyrell and Louis knew it would be pointless trying to remove him from the pub just yet.

‘How about another, love?’

Terry turned to the barman and said sotto voce: ‘Stick a quadruple brandy in that port, would you?’

The woman was laughing good-naturedly.

‘Just the port will do, thank you.’

Terry rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Tyrell and Louis both knew this might be a long one. He could spend hours cracking a bird and then take her outside, give her one and be hard pushed to remember her name within hours. With Terry it was all about the thrill of the chase. He was chasing this one big style, and in fairness she was gorgeous. In another life Tyrell might have gone after her himself. Still, it was fun watching Terry at work, he really was a master.

‘Here, Tyrell, have a guess what? Leonie here is a Jack the Ripper! Why am I not surprised?’

He was thrilled and so was she. A match had just been made in shag heaven as far as Terry was concerned. A stripper was his dream woman.

‘Have another drink, my sweet. I think this could be an interesting couple of hours, don’t you, guys?’

Louis laughed. Terry after a bird was a sight to see, and he was always after birds.

He said to Tyrell, ‘We are in lumber now, mate, he ain’t going nowhere till he’s cracked it.’

In a way Tyrell was glad of that fact. He needed to psych himself up for it all tonight. He had a feeling it would go downhill from here. They would be far better off under cover of darkness anyway. According to Willy it was lively on a Saturday night in the rat houses.

Tyrell had texted his boys, explaining he could not pick them up today, and they had texted back saying it was fine. He couldn’t see them today anyway. It would be too hard trying to act normal with all that was going round in his head. So now he had a long afternoon stretching ahead of him and as Terry was driving he could have a few drinks. He might use the excuse to go and take care of another bit of business that needed to be sorted.

When he finally saw her again Jude was going to get the shock of her life. In a way he was frightened to see her in case his feelings got the better of him and he totally flipped. The hatred he felt for her now was obscuring everything good that had ever happened between them. She had served her own son up on a plate, Tyrell had no qualms about admitting that to himself now. She had thrown their son’s life away to feed her addiction, and he had let her. He had stepped back and let her because it made his life with Sally easier. Two women, so different  and yet so alike. Two women who always seemed to get what they wanted.

Well, not any more.

He would have another couple of drinks first and see how he felt then. This new lifestyle was very seductive. He could fall into a face’s routine very easily. You just took care of business and then enjoyed the fruits of your labour. And as far as Tyrell was concerned, not before time either.

Jude was in a good mood. She had found a bag of brown under the sofa. It must have been knocked off the table in the fracas of the day before. It was a good sign as far as she was concerned. It meant that things were looking up, that everything could only get better. At least she hoped that was what it meant.

She had a knack for making things into what she wanted them to be. It had stood her in good stead over the years. When her life was at its lowest points she always managed to fight her way back to the top. For Jude that meant getting some gear and forgetting whatever she had done to others in the meantime.

Sonny had loved it when she was on top. He would sit and brush her hair for hours, telling her how much he loved her and listening to her stories about growing up and her first loves. He had been really good like that. He was the  only person who’d still wanted to talk to her, be with her. Over the years any friends she had made soon disappeared, her habit had seen to that. She had borrowed money, used them in any way she could, and eventually stolen from them. No one took that for long. Sonny on the other hand had given her just what she wanted without a murmur and before she had the chance to take it. Even his birthday money was not sacrosanct, yet he had never mentioned it if she stole it from him.

Jude was feeling sad now, at what she had lost. No one realised just how much they had done for each other. Now he was gone, and he would never come back, and those men owed her. They all owed her for that.

When Sonny had caught his big fish she had been inordinately proud of him. A boy who was so naturally sensitive and kind had to have homosexual leanings, it stood to reason. So she had only pushed him to follow his natural inclination. Or that at least was what she told herself over and over again.

But he had been such a good-looking boy, such a lovely boy. Why should he sell himself cheap? She knew the street better than anyone and had steered him in the right direction. And Sonny had wanted to be steered.

She was justifying what she had done to herself and deep inside she knew that. Jude wiped the tears from her  eyes with the back of her hand, remembering how they would sit together and watch EastEnders, discussing the storylines as if the characters were real people that they knew. They had had the time of their lives together, why didn’t anyone see that except her? Sonny had been happy here with his mum, happy doing things with her. Her life had been blighted when her son had died, why did no one see that? Why didn’t they understand that what she had had with Sonny was a special bond that transcended the usual mother and son relationship?

He would have killed for her, that was how much he loved her. How many women could say that about their kids, eh?

She turned around as she heard someone come in at the front door. She had left it ajar in case Gino managed to escape his tormentors. Turning round with a big smile on her face, she said gaily, ‘Just in time!’

But the smile was wiped off her face as she saw who it was. Her heart stopped in her chest as fright took hold.

‘Hello Jude, long time no see.’

The voice was just as she remembered it, but now the man she had scored off for all those years looked dangerous somehow.

She thought of all the times she had scagged from him, and even though she had expected him to be annoyed, she  had never in her wildest dreams expected to feel this fear. He was weighing her up as if she was so much dirt and his nose was wrinkling to show the utter distaste he felt for her and her lifestyle.

His own home was like an operating theatre in comparison, he wouldn’t even sit down in her house in case he soiled his expensive suit.

She still thought though, that he had come to weigh her out in some way, either with money or the brown.

She had just not expected him so soon.

None of the others she had rung had even bothered to answer her call; maybe this was an omen for the future. Jude, like all junkies, lived in a world of hope.

Lenny stared into her face, trying to intimidate her and achieving his objective. ‘You think you can make a few phone calls and everyone will come running, do you? Well, I am here to tell you, Jude, that you are wrong.’

She looked into his eyes, saw the hate, saw the disgust and this prompted her to forget just who she was dealing with. She pointed a dirty finger at him, her anger outweighing her fear now. ‘You fucking owe me, as much as the others, if not more. It was you who pulled my Sonny into the world of baby boys. He was twelve when you started him on the road, introducing him to your so-called mates. Would you like people to know about that, Lenny, eh? You  might be a respectable dealer but nonces are a different breed and everyone knows that, and you, Lenny, are a nonce.’

The words were spoken with all the venom she could muster and in fairness to him she knew she had hit a nerve. Lenny Bagshots saw himself as a man of means, a face on the rise and as a good family man. His aberration, as he put it, was nothing to worry about. As long as it stayed a secret it could not impinge on his other life. He knew other, like-minded men who felt exactly the same. The trouble with Sonny was, he had been a loose cannon and as the time had gone on he had embraced his lifestyle a little bit too openly.

Now this piece of shite was trying to screw him.

Well, better people than Jude had tried. Her son was a prime example; he had tried to pull too many people down and he knew in his heart that she was probably behind her son’s skulduggery. Junkies always needed money. If they won the national lottery they would still not feel they had enough. Their eyes were always on the fix they couldn’t afford, never on the one they actually had in their arms at the time.

It was this that had been her son’s downfall and if she had been any kind of a mother she would have been ashamed of what she had done to him. She had served that boy up to him as quickly as he had served her up the brown. He had  bought him really and he had bought him off a woman who had no love for her child.

He walked towards her quickly and she backed away from him.

This made him laugh and he said sarcastically, ‘Frightened you have I, Jude?’

She nodded, her eyes were large, opened to their widest and for a brief second he saw the girl she had once been, a long time ago when the brown had been in her future.

‘Well, you be frightened and listen to what I am saying, right?’

She nodded, allowing herself to relax a tiny bit.

But he was on her in seconds and she felt the full force of his contained anger and violence. As he punched her to the ground he was saying in a low, controlled voice, ‘You think you can threaten me, do you? You think you are woman enough to try and play me for a cunt, Jude?’

He had her hair now and he was speaking into her face as she hung limply like a rag doll. ‘Didn’t your Sonny’s death teach you nothing, woman?’

She stared into his eyes and said in quiet hatred, ‘He was set up!’

He laughed once more and then, throwing her to the ground, he commenced with the good hiding she knew she deserved. Finally spent he said roughly, ’And we all know  who set him up, don’t we? You pushed him into it all and you know you did. Getting him to ask people for money, people he had not seen for years. It was all about you as usual, wasn’t it? All about you and the shit you pump into your arm.’

She lay on the floor, a crumpled heap but still he saw there were no tears, no real fear in her.

‘You’re scum, Jude, nothing more and nothing less and your son was just the same. He might have had a chance without you hanging on to him like a fucking leech. He might have had a different end, who knows. But as it stands, Jude, he’s dead and, if you’re not careful, you might be joining him sooner than you expected.’

She pulled herself from the floor and despite his anger he admired her for taking what he had doled out without a word of complaint. ‘You owe me, Lenny, whatever you think. You fucking owe me and you owe me big-time.’

He walked up to her. Grabbing her chin tightly in one hand, he said through gritted teeth: ‘I owe you nothing, lady.’

He smiled to see her terror.

‘Like the song says: “Nothing at all”.’

He pushed her across the room and she landed awkwardly on the sofa. Lenny Bagshots went over to her and threw an ounce of brown on to her trembling body.

‘That’s it, that is your compensation. I had nothing to do with what happened to your boy but I know a man who does.’

He kicked her in the ribs as a parting shot.

‘Oh, by the way, Jude, you want to shut your front door in future. You never know who might be coming in to see you.’

It was a threat and she knew it, but once he had gone she could relax. He had been first on her list. Now she had gradually worked her way through it. She would get what she wanted, no matter what they thought.

Grinning now, she picked up the bag of brown. Happier than she had been for days she got up off the floor and poured herself a drink.

She would celebrate with a large armful of happiness.




Chapter Twenty-Four

‘Bit of all right, old big tits, eh?’

Tyrell and Louis laughed at Terry’s lecherous way of talking. He was a real entertainer when he wanted to be. In another life and with another upbringing he could have gone on the stage and done stand-up. But Terry had something that no other comedian had: he was literally capable of killing someone in the audience if they didn’t laugh loud enough or he thought they were taking the piss. There would have been no heckling when Terry was on the stage. His lightning mood changes would never have suited a legitimate job either.

Billy always said he should have been born in America and worked for the Post Office there. It would only have been a matter of time before he was picking off his workmates with a high-velocity rifle. Everyone always  laughed when he said that, especially Terry who took it as a compliment.

It was now after ten and they were finally going to pick up Willy. Terry had had the cheek to take the bird outside and, as he put it so nicely, trump her in his car. Leonie, a chancer who felt she had hit the jackpot, was definitely going to be on the menu for months to come. He had got her phone number and her level. She was just Terry’s sort. It would take a while before his erratic behaviour and his jealousy started to frighten her, when he was demanding to know where she was every five minutes and who she had spoken to. At first she would enjoy the constant attention, his petty jealousy. It would be a while before she realised just how possessive he actually was. Then she would go the way of all the others, try and stop seeing him, try and reason with him.

But you couldn’t reason with people like Terry Clarke. He owned her now, until he was fed up with her. If she got another man Terry would turn up at the house and threaten him, hurt him, make sure he knew the score. He would expect to see who he wanted, when he wanted, and she would be expected to wait patiently on her own until he turned up. He would actually enjoy terrorising her and any new man who dared enter her life. Then, one day, another woman would grab his attention and Leonie would be  forgotten overnight. Then and only then would he deign to leave her life.

For now, though, Terry was happy and ready for a night’s work. Tyrell was nervous of Willy being in the car with them. Terry changed with the weather, from laughing his head off to manic depression in seconds. No one who couldn’t watch their own back ever went on a job with him, and that included his own brothers.

He seemed to take to the boy, though. As Willy climbed in the car Terry smiled at him in a friendly fashion and said, ‘All right, Geeze?’

The way he said it made Willy smile. Like most people when they first met Terry, poor Willy Lomax liked him. Tyrell devoutly hoped nothing happened tonight to change that.

As the boy only had a location, not an address, they made their way to Plaistow. Willy, a little shrewdie in his own way, directed them as best he could. Eventually, just after 11.30, they were outside a tower block, parking the car.

Terry turned around in his seat. Looking at Willy, he said, ‘Now you think it’s here, right?’

He nodded.

‘It looks right, yeah.’

‘Is he coming with us to make sure we got the right gaff?’ 

Louis looked at Tyrell who nodded.

‘Once we get there, though, you come back to the car, right?’

Willy nodded happily.

‘Here’s a punter now, see.’ He pointed. ‘I can tell them a mile off.’

They all looked out of the car and saw a tall bald-headed man getting out of a Lexus. Hardly the kind of car you would expect to see around this area. The man locked his car and looked around him furtively before sauntering towards the flat’s entrance. He was well dressed, obviously a ducker and diver, going by the car and his clothes.

Terry’s voice was incredulous as he said loudly, ‘What? Are you telling me he is a kiddy shit-stabber?’

Lewis and Tyrell closed their eyes in distress as they realised he was about to go off on one. Terry was scandalised and disgusted. Yet they both knew the chances were they would be glad of his muscle at some point in the evening.

Willy laughed.

‘You’d be surprised just who these people are, mate.’

Terry looked at the boy with interest.

‘What, honest, they look like him?’

Willy just stopped himself from saying, And you, and Tyrell, and all the people you drink with in the pub. He guessed rightly that this was not the time or place to give  the hard man a lesson in the seamier side of life. Instead he just nodded.

‘They’re like the CID then? Coppers in disguise, dressed up as real people?’

This made Willy laugh and Terry laughed with him.

‘They look like normal people, Terry, because that’s how they get away with it for so long. But some of the boys up there are over sixteen, they just look younger, so it’s not illegal as such.’

Terry digested this information for a few moments. Then his mood changed once more and he was suddenly ferocious.

‘I don’t know what’s worse. This is fucking mental! We going up to sort these fuckers out or what?’

He was really annoyed now. He had seen it with his own eyes. Until then he had never really believed it was possible. Had never believed normal-looking people like him could be nonces.

He could have drunk in a pub with that bloke.

He would have let him in his house.

He thought they all looked like, well, like nonces. Old blokes in dirty raincoats, with grimy fingernails and greasy hair.

This geezer looked like one of his own!

It did not occur to Terry that his own sexual appetite had kept them all in the pub for the best part of the evening  because his appetites were normal. He liked birds, what man didn’t? As far as he was concerned the fact that he pursued women constantly made him more of a man. It was all about boundaries for Terry.

His boundaries and his guidelines, of course.

As far as he could see, anyone who liked young boys had to be a perverted lunatic and as such should be taken out of the ball game and redistributed around the planet, preferably in easy-to-bury-sized pieces. They didn’t need prison, paedos needed to be wiped off the face of the earth. Like any cancer, you nuked it as best you could, and if it came back you nuked the fucker again.

‘That’s it. Come on, let’s get up there.’

Terry was up for it now, incensed and feeling inexplicably upset. He liked the little blond boy in his car. Why would anyone want to hurt him like that? He was a little fella, a nice little fella who had had a few bad breaks. If Terry had seen him out begging he would have given him a score, he was like that. Fuck the grown-up tramps with their cans of Tennent’s Super, they could get a fucking job, but the kids always got a few quid off him because they were after all kids.

He got out of the car quickly and took a short-handled sledge-hammer from the boot. It was a tool he had used often over the years, and it did the job as far as Terry was  concerned. Louis and Tyrell got out after him, and Willy stayed inside watching and listening to them all talking.

‘Calm down, all right?’

Terry pushed his brother away.

‘I am calm. Calm as I can be with all this going on around me.’

He was in a state of high tension and both the men with him knew that this was not a good sign. Terry could explode over the tiniest thing.

‘What you going to do with that then?’

Louis pointed to the weapon in his hands.

Terry sighed heavily and said with undisguised sarcasm, ‘Well, I was going to smash the front door in. What were you two thinking of doing then? Just shouting out, “Let us in, we’re a load of nonces on a fucking pervos’ night out. Bring on the little boys”?’

Tyrell had to admit he had a point.

Terry, though, laughed as he said quietly, ‘This, boys,’ he weighed the weapon in his hands to demonstrate his point, ‘is what is called the element of surprise. It will do to whack open the front door and then whack around a few heads and all if need be.’

He looked at Tyrell.

‘You want to know who runs these gaffs, right?’

Tyrell nodded.

‘Well, this guarantees we find that out. They ain’t exactly going to roll over while sipping a cup of tea and chomping daintily on cupcakes, you get my drift?’

Willy leaned out of the car window then.

‘He’s right, guys. If I was you, I’d listen to what he’s saying.’

Terry grinned at him.

‘Come on, son, let’s get this show on the fucking road.’

Willy followed them happily. He felt safe beside the big man holding the sledgehammer, had already sussed out that Terry was the only one here with any inkling of exactly what they were dealing with tonight.

Jude fixed herself a good armful and lay back to listen to a bit of music. ‘Trick of the Tail’ was playing low in the background, a Genesis track from her happier days. Before the brown had taken over her life completely. As she lay there her eyes were glazing over and her body was relaxing to the point of coma.

She would start nodding soon.

It was the nodding she loved best. What she craved more than anything or anyone in the world. The music was moving inside her body now as the heroin hit her bloodstream. She closed her eyes tightly and enjoyed the colours there. Vibrant greens and pinks, eventually settling to creamy  whites and electric blues. This was what it was all about, this was her dream state.

As the nod took her over she saw her Sonny running towards her with his arms open wide and she smiled then. She smiled and tried to lift her own arms up to welcome him into them. But they felt like lead and she knew it would be a while before she could move, before she would even want to move.

She was gone now and stayed as she was, with her eyes closed and her body totally relaxed. She couldn’t move now if a SWAT team decided to hold their Christmas party in her front room.

Tammy was drunker than she had been in ages, and it was the first time she had not been out on a Saturday night in years. There was still no food in the house, still no husband to talk to. Not that she wanted to talk to Nick anyway, but he was the only other company in the house now he had driven his mother away.

All her plans for meeting Janine had died the death after she had got on the brandy at lunchtime. One drink had turned into nearly a whole bottle and now she was out of her brain. She was also up for a fight, or failing that a takeaway.

Tammy laughed at her own thoughts.

Going into her mother-in-law’s rooms she decided to have a look in her fridge, see if Angela had left anything edible in there. She was not disappointed. There were a couple of sausage rolls and some Scotch eggs. Angela loved a snack while she watched the telly and her fridge had a good quantity of chocolate in it as well.

Tammy stuffed a sausage roll into her mouth hungrily. She would regret the food tomorrow, especially the pastry, but at this moment in time it was like manna from heaven. She was drunk hungry and knew it was pointless trying to ignore it.

She sat on the floor, not caring about the crumbs going everywhere and the fact that she was too drunk to get back up again. Burping loudly, she looked around the room. There were photos everywhere, all of them of the boys and Nick. None of her, she noticed, or poor Hester and her family.

‘Old golden boy Nick.’

Tammy could hear her own voice echoing around the room. This made her laugh for some reason. Pulling herself off the floor, she leaned on the dressing table to keep herself upright. She saw that Angela’s safe had been opened and walked over to it.

Pulling back the carpet, which had not been replaced properly, she opened the safe easily. All the safes in the  house had the same code. For all his so-called class, Nick was a cheapskate about some things.

Tammy was worried now that if her mother-in-law had cleared her safe she would not be coming back. She wanted Angela back, and wanted her back soon. She picked up the photographs that were lying in the steel box. Seeing Gary Proctor’s face she wondered fleetingly what on earth a photo of him was doing in her mother-in-law’s safe. Looking more carefully, utter shock hit her.

Tammy stared at them for long moments, taking in each detail of the individual snaps, unable to believe what she was seeing. She retched then, and brought up everything she had eaten on to the expensive carpet. She was still retching when she was empty of everything, even the booze.

And that was how Angela found her.

Terry and the others watched as Willy went back to the lift. Once he was in it and out of sight they nodded to one another to start the evening’s entertainment.

The front door was half-wood and half-glass, but it was reinforced safety glass. It would keep out the average burglar but not a large man with a sledgehammer. Taking back the weapon, Terry crashed it through the lock with all the force he could muster. The door burst open on its hinges and the three men walked inside, shutting it calmly behind them.  This was not an area where anyone would be calling in Lily Law.

The whole place was in pandemonium. Terry watched in disbelief as teenage boys and girls ran out of the rooms that led off the hall, their clothing in disarray, emaciated bodies shining in the dim light of the naked light bulbs.

But it was the smell that hit the men first. The acrid stench of old carpets and ancient bin bags. No wonder they called them rat houses.

A large man, the bloke they had seen parking the Lexus, came out of one bedroom dragging on his trousers. He saw the three of them and was almost relieved. His big fear was that it might have been the police, but he could try to talk or buy his way out of his dilemma now.

Terry grabbed him by the throat and used him to batter open the front-room door. Inside the cramped space were three men, all well into their fifties and casually dressed. Tyrell and Louis guessed that they had not long arrived and were waiting for the next available boy.

‘Who runs this gaff?’

Terry’s voice brooked no defiance. Lexus man, however, didn’t answer him, he was too scared. Terry smashed his head once more into the doorjamb, splitting it open.

Then, looking around him, he shouted: ‘If you lot don’t  answer me you are going over that fucking balcony, one by one. Now . . . who runs this fucking gaff?’

The balcony door stood open and Tyrell could see a couple of young boys out there. He guessed they must be freezing. The bald-headed man from the Lexus pointed to one of the men on the sofa.

‘It’s him . . . he runs it! His name’s Gordon Winters.’

The man tried to get up but Louis and Tyrell were on him in seconds.

‘See, you know it makes sense.’

Terry’s voice was quieter now. He pushed the man away from him, straightening up and sounding almost friendly.

‘Don’t fucking try and leave the flat, any of you, right?’

He stared around at the youngsters and the men who were all in shock.

‘I have got the right hump, and if I have to go looking for any of you . . .’

He left the sentence unfinished, motioned to Tyrell and Louis.

‘Give me him here.’

Terry grabbed Winters from his brother and unceremoniously pulled him out on to the balcony. The man was terrified and, convinced he was going to die, put up a valiant fight. The two young boys already out there cowered down on the floor.

‘Get in there, you little fuckers.’

The boys ran as fast as they could into the flat, wondering what the hell had been unleashed on them this night.

‘Come on, guys, let’s hang him over the balcony. See if he can remember enough to get us going on our way.’

Terry was enjoying himself, that much was evident. Especially to Gordon Winters, the man now trying desperately to evade his captors.

The three men hung him over the balcony without difficulty. Winters had stopped fighting. Instead he was begging for his life.

‘I’ll tell you anything! Please don’t do this . . . please . . . I only work here, it’s just me job . . .’

Terry was laughing now.

‘You call this a job? You having a fucking laugh?’

He shook the man then, making him feel even more frightened than he already was. It was a long way down.

‘Shut up, you fucking nonce, and talk to me pals.’ He looked at Tyrell and Louis as he shouted, ‘Ask away, guys. But be quick ’cos my arms are getting tired and we don’t want to drop Gordon on to the pavement, do we?’

The man started crying. He was broken, they all knew that.

Tyrell saw one of the men inside getting out his mobile.  Nudging Louis, he went back inside and removed it from him.

‘You dare try anything like that again and see what you get.’ Tyrell stared around him. ‘You lot move one muscle and you’ll regret it for the rest of your days.’

No one moved.

‘Outside that front door are more of me mates and you lot don’t want to meet them, believe me.’

It did the trick.

Tyrell walked back on to the balcony. The cold air was refreshing after the stuffiness of the flat. Terry hauled Winters back over the railing and the man slumped down on to the floor. His teeth were chattering with cold and fright.

‘Don’t wind me up, Gordon, because if you do you are going back over and this time we won’t pull you back, OK?’

The man nodded quickly, eyes bulging out of his head with fear. Tyrell started the questioning then and at first the man was happy to answer anything he was asked.

Lenny Bagshots walked back into Jude’s flat quietly. He saw her lying sideways on the sofa and crept up behind her.

You never knew with Jude, she might be playing possum. But he could see enough to know she had no knowledge of who was there. He knew that thanks to the brown he had left her she would never know anything again. For once the  heroin she had injected was pure, and he knew her body could not cope with that.

If he had a pound for every time he saw a warning on local news broadcasts going out to junkies about pure heroin when it hit the streets, he would be a millionaire. New dealers often made the mistake of undercutting their gear and consequently caused the deaths of many customers without realising it.

Most junkies got shit. Lenny cut his stuff with everything from quinine to strychnine. If they ever got the dream needle it killed them.

He smiled as he looked at her dead body. Poor old Jude, she had finally got what she wanted. He felt her face. She was still warm, but cooling fast. She looked at peace, which he guessed was probably a first for her. He was glad she had been greedy, it had saved him from having to finish her off himself. He wanted this to look like any other OD.

He walked into the bedrooms and started searching through everything. He knew what he was looking for and was determined to find it. He also wanted anything else that could alert the police to the fact that he had a closer relationship with this family than he had ever let on.

He stared around at the squalor of Jude’s life. The chaos she had lived in amazed him. Lenny was a dealer but it was  just a step on the ladder for him. He didn’t even care that he had taken out one of his best customers; there were plenty more where she came from.

Gino included.

He was in and out in under fifteen minutes, though now he was carrying a Pound Stretcher carrier bag, containing two mobile phones, Jude’s and Sonny’s, and a pair of leather gloves he had used so that he did not leave any fingerprints. Carefully, he pulled the door closed behind him. He couldn’t lock it properly, but it looked closed enough to keep people out for a while.

Whistling, he made his way home. His girlfriend wanted to watch Love Actually. They had a snide copy and he had heard it was a good film.

Jude was now as far from his mind as the moon.

And that, as Lenny would tell himself later, was exactly how it should be.

Angela sat with Tammy for a long while on the bedroom floor. She had come back because she didn’t know what else to do. If she had stayed at Hester’s any longer she would have spilled the beans and even after all this she was still protecting her son.

But she knew she couldn’t protect him from Tammy any more. She had a right to know what was going on.

Holding the distressed woman tightly to her, Angela murmured endearments until she calmed down.

‘Come on, Tammy, come down to the kitchen and let’s get you sorted out, eh?’

She stood up unsteadily. The two women were leaning against one another now for support. Tammy was visibly shaking, her sobbing loud and unrestrained.

Angela walked her slowly down to the kitchen. As they passed through the entrance hall she glanced around her. The house that she had once loved, that she had allowed to become her prison, was now making her nervous and jittery.

In the kitchen she put Tammy on the leather Chesterfield by the big fireplace. She curled up on it, clutching at one of the tapestry cushions and holding it in front of her belly like a child. Angela put the kettle on to make one of her endless cups of tea. She didn’t know what else to do.

‘This is why you went, ain’t it?’

Tammy sat up and threw the photos on to the table.

Angela barely nodded. She couldn’t look at the poor woman whose life had just been destroyed.

‘Where did you find them, Angela?’

She snorted in derision.

‘He’d left them in one of his coats. I found it down in the cellar . . . you know his heavy brown leather jacket? The one he lived and died in until that burglary?’

She poured water over the tea bags in the cups.

‘Well, I was going to hang it up, that was all.’ She had been snooping as usual. ‘They were in the inside pocket . . .’

She turned to face Tammy.

‘They fell out, I wasn’t nosing about.’

It was important to her that Tammy realised she had found it all out by accident. This was the end of the line for them, she knew that much.

‘That’s why he never had any time for me, ain’t it?’

Angela didn’t answer her now, unsure what to say.

‘Did you know about it?’

Angela stared at the girl before her and at that moment Tammy was a girl again, a girl like she herself had once been.

She wondered if Tammy would have fought for her sons as she had fought for Nick. Looking into her eyes and then remembering the photos she had found she made a decision and hoped against hope that she would not live to regret it. ‘It’s not his fault, Tammy, not really.’

Tammy sniffed loudly, wiping her nose with the back of her wrist, reminiscent of a child crying over nothing. With that simple action Angela was brought back in time and the sight she saw was a sight she had forced from her mind over many years.

‘What do you mean it ain’t his fault, because it fucking  well ain’t mine? They are children in those photos, young boys . . .’

Tammy’s voice was louder now, and the utter contempt in it was like a physical blow to the old woman trying desperately to find the words that would explain her son’s sexual preferences.

Suddenly, Tammy thought of her sons and she said in a whisper; ‘What about me boys? Has he been near me boys?’

All the motherly concern missing from her for so long was now flooding her brain. She half rose from the chair in a panic.

Angela pushed her back down none too gently. ‘Hush, don’t be letting your imagination run away with you.’

Tammy stared up into her face earnestly and then it all fell into place for her. ‘That’s why you lived with us, ain’t it? You were protecting him and at the same time you were protecting us.’

Angela walked to the worktop and poured two more large brandies. She placed one in her daughter-in-law’s hand and, sitting down heavily, she sighed before saying, ‘Nick had a kink even as a child. He was eleven when a neighbour first accused him. I didn’t believe her, of course, my big handsome lad doing something like that to her little boy. And he was a little boy, no more than seven. I put it down to a boyish prank, see.’

She took a large sip of brandy.

‘What had he done?’

Angela shook her head, ‘You really don’t want to know. But what you do need to know is what my husband and his friends did.’

She finished off the brandy quickly, then wiped her eyes on a piece of kitchen roll before saying, ‘I couldn’t stop it, you see. Those days his father was drinking all the time, he hated us all, it’s why I don’t see much of my daughter. She forgave me but I could never forgive myself.’

She took a deep breath before continuing slowly.

‘They were children, my children and I couldn’t help them.’

As the memories she had suppressed for so many years flooded her mind, the history she had rewritten, and which she almost believed, was crumbling in the face of her daughter-in-law.

She poured more brandy before saying to the dumbstruck girl before her, ‘They were vicious to him, hurt him so much and if I tried to interfere they would turn on me. It’s not all about grooming that they talk about now, this was brutality, and that was all they could enjoy. Nick, well, Nick never knew any different, did he? Poor Nick. For some reason he started wanting it, he liked the money, he liked the  affection, he was doing something right for his father for the first time ever. He was being good.’

She laughed sadly. ‘Can you imagine how that made me feel?’

She wiped her eyes once more, but the tears had stopped now.

‘That bastard destroyed any natural feelings Nick had and when he was older and he fought him back I thought that was an end to it all, see. He beat his father nearly to death and it all stopped then. It was over.’

She stared at her daughter-in-law with tired eyes.

‘You have to believe me. I didn’t realise he had gone on to the same kind of life as his father. You see Nick has always been what he wanted to be, has always had the strength to make you believe that he was the person you saw before you. But he isn’t, he doesn’t know who he is any more.’

Tammy was trying to take in what was being said to her.

‘This is fucking mad. Are you trying to tell me Nick is a fucking nonce, a proper kiddy fiddler not just a fucking queer?’

Angela nodded.

‘It was Gary who liked the older boys, the teenagers. Nick liked them much younger, see. He used the older boys to gain access to younger, more tender boys. Look closely at the photos, Tammy.’

Tammy picked up the photos and stared at them, then gradually she realised what she should have been looking at instead of her husband’s smiling face. It hit her. The room in the photos had ripped and dirty Thomas the Tank Engine wallpaper on the walls; it was so dilapidated that unless you looked closely you wouldn’t notice it. And there were kiddies’ toys strewn all over the small single bed that they were all happily posing on.

‘Now you know why he was terrified of being found out all these years. Now you know why he let you sleep your way across Essex and the East End of London without a murmur.’

Tammy’s brain was struggling to absorb it all yet, in her heart of hearts, she knew it was true. In a way, she realised, she had half guessed it many years ago.

‘Why are you telling me all this now, Angela? You could have saved us all years of unhappiness and heartache if you had told me before or made him get help. He listens to you, no one else but you.’

Angela poured yet more brandy, but it was not helping either of them. It was just something to do.

‘Nick had many accusations over the years. In my heart, I knew they were true, but I didn’t want to believe them, see. No mother does. So I did what I had always done.’

‘What was that?’

‘I played the game. Until now, of course.’

Tammy stared at the floor, her first instinct of protecting her children was long gone. This was damage limitation now. She started to cry once more only this time it was quiet, more restrained sobbing.

Holding her tight in her arms, Angela looked at the doorway to the hall, and said clearly, ‘I know you’re there, Nick. Come and talk to the mother of your children. You owe her that much at least.’




Chapter Twenty-Five

Gordon Winters lay on the balcony and realised he was in for a hammering from the big man with the mad eyes and the clenched fists.

The black bloke didn’t look too good either.

Terry had completely lost the fucking plot. This place was doing his head in and he was being very vocal about it. Terrified kids were sitting there listening to him rant at them and wondering where all this was going to end.

Winters was watching from the balcony as Terry stood in the front room and harangued all the people in there. Every now and then, in Winters’ world especially, you came up against a force that nothing and no one could harness. He knew that writing out the mathematical formula for nuclear fusion would be far easier than calming down this man who had invaded his home.

And this was his home, he only rented it out to pay his bills, but he knew that these three guys would not understand that because none of them shared the same sexual peccadillos as him and his friends.

Tyrell and Louis had stayed on the balcony with him.

‘Did you know Sonny Hatcher?’

Winters smiled then, a slight smile but Tyrell saw it nonetheless. It was a smile that said he’d known him intimately and Tyrell had to contain himself once more. There was plenty of time for revenge when he had found out all he wanted to know. He shook his head slowly as he looked at the man.

‘He came here then, did he?’

Remembering what was going down, Gordon Winters started desperately trying to justify himself. He pointed one tobacco-stained finger towards the window.

‘None of them in there is under sixteen, you can check that. They might look under sixteen but they ain’t.’

Tyrell kicked him hard in the legs, containing his anger with difficulty. Unlike Terry, he could control his urges and he was glad of that fact now more than ever before. It was one of the reasons why he had never tried for the big time: you needed to be constantly on a short fuse to live in that world, or, more to the point, survive in it.

‘Did my Sonny Boy come here or not?’

It was the my that finally made the other man understand what he was dealing with here.

He nodded.

‘Look, mate, you don’t want to hear this but he loved it here, he was always here. He would even tout for us; younger runaways were his speciality.’

Louis walked away then. Going inside, he shut the door on Tyrell and Winters, leaving them out there in the cold alone. Somehow he knew that Tyrell would not want an audience for what he was going to hear next and in all honesty Louis didn’t want to hear it, either.

Terry was on the phone to Billy, and Louis guessed from the conversation that their brother was on his way.

Tyrell could hear his own heart beating in his ears now. He remembered his mother saying that was what happened to her when she tried to leave the house.

‘Who brought him here?’

The man shrugged.

‘I can’t remember, to be honest.’

He was lying and Tyrell knew it.

‘Do you want me to get my mate back to ask you these questions?’

He had a feeling that Gordon Winters, like anyone with half a brain, would be far more scared of Terry Clarke than he would be of anyone else.

And so he fucking should be.

Winters sighed, trying it on, fronting it all out.

‘Get who you like, mate, he ain’t the only person who scares me.’

Tyrell understood what he was trying to say.

He now knew that whoever was behind all this was obviously a well-known face. Was someone to be reckoned with. And after the way Terry had carried on this person had to be very dangerous indeed.

Tyrell decided to front it out himself. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain. ‘Well, I am Sonny’s father and I ain’t going nowhere.’

It was said gently but with a dangerous edge to the words. He was trying to appeal to the other man’s better nature. That was assuming he had one. If he didn’t they’d have to terrify him into talking. And if he didn’t start talking soon Tyrell would happily kick the knowledge from him.

The other man was quiet for a few moments as if weighing him up. Then he got to his knees on the cement floor, wincing at the pain in his legs from where Terry had gripped them while dangling him over the edge.

‘Look, mate, no one made him come here, he wanted to be here. When I found him he was on the pavement, selling his little arse round the fucking cottages. Like it or lump it, he was safer here in the long run.’

He was getting his bit in before he crumpled, Tyrell understood that.

‘Who was the man – the older man he was caught up with?’

‘I can’t tell you that. I wish I could but I never knew him personally. This ain’t the kind of place where you ask names, know what I mean?’

Tyrell took back his fist then and, grabbing Gordon’s shirt, pulled him forward as he smashed it into his face with all his might.

He felt skin and bone crumple under the force of it.

‘Once more, Gordon, answer the fucking question!’

The man was bleeding profusely now. His nose was flattened and his eyes streaming with tears.

But he still shook his head.

‘Please, it’s more than my life’s worth . . .’

People amazed Tyrell sometimes. This man actually expected him to play the white man, be the good guy, let him off.

Feel his pain, as they said these days, and respond to it.

Which was exactly what was wrong with the world nowadays, a nanny state had seen to that. This man had no conception of what he had done to Tyrell and his blood. Didn’t really see he had even done anything wrong.

This was the way of things now and it scared Tyrell. You could pick up your girlfriend’s baby and swing it round a room by its leg, and if you said you were suffering from stress, you walked away from it. Kick your wife to death, just say she was a nagger, and who cared any more? Be a bully-boy twelve year old, torture your elderly neighbours, and when they came back at you, finally snapped, maybe hit you with a walking stick or went after you with a bread knife, they were the ones breaking the law.

No one was ever held accountable for their own badness any more.

And even more scary was the fact that these morons believed it really wasn’t their fault, that they were the victims in it all, and then they were let loose on society once more without so much as a slap on the wrist.

No one took any responsibility for the damage they inflicted on the innocent.

It was a whole new ball game.

Yet a villain like Terry, who was a borderline lunatic in other ways, would no more harm a child or a pensioner than he would cut off his own arm. It was all to do with having some kind of moral code. However wacky it might be, the point was, he still had an idea of how to behave. So did his brothers and so did Tyrell. So did most of the people he had grown up with, though they were not the  most upstanding members of society in some ways, granted.

But Sonny Boy had looked for an easy way out. He was just the kind people like Gordon Winters prayed for. He was weak. Jude had brought him up to get money in any way he could. Not earn it like everyone else, oh, no. And people like this Winters, well, they fed off these kids like a lion off a carcass, and when they had had enough discarded it in favour of a newer, fresher one.

Yet, if you robbed a bank you would get twenty years in jail, but if you mugged an eighty-year-old, by the time the social workers and psychologists were finished making excuses for you, the old lady should not have been there with her pension in the first place. There was no cause and effect any more.

No one ever saw the consequences of their own actions, felt sorrow for what they inflicted upon complete strangers. Because it was all about them and their needs and their wants. This man had introduced his boy to this place and this life, and as far as he was concerned he had done Sonny a big favour. Saved him from the squalor of the public toilets.

Tyrell looked around the narrow balcony and saw a piece of wood. It looked like it had once been a chair leg. Picking it up, he poked the man hard in the face with the end of it,  leaving Winters in no doubt now about what he was capable of.

‘Your life is worth fuck all to me, right? And at the moment it is me you have to answer to. If your memory is so short you have already forgotten hanging over that fucking balcony then you deserve all you get. Because I will throw you over there meself without a second thought.’

Tyrell brought the chair leg down across Winters’ shoulders with all the strength he could muster then, and in his state that was considerable.

‘You better talk, cunt, because the way I feel now my mate in there won’t be in it if I start, you hear me?’

Gordon Winters was caught now. This man really was on the edge. He knew he had to decide who he was going to protect. And, like most people, he decided it was going to be himself.

‘You’ll let me go, right? If I tell you I walk away, yeah?’

Tyrell grinned.

‘We’ll decide that when you start talking. And I warn you now, I have a built-in shit detector, you hear me?’

Gordon Winters knew when he was beaten, and he knew he was beaten now. This dreadlocked man with the black eyes and the vicious demeanour was suddenly scaring him.

‘I had nothing to do with what happened to him, you have to believe that.’

This time the chair leg hit him on the side of his face. The cold made the pain worse because it was freezing outside now.

‘What – you mean the burglary?’

Winters was on a roll. He wanted to get it all over with as soon as possible.

‘Of course, what else?’

‘Well, if you weren’t behind it, you must know who was?’ The man nodded then and Tyrell relaxed a little.

‘So someone did send him to that house?’

Winters nodded once more, his bloodied face a picture of self-pity and subdued anger.

’A bloke called Gary Proctor sent him.’

The name stunned Tyrell for a few seconds but he soon recovered. This was turning out even better than he had hoped. He knew there had to have been something behind his boy’s destruction and finally he was going to find out what it was.

Nick came into the kitchen, and his mother saw that he was drunk.

Drunk and frightened.

He walked towards his wife and tried to put a hand out to her. Tammy threw her arm out and struck him with such force he was almost knocked off his feet.

‘You bastard!’

There was so much hatred in the words that Nick didn’t know how to react.

She glared at her husband and, hawking deep in her throat, she spat at him. ‘No wonder you never wanted me.’

It was always about her, never about anyone else. His old animosity rose once more, even as his fear at her knowing terrified him.

She pointed at the photos on the table. ‘Bit too old for you, ain’t I?’

She was breaking before his eyes and in a small part of his brain he was genuinely sorry for her.

’A fucking nonce. A nonce under my roof, and I never knew.’

She was talking to herself now. ‘You’re as fucking bad, lying for him, letting him think it was all normal. You hated your father and yet you brutalise little kids. No wonder you became a hard man, who would ever have believed it, eh? Nick Leary, a fucking kiddy shagger. You scumbag fucking piece of dirt.’

Tammy was out of the chair in seconds and as she launched herself at him he shoved her hard in her expensively enhanced breasts. She flew across the kitchen, hitting her face on the Aga and landing awkwardly on the stone-flagged floor.

As he walked towards her, Angela stood between them. ‘That’s enough.’

He laughed then, a harsh sounding, sarcastic laugh.

‘Get out of my fucking way, woman. You’re another one, a fucking leech hanging on to me all me life.’

He shoved her out of his way and, going to Tammy, he pulled her up from the floor. Tammy looked at the man she had loved all her adult life. But she knew him now, really knew him and she realised then with a jolt that she felt nothing for him. It was as if someone had flipped a switch and any feelings she had had were gone. It was like being released from prison. All those years she had wanted him, needed him so much and yet suddenly he was nothing to her any more.

‘What are you going to do then, Tams?’

His voice was quiet, almost normal and, looking at him, you would not believe that he was exactly what his mother had said he was. A child molester, a nonce.

She could really see him now, see the slackness of his mouth and the paunchiness of his body. She could see him for what he was. Finally his guard was down and his acting would never fool her again. It was a liberating experience and she savoured it, savoured the little hint of fear in his voice as he asked her the question. Then instead of answering him she said softly, ‘What was Sonny Hatcher doing in  those photos? He is a lot younger looking but I can see it’s him.’

It was as though a bomb had exploded in the room.

‘Was he one of your little friends and all?’

Nick stared at her.

‘Making up another story, eh? Well, I ain’t your fucking mother so it will take a lot more than a few well-chosen words to shut me up, mate.’

Her anger was taking over now and it was obvious to all three of them that her fear of him was gone.

Nick smiled then. It was a smile that showed off the handsomeness of his features. It made him look almost benign. Then he walked away from her and, picking up the brandy bottle, he put it to his mouth and half emptied it in a few swallows.

‘You killed that boy, didn’t you? He was meant to come here that night, wasn’t he? By the looks of that picture you knew him well, knew him very well.’

She wiped her face with her hands, wiping the blood from the corner of her eye where she had hit the Aga.

‘I got rid of him the same way I get rid of anyone who stands in my way.’

It was a threat.

‘So you two better think on, hadn’t you? Because you are both starting to aggravate me.’

He was goading her once more and the coldness in his tone shocked both his mother and his wife.

‘How did you think you would get away with it all, Nick?’

He pulled on the brandy once more and said cockily to his wife, ‘But I did get away with it, didn’t I?’ He was deadly serious. ‘What are you going to do now then, Tams? Grass me up?’ He grinned again. ‘I don’t think so. I know you better than you know yourself.’

He picked up the phone from the table and held it out to her. ‘Here you are, Tams, ring the filth, go on. Bring it on, girl! Go for it. But remember, if I go down, I take you both with me, because you would be finished around here. Remember that. All your so-called mates would be in their element, seeing you brought so low. I ain’t just a murderer, I am a fucking nonce, girl. You would be a fucking laughing stock.’ He knew in his heart that she would not do it. Tammy didn’t have finer feelings or any kind of principles. All she knew was how to look after number one and she was an expert at that. She had had to be.

Nick was ranting now. ‘He was like you, Tammy, my Sonny Boy. A fucking leech! Always wanting me, but I hadn’t wanted him since he was a kid. I used him like I used you. He got me what I wanted and I paid him for that but, like you, Tams, I shoved a mercy fuck his way and kept him  sweet. He actually thought we would play happy families, see, and I let him think it, like I did with you, and I wiped him off the face of the earth and that is what I will do to you if you push me, see?’

Nick looked sinister now, his face twisted angrily with aggression and defiance. ‘I was protecting you, Tammy. You, the kids, me mother. I was protecting you all from him and his fucking hanging on all the time.’

The two women realised that he actually believed what he was saying. He was now trying to justify what he had done and his wife and his mother exchanged glances as he stood between them looking for all the world like an innocent man.

‘What about the little kids then, son? How do you justify them?’ Angela pulled him round to face her and she slapped him with all her might across the cheek. ‘What have I bred? Listening to you just then it would have been so easy to forgive you like I’ve always forgiven you. But now I know you are nothing. You are scum, son. And Tammy doesn’t need to phone the police, because I will. I will do it and gladly.’

The cocaine had made him aggressive and, smiling at her, he said gently but viciously, ‘I was more worried about you finding out, Mum. Do you know that?’

He flicked his head towards his wife as he said louder,  ‘Now her, I couldn’t really give a fuck about. But you? Well, I was always a mummy’s boy, wasn’t I? You saw to that, didn’t you? But Tammy was only ever a means to an end, and like the fucking albatrosses you both are, I have had the pair of you hanging round my neck for the best part of my life. Is it any wonder I like the uncomplicated, innocent world of children?’

Tammy felt the brandy rising up from her stomach and she ran to the sink and retched until her tummy was empty. But the sickness was still there.

Angela’s voice was loud as she said, ‘You used us all, that was why you wanted me here in the first place, isn’t it? You knew Tammy didn’t want me here yet you insisted. Telling me you had bought the house for me—’

‘It got you here, didn’t it?’ He was laughing once more. ‘I have fuck all on my conscience where you are concerned, Mother.’

Nick looked at his wife. ‘Or you, for that matter. I gave you the world on a plate and you know I did.’

‘What about the little kids? Aren’t they on your conscience then?’ Tammy’s words were low and bitter. ‘The little kids you’ve destroyed because you are a fucking weirdo. What about Sonny Hatcher? Is he on your conscience?’

He shook his head sadly.

‘I loved Sonny, as a matter of fact. He was everything I had ever wanted in a lover.’

Tammy laughed then. ‘Till he grew up and you murdered him.’

Nick started to walk around the kitchen once more as he spoke. ‘Gary Proctor was filling his head with shit behind my back, Sonny was always after me for more and more money and I had had enough of it. I had what I wanted in a rat house in London and I tell you both now I ain’t ashamed of my preferences. That is what you can’t seem to get on board. I like what I do, I get enjoyment out of it. I love my life!’

‘You need help, son, and the police will make sure you get it.’

He shook his head as if she had said the funniest thing he had ever heard.

‘Fuck off, Mother, and take that sick cunt with you.’

‘Your father always said you were bad, rotten to the core and he was right, wasn’t he?’

Nick’s eyes were stretched to their utmost now.

‘Back to him, are we? Ask poor fucking Hester how she feels about him, Mum. Ask her about her feelings for once. Like you, she can’t bear the thought of anyone finding out the truth of it all.’

It was strange but even in her heartbreak she knew he genuinely loved his sister.

He was pouring himself a brandy then as he said, ‘I liked my life, Tams. Whatever you might think I kept this shit away from you. I bankrolled the lot, Sonny included. I let you do what you liked, Tams.’

‘We were just a blind, no more and no less, Nick.’

It was the truth and he couldn’t deny it. He knew his life was over now. The life he knew anyway.

‘Sonny was going to blow us all wide open, and so he had to be sorted. With Gary, I set him up. He thought he was going to rob me and get money from the insurance company, see. It was so easy. Murder is much easier than people think, you know.’

He was talking matter of factly now. ‘No one is who you think they are, Tams, me mother is proof of that, ain’t you?’ He was looking into her eyes now. ‘It was better for all of us if Sonny was gone, see. I regretted it, but it was better for everyone. I swear to you both that I didn’t really want to do it, but what else could I do?’

Tammy looked around the beautiful home she had never really appreciated, saw poor Angela’s face, saw the disgust on it and knew it was mirrored on her own.

‘You are nothing but a child molester.’ Angela said it quietly and with conviction. ‘You are your father’s son all right.’

’Am I?’

He smiled once more at her, snorting through his nose with his laughter.

‘Well, you always wanted him more than you wanted us, so don’t try and come the old fucking soldier with me! You would still shag him when he wanted you to and his mates as well.’

He turned to Tammy as he said loudly, ‘She was worse than you in her younger days, old holy Joe, she’d fuck him and his mates, it was like our whole lives were about sex and sexual innuendo and she was as bad as him because she let him do it to us.’

He grinned once more and his gaze was almost malevolent. ‘Remember, Mum, remember the Friday nights?’

‘Stop it! Stop it will you, Nick!’

There was something in Angela’s shrill and frightened voice that Tammy picked up on. Shaking her head at what was being said to her she instinctively knew that he was telling the truth.

Realising she believed him, he deflated in seconds. Then he said to her sadly, ’Ask her about how she would comfort me. Go on, Tams, ask her. Ask old holy Joe there what she would do to me.’

He turned and stared at his mother then. ‘You remember, don’t you, Mum?’

Tammy felt sick once more as she watched them.

‘If I am a pervert what does that make you, Mum, eh? Answer me that.’

Had she known all this on some deeper level? Deep in her heart. She remembered him at the christening of his son, James, taking the pats on the back and the ribald comments. Even though he knew most people were asking the same question he was. Who the hell was the real father? Tammy, by then, had been round the turf of Essex more times than Frankie Dettori.

Yet he had swallowed it so that no one would ever find out that he liked young boys. Kids. He was also telling her that his mother had abused him as well.

What the fuck was happening here?

‘Give me that phone, Tammy. If you won’t ring the police, I will.’

Nick’s head shot up and he looked her in the face.

‘You wouldn’t?’

His voice was low.

She laughed then, an utterly sad and broken laugh.

‘Try me, Nick, see what I am really capable of.’

He pushed the phone away from her.

‘Don’t do this, Mum. You need to think about what you’re doing, this is just a knee-jerk reaction, nothing more.’

She tried to grab the phone from him but he had picked it up and was now standing, holding it behind his back.

‘I do not need to think about anything, I know what has to be done and I am going to see that you pay for everything you’ve ever done!’

‘But I am your son, you should be helping me, Mum, protecting me like I’ve protected you.’

She shook her head then, walking towards him, she said quietly, ‘Not any more, Nick, you’re on your own. Now give me the phone.’

He was backing away from her towards the granite island that housed the summer cooker and the chopping board. When his back was against it, he said in a low, babyish voice, ‘Please, Mum, don’t make me do this . . . please!’

‘Look at yourself, a fine thing for a mother to have to look at, eh? Me son, the queer boy.’

Nick closed his eyes in distress at the vitriolic words.

‘Come away from him, Angela, come away now.’ Tammy’s voice was loud in the room but the man and the woman ignored her. This was a private battle and they both knew it. One of them had to give.

‘I want that phone and if you don’t give it to me I will walk out to the hallway and phone the police from there.’

She shook her head at him in derision.

‘Because, son, no matter what you say or what you do, I am going to tell them what you are.’

It was said with finality and as she turned away from him  he took the large boning knife from the expensive beech block that housed it and stabbed her in the back with it. Then, with Tammy’s screams ringing in his ears, he walked from the house.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Billy Clarke walked into a scene of pandemonium. He looked around the scruffy flat and was in turn disgusted and fascinated by what he was seeing. It was like something from a television play, something you knew went on but never believed you would see for yourself.

Now, though, they were all seeing it and real life was a bastard when it was so in your face. A classless society? Well, there was no class of any kind in this fucking drum, that much was for sure. His wife, though, would have known all about this kind of life. Caroline was interested in other people, especially the ones no one cared about.

The underclass, she called them.

She was a diamond like that, had educated him in many ways and he loved her for it. And she was absolutely right in what she had said to him: no one seemed to care about  these kids, least of all the man who professed to be looking after them.

Terry was grilling the Lexus owner. For some reason the man really seemed to annoy him and Billy could see why. He looked like one of their associates, looked like any normal grafter, and he had obviously done a bit of bird. You could see that by his tattoos and his general demeanour.

Billy walked from the room, leaving his brother to it.

In one of the bedrooms he saw a young girl of about fifteen. She wasn’t even pretty, God love her, not that that should have made any difference, of course, but in all honesty it did to him. He understood about chasing youth and beauty, they were what most men desired. If it wasn’t most films would never be made, all those lovely girls flashing their threepenny bits all over the show. Somehow a young bird always spelled renewed youth to the man screwing her. Luckily most men were happy just looking at pictures of them in the paper or dreaming about them when they rogered the old woman.

These people, though, to them it was a form of control. His wife knew all about that, too. She had explained to him once that rape was not really a sex crime. It was using sex to subdue or destroy someone.

It was the weapon of choice, if you liked. The worst  thing that could happen to anyone. Billy finally realised that he was staring at the poor girl and probably frightening her. He told her to get dressed but she just stared back at him and he saw she was stoned out of her box.

He walked back into the front room and said to Terry in anger ‘The cream of fucking society in here, eh?’

His brother shook his head in disgust.

‘Look at this cunt. He is masquerading as a fucking person, a grafter like us. He works for Liam O’Halloran. Wait till I tell him this sorry little tale.’

O’Halloran, another local lunatic, would be honour bound to bounce his man round the pavement when he found out about this.

‘Imagine getting your rocks off with this lot, Bill. It’s like a fucking nightmare, ain’t it?’

Terry clumped O’Halloran’s man without any ceremony in the face. Not knowing how to react to a situation like this, they were all caught between anger and shock.

Louis stayed quiet, just watching his friend through the dirty window as he laid into the man on the balcony outside.

Watching and waiting in case Tyrell needed his help in any way.

Billy loved his brother Louis. He wasn’t cut out for all this really, he was like Tyrell in that way, they were both too nice. You had to have a deep-seated anger at the world to  succeed in their business, or in Terry’s case just be a bonafide loony tunes. But Louis was a grafter, in his own way he got things done. Billy remembered him and Tyrell as kids, one so blond and the other so dark. They had loved each other like brothers. When Tyrell’s boy had died, Louis had taken his friend’s grief as his own. Billy respected that. You needed family, but a good friend was as important at times. You could tell them things you could not tell your own flesh and blood.

He heard a smacking sound and saw Terry had lashed out once more. The man with the Lexus was openly terrified and Billy glanced at him without a flicker of remorse. He knew Terry wanted to hurt this scum and as far as he was concerned his brother could go for it.

A young boy with longish red hair and mascara was sitting on the sofa watching it all.

‘What you looking at?’ snarled Terry.

The boy turned away quickly, his fear almost tangible.

‘What’s your name then?’

He looked at Terry and stammered, ‘F-Frankie . . . Frankie Watts.’

He had a girlish voice, quiet and put on. Billy imagined he had practised it over a period of time to get it just right.

It cut no ice with him.

‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’

He looked all of twelve, with his skinny body and baby face.

Terry looked at his brother again and held his arms up as if to say, See what I mean?

‘This place is mental, Bill, I can’t take it all on board.’

Billy nodded, knowing exactly how he felt. This was too far out for them, too fucking weird.

‘Let’s get out of here, this place is giving me the fucking creeps.’

Billy had had enough now. He walked out on to the balcony; he needed to hurry Tyrell up. He honestly didn’t know how much more of this he could take. It made him want to go home and check on his own kids, make sure they were OK.

The cold hit him but he liked the clean feel of it in his lungs. After that flat it was almost like ambrosia.

’All right, Tyrell?’

He nodded.

‘You getting anything useful?’

Billy was lighting a cigarette, something he only did when stressed. Tyrell held his hand out for the smoke and Billy gave it to him gladly.

‘This is sick, Billy, you won’t believe any it, I tell you.’ Tyrell looked down at the man cowering on the floor.  Freezing and bloody, he was finally broken. ‘Tell him! Tell him what you told me.’ Tyrell kicked him none too gently in the ribs as he spoke.

The man looked up at him and Billy could see his broken teeth. From the way his arm hung crooked and bleeding he knew Winters had felt the full force of the chair leg more than once during the course of their conversation.

Billy was impressed with old Tyrell. Had thought when it finally came to it he might have shit out. And who could blame him? Who wanted to know the truth about their own kid when it was as ugly as this? He had expected to take over from here, to mete out the punishment for Tyrell, and would have done it gladly. The man needed to know that whoever had taken his boy down was wiped off the face of the earth.

Winters was stuttering in fear. He knew who Billy was and was terrified all over again.

‘Tell him!’

‘It was Proctor . . . Proctor and Leary and their mate Rudde. It was Rudde who brought them here in the first place.’

Billy looked at the man and said in a high, incredulous voice: ‘Rudde? Peter Rudde? The filth?’

Tyrell nodded.

‘Tell him everything.’

Winters was gabbling now, trying to get it all over with as quickly as possible.

‘It was Rudde who tracked them down for us. He looked in the station books, kept an eye out for the runaways and the homeless kids, then Proctor passed the names and details on to me.’

‘What about Leary, where did he fit in then?’

The man sighed heavily.

‘Nick was always here – still comes, in fact. Him and Sonny . . . well, I don’t have to paint you a picture, do I? But Nick likes the kids, Lenny Bagshots provides them.’

Billy’s eyes were open to their widest. If this man had told them Gandhi himself had been in this flat he would have found it easier to believe than what he was hearing now. ‘Fuck off! That’s bollocks . . .’

Rudde he could cope with, but Nick Leary?

‘No, it ain’t, Billy. You ain’t heard the half of it yet.’

Billy didn’t answer Tyrell. He couldn’t. He had been to Nick’s home, had spoken to him . . . Nick Leary was one of them. He was a face, a diamond geezer.

Billy was reeling from the news.

But he knew deep inside that this scum Winters was telling the truth. He didn’t know how but he knew. He had thought Nick cold and sexless the last time they’d met. Seen how he blanked his own highly desirable wife. Now here it was, the  missing piece of the puzzle, and he knew it to be true as surely as he knew his own name.

‘Nick Leary lured my boy to his house that night to finish him off, get him out of the frame.’

Tyrell let his words sink in. He knew how Billy was feeling, had felt the same himself. But Winters wasn’t lying.

‘It’s Peter Rudde who keeps this place from being trounced as well. There’s a big network of them, see. They all work together. Sonny had threatened to expose Leary.’

Billy Clarke was still in shock but he could see the pattern here. Rudde was Nick’s tame filth, everyone knew that. They’d even had villas built side by side in Spain. Nick had paid for them, of course, and Rudde’s wasn’t a patch on Nick’s place, but it explained a lot.

The old saying was so true: Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer still.

The man on the ground was whimpering now. Fear and cold had kicked in and he just wanted this over with once and for all.

‘I told you the score, now please let me go. I told you everything you asked of me.’

Tyrell stared down at him for long moments. This man had had intimate knowledge of his boy, his child.

This man had fucked his boy.

This man had taken rent from his son here and allowed him to be used by the likes of Nick Leary and now he wanted to walk away as if nothing had happened?

Leave him here and he’d corrupt other young men, use them until the next new kid on the block hooked his attention.

Tyrell stubbed the cigarette out on the man’s cheek.

Then, grabbing him by the neck, he lifted Winters bodily in the air and threw him over the balcony with all the force he could muster.

Angela was on the floor. Tammy was kneeling beside her, feeling the sticky blood soaking into her silk dressing gown as it ran like a river from the woman’s body. The knife was poking out of her back, the black handle trembling as she tried to breathe. She was making a choking sound in her throat, a bubbling noise, and it was making Tammy want to be sick. She held a hand over her mouth to stem the flow as she started heaving once more.

Angela was grabbing at nothing now, her hand clutching at empty space.

‘Oh, Angela love, please be all right. You have to be all right.’

Getting up, Tammy ran into the hallway and picked up the phone.

She was going to be sick again.

Really sick.

But she dialled 999 first. Screaming and shouting, she tried to explain what had happened, but fear had overtaken her now and she was incoherent.

She finally threw up all over the entrance hall floor.

Peter Rudde was sitting in his house eating a microwave meal for one. He liked Iceland’s ready meals. They were not only cheap, they contained no GM ingredients. Rudde was funny like that. Liked to take care of the pennies and his health.

He was watching The Shield on Channel Five, his favourite programme, and drinking a nice cold beer. He had a forty-two-inch flat-screen set and he loved it. He liked the TV programmes on Saturdays as well. Providing no one decided to commit too heinous a crime he had an easy night of it ahead.

He finished his beer and went out to his state-of-the-art kitchen during the commercial break. Putting his plate in the sink, he opened another Grolsch. Then he went back to the front room and settled himself once more in his chair.

His phone rang just as the storyline was hotting up. Rudde answered it without interest. In seconds he was  turning down the volume on the TV and saying, ‘You are joking?’

Putting down the phone, he started walking around the room, saying, ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ over and over again.

But he had to pull himself together. He was dressed and out of the house in less than fifteen minutes. He knew that whatever else happened tonight, nothing would ever be the same again for any of them.

Willy was still sitting in the car and waiting patiently when he saw a body come out of the dark sky and land with a thud on the pavement. He guessed that Tyrell and his friends would not be long now.

He was right.

They bundled into the car and drove away quickly. Willy had seen the other man go inside and realised he was with them when he followed their car.

Terry was laughing his head off. He was high on adrenaline now he was out of that place.

‘You fucking finally crossed the line, Tyrell. You realise that, don’t you, man?’

Louis answered for his friend.

‘We all realise it, Terry, now give it a fucking rest.’

And for once Terry did as he was asked without a row.

The paramedic had injected Tammy to calm her down. Now she was holding on to Peter Rudde’s arm as if her life depended on it. She was still babbling away and he was shushing her.

‘Please, Peter, you have to help us . . .’

He saw the WPC watching them with interest and snapped, ‘Why don’t you go and make this woman a cup of tea, love? Do something constructive for a change?’

She went out of the bedroom quickly. Her boss wasn’t the friendliest of men at the best of times and everyone knew he had formed a close relationship with this family after the tragic burglary that had caused so much interest in the media.

Now there had been a fatal stabbing in the same house, and he seemed to think it was a revenge attack, or so he had insinuated when he had got there.

But if that was the case, why was the wife walking around without a scratch? Hers, though, as a WPC, was not to reason why, and she knew it. It had been explained to her enough times.

’Are you sure that’s what he said?’

Tyrell was getting annoyed now as he snapped, ‘I am hardly liable to forget it, am I?’

Billy finally took umbrage then.

’All right, keep your fucking hair on! I have to make sure, don’t I?’ This was a living nightmare as far as he was concerned. ‘I’m sorry, Tyrell, but this is all fucking doing my head in.’

It was Tyrell’s turn to be stroppy now and he said with heavy sarcasm, ‘You don’t fucking say?’

He picked up a joint from the ashtray and relit it before continuing.

‘None of this is easy for me, you know. I found out things tonight that no one should ever know about their kid.’

He looked meaningfully at Willy Lomax and they all realised he was only telling them the half of it for the sake of this boy. But he continued talking and his anger was unmistakable.

‘Now I am sorry if you all think Leary and his cronies are the dog’s knob, but I want him. I fucking want him . . .’

He leaned forward in his chair and they could all see the hatred in his eyes.

Terry grinned.

’And you’ll get him, sunbeam, don’t you worry about that.’

‘But we have to find him first.’

It was Billy speaking once more. The brothers all knew that his was the voice of reason. He was a man who never  made any kind of move without thinking it through thoroughly. It was his sensible head that had kept them all out of prison for so long.

He picked up his mobile and started to ring round. Twenty minutes later they left the flat. Willy watched them go, aware that none of them even remembered he was there. He put the TV on and hoped against hope they’d resolve it all sooner rather than later. He picked up Tyrell’s joint and smoked it slowly, savouring the good weed and laughing at the cartoons.

His little holiday would be well and truly over then. He would be back on the street before he knew it and wanted to savour the warmth and easiness of this life for a little longer.

It was strange but if he’d been anywhere else he would have seen the light, realised he was on his way out and blagged the place. He would have gone long before he was asked and taken half the place with him. He would need all the money he could get once he was back on the street.

But he would not do that to Tyrell. He liked him too much and Tyrell had been good to him. But Willy did sort out his few belongings and pack them neatly, in case he had to go on the quick like.

Nick was pacing around the room, mumbling to himself. The young man watched him in earnest, not knowing what  to do. He had not seen Nick for two weeks, and had been wondering when he would be launched out of this flat in Barkingside.

He liked it here, liked the area.

But he knew he was only here for as long as he was welcome and had thought maybe he was not welcome any more.

Now here was Nick, but he was a different man tonight. He looked frightening, half-demented, and the boy assumed he was on drugs. He was certainly drunk anyway, he could smell the drink on him from here.

‘Can I get you anything?’

Nick looked at him finally, looked right at him, and the boy was pleased about that.

‘What you got?’

‘Depends what you want, Nick.’

This was said with a leer and Nick closed his eyes in annoyance. The boy tried to make amends. It was something you learned quickly on the streets, how to adapt to other people’s mood changes. Especially if they held all the trump cards, which invariably they did.

Nick took a small wrap of coke from his pocket and the boy’s eyes lit up.

‘Shall I get you a drink, Nick? How about a Scotch?’

He nodded, then grunted at him to hurry up. When the  lines were cut the boy brought back drinks for them both. Nick snorted two lines, one after the other, and downed his drink quickly. Justin snorted a line then, but only after asking Nick’s permission by raising his plucked eyebrows.

This boy was beautiful.

‘I was going to pack my bags and leave, I hadn’t seen you for so long.’ The words were said with as much feeling as Justin could muster.

Nick looked fleetingly at him, and seeing him for the money-hungry little piece of trade he was, said nastily, ‘Don’t push me, Justin. I had another one just like you and I soon got rid of him.’

The boy didn’t say anything else. He knew what Nick was talking about.

Nick started to cut more lines on the table top. Justin sat back in a chair and wondered, not for the first time in his young life, where the night would end.

Nick could feel himself coming up once more. Coke was great like that, it made you feel that you could take on anything or anyone.

And he needed that feeling now, more than he had ever needed it before.

Lenny Bagshots was shitting himself and everyone could see it, including his girlfriend who picked up their daughter  and walked deliberately from the room. She went into the master bedroom and turned on the TV. Whatever happened she wanted no part of it. She just wanted to keep her daughter and herself safe from the men who had literally invaded her home.

She turned up the volume and, cuddling her daughter to her, watched Kill Bill with vacant, frightened eyes.

She heard her boyfriend shouting from the front room and turned the volume up once more.

‘Who told you that?’

Lenny was playing the wronged party so well it was almost laughable.

Tyrell looked at him and sighed.

‘Gordon Winters, and he has the photographs to prove it apparently. Now you’d better tell us where Leary might be or I am going to kill you stone dead.’

It was said with such quiet conviction Lenny believed him. He looked at the Clarke brothers, all standing in his home and all looking like they wanted to be anywhere else in the world but where they were. Terry looked like he was just waiting for the word to pounce, and knowing him he was. Lenny knew it was all over then. He knew they were on to him, and he also knew once the word got out, and it would get out, he would be finished in every way.

That is, providing they left him alive.

Nick was like a cat on a hot tin roof, he just couldn’t settle down. He was a bundle of nerves, and every time he thought about his mother he felt the familiar terror envelop him like it had after Sonny Boy.

How could she even have contemplated grassing him up? He could have taken it off Tammy, because she would have had good reason to do it. But he knew no matter what, she wouldn’t do it because she looked after number one first and foremost. But his mum? After all he had done for her? The way he had cared for her, the way he had loved her? And she would have put it all on the line without a second’s thought. He knew she had meant what she had said, he had seen it in her eyes. He had known there would be no talking her round this time, not like before. She wouldn’t believe what she wanted to believe any more.

He had known then and there that those days were gone and he had to look out for himself. Which was what he had done. He had not stabbed his mother, she was already dead to him, he had stabbed a fucking grass. He wasn’t worried about Tammy, though, she would know to keep her trap shut. He had made sure of that years ago. She would not put her lifestyle on the line even for her newfound best friend, his so-called mother.

Peter Rudde would sort that out, and Nick would call in  every favour he had ever been owed. There was a dirty great big network of them, and he knew who they all were. Rudde even recruited from the CPS files via a mate there, from prison files and court documents too. They tracked down like-minded men because the bigger the network, the less chance they had of being found out.

Nick had blackmailed some of them over the years to get where he was, whether it was for planning permission, bigger overdrafts, or even just an extension on his club licences. ‘Use what you got,’ his mother always told him. Well, he had taken the advice and look where it had got her. He liked his little men, felt happy with them. And he had loved some of them, really loved them.

His phone rang and the sudden noise made him and Justin jump.

Nick answered it quickly.

‘Open up, Nick, it’s me – Rudde.’

The words were music to his ears. He switched off his phone and smiled, his first real smile.

‘Get in the bedroom. And no matter what, you fucking stay there, right?’

Justin did as he was told without a murmur.

Nick went to the front door quickly, pleased that his friend had finally turned up. If anyone could help him it was this man and this man alone.

When he opened the front door, though, it wasn’t Rudde standing there, it was the Clarke brothers and Sonny Boy’s father.

Nick Leary’s capture had finally arrived and they all knew it.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Tammy sat by the hospital bed and held on to her mother-in-law’s hand.

She had taken Rudde’s advice and gone in the ambulance with Angela. She had also taken his advice to keep her mouth shut.

For the time being, anyway, if Nick had gone on the missing list then she would wait until she knew the score before deciding what she was going to say. At the moment she wanted to see what happened to poor Angela. She was serious but stable. Tammy stared down into the older woman’s wrinkled face and wondered at a woman whose son had accused her of abuse and yet who lived her life quoting her good friend Jesus morning, noon and night.

Her mother had always been suspicious of holy Joes, said they were normally bigger bastards than everyone else and  Tammy had to give her brownie points for getting that much right.

But she still didn’t want Angela to die. She sat patiently by the bed, waiting for the next drama to unfold. Something told her it would not be long before it did. Nick, she decided, had reached the end of his road. All that was left now was for her to wait and see what he did. Whatever it was, she hoped it did not reflect on her.

If necessary, she would tell the truth about Angela’s injuries. Until then, she would bide her time.

Nick felt his stomach acids rise into his throat and swallowed them down with difficulty. He realised that Rudde had served him up on a plate and in a small recess of his mind he couldn’t blame him. He would have done the same.

It was bad enough seeing Billy Clarke, his old friend, standing there, but the real frightener was seeing Terry. His reputation was such that even a bully like Nick was wary of falling out with him.

‘You perverted cunt, been out on any dates with skate-boarders lately?’ Terry’s voice was low and his intentions were crystal clear to anyone within earshot. Tyrell saw that Nick wasn’t even going to try and deny anything, which made their job so much easier.

Nick’s eyes, he noticed, kept darting to the billiard balls  that had been placed inside a thick nylon sock. When they connected with his forehead he crumpled like a deflated balloon. Tyrell then kicked and punched him back inside the flat.

Justin listened to the commotion with an ever-rising terror, but he still didn’t make a sound.

Verbena looked at the policeman with tired eyes.

’Are you sure it was her?’

He nodded.

‘She overdosed some time yesterday, she was found this morning by a friend of her son’s.’

‘Gino? It would be Gino, he was good to Jude.’

The police officer didn’t answer her, he didn’t know what to say.

The boy was as out of it as Jude usually was, but he wasn’t going to pile on the shit. This poor woman had enough to contend with.

‘Can I call anyone for you? Get someone to come by?’

She shook her head. ‘That’s OK. No one will really care but me.’

It was said simply and honestly and he couldn’t deny the truth of her statement. Jude’s neighbours were already breathing a sigh of relief, and the few bits she had had in the flat had already disappeared.

‘I’ll be on me way then.’

She nodded, smiling her beatific smile on him. ‘Thank you for letting me know.’

‘She had you down as next of kin at the hospital, love.’

She smiled once more, pleased at this proof of Jude’s love for her.

Alone then, Verbena sat back on her comfortable chair and thought long and hard about the girl who had come into her family like a firework. All noise and bright colours.

She remembered her before the brown had taken her over so completely. Then, picking up her phone book, she looked slowly through it for Jude’s mother’s number. She knew she wouldn’t bother coming to the funeral, knew she would not even pay for it, but she still felt she should alert her to the fact of her daughter’s death. She had a right to know; she was her mother after all.

At least Jude would be with her Sonny Boy, she would be happy with him beside her. She consoled herself with the thought even as the tears overwhelmed her and the shuddering of extreme grief encompassed her body.

Nick’s forehead had split open and the blood was running down into his eyes.

Tyrell watched him closely, strangely detached from what was going on. The smell of the blood was heavy in the room  and the Clarke brothers all made ribald comments egging him on to even more extreme violence.

The carpet was soaked and the walls and ceiling were also drenched with the drying, brown, bloodstains.

Nick, by their standards, had to be hurt, and he also had to feel his hurt. Tyrell was aware of this and even agreeable to it now. Sonny’s death demanded it, his lifestyle forced this retribution.

Every time he hurt Nick he thought of Sonny, and then he thought of this man with other little kids. It became easier then.

Where the cut-throat razor had come from he didn’t know, but guessed rightly that it was from Terry. The feel of the blade as it sliced through the skin and jarred on the bone was like nothing he had ever experienced before. But Tyrell was on a violence high, for the first time in his life he was getting off on someone else’s pain. Each blow or slash brought him closer to peace and even though, on one level, he knew what he was feeling was wrong, he savoured it.

Each blow was for his boy, each grunt of pain was pay back for taking his boy and using him like an animal. Each moment he heard this man’s pain was like a balm on a festering sore.

Nick’s mouth was taped up with black, electrician’s duct  tape but his moans and screams could still be heard in the room.

He was unrecognisable as a human being, and he sounded more like a wounded bear now than a man.

Terry watched it all bright-eyed. He loved retribution, and this kind, righteous retribution, was the best of all. He almost felt saint-like in his devotion to seeing this man die. Nick was scum and scum had to be eliminated. And for the first time ever Tyrell saw the world through Terry Clarke’s eyes. Something he had never thought would happen.

Billy Clarke and the others egged them both on, but somewhere in Louis and Billy there was a voice saying it was too much. Maybe not for Terry, but for Tyrell; he had after all turned his back on this kind of servitude whereas they had all embraced it as a job.

As Tyrell slashed him again, Nick made a gurgling sound and they all knew that his mouth was filling up with blood and puke. It seemed to last for an eternity and Tyrell watched him in fascinated silence as he fought to stay alive.

Nick was unconscious now and, taking the cattle prod from his pocket, Terry thrust it into Nick’s body, causing his bleeding carcass to leap off the floor from the strength of the current.

‘Wake up, you fucking nonsense!’ Tyrell was laughing in  hysterical excitement but he knew in his heart of hearts that Nick Leary would never wake up again.

Hester walked into the intensive-care unit and took her place beside Tammy. Grasping her sister-in-law’s hand, she smiled sadly. ‘Is she dying, Tams?’

Tammy shrugged. She didn’t know what to say.

‘I hope she is.’

Tammy was shocked at what she heard. ‘Stop it, Hess.’

Hester smiled gently. ‘Nick did this, didn’t he?’

Tammy nodded, her eyes filled with tears.

‘Then I hope she dies, because she wouldn’t want to live knowing he had harmed her.’

She wiped at her own eyes with a tissue but there were hardly any tears. ‘They had a strange relationship, Tams. Unless you lived our life you couldn’t understand any of it.’

Tammy understood a lot more than Hester realised but she wasn’t going to let on about that. She had always known there was something not right between Angela and her daughter but she had put it down to the fact she had married a black man. Now she saw that Angela had known Nick’s preferences for boys had erred on the Caribbean side. Sonny Hatcher proved that. All that time her daughter had thought she had never cared for her or her children when, in fact, Angela had been protecting them; as she had protected her  own boys by chaperoning them constantly. It suddenly occurred to her that she would have to explain their grandmother’s attack to them and the thought of that frightened her.

Whatever her husband had accused his mother of, she would never breathe a word of it to another soul. She knew her sons had been safe with her. She had to believe that or she would go mad, especially as she had virtually given them to this woman without a backwards glance. She wondered what their reaction would be to all that had happened?

Hester looked old suddenly and unkempt. The years had not been kind to her, yet Tammy knew that Hester’s husband adored her and for some strange reason that knowledge made her feel inexplicably sad.

She knew she had never really been loved. Even the kids had only loved her when they were tiny and vulnerable.

Over the years, her indignation at her husband and the boredom of her marriage had changed her. From the happy-go-lucky girl she had been when first married, she was now an unhappy woman who chased meaningless sexual encounters, trying to convince herself they were great love affairs.

What would happen if Nick was caught or, worse, got off with what he had done? She had to think, and think clearly. She knew every deal he had ever done and she knew where  the money was placed. She had made a point of knowing over the years in case he had ever got a lump through one or other of his nefarious dealings.

Nick was wrapped in a tarpaulin on the front-room floor of the flat and they were all sitting around smoking quietly.

The violence of the attack had finally hit them and they saw the blood all over themselves and the room.

Going to the kitchen, Terry looked in the fridge, took out some milk and started to make everyone coffee. The thick, latex gloves he wore washed easily and he leaned over the sink under an old gas geyser and washed himself as best he could. The others followed suit. Cleaning up quickly and efficiently.

They still looked bloody, though. Their clothes were covered in it, especially Terry’s and Tyrell’s.

While the kettle boiled, Terry nipped down to the car and took out the bag of shirts he kept in the boot. He always carried spare clothes. With his unpredictable temper, he never knew when he might need them. He prided himself on always being one step ahead of any skulduggery he might encounter in the course of an average day. He also kept a nice, ironed shirt hanging up in the back of his car in case he decided to visit one of his amours. Terry Clarke thought of everything.

Inside the flat, they laughed at his black bag full of clothes and he basked, like a kid, in their appreciation and their humorous ripostes. He had really enjoyed it all, in a funny way; it had made him aware of how lucky he was.

Rudde was alone now, and the pain in his rectum was so acute he felt he could pass out. The bastards had held him down and violated him with a broom handle. Leaving him bleeding and terrified they had told him they would be back after they had seen Nick. Then Kerr had made him phone Nick and left him there.

He knew they spoke the truth. They would be back all right. He had seen Tyrell Hatcher in a new light.

Now he lay on his bed and waited for them to return. They had tied him up like a chicken and he lay there uncomfortably and terrified as he contemplated what their final savage act would be.

Whatever it was it could not match what they would do to Nick Leary and he knew that deep inside.

Tammy was at home and, in the pool house, she opened the safe she had had fitted when Nick was away on one of his Malaga weekends with the lads.

She had copies of every document he had ever possessed as well as his insurance policies. She would be a very rich  woman if her husband died or disappeared. She hoped it would be the former.

Nick could never come back. But she knew how sneaky he could be and she had to make sure that everything was taken care of. If necessary, she would serve him up without a second’s thought.

She tried Rudde’s mobile once more, in case he had news of her husband, but it rang until it went to voicemail. There was no way she was going to leave a message on it. She was using one of Nick’s mobiles so she wasn’t too trashed about the call being logged. She heard her landline ringing and knew without a doubt that her mother-in-law was dead.

Sitting on the floor she felt a flicker of sadness run through her. She was finally, irrevocably, on her own.

Getting up she walked sedately back to the hallway and looking around her she felt a small thrill at the knowledge that this was all hers.

Verbena sat in the darkening twilight listening to the radio and thinking about Jude. It was funny, but her heart was lighter than it had been for many a year.

Jude had cast a pall over her family, she had known that, known how much they had all despised her, also known that Sonny had loved her very much.

She looked at the photograph of her own dead son and  smiled at it, as she always did. She had once entreated her dead child to watch over Sonny, and now asked him to look out for Jude as well. This made her feel so much better.

Hearing a soft tap on the door, she knew it was the reverend and she plastered a huge smile on her face ready to greet him. She had rung him earlier, had not even bothered to talk to Tyrell, she didn’t want to talk about Jude with the family just yet, they wouldn’t understand.

The reverend, like most people, had had no time for Jude, even with his Christian spirit, but she knew he would say all the right things even if he didn’t really mean it. And she needed to hear them now, more than she had ever needed anything in her life.

Jude, to her, had always been the lost sheep. Well, now, finally, she had been found and nothing or no one could ever hurt her again.

The shadows on his bedroom wall had lengthened when Peter Rudde heard the sound of a key in his lock. He felt his bowels loosen immediately. The pain had subsided a little but he was aware that it would soon be returning and it would be far worse than anything that had gone before.

The men walked into his bedroom and, in the dimness, he saw their changed clothes and hyper stances. He knew they had taken care of Nick.

He closed his eyes on the thought of what Nick had gone through; he knew he was due more of the same.

Billy and Tyrell laughed as they held up a length of rope and some handcuffs. ‘You are going out like a sex-game Peter, me old mucker, and all your photos of little boys are going to be left out for your colleagues to find. Now, I wonder what they will make of that?’

His photographs were of bondage and when he knew that they had found them his fear was tenfold.

It took them twenty minutes to hang him from the butcher’s hook they had screwed into the bedroom ceiling, and another five minutes of pulling on his legs and choking him before they were finally convinced he was dead.

It was Terry who decided to finish the job by pulling down his trousers and shoving a shard of broken glass inside his rectum. He stood back to admire his handiwork, the laughter as usual not far from the surface. He started singing Lou Reed’s ‘Hangin’ Round’ and even Tyrell laughed.

‘Well, this cunt has certainly had a walk on the fucking wild side tonight, eh lads?’

They left the flat, locking up carefully behind them.

They didn’t want him found just yet. Popping the keys back through the letterbox, they made their way back to the van they had purloined to transport Nick Leary in comfort to one of his building sites.

When Tyrell finally got home he had managed to get a takeaway for himself and Willy Lomax. Roadside cheese-burgers and chips, but it would have to do, the smell had made him realise that he was starving.

Giving the food to Willy to set out on plates, he smiled at the boy and said, ‘Build a kinger, son, eh. I am going to have a shower.’

In the shower, he scrubbed his body clean of the night’s events. As he put his head under the shower the clean hot water mixed with the tears he knew he had to shed for his child. The child he had never really looked out for, not properly, not as he should have.

He felt like a new man now. Felt that he had at last got retribution for what had happened to his son.

Dressing himself in jeans and a T-shirt he went into the lounge and wolfed down the cheeseburger and chips like a man starved for weeks. Cracking open a can of Red Stripe he swallowed it quickly. The meal was over in five minutes.

Willy watched him surreptitiously, afraid of this new man he was seeing. Tyrell had anger washing out of every pore, even in repose his face looked harder than before. He was frightened of him now, seriously frightened, and he didn’t know why. Tyrell glanced at Willy as he lit a joint and, seeing  the boy’s face, he put the joint back in the ashtray and said quietly, ‘You OK?’

Willy Lomax barely nodded. This was the man he had come to know and love. Not the man who had walked in smelling faintly of blood and sweat and with wild, red-rimmed eyes.

‘Hey, little man, what’s wrong?’

Tyrell remembered that Willy had probably seen the man go over the balcony and he sighed inwardly. Without this kid he would never have found out the truth of the situation his son had found himself in. Was he grateful? He didn’t know. What he did know, however, was that this boy looked whiter than ever, looked ill. He was ill, he had HIV, for Christ’s sake.

‘Do you need a doctor, little man?’

Once more Willy shook his head.

’Are you frightened?’

He didn’t answer.

’Are you frightened of me?’

Willy nodded then, his eyes like flying saucers.

‘Oh shit, Willy, you ain’t got to be scared of me, mate.’

His voice was so soft, so caring that it was the undoing of the young man sitting alone and frightened on the comfortable sofa. He burst into tears. It had been so stressful, all his life it had been so stressful, and he wasn’t able for it any more. He was going soft and he knew it.

Tyrell went to him and put a strong arm gently across his shoulders, frightened of making contact like that with the boy, frightened it would be misconstrued. But Willy grabbed the arm as if it was a lifeline and sobbed like he had never sobbed before. He cried for his own life, for Tyrell’s life and for all the boys and girls he had met over the years trapped in the same kind of world as his. He cried for his mother whom he had loved so much and who had never wanted him from the moment of his conception.

Tyrell held him while he cried and gently rubbed his back, making low, hushing sounds to try to calm him.

Finally, spent, Willy looked up into Tyrell’s face and said, ‘Thanks, mate, thanks for looking out for me.’

Tyrell pulled the red head to him and hugged him tightly, as he hugged his own boys, as he had hugged Sonny all that time ago.

‘Thank you, little man, for helping me out like you have. Now, come on, let me make you a nice hot chocolate, eh? I know it’s your favourite and I will even watch the Cramp twins if it will cheer you up, OK?’

Willy smiled then, a sad little smile that broke Tyrell’s heart.

‘I wish you’d been my dad.’

Tyrell ruffled his hair, he didn’t know what to say. After  the brutality of the last few hours this boy was like a breath of fresh air.

‘So do I, son, so do I.’

He was surprised to find that he meant it.

Tammy lay back in the Jacuzzi and sipped at her gin and tonic.

She had always liked room service and the little waiter had been a dream boat. The hotel was expensive, and so it should be. She needed pampering at the moment. But even she knew she had to be as good as gold for a while. She wondered, once more, where her husband might be and how the upshot of everything was going to affect her.

Poor Angela, what a way to go, murdered by her own son.

She looked down at her body and, for once, she didn’t criticise herself. She wasn’t bothered about any of it any more. She had other things on her mind.

She would pick the boys up from school tomorrow. She would not, could not, stay in that big lump of a house on her Jack Jones. She knew that much. In fact, she decided she might get herself a live-in housekeeper.

They could all swim and just chill out. She would organise herself. She wasn’t stupid, was she? In fact, she had a feeling that once this was all over her real life might just begin.

She closed her eyes and tried to blot out, once more, the sight of her husband as he stabbed his mother in the back.

It was funny, she had used that expression so many times over the years and now he had actually stabbed someone in the back. Her husband was a nonce, a bona fide, card-carrying fucking child-chaser. What the fuck would she do if that all came out?

What would her so-called mates say? In reality, she realised that she didn’t really care.

After the events of today it seemed to put everything into perspective. The strangest thing of all was she also felt liberated. As if her possessive love for her husband had never existed.

Nick had always been a big strong lad, had prided himself on his strength. As he lay in a water-filled hole, dug for a cement footing, he regained consciousness. It took a monumental effort for him to drag himself to his knees, but he did it. The pain was like white fire threading its way through every part of his body and his mind was jumbled, confused. He was acting on the instinct for survival that every man has inside them regardless of race, colour or creed.

It wasn’t enough though. Dropping forward on to his face he landed in the watery mud and that was how he  finally died. His last thought was of a photo of him and his mother smiling together as he collected a football medal. The photo had stood in his mother’s bedroom for years.

Willy was asleep at last and Tyrell tucked him in so he would be nice and warm. Going into his bedroom, he sat on the bed and put his head in his hands to steady his shaking.

It was shock and he knew that. He was in shock at all that had happened, not only today but over the last few months.

Jude was dead, Rudde had told him that, actually expecting him to be grateful. He knew his mother would take it hard but he couldn’t do anything about that, could he? She had always seen a different Jude to everyone else, as he had done himself for a while. He hoped sincerely that Jude had found some kind of peace. She had never known true peace, not like others had. Jude’s life had been one drama after another and he hoped that now she could finally sleep properly. She had been so beautiful once, especially when she had been carrying Sonny Boy, and he was sorry that her son and her husband had never been enough for her.

Now he had two broken marriages behind him because he knew that, no matter what, he would never go back to Sally again.

A bomb had exploded in his life and that bomb’s name had been Jude. The reverberations of that bang had caused ructions for nearly twenty years and now it was all over and he hoped that, finally, they might find some calm and some peace. Especially poor Jude, and his handsome Sonny Boy.

Once more, he cried.




Epilogue

Tyrell looked good and Sally could not help noticing it while she sat with his mother. She did it frequently these days, but only because Tyrell spent so much time there. She also observed how close he was to his sons.

Why had she never valued that before? Appreciated that fact for what it was, instead of finding fault with him all the time. Why had Jude and Sonny Boy always seemed to loom so much larger in her life than the good man she’d actually been married to?

Now Jude was dead, as well as her Sonny Boy, the victim of her own greed. She had finally scored a decent armful and it had killed her. Too late, though, to have been any good to Sally. If only she had known what was going to happen, she could just have waited for them both to disappear, and by now she would be his sole love. But she  had not done that. Instead she had tried to make him choose and in the end he had chosen, but it had not been her.

Tyrell walked purposefully out into the kitchen. Even his walk was different. Everything about him was different these days.

The boys had noticed it too.

They didn’t talk to her like they had once before. They still treated her as their mother, were still respectful to her, still loved her. But now all their private thoughts were kept for their father.

Sally followed her husband out to the kitchen, ignoring her mother-in-law’s warning look. Verbena had advised her to stop throwing herself at him, said he needed time to heal. But Sally couldn’t do that, it was not in her make-up.

He was expecting her. She knew that because he was already facing her, leaning against the cheap worktop and smiling that strange smile he seemed to have developed in the last few months.

It was as if he was there all right, but also as far away from her as he had ever been, all at the same time. She just couldn’t get close to him at all, and that saddened her.

‘What do you want to talk about this time, Sal?’

His tone was neutral, but loaded with insinuation. She had the grace to feel embarrassed. She could hear her sons’ chatter coming from the lounge, knew they were talking  once more about their brother because that was what happened frequently nowadays. Their grandmother was keeping his memory alive for them, making sure Sonny was never forgotten. The place was like a shrine to him and Jude.

Sally smiled and tried her hardest to look non-confrontational, whatever that meant. It was something she had read in a women’s magazine and since she wanted her marriage back on track she was willing to try it. Willing to do anything. She wanted this man back where he belonged: in her house and in her bed. No matter what it took or what the personal cost might be to her pride, she wanted to make it all as it had been before.

Tyrell folded his arms across his chest and said quietly, ‘Come on, Sal, I ain’t got all day.’

He had been expecting this, she saw that now. Had brought her after him so she would not have to hunt for another excuse to be out here with him. Something she had done a lot lately. Was she that transparent?

‘Come on, the boys want to get going,’ Tyrell pressed her.

She looked humble, contrite. He could see the pain behind her eyes, and still it didn’t move him.

‘Please, Tyrell, please come home.’

It was the nearest Sally had ever come to begging and they both knew that.

He looked at her but didn’t answer.

She saw the heavy dreads that framed his face, saw the sadness in his brown eyes, saw how the weight had dropped from him, leaving him even leaner. More attractive, more sexy than he had ever been to her.

Why was it you never knew what you had till it was gone from you? Until you had driven it away?

And in her heart she already knew she had driven this man away when with a few kind words she could have kept him by her side for the rest of her life.

He had changed beyond all recognition. It was there in his face. This was still Tyrell but a different one, a harder, more complex man. All of a sudden she knew it was pointless trying to talk him round, his mind was made up and she would never be able to change it.

He was still watching her, and she could see the cynicism in his eyes, in the set of his mouth.

In his whole demeanour.

When he didn’t answer her she knew it was over. And the knowledge hurt her so much, she thought she might die from it.

Gino smiled at his mother and she smiled back. It had taken a while but they had come through it together, as Deborah was forever pointing out to him. He could smell the dinner  cooking, frozen fishcakes and mashed potatoes. He felt an urge to be sick, but swallowed it down. Once he had eaten he could go out, and the first place he was going was to the big flats nearby.

The big flats were the tower blocks. He lived with his mother in a low-rise building, built before the Second World War when there had still been plenty of space and greenery around.

Gino was going to score a bit of gear for himself over there and chill out big-time. His girlfriend Abby was his blind, she was as up for the brown as him.

It was a perfect arrangement.

He liked the brown, liked how it made him feel, liked the fact he could get off the estate without having to get on a fucking bus. It was his world now, and Gino was grateful for it.

Jude might be gone, but her memory lived on.

He was proof of that.

Tammy lay by the indoor pool. She looked around her at the beautiful empty house and counted the days until she could get the boys from school and go to Spain. She sipped at her drink which was as strong as she needed it to be. She was still in seclusion after the murder of her husband and mother-in-law. Her friends had actually been good, rallying  round her, even if it was only to find out what was going on.

Nick had been found face down in the footings of one of his buildings, beaten to death. No one had been arrested for the crime and she knew that no one ever would be. No one knew why it had happened.

Except Tammy, of course, and she wasn’t telling anyone.

What they guessed was their business, of course, but she had buried her dead in separate graves. In separate cemeteries even. It was the least she could do for Angela.

She wondered how much Hester knew, and how much she had guessed. But whatever it was she had not argued about any of the arrangements.

Nick was gone, and Tammy didn’t miss him at all. Why had she lived her life in his shadow for so long? It was pitiful really how much she had depended on him. Wanted him. Needed him.

All those wasted years and all the constant wondering where he was when all the time the man she thought she knew, believed she loved, was a hollow shell, not worthy of her love or anyone else’s.

Rudde was gone, hanged himself apparently, though no one seemed to know why. He had destroyed the photographs first, though, and made her see sense. Tammy had a lot to thank him for. Not that she would bother to go looking for him, of course.

And now here she was with more money than she knew what to do with and a sexy new slim figure, thanks to all the worry.

But it was all over, that was the main thing.

Finally, it was over.

The funny thing was, she was off men. Didn’t want anything to do with them these days. And after spending more time with her boys she had actually learned to enjoy them and their company.

If only she had found out years before what really mattered in life, how much happier she would have been. But she knew now, and was determined to make sure she never forgot her priorities again.

Willy Lomax was grinning widely. When Tyrell and the boys picked him up from the halfway house he had some good news for them all for once.

He had been allocated a flat.

He finally had a home of his own and this little family who had adopted him so readily would be his first visitors.

They were going bowling today and he was just grateful that they let him be a part of it all.

He was dying, and he knew it.

But he wasn’t dead yet!

As Tyrell said, you had to make the most of every day, and that was exactly what Willy was doing.

Justin smiled at the punter with every ounce of charm he possessed. He knew that was a considerable amount.

The man, a commuter in a crumpled black suit and a sweat-stained grey shirt, walked towards him with a sheepish grin. He was in his fifties, married to a social worker with a hectic hairdo and a constant sniff. Consequently he was up for a bit of fun and games. He had seen the boy earlier, and let his train go in case his assumption proved to be correct.

It was, and he was over the moon. They left the station together a few minutes later. The old rat house might be gone but a new one had opened up just as quickly around the corner.

Justin could find a rat house like other boys found cricket balls.

Tyrell watched the three boys as they bowled each other out. He watched everyone else as well now, something he had never done before. He looked around him all the time for men who were alone and watching the youngsters at play.

He felt a million years old now. Felt as if Methuselah was a babe in arms in comparison to him, now he knew so much about the world.

Jude was gone, her own victim, and Sonny had gone the same way. Tyrell had buried her, and had done her proud because he knew his mother expected that much from him. But he had seen her off without any kind of emotion whatever. He was past all that. He only cared about these three boys now. That was it until he had mended himself, and he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to do that.

Louis said he just had to wait, be patient until it didn’t hurt so much any more, and Tyrell had a feeling he was probably right about that. One day he would be ready to be with someone again, but it would never be Sally, he knew that much. He wanted someone who was softer, didn’t want to own him and his life. Sally had made sure he had lost precious time with his eldest son. Well, he had been given a steep learning curve lately and he knew he had learned a lot from that.

But he also knew that in a way he had been lucky.

So many people didn’t see what was happening right under their noses, but he did now. In fact, he was a fucking expert. Maybe, just maybe, if he had known all this before he might have been able to look out properly for his Sonny Boy. But that was something he would never know for sure.

Terry Clarke came into the Princess bowling alley in Dagenham then, a very unlikely visitor, and Willy’s smile grew even wider. Terry had taken to this boy, even when he  had found out about his illness. Now he met up with them once a week and they all had the time of their lives. Tyrell saw a side of Terry then he had never guessed at before. He also knew that Terry popped by to see Willy on a regular basis on his own even though it was never discussed.

Wonders would never cease.

Tyrell grinned happily at Willy and his sons, glad that he had this chance to be with them and enjoy them. Glad that if nothing else he had learned one thing. You couldn’t protect your kids properly until you understood exactly what you were supposed to be protecting them from.

Then, and only then, could you actually keep them safe.
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About the Book

In this life, you fight dirty to survive.

Imelda Dooley has made a big mistake. Pregnant, alone and scared, she starts down a trail of lies and destruction that will wreck the lives of all who try to love her.

As Imelda brings her daughter Jordanna into the world, followed by her son Kenny, she takes them with her into the dark underworld of drugs, prostitution and violence.

But all actions have consequences. The only question is, who will face them?


 

For Luke Hubbard.

Gone but never forgotten.


 


 For Tim and Sean.


 And Louise Page and her lovely mum. 

Thanks, Lou, you’re a star.



 And Lavinia Warner. 

We always get there in the end! Love ya.



 And for Sue P. and Elaine. 

Great mates and great girls!



 For Michael H. and Jordanna – thanks for letting me use your names!



 And for all the people caught up in heroin addiction. 

I lost so many friends to it in the 70s and 80s, 

I hate that it’s coming back again.


 


 Prologue


 ‘Just get her off my doorstep, will you?’


 The young woman’s whole demeanour was one of controlled anger. Controlled, hard anger. The fact she was acting like this whole scenario was a bad joke spoke volumes in itself. Her deep-blue eyes were mocking her protagonist; laughing at her, and telling her she was well able for anything she might have to offer. It was the silent come-on, where actions spoke much louder than words.


 The young policeman was nervous; he had never had to attend anything remotely like this before. He had heard about these kind of events, heard how women fighting could be far more intimidating and violent than two men, or even a gang of men come to that. But he had not believed they could be so vicious. So disturbing. Frightening.


 The fact that the two protagonists the police were trying to keep apart looked like twins didn’t help, especially as apparently they were mother and daughter. But what really threw the policeman was the violence of the language. Not from the lady of the house, but from her so-called mother. From the elder of the two, a good-looker who was well fuckable in his books and who he knew, without any kind of official certificate, was not the full twenty pence. In fact, she was an obvious nut-bag. As her next words proved.


 ‘You fucking lairy little whore, get out here and fight me like a fucking woman. Do you honestly think I am going to swallow that from you, you mad bastard?’


 The younger woman grinned, her absolute disgust for her mother written all over her face. Unfortunately this made her look more like her mother than ever. It gave her the same dark expression, the same sinister aura that told anyone who was foolish enough to mess with them that they were both more than capable of taking care of themselves.


 The policewoman standing by, waiting to intervene should a fight actually ensue, was impressed with the girl’s controlled demeanour. It was obvious that the mother was a headcase, and it was even more obvious that her daughter knew exactly which buttons to press to get a reaction from her. The policewoman also sensed that the daughter was enjoying her mother’s discomfort. This was proved when the girl said with practised disdain, ‘Listen to yourself, Mum, and then you wonder why I won’t have anything to do with you. Why I moved as far away from you as possible. Why I am ashamed to admit you are me flesh and blood. All me life I cared for you, stuck up for you, and you weren’t worth it. As everyone always said, you ain’t worth a fucking wank.’


 The tall woman went in for the attack once more, and PC White again held her back, only this time the job was far more difficult as the woman had the strength of ten men.


 As he dragged her physically from the doorstep, a Range Rover pulled up sharply. The noise of it screeching to a halt was louder than the two women’s strident voices.


 A large, heavy-set man with dark-blue eyes and a determined expression jumped out. He made his way over to them quickly, his powerful body emphasised by the tightness of his sweatshirt. The police realised immediately who he was, and their horror was rapidly replaced with terror. They were in the presence of a local legend, someone they had all heard of, had seen in photographs but who, until now, they had never seen in the flesh. Kenneth Dooley was even more intimidating than they had realised; he was very imposing. And he was not known for having a kindly nature.


 Grabbing the older woman roughly from the young policeman he said gruffly, ‘Come on, Mum, let’s be having you.’


 She turned on him then, spitting vitriol. ‘I might have known you would be on her side as usual, you’re like a pair of fucking rednecks . . . duelling banjos you two. Always were.’


 He ignored her, dragging her physically away from her daughter’s front door. He was rough with her, and it was obvious that this was a regular occurrence.


 ‘Just let it go, eh, she’s come back and you will have to get over it,’ he shouted to the woman left standing on the doorstep. He was dragging the irate woman towards his Range Rover, but she was determined that she wasn’t going anywhere without a fight. He bundled her unceremoniously into the vehicle.


 As he pulled away he was aware that the people in the surrounding houses were all watching the proceedings with interest. He had known this would happen eventually, he had just not expected it to happen so quickly.


 Jordanna Dooley went back inside her small council house and closed the door on the police and the local onlookers. She had been used to this kind of interest in her family since she was a child. Her mother had developed a habit of making everything in her life public. She was the equivalent to movie royalty where they had lived. Her whole life had been played out to an audience for someone else’s benefit. She was the Britney Spears of her generation, and she could have taught that poor whore a few things.


 Once inside the house Jordanna found she was shaking, trembling with fear, a fear that was born from memories, not from her mother’s actual presence. She had not seen her mother in quite a while and it always amazed her just how lovely she looked at first glance. How young she still seemed, even though the woman had lived at least two lifetimes and had made sure that her children lived them too.


 Jordanna had never really known what it was to be a child; all her life she had been nothing more than an appendage, nothing more than her mother’s object, her mother’s chattel. Her hatred of her mother, like her private thoughts about her, were almost biblical in their outrageousness – she would quite happily send fifty plagues to her if she could. Not locusts or fucking frogs either, she would send that bitch every fatal disease known to man.


 So broken had Jordanna been by her mother’s disloyalty that she had eventually walked away from not only her, but her whole life. It was the only way she could get some kind of peace. When her mother had hunted her down, Jordanna had retreated into the Bible, into religion, in an effort to make her life mean something, to validate her existence. She had tried to keep her mother away with prayers. God knew, the courts would not help her.


 Jordanna instinctively placed her hands across her stomach, feeling the small bump there that she hoped and prayed this time would grow into a full-term baby. Not another sticky mess that she would have to clean up and mourn so painfully like all the others.


 That was her mother’s fault as well, her inability to keep a child within the confines of a womb that had been sexually invaded much too early, and which now rejected anything that seemed to find comfort inside it. A womb that expelled her offspring before it could even be called a baby, a child, before it had anything even resembling a personality, a life.


 It was as if with each of these rejections, Jordanna was being told by nature that anything she produced would not be fit for the company of other human beings, for the real world. That what she was hoping to create was somehow not good enough, was second-best.


 And now, seeing what her mother was like once more, she was on the verge of agreeing with that belief. It was getting harder and harder to justify her existence and she knew that was because of her mother’s influence. She knew that her early life was still shaping her adult life, even now, no matter how hard she tried to stop it.


 But all that still didn’t change the fact she wanted a child of her own so badly, so desperately, that she would kill for that chance. She lived for that opportunity, and told herself that it was something she could achieve one day. Without that she would be finished, and she knew it. Her only real strength was her belief that one day she would carry a child to full term. Would finally hold a baby in her arms and love it unconditionally. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and took a few deep breaths to steady herself.


 When she felt calm enough she walked into the small, spotless kitchen and sat down at her new IKEA dining table. She felt the fluttering inside her subside and lit herself a cigarette. The first puff made her feel sick and dizzy, the second draw brought her the comfort she needed.


 She was not supposed to smoke, but she needed to now, needed a cigarette desperately. Her mother affected a lot of people like that, she seemed to destroy everyone she came into contact with, and that wasn’t an exaggeration, it was a simple fact.


 She heard the ringtone of her mobile then, Amy Winehouse singing ‘Rehab’, and the irony of it suddenly struck her.


 She was laughing as she answered the call, but the laughter disappeared when she heard the voice of her grandmother asking belligerently, ‘Is it true, has she tracked you down again?’

Kenny Dooley sighed heavily; his mother was now doing her quiet and hurt act. She had a lot of personas but this was the most irritating because it always worked with him. As much as she annoyed him, and she did annoy him – in fact she made him angrier than anyone else in the world – unlike his sister he could still feel a measure of sympathy towards her. It was this that brought on the anger in the first place because she didn’t deserve his sympathy, she didn’t deserve anyone’s. Certainly not her daughter’s, who she had bullied and used all her life.


 He flipped open the small fridge between the car seats and said gruffly, ‘Get yourself a beer, Mum, and stop fucking looking so sorry for yourself. You knew she wasn’t going to hang out the fucking flags and kill a fatted calf so why are you acting as if this is a shock to you? If you had waited I would have had a word, tried to get you round there without all this drama.’


 He pulled up at the traffic lights and then, looking her in the eye, he said sadly, ‘But then drama is what you need, ain’t it, Mother? You thrive on it.’


 Imelda looked at her only son and said quietly, ‘I can’t help the way I am. What you see is what you get.’


 She was already halfway through the can of lager, and the stench of her breath was filling the car’s interior and making her son feel physically ill. She was, as always, stating what she saw as a fact, she thought that expressions like that made her honest, straight. She used them to justify her angry outbursts and her jealous asides. She was one of the most unhappy people he had ever come across, and that hurt him because, when the fancy took her, she could be a diamond. But, unlike most of the people she dealt with, he knew that she was hurting inside, had always been hurting inside. He knew that she didn’t like herself and did not believe that anyone else could ever like her either. She changed friends often, dropping people on a whim at any slight, real or imagined. She tried her hardest to be what she knew she should be, but inevitably she would lapse back into the person she believed she was really.


 ‘Trouble with Jorge is, she always thought she was better than everyone else, even as a child she looked down her nose at me . . .’


 Kenny sighed heavily, he wasn’t going to dignify that shite with an answer. He was too shrewd to get into that conversation.


 As he drove along the Whitechapel Road he spied someone he had been looking out for since the previous Christmas. Stopping the Range Rover he leapt out and began to punch the hapless victim of his rage. He battered him mercilessly, far more than was warranted because, deep inside, he really wanted to batter his mother, and this man, this ponce, was available. He was there.


 Donny Barker had owed him money for a long time and, to make matters worse, he had disappeared off the face of the earth because of that debt. Now that Kenny could have coped with, understood even, but it was the fucker’s reemergence on his old stomping ground that had caused his ire. It was a piss-take – someone on the missing list was to be coped with, their blatant return without the payment of their debt was like a personal insult. And an insult of that magnitude had to be redressed at the earliest opportunity. All in all, the man couldn’t have surfaced at a worse time. Kenneth Dooley was a very hard man and, as such, he had a reputation to uphold.


 Jordanna Dooley was whacked out. She was over the initial excitement that her mother had caused, and she was tired, seriously tired. As she lay on her bed, she wondered how people coped with the everyday. Most people she knew lived their lives without any kind of real hassle, real aggravation. Whereas her life had been fraught with all kinds of shit since day one.


 This baby was her last chance at being normal, being like everyone else, and that was all she had ever really wanted. Normality, that was her only desire, her only dream. Just to be normal, no more and no less. But that was not something she felt was destined to be hers, and that was what terrified her. She was still so young, and yet she felt so fucking old.


 Kenny fished a couple of wraps out of his jacket pocket and slipped them into his mother’s hand. ‘Here you are, go and have a ding-dong, girl.’


 Imelda smiled at him then, suddenly aware that they had stopped outside her block of flats.


 He opened the glovebox and threw her a wad of money. Then, poking a large finger into her face he said quietly, ‘And keep away from her, right? I’ll see what I can do in that department, but be warned, Mum, I don’t hold out much hope.’


 She shrugged then, her face much happier now as it relaxed into a real smile. Money and drugs had always had that effect on her. A couple of grams of coke, an armful of brown and a onner in her purse was her idea of heaven.


 As she walked into her block her son watched her sadly; she was like a child, a vain, demanding, selfish child. That’s why he felt so sorry for his mum, why he couldn’t blank her out, why he accepted her outrageous behaviour and her outbursts. She had always kept one thing quiet, even when she was hurting so bad he could almost feel the pain inside her. She had still kept her trap shut, and he knew better than anyone how hard that must have been for her. Especially when she saw her daughter and was once more rejected without any kind of explanation whatever. But, in fairness, Imelda had always treated her only daughter badly. Jordanna had never known one truly happy day in her life.


 Kenny had the key, and he knew he would do anything to keep the door to the truth bolted whatever happened. Because the truth oftentimes was a hard bastard, the truth more often than not brought nothing but grief and hurt. It didn’t bring closure, or decency, or any of the other shit that people who had never been in a position where the truth was a destructive force spouted. The truth was a springboard for many other upsets, bringing them out into the open at last, and then burying the half-truths, the far less painful truths, so deep they were impossible to dig up again.


 He knew, and better than anyone, that sometimes, just sometimes, the truth could decimate a person and their whole life. It could cause a reaction so devastating it would make Hiroshima look like a playground prank.


 Like his mother, he had never trusted the truth, and in their world that wasn’t uncommon. He was known for his straight talking, his honesty. He knew that he would never lie about work – it was not feasible. But lying about some things was, in reality, fucking inevitable.


 He remembered a priest once telling his class of five year olds that ‘The truth will set you free’ and the memory made him smile to himself. The truth could be a bigger jailer than most people realised. It was something that a lot of people just couldn’t afford. Especially his sister Jordanna: the truth was the last thing she needed to hear. But he also knew that, now she was back in her mother’s orbit, it was inevitable, that at some point the truth was likely to come out. Then what?


 He didn’t know and neither did anyone else. The lies went back to their childhood, and he knew that one day it would all surface, and when that day came, it would blow them all out of the proverbial water.


 He also had a feeling that the day he had dreaded his whole life was near and, in a strange way, he just wanted it over with, wanted it out in the open. Because, God Himself knew, he was sick of keeping it all secret. Sick of living this lie. And living everyone’s lie for them.
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 All happy families resemble one another, but each 

unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.


 Leo Tolstoy, 1828-1910, Anna Karenina


A child is not a vase to be filled, 

but a fire to be lit.


 François Rabelais, 1494-1553



 


 Chapter One

1978

Mary Dooley was cleaning, she cleaned like other people slept; without any thought whatsoever. Her eyes constantly scanned surfaces for dust or smudges. Her mirrors were buffed to a high gloss, and her floors were polished to an almost dangerous sheen. She saw it as her given right, her God-given right, as she was well aware that cleanliness was the nearest she would get to Himself in this life.

When not cleaning, Mary was cooking. Huge, wholesome meals that her family ate without any real regard; after all, they had eaten this way all their lives. She cooked the old way; mashed potatoes dripping with butter and well-cooked joints of meat left to settle into their juices before being hacked apart and placed reverently on to her willow-pattern plates. She made shortcrust pastries and heavy rock cakes bulging with sultanas screaming for thick butter to be spread on them and devoured with a cup of sweet tea. She could do anything with suet and a bit of shin. She could make a cheap cut of meat fit for the Pope himself to devour, as her husband often pointed out when in his cups.

She pooh-poohed his compliments loudly and with her usual ripe language. She disparaged this new talk of salads and the avoidance of animal fats, and all the other crap they talked of that threatened her whole existence. She fed her family and she fed them in the only way she knew how.

Heart attacks indeed. As her own mother always said, sure, everybody had to die of something. Mary couldn’t take on board that you didn’t need to die before your time, that she was slowly killing her family with love and good cooking. She saw it as some kind of conspiracy against her and all the other women like herself who had lived through the war and the want and were not going to go back to basic rations for anyone.

Tea was another of her passions. Mary left the big metallic pot on the hob bubbling away all day long until it was stewed black, and that was how she drank it. Black and sickly sweet. She said it gave her energy, and she was correct. It also gave her foetid breath and a furry tongue. This was at odds with her otherwise pristine appearance; like her home she was immaculate. From the tightly rolled French pleat that held in place long, thick, blond hair, coloured now every six weeks while her family were asleep, to well-fitting clothes that wrapped themselves neatly around her perfect size-ten body. For a woman well into her fifties she was still a looker. High cheekbones and deep-set dark-blue eyes saw to that. She had tiny, pretty feet that she was secretly proud of, and which she showed off every summer in cheap but tasteful sandals. They were her only real vanity.

Her hands were rough, well taken care of but still showing the damage from years of bleach and washing soda. Her skin was assaulted nightly with a good scrubbing of Pears’ soap and a thick layer of Pond’s cold cream. This seemed to work because she looked much younger than her years and she had the demeanour and carriage of a much younger woman.

Her only vice was smoking; a cigarette was permanently dangling from her cupid-bow lips, and she squinted up her eyes to counteract the constant stream of smoke whenever she had her hands full. Her husband joked it was the secret of her good cooking, the adding of cigarette ash that everyone knew sometimes fell into her batters and her gravies. She laughed as loudly as her family at this, seeing nothing wrong with the occasional lapse of concentration. After all, it wasn’t as if it could poison them, was it?

Mary folded up her washing, enjoying the feel of its softness and the smell of its cleanliness. She was possessed of a twin tub that she would never part with, for all the newfangled gadgets they had these days. As she said to Mrs Phillips, her neighbour: what was wrong with these young girls with their constant striving for an easy life, without the chores what the feck was there for a woman to do?

She glanced at the kitchen clock and stopped her folding. It was eight-thirty on a Monday morning, most of the family were away to their works and she was due at the church for nine o’clock Mass. She heard the toilet flush upstairs and sighed heavily. Her only daughter, her late surprise, as she referred to her, as she was over forty when she arrived, was finally up and about.

Pouring the child a cup of tea she took it up with her as she had to get her coat and hat anyway from the wardrobe. She treated this child differently to the boys and, deep down, she knew that, but she would never admit to it of course. She loved them all the same, at least outwardly, though her Imelda was the baby, and that, as she knew very well, was the trouble.

Her daughter got away with murder and, even though Mary knew it was wrong, she couldn’t resist her. She was her last one, her baby, and she allowed her more licence than all the others put together.

Mary prayed daily that her trust in her youngest child wouldn’t turn out to be misplaced but, in all honesty, she didn’t hold out much hope. She had made one too many mistakes with that one, and it looked like they were coming home to roost.

Imelda Dooley was the image of her mother, the only one of the children to have her small build and ability to eat anything without putting on an ounce.

She had the same blond hair and small mouth, but she had her father’s large, blue eyes, and they only added to the package, making her look innocent and knowing all at the same time. She had finely arched eyebrows and a small, pointed chin which made her look younger than her years. But the thick make-up that she applied with an expert hand soon put paid to that. Men had been looking at her since she was twelve and her breasts had suddenly appeared overnight. If her father had not been a local Face and her brothers had not been known locally for their short tempers and ability to knock out anyone within two feet of them, she would have been taken down a lot sooner, she knew that much now anyway. She had been such a fool, a silly, childish fool.

She sipped the tea her mother had brought in to her and wondered at how she was going to drop her bombshell, and she knew she needed to do it sooner rather than later. Her mother’s personality was not conducive to secrets and if a neighbour sussed it out before her there really would be hell to pay.

Imelda felt sick with apprehension, she had played fast and loose and this was the result; her mother’s warnings and advice had fallen on deaf ears. She knew it all, like many a girl before her.

Now she was lumbered, well and truly lumbered, and she knew that this was the one thing her mother would not forgive her.

She was frightened and excited all at the same time, the thought of a baby interrupting her life was more terrifying than the thought of dying. She would actually rather die a thousand deaths than face her mother’s wrath and shame. And that was what she would be subjected to, she knew that as well as she knew her own name. Even in this day and age, it wasn’t acceptable for Irish Catholic girls to have children out of wedlock, no matter how fashionable it might be for the rest of the country’s youth. In this house it might as well be 1900, because those were the values they had to live by.

And as for her father, well, he was her biggest obstacle in all this, because she had no idea how this news would be received, and what form his anger and his disappointment would take.

She was nearly crying again, and the fear was once more making her feel faint. If it was only her brothers, she would have braved it out, both of whom she knew would see this latest escapade as yet more proof she was a spoiled brat. It was her mother and her father she was frightened of, because they were the ones who would be expected to sort this mess out. And a mess it was.

She put Elvis Costello on her record player and turned the volume up as high as it would go, her mother was at Mass and she had the run of the house. She might as well make the most it before the balloon went up.

Gerald Dooley was a big man, an even-tempered, large Irishman with hands like bunches of bananas and eyes the colour of wet slate. He was imposing, well muscled, and he had a reputation as a fair-minded man, but not a man to cross. He liked a drink, and could hold it. He went to Mass once a week, as did his children, grown as they were, and he had a little flutter on the horses. He was also in full-time employment with a local Face named Michael Hannon; he collected debts, delivered messages with the minimum of threats and, in general, was what was known as a good all-rounder. This meant he had a wage, paid taxes, and was given a bit on top as a bonus. His family lived well and were respected, as was he.

His size and his knowledge of everyone’s business were his greatest assets and he had known that since he had been a boy of twelve and he had utilised his strengths from then. In this world he was a big man, outside it he was just another enforcer. He kept on the right side of the law through intimidation and innate cunning. This also held him in good stead with his employer. If he said something couldn’t be done then it was a fact. But he would find a way round any obstacles, and that was his forte.

If someone was fool enough not to heed his warnings, always delivered with a friendly smile, then they were mugs, and would be made to pay the price. Rumour had it that a man, missing these many years, had last been seen talking with him. The story had only advanced Gerald Dooley’s fearsome reputation as a man who achieved his objectives through any means necessary.

This truth would be proved once more when he got out of his Jaguar outside a block of flats in Barking. He was dressed casually as usual, but still well put on. Even in his sixties he managed to garner looks from women of all ages. A reputation could do that for a man, especially in an environment like this. On this particular estate a decent car, a nice set of clothes and the ability to fight was requisites for the women without a man. It screamed a few quid, the end of any aggravation with neighbours or family, and a guaranteed good few nights out.

Gerald was more than aware of this, and even though temptation had always been in his way, he had never succumbed. His wife had always been enough for him, and his family was his life. He had occasionally taken the odd flyer when he had been a young man and he had always found it a rather distasteful business. His guilt had gnawed at him like a priest with a ranter, and he had decided early on that he was happy enough as he was. With the wisdom of age he knew he had made the right decision, because so many of his contemporaries had sacrificed their families for a quick flash and a bacon sandwich. Youth was no substitute for loyalty and time served, even though it had its obvious advantages. No, his Mary had been an exemplary wife, and he appreciated her respect, her kindness and her love for him and their various offspring. For all her religious fervour he knew she would lie on a stack of bibles if the need arose. That was more important to him than anything else.

Today he had brought a new young lad on the job with him, his father was an old friend and the son, though a big lad, was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. But he was willing and that made up for a lot. He had the brawn, and the makings of a good repo man if he was taught properly from the off.

Lads like this made Gerald’s life easier, and it worked well for them all. Anyone he trained was guaranteed a good livelihood and was generally regarded as having learnt his trade from the best. Young Declan might not be the most scholarly boy he had ever encountered, but he was willing, with a shrewdness that was paramount in their line of work. Ergo, he got the dosh by whatever means, all he needed was the chance to smooth out a few rough edges and he would be set for life.

When they had reached the required front door, a scruffy-looking flat with dirty nets and scuffed paintwork, Gerald Dooley nodded almost imperceptibly. Instead of knocking politely, young Declan proceeded to kick the door off its hinges. This was not a difficult task and, walking into the warm smell of central heating and cannabis smoke, they saw the occupant of the premises standing in his kitchen with the kettle in one hand and the other hand down the front of his pyjama bottoms.

‘Morning, just in time for tea. Only, do me a favour would you?’

The man nodded dumbly, his face devoid of any colour now. Terror was taking over as he felt the trembling that told him he was well and truly fucked.

‘Wash your fucking hands first.’

Jason Parks was walking through the spring sunshine like a man who owned the world and, in his case, he believed that to be the truth.

He was a new kid on the block, nineteen years old, and with the world at his feet. He was already responsible for three armed robberies and a Bond Street jewellery heist. His life was a set pattern and he was pleased with its natural progression. A womaniser by instinct and, with a good teacher in the shape of his father, he loved women, money and prestige, in that order. The latter guaranteeing him the former, as he knew from experience. Women had loved him from the tender age of fifteen and, looking twenty, he had been fortunate enough to have the pick of the litters around and about. His first encounter with a thirty-five-year-old French teacher had taught him that most women were as up for it as their male counterparts, they just acted as if they weren’t interested because of public censure. In fact, most of the women he had come across would fuck a table leg if it had a nice set of togs and a decent motor. The fact that he was possessed of the gift of the gab was a bonus. He talked a good fuck, and he had found he was capable of delivering one into the bargain. Sex, or more importantly, the promise of the sex act, was his whole life and, unlike most romancers, he loved to pleasure a woman, loved hearing her cry out, watch her enjoy his ministrations; that was as much of a turn on as the chase itself.

A good-looking boy with an athletic body and fair countenance, he knew he was a babe magnet; women of all ages, sizes, shapes and descriptions loved him. And in all of them he found something to love. He had taken the cherry of more than a few young girls and he had done it with what he considered panache. He saw himself as their teacher in matters of the personal and private. He enjoyed the role of tutor.

He enjoyed both the danger of a married woman and the innocence of a young girl new to the game. Jason liked the knowledge of their bodies, liked the way the experienced women guided him into their bodies all wet and warm and grateful.

Danger appealed to him, and he admitted that to himself.

As Jason snuck into a small, terraced house in Bow he was smiling. The wife of a notorious bank robber lived there and her husband was in court at this very moment for non-payment of fines. That he had been banged up when the fines had been requested was something for the briefs to argue, all Jason knew was that he had a few hours’ grace until the man came home, and in that few hours he was going to give his wife the seeing-to of a lifetime.

The woman opened the door with a wide smile and the minimum of clothing and Jason was inside the front door before the two men observing him from the house opposite had time to comment about him to each other. Even though they were shocked at the boy’s blatant temerity – to be visiting this particular man’s wife on such an auspicious occasion was outrageous to say the least – that they were also impressed with his front, his bravado, was a given. Anyone who would risk their life for a quick feel had their vote, and even though they knew that he was a wrong one, a fucking muppet, they both felt a grudging respect for him, for his guts, for his absolute bottle. Laughing loudly, they shook their heads sagely at one another. He was a lad all right and, as far as they were concerned, he was to be applauded, but they kept that gem of wisdom to themselves.

Gerald Dooley was smiling, and young Declan had the sense to mimic his new boss’s behaviour.

Colin Baxter, a junkie with an unfortunate amphetamine habit coupled with a complete inability to pick a winning horse, now owed what amounted to the national debt, not only to his dealer, but also to his bookie, who happened to be one and the same person.

When the kettle finally boiled Gerald took it off the gas and, motioning to Declan, waited patiently until Colin was safely held over the sink, his head about two inches from the china bottom, his arms wrenched painfully behind his back.

Leaning over the whimpering man Gerald said quietly, ‘I warned you, Col, and you fucking mugged me off.’

Colin was straining with all the strength he possessed against young Declan’s superior strength, terror giving him an extra spurt of energy.

‘Please, Mr Dooley, I’ll have the money later. I am due a few quid, money I’m owed . . .’ His voice was hoarse with fright, with the knowledge that he had finally reached the end of his road.

‘Too late, Colin . . .’

As the water gushed from the kettle on to his head and neck Colin screamed, the sound like that of an animal. It was high-pitched and laden with anguish. He fought with every ounce of his strength to avoid the torrent, only making it harder for himself in the long run.

Like Gerald, his captor had no feelings of remorse or sorrow. Young Declan just watched it with a quiet interest, concentrating on holding his prey still while he learnt exactly how these things were done.

He knew he wasn’t Einstein, but he also knew he was a quick study, and that meant the difference between a good living and some serious wedge.

He wanted to earn the wedge, and he wanted it sooner rather than later. Gerald Dooley was his ticket to the stars and he felt honoured to have such a teacher.

Gerald winked at him gamely, nothing he did in the pursuit of his occupation was ever done with malice. But it was always done with a certain aplomb. After all, without a decent rep he wouldn’t even be employed. He didn’t love his job as such, but he knew he was a one-off, knew that he was known as a man who got things done quickly and succinctly. His real forte was that he made sure no one had to clean up after him and in their game that was the main requisite.

If he was asked to demand something, he would get it by any means, and his secret was that he never discussed those means with anyone. He was a hard man, by nature and by reputation, that was his strength.

Imelda could smell the cloying aroma of colcannon, she had loved the smell until her pregnancy. Now the aroma of cabbage and grease made her stomach turn. As she forced herself to take deep breaths, she felt the terror of her situation once more. She knew that she had to get it out in the open, had to tell her mother before she either worked it out for herself or was told by an outsider. Imelda knew in her heart that this was news that was best delivered swiftly, but it was still a terrifying prospect.

As she walked down the stairs, she could hear her mother busying herself cooking the evening meal. She wanted to catch her while she was alone, wanted to spill the news of her downfall in private. Imelda was aware that her mother had a soft spot for her, and she instinctively knew that if she could talk to her alone now, her mother’s reaction would be to protect her.

Entering the kitchen she smiled widely. ‘That smells lovely, Mum.’

Mary Dooley glanced at her youngest child and immediately sensed that something was wrong. She had felt that there was something worrying her daughter for a while and now they were alone together she decided to try and find out what was the cause of her youngest child’s obvious unhappiness.

‘Sit down, child, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea.’

Imelda did as she was bidden. Pulling a chair out from the large Formica table she sat down heavily, her heart aching and her body stiff with nerves.

Mary poured them both a cup of tea and, sitting beside her daughter, she said heavily, ‘What’s ailing you, child? Are you feeling ill?’

Imelda looked into her mother’s face. She was so like her, even she could see that. They were like twins born years apart. In her mother’s presence though, she could feel the heaviness of her breasts more acutely for some reason and knew that soon they would betray her. She was as fertile as her mother and she knew that would be her downfall. Because, unlike her mother, she had allowed herself to be used without the safety of a wedding ring.

‘Is anything bothering you, child, are you worried about anything?’

Mary was genuine in her distress, was honestly worried about her daughter. It came across in her voice, in her gentleness, and in her expressive eyes. Eyes that seemed to tell her daughter that she was prepared to hear the worst, and unfortunately, the worst was what she was going to get.

Gerald Dooley heard the screeching before he had even entered his house. This was an almost unheard-of occurrence, and his shock was exacerbated by his daughter’s language. His Imelda had never uttered a swear word in his presence in her life, so he knew that the harangue he was now party to was serious.

As he opened the front door he kept his movements quiet, listening to his wife and daughter as they went at each other without care.

‘You fecking filthy little whore, you’d do this to me and to your poor father? What the fuck have I bred?’

Imelda’s voice was as loud and just as angry as her mother’s. ‘Do you think I fucking planned this then? Do you think I did it to get one over on you? It was an accident, a bloody stupid accident.’

As Gerald went into the kitchen he was amazed to see his little wife with the kettle in her hand, just about to throw it and its contents all over their daughter. It was like déjà vu. Only, he didn’t want his daughter scarred for life, no matter what she had done.

Seeing her husband standing there, Mary Dooley immediately stayed her hand, and his daughter looked at him with wide, scared eyes and a defiance that, until then, he had only observed in her brothers.

‘What in the name of God is going on here?’ His loud voice stayed them both, even more than his actual presence.

‘I could hear you two down the street like a pair of fucking old shawlies going at it. What the neighbours must be thinking, I don’t know.’

The last few words were enough to quieten down his wife; the neighbours and their opinions were the only thing outside of her family that she cared about. Her reputation was everything to her, and though others might bring their petty squabbles outside the front door, she would normally have died before doing the same thing.

Taking a deep breath his wife looked at him triumphantly and said in a stage whisper, ‘Ask your one here. She’s pregnant and she won’t tell me who the culprit is.’

Imelda and her mother watched as Gerald digested this information. The differing expressions on his face were enough to put the fear of Christ up any man young or old, and his wife and daughter didn’t feel any different. As he walked around the table towards his daughter, his hair almost on end and his muscles straining with anger, his wife ran between them both, realising what she had caused. She was a different woman now, a quiet woman, the peacekeeper. The voice of reason. ‘Gerry, Gerry, come on now. It’s not that bad . . . Calm yourself down, man.’

In that few seconds Mary knew he was capable of killing the child, and the poor child within her. In those few seconds she saw that she had read this situation all wrong. In those few seconds she knew that her doting husband was not above a murder for his daughter’s crimes.

Imelda was cowering on the floor now, her face a mask of terror and disbelief. That her father, her dad, could ever turn on her like that was unbelievable. She had thought he would have been the one calming her mother down, which was why she had felt confident enough to argue with her mother in the first place.

She had not expected this reaction towards her. Towards the father maybe, but never towards her. He had stood by her all her life, had been the one she ran to when anything had gone wrong. He was the one who would take her part against her mother, her brothers, even the school. He had been her rock and now she was finally finding out what it was like to live without his blind acceptance. She could see the hatred in his eyes as he looked at her. The disappointment. The absolute disgust.

Gerald was about to attack his daughter physically when he felt his wife’s hands on his chest. Felt her shoving him away from his youngest child. Somewhere in the chaos in his mind he knew this was a good thing.

He allowed himself to be pushed from the room, allowed his little wife to steer him towards the dining room and shove him inside. But all the while he could feel his anger and his disappointment getting stronger and stronger. His daughter had lain with someone, and he knew from experience that it wouldn’t be anyone they would be pleased to welcome into their home. If that had been the case, she would have had the sense to bring him there. This man was some piece of shit that she had taken up with, because for all her innocence you didn’t live in a house like this without picking up a few tips about how the world outside worked.

He pulled out a chair and sank into it, his usual pride in the room was diminished now. Ruined by his daughter’s actions. He felt the murderous rage abate just a little and was amazed to find that his wife was still talking to him, still trying to quieten him down. He had heard nothing, not a word of her babbling. It was as if he was on a different planet, a planet where the life he had always known was over. He felt as if he was in a parallel universe, as if he was caught up in an episode of The Sky at Night. It was all wrong. Felt wrong. It was out of whack. Someone had taken his baby down and he was going to see that they paid for it. Paid for it dearly.

Even though he cared, cared for all the other people in his orbit, wife, sons, etc., they were really nothing to him. His little girl was the be all and end all of his existence. From her birth, she had stolen his heart. She was the child he had heard about, but had never believed existed. The golden child. The daughter that friends had assured him would mean far more to him than his sons. He had never really believed them.

Until he had looked at his daughter’s face, had held her in his arms, he knew that until then, he had not really understood real love. He had not believed that a man could worship a child as he had worshipped her. She had been born at home, like the others, but when he had held her in his arms, he had felt an emotion so strong it had all but broken him. She had amazed him, looking at her was like looking at the world in a new light. Because she was now a part of it. His sons had never had that effect on him, even though he loved them. They would one day be men, grown men. But not this child, she was his late surprise, his baby girl.

He had a daughter, and the knowledge had made him weak, vulnerable. He had looked at her and seen the fall of Adam. He could see why men could destroy another man’s property, another man’s life, and all for the love of a daughter, a female child. It was such an event in his life he had never really got over it, though he had suppressed it as best he could. He’d never been one to show his emotions to the world and so he had loved her within the confines of his family, and he had loved her with a vengeance, as he had his wife. For the first time in his life, he had known real fear. He had protected her, cared for her, and overlooked her shortcomings. Which were legion, since she had been spoiled by everyone around her since her birth. She had been the one to run to him, climb on his lap, the only one of the children to be wholly his. His sons had always been their mother’s boys. And he had accepted that, known that was how it should be. He was, after all, his own mother’s son. Sons and mothers had a close relationship, as he knew first-hand, and he also knew that was true of fathers and daughters. As much as he loved his boys, Gerald Junior and Brendan, his daughter was like some kind of unknown entity to him. And he loved her all the more because of that.

Imelda had arrived late in his life and, from day one, she had captured him, and his heart. She had been his reason for living, he had seen her as his bright star, the child who would take him into old age. Her birth had given him the rush he had needed at fifty. He had been blessed with this child. She was like a gift from God Himself, proof of his virility, proof of his loyalty, his love for his wife. She was all he talked about, all he really cared about. And he’d assumed she would have been like the boys, had assumed she would have toed the line, done what was expected of her. So he had not envisaged her being brought down like this, getting laid and left, like any tart around about. She was better than that. She was worth more than that, surely? He had seen her marrying a man who was worthy of her and, more importantly, worthy of him, and the legacy he would leave. He had seen her without stain, had believed she was without anything even remotely sexual. As his baby she had been not only sexless in his eyes, but also without the want of sex. He had believed her to be pure. She had acted the good girl, the good daughter.

And he had been fucking wrong. She had been allowed more freedom than her brothers, had been seen by him as a shrewdie, far too clever to be caught like this. He had always known that she was well above her poor brothers when it came to brains, intelligence. The school had said she was a veritable fucking brain-box, that she was destined for great things. Well, if she was such a fucking know-all, how come she was in the club, and how come she had brought this kind on shame on the family? On him?

It was all a fucking lie, a fucking charade. She was no better than the girls he had seen around, the slags, the tarts. She had been like a viper in his breast. Pretending she was something she wasn’t. Her innocence was what he cherished, was what he demanded from her. Her innocence was what he held dear to him. What he felt was so special about her.

Now though, she had broken him, she had destroyed all. She was no more than a whore. Even if she had only done it once, he would not feel any different, because once, as far as he was concerned, was once too fucking often in his book. This whore was not a one-time only girl though, he had seen her, heard her arguing with her mother. Gerald knew then that she was far too fucking cocky to have been caught out on the off. The thought of her, his baby, his girl, on the cock was more than he could bear. He was devastated and he was disgusted.

His baby was pregnant and, to make matters worse, he knew that the culprit was not someone she was proud of. If that had been the case, she would have fronted them up, would have argued her end. Would have been woman enough to give them both a piece of her mind. That he could have coped with. Could have understood. Respected even. Because it would have meant she was in love. Would have meant she was adult enough to fight her end. Fight for what she believed in. Instead, she was ashamed, she was cowering from him like the treacherous bastard she was. She was disgusted with herself, so how could she expect him to feel any different?

Never in his life had Gerald felt so let down, so ashamed, so repulsed by someone in his immediate family. Taking a deep breath he looked at his wife as if he had never seen her before and he asked quietly, ‘Find out his name. Find out who he is.’

Mary soothed him as best she could. Of all the things she had expected this day, his reaction was not one of them. She had thought that he would have stood up for this child of his, had believed he would have taken her under his wing. Been the one to bring the family together. But this man before her was like a stranger, like someone she had never seen before, and who she hoped she would never see again. This man was dangerous, extremely dangerous, and for the first time since she had known him he frightened her.

In fact, she was seeing him as others saw him, and it was not a pretty sight. For the first time in her life he didn’t make her feel safe and cared for. He just made her feel absolutely terrified and that wasn’t a feeling she had ever associated with her husband.


 


 Chapter Two

Jason Parks was lying in his bed, enjoying the softness of the mattress and looking forward to the ministrations he was guaranteed to receive from his mother. She was a real touch in that respect. She cared for him as a whole, from his washing and his ironing, right through to his meals and his penchant for a few cold beers. She took care of him without a care for herself. He was her baby, her little boy. He encouraged her to feel like that, of course. He knew what side his bread was buttered on.

The best thing of all, as far as he was concerned, was that it didn’t cost him a penny. The silly old bag did it out of love. Jason was a complete waster, even he had accepted that much. He had no real interest in anything or anyone, unless it would enhance his standing in the community. The community being the people he saw as worth the effort. Worth putting himself out for.

As he lay there in his clean sheets and with his music playing far too loud, he felt his usual smugness. His mother was his biggest critic, but she was also his biggest fan. If he took it into his mind to film himself murdering his family, his mother would still defend him, would never believe that the man on the film was actually her son.

It was one of the reasons he loved her so much. There was literally nothing he could do that would bring down her wrath upon him. She saw him through her special, mother-made, rose-tinted glasses, and he thanked God for that every day of his life. He was sensible enough to know that anyone but her would have aimed him out of the front door years ago.

His father, a cunt of the first order, was also handy: he had a bit of a rep, and a good few quid. His mother kept him in line where Jason was concerned, so that was a touch. His father thought he was a complete muppet, and voiced his opinion of his son at every available opportunity. He called him shiftless, useless, and many other epithets when the fancy was on him. Luckily, his mother was always on hand to stop him before he went too far.

All in all, Jason saw himself as one jammy bastard, an expression he knew was used by more than a few of his so-called mates. He was a charmer, a robber and, on occasions, he was a thief. There was a subtle difference between a robber and a thief; a robber was respected, they robbed banks, building societies or post offices. That was an acceptable occupation in his world. A thief, however, was a completely different entity. A thief was looked down on by everyone, even by the Old Bill. A thief stole from those who couldn’t afford it. A thief would scrump anything they came across, a thief was so low they would nick off their own, which was why they were so hated. Thieves were without any kind of conscience, they took what they wanted from anyone in their orbit without any kind of care or distinction. They were vilified by their contemporaries because they were so untrustworthy and so devious.

A thief was the lowest of the low. And young Parks was lower than anyone actually realised. He was a natural-born grifter, if he saw something he liked, he skanked it. A necklace, a ring, a wallet. He would take it without any remorse whatsoever. He was sensible enough, though, to keep his thieving to himself. He was an emerging Face, a robber, and he loved the kudos of that. He saw himself in the future with a good few quid, a decent motor, a few kids, and with a nice bird who was sensible enough to turn a blind eye to his misdemeanours. Life, he decided, was good, and it could only get better.

Imelda Dooley and her predicament was not his problem; she knew the score. She was sensible enough to know that he was not about to hire a fucking dirty great big white charger to gallop round her house so he could offer her any kind of security. No, she needed to get shot of her bellyful of arms and legs, put it down to experience, wipe her mouth, and get on with her life like he intended to get on with his.

She was a fucking mug if she thought he was going to stand by her; she was a lovely little shag granted, but not worth any real upset. He knew her kind, she would be taking on all comers within eighteen months.

He had erased Imelda from his life within minutes, as he had erased many a girl before her. She was a distant memory now, as far as he was concerned, and he trusted her to understand that, and accept it like many another before her.

Sighing happily, he put her out of his mind once more, making a mental note to avoid her mate Belinda like the proverbial plague for a few weeks. What was it with birds? They always seemed to have a fat, ugly mate to do their dirty work for them. Though he wouldn’t kick poor old Belinda out of bed, the ugly ones were always very grateful and they were also more likely to let him have a perve-up. The good-lookers knew their worth and expected to be treated accordingly. The Belindas of this world, however, needed a party piece to make them stand out from the crowd and get a bit of attention now and again, and he knew that Belinda was right up for it, even though she acted like a fucking wilting virgin. Jason grinned, he’d have his hands down her drawers before the month was out.

Imelda and her mother had somehow become conspirators. Since her father’s reaction to her pregnancy, they had seen a side to him that neither had known existed. He spoke to no one, he would not sit in the same room as his daughter, and he refused to discuss the situation with his wife. The worst thing of all though, was his insistence that the child be terminated. ‘Flush the bastard away’, was his only opinion on the subject. To his wife this was worse than anything else, that he wanted them to become party to a mortal sin. The boys as always took his part, took their lead from him. Gerald wanted the name of the father; he wanted to know who had taken his daughter’s virginity. Though, in all honesty, Mary wasn’t sure that Imelda losing her virginity was something that had happened that recently.

Her husband wanted the name of the man who had brought his family into disrepute, brought shame on them. Because that was how he felt about it all. Ashamed and disgusted. Mary knew him better than anyone. She knew that how people saw him was everything to him. In his world, he had to be seen to be in control, in control not only in his work, the people he employed, but his family setup too. He was respected because he and his family had always been beyond reproach. Gerald had always lived by a moral code that was only understood by their peer group. By the people who lived by the same code. The rest of the world had their way of living their lives, and that was fine, but they also had their own way of existing, and that was also fine. Until something like this happened. Imelda’s situation had thrown Gerald’s whole existence into chaos. He saw his family, especially his daughter, as an extension of himself. His children had to be beyond reproach. They had to live within his boundaries and his guidelines. Until Imelda’s latest escapade, Mary had never had to deal with a husband who was suffering a major disappointment. He blamed her for this aggravation, she knew that he did. Even though, deep inside, she knew that was not fair, she also knew that he had always brought the money in and left her to bring up the children as she saw fit. Something she had done very well, until now. Until this.

Now she was left to sort it out, make it all better, and she didn’t know how the fuck she was supposed to do that, because he could not know who had brought his daughter down, not yet, not until he could be a bit more rational about it and that did not seem as if it was ever going to happen. In fact, he seemed to be getting angrier by the hour. Her husband was like a stranger to her, to them all. He had changed overnight from a caring father and husband to a man who was violent and aggressive. He had been her rock, her man, the guiding light for their family. Now, it was as if she didn’t know him any more, didn’t know how to talk to him, how to control him. Because until now, she had controlled them all. Her whole family, and her husband, had been quite happy for her to do that. It had worked for him, it had saved him from having to actually take part in the whole family setup. He could stand back and take the credit for his family, he had been happy. Over the fucking moon, in fact. Now though, he was acting like she had brought up some kind of viper, acting as if she had done that deliberately, had set out to destroy him and his perfect life. It didn’t seem to occur to him that she might be hurting as well. That she might be as bewildered as he was. That she was as frightened as her daughter was of his reaction to the father’s identity was not even an issue with him. He saw Mary as stonewalling him, saw her as a co-conspirator. Felt that she was as disloyal as their youngest child. In short, he saw her as the enemy.

Gerald had always been possessed of a certain paranoia, but that had worked for him, worked for them all over the years. She had never been on the receiving end of it, even though she knew that a lot of people had been. She had never thought she would be the recipient of his anger, of his hate. Until now, though, she had never done anything to bring his wrath down on her, or her children. And, knowing what he was capable of, she was not going to give him the chance now. While he had kept his violence outside of their house she could accept it. Now though, she was seeing the man everyone else saw. The man that everyone else knew so well. She had glimpsed this side of him before they had married, and in her youth had liked it, had seen it as a strength. She had believed, like many a woman before her, that she could control him. Could change him with love, and she had, until now that is. She had never once crossed him, and he had given her complete autonomy over their family and their home. How could she have been such a fool? How could she have allowed herself to believe that she had ever really had any kind of power over her husband or her life?

It had been an elaborate sham that she had unwittingly been a party to.

For all Mary’s bravado she knew that he was capable of literally anything when he believed he was within his rights. Overnight, he had become like a stranger to her, to his daughter, who had been the apple of his eye until she had stepped out of line. A line that, until now, had never really been evident to anyone except him.

Gerald was not going to Mass, he was drinking heavily, and he had an air of suppressed rage about him. It was as if her family was dissolving before her eyes. Even the boys were different; the atmosphere in the house was stifling, like a black pall hanging over their very existence.

For the first time in her married life Mary didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how to make it better. On top of all this was the knowledge that soon her daughter’s condition would be evident to the world, to all in their world at least, and the shame would be too much to bear.

How many times had she stood outside the church, how many times had she enjoyed someone else’s misery, gossiped about other people’s children and their faults, their mistakes. Like her husband she had believed that nothing like that could ever happen to them. She had convinced herself that her daughter would be too bloody shrewd to let that happen to her in the first place. Now they were up shit creek without any kind of paddle whatsoever, and she had no option but to try and protect her daughter as best she could; she had to hope that Gerry came to terms with this sooner rather than later. Even though she didn’t hold out much hope.

So many girls had babies now without the benefit of a wedding ring and, while it might be acceptable to the rest of the world, it was still seen as a disgrace by the Catholic community. But even that shame was to be borne, rather that than face the shame of an abortion, the taking of an innocent life. As the priest so rightly said, who knew what God’s plan was. One of those poor unfortunate babies might have been the person who discovered a cure for cancer, been a world peace leader. That was a stretch considering where the child was likely to be born, but it was the principle of the thing.

And that whore upstairs wouldn’t even let on to Mary who the father was. At one point it had even occurred to her that maybe the bitch didn’t know. Imelda insisted that until her father calmed down she would not say a word and, in fairness, she had to admit the girl had a point.

As Mary glanced around her pristine Hygena kitchen with its white melamine doors for easy cleaning, and the pale-green work surfaces, she wondered why they were suddenly incapable of cheering her up. Normally the look of the place eased her tired heart. Normally she felt as if she was in her own personal cocoon of comfort, as if the rest of the world didn’t exist outside of her four walls. Now though, it gave her no comfort. Mary’s life was suddenly in free fall and she didn’t know how to make it stop.

Stoic was usually the word she would use to describe herself, she took whatever life handed out to her and she took it on the chin, whether it was the boys in court, or her husband’s questionable career. But she could cope with those things because they were part of her life, and part of the lives of the people around her. Her daughter’s wrecking of her young life was different though.

A child was for ever, they were like a constant headache that occasionally brought a smile to your face, or a feeling of pride that washed over you and made it all worthwhile.

There would be no abortion in this house, no murder of an innocent, no matter what her husband said. Fucking King Herod himself would not have been able to get her to do anything so deplorable, even with the threat of death hanging over her.

Mary slipped her beads from her apron pocket, she would say a few decades of the rosary. Mary, her namesake, was a mother like herself. Maybe she might send her the answer to her problems. At this juncture, anything was worth a try.

Gerald was in the pub, and his oldest friend Jackie Martin was watching him warily.

He was like a different person. He was being deliberately obtuse, rude and sarcastic, was argumentative with anyone who came into his orbit, and that was so unlike his old friend that he was at a loss as how to react to him.

That Jackie was frightened of him was something that had never been said out loud. Gerry Dooley had never been the kind of man who would have exploited that. Gerry had always gone out of his way to make sure that his oldest friend, in many ways his only friend, had never had any reason to feel intimidated by him. Until now.

All Jackie wanted to do was calm him down, get him home. He was worried that Gerry would do something to jeopardise his livelihood, his living. And, in so doing, would nause his up as well. He only earned because this man bankrolled him.

Over the last few weeks Jackie had watched him fuck up everything he had worked for over the last thirty years. Overnight he had become unmanageable, even his sons were giving him the swerve. Not blanking him outright, but keeping their distance when he had a few drinks in him. And who could blame them?

Gerry’s behaviour was causing gossip, not that the men involved would have put it quite like that of course. Their wives gossiped, they talked. But it was gossip whatever way you looked at it. Now people were waiting to see what the outcome of Gerry Dooley’s latest escapade was going to be. He was supposed to be collecting as usual, only he was out and about, on the piss and, to top it all, he was spending money that was not his to spend. Most collectors would do a drop, collect a wedge, and then demand the money a second time. The people they dealt with would have paid it and all, had he demanded it. But Gerry Dooley had never taken a penny from anyone in his life, had never ever taken advantage of his position, and that was something Jackie had resented over the years because it would have augmented his income, it would have made his life a lot easier. Other men in his position were guaranteed the extras, but not him. Gerry was as straight as a fucking die, so Jackie had to be too.

Gerry Dooley was not only his mate, his employer, he was also the reason he had never had a serious touch in his life. Who would do something so stupid on Gerry’s watch? Other number twos had a private income, had their own little earner, but not him. Gerry prided himself on his honesty, on his integrity. Gerry had given him a good wage, Jackie knew and appreciated that. But he had never had the opportunity to spread his wings, get his own little firm up. That he would have had nothing without his friend’s largesse was irrelevant, most people in his position were only there because of who they knew, not because they had any kind of qualifications. He was where he was because Gerry trusted him, and in their world that was more than enough. But it didn’t stop him resenting the fact that his hands had been tied for years because of this man, that he had not even been allowed to deal a bit of puff, or a bit of coke because Gerry Dooley didn’t agree with it. Even though the people who paid his wages were dealing all sorts to anyone with the poke to purchase it.

And, despite that, here he was, lumbered with a Gerry Dooley who was on a path of destruction and he could do nothing about it. Because everyone knew that when Gerry whistled, Jackie came running. What choice did he have?

It didn’t make it any easier though, and when Gerry was on the ball it had been to his advantage. Now though, he wasn’t so sure. If Gerry got the bum’s rush, where the fuck did that leave him?

Now he was being looked upon to sort Gerry out before he caused any kind of aggravation; it was assumed that he had enough clout with his old friend to be able to talk some kind of sense into him. Walk him out of this pub, and deliver him back home to his wife with the minimum of fuss. No one seemed to allow for the fact that his own sons were within talking range but were giving him a massive swerve, that his own flesh and blood didn’t see the need to remove him from the premises so why should he be the one to provoke him even further? Because that is what would happen if he dared to try and make him see sense, make him go home to his wife. In fact, it was home that seemed to be the bugbear, he was avoiding it like the plague.

There was a story there all right, only he knew that, given Gerry Dooley’s natural reticence, he would not be getting it any time in the near future.

As Gerry downed another large Scotch and immediately motioned for another, Jackie wished that he had the nerve to remove him from the premises, but he knew he wasn’t capable of doing anything like that. Not to Gerry Dooley or to anyone, come to that. He didn’t have the bottle to assert himself without a Gerry Dooley beside him, orchestrating the proceedings, and he knew that a lot of their contemporaries were now well aware of that fact. It was one humiliation after another lately, and he didn’t know how much more he could take.

The landlord of the pub made eye contact with him then, and he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t noticed it. Shrugging, Jackie opened his arms in a gesture of supplication, rolling his eyes as if he had no choice in the matter. He could feel the animosity coming off everyone around him, knew that they thought he was a complete ponce for allowing this to carry on as long as it had.

As far as they were concerned, he should be keeping his boss on the straight and narrow, protecting him, ironing out any differences for him until such time as he got his head back to normal, had got over whatever lunacy had overtaken him. This was the first time in living memory that Gerry Dooley had ever stepped out of line, and that just made this all the more conspicuous.

Sighing heavily, Jackie looked meaningfully at Gerald Junior and his brother Brendan and, in fairness to them, he knew that they were pretty much in the same boat as he was. Unable to spread their wings without their father’s say-so, and wary of confronting him because they didn’t know what would be the outcome. Gerald Dooley, for all his so-called decency and loyalty, was no better, really, than the bullies he despised. Because everyone in his world was only welcome provided they did as he expected, as he saw fit. That fact was becoming more and more obvious as the days wore on.

As Gerry walked out of the pub with his sons in tow, Jackie looked around him, at the people who mattered and, blowing out his lips noisily, he said with a deliberate and theatrical pretence at loyalty, ‘What? Can’t a man have a few drinks?’

Then, picking up his own drink, he looked around him as if disgusted with the reaction he had encountered, aware that he was not fooling anyone.

He was determined, though, to find out what the big secret was, because he knew that if Gerald Dooley had wanted him to know what was going on, he would have heard about it by now.

Imelda was lying in bed. She could hear her father ranting and raving and, even though she understood how disappointed he was in her, she still couldn’t equate that cold-hearted, vicious person with her father. With the man who had brought her up with hardly a raised voice or a cross word. Until now, he had indulged her, not as much as her mother had admittedly, but enough to make her think she was safe, that she was different to the boys. He had let her have more freedom than them because he had believed that his name, his reputation, should have been enough to protect her. That was also the reason why she would not say who the father was to her mother or brothers: until her father calmed down, he was best kept in the dark.

She pulled the sheets over her head, trying in vain to blot out the sound of her father’s angry swearing and her mother’s pathetic attempts at placating him. Anyone would think she was the only girl in the world to get in the club.

Imelda slipped out of the bed and, standing by her bedroom window, she saw that most of the neighbours were in their back gardens, listening to the furore that was now a common occurrence in the Dooley household.

She knew that most of the women had guessed the cause of Gerald Dooley’s sudden lunacy, and she knew it would not be long before everyone knew.

Imelda wondered if Jason’s mother had given him the message that she had left with her. Jason knew better than to call her at home, but he could still leave a message with her friend Belinda. In fact, she was actually wondering if Belinda was keeping his message from her. In her more paranoid moments, when she wasn’t envisaging Jason under a car, or a bus, she actually wondered if he was just ignoring her. But that couldn’t be. He had to know what deep shit she was in. Even though Imelda didn’t know what she expected him to do, she wanted him to at least acknowledge her in some way. Even if it was only with a message through Belinda. But she knew in her heart that Belinda had seen him, she knew that she had, and if he hadn’t anything to say by now, he wasn’t going to say anything at all.

Imelda finally had to admit that she was on her own, that there was no way out. She was trapped in this nightmare for the duration. Trapped with a child that it seemed no one wanted, least of all her. Her mother was more frightened of the priest than she was of her own husband, and after his carry-on that was a serious fear, because her father was terrifying everyone at the moment.

She glanced around her bedroom. A few months ago this had been like a haven to her, had been where she came to sleep off her excesses. Where her mother brought her cups of tea and bacon rolls, and where her father came to kiss her goodnight, or bung her a few quid. It had been a friendly place, somewhere she had felt safe, had felt loved. Now though, it was a hostile environment, it was suddenly full of dark corners and drab furniture. It was the last place she wanted to be on this earth, but she had nowhere else to go. Had no other option open to her. Imelda had hoped in her heart that Jason might have been moved to offer her somewhere to go. Even though she knew that was ridiculous, it was amazing what the human mind latched on to in times of extreme crisis. That a baby, an innocent child, could have caused all this grief was unbelievable. But she knew it wasn’t the child that her father was focusing on, it was the way the child had got there.

She could hear her mother’s voice once more, still trying to calm her husband down, trying to quieten him so the neighbours didn’t get another earful of his ranting and raving. She could almost feel the spit that she knew he was spraying over anyone within a two-foot radius.

The fear was back again, like a big, black cancer eating away at her. She knew that Jason had abandoned her. All her usual bravado, her loud-mouthed persona that her family’s name had always allowed her to get away with, had deserted her.

Even her brothers had no real time for her any more, they just wanted some kind of closure, an end to it all. They saw her as the catalyst for their father’s destruction, and she was, she knew she was.

Until now Imelda had not understood just how much she had lost. School had been a breeze thanks to her mother, and her brothers. When she’d been chucked out, her mother had sorted things for her. In fact, until now her whole life had been pretty much as she wanted it. Her father’s reaction, his extreme reaction to her latest escapade had thrown her completely. She would have lain money that she could have got away with murder where her father was concerned, and she had a feeling that had she committed a murder it would not have had this much of an effect.

Her father would have moved heaven and earth to help her out then, that was something he could have understood. Anger, violence. In his world they were everyday emotions. But sex, sex or love, he had no real concept of, at least not where his baby was concerned anyway.

Her mother had kept him from her door for weeks, but she knew that was not going to last for ever, he wanted answers, and he wanted them sooner rather than later. A pregnancy did that, time was not on her side, and her mother couldn’t keep him from hammering her for much longer.

Imelda could picture the scene outside her bedroom door, knew from the sounds and the scuffling that her mother was holding her father back, was preventing him from bursting in on her. She also knew that her father, until now, had allowed her mother this one thing, to allow Imelda to remain strong about the father’s name. Because, like his wife, he didn’t want to know really. Because once he pushed it, once he knew, he would have to do something about it. She had relied on that for a good while, but unfortunately no one had come knocking with the offer of a wedding ring. And she had even allowed herself to imagine that happening, had prayed for such a happenstance. And then she had pondered why it was the female who was made to feel as if they were the main culprit when it was the father’s fault as much as theirs.

‘Would you ever fuck off, woman, and let me sort this once and for all?’

Imelda heard the sound of her mother’s body as she was thrown down the stairs, heard her muffled cries as even in her pain she was still too embarrassed to let on to the neighbours what was actually happening.

As her bedroom door slammed against the wall Imelda flinched involuntarily and she automatically tried to protect her baby, a baby she didn’t even want. A baby she couldn’t even envisage.

Her father grabbed her by her hair, dragged her upright, and she could hear her brother shouting at her, ‘Who the fuck is it, Mel? Just give him a fucking name for Christ’s sake, before he really hurts you.’

She knew her brothers were more worried about her father than they were about her, didn’t want him to get nicked. That was their biggest fear; he was bankrolling the lot of them, and if he didn’t get over this latest drama, they would all be left out in the cold. There was a big part of her that understood that, and she wanted to stop it as much as they did, but unfortunately she was too frightened of him.

As her father pushed his huge fist into her face, as she felt the strength of him, she knew that he was capable of killing her. Never in her life had she felt so exposed, so vulnerable.

‘Please, Dad, please . . . don’t hurt me . . .’

Imelda looked into the face of the man she had loved all her life, and she saw nothing familiar. He was a stranger to her, and she knew then that she was a stranger to him. Since the news of her pregnancy he had taken the time to re-evaluate her status in his community and had decided that she amounted to nothing. His pride was worth much more than her wellbeing.

It was a real wake-up call and, as always, it had come far too late for her to benefit from it in any way.

‘Tell me who the cunt is or I’ll break your fucking neck.’

He meant every word, she could hear it in his voice and feel it in his anger. She knew then that he had finally reached the end of his patience, that tonight was her last chance to redeem herself in his eyes.

Her mother was still trying to pull him off her, was attempting to place herself, her own body, between her daughter and her husband.

But Gerald Dooley shrugged her off as if she was a fly, knocking her against the bedroom wall without a second thought. ‘I’ll fucking stab you, you loose whore you, before I see you make a fucking eejit out of me.’

Imelda saw her brothers standing in the doorway of her bedroom and knew that they were not going to intervene on her behalf. She saw her mother looking at her with fear and she knew that she was finally lost. She knew that Jason had abandoned her, knew that he had left her to her own devices, had so little regard for her and her family that he was confident of her silence. It was then that she knew what she was going to do. Knew then how she would pay him back for her humiliation.

Looking into her father’s eyes she said tragically, ‘He made me, Dad, he forced me. I didn’t want to . . . I couldn’t tell you because I didn’t know how to. I was scared.’

She was crying now and they were real tears, tears of relief that she had finally found a way out of her dilemma. Relief that she had finally found the words to stop her father’s anger and sense of betrayal. Relief that she had finally found something permanent, had finally found something realistic enough to make her father believe in her once more. Relief that she had finally found a way to make Jason Parks pay for his treatment of her. She was a woman scorned now and she wanted him to know just how fucking hard the last few weeks had been because she had tried to protect him. She had given him plenty of time to step up to the plate and take responsibility for her child, while putting up with her father’s wrath, with her father’s disappointment in her.

Let him see how far he got now the cat was well and truly out of the bag and she had put the onus on to him. She was almost laughing now at the thought of what Jason was going to have to go through. Let him have a taste of his own medicine. Let him deal with her father and his anger and his hate. She was finally done with it all, she wanted revenge now, nothing more and nothing less. Let that bastard have a taste of her old man and his outdated beliefs. The more she thought about it, the more she warmed to her theme. She was a reckless girl, and she was known for doing reckless things.

Without thinking it through, without understanding the long-term consequences, Imelda decided that this would get her out of this trouble looking like the innocent, would bring her back into her father’s good books. The plan was working, her father looked crushed, defeated by the turn of events.

‘Who forced you, child, who did this to you?’ Already Imelda could feel the difference in her father, she could feel the change in him as he understood what she was telling him. She could see the softening of his features, hear the plea in his voice as he asked her again, gentler this time, ‘Give me a name, child, you know his name?’

Imelda nodded, her face a mask of tragedy and pain, throwing herself into the role of the victim as she instinctively saved her own life and her own reputation. ‘It was Jason Parks, Dad. He raped me.’

Then he was hugging her to him, his huge arms enveloping her, making her feel safe once more, as he had always made her feel since childhood.

He was weeping now, telling her how sorry he was for the way he had treated her, begging her to forgive him for not realising that she was the innocent party. And, as he hugged her, Imelda saw the way her mother was looking at her, saw the accusation in her eyes and she knew then that this had gone too far. As did her brothers, who were silently watching the little tableau from the landing, both their faces devoid of anything even remotely like an emotion. That she couldn’t stop this now, even if she wanted to. It was one lie too many, and she could never take it back.

So, closing her eyes tight, Imelda Dooley cried like a baby, burying her face in her father’s shoulder, wondering what her latest outburst was going to cause.


 


 Chapter Three

Mary looked at her daughter for long moments; she was still crying and she was still acting the innocent.

But she was still able to look her mother in the eye, even though she was aware of her mother’s scepticism. She was not about to stop the act.

Imelda had always been the one who had caused the most aggravation in this house. The boys had either known better, or had understood that they would not have been given the same backup as the baby of the family, the only girl. This daughter who looked for all the world like butter wouldn’t melt. Mary had given this child a major swerve all her life. She’d lied for her, pretended that she was doing really well to all and sundry, especially her father, when in fact she was not even bothering with her school work. And her husband had believed her because he wanted to believe her, had not wanted to get too involved in the everyday running of this child’s life. Of any of his children’s lives, for that matter. Though, in fairness, he had done his best with the boys.

But he had left the rearing of this last one to her, exclusively to her, he had just admired the girl from afar and, if she was really honest, she had loved it. Had loved the power that had given her. Because as much as she loved her husband, she had also resented him at times, resented his utter freedom from them all. And she hated that she had colluded in her own downfall by taking on the mantle of the home and children because she had not known any better.

He had been given the opportunity, like most men, of opting out of his children’s lives while still being seen as playing a huge part in it. He had stood back and enjoyed their successes while she had ensured he had never known about their failures, and the failures with this one had been legion. Deep down, his second-hand parenting had annoyed her, had made her feel that the children might, just might, have turned out better with more of his time as opposed to his money. Money he had given her with a flourish, money that had somehow bought him his complete and utter neutrality where his offspring were concerned. If they fucked up then she was the culprit because he had trusted her with them. Over the years she had smothered these feelings, had convinced herself that her life was the life she was meant to live. But deep inside, she had known that was wrong. She had always known that he was in reality a waster who had left the brunt of their children’s upbringing to his wife, not because he thought she would do a better job, but because he didn’t give a flying fuck. But she had never voiced these thoughts out loud until now. She’d pushed them out of her mind because, like most things in her life, if she didn’t think about them then they never happened. Until tonight that is.

Now she had to admit that she was partially to blame for what had happened to her daughter if for no other reason than she had let her have a far looser rein than the others. She had let this last child of hers have the freedom she had never had for herself. She had let Imelda live a life that, in comparison to the others, was outrageously easy, lax even, especially where her father had been concerned. He had been told nothing about his baby or her natural animosity towards the world in general. Mary had made sure of that much herself, personally; she had only ever told him what he wanted to hear, because this last child was his baby girl and he didn’t want to hear anything detrimental, anything that would give him cause for concern.

Even when Imelda had been expelled from her school Mary had made sure that Gerald had not heard anything about it. Imelda had been a truant, a smoker, a troublemaker. Like her father and brothers she was a fighter. Always fighting, arguing, and mouthing off to teachers and other pupils alike.

But it was never her fault, it was always someone else’s fault. She was her father’s daughter all right, he was exactly the same when anything happened that he couldn’t cope with, that he knew he had caused.

Mary had done what she had thought was best, had lied and schemed to make sure her husband had never known the whole of anything where his youngest child was concerned. She had made sure he had never known how this daughter of his actually lived, how she really existed in the household where he believed he ruled the fucking roost, where he was the top dog, the main man. It had never occurred to him that his daughter might be a liar, a treacherous whore with no allegiance to anyone unless it benefited her in some way. That she might not see him in the same light as his punters did, as their nemesis, the man who only arrived on their doorsteps when they didn’t have the means to pay their debts. Who was all smiles and friendliness until they owed money, then his sociability went straight out the window and they suddenly realised that he had actually been watching them, that his friendship came with strings. Even as all these thoughts were going through Mary’s head she felt disloyal, but more than anything, she felt angry, angry and bitter at the girl she had shielded and cared for since her birth all those years before.

Unlike her, Gerry thought his daughter was telling the truth now, was convinced that her silence was because she didn’t want to cause any trouble: he was feeling guilty at his treatment of her over the last few weeks. He was ashamed at the way he had assumed she had been fucked and left, the worst thing that could happen to anyone’s daughter, let alone his. He was in bits, was convinced that his assumption about his youngest child was a stigma that would now be attached to him, that his instincts had been wrong. Well, his instincts had been spot on, only no one was going to point that out to him in the near future.

Imelda had played him like a con artist would play a mark. Like her old man she had always had a natural instinct for self-preservation and it had always stood her in good stead. Tonight had been no exception.

Mary, however, knew her daughter much better. She knew that Imelda had never told the whole truth about anything in her life, it wasn’t in her nature. She was a natural-born liar, she always stretched the truth, forcing home a point, she was willing to look you in the eye even when she knew that you knew that she was lying through her teeth. And for years Mary had protected her, had secretly enjoyed knowing something that her husband did not. Namely that his baby, his little darling, was a real piece of work, and she had even loved the fact that they were partners together against him.

Until now that was, because this time her daughter was about to cause fucking murders. Literally.

Gerald Dooley was distraught, he had gravitated from his beloved youngest child being taken down, used and discarded, to her being raped.

A scenario that, in reality, he actually preferred. He had the excuse he needed, the reasoning that would allow him to destroy the person he felt had ruined his little girl. She now had a bellyful of arms and legs, was going to produce a grandchild that was without any kind of substance in his world, that would be born without the benefit of the marital bed. Without a marriage and, ergo, without its father’s name. Gerald was not going to swallow that, was not about to give anyone a fucking pass where his daughter, his family and their fucking reputation was concerned. Imelda being raped only convinced him that his initial reactions had been right.

That Jason Parks’s father was a local Face was neither here nor there, he knew that once the word was out no one in his locality would hold him in any way responsible for his actions. There were some things that money or prestige could not buy. This was one of them.

They were in the car, driving to Jackie Martin’s house. His sons were being unreasonably quiet and this bothered him. It made him feel that they didn’t share his enthusiasm for revenge for what had befallen Imelda. It made him feel, and not for the first time, that they were too fucking stupid to appreciate what was actually going down. He was smarting from what had just happened when he had brought them with him to the meet in Canning Town. They were supposed to be his lookouts, his protectors. As Gerald had strolled into the Bridge House pub, he had assumed they had been behind him, had been protecting him. Watching his back, which was what he fucking paid them to do. It was only when he had approached the punter in question that he had realised that he was on his own, that his sons had somehow forgotten to accompany him into the bar. Instead, they had stayed outside, chatting like a pair of fucking drongos. In spite of all his teachings they had not had the sense to cover his back. He had walked in there on his Jack Jones and it was only his rep that had saved him from a tragic end. But it had been a learning curve, not only for his boys but also for him. He had understood that he had raised a pair of fucking imbeciles who had no real conception of the world they now inhabited, the world he had ensured was safe for him and his family with just their name alone. A name that was now tarnished by Jason Parks; with one action Jason Parks had undermined everything that he had achieved over the years.

Gerald had collected the money owed, as always, but the fact that the boys had not even had the fucking brains to actually cover his back had really hit home to him. They had waited outside for him, had waited for him outside a pub that was not only on a busy fucking road, the A13, but was also a road that guaranteed a fucking easy shoot, an easy getaway for anyone in the know.

As he looked around the pub, watched everyone carrying on as if nothing untoward had happened, he wanted to scream out his frustration. He walked out with the envelope of money and felt an anger towards his sons that he knew was born out of his utter disrespect for them and all they stood for. It was a real eye-opener. Somewhere in his drunken brain he knew that there was something radically wrong with them. He knew that they should have been as angry as he was, as offended, and as disgusted. But they weren’t.

They were like half men, like a pair of fucking eunuchs. That thought had occurred to him many times before but he had suppressed it. He knew they were not like him, not really. They were only on his firm because they were his flesh and blood. If they were not his sons he would not have given them the time of day. They were a pair of fucking losers, and he knew that deep in his boots. He also knew that he was not the only person who held that opinion where they were concerned. He felt, rightly or wrongly, that these boys of his should have known what was happening with their little sister, should have looked out for her, protected her, but they hadn’t. They had not bothered to even oversee their little sister’s life, which was something that any Irish Catholic boy would have done without any kind of prompting, would have done because it meant something to them. Because their sister’s welfare should have come before their own.

Imelda’s predicament had only served to prove something that he had already suspected, that his sons had no fucking real perception of the world that they inhabited. He was still carrying them, and he would always be carrying them because they didn’t have the fucking brains to hold their own cocks unless he saw fit to draw them both a fucking detailed map.

Outside in the evening air Gerald Dooley saw them as he had never seen them before, standing by the motor with the usual expectant look on their faces, both waiting for him to tell them what to do. Waiting for him to tell them both what the next step was going to be. They were an embarrassment to him, they were a pair of fucking leeches. He knew they were frightened of him, and until now that had not bothered him. But seeing them, with his world crashing down around his ears, he had to admit the truth to himself. Even now his daughter had more brains in her little toe than this pair shared between them on their best day. Imelda had been taken down by a piece of shit, a piece of shit that her brothers should have been aware of, should have been policing. He had stopped by this pub to collect a debt that was outstanding because he knew that after tonight he could be banged up. Even with all that was going on he still had the sense to do his job, do what he was paid for. Once that was out of the way he could concentrate all his energy on the matter in hand.

‘Where the fuck were you two?’

He had thrown the envelope full of cash at his eldest son. ‘I was left in there like a fucking spare prick at the proverbial wedding. You two are fucking useless. I can’t even fucking sack you, can I?’

He had got into the motor and waited for his sons to do the same. Shaking his head, he had said sadly, ‘Drive to Jackie’s, at least with him I’ll feel like I have a fucking backup.’

Now when they finally reached Jackie’s house Gerry watched the way that they looked at each other; it was a furtive look that he had seen before. A look that had told him that he had stepped on their necks once too often, that he had not allowed either of them to form a real personality of their own. They both always looked to him for direction and, whereas that had once pleased him, all it did now was irritate him.

He had to tell them what to do, when to do it, and how to do it; initiative was not one of their strong points. Even now, at a time like this, when they could see what was important to him, neither of them had the fucking guts to offer any kind of opinion about it all, about their sister’s predicament.

They followed him inside quietly, their large bodies and expressionless faces making him feel angrier by the second. As always, they were waiting for him to give them a heads-up, some kind of lead. His big fear was what the fuck they would do when he was inside, or when he finally popped his clogs. Who the fuck would look after them then? When he was gone they would be like a rudderless boat drifting on a sea of ignorance.

Jackie was in bed asleep, but his wife was shrewd enough to notice the demented look in Gerald Dooley’s eyes and consequently had the sense not to ask him what he wanted with her husband. Instead, she pointed upstairs before retreating to the kitchen without a word. A small part of her hoped that her husband was about to be disposed of. It was unlikely, but she knew, better than anyone, just what a two-faced, treacherous bastard he could be, and she hoped that this trait had finally caught up with him.

Five minutes later, however, Jackie left the house with a smug look on his face and the assurance that he would see her later. She knew her husband well enough to know that whatever was going down, he was not the cause of it, but he was determined to be part of the cure.

‘Stop crying, Mel, you and I both know that this is all a fucking scam.’

Imelda knew from the fear in her mother’s voice that she had gone too far. Though she too was terrified at what she was going to cause, there was still a big part of her inside that was enjoying it all. Was enjoying the drama that she was creating around her.

Despite her shock at her father’s reaction, Imelda could not help feeling a deep satisfaction as well. After all, she felt that she was the wronged party in this. Jason had used her, and now he was going to pay for it, and pay dearly. She secretly hoped that her father crippled him, hoped that he was left a shadow of his former self. Was left unable to have sex with another woman as long as he lived. Her jealousy was so raw, so painful, she was willing to do anything she could to see him hurt, see him brought low.

She wanted Jason to know what it was like to be left high and dry, as he had left her. She had banked on him coming through for her, had actually believed that her family would have been enough to make the ponce see sense. But he had blanked her without a second’s thought, had not even given her the courtesy of a phone call or a fucking verbal message. He had left her to face this lot alone, and he had to pay for that. He was already on to the next girl, was already fucking someone else. Well, he had made a mistake this time, she was not going to retreat with her tail between her legs. She was not going to give him a free pass, he was going to pay the price for his negligence.

She had lived with this pregnancy and the fear it had engendered for weeks and he had not cared one iota about what she might have been going through. So, if she decided to get her revenge on him, then that was his fucking lookout. See how he felt now the boot was on the other foot and he was the one being harassed and accused. See if he liked being in the frame as the villain of the piece.

Imelda looked at her mother then, saw the way her mother eyed her with distaste and disbelief and knew she had not conned her as easily as she had her father. So she shrieked with all the hate she could muster, ‘Oh, so what’s new, eh? You don’t believe me, do you? All this time I have kept me mouth shut to avoid all this.’ She gestured around her by holding her arms out wide. ‘To stop me father from killing someone, and as usual me own mother doesn’t believe me, doesn’t care about what happened to me. Then you wonder why I didn’t tell you about it. But I’ll tell you this now. There is a baby, Mum, and it got there somehow, didn’t it? I suppose you believe we all arrived with the stork. No dirty, sweaty sex for you, a woman who won’t even have the Sun newspaper in her house. A house that is so fucking clean and sterile it’s like a hospital, a fucking mental hospital. A nut-house and you’re the Queen Nutter.’

Imelda was crying now, real tears; she was feeling genuine sorrow for herself and her situation. She was caught up in the lie she had caused, was already half believing it. She was the proud possessor of an audience, and that was all she had ever wanted, had ever needed. She threw herself into the part of the victim, milking it for all that it was worth, while at the same time passing on the blame.

‘You knew that I couldn’t tell me dad who was responsible without a fucking war starting, you saw what he’s done to me over the last weeks, how he’s treated me, and you wonder why I kept fucking stumm. Jason used me, and now he has to face the old man.’

Imelda’s lovely face was the picture of innocence, her large blue eyes pleading for some kind of understanding. In her bedroom, the bedroom of a typical teenage girl, she looked so young and so vulnerable. To anyone else she would have looked believable but to Mary Dooley, who knew what a gifted liar her daughter was, she looked just how she had always looked to her. Like a vicious, vindictive little mare. It was hard to admit that to herself, but it was the truth. Imelda had always had a dark side to her, had always been capable of causing great disruption to those around her. Imelda lied about the littlest things, it was in her nature. She embellished everything for no other reason than it came naturally to her. She was devoid of any kind of morality. Even as a small child she had schemed and lied to get what she wanted. She would go to extraordinary lengths to get what she saw as revenge for slights real or imagined. Until now Mary had not seen anything sinister in that, but now, now she knew that this child of hers was without real emotions, real feelings. She knew that Imelda was prepared to offer up Jason Parks like a sacrificial lamb to ensure that she came out of this without a stain on her character, and to ensure that Jason Parks paid the price for not putting his hand up and taking the flak. A small part of her could understand her daughter’s hurt, her daughter’s need to make him pay for abandoning her. But another part of her, the sensible part of her, knew that this daughter of hers had accused him of rape. Not just of making her pregnant, because that would have insinuated that she was a party to it all, she had accused Jason Parks of the most heinous crime a man could be accused of. And, knowing her daughter like she did, she knew that it was all a fabrication, a lie. A lie that would absolve her of any wrongdoing, a lie that her mother knew would haunt her until the day she died. Would haunt them all. This wasn’t just about revenge, this was about destroying one life to save another.

Mary Dooley already knew deep down inside that the child her daughter was carrying meant nothing to her. It was just a weapon to her daughter, no more and no less. A weapon that her daughter would use as she used anything that she felt might get her what she wanted.

Jason Parks’s father believed that he was a real Face, that he was a legend in his own lifetime. He wasn’t as well thought of, though, as he believed, but by the same token he wasn’t someone to be mugged off. He could have a row, there was no doubt about that. He was a shrewdie in his own way, was a man who saw the big picture. He was also an earner and, as such, he was respected. His only flaw was his over-inflated ego. It was because of this that he didn’t have any real friends, and it was why he wasn’t on the best terms with his only son.

He earned a wedge that was not only large, but also respectable. In effect that meant he had a legitimate business, a business that was doing exceptionally well and could be used to explain away his affluent lifestyle if ever the need should arise. He also had his other business, the real money spinner, for which, unlike his regular business, he had to share out a large percentage of the profits. And share them he did because he had no choice. Though at times he resented the need to placate those around him.

Timothy Parks felt that he was well past the days of needing any kind of protection, but it galled him that he was still expected to hand out a large percentage of his wedge on a weekly basis to the people he had paid to give him an in all those years ago. He was not the sort of person where this kind of a long-term arrangement was ever going to sit easily on his shoulders. He was more than grateful for the initial introductions, and he had been more than happy to pay the premium for a while, after all, he was not a complete fucking moron. But now he was having serious doubts about the validity of the payments that were still required from him, even though the people involved had no actual involvement any more in his purchase of the products their friends were so willing to supply. Ergo, they were now fucking obsolete as far as he was concerned. They had done what was required and been reimbursed for their troubles. So now he felt that they were taking the piss.

In fact, he was now of the opinion that he might actually be getting ripped off. Royally ripped off, if he was being honest. He had weighed everyone out at the off, so why were they still so sure that he owed them something, that he owed them a large part of his fucking livelihood? He could fucking score off any number of dealers, it wasn’t as if they had a unique fucking product. In their world, cocaine, grass or amphetamines was the equivalent of fucking Avon; anyone could get access to it if they really wanted to. He really didn’t need such a jealous supplier, especially as nowadays there were so many others to choose from.

That his son was a complete idiot had not escaped him either. He had heard through the grapevine that his boy was now a professional bank robber, and that was fine by him. He saw that as a mug’s game himself, it was a lot of bird for what he felt was not enough dough. It was his son’s latest foray into the world of dealing that was really getting up his nose, he smiled at the pun. Mainly because he didn’t even have the sense to see that he was treading on his own father’s toes. Now what did that say about the boy? What kind of fucking idiot shat on his own doorstep?

At the end of the day, he was his son after all. Though, like his mother, Jason was a fucking taker. He took what he wanted and didn’t give a fuck who it affected, whose toes it might cause to be trodden on by all and fucking sundry.

But Timmy was being very good about it. He was prepared to give the boy a leg-up, help him get a proper corner for himself, all the little fucker had to do was ask. It wasn’t exactly rocket science.

Jason irritated him because he was quite happy to use his family connections to further his career, while at the same time begrudging his father his success. The same success that the little fucker was now trading on to get himself a fucking gee-up in the world of the illegal: the cheap, recreational pharmaceuticals.

In his calmer moments Timmy enjoyed the fact that Jason was a real chip off the old block as far as everyone else was concerned. He admired the fact that his son had the guts to go out on his own, was sensible enough to see that anyone with half a brain used what they could to get on in life. But he only felt like that when he was really mellow, after he had imbibed a few drinks, smoked a few joints. Then, and only then, would he find it in his heart to see the boy as someone to be proud of.

Not that he would ever tell him that, of course, that was something he would one day understand himself through learned wisdom, through his own hard graft; consequently the knowledge would then be far more advantageous because he would have come to that realisation on his own.

As he opened the safe, he was surprised to see Gerald Dooley walk into his office. His office was currently in a rented Portakabin on an industrial estate in South London, an office that he made sure was moved every three weeks to another location so he had a heads-up if anyone decided to flip on him. The appearance of a gang of men was bound to make him feel that something untoward was going down.

‘How the fuck did you know where I was?’ Timmy was genuinely interested, he really had believed that his constant movement of premises would keep him safe.

Gerald looked around the small space as if he thought the person he was looking for might be hiding under a seat cushion or in the desk drawer. Timmy watched him not only with suspicion, but also with outrage. The people he had been paying the serious bucks to all this time should have ensured that this kind of thing didn’t happen.

Gerald Dooley and his crew made the confines of the little cabin seem minuscule, and for the first time Timmy Parks felt a stirring of fear. He knew that this was serious, and he racked his brains for any reason whatsoever why these people should be confronting him like this, in the sanctity of his private offices. He could not come up with anything, he could only assume, which he did, that someone was out to take what was his.

They were blocking the only entrance and the only exit and all Timmy had going for him was his mouth, so he would attempt to try and talk his way out of this situation as best he could. He smiled as if their presence was the most natural thing in the world, as if he was somehow expecting them. Opening his arms wide in a gesture of welcome he said happily, ‘Come on, Gerry, don’t tell me you’ve decided to start dealing.’

Gerry was champing at the bit, his anger almost electric in the tiny room. He looked as if he was capable of a murder, and of course he was.

‘Where is that cunt of a son?’ He was talking through gritted teeth, and his words were almost unintelligible.

Timmy knew then that this was not anything to do directly with him personally, and he felt himself relax, even with Dooley looking like something from a Hammer Horror movie. He was, first and foremost, a man who looked out for number one before he would even consider looking out for anyone or anything else. If he had been on the Titanic he would have got into a lifeboat while throwing women and children over his shoulders and kicking the old and the infirm out of his way.

Settling his face into a picture of innocence Timothy Parks said loudly, ‘I might have known this was his call, that little fucker is nothing to do with me. You want him, Gerry, you can fucking have him.’

‘Where is he?’

‘If I know him he’ll be out on the nest, then he’ll go home to his mother. He is a fucking mummy’s boy.’ Timmy shrugged then, pleased with himself.

His expensive suit and his cheap shoes were suddenly like a red rag to a bull where Gerald Dooley was concerned. No wonder he had brought up a rapist, a fucking beast. What chance did a kid have with this ponce in the background? He had heard the rumours about this man and his only boy. The boy, rightly or wrongly, bore this ponce’s name, and that alone should make him have some kind of care, some kind of pride in what might happen to that name.

Gerald had ensured that his children had good reason to be glad they bore the name Dooley. In his mind, that was why his poor daughter had kept her pregnancy quiet, that was why she had felt unable to tell her family what had happened to her. The shame of being raped was all the more acute as far as she was concerned because of who her father was.

Now this man, this piece of shit standing there like a fucking statue, was acting like his son was nothing in the world. Timothy Parks had brought up a child who had destroyed his baby. He was so fucking indifferent as to what was going on around him that he had not even had the decency to ask why the fuck they were there in the first place. Why they wanted his boy, had not even been curious about what he might have done.

No wonder Jason Parks was a fucking nonce, a fucking molester, a sexual predator; he had been brought up by this fucking moron. Gerald suddenly felt convinced that Timmy and people like him were the reason this fucking country was going to the dogs.

‘He raped my baby. She is in the fucking club by that cunt and you don’t even care, do you? You have no fucking obligation to me, or her, or your own fucking flesh and blood, do you?’

Jackie Martin saw the look of abject disbelief on Parks’s face and knew, like the others in the room knew, that this man had nothing to do with what was going on. But he could do nothing, none of them could do anything without incurring the same wrath.

‘He what?’

It was obvious to everyone that even Jason’s father, not his biggest fan at any time, had trouble believing that about the boy.

Grabbing him roughly by the throat Gerald Dooley proceeded to slam the man’s head onto a heavy oak desk, over and over again. As the man’s skull opened up and his blood flowed copiously all over the floor, Gerry began to experience a small modicum of peace.

The desk that was now covered in blood and brains was the only piece of furniture in the place that was worth anything. Like the dead man lying on the navy-blue polyester carpet, it looked completely out of place.

Jackie looked at the two boys and realised that, like him, their breathing was shallow, and their hands were shaking. Like him, they knew that Gerry Dooley was out of control.


 


 Chapter Four

Jason was as happy as a sandboy. He had been well fucked by a well-developed, and very experienced, housewife. He was also well fed thanks to his accommodating mother: he had sated all his appetites bar one. He just needed to get copious amounts of alcohol down his Gregory Peck to round off his day. A day he had really enjoyed, mainly because, unlike most people, he basically did whatever took his fancy. He didn’t work a real job, and he saw anyone who did as a fool, a mug. He had a good few quid at his disposal, and he had an active imagination. He filled his days without any bother at all. In fact, he felt as if he was indestructible.

Now, to add the icing on his otherwise pleasant cake, he had been invited into the back room of his favourite pub. That in itself was an honour. It was where people went to do a few deals, but mainly it was somewhere people could go and talk without worrying who might be listening in.

It was a family pub out the front, the barmaids were older and the clientele were basic; men with their wives and older children. They drank together, smiled, and put the appropriate records on the juke boxes. On the surface it was like any other straight pub in the Smoke. Or in any big city or town anywhere in the United Kingdom.

Only those in the business area of the neighbourhood understood that this place was a front. Drinks were cheaper for the regulars, and the Old Bill were not averse to having a swift half when the fancy took them. Afters were the norm, and weekends saw the place rocking with either an Irish band or a local DJ. Kids were often running around the bar, and the atmosphere was friendly, if suspicious of any newcomers.

All in all, it was the perfect front for the owners, it gave them a modicum of security because no one saw it as the real deal. And the people in the know felt safe there. They could drop in and have a drink, and they could also do a few deals, secure in the knowledge that the place was not really seen as anywhere the Filth would be keeping a watch on. The only Filth involved with this pub were the ones whose job it was to protect it. It was a win-win situation for all concerned.

Not that this front came cheap by any means; behind the scenes there was a network of payments and procedures that would make the Inland Revenue ashamed at its complexity. But it worked, and that was all that anyone was interested in. There was a long line of people who earned good money to see this place was left in peace.

So, for someone like young Jason Parks, an invitation into the back room was like a platinum credit card; it meant you had made it. It meant you were seen as someone to be reckoned with; in his case, you were perceived as an up-and-coming potential earner. It was all about the earn; money spoke volumes, and it spoke most languages.

Jason was thrilled with himself and, as he walked through the packed pub, he could feel the eyes of everyone on him and he knew then what made the criminal life so very appealing to young men like him.

He knew he was a showman, knew that would eventually be his downfall. The real Faces were not really known outside of their immediate circles. Not for a long time anyway. It could take the Old Bill ten years before they could even start a real investigation against them because, thanks to the Jason Parkses of the world, they worked young men like him while being far too intelligent to attract any real attention to themselves. They didn’t live large, and they didn’t attract attention.

Once someone like Jason Parks got an in, they knew they were getting respect, knew that they were classed as all right. And, in their world, that meant more money on the hip, and more kudos on the pavement.

The hallowed back bar, when Jason finally entered it, was a great disappointment to him. He didn’t know what he had expected, but it certainly wasn’t a nondescript room, full of nondescript people wearing below-average clothes. There was no music, and no bright lights. In fact, it was like his mother’s front room. All cheap wallpaper and scuffed furniture. The only thing missing was an underlying smell of cabbage. The bar area itself was small, and manned by a Face called Desmond Pollard. He was big, hairy and he always seemed to be sweating.

There were only five or six other people in there, and Jason didn’t really know any of them. He knew who they were, of course, but he didn’t know them personally. He experienced his first prickle of uneasiness, but shrugged it off. Just because he didn’t know them, didn’t mean they didn’t know him.

That was how this whole world worked, what made it so exciting. You dreamt of something like this happening to you, it was half the reason you grafted. You hoped that the people in the know who were, to all intents and purposes, the business, would notice you. If they did, you were then brought into what was, in their world, a very exclusive club. It meant you had arrived or, at least, worst ways, that you were well on your way.

Des was all smiles and friendly banter and, as he handed him a large Scotch, Jason felt his chest expanding with pride. If only his father could see him now.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed an open door. It was the original back door of the property, a handy exit if necessary for the majority of the people who frequented this establishment. It led out to the car park, a dark, uninviting area that purposely had no lighting because that, of course, would defeat the object.

‘Seen anything of Imelda Dooley?’

Des’s voice was neutral, but Jason felt the veiled animosity underneath, sensed the threat that he realised now had been there since he had walked into the room. From the back of the room a small man with a heavy brow and expensive dentistry called out loudly, ‘Her father’s looking for you, boy. He’s out the back and, if I was you, I wouldn’t keep the fucker waiting.’

Jason looked around him, saw that he was outnumbered, saw that he had been set up, and saw that he had no escape. For the first time in years he wished that he had a real father, someone he could turn to at a time like this. He had only fucked the girl, and she had been fucked by plenty of blokes before him. She had a reputation as a fucking shagger, it was just his luck that he would be the one to get fucking tugged over it. And he would lay his last penny that it was her grassing him up to her old man for revenge. So he had blanked her? It wasn’t like it was the first time that had happened to her, surely? He wasn’t going to be the fall guy; her mate had told him the score, if she was in the club the culprit could be anyone in a very long line of candidates.

He felt fear prickle his spine, knew that how he conducted himself tonight would be the yardstick for his whole future. He had to walk away from this stupidity with his head and his pride intact. After all, Gerald Dooley was not a mug, but he was also not in the top echelons of this world. He knew that Imelda was behind this crap, and he also knew that he had asked for it in many respects. He had not even bothered to acknowledge her and that had to hurt. But to bring her old man down on him, what the fuck was all that about? At this moment in time he hated her.

Swallowing his drink Jason placed the glass onto the nearest table and, like the proverbial lamb, he walked out the open back door to what was, in effect, his slaughter. He knew that there would be some kind of welcoming committee, and he knew that it was not going to be made up of people who were exactly his biggest fans. He knew enough to know he was on his own, but he was also confident enough to believe that he could sort this misunderstanding out if he used his loaf. After all, his father was not exactly someone to be ignored.

The only problem was that Jason was hyped up on pharmaceutical cocaine and carrying a weapon, a lethal combination by anyone’s standards. Coupled with his fear and boyish pride, it was a recipe for disaster. Jason Parks was not going to go down without a fight. Of that much he was sure.

‘I don’t believe you, Mel, you’re lying. If you had been raped you would have said ages ago. Until now he was your fucking boyfriend, so make up your mind.’

Mary Dooley was still unmoved by her daughter’s tears, by the girl’s hysteria. She could smell a lie from a mile off, especially where her children were concerned.

Imelda was lying on her bed, the picture of tragedy because she knew in her heart that she had been rumbled. But she was not about to let on to her mother that she was aware she had been found out.

She had learnt years before that the only way to survive in this household was never to waver. Never argue unless you had a chance of winning and, most important of all, she knew that her mother would do anything to keep her father from knowing anything about his children that might put his wife in a bad light.

Basically, no matter what happened, her mother would do whatever was needed to stop her husband from knowing the real score where this daughter of his was concerned. That went for the neighbours as well, her mother had a terror of the neighbours that bordered on mania. She was always telling her family the old Irish adage: people only know what you tell them. In their world that was a really good bit of advice. Like most of the Irish families, they knew that the tiniest titbit of information could be someone’s downfall. Especially where skulduggery was concerned.

Now that she was cornered, Imelda was determined to keep her story straight, keep her father and brothers on her side. She knew that her being pregnant was bad enough, but if her father thought that she had been an active participant in the pregnancy she would be out in the cold without a second’s thought on his part. His behaviour since he had found out about her condition was enough to alert her to just how precarious her position actually was. If she wavered now, her life as she knew it was over.

If she kept up this story she was guaranteed her father’s help and goodwill. If she really played her cards right she might even get an abortion; after all, a child that was the product of rape was not a child her father would be welcoming with open arms. Even a devout Catholic like him could be swayed if the circumstances were such that her having the child would be detrimental to her health, her mental health and her peace of mind. All she wanted was shot of this baby, and everything that it entailed.

It was clear to her now that after what she had said about Jason Parks, she had no option but to keep up the lie. What had been, at the time, no more than an angry lie, a way to get her revenge on the man who she saw as the cause of all her problems, had somehow turned into a huge drama, a drama that she didn’t know how to step back from. This baby had already destroyed her life, now she knew that her lies would make this child even more unwanted. Not just by her, but by the people she needed to help her get through it all. Her family.

She knew deep inside that if she had not lied, then her father would have come round eventually; after all, a life was a life and, as his flesh and blood, the child would have been accepted eventually. He was too chicken-hearted where she was concerned, and he would have forgiven and forgotten in his new role as a grandfather.

Now though, she had burnt her boats and she knew that the only way out of this was to get shot of the baby, and she could only do that if she could convince her mother that what she had said was true. She also knew from experience that her mother would do whatever was necessary to keep the peace with her husband. She was not as sure, however, about her mother swallowing her having the child terminated; she saw a life as a life. She didn’t see the big picture, didn’t see that after tonight the child inside her would not be welcomed by anyone. Least of all her. She just wanted her old life back; she had only had a small taste of life as an unmarried mother and it sucked big time, and the fucking child had not even arrived yet.

Imelda could smell the aroma of soap powder as she pushed her face into the pillows on her bed and she wished that her mother would go away and leave her alone.

‘Answer me, Mel, and I swear that if you tell me the truth I will stand by you, no matter what. But I have to know what’s really going on.’

She kept her face pressed into the pillows, frightened to look her mother in the eye, knowing that she already knew the answer to her question, and also knowing that if she ever admitted her lie she would be finished. She pulled herself up then and, crying noisily and looking for all the world as sad as she possibly could, she said brokenly, ‘Please, Mum, leave me alone.’

She looked distraught. She sounded distraught. But Mary Dooley knew deep inside that this was just another one of her daughter’s self-inflicted dramas. Only this time it was really serious, this time she had told a lie that was so heinous and so dangerous it would, without doubt, cause a lot of people a lot of trouble.

‘You always think the worst of me, don’t you? You always have.’

Mary shook her head sadly. ‘Do you realise the trouble you have caused with your accusation, Mel? Do you understand what someone like your father is actually capable of ? He’ll hammer the life out of the boy and that’s fair enough if he did rape you. But if he didn’t, then you need to tell me now. If you tell me now I can protect you.’

‘Will you leave me alone? I don’t need this, Mum. I don’t need you on my back tonight. I wish you could just for once believe what I tell you.’

Mary sighed heavily, her face a mass of lines, deep, troubled lines that seemed to have appeared over the last few hours.

‘I know you better than anyone, lady, and I know exactly what you are capable of. You didn’t mention anything about being raped to me. So don’t try and pull the wool over my eyes. Because I warn you now, if your father gets nicked over you, I’ll fucking brain you meself. As God is my witness, I’ll see you pay the price for your antics, if only this once.’

As Mary looked into her daughter’s lovely face, saw the crocodile tears and the terror that was there, she knew then, without a doubt, that her daughter was, as usual, starring in her own life story. By the end of the night, Imelda would actually believe her own lies, and so would almost everyone else around her. It was a knack she had, making people believe her, garnering their sympathy and then playing on their kindness until she achieved her ends.

Once she had got what she wanted from people though, she walked away from them without a backward glance. Leaving them wondering what had happened to cause so much aggravation in the first place. Well, this time Mary was not going to let her walk away unscathed, she had a baby on the way and, please God, a child might be just what she needed to calm her down, might curb her behaviour once and for all.

Mary automatically began tidying the room, unwilling to leave the daughter who, from her birth, had caused her nothing but heartache and sorrow. She had colluded in so many of this girl’s lies, she was wondering now if she might be partly to blame for this latest upset. She had let her daughter have her freedom because she felt it was a different world now, her daughter lived in a world where she was allowed an opinion, was allowed to choose things for herself. Her own mother had bought her clothes for her right up until she had got married. But Mary also knew that a lot of her parenting with Imelda was sheer laziness on her part. She just didn’t have the energy or the inclination needed to keep her in line. Imelda had such a strong personality and was so argumentative it was easier to let her get on with it. Guilt was a terrible thing, Mary knew that better than anyone. She also knew it was something that would never trouble this daughter of hers. Imelda Dooley had never developed a conscience, and she doubted she ever would, especially at this late stage.

Gerry Dooley was more than ready for Jason Parks, and as he watched him come out into the cold night air he felt once more the anger and humiliation wash over him. That his daughter had been taken down by the likes of Jason Parks was too much for him to bear. All night he had hunted this boy down, had searched for him, even though he knew that Jackie and the boys thought he was over-reacting to what had happened. He had got the distinct impression that his own sons did not regard their sister’s version of events as wholly honest. Well, she was definitely in the fucking club, so at least a percentage of what she had said had to be true. He had a feeling she was milking the situation, but then that was her, she had always been that way inclined. But then she was a young girl, and young girls were foolish, they were romantic, and, above all, they were vulnerable. Especially where scum-bags like Parks were concerned.

Now the boy was standing before him. Jason Parks had the stance of a boxer, and Gerry knew he was bracing himself for whatever was about to happen. He looked into the young man’s handsome face, saw the fear there, and also the determination to face what was coming. Then he gave his colossal anger a free rein.

Jason felt the first punch. It was like being hit by a train, it was so powerful and painful and, as he dropped to the filthy Tarmac, he knew that his only chance of survival was to get back up on to his feet as quickly as possible. He rolled away, grateful for the heavy leather jacket he was wearing. As he got up, he saw the other men around him. He saw Imelda’s brothers standing apart from their father and, even in his confusion, he sensed that they were not really a part of what was going down.

Jackie Martin, as always, was waiting to see what happened; he was Gerry’s right-hand man, though in reality he was no more than his Yes Man. He was watching Jason warily and, unlike the brothers, he was willing to do whatever might be needed to bring this to a successful conclusion. As he assessed the situation Jason heard Gerry Dooley’s voice, ‘You fucking raping piece of dirt.’

Even Gerry Dooley couldn’t fail to see the look of absolute shock on Jason Parks’s face at his words. Jason was genuinely stunned, so shocked he actually took a step backwards.

Now he understood what was going down, knew then that this man was on a mission. He knew that he was fucked because there was no way he could argue his case with a man who was going to defend his daughter’s honour, no matter what.

Jason was shaking his head in denial and Jackie Martin knew then and there that he had not taken Imelda Dooley by force. He was a little fucker, and he was a fucking womaniser. But then he was a young bloke, sex was all he thought about, they had all been there, only they had all had the sense to take their urges out on the girls who were renowned for their generous natures. Girls who did not have fathers who were known for their violence, who earned their very living from violent acts. If this silly sod was guilty of anything, it was bad judgement.

‘I did not rape your daughter, Mr Dooley . . .’

Gerald Dooley laughed then and, looking around him at the others, he said angrily, ‘Like father like son, scum. You gave her a child, and that’s proof enough for me. She’s been terrified of telling me who the fucking culprit was and now I know why. She knew that I’d have to fucking kill you, and I will do just that. Make no mistake.’

Gerry advanced towards him once more, his huge shoulders knotted with suppressed rage and his fists clenched ready for another attack. Jason, whose brains were scrambled from the drugs he had taken, and the drink he had imbibed, was a young man who felt that his integrity was being maligned for no real reason, and felt honour bound to defend it. He said quietly and purposefully, ‘I never raped your daughter, Mr Dooley, I didn’t fucking need to.’

Even as he spoke, he knew he was just making things worse; men like Dooley found it easier to believe their precious daughters had been forced into the sex act. That was far more preferable than believing that their little angels were as up for it as their boyfriends. Jason also knew, somewhere in his drugged and fear-addled mind, that he had gone too far.

As Dooley came at him once again, his animal strength giving him the appearance of a much younger and fitter man, Jason Parks was more than ready for him. He pulled the knife he kept in his jacket pocket out of its hiding place and, as he felt the full weight of Gerald Dooley’s anger approaching him once more, he thrust the knife into the man’s chest with all the strength he could muster.

It was an odd feeling, almost surreal, as it slipped between the man’s ribs and punctured his heart in a split second; he hadn’t hit bone, or even the cloth of the man’s jacket. The knife, which had a six-inch blade and a carved bone handle, had not encountered any kind of resistance at all. It had entered the man’s body silently and slickly. It had achieved its objective though; it had stopped him in his tracks.

Jason couldn’t believe how easy it had been. As Dooley dropped on to his knees, clasping his chest with both of his huge rough hands, all Jason Parks could think about was that there was no real blood. Nothing. Yet he knew the man was dying in front of his eyes.

Jason knew that he had delivered a fatal blow, and he was genuinely sorry for that. It was the speed of the action that had thrown him though: with a split second he had taken this man’s life.

As Gerald Dooley lay on the filthy ground, the men gathered around stood in silence, all in shock at what had just happened. Each of them was acutely aware that in a few short seconds their lives had been changed irrevocably.

Gerry lay there, his huge bulk completely still now, looking incongruous on the cold ground where only minutes before he had been standing, talking and breathing and alive.

For Jackie Martin and the Dooley brothers, this man’s death had left them without a spearhead, without any kind of leadership. Without him to guide them, they were not even sure how they were supposed to react to his death. It was Des Pollard who, with his own interests in mind, took control of the situation.

Des already knew that Jason’s father was out of the picture. By all accounts he was as dead as a fucking doornail, and that his death had been hastened somewhat by Gerald Dooley would soon be common knowledge. So the Filth would hear about it sooner rather than later, which was a good thing in some respects as it would stop them all from shoving their noses in where they weren’t wanted. So, making a decision that he felt would be the best for all concerned, especially for him and the people who frequented this establishment, he took matters into his own hands.

Taking the knife from Jason Parks, he saw the absolute shock, horror, that this kind of random violence often caused. Unlike professional acts of aggression, for either financial reasons, or for the furtherance of a cause, for example the collection of a gambling debt or such like, this kind of violence caused far more trouble than it was worth. This was wanker’s violence, the sort of shite that happened outside cheap nightclubs, where young men with too much drink and not enough brain cells made the biggest mistake of their lives over either a female or pride. This kind of stupidity had no place in their world, where any violence was controlled and was no more than a means to an end.

While Gerald Dooley was still in the land of the living, his determination to avenge his daughter’s rather dubious reputation was acceptable. After all, he had his creds, and he was therefore within his rights to do whatever he felt was necessary to sort out the situation. Now, though, that had changed.

For starters, Des had a dead Face on his premises, and that was something that had to be sorted out, sooner rather than later.

‘Get inside, all of you.’

Des knew that the door to the main bar area was already locked and bolted, so there was no fear of anyone wandering in on top of them all. Two of his own sons were already lifting the huge carcass of Gerald Dooley off the floor and into a nearby van. Des was gutted; the van was nearly new and now it would have to be disposed of at the same time as the body. The clean-up operation was done quickly and quietly, with the minimum of fuss. It wasn’t the first time someone had expired on these premises and he had a feeling that it wouldn’t be the last. This was more about damage limitation than anything else. He was saving his own arse, and he was also sensible enough to know that all the people involved would be eternally grateful for his ministrations in their time of need.

Des went back inside and poured them all stiff drinks. He saw that the Dooley boys, both of whom were nice kids, though not exactly what could be termed university material, were shaking in shock at their father’s untimely death. He also saw that Jason Parks, who he actually quite liked after seeing how he had handled himself, was only a line of snort away from total meltdown. If Jason’s old man was still on the scene he would have probably taken his side tonight, but he wasn’t. Gerald Dooley worked for some serious people and that was what Des was keeping in mind. They had liked and respected him, and they would also understand his reasons for the night’s fucking upsets. Gerry had been looking after his own, and that was something they could all associate with in one way or another.

Des caught Jackie Martin’s eye and, shrugging, he walked softly up to Jason Parks, grabbed him tightly by his hair and quickly and cleanly cut the boy’s throat. It was a necessary evil. But after the accusations, which like a lot of people he believed were rather exaggerated on Imelda Dooley’s part, Jason was already finished in their world. You could live down a lot of things, except grassing or violence against women or children. There were some things that were taboo, and Jason Parks had been accused of rape. As the boy bled out, Desmond was already opening a bottle of industrial strength bleach and telling himself that the place was overdue for a new carpet anyway.

Jackie Martin was saddened at his friend’s death; he was on his own now, and he knew that he didn’t have the presence of mind or indeed the acumen that was needed for this line of work. Without Gerry he was fucked. He couldn’t believe what had happened to his life in the space of a few hours.

Three deaths in one night, the fucking Kray twins had been banged up for less.

Imelda Dooley had watched her mother as she listened politely to the policeman. She had shown no emotion as he had explained to her in a very low and very respectful voice that Gerald Dooley’s body had been found on a bit of wasteland, with another man’s, and she was now a widow. Imelda had watched in morbid fascination as her mother calmly offered them tea, asked them the appropriate questions and eventually saw them to the door.

In the forty-eight hours since her father and brothers had walked out of the house, the world as she knew it had ended. Three people were dead, and her family had been left without the protection of her father’s name.

Her brothers were useless without their father to guide them, even she could see that much, and Jackie Martin, who up until now she had seen as almost her father’s equal, seemed to have visibly shrunk before her eyes.

Like her mother, he had aged dramatically over the last couple of days, and she knew that neither he, nor her mother, would ever regain their previous strength. It was as if, with his death, Gerald Dooley had drained the life-force out of his whole family.

As Imelda slipped up to her bedroom, away from the crushing grief that was tainting everything and everyone it came into contact with, she wondered once more at how well her mother had taken her husband’s death.

For the first time in her life she felt guilty, felt responsible. It was not a feeling she was used to and definitely not a feeling she ever wanted to experience again. She was the catalyst for everything that had happened, and she would admit that to herself in the dark hours of the night but, Imelda being Imelda, blamed all that had happened on the child she was carrying. A child that had been created without a second’s thought by two people who couldn’t even look after themselves, let alone a child, and whose existence was the cause of not only its father’s death, but of both its grandfathers too. It was a child of pain and suffering and she hated it.

As Imelda sat on the edge of bed she felt the urge to scream wash over her. She placed a hand firmly across her mouth, convinced that if she didn’t then she would start screaming and, once she started, she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to stop.

She bent over double then, her free arm hugging her own body, swallowing down the sobs that were fighting to get out. She felt a pain so acute inside her chest she honestly believed the child had finally taken the hint and packed up, ready to vacate her unwilling body. Instead though, she dropped onto the carpeted floor and, rocking backwards and forwards, she cried silent tears. Feeling them gush from her she felt the frustration and the rage building up once more as what she had done, what she had been the cause of, was played out in her mind’s eye all over again.

She had always sailed close to the wind, she was the first to admit that, and she had caused her fair share of trouble over the years. But never in her wildest dreams had she ever believed that something so heinous could have befallen her family over something she had done.

Her temper, as always, had been her downfall. Now it had brought the whole family down with her.

As she knelt there, she heard a high-pitched wailing and, for a few seconds, she wondered where it was coming from. It was only when her mother came into the room and pulled her roughly into her arms that she realised the sound was actually emanating from her. For the first time in years she enjoyed her mother’s strong embrace, didn’t try to shrug her off, or push her away. For once she didn’t act as if she was too old and too sophisticated for a mother’s love, a mother’s gesture of protection.

Instead, she hugged her back, grateful for the contact with another human being, grateful for her mother’s familiar smell, a mixture of cigarettes and Ajax toilet cleaner. She needed this woman’s support and love badly now. She had not felt this alone, had not felt this kind of abandonment before in her life.

As she cried on her mother’s shoulder, Imelda felt her face being touched, felt her mother pulling her face away from the folds of her clothes and, looking into her daughter’s empty eyes, she said softly, ‘If anything happens to this baby, Mel, I’ll hold you responsible, do you understand me? After all you’ve caused, you had better fucking make sure we have something to show for it. I know you, you have no fucking scruples, you’d flush it down the toilet without a second’s thought.’

Looking intently at the woman she had spurned and ridiculed for the best part of her life, Imelda saw something she had never seen before, had never even thought she would see. Her mother had finally been pushed too far. She knew that as she recognised, not only deep dislike in her mother’s wide-spaced blue eyes, but also a hardness that had never been there before.


 


 Chapter Five

‘We can bury your father at last. The police are releasing his body tomorrow.’

Mary looked at her three children, the boys as always said nothing, they were like a rudderless ship. Drifting from one day to the next. Without their father telling them what to do and how to do it, they had no real sense between them. She was astounded at how dense they actually were, an original thought would die of fucking loneliness.

They now looked to her for their guidance, looked to her for work; she had been forced to pull herself out of her own tragedy to ensure that Jackie Martin gave them a living. And he wasn’t much better; without Gerald behind him he was about as much use as a chocolate teapot. It was a fucking joke, except she wasn’t laughing. She was doing her best to keep everything going. Money was needed now, more than ever. A lot of people had come through for them, and she was grateful, but those handouts were not going to last for ever. She had to get the boys back in proper work, and thereby get her cut from Jackie Martin, because she wouldn’t trust that ponce as far as she could throw him. He was a hanger-on by nature, a number two by chance; Gerald had never wanted anyone he thought might challenge him. Jackie Martin was not cut out for the top job, the mere thought of taking his rightful place terrified him. He was a bully, he liked the kudos of being Gerry Dooley’s partner, and he liked the fact that Gerry Dooley hadn’t wanted any more from him than that. Gerry had carried Jackie Martin for years, and that was no longer a secret in their world. That the partnership had suited her husband was known and understood. Gerry was a man who would never have relinquished his authority without a fight and he had made damned sure that he did not have a number two, who, at some point in their acquaintance, would suddenly decide he wanted to be the number one.

Jackie Martin had been quite happy to play second fiddle and Gerald had always acted as if they were both the decision makers. But without Gerald’s reputation, and without Gerald’s brainpower, Jackie Martin was fucked. He did not even know how much was coming in, he had trusted Gerald with everything, and that had suited them all until this had happened.

Now though, with her sons shown up for the retards they actually were, and Jackie Martin acting like he had never collected a debt, or delivered a threat before in his life, things were starting to look decidedly iffy. Mary knew that without her orchestrating their every move, they would all be destroyed and forgotten about in no time. She knew that she had to take over from her old man, and run the business from behind the scenes. She knew that more than a few of the people they dealt with would guess what was going on. After all, Jackie Martin had not exactly come up trumps since his partner’s demise. He seemed to have shrunk, physically shrunk. It was odd, but he had somehow lost his swagger, his usual bravado. He was a real disappointment to her. Even though Mary had not expected him to do a Joe Bugner, she had expected him to take on some of the day-to-day running of the business.

In fact, he had not even tried. She had sussed early on that it was nothing personal, it wasn’t because he was still mourning his best mate, or because he was planning his next move, it was because he didn’t have a fucking inkling about any of it. He was coasting, he was playing it all by ear. She had been saddened by his actions, but not really surprised; after all, her husband had confided in her many times over the years, had even respected her advice.

So, she was now the brains of the outfit, and she had to get her head around that fact. It was hard, it was soul-destroying, but it was a fact of life. She had bills to pay and a family to look after. Two huge sons who had good hearts but no initiative, they were nothing more than employees and, as much as she loved them, that was something she had to accept. She had to give Jackie Martin the benefit of the doubt and see that he carried on the business in her husband’s name. She could only try her best. She had always been a realist, and she had always been the power behind her husband’s throne. She’d long been convinced that her husband’s business had not been as difficult as he had made it out to be.

At the moment everything was going their way. As long as they all kept stumm, they were in with a chance. Her daughter, however, was dying to open that big trap of hers, and she knew it was taking all her willpower not to. In the last few months her daughter had gravitated from quiet submission, caused by her guilt, to her usual obstreperous self fighting to break out once more. Imelda had never had what might be termed a long-term outlook on life. She lived for the moment, and that was something that would never change. She was selfish, one of the most selfish people Mary had ever come across. And Imelda being Imelda, it seemed her naturally antagonistic personality was taking over once again. She felt that she had suffered enough, after all, in Imelda’s world, everything was about her, never anyone else. As far as Imelda was concerned, her father was dead, as was her baby’s father, and there was nothing anyone could do to bring them all back to life. Her attitude now was ‘Get over it.’

She had grieved briefly, then it was a matter of keeping the act up for a while. And she’d played her part to a T. In fact, Mary had been more than pleased with her daughter because she had helped with the police and the press. None of them had ever said that she had been raped, it had never been said out loud, but the inference was there all the same. Even the Filth had seen fit to understand how something of that magnitude might cause murders, literally.

Mary sighed in despair. Men were strange like that, even the most amenable of men was seen as a titan where their daughters were concerned. The mildest of men would be forgiven a murderous act if he was faced with a similar dilemma. Men, whether they liked it or not, were a bunch of fucking hypocrites. They would shag a table leg, fuck a hunchback if the fancy took them, then laugh about it with their mates. Forgetting, of course, that the girl involved was someone’s daughter, someone’s sister. Indeed, in a lot of cases, someone’s mother. Men just saw it all from a man’s point of view, and that meant that even though the majority knew that Imelda had been around the turf more times than a prize-winning greyhound, they still admired and understood Gerald Dooley’s reason for doing what he had. He was now a hero in many respects and, even though he was dead, and his family was destroyed beyond repair, even though everyone who knew him felt deep down in their boots that he was a fool, a mug, he had still done what he had done for the right reasons. Ergo, to all the men, bent and straight, he was now an urban hero. After all, Imelda was his baby and, no matter what the truth of it all might be, he had been murdered in the pursuit of his daughter’s rapist.

Everyone had given him a free ride because crimes against women were on the increase, in fact, all crime was on the up. It was a dangerous society now, and the advent of punk rock, and high unemployment was not helping matters. The Irish Catholics from the six northern Irish states had brought their grievances to mainland Britain and were determined to be heard and, amid all this chaos and political propaganda, Gerald Dooley had been given a swerve. Suddenly here was a man who was guilty of nothing more than trying to right his daughter’s wrong. If he had not died at Jason Parks’s hand, had not been stabbed through the heart, Gerry would have been put away for the foreseeable future, most people in the know were aware of that. But as the priest had pointed out to her, Gerald was dead, and dead men couldn’t talk. Gerald was suddenly a working-class hero. Amid the complete mayhem that constituted most of the lower-working-classes’ lives, Gerald Dooley was a man who had tried to take the law into his own hands. A man who had tried to right a terrible wrong. Most of the people in Britain had no real redress where the courts were concerned, and they knew it. People were fitted up at a whim by the police.

It didn’t matter how many times people watched rubbish like The Sweeney, the average person understood that, just because someone was a bit of a scallywag, that did not countenance fitting them up for a crime they had no hand in. If the Filth couldn’t gather enough evidence against a person they felt was guilty of a crime, then that was their fucking lookout. Fitting people up, like any other scam, had left the judicial system open to all kinds of illicit dealings. Bent Filth were nothing new, but bent Filth who were working the scams themselves were an entirely new entity. The Flying Squad, the Serious Crime Squad, and the average plod were suddenly seen in a new light. All that bad press, coupled with a government who did no more than pay lip-service to the problems that they had caused, didn’t help matters. Public morale was at an all-time low: it seemed that everyone was on the grab in some way.

So Gerald Dooley had only been doing what the police should have done: he had been taking care of his own, taking care of family business, and no one was shocked that he had not seen fit to bring the police into it. That he had taken the law into his own hands was not something people questioned. All they had to do was read the papers: every day, it seemed, the world they lived in, believed in, was shrinking beyond recognition. No one would badmouth Gerald Dooley and for that much, Mary would be eternally grateful. Because, like her husband before her, what people thought was of tantamount importance to her. As always, the East End had closed ranks, and the Old Bill had nothing to really go on and, on top of that, they had no real inclination to make this unfortunate set of circumstances more public than it already was. In short, they knew what had gone down and they couldn’t do anything about it.

Mary was also aware that her daughter was a scheming whore who, if she didn’t watch over her day and night, was capable of blowing the whole fucking shebang. That hardfaced bitch was already champing at the bit, was sick of having to play the victim. She was sick of being pregnant and was fed up with the police and their questions.

Mary knew that though Imelda was wary of her simmering anger, she was not going to keep her equilibrium for much longer. She knew that her daughter’s attention span was not something any of them could bank on.

Imelda was bored. She liked things dramatic and passionate and over with as quickly as possible. This was all going on too long for her, and she was now conveniently forgetting why this was happening in the first place.

Mary watched as her daughter bit her bottom lip, saw the bump that was her child, the child she had never once referred to off her own bat. Mary knew, as she looked at her daughter, that she was a strikingly beautiful girl, and that was not just the opinion of a mother, because all mothers were biased, it was no more than a fact. Imelda was a real beauty, and it was that beauty that had enabled her daughter to get away with so much for the best part of her life. She could lie to anyone about anything: she would look into their eyes and tell them exactly what they wanted to hear. And the first few times she did it, they would believe her, because they wanted to believe her and because she was a real beauty, and beautiful people had the edge. But eventually they would be forced to see her for what she was, because Imelda never learnt from her mistakes. She would lie and lie and lie until her lies were discovered. Till she was found out.

Then the teachers, or her friends, or whoever she was scamming at that particular time, would realise how she had played them, would realise that they had been had over, and that they had believed her fabrications without any kind of proof. Her good looks and her natural acting ability had, as always, given her the edge.

Unfortunately, Imelda had never learnt when to step back, had not understood that her lies would eventually be found out. That was her Achilles heel.

But Mary was determined to make her daughter take responsibility for her actions, at least once in her life. She was worried about the baby her daughter was carrying, a grandchild that she herself wanted so desperately, and yet she knew her daughter had no interest in whatsoever. She knew that all the time she was pregnant with the baby, Imelda could just about be controlled. It was after the child’s birth that the trouble would start.

At the moment Mary wanted to get her husband’s funeral out of the way, then she could start running his business properly. She had Jackie Martin and her boys to use as fronts. But whatever happened, she was determined that she was not going to lose her livelihood.

It occurred to her that she actively disliked her daughter now and, even after all that had happened, that realisation saddened her.

The funeral of Gerald Dooley was much more than his wife had hoped for. It was massive, there were literally hundreds of people in attendance. It was so big that the traffic had to be diverted, and all the radio stations mentioned it in their traffic bulletins. It was a real send-off as far as everyone was concerned.

Cripps Funeral Parlour had done a spectacular job as always. The plumed horses that were pulling the carriage were groomed within an inch of their lives and people lined the roads, their hats removed in reverence.

It was a funeral the likes of which had not been seen for many a year. Young Faces abounded, all thrilled to be there, excited to become a little part of East End folklore. All pleased to have this story for the years to come. They happily mixed with the older Faces, the real criminals. Men who were not inclined to show their faces in public unless they had to. Men who were the movers and shakers of their world, but who had come out of their self-inflicted exiles to pay their respects to one of their own.

Mary watched them: she knew each and every one of them, and their mothers and their wives. She knew that she was respected, knew that she was seen as a good woman. She also knew that the majority of the men there were aware that she was now the main earner for her family. She also knew that, even though they didn’t really like that fact, as long as Jackie Martin pretended that he was now the dog’s gonads, they would be happy to overlook the truth. Her boys were big lumps, and they could collect a good wedge with the minimum of aggravation, and she knew that was all they would ever do. They were never going to expand of their own volition, between them they were not capable of thinking up even a half-decent scam, or even working out how to improve on an old one, bring it up to date.

Even at her husband’s funeral, Mary knew she couldn’t grieve properly because she knew better than anybody that this day was the only chance she was going to get to push forward her case. She knew that today she had the centre stage because she was burying her husband and, because of that, she was guaranteed an audience with anyone she wanted. She had one chance to prove that she was capable of carrying on her husband’s business, to prove that she could be as ruthless as her husband had been, to try and convince the powers-that-be that she had been running the show from the off. She knew she had the sympathy vote, and she also knew that, providing she brought in the money, she would be left alone.

But what Mary really wanted today was not their fucking permission to carry on the earn from her husband; what she wanted, and she was determined to get, was more of their goodwill. More money. And she was astute enough to know that today she was liable to get what she asked for.

As they approached the church, Mary looked around the funeral car. She saw her sons in the expensive black suits that she had bought and paid for, their sad faces. The defeated slump of their shoulders and their complete apathy caused her to punch them both angrily in their chests and, as they looked helplessly at her, she whispered with a quiet desperation, ‘Will you two stop looking so fucking sorry for yourselves? Get a grip. If nothing else, make your father proud of you both. Act like fucking men, real men. Pull your shoulders back, walk like men. Act like he would have done, but stop acting so fucking weak.’

She was sorry for them, knew that they were hurting, but she also knew that if they didn’t grow up, eventually they would be outed. They would end up as someone’s gofer. It was on the cards, and she was not going to let that happen to any of them.

Mary looked at her daughter then, saw the arrogance on her face as she looked at her older brothers. She knew that, like herself, Imelda saw them as dead weights, saw them for what they really were.

It grieved her that this daughter of hers had been blessed with not only a serious beauty, but also with all the brains, and it broke her heart that her boys had been blessed with nothing more than their father’s brawn. They didn’t even have the personality that was required to make them use their strength for their own ends. She had been forced to do to them what Gerry had done: threaten them and bully them into submission.

But she had done that, she had done whatever she felt was needed to keep her family going. She had nearly collapsed in on herself, had nearly let herself succumb to her grief and her sorrow. But in doing that she would have been in danger of abandoning her family in their hour of need. So she had picked herself up, and she had used her grief and her anger, and she had channelled it into something constructive. Women were always the ones who had to make sense of the world around them. Women were always the ones who were left to make the big decisions about the family, the children, the home where they would all reside together in harmony, and from where the children would one day leave without a backward glance as they established their own homes. Women decided what their family ate, what they wore, who they mixed with. Women picked up the pieces, mended their children’s broken hearts and broken dreams. And with sons they also sat holding them tightly while they were stitched up or their bones were plastered. Women were the reason for most of the good things in the world. And yet women were classed as beneath men because they were forced by society and nature to depend on men for their money, for their name, for their protection. Well, Mary Dooley had found out the truth of that at long last.

Women were there for their men, they listened to them and they fed them, and they cajoled them when necessary. Women made their men’s lives easier, even though a lot of the time it made their own lives harder. Men had no real concept of pain, of love, of loyalty. Why would they, these things were given to them without a second’s thought throughout their lives?

It was only now, when Mary was left alone, trying to keep her family together, that it occurred to her just how little her husband had actually mattered in her family’s day-to-day life. He had left her alone, and she had found that he was easily replaced. She could replace him, and she had replaced him. So, what was it all about? What was her life really about? She had married, she had given birth to her children, and she had done everything that had been expected from her. And for what?

Mary had held her emotions inside, she had made a point of overlooking all the gossip about her daughter, had made it her mission in life to make sure that no one around them would ever know the real truth. But this daughter of hers, she was a loose cannon, she was not someone to be trusted. At least with the boys Mary knew she had a modicum of control over them. With this one she knew in her heart that she would not be able to control her for long, there was always going to be a conflict of some kind.

As the Dooley family walked into the church, they gave the impression of a tight-knit, strong family. But Mary Dooley knew it was all an act; she was disappointed in her children and she was disappointed with the way her life had turned out.

When they walked up the aisle of the church and genuflected before the cross of Christ, Mary and Imelda both saw the forlorn figure of Jason Parks’s mother; she was to the right of them, kneeling beneath a statue of the Immaculate Conception, her rosary beads already in her hand. She looked deep in prayer.

Mary was strangely cheered when she saw her daughter avert her eyes, knew that even Imelda didn’t have the guts to look the poor woman in the face. But then again, neither did she.

That people were already noticing her presence was not lost on Mary, and she knew that how she reacted to Louise Parks being at the funeral was very important; it would be talked about for years and she knew she had to think seriously about the best course of action. This woman had lost her only child, her son, and her son’s father, and she was a nice person. It hit Mary for the first time just how terrible it must be for her, to lose your child like that and then be told that he was a rapist into the bargain.

Until now, she had not even thought about how this woman might be feeling, she had not given her a passing thought. The humiliation of Louise Parks’s situation washed over her then, the enormity of what had actually happened seemed to hit her like an invisible sledgehammer. She felt her heart constricting, felt the shortness of breath that always accompanied deep shame, and she knew that if her daughter had really been raped she would have chased this woman from the church the second she had clapped eyes on her. But she couldn’t do it, she couldn’t add to this poor woman’s burden.

Mary knelt down in the front pew and blessed herself slowly. Closing her eyes she prayed silently for the repose of her husband’s soul, and for forgiveness for her trespasses, which were legion.

Mary knew that she should reach out to touch Imelda in a gesture of support if for no other reason than the sake of appearances, but she still couldn’t bring herself to touch her. Instead, she reached out to her sons, and she grabbed hold of their hands so tightly they were forced to move closer to her for comfort’s sake.

Then Mary felt herself breaking down, felt the dam of tears that she had been so careful to keep locked inside herself finally erupt. And she cried like she had never cried before and, with the release of all her pent-up emotions, she felt a tiny sliver of relief. She felt like there was a great weight pressing down on her, crushing her, and she also knew that it was never going to go away.

Imelda listened to the Mass, she liked Mass, she always had. She had never seen it as a chore like a lot of friends had, she had always gone to Mass and seen it as a form of escape. Especially at junior school, when they had celebrated Mass every Wednesday at the local church. She liked the calmness of it, liked the continuity of it, the fact that it had been going for two thousand years.

Imelda believed in God because she felt that there had to be something else, something after all this, and also because anyone who was still being worshipped and adored after all that time had to have something going for them. How many people alive today would still be talked about in two thousand years from now?

She sighed heavily, the child was moving sluggishly and her body felt weary.

Imelda looked at the coffin that contained her father’s remains and realised that she felt nothing. No remorse, no regrets, nothing. But then, she never really felt anything for long in her life, apart from anger and jealousy. She had felt an occasional twinge of other emotions, but nothing that constituted real, lasting feeling on her part.

She had learnt as a child to mimic the people around her, mimic their reactions to certain situations, and she had found that as long as the situation was about her personally, she could conjure up the necessary emotions, even convince herself that she could really feel them. But she couldn’t, not really, she just kidded herself, because if she acted them out, then other people believed in them. It was odd, she had loved her dad, but only because she knew she was supposed to love him. She had manipulated him, had convinced herself of her affection for him. But in all honesty, it was another act, like most of her life was an act. Even in the church, watching her father’s funeral, seeing the crowds of people who had turned out to pay their respects, she felt nothing.

She glanced at Jason’s mum, and felt the anger rising inside her. Now, anger she could understand, she was an angry girl. She always had been, anger was the nearest she had ever really got to a spontaneous human emotion.

In fact, it was her capacity for anger that had made her feel like she fitted in, but even her anger could be manufactured if the need arose. She was capable of great anger, and great resentment, but then she knew that they were one and the same thing.

Resentment was a by-product of anger, anger bred resentment and vice versa. The spawn of those two destructive emotions was the most destructive emotion of them all, jealousy.

Imelda Dooley was only really happy when she was feeling anger, hatred or jealousy.

She could hear her mother crying now, could hear the real pain and sorrow in her sobs, knew that she was venting her heartache and Imelda wondered why the sounds didn’t have any effect on her.

She knew she made a tragic figure, knew that her swollen belly and angelic face made most of the men, and a big majority of the women present here today, feel the urge to protect her. Her father’s funeral was going to go down in East End folklore and she wanted her part in the myth to be about softness and about her youth. She had not bargained for Jason’s fucking mother turning up, she knew that much.

She also knew that in the real world, her mother would have wiped the floor with Mrs fucking Parks. But she hadn’t, and so she decided that she would treat the woman kindly too, then people would say how generous she was, how kind she was. And then she would drop into the conversation that they had all lost people close to them, and a child needed all the love it could get. She liked that, liked that expression.

Plus she could shove the child on the woman at her whim, which would be a real blow to her mother who thought that the child’s birth would be the end of her life as she knew it. Just because she had fucked up, didn’t mean that she had to pay for it.

She would give this child away without a second’s thought, but she knew she would never get away with it. Even a child of a so-called rape, in their community, was still a child. A life. Well, if her mother wanted it then she was welcome to it.

She had felt the rage growing by the day, she had embraced it for the first time ever, she had enjoyed it. Welcomed it. She was never going to live a lie again, not inwardly anyway. She knew she would still have to pretend to the outside world. But she was suddenly caught up in her own world, the world she had inhabited since she had been a small child. A world where no one else mattered, a world where she could relax and not worry about people’s reactions to her beliefs or to her feelings.

Now her father was gone, she didn’t have to pretend to herself any more. She was a woman in her own right and she was going to have a child. In their world that gave her a certain kudos, a cachet; she would go overnight from being a miss to a mother; she would have a title.

She wanted to smile, but she didn’t. Her father’s main boss was going up to give the eulogy. She noticed that Jackie Martin was not asked, even though he and her father were supposed to be best friends, had been partners.

Michael Hannon stood up at the altar and looked out at the sea of faces. He was a nice man, he was also a man who did not suffer fools gladly. He had made his mark many years before, and he had also made a point of keeping a low profile. It was why he was still on the scene when most of his contemporaries were in the nick. He had always believed in delegating, and he had delegated anything and everything he could.

He had only come out today because Gerald Dooley had been his friend since they were children. They had made their first Holy Communion together, and he had the photograph to prove that. As boys, Gerald had always looked out for him, he had been a quiet child, unlike Gerry, who had enjoyed fighting for the sake of it. When they had grown up it had all changed; Michael had been a late bloomer and had suddenly grown up overnight. He had always had a quicker brain, and it was this acumen that had finally separated the two. But he had always made a point of using Gerald over anyone else. He had cared for him deeply, as only a true friend of long-standing could. They had cared about each other, though neither of them would ever have said that out loud of course.

As Michael began to talk, regaling everyone with stories of their childhood and of the scrapes they had got into, Imelda watched him with interest. He was a good-looking man for his age, and Imelda decided that she might set her cap at him. He had a wife of long-standing, a faded blonde with a permanent scowl and a Rothmans cigarette dangling from her lips. He was known as a ladies’ man, with a few girls on the go at any given time, but Imelda decided that she would be the one to win him over; she would have her baby, and then she would go all out to get this man. He would take care of her; like her father, he would make sure she was happy. She felt that he would be prepared to go that extra mile to ensure she was properly taken care of.

It never occurred to her that Michael might not feel the same way, that he might see her as his friend’s daughter and therefore not fair game. She only saw him as her salvation, as a way to make herself socially acceptable once more. With him beside her, she would be able to brush off the last few months and start again with a clean slate.

As the Mass ended Imelda was so engrossed in her own little world, she actually forgot why she was there in the first place.


 


 Chapter Six

The atmosphere in the house was getting worse by the day; it was as if a dark cloud of hate was hanging over everything that mattered.

Mary Dooley could not bring herself even to touch her daughter, the daughter she had once adored. The daughter she had trusted to take care of herself, to look after herself. The daughter who had destroyed her whole family with her lies and deception.

The boys rarely came home after their work these days, both preferring the company of anyone else in the world, providing they were not a part of this family. They were finally acting as independent people, since their father’s death they were finally coming out of their shells and coming into their own. It still rankled though, their girlfriends were not as quick to come and visit now Mary was widowed. She knew that they had only given her the time of day because her husband was employing his boys. Still, she had not been the nicest of women where her sons and their paramours were concerned, and she admitted that she was still a hard taskmaster in many respects.

Until her husband’s death this house had seemed like her whole world, which it had been for a long time. Like many a woman before her, she had done what her own mother had done, had made her home into her own private haven. It was where she had some control over her children and, of course, her husband. While Gerald was alive, she had not needed anything or anyone outside of her little world. The news programmes on the TV showing wars and famines, the soap operas she watched with a frightening regularity, and the documentaries she would force herself to sit through because they were about worthy causes were about things that were happening in the real world: famine, disease and more bloody wars. In the end, though, it was always about war. Men loved war, and they all looked for one at some point in their lives. Even if it was only with a neighbour, or a workmate they felt was encroaching on their fucking private space. So, like many a woman before her, Mary had created her own little world. A world where she reigned supreme, and she understood the rules and the regulations. As did everyone around her. She would sit through the documentaries and the BBC News and the Panoramas, because she felt obliged to, felt that was enough to ensure her family’s protection. So she would watch them and then relay all her new-found knowledge to her family.

She watched these programmes without any real care, because they didn’t really affect her, or her life. She would collect money for the church, try and help the poor unfortunates, as she thought of them. But she had no real feeling for them outside of her initial sorrow at their plight. Once the programme ended she would be hard-pushed to remember John Pilger’s name. She had a knack of wiping out the terrible images: children dying, covered in flies and dust and women with dead eyes, nursing babies even though they had no milk left in their sagging breasts. She had felt sorrow for them all, real sadness, and she prayed for them and raised money for their cause. But, deep down, none of it had ever really affected her personally. Because none of those terrible things could ever happen to her, or her family.

She had always felt safe, safe in the little world she had created, and that she had been encouraged to create by her husband. Like her, he had seen the outside world as nothing to do with them personally. As somewhere that didn’t overly concern his family. She had existed in that world for many years; her husband, her family, and her religion. In that order. She had always believed that would be her whole life until one day she would finally lie herself down in preparation for the long sleep. And then, and only then, would she be removed from her home. The home she had never spent even one night away from, the home she had been obsessed with since her wedding day. If it wasn’t so bloody tragic, she would laugh at it all. Not just at herself, but at her ignorance and her selfishness, for believing that she had something special. For not understanding that there was so much more to life than just living it in such a blinkered and, now she was being honest with herself, such a tedious and fucking mediocre way.

Now that she was venturing outside of her comfort zone on a regular basis, she was enjoying it. She liked the fact that she was finally living a life for herself, even though it caused her such a tremendous feeling of guilt.

For the first time in years she felt alive, really alive, and she knew better than anyone that that alone was enough to unleash all her pent-up Catholic guilt. Now Catholic guilt was a different guilt altogether. It was a guilt that had been established in her as a small child, and that guilt had then grown over the years like a weed, strangling any kind of reason or good sense she might have developed. Catholic guilt was the most destructive sort of guilt because the person that it concerned had no real concept of it. They didn’t even realise that it existed. Catholic guilt was something that grew alongside the person, alongside their personality and, in many ways, it did them some good. They felt the need to help the less fortunate, and they felt the urge to make their children better than they were. The person concerned would feel a sense of peace at the knowledge they had helped their fellow man. But the downside was that Catholic guilt also caused heartbreak and hurt because it was passed on and given over to the next generation. Catholic guilt caused families to try to outdo each other. It caused mothers to turn a blind eye to their sons’ shenanigans, while they watched their daughters like a hawk. Only, Mary knew, she had not watched her daughter at all. She knew she had given her a free pass because she had not had the care, the want, or indeed the energy, to police her while, at the same time, she had not wanted her husband to know just how much freedom his daughter had been allowed. Mary had relied on her husband’s reputation, and on her family’s standing in their community, to keep her daughter safe from any predators. So her guilt was a hundredfold since her husband’s demise. Her world, her perfectly structured and perfectly perfect life was gone. It was over with, and it would never come back again. She had basically blown it. And, to add to all the other guilt she was feeling, she had the added guilt of the thrill she felt at her new-found freedom. At her widowhood. She wondered how many other women must have felt like her. Had felt this strange lightness come over them, as if they were suddenly being given another chance at life. A life that was not overshadowed and dictated by their husbands. Even though she had still loved and revered Gerry for the man he had been, the provider, the head of the household, her only love, and her only lover. She had been the force inside her house and he had respected her for that. But she also knew that was only while she was doing it as he wanted, as he expected.

Mary knew that she should be mourning her husband, knew that she should still be in the depths of despair, but she wasn’t. At least, not about her husband anyway.

Her daughter, though, was another story. She gravitated from wanting to kill her stone dead, with her bare hands, mind, to fantasising about her daughter’s demise at the hands of a complete stranger. The atmosphere around her was loaded with sheer malice, and not just from her. Imelda seemed to become more and more morose and aggressive as the days wore on. She never mentioned the baby, or its imminent arrival. She didn’t seem to be planning anything on the sly either. She wasn’t planning to run away with it, or even give it up for adoption. In fact, she refused to discuss the child at all, in any way, shape or form. Mary suspected she was still drinking, and still smoking. She knew better than anyone that Imelda was not a girl who found it easy to put others first and, in a way, she had admired her for that. But her own child, that she could not put her own flesh and blood before her own needs, her own wants. That was something her mother would never understand or forgive.

It just proved to her how selfish this daughter of hers actually was. Proved to her just how her faith and her trust had been abused by her youngest child. A trust that had been the cause of her father’s death, the cause of her family’s destruction.

On top of all that, Jackie Martin was still on the scene though, in fairness, he was quite happy for her to call the shots, for her to take over the main responsibility of the businesses. He was just glad that she was as astute as her husband when it came to work matters. He was also thrilled that she was quite prepared to let him take the credit for it all. He was good at his job, she would give him that much. As long as Jackie knew where he should be, who he should be with and, most importantly, that he was accompanied by the relevant amount of bone breakers, that is. Mary made sure that her sons were in on the earn. Even though they were still grieving for their father, and were about as much use as a fucking Tampax in a monastery, she had explained to them both in graphic detail what could happen to them all if they didn’t pull their weight. Jackie Martin was comfortable with the boys. He knew how to handle them, and they were more than happy to follow his lead. She had a few other employees from her husband’s books that she used for the more serious collections and, all in all, it seemed to be working out well for everyone involved.

Michael Hannon was happy enough with how she was running things and, as far as Mary was concerned, that was good enough. After all, it was Hannon who was paying the wages, and she knew that even if he had tossed her work at first because he was sorry for her, he was now giving it to her because she got results.

She had made a point of going after a few debts that she had heard were considered uncollectable. She had researched the people involved and, with a mixture of gentle persuasion combined with more than a few serious threats, she had managed to call them in. She realised that she had something her husband had never had; she took the debts personally. She went after them as if the money that was owed was all that stood between her and penury. She would not swallow, even if the person who owed was well connected. Unlike her husband, Mary didn’t understand the delicate balance of the criminal underworld. She explained to the people concerned that a debt was a debt, and that they should pay up if for no other reason than their pride. She told them that the debts they had incurred were well known, and no payment towards them made them look like flakes. Made them look like cheap hustlers. Ergo, they might have swerved the debt but, in doing so, they had only shown themselves to be untrustworthy and, as everyone in their world knew, trust was how they got from one day to the next. She had visited the people concerned personally and she had put her case forward with a quiet voice, but a steely determination, and she had collected the monies. In the meantime she had also garnered herself a rep of sorts.

The people who had written the money off as a bad investment had been reimbursed, though not before she had awarded herself a generous bonus. She explained to them that she had collected their outstanding monies because she wanted them to understand that even though her husband was gone, she was quite capable of taking over from him, and that with Jackie Martin and her sons, they would not have to worry any more that certain people’s debts were unobtainable. She guaranteed them that she would personally make sure that nobody would be immune from the payment of a debt again. No matter who they were, or who they might be related to. She didn’t tell them that she had gone to the so-called hard-nut relative, the Name who had inadvertently been the reason that a substantial debt had been overlooked. She had explained how the sudden reluctance to pursue the outstanding monies then affected the reputations of all involved, not least them personally. Because it was their name that had stopped the collection of a debt that was owed fair and square. Mary said that her husband, God rest his soul, had explained to her that when he had been advised that a certain debt was to be left, the person owed the money was not only seriously out of pocket, they were also now the bearer of a grudge. A grudge that could only ever have one outcome: the loss of respect and, even more importantly, the loss of loyalty, to the person who had been the cause of the debt’s non-payment. That, of course, was themselves. Mary also pointed out that, unlike her husband, as a woman and a mother, she had never owed a penny in her life. She was willing to bring this subject up with the people concerned. She explained that she would understand if they felt that she was undermining them, but she also explained that, as far as she had understood, in their world integrity was often all that any of them had. And, as far as she was concerned, gambling debts especially, were not only money owed, they were also the equivalent to a gentlemen’s agreement. Once the shock of her visit, and the reason thereof, had worn off, she then requested their help in her collection of the debt owed. In effect, she asked them respectfully, with raw dignity, to take a step back and allow her to go about her business without the fear of retribution just because a relative or friend of theirs felt that such a connection could actually warrant them being given a fucking swerve of Olympian standards. Mary also pointed out that if they let their family use their name as a reason to do what they wanted, eventually that name would be tarnished for ever. Mary Dooley was so angry, so forthright, and so honest, that she had been assured by each and every one of the people concerned that they would not interfere with her or her collecting of the debt in any way, shape or form.

She had thanked them politely, reiterating that she knew they all understood that a debt was a debt, and that it had to be paid. She had been so frightened the first few times that she had heard nothing but the crashing of her own heartbeat in her ears. Then she had understood that she was being listened to because she had an argument that was without fault. She had given them the opinion of the people outside their own little worlds. And she knew all about living in your own world.

She had proved a good point, and people were now coming to her as a matter of course. She was pleased with how it was working out, but more than anything she was amazed at how much she enjoyed the actual day-to-day running of the business. She had a knack for it, and she was more than surprised at how easy she found it. Unlike her husband, Mary was aware that extreme measures were not to be used lightly. In fact, her mixture of a polite request, followed closely by a vicious demand had proved fruitful. Once the word had spread on the street that they were still in business, that Jackie Martin was more than capable of carrying on the business without his partner and local legend, Gerry Dooley, they had been set. But the real powers-that-be knew that Mary Dooley was the real brains behind the outfit, and they were happy to give her the work. Especially as she delivered.

The fact that Michael Hannon was the silent partner in the business alone was guaranteed to speed up the payment of most of the street debts, and Mary was not averse to a bit of good publicity if it paid dividends. She also knew that the chat on the pavement was already insinuating that she was the new principal of the business, working in conjunction with Michael Hannon.

She neither confirmed nor denied these rumours, as she was more than aware of how beneficial they would eventually be. If Jackie Martin had caught wind of them, he had not mentioned anything to her. But then, he wouldn’t. Would he? Jackie was quite happy to let her do the real collar, and he was also happy enough as a figurehead, that was all he wanted out of the partnership. If he heard the rumours concerning her, he had not said a dicky bird.

Mary was enjoying herself for the first time in years; she was using her brain again, and she could feel it kicking back to full throttle as the days turned into weeks and the weeks turned into months. The cleaning of the house was still of tantamount importance where she was concerned, and what she loved most about her new job was that she could do it at her leisure. In her own time. After all, her job did not require her actual presence, all she had to do was research the debtor and find out their local haunts. That was easy, most of the people they wanted were well known to everyone around about, so finding out their daily schedules was not exactly rocket science. It was the more slippery customers that she enjoyed tracking down, and it seemed that she had a natural aptitude for it.

Since she had taken over the business, money was pouring in, and she was determined to keep it that way. Gerald had hidden money all over the place, and she was still trying to locate most of it. It was only now, being left widowed so abruptly, that Mary understood just how much her husband had kept quiet about his business dealings. She also realised just how ignorant she had been about their financial concerns. Gerry had given her a good wage, and she had appreciated that. But he had obviously been salting money away and, unfortunately for her, he had not seen fit to share that information with her.

It galled her, because no matter how she tried to dress it up, or tried to defend his actions, at the end of the day she had to admit to herself that her husband had not held her in high enough esteem. If he had, he would have made a point of telling her where the fucking bulk of their cash was hidden. She wasn’t a fool, she knew that the Filth were always on the fucking cadge, loved nothing more than busting someone who worked in a cash-only business so they could have a little dip into what would become known jokingly as the police holiday fund. Gerry paid off a lot of Bill, and he had weighed out a lot of his grasses, as she now did herself but, even taking that into account, and no matter how she tried to dress it up, she came to the same conclusion. Her husband had not seen fit to let her fully into his world. She had asked Jackie Martin if he knew anything about what her husband might have done with his excess monies and she believed him when he had denied all knowledge. She also had a terrible feeling that her husband had not been averse to having his old mate over into the bargain. She just wished she could remember anything he’d said that might give her a hint as to where the money might be hidden. She had even asked the boys, but she had known from the start that would be a fruitless exercise. Gerald would not have told them anything of importance.

After all, Mary now had a daughter who was due to give birth and she needed as much money as she could gather; her grandchild would want for nothing. She hoped the baby was a girl, as the product of a so-called rape she felt that a girl would be easier for people to accept. They had to keep up the rape story, it was what had justified her husband’s death, it had also salvaged what was left of her daughter’s reputation.

Though from what she could garner, any vestige of a reputation Imelda had possessed, had been destroyed by her early teens. Her daughter disgusted her, she was like a stranger, she didn’t know her any more. She actively loathed her, and that broke her heart. It was her fault that they were in such dire straits. Without Michael Hannon’s protection they would never have started up the business once more. It would have died with Gerald and the family would have been scratching a living as best they could.

Imelda was now back to her old self with a vengeance; she was argumentative and aggressive and, without her father’s calming presence, she was now completely without any kind of stabilising influence.

Mary watched her daughter as she slipped from the room, knew she was going to go upstairs to her bedroom to have a smoke and a couple of drinks. She counted to ten, and then she followed her. It broke her heart that a child she had borne, a child that she had given life to, had seen educated in the Catholic church, and who she had once believed was worthy of her love and her trust, had no care at all for the baby that was growing inside her.

Had no conscience about any of her actions, past or present.

Louise Parks was a broken woman.

Her only son’s death had almost turned her mind. The way he had died haunted her every waking moment, even when she fell asleep.

That she loved her son was an understatement; she had worshipped and adored him. Jason had been her whole life. She had birthed him, cared for him, and looked after him without a second’s thought until he had been murdered. Had been butchered.

He was a little fucker, she was the first to admit that. He was a stroppy little bugger too, when the fancy took him, she admitted that, but he was not a rapist. She had searched her heart to find the honest answer to that accusation. She had tried her hardest to pinpoint something, anything, that might prove her instincts about her only child wrong. She had forced herself to look at her dead boy in that way. Had forced herself to try and find some reason for him to be branded a rapist. But she could not find anything that would make her believe it was true. She could not for the life of her find anything to justify that accusation.

He was not a rapist, he was just a healthy red-blooded boy who slept around and could not connect with the man who had sired him. That was the truth of it; he had been a young man without any kind of paternal influence in his life.

But Jason was not a lad who could have harmed a girl, he never would have hurt a female; he had always had a deep love of women. It was the only thing he had ever had in common with his father; like a mongrel he could smell a bitch on heat from a mile away.

Louise knew that people would think her a fool for what she believed, but she knew her son. And she knew that he was not capable of hurting any female in that kind of way. He might have broken their hearts, but that was different. And Imelda Dooley was never off the fucking phone, or the doorstep at one time. But who would believe her if she said that? She would be accused of lying to save her son’s reputation. She would be either pitied, or ridiculed.

She had braved the funeral of Gerald Dooley, had seen the girl whose baby her Jason had apparently fathered, had tried to gather up enough courage to ask her if she would please tell the truth. Would please explain that she was lying about her son, because she had to be lying. She had to be making the story up.

But whatever people believed, it was still her grandchild inside that girl’s belly, and it was well on by the looks of things.

Louise had nothing now, neither chick nor child. But if that Imelda was to be believed, she had a grandchild only a few weeks away from delivery.

Louise would do anything to have a part in its life, to see it grow up, see it bloom. She was so alone that, at times, the pain felt so acute she really believed that it might bring about her demise. She had slipped the girl a note, begging her to let her see her grandchild, assuring her that she would never allude to her son in any way if that was what she wanted. She had put her address and her phone number down, and she had also promised that if Imelda ever needed a friend or a place to go, her home would always be open to her, no matter what. She had felt a need somehow, a need to contact her and establish some kind of common ground with the girl.

It was all she could do, and if seeing her grandchild meant she had to deny her dead son, then she was willing to even do that much. After all, the child was her flesh and blood and, no matter how it was conceived, and she was convinced that it was not through brute force, it was still a part of her family, was still a part of her dead son.

Louise sat on the edge of the sofa; she was so thin the bones along her spine were visible through her blouse. She had a lovely face, heart shaped and chiselled, with high cheekbones and deep-set blue eyes. She had the look of a twenties flapper about her and, even with her hair scraped back into a ponytail, she still looked much younger than her years. It grieved her that after years of dieting, after all the time she had obsessed about her weight, it had taken her only child’s death to achieve her goal weight. She finally understood her mother’s old saying, ‘Be careful what you ask for, you just might get it.’

What a price she had paid for her new-found svelteness, and even she knew that she was now too thin. She knew that she was far too skinny to be healthy; she looked in the mirror and she didn’t recognise herself any more.

She felt the tears welling up inside her once more, felt the tightening across her chest that her son’s memory brought on. She wanted to scream at the fates, at God Himself, for taking her boy away from her so violently, and so unexpectedly. For letting her be left alone in this world, bereft of the only thing that had made her life bearable.

Her husband’s death had not even really registered, the only time she had even thought about it was when she had been informed by his solicitors that she had been his sole beneficiary, and that was only because she had outlived their son. That her husband had left Jason everything had given her some small consolation. At the end of the day, he had not given him much when he was alive.

She would find herself sitting in Jason’s bedroom, burying her face in his clothes, trying to recapture his scent. The smell of him; his sweat, his aftershave, his deodorant. She would feel the terror that the utter emptiness around her would invoke. She would feel the tight band of his loss as it gripped her chest, making her hope that she was at last having a heart attack, or that her heart might actually be breaking in two. But she was still here, she was still alive. It was only her faith and the fear of retribution in the afterlife, fear of being kept away from her son, that kept her from finishing her life. She had to concentrate on the child Jason had given to Imelda Dooley, she had to plan and she had to scheme. Even if all she could do was watch the child from afar, then she would have to make sure that was enough for her.

If she was to be a grandmother, then she had to accept her situation as best she could. She had to keep her head and tell Imelda Dooley whatever she wanted to hear, agree with whatever she said about her son and convince her that she was willing to do whatever she could to make up for her son’s actions. She was willing to do just that, she had a lot of money and a lot of what her solicitor called assets. So she knew that she had at least that much going for her. If push came to shove, she would buy her way into the child’s affections.

Louise had heard the gossip, knew that Imelda Dooley was not a wilting violet, she also knew deep down that her son had seen a lot of the girl. Louise had spoken to Imelda briefly at the funeral, and she had also seen the mother’s reaction to her being there. Imelda had rung this house on many occasions, she had opened the front door to her, and she had also, God forgive her, lied to her for her son on more than one occasion. Jason had not raped the girl, Louise was convinced of that much, and she had searched her heart for even the slightest hint of doubt about her son.

She poured herself another glass of water and, sipping it slowly, she did what she did for most of every day since her son’s death.

She prayed.

Michael Hannon sat in the back room of his cab rank on Ilford High Road. He was perturbed and not a little annoyed. That Mary Dooley was well able for the debts was not something he really interested himself in, that Jackie Martin was, to all intents and purposes, the new ganger didn’t interest him. That he had just been told by an old and trusted friend that the said Jackie Martin was bad-mouthing him because he felt that he was being had over on his percentages of the debts, did interest him. Especially as he was now paying more than he had paid out previously, and also because he hated disloyalty of any kind.

Jackie Martin had fallen into the same trap that all treacherous bastards eventually fell into. He had allowed Gerald Dooley’s wife to walk into the top job, and he had thanked God for her doing that. Because Jackie Martin knew that he had no fucking brains at all; he was to brains what Idi Amin was to democracy. Jackie Martin was suffering from an over-inflated ego, coupled with the fact that now Gerry was gone, he had no one to keep him in order. He was an inveterate gambler, everyone knew that, and Gerry had kept a close eye on him and his expenditure. In short, Gerald Dooley had always made sure that Jackie Martin did not end in the same position as the people they were paid to shake down. Gerry had ensured Jackie’s debts were paid sooner rather than later. It was something that anyone with half a brain would have understood the logic of.

Without this personal service, it seemed Jackie Boy was suddenly going off the rails, and Michael Hannon had an awful feeling that Mary Dooley was not aware of any of this. Her sons were not exactly the sharpest knives in the fucking drawer and he had a terrible feeling that they would not see the sense in giving their mother a heads-up about this. They were still quite happy to follow Jackie’s lead, to do what was requested of them.

Michael sighed heavily – no wonder Gerry Dooley had been paid fortunes to train up other people’s fucking idiot kids, after all, he had plenty of experience with his own. Those two fucking morons, plus Jackie Martin, equalled fucking aggravation.

For Michael Hannon though, this was also a bit of a poser, as he was the reason why Jackie Martin was even employed and he was the reason Mary Dooley was being taken seriously by those in the know. He was, to all intents and purposes, the business.

He was also not exactly known for having a gentle streak, especially where business or fucking wankers were concerned. So he knew that he had to make sure that Mary Dooley was prepared to go that extra mile, even when it concerned her own workforce. Jackie Martin needed a serious talking-to, and he had to decide whether or not he thought Mary Dooley was capable of delivering it.


 


 Chapter Seven

Gerald Junior and Brendan were both sitting at the kitchen table with their heads bowed low as they experienced their mother’s wrath. She was almost in tears as she berated them, as she finally realised that they were never ever going to be any good to her. She knew that she needed to find another number two, needed to replace Jackie Martin sooner rather than later, and she needed to make sure that whoever she chose would have the nous to work with her.

That Jackie could have been such a fool was beyond her comprehension. That she could not give him a second chance was something she had understood very early in the conversation. He had stepped over a very fine line, and she had to make sure that she resolved this terrible situation quickly and cleanly. She would cut that fucker out like a cancer, and she would do it without a second’s thought. The real dilemma for her was who she could get to replace him.

Michael Hannon had been very vocal about Jackie Martin’s position, and she had understood his point of view. She was more annoyed because she had not heard about Jackie’s blatant stupidity earlier; if she had, she might have been able to nip it in the bud. She might have been able to salvage something of their business.

Brendan was his father’s double physically, yet he had no real personality to speak of, and his brother was no better. Gerry had forced his opinions and his personality on to these boys with such force that they were incapable of any kind of originality, or indeed, anything even resembling a conscious thought. They waited for someone to tell them what to think and, as she looked at them as they waited for her anger to subside, she felt the full force of her situation. She admitted to herself that never before had she felt so alone, or so isolated. She swallowed down the panic inside her, and forced herself to be calm.

‘Didn’t either of you think that Jackie’s gambling was something that I might have needed to be told about?’

Mary’s voice sounded reasonable, even to her, and she marvelled at the difference it made to her two sons’ attitudes. They finally looked directly at her, and she could have cried with frustration at their identical expressions of relief.

It was Brendan who answered her. ‘Come on, Mum, he’s always liked a flutter, you know that. Dad never said anything about it.’

She knew it was the nearest he would ever get to an accusation of any kind. ‘Your father monitored his gambling, surely you both knew that? And what about his bad-mouthing of Michael Hannon? Surely that should have been something you felt I needed to know about, after all we are only in business because Hannon has given us his backing.’

She was pleading with them to tell her something of import, something that she could use for their benefit.

Gerald Junior shrugged. ‘Look, Mum, all we have ever done is what the old man, or Jackie, told us to do. We can’t be expected to police him, everyone knows what he’s like. And he has a point, why should Hannon get the lion’s share, when we’re the ones who do the fucking dirty work.’

As Mary listened to his voice, heard his words, she accepted then and there that they were never ever going to suddenly come into their own. God help her, they were her sons and she loved them, but they were of no real use to her. If she wasn’t careful they would all be scratching a living, and she was determined that was not going to happen.

Taking a deep breath, she steadied the hammering of her heart. The boys were so fucking stupid that they were willing to believe Jackie’s rhetoric, they didn’t even have the fucking sense to work out the situation for themselves. Why had she never seen just how fucking useless they were before now? Why had she never before seen them for the spineless fucking imbeciles they were? She had single-handedly saved their jobs, their livelihoods, and their reputations. They had then sat back and allowed Jackie Martin to jeopardise all that she had worked for and the worst thing was that they couldn’t even see any of that for themselves. She needed to find herself someone with ambition, someone with loyalty, someone who needed the good life as much as she did. That she would be bringing in someone over her sons’ heads would be remarked on, she knew that. But after the last few months she had a feeling that no one would be very surprised at her actions. These two boys were never going to be anything more than heavies. That, she knew, was something they were good at.

Smiling gently, Mary said with as much sincerity as she could muster, ‘Well, boys, Jackie has burnt his boats. Hannon has more or less insisted that I out him, and that is something we have to do. But we can’t just let him go, Hannon needs to be placated. Jackie needs to be taught a lesson, taught that you can’t bite the hand that feeds you. Now, you both know that your father, God rest him, would tell you both the same thing if he was here now. So, can I trust you both to do what’s necessary, or do I have to go to an outside agency?’

Brendan and Gerald Junior looked at each other then, and Brendan opened his arms wide, as if accepting the inevitable. Then he said with a quiet confidence, ‘How badly do you want him hurt, Mum?’

Imelda was listening quietly to her mother’s harangue of her brothers; that it had taken her mother all this time to finally realise that they were a couple of fucking morons gave her a small flicker of satisfaction.

As she pulled deeply on her cigarette she felt the child inside her kicking and, rubbing her distended belly, she wished the whole experience was over and done with.

She had decided that once the child was born she would give it to her mother, that way she could get shot of it and, at the same time, she would earn herself a few brownie-points into the bargain.

None of her friends had lasted the course and, even though she consoled herself it was because of her situation, she knew that the reality was because she had treated everyone like dirt.

When her father had been alive, Imelda had not appreciated just how much his name had carried her through her most formative years. She had not understood just how much he had influenced her life, and the way people reacted to her.

That her mother was attempting to re-create that world for them once again, and that she was actually succeeding, annoyed her even though she craved those easy-going days again. Unlike her brothers, Imelda had always known that she had more than her fair share of brains, and she had always used them to her advantage. She had learnt as a small child how to manipulate the people around her. She understood now why her father had always favoured her over her brothers. It was because he had sussed out that they were borderline fucking retards at an early age. In fact, he had been a major factor in the arresting of their developments.

The thought made her smile, and the smile changed her whole face. Imelda looked, as always, like an innocent, her smile was really beautiful. It made her look like an angel, and it belied the anger and the resentment that she nurtured. She held on to every slight, real or imagined, that she felt had been directed her way. She kept a close grip on any insults or any maliciousness that she felt had been directed at her personally and would go over and over in her head what had happened, how she had felt at the time, and what she would do to the person concerned when she was given the chance to repay them for their wickedness.

She felt she had been badly used, not only by her friends, but also by the men she had been foolish enough to fall for. Imelda Dooley saw herself as a victim, and the role of the victim was now something she actually relished, actually enjoyed. That her bitterness was destroying her more and more, she refused to accept. As Imelda’s belly grew, so did her discontent, and the depression that washed over her only added to her feelings of persecution and isolation. Her childhood home was now more like a prison, and her father’s absence was like a constant reminder of what she had caused, what she had lost. His betrayal when he had found out that she was pregnant had been worse than anything that had ever happened to her before in her life. She had wanted him to make everything all right, instead he had made it worse. She had kept her mouth shut, had waited for Jason to come for her, to make it better. Like her father, he had only succeeded in making it all so much worse. And now she was left with a bellyful of arms and legs, and she was also left with the stigma of her actions, and the devastation they had caused.

She felt the child quickening once more, and as it settled itself into a more comfortable position she pulled back her arm and then she felt the sharp pain and the satisfaction the punch she delivered to her own body engendered.

She had taken to punching the child when it moved inside her because she had a real belief that if she could catch it at the right moment, she would maybe be lucky enough to lose it. She had an image in her mind of her as the poor girl who had lost her child as well as her father, she pictured herself looking forlorn and sad. Then everyone would forgive her because she had suffered such a dreadful loss. But the child seemed immovable.

She read in the papers, and heard stories all the time about women who could not have babies, who could not keep their offspring in the safety of their accommodating wombs. She had seen women who were so desperate for a child of their own that they made a point of being the first in line to hold a newborn baby, believing the old wives’ tale that if you were the first to hold someone else’s baby, you would be blessed with one of your own. Blessed. What the fuck was that about? Why didn’t anyone warn her about just how much a baby interfered with your life, and this was before it was even born. Why was her body swollen and distorted when there were women who would give anything to be in her position and yet they couldn’t conceive for love nor money? Who prayed for this to happen to them, who would have seen it as something good, something to celebrate? What woman did not feel complete because they could not do something so fucking easy, so fucking fundamental, that they deemed so fucking necessary to make their lives happier? What was God thinking of to let those women suffer like they did? Then there was her, who was still pregnant after everything that had happened, after all the fucking upset and heartbreak this bloody child had caused.

And her mother, like a bloody vampire, awaiting its arrival, believing that this child would make everything all right, was convinced that this baby was her last chance to do things right.

Imelda felt the familiar terror that accompanied these thoughts and she attempted, as always, to quieten them down. She knew that if she even once gave vent to them, she would not be able to control herself. She knew that she was capable of losing it completely. She knew that if she didn’t control her thoughts, and control her reactions to her thoughts, she would lose the last remaining shred of sanity she possessed.

So she took more deep breaths, and she punched herself in the tummy once more. The pain she inflicted on herself felt almost therapeutic, made her feel that she had some control over her body at least. As she heard her mother’s heavy footsteps on the landing above her, she sighed and, lighting another joint, she smoked it in silence.

Michael Hannon was very pleased at the quick response to his request. That Jackie Martin had been given a serious hammering in full view of a number of prominent citizens had gone a long way to assuage his anger.

Mary Dooley was a surprise, he had only helped her out at first because he knew that she needed a few quid. After all, it was common knowledge, thanks to Jackie Martin, that she had no idea where her old man had placed his not inconsiderable fortune. Michael had felt sorry for her because, like his own mother, she had been shafted by the one person she should have been able to trust above all others.

Gerald wasn’t a slag, he didn’t stalk prey, young girls with long legs and the attention span of a gnat. Unlike his own father, who had pursued anything with a pretty face and an accommodating smile. No, Gerald Dooley had done something much worse, he had left his family to wonder where his money was, where he had stashed it in case of emergencies. Michael knew that Mary had, in all probability, like his own mother, been a bigger part of her husband’s life and work than anyone realised. She was, he would wager, the real brains of the outfit. So her complete destruction of Jackie Martin was, as far as he was concerned, the only outcome he would have been happy with. She had complied with his wishes, quickly and ruthlessly. Now, though, he knew she would be looking for a new Face to front the business. He also knew that would not be an easy task as her boys were no use, and the men that Gerald Dooley had trained up in the past were not renowned for their brain capacity.

Michael liked that Mary was causing a stir among the old Faces, liked that she was doing a better job than her old man had and he liked the fact that she was willing to orchestrate everything from behind the scenes, that she didn’t feel the need a man would, to make her part in it common knowledge.

He felt that Mary Dooley was going to be an asset, that she was capable of a lot more than she was letting on, and he liked the fact that he knew it before anyone else did. But mostly, he liked the fact that she would be the last person anyone would think of as a partner in his money-lending and money-laundering scam.

She needed someone to front her collecting business, and he needed someone to run his loan-sharking business. He needed somebody who no one would ever suspect in a million years, who the Filth would not even contemplate. Who the people he had to deal with on a daily basis would never suspect of any kind of involvement whatsoever.

Michael felt the excitement that always accompanied a new score. Unlike his contemporaries, he understood that the seventies were almost over, and once the Labour government were out and, thanks to the three-day week and the fucking constant strikes, that would not be too long now, the Conservatives, and their usual promises of borrow, borrow, borrow, would be the catalyst that would enable him to open up a whole new world of skulduggery. Mortgage companies, money-lending disguised as loans, and the inevitable laundering of the profits he had accrued from his other, illicit, ill-gotten gains through such companies.

It was a win-win situation. Mary Dooley was the last person anyone would credit him as employing, and that was exactly what he was banking on.

Mary was sensible enough to know that she had a few weeks’ grace before she had to replace that fucking eejit Jackie Martin. She was racking her brains trying to think of someone who she could not only trust, but who was in such a position that her proposition would not only be welcomed, but would also be seen for the long-term earner that it was. She didn’t want a youngster who saw her as a stepping stone, or an older man who wanted a quiet life until he retired. She wanted someone who could see the big picture, who appreciated the long-term aspects of the business and could see that there was room for expansion. She knew that all the years of helping Gerry were paying off and she also knew that if she didn’t get this sorted sooner rather than later, then the business would be taken from under her nose. The frustration that Mary felt at her husband’s fucking stupidity still rankled. If she had access to his poke she could call the fucking shots as and when she liked. She sipped her tea, but it was stone cold.

Imelda came into the kitchen then, and Mary looked at her daughter with ill-disguised contempt. She saw the heaviness of her belly, emphasised by the thin cotton dressing-gown she was wearing, and saw how emaciated her arms and legs were, and she realised, with horror, just how much weight her daughter had lost. She felt a stab of fear inside her, not for her daughter’s plight, but for the child she was carrying.

‘Are you eating?’

The question made Imelda laugh. ‘Not really, I can’t seem to keep anything down.’

They both knew she was lying, but neither wanted to admit to that. This was a game they had played out many times in the last few months.

Mary sighed and, for the first time since her husband’s murder, she spoke to her daughter with genuine concern in her voice. ‘Look, Mel, are you really all right? You look rough.’

Imelda opened the fridge and took out a bottle of Coke; unscrewing the lid she took a deep draught of the black liquid. ‘I’m fine, Mum, I swear. I just feel sick a lot, that’s all.’ She took another deep draught of the Coke and, burping loudly, she smiled that angelic smile of hers. Then, holding up the bottle she said gaily, ‘I mean, the vodka helps.’

As she waited for her mother to explode she was disconcerted to see that her mother was just staring at her, her deep-set eyes full of a sadness that was so powerful it was almost tangible.

‘I can understand your need to hurt me, Mel, and I can take it, I can take anything you want to dish out to me. But to hurt that child, the child you lay down and conceived without any kind of force whatsoever, that you waited for Jason Parks to acknowledge for weeks in this house, and that you used as a weapon that caused fucking murders, literally. I do not understand your determination to hurt your own child. Your own flesh and blood. Well, fuck you, Mel, drink, smoke, do what you want. It’s like you keep telling me, it’s your baby, not mine. But remember this, at least I wanted it, which is more than its own mother can say.’

Imelda looked into her mother’s face and she saw the usual anger, the genuine bafflement that she did not want her baby. She knew that to her mother that was tantamount to a mortal sin. She knew that her mother saw her as unnatural because she couldn’t love her baby, because she didn’t want it, or anything it might entail. She also saw, for the first time since this had all started, a flicker of compassion, sorrow, for her.

‘I’m sorry, Mum, I’ve tried, but I don’t want it, I hate it. It feels like a fucking albatross hanging round my neck. And I know that you don’t understand how I can feel like that about my own baby, but I do.’

Imelda was sobbing then, her frail body shuddering with the power of her pain. Getting up from her chair, Mary forced herself to go to her daughter’s aid, forced herself to comfort her. And as she felt her girl slip her arms around her waist and hug her with all the strength she could muster, she forced herself to endure her touch. The sadness and the compassion she displayed were for the grandchild she was waiting for, her daughter’s touch still made her skin crawl.

If Imelda had not wanted the child, she could have got over that, would have tried to understand that even, but it was her daughter’s arrogant disregard for her baby’s welfare that had finally finished her where her Mel was concerned.

She worried that Imelda’s constant drinking and smoking and her refusal to eat the food she prepared for her, might cause some kind of problems for the baby. She had read in the papers about how drinking was not good for the foetus, how the Americans, who were always ten years ahead of everyone else, were now recognising something called Foetal Alcohol Syndrome. And she was worried about drugs. As she saw her daughter’s drinking escalate, her dislike and disgust had escalated at a similar rate.

Mary felt Imelda pull away, and waited until she had sat herself down at the kitchen table.

‘I don’t really drink as much as I let on, I just . . .’ Imelda waved her hands in distress. ‘I just feel so horrible inside. I feel trapped, Mum, can’t you understand that at all?’

Mary shook her head sadly. ‘No, Mel, I can’t. The child has done nothing to warrant your treatment of it. The drinking, the smoking and the punching.’

She saw her daughter’s eyes widen at her words.

‘Oh, I know about your violence towards the poor child. And as God is my witness, how you could even think about such an abomination, let alone carry the thought out, is way beyond my comprehension. I know I let you get away with a lot because I was lazy, but it was also because there was this new world for young women, a world where you could get a good education and a good job. I knew you were a clever girl, knew that you had a bit of fucking intelligence about you. Had you had the wits to make something of yourself, that is. Instead of using that sharp mind you were given, you’ve fucking wasted it on lies and deceit and your own selfish wants. You can’t even see that you have a person inside of you, a real person. And, one day, that person will be an adult, and they will want you to answer their questions, and you will have to do that at some point, whether you want to or not. But I know that my words are wasted, because you will never see further than you. You’ve broken my heart, Mel. Even with all the trouble you caused for this family, if you had just once taken the time to consider that poor child, I could have forgiven you eventually. But not now, Mel, you have proved to me the truth of what I had always suspected. You are without any common decency, or any kind of empathy or care for anyone other than yourself. And you know something, Mel, I am actually sorry for you. I am heart-sorry, because you will never know what it is to love somebody more than you love yourself, and you will never ever experience what it’s like to be loved in return.’

Imelda shrugged then, and sitting up straight in the chair, she looked into her mother’s eyes and said loudly and forcefully, ‘And am I to believe that you are speaking from your own experience, Mother? Only, out of your three children, which one of us ever loved you in return and, more to the point, which one of us did you ever love more than yourself ? Pot, kettle and black springs to mind. You have destroyed us all, one by one, but unlike the boys, I never let you get too close, lady. Your fucking perfect family was only for the benefit of the outside world. For the neighbours, and the people you deemed good enough for your so-called friendship. In reality we knew we were disappointments to you in our own ways. But my father loved me, and he was so in love with you that he didn’t even see fit to tell you where his fucking poke was.’

She laughed then, at the way her mother had suddenly deflated, seemed to shrink before her eyes. ‘I’ll tell you something, shall I? I hate you so much it is the only thing keeping me going. I hope you fucking die screaming in pain, alone and unwanted. I pray that you will one day understand the damage you caused us with your self-righteousness, and your greed. I ain’t got nothing on my conscience where you’re concerned, Mother, but then again, I have no conscience at all.’

The blow, when it landed, was hard and fast, it knocked Imelda off her chair and across the floor. It was powerful enough to draw blood, she could taste it, and as she lay on the floor she could see her mother moving in for the next blow. She instinctively put her hands across her belly, and the gesture was not wasted on either of them.

Pulling herself up from the floor, Imelda leant against the kitchen table, and shaking her head in exaggerated misery she said, ‘I bet you feel much better after that, eh, Mum?’

Mary was ashamed at her actions, at how this daughter could make her want to physically harm her; even pregnant she had still felt an urge to brain her.

‘You’re like an animal, Mel, but that’s a fucking insult to animals, at least they protect their young. You, you couldn’t care less about that poor child, you have no soul, you have no fucking care for anyone or anything that matters.’

Imelda laughed then and, wiping the blood from the corner of her mouth, she looked pointedly at the vivid redness that was staining her hand and fingers. Then she said happily, ‘Well, be fair, Mum, I’ve got a fucking good teacher, haven’t I?’

Jimmy Bailey was twenty-eight years old, he had thick dark hair, dark-blue eyes and a roman nose that somehow looked good on him personally. He was just over six feet, had an athletic build, and was known as a handful if needed, and a good ally in a crisis. He had made his mark with Michael Hannon over the last eight years, and he knew that if Michael was asking to meet him on the quiet it could mean one of two things. He was either going to be offered a job of some description or, worst-case scenario, he had offended Hannon in some way and was for the fucking chop.

Personally, he favoured the former, he was far too shrewd ever to give an opinion about anyone who mattered. Only a fucking muppet did something that stupid. But there were plenty of them out there, as he had seen himself on more than one occasion. In fact, he was constantly amazed at the fucking sheer stupidity of some of his compatriots. They had a few drinks, a lively bird, and a couple of lines, and suddenly all their carefully created persona was forgotten as they felt an almighty urge to show off.

That was when it tumbled out, who they knew, how they knew them, where the parties being bragged about lived; next, little nuggets of information that they had been told on the quiet were suddenly being repeated as if they were jewels of wisdom.

It was as embarrassing as it was shocking. Jimmy wanted to die of shame for them. But of course he just kept his own counsel. He had only ever tried to step in on one such situation, where the person involved, a mate of long-standing, had, after much cocaine and Jack Daniels, suddenly felt the urge to discuss a recent bank robbery and who also insisted on telling everyone the names of the people involved. Jimmy had stepped in nicely and, after a few bantering jokes about grasses and Bertie Smalls, had managed to get his point across, but the man involved took his meaningful bantering as a blatant accusation that he was a grass. That Jimmy had won the ensuing fight did little to console him because he had lost a good mate who he knew was mortified at his actions, and although he had lost a tooth, he also acquired a scar on his eyebrow that he felt made him look distinguished somehow. He knew he was lucky with his looks; he was possessed of that Gypsy stroke Irish dark skin that, whilst it made him look exotic, also ensured that he had to shave at least twice a day. But women loved him and, as a consequence, he knew that his looks were a magnet for men who were not as well equipped in the looks department. This was usually caused by the said men’s wives or girlfriends giving him a blatant once-over.

He had learnt as a young man the power good looks had over women, and he had also learnt of the anger the same good looks could invoke from men. His looks were a double-edged sword and, as his rep as a Face had grown, his need to fight because a woman had tipped him the wink in the full glare of her old man, had dramatically decreased. In fact, he was known in some circles as Handsome Jimmy, as opposed to Ugly Jimmy, who was a mate, and who was ugly.

As Jimmy waited for Michael Hannon to arrive, he felt the first stirrings of excitement inside his breast. He hoped that this was going to be a good earner, with decent hours of employment. He hated early starts, but was obviously not silly enough to say that. If it was a four in the morning gig, then that was that. He would do whatever was necessary to get on in his chosen profession.

Jimmy’s own business, and by that he meant his personal business, had not really garnered him any kudos in his world. He had acquired a massage parlour a few years earlier in payment for a debt and had decided to see what it entailed. Now he had six parlours all over the Smoke, and he ran a cab rank that was expressly used by his girls for their home visits. He was earning a fortune and it was more or less legal. He knew that there were still people who looked down on what they would call pimping: it having always been seen as the domain of the Jamaicans or the Maltese. Well, he had been called much worse than that over the years, so he had decided, rather magnanimously he thought, not to let it bother him. He was on a serious wedge, and that was good enough for him. Jimmy had a knack for business and he also had a radar for the type of girls who would be suited to that kind of employment. He only had to get them in there for a few days’ graft, and he knew that the money they were collaring would bring them back. They had kids, and they had bills, and none of them were exactly geared up in the education department. If it was a choice between the social security, amply supplemented by a few nights on the batter, he knew the choice they would make. It meant new clothes for their kids, it meant new furniture for their flats, and it meant something that went far deeper than material things. It meant they were financially secure at last, and that was something that these young mums treasured. So, a pimp he might be, but these days, no one was likely to call him that to his boat race. He had come a long way, and he had earned his fucking respect. He knew his own worth, and he never let himself forget it. Plus, he knew that his earning power, and the fact that he had turned a sleazy wank bar into a high-class booking service had forced the respect from even the most severe of his critics.

As Michael Hannon slipped into the passenger seat of his car, Jimmy mentally chalked up one point to Hannon on an imaginary scoreboard. He had not even seen the fucker approach the car, and in broad daylight that was no easy feat. He was impressed, there was no doubt about that.


 


 Chapter Eight

‘Look, Mary, I do not want to take over your business. Michael thinks that I will be a good front man for you and, to be perfectly honest, I think he’s right. You can still do all the groundwork for the debts, I have no interest in that part of the business. I ain’t going to argue with you about this, OK? It’s sorted, finished, over.’

Mary knew when she was beaten. But this young man, with his virile good looks and easy-going personality, had thrown her. She had expected someone older, someone she might have had something in common with, someone of her ilk. She had certainly not expected a youngster who had the good looks of a movie star and the reputation of a pimp. That really bothered her, Gerald had always looked down on men who earned their living off women, off girls. Desperate girls, most of them, trying to make ends meet, and finally being reduced to nothing more than animals by sharp-talking clever-clogs like this lad here.

There was something about the business that stuck in her craw. She saw these men as carrion, and her instinct told her that anyone who could send a young girl to a stranger for money was not someone to be trusted. But Jimmy had presented her with a fait accompli: if Michael Hannon wanted him on board, she had no choice in the matter. But he was first and foremost a pimp, he was a collector on a secondary basis.

Jimmy smiled at her, knowing that his staggering good looks were wasted on Mary Dooley.

‘Look, Michael had nothing but praise for the way you can ferret out information about people who owe us. Now, if he says you’re a diamond, then I know that has to be the truth. He does not suffer fools gladly, as you know yourself.’

Mary nodded at the logic of what Jimmy was saying.

‘So, that works both ways, don’t it? I have something to bring to the table as well. But my expertise is in a different field from yours altogether. You find the fuckers, and I will extract the money from them. OK? Now, I know your boys are well known for their aggressive natures and their willingness to smash someone to a pulp. And I believe, most strongly, that with their natural antipathy, and my knack for explaining things to people in a graphic and, shall we say, a violently explicit way, that between us, we have the perfect team. I can do torture, refined, artistic torture if necessary, and I will educate your sons in that. I can also threaten people in such a way that their own mothers could be standing beside them and they would not guess that anything was even slightly amiss. Though the man in question would be at panic stations within seconds of course. So, can we just go for it, Mary, see how it all pans out?’

Mary nodded, as he knew she would, and as she knew she would.

‘My boys are good at what they do, you remember that. They were taught by a master, by their father.’

Jimmy Bailey nodded in absolute agreement and, grinning at her with his perfect teeth, he said sadly, ‘You must miss him, love, me mum was the same when me old man passed.’

Mary smiled then, a real smile, at his understanding of her situation and at his kindness for mentioning it to her. That he was making a point of offering his condolences.

Jimmy didn’t tell her then that he had no family, that his father had been a one-night stand in a succession of one-night stands, or that his mother had abandoned him as a baby only to turn up periodically throughout his childhood, wrecking any chance he had ever had of anything even resembling normality with a woman. He certainly didn’t mention that her sons were about as much use as a chocolate fireguard, and were actually bereft of anything even remotely resembling respect.

He had told her what she needed to hear, wanted to hear, and that was something he had learnt many years ago. In care, you learnt early on how to manipulate the people around you, it was how you learnt to survive in a system where the odds were constantly stacked against you. A system where you were at the mercy of anyone who was stronger than you, cleverer than you or, in most cases, were running the fucking place, and running it to their advantage. It could be other children but, in most cases, it was the adults you were supposed to trust, who were supposed to be looking out for you. Basically, you were always at some fucker’s mercy, and that fucker was very rarely someone of a kind and generous nature.

Jimmy knew the world inside out, and he was pleased with how he had survived within it, and at how he had managed to live to tell the tale in the first place.

Mary Dooley would be easy enough to control. She wasn’t a fool by anyone’s standards, and she had a network of people she could call on that guaranteed her the location of anyone they might have the urge to pursue. She was not a pushover as such, but she was like most women of his acquaintance, she would be happy to let him run the show.

As Jimmy looked around her spotlessly clean kitchen, breathed in the smell of Vim, mixed with Pledge, he felt a twinge of regret that he had only ever experienced family life on an occasional basis while in the care system.

He had by then been far too cynical a child to allow himself to be beguiled by it all, knowing that it wouldn’t last, and that within a week of his departure the so-called foster parents would be hard-pushed to remember his name. He had therefore only experienced the so-called family situation from afar, as an outsider. It had never occurred to him that it was his aloofness and his fear of getting close to anyone that was the cause of foster parents eventually asking for him to be replaced as their love and understanding kept falling on very stony ground. The very thing Jimmy had used to stop himself from being hurt, was the same thing that had also stopped him from experiencing all the things he had secretly craved, and had led to him being hurt anyway.

He opened his notebook then, and taking a pen out of his jacket inside pocket, he smiled once more, saying, ‘So, who owes what, and where can I find the bastards?’

Louise Parks was doing her hand washing, her smalls and what she termed her private and personals, when she heard the doorbell.

Sighing heavily, she wiped her soapy hands on a nearby tea towel and with her usual quiet demeanour she walked through her front room and, once in the hallway, she saw a female shape through the frosted glass of her front door.

She was not expecting anyone, since the death of her husband and son, people had seemed actively to avoid her; those who had braved the consensus of public opinion had not seen fit to return for a second visit. A few, she decided, had come merely to fish for information, most of the others had meant well, but had not known how to comfort her, had not known the appropriate words for such an occasion. Louise had not held that against them, she felt exactly the same way herself.

When she opened the front door and saw Imelda Dooley standing there, she thought for a few seconds that she was hallucinating. She stared at the girl for long moments, still unsure if she was actually seeing her. She could see the dark of the night behind her, could hear the distant hum of the traffic on the Mile End Road and smell Mel’s distinct aroma, cheap cigarettes and alcohol.

Imelda looked at her intently, her body tensed and ready for flight at the first sign of any aggravation. ‘Can I come in?’

Louise Parks felt her heart lurch inside her breast at this unexpected visitor. Opening the door wide she said quietly, ‘Of course.’

As Imelda walked into her home, Louise was suddenly unsure at how she should react. She didn’t know how she was supposed to treat this girl. She was desperate to ask about the child inside her but was frightened to allude to it. She felt like a hostage, someone who was devoid of power. Someone who had no real control over her life any more.

Imelda made her way into the kitchen, it was a homely room, but she didn’t remember it like this. She remembered the house as always being in uproar, always untidy. Now it looked almost clinical in its cleanliness. She assumed that this was due to the loss of her husband and her son.

Louise spoke then, and her voice was soft. ‘It’s cold out by the looks of it.’

Imelda nodded. ‘It’s chilly. Do you mind that I came here?’

Louise smiled then, a real smile that made her look years younger than she was.

‘’Course not, I am thrilled that you found it in your heart to come and visit me. I don’t know what to say to you. How to start . . .’

Imelda grabbed at the distraught woman’s hands, and she held on to them tightly. ‘I felt the need to see you, I felt an urge to come here.’

Louise Parks was astounded at her words and it showed when she whispered sadly, ‘Can I make you something to drink? Tea maybe, or cocoa? I craved cocoa when I was carrying Jason.’

Louise stopped herself then, was frightened that she had mentioned his name out loud to this poor girl with the swollen belly and the haunted eyes.

Imelda shook her head slowly. ‘I came to see you because I need your help.’

Louise seemed to come to life at her words. Pulling out a chair she said gently, ‘Sit down, love. If I can help you I will, darling. I swear that I will do anything within my power to help you out.’

Imelda sat down heavily, playing on the lump she carried, acting as if she was in pain. ‘I know that if Jason was alive, and knew what he had done to me, despite everything that had happened between us, he would try and make amends somehow. For the baby’s sake.’

Louise nodded in agreement, thrilled at the course the conversation was taking. ‘Of course he would, darling, he would be over the moon at me being given the opportunity to help you, to make things right with you . . .’

Imelda nodded almost imperceptibly, her face the picture of tragic innocence. ‘That’s what I thought. What I hoped you would say.’

‘How long have you got to go, until the birth I mean . . .’

‘About four weeks, not long now.’ Imelda rubbed her belly, caressed it as if in wonderment at the miracle of life.

‘Oh, darling, I wish I could do something for you, I don’t know what I am supposed to do. I wanted to send you some money, but I was frightened, that’s why I gave you me number and that. I was frightened that if I went to your house or approached you in the street you would shout at me to leave you alone. I don’t know what I am supposed to do, see, in these circumstances, I don’t know how I am supposed to act.’ She was crying now, a quiet, subdued crying that was all the more powerful because of its simplicity.

‘I will be honest with you, Mrs Parks, I could do with the money, I need to get stuff for the baby and that. I ain’t even got a cot, or anything . . . I was hoping that you would see how hard this all is for me, that you would understand how difficult my life is because of this baby. My mum hates it, but she knows that I couldn’t give it up . . .’

Louise Parks felt as if all her birthdays and Christmases had arrived at once. Her dream was coming true, her boy’s child, her only link with him, was suddenly within her grasp and she was willing to do whatever it took to make sure that she had a part in its life. God was good; he had answered her prayers, and he had brought this child to her door.

‘How much do you need, sweetheart, a grand? I can get that for you first thing in the morning.’

Imelda stood up then, and hugging the grieving woman to her tightly, she felt the enormity of the power that she had over her, and would always have over her, because of this child that she was carrying inside her.

She hoped it was a boy, she might even be persuaded to name it Jason, for a price.

Let her mother fucking sweat this one out, if push came to shove she now had another place to go, and she might just do that to teach that old bag a lesson in manners. Louise Parks’s sobbing did not touch her in any way. She just saw it as another weakness that she could exploit to her advantage.

But she was sensible enough to keep hold of the woman until her sobs finally subsided. Then she made them both a pot of tea, her face a picture of worry and fear.

As Imelda looked around the house, she knew that this woman was worth more than a few quid. And who else did she have to spend it on, other than her only grandchild of course?

Brendan was in awe of Jimmy Bailey. Whereas they had been used to smashing through someone’s front door or, if they were lucky, through their conservatory, he was amazed and impressed at how Jimmy Bailey went about his business.

He knocked quietly on the front door in question and, when it was answered, he asked politely for the man of the house. If he was in, Jimmy asked to speak to him outside, on the pretext of talking business and, once they were out of the family’s earshot, he would smile in a friendly manner and then explain in graphic detail what he would do to their wives, sons, daughters, mothers, grannies, fiancées, would threaten whoever he felt was their Achilles heel. He would then proceed to tell them in a low sing-song voice how much he would enjoy removing their eyes, or their fingertips. He would smile happily as he told them about the last man who had forgotten to pay his debts, and how he had waited around for him to come home so he could see his wife, a keen amateur gardener, lose her fingers, one by one, with her own personal pair of secateurs.

After Jimmy chatted to the person in question, he would go inside and talk to their wives and their children, asking their names, what schools they attended, and the kids and the wives, like most people he encountered, would be entranced by his good looks and his sunny smile. They would answer his questions without a second’s thought. Jimmy knew that nine times out of ten, the men involved would take the veiled threat on board. The money would generally be paid within twenty-four hours of the visit.

Gerald Junior didn’t like the threats to children and, even though Jimmy assured him that that was all they were, empty threats, he was still not happy about it.

Jimmy said that if they had any problems with the payment, the only person who would be losing a finger or a toe would be the man who owed the money. But Gerald Junior still didn’t like the inference, felt that the threats were a bit over the top. But he had to admit, they got results. They had not had to raise a hand to anyone, except of course the coasters: the people who owed a few hundred bar and were loath to pay it. These were obviously seen as fair game. It was the really big debts that were accompanied by the threats towards family and close relatives, and they were the debts that needed seeing to sooner rather than later. Still, they were coining it in, and they were hardly breaking a sweat most days.

Gerald’s wife was not a happy bunny though, she felt that since his father’s death he had been relegated to no more than a gofer: a go-for this or a go-for that. Gerald resented her inference that he was without any kind of clout any more. And, as he had pointed out on more than one occasion, his mother was the fucking linchpin these days, and Jimmy Bailey answered to her. For some reason this sent his wife off on to an ever louder rant against him and his family. If his mother was the boss, why couldn’t she see to it that his job was guaranteed for life?

Poor Brendan was in a similar position, his girlfriend was harassing him for a wedding at some point in the near future, and he was not a man to be rushed. Brendan was not the marrying kind really, his mother and brother knew that and Brendan knew that. The shame was that Brendan’s girlfriend of seven years, Tania, couldn’t seem to take that fact on board. She was at the age for marriage and children and Brendan was quite happy to give her a child, it was the marrying part he was not so happy about.

Gerald wondered at how life could change so quickly and so frequently. Less than a year ago he had his father, his family, and a sense of direction, now he had his mother as his boss and Jimmy Bailey calling the shots.

Still, he had no interest in running anything, he knew that he was not cut out for that side of things and, unlike his wife, he had accepted that fact a long time ago.

He tried not to think about his sister and her condition and her lies as well as Brendan did, but they knew they could never say anything to anyone. They had not told their father the truth of it, so they were not about to let that out to anyone else, were they? It was a dangerous thing, knowledge, it made you think about things you would rather forget about. It also made you question things you were better off leaving well alone.

Gerald Junior gulped at his pint of Guinness, and smiling at his brother he asked casually, ‘Are you all right there, Brendan, is life treating you well?’

It was a saying of their father’s and he said it occasionally to lift his brother’s spirits and to keep their father in the forefront of their minds.

Brendan shrugged, and finishing his pint of bitter he said sadly, ‘I’ve had worse days, and I’ve had better ones.’

It was their father’s stock answer and Gerald didn’t know how to react to it.

‘Where have you been?’

Mary was determined to keep her voice low and calm.

‘I was out.’

Mary smiled grimly. ‘Have you seen the baby’s room? It’s beautiful, the decorator finished it today.’

Imelda forced a look of bright interest on to her face and walking up the stairs she went into what was now the baby’s bedroom. It was lovely, even she had to admit that. The walls were pale-lemon and the curtains and matching cot cover depicted rainbows. The colours were subtle and the overall effect was one of peace, of calm. The carpet was cream, and the furniture was solid oak.

‘It’s lovely, Mum.’

And she meant it, it was lovely.

Mary smiled then, a real smile that changed her face completely. ‘Do you like it, really?’

She needed her daughter’s approbation and Imelda felt a small spark of sorrow because of it. She had no care for any of this crap, all she cared about was herself. But she knew how to play the game.

‘Honestly, Mum, it’s beautiful. If I was going to have this baby for keeps, then I would have this room for it.’

The answer pleased her mother as she knew it would. ‘Oh, Mel, can we not try and be friends, at least until the child’s here.’

Imelda smiled once more. ‘By the way, Mum, what happens to me after the baby comes? I mean, I need to know what’s going to happen to me.’

Imelda saw her mother’s face settle into its familiar noncommittal look and her practised look of feigned interest.

‘Well, you aren’t going to want to stay here, are you? I mean, with the child here and all. If you wanted the child then it would be different . . . But I think you should move on. Like we said, the sooner you move on, the better, for everyone concerned.’

Imelda nodded. Mary saw the beauty that was her daughter, the face that was so beautiful it could reduce you to tears when you finally understood that the girl you had loved and adored was devoid of anything even remotely resembling a real feeling, an emotion. She had accepted that this girl of hers played at being a fully paid-up member of the human race, but she knew now that she felt nothing for anybody except herself, she only concentrated on what she wanted, on what she desired.

She regretted her outburst, was sorry for striking her daughter while she was pregnant, and knew that she had been foolish to let herself be dragged down to her daughter’s level. Dragged into her daughter’s drama as per usual. She prayed daily for the child’s arrival so that she could finally take it away from her and, by doing so, get her daughter out of her life once and for all. She would never forgive the girl for the lies and the deceit that had culminated in her husband’s death. Mary was determined not to let her near the baby, and she knew that would only be achieved with money, and with determination. Both of which she had in abundance.

‘So basically, Mum, if I understood you correctly, once the baby’s born, I’m homeless. I’m out of the house. Is that what you’re trying to tell me, Mum?’

Mary shook her head vigorously, laughing as if she had just heard the funniest joke in the world. ‘Don’t be so silly. I’ll help you get on your feet and get a job. I’ll help you to get a flat and some furniture. Christ Himself knows, you’re my daughter. I would never see you without.’

Imelda grinned, and it was a grin that seemed to her mother to be drenched in hate, and that made her go cold inside. She had seen that grin before, had finally learnt what it meant to those who were unlucky enough to be on the receiving end of it.

‘And just what kind of job would you envisage for me then, Mum? An air hostess, maybe a cleaner, or I know, how about a nanny? I could look after some other fucker’s screaming brat, only this time, I would be getting paid for it. I mean, what type of job do you have in mind for me?’

She smiled that wide, toothy smile once more.

‘Well, answer me then, I’m genuinely interested in what you’ve got to say, Mum. I want to picture what I’ll be doing while you’re looking after my baby. Only I found out that I can get a council flat if I keep this baby, and that I can claim money for it as well. That is without me having to work or anything, you know. Now, I don’t know about you, Mum, but I think that sounds like the better end of the deal for me. That appeals to my so-called inherent laziness: apparently the government will even pay my rent for me. Turns out this baby could be quite lucrative.’

Mary had known deep inside that this day would come, knew that this girl would always take the easy option, use whatever, and whoever, she could, for her own advancement, even her own child.

‘I’ll give you anything you want, but you have to give me the baby, Mel. You don’t even want it, why would you hold it over my head like this, Mel? I’ll pay you, do anything you want. But you must promise that you won’t renege on our deal, that you won’t tuck me after all I’ve done for you?’

‘If you can come up with a price that I find acceptable then you have a deal: if not, then me and the baby will be forced to throw ourselves on to the mercy of the council.’

Mary nodded in agreement, terror for the child inside her daughter taking over. ‘You name it and, if it’s within my power, you will have it. You tell me what you want, that will make it much easier all round.’

Imelda smiled again but she didn’t answer the question. ‘Nice room, Mum, I just hope that the poor little fucker will finally get to sleep in it.’

Mary was nearly in tears now. ‘Oh, Mel, what is wrong with you, why are you so vicious, you don’t want that poor baby, you know you don’t.’

Imelda shrugged happily. ‘No, Mum, you’re right, I don’t want it. But the whole point is that you do.’

Jimmy Bailey arrived at Mary’s house just after eight-fifteen. She was ready for him, as always, and, as always, he was seriously impressed with her almost encyclopaedic knowledge of people’s lives. She knew who they were related to, even distantly, she knew where they lived, what they did in their spare time, and she knew who they owed money to and who owed money to them. She could tell Jimmy their parentage back at least three generations and, more to the point, how long it would take them to gather together the money he was after. She could even tell him the people the poor bastard might ask for a loan. She was fucking amazing. No wonder her husband had been such a good collector. With her on the case it must have been easy. Mary Dooley knew everything about everyone. He had asked her how she researched the debts, and she had told him that he wouldn’t understand, so he had left it at that. She was a real mine of information though.

He noticed that today she was quieter than usual, and he found himself asking her where the boys were, just to get the conversation going.

‘I don’t know, they are both grown men.’

Mary was obviously not about to be drawn on anything of a personal nature so he gave up, he had always believed that people had the right to their privacy, and also the right to their own thoughts. Providing they didn’t owe him money of course. Then, their lives were basically an open book as far as he was concerned, until he got what he wanted, and then he lost all interest in them. He saw the way the big banks repossessed houses for money borrowed against them, saw how the courts took the side of the mortgage companies, the lenders. He knew, like the rest of the country, that people who took out loans were expected to pay them back. It was the law of the fucking land for Christ’s sake, only, when people borrowed from him, or people like him, they didn’t have the choice of a court case, or bankruptcy, they knew that they had to weigh him out eventually, or they would not have loaned the money to them in the first place. If you borrowed money, you now owed, if you owed, you were vulnerable, if you were vulnerable, then you were going to get hurt. It was almost biblical in its simplicity.

Jimmy also knew that Mary’s boys were not possessed of that kind of understanding. But he kept his own counsel, there was plenty of time for personal conversations and opinions in the future.

As he was getting ready to leave, the door opened, and Jimmy Bailey saw a girl who was so lovely she actually took his breath away.

The effect she had on him did not go unnoticed by Mary Dooley, and that was when he saw the similarity between them. Mary must have looked very similar to her daughter when she had been the same age. It was amazing and, as always, his envy of families came to the fore. He was not envious in a nasty way, he was envious in an interested way. He felt his own loss more acutely when he was around people who had real relatives, real family. When people cared about each other, and cared about what happened to them.

He also knew that this was the daughter who had caused more fights than Joe Bugner, and who was pregnant by poor Jason Parks. Jimmy was of the opinion that Jason was not capable of the act of rape, but he also conceded that no one knew the truth of any situation except the people who were there at the time. But he had also heard that this girl had a rep so large it made the Bayeux Tapestry look like a hanky.

But her face: she was like a painting. Her skin was flawless, her eyes were huge and were a deep-blue, so dark they were almost indigo. She was extraordinary-looking and, as she gazed at him with that quiet, steady stare she had, he actually felt himself begin to blush.

She smiled gently. ‘Hi. I’m Imelda, Mel.’

Jimmy shook her hand, marvelling at how small and delicate it was.

‘Hello. I’m Jimmy, Jimmy Bailey.’

He said his name, as always, with a certain pride because it was now so well known in certain circles.

‘I know who you are.’

Then, turning from him as if he had somehow ceased to exist and smiling at her mother she said quietly, ‘I need some money.’

Mary looked at Jimmy briefly, then she said quickly, ‘Give me a few minutes to see Jimmy out and then we’ll talk, OK?’

Imelda grinned then, and Jimmy felt his heart constrict at just how lovely she was.

‘I need some money now, Mum, the baby is on its way.’

‘Hey, I can drive you to the hospital if you want.’ Jimmy felt a real panic at the thought of a baby arriving in the next few minutes.

‘I have hours yet, and I would much rather go by myself if you don’t mind.’

Jimmy was amazed at her calmness, at how cool she was. He knew that most women were blown away by the imminent arrival of their child, of a real live person. He was not sure how he was supposed to react to her.

He saw how heavy she was, at least her tummy was anyway. Other than that she looked like a little bird. She was wearing a purple smock top, and from the side the child was very apparent; from the front, she looked just like any other young girl. Though he had a feeling that most young girls did not have her eyes; they were almost like an ancient’s, as if she knew everything in the world there was to know. He assumed that her predicament might have something to do with that.

Jimmy knew Imelda was classed as second-best now. Like all the girls who had their babies without the benefit of marriage, she would be automatically classed as a second-class citizen. It was unfair really, because if they had an abortion their lives were automatically back on track, and no one would ever know that they had ever been pregnant. They automatically got a second chance at life, at being respectable. He had to admit though, he admired the girls who kept their kids, unless they dumped them, of course, like his fucking mother had him.

‘I’ll drive you, relax. Get your coat, Mary.’

He felt the tension between the two women, felt the fear that was emanating from Mary, and saw how pale her face had become as she waited for her daughter’s permission to accompany her.

‘Can I come? Please, Mel.’

She was almost begging and suddenly Jimmy felt as if he was watching something really private and personal, something not quite nice, something reprehensible. He guessed that Mary was being held to ransom somehow.

Imelda shrugged. ‘I don’t give a fuck, do what you want.’

Jimmy could hear the indifference in the girl’s voice, he had only ever heard that kind of vicious indifference in one person’s voice once before. His mother’s.

His mother had never had any kind of interest in anything or anyone except herself, and her life, to his knowledge.

Jimmy felt the same dead vibe from this beautiful girl that he had felt from his own mother, the few times he had been in her company that is.

Mary was putting on her coat and, smiling in a friendly way, he walked them both through the house and outside to his waiting car. He drove a gold Daimler Sovereign and he was a little bit disappointed that no one acknowledged the beauty of it. But given the daughter’s labour, he supposed he could overlook their being underwhelmed just this once.

As Jimmy drove to the hospital he could not help noticing that the two women, who were so alike physically, did not exchange one word during the whole journey.

Now, he was not an expert on female behaviour, and he did not pretend to understand them, but even he thought that the birth of a child should have been greeted with at least a small spurt of excitement.

As he drove to the hospital, the awful silence between them seemed to grow, until when they finally reached the hospital he felt physically relieved to see the back of the pair of them.

Three hours later, after a quick and uneventful labour, Jordanna Dooley entered the world. She was not held by her mother until twenty-four hours after the birth. Imelda had waved the child away, and insisted on being taken to the day room so she could have a cigarette in peace. The day room had a phone, and the phone had guaranteed Imelda the outside world, and the outside world had provided her with the drugs she needed to cope with her new-born baby.

So her grandmother had held Jordanna instead, gently talking to her and falling in love with her. Mary had hugged the child to her, and she had known then that without her in the picture, this poor little girl would be destroyed without a second’s thought by her own mother.

Jordanna didn’t cry like the other babies, it was as if she already knew, even at such a tender age, that her mother was not really interested in her.


 


 Book Two


 
A truth that’s told with bad intent 

Beats all the lies you can invent.


 William Blake, 1757-1827, ‘Auguries of Innocence’


Who can find a virtuous woman? for her 

price is far above rubies.


 Proverbs 31:10



 


 Chapter Nine

1981

Mary watched as Jordanna ate her dinner and, as always once the child was within her orbit, she finally relaxed. She saw the bruises on the girl’s little arms, knew that she had been picked up bodily by her mother at least once, then thrown violently onto a bed, a sofa or a chair, but that was par for the course where Imelda was concerned. She took all her anger and her frustration out on her little daughter. She did it knowing that there was not a lot anyone could do to stop her. She had the trump card; she was the mother and that meant everything to the people involved in her daughter’s shitty life.

Mel was a fucking nightmare, she didn’t want the poor child, but she was determined that no one else was going to get her either. She used her as leverage, mostly for money. Imelda always needed money; no matter how much money she had, she always needed more.

She was a junkie and that was a junkie’s life. The pursuit of money, easy money, so they could begin the pursuit of their drug of choice. Mel also used the child for the guaranteed Social Security money she collected every Monday from her local post office. She also used her daughter for the Family Allowance money she was entitled to, and which she cashed on a regular basis to buy drugs.

Imelda believed the money was hers, for her own personal use whenever she needed an extra hand-out of some kind. Her social worker was so deluded by Imelda’s hard-luck stories that she even blagged money off of charities for her, and she also ensured her daughter’s utility bills were paid. The social worker had never in her life experienced anyone like Imelda, and it showed. She was so impressed with Mel’s hard-luck stories, and the insight into a junkie’s lifestyle, that she would forgive her anything.

Any money Imelda accrued from the people she scammed went straight to her dealer. She even entered methadone programmes to keep the social workers happy, make them believe that she was really attempting to sort herself out. She would then sell the methadone around the local pubs, and buy the real deal with the proceeds. It was a cycle of despair, and her little child, her little money cow, was stuck in the middle of it.

Poor Louise Parks was at her wit’s end. Mary herself felt such sorrow for her granddaughter’s lifestyle, but even more so, at times, for Louise Parks. Imelda would promise Jordanna could stay with her nana Parks, and then Louise would give Imelda the money she required. The little girl would then be delivered, would settle into a routine, would be happy and secure once more. Then Imelda would arrive at some point at Louise’s house, with no warning whatsoever, and she would take the screaming child away with her. Mary knew how that felt, because Imelda did the same thing to her on a regular basis. Sometimes she would have the girl for weeks, months even, and then, in a space of ten minutes, she would be removed from all the safety and regularity that should constitute a small child’s life. She would be dragged back to a filthy bed in a filthy flat, and she would be surrounded by people who were not exactly pillars of the community.

Mary would watch from afar as the little girl she loved would gradually disappear further and further into herself, until she stopped talking, or communicating in any way.

Mary would ring the social services and tell them what was happening, and they would tell her the same thing. Jordanna was OK, she was being fed, and she was with her mother. A mother who was trying so hard to get herself together, and who was trying to make a life for herself. The inference being that she, Mary, was actually the cause of her daughter’s phenomenal hatred, and her daughter’s addiction. They would then go on to say that maybe, if she was not so critical of Imelda, she might experience a complete revelation. They told her that a filthy home did not mean that the child was not loved. That the absence of clean clothes and regular meals did not constitute a bad mother. They asked Mary if maybe she was expecting too much of her daughter, and that it might be her demands that were the cause of her daughter’s problems.

It was a fucking scandal the way the social services allowed that child to be treated, how they allowed her to live. The little girl was in a constant state of terror, was unable ever to relax, was without any kind of love from her mother. They might tell her that a dirty house was not enough reason to remove a child, that the people who visited the flat were invited there and were her daughter’s guests. She was told that she should try and build some bridges with her daughter instead of trying to take her child from her. That Mary’s repeated accusations of neglect, and criticism of her daughter’s parenting skills and her chosen lifestyle, were not doing anything for her daughter’s self-esteem. What fucking self-esteem? Mary wanted to ask them. Her daughter would fuck a tramp if it got her enough money for a fix. Her daughter manipulated them all, and they allowed her to, they allowed her to indulge herself on a regular basis. The social workers were the reason her daughter was such a fucking skaghead, they enabled her to do what she wanted and gave her the means to bully her child and her family. Social workers saw Imelda’s addictions as an illness. Mary tried to explain that her daughter was a user, a user of people, a user of anyone who she felt might further her career, not just a user of drugs. But it was as if she was talking to a fucking brick wall.

She felt as if she was the only person who could see just how withdrawn Jordanna was. Could see how unhappy the little girl was, and how lonely and how distressed she was at her mother’s neglect of her, and the viciousness that she had to endure on an almost daily basis from her mother.

What was it with these fucking people? Did they not have qualifications, degrees, did they not see how fucked-up that poor little child was, or how she blossomed when she was away from that fucking leech of a mother and her so-called friends?

Or did they just choose to ignore her dramatic weight loss when she returned to her so-called home, and the sudden fits of shaking when she was forced back there by her mother? When she wasn’t even allowed to say a goodbye to her granny, who she had been living with for weeks, sometimes even months.

Jordanna would be dragged out of her bed amid a volley of foul-mouthed accusations. Or taken from the dinner table, dragged and pulled like a doll, her little face terrified and her screams echoing off the walls. Mary herself, the mother of the drugged-up lunatic at her door, would then be forbidden to ever see the child again, she would have to stand there silently as her daughter accused her of everything from sexual assaults on the child to turning her daughter against her.

She saw the drug-crazed eyes and yet she could do nothing about it. If she retaliated, Imelda would just make her wait even longer before she got the call that told her she could visit once more, that told her to bring money. Yet Mary lived for those garbled phone calls, would go to her daughter immediately with whatever amount she demanded from her. And then she would ask her daughter, with all the humility she could muster, if she could maybe take the child home for a day or two, give Imelda a chance to rest, give her a break from the relentlessness that was motherhood. And Imelda would play the game, as Mary had known she would. She’d make her wait though, make her work for her granddaughter’s little bit of freedom. She enjoyed her power over them all. She’d insist on certain bedtimes, force Mary to agree to impossible timetables that she would not be capable of keeping, but Mary would smile and promise to keep to them, no matter what. Imelda would then tell her that the child was very naughty and very sneaky and needed a very firm hand, and she would make Mary promise to smack her if she wet her bed, or didn’t finish her dinner.

Mary would agree to everything, as Imelda knew that she would, and she would see her daughter’s look of triumph as she once more manipulated everyone around her. She would be forced to agree with Imelda that Jordanna was a drama queen, that she needed taking in hand, and that the child was deceitful and sneaky. It broke Mary’s heart to say those ugly things about a child who was so loving and so desperate for affection that she would still run into her mother’s arms if she was asked to. That was what the social workers saw, they saw a little child who ran into her mother’s open arms and who would hope against hope that this time it would be for ever. Only to be locked back in her dirty bedroom again once the social worker had gone. Who spent hours looking out of her bedroom window, a window devoid even of a curtain. Who slept on a mattress that stank of urine and despair and that had no sheets and no real blankets, that was used by her mother’s friends, people who did not feel that it was worth taking care of.

Jordanna’s toys were old and dilapidated because the newer ones were sold off, and was denied even the use of the toilet and, when she finally soiled herself, was beaten for being dirty and wilful.

It was a vicious circle, and Mary didn’t know how to make it stop. She prayed to God daily that Imelda would accidentally overdose, and yet even as she prayed for it, she felt the guilt of a mother who was wishing her own child dead.

Jordanna was two years old, and she was already wise to the world of junkies and addicts, she already knew how to judge people’s moods and how to avoid confrontations.

As Mary smiled at the child she loved so much she saw the grime that was ingrained in her feet and ankles, the matted hair and the nose encrusted with bright-green snot. She knew that the child had been left alone in a cold bedroom for days on end, and that was why her little nose was constantly running.

She would bath her, play with her, dress her in clean pyjamas, and read her a story. She would watch over her as she fell into a fitful sleep where she would jump nervously and moan before waking up in fear, wondering where she was, and Mary would see the relief in her eyes as she realised she was safe. Was with her nana.

Then, after a few days, Mary would see her begin to settle down a bit, start acting like a real child. Unless the doorbell rang, or the phone, or she heard a loud noise. Then she would sit in shock, waiting for her mother to come and start the whole fucking rigmarole all over again.

It was wrong, and the people who gave her daughter this much power over her child should be ashamed of themselves.

‘Come here, sweetheart. Let Nanny give you a bath, yeah?’

Jordanna nodded. Her eyes, so like her mother’s, were shining with anticipation at the evening ahead. She was still full of trepidation, sure that this little respite from her life would be curtailed at any moment.

Mary hugged the child to her tightly, and wished her daughter dead once more.

Jimmy Bailey was fuming. He had tried to get Michael Hannon to become a silent partner in his new business venture. He had not allowed for the fact that Michael Hannon might turn him down flat, which is exactly what he had done.

Jimmy had explained it to him quietly and succinctly, had emphasised the bonuses that would be guaranteed. He had shown him the figures that had explained how easily they would make their money back. Then he had sat back in his chair, and waited for Michael to agree to his proposal. It would be like printing money, it was such a lucrative proposition.

But Michael Hannon had smiled nicely, then he had said ‘thanks’, but ‘no thanks’. He saw the money that was there to be made, but he had no interest in brothels, or anything that concerned prostitution, period. He had thanked him for his offer, and then they had both had another drink, and parted company no worse off than they had been before the meeting.

But Jimmy had felt Michael’s distaste at what he had proposed, saw the slight curling of his lip as he had scanned the projected figures. He knew that even though they were good friends, Michael would always be that little bit wary of his business dealings because, like a lot of the men in their world, prostitution might be the oldest profession in the world, but that did not make it respectable. And this from a man who provided most of the drugs that were sold in the south-east of England.

Jimmy sighed. Well, if Michael wasn’t up for it, he would go into this one on his jacksie. He had only wanted Hannon’s name on the door anyway, it would guarantee him a free ride from the Filth, and the best behaviour from his clientele, though he was known as a hard man in his own right anyway. So, he was no worse off, it was just that sneer he had detected, that unconscious little look of distaste. It annoyed him that Michael saw him as beneath him and his fucking scams.

As Jimmy sipped his drink, his eyes scanned the pub. As he looked out of the large picture window into the garden, he saw Imelda Dooley and, as always, her face fascinated him. She was a junkie, that much he had already heard. She was also, apparently, a soft touch for anyone in need of a night’s bed and board. She was basically a fucking dog.

Even knowing that about her, he still felt an attraction towards her, and that was unusual for him, he generally liked his women clean and tidy, and without any reputation whatsoever. He liked to know that when he finally fucked them, he was going where no one had ever gone before. At least, not too many anyway. He was not a man who was content to fuck a bird who had been with more men than Catherine the Great, and who was not bothered about it.

Jimmy liked to think of his body as a temple and, even though women like Imelda Dooley were below his radar normally, there was something about her that attracted him. As he watched her, he saw her throw back her head to laugh, and her even white teeth and her high cheekbones were so beautiful that, as always on looking at her, he felt a sudden tightening in his guts.

She was still laughing as she turned to face him and, seeing him watching her, she smiled at him and waved. It was such a girlie gesture, and it made her look so young and carefree that Jimmy found himself waving back at her.

He had seen her intermittently over the years, and the state she was in was generally enough to make him back off as quickly as possible. In fact, he would practically run away rather than even acknowledge her.

But he saw her now, in the winter sunshine, with her twinkling eyes and her tight little body, and he found himself miming a drinking motion with his hand. She nodded her agreement and he watched her come into the warmth of the pub. As she approached him, he saw the effect she had on most of the men around him.

She had an almost feral sexuality about her that was so blatant, and so powerful, it was almost physical in its intensity. She seemed to have no knowledge of the effect she created, but Jimmy had a feeling that she was more aware of her sexuality than she let on. She smiled at him as she sat down opposite; her long legs were encased in sheer black tights and she had on a short denim skirt. Her boots were high-heeled and they were so tight she wore them like a second skin. She had on a punk rock T-shirt, and a tiny cropped jacket. She had to be freezing, but Jimmy didn’t mention that of course. Instead, he went to the bar and got them both a drink. He made sure that Imelda’s was a large one, he had a feeling that she would expect that from him.

She took the Jack Daniels and Coke and swallowed half of it before she even spoke to him. ‘How did you know I drank Jack Daniels?’

Jimmy smiled then, and said with mock guilt, ‘I’ve seen you out plenty of times, and noticed you were on the Jacky D. It ain’t exactly rocket science, is it?’

She didn’t smile back, she thought he was alluding to her taking heroin. Most people who used heroin drank strong alcohol while they were waiting to score; it took the edge off. But he wasn’t alluding to anything, and she realised that when he said sincerely, ‘I have to be honest, it’s not a drink I have ever seen many women favour. So that was why I remembered it so well.’

She finished the rest of her drink in one swallow, then, holding the empty glass out, she raised her eyebrows in a questioning motion.

Jimmy took the glass and went to the bar. He got her a triple this time and, taking it back to her, he watched as she supped half of the drink in two large swallows. She was a real drinker, and obviously she drank large quantities on a regular basis.

‘Oi, relax. If you keep sinking them like that you’ll be on your back in no time.’

Imelda laughed. Then, swallowing the remainder of the drink down, she said huskily, ‘Well, I’m game if you are.’

He was startled at the effect her words had on him. He felt a stirring in his groin and, as if she had read his mind, she leant forward and whispered, ‘I can feel it too, shall we go?’

He looked into her eyes, and they were so open, and so honest, that he was once more mesmerised by her. If any other woman but her had propositioned him as she had, he would have fucked her off with a very loud and expletive-strewn tirade. But he found himself following her out into the cold night air and, when they were seated comfortably in his very expensive and very clean Mercedes Sport, she lay back against the black leather seat and closing her eyes she asked him politely, ‘Can we go to yours? My flat is like a bomb site.’

As Jimmy pulled out of the Prospect of Whitby public house he caught a trace of her body odour – she had a deep muskiness that was apparent even over the cheap perfume she had obviously drenched herself in.

When they got to his flat in Kensington, they had still not spoken a word to each other and, when he opened the front door, and motioned for her to precede him, she smiled happily at his good manners. Once inside, he saw her looking around in amazement at his home and he felt once more the pride that this flat gave him.

It was absolutely stunning, and he had got it on the cheap, with all the furniture already in situ; a professional gambler had made the mistake of coming to him for a rather hefty loan. Jimmy had given him the loan without a thought, and he had also given him a second and, eventually, a third loan. The man concerned had been given every chance in life: private school, the works, yet he was still a fucking loser, a gambler who lived off his family. Jimmy had then called all the debts in simultaneously.

The man in question had brought him to this flat only once, very early in their acquaintance, it had been the prat’s way of showing him that he was a man of means, had a few quid in the pipeline. A way of proving he was more than capable of paying any debts that he might incur. But Jimmy had known it was a scam from the off. He was the usual Hooray Henry, all weak chin and no real bank balance. Jimmy had wanted this place from the off, and he had been determined to get it. Thanks to the bloke’s addiction to the horses and the roulette wheel, he had not had to wait long before he had got it. Fair and square.

Now he loved the look on people’s faces when they entered it, it was pure class, and you could not buy class. The ponce who had lost the place to him had that much going for him anyway, even if he didn’t have a lot else these days. Why people gambled, Jimmy did not know, it was a real mug’s game.

‘Like it?’

Imelda nodded, her face suddenly serious and reflective. She felt out of her depth and they both knew it. ‘It’s lovely, Jimmy. Can I use your john?’

He laughed at her earnest little expression, she was really sweet when she wanted to be. It was a side of her he had never experienced before. He decided that he liked it.

He walked her to the bathroom and opened the door for her, as always the gentleman. He went into the lounge and put on Elton John’s Goodbye Yellow Brick Road album and then, as he walked out into the hallway again on a quest for ice cubes, he saw that the bathroom door was ajar. Against his better judgement, he could not resist popping his head inside and, as he went to say something funny, he saw her as she was pushing a needle into her groin. She looked what she was then. It was amazing how she had gone from a natural beauty to a filthy skaghead in seconds. Suddenly he noticed the greasy shine on her hair, and the grime under her fingernails. He saw the yellow tinge to her skin that all junkies acquired eventually, and he saw the scuffed and run-down heels of her boots as she lay sprawled across his toilet. He felt physically sick that he had even contemplated fucking her. She was rank, fucking scum.

She was nodding now, was away with the fucking fairies, and he knew that she would be like that for at least the next ten minutes. So he went back into the lounge and, pouring himself a large brandy, he wondered at how he had nearly succumbed to shagging someone who had such a low opinion of themselves they were willing to dice with death on a daily basis just for a high. He felt that she had tainted this flat, that she had brought the putrid mess that passed as a life right into his home. He was absolutely gutted.

Fifteen minutes later she came creeping into the room, and he could see the wasted look on her face and smell the stench of fucking loser all over her.

She smiled timidly. ‘I needed that, it was so freaky coming here and seeing you, but I wanted to ask you a favour, see. I hope you won’t do your nut like, because I know you and me mum are quite tight.’

Jimmy was astonished that Imelda had no shame at what she had done. That Imelda did not feel that she had even done anything wrong, yet she had jacked up in his home without even asking him if he minded. Without even caring about how her actions might affect him.

‘What, Mel, what do you want to ask me?’ He was barely keeping a lid on his anger now.

‘Well, I was going to give you a freebie anyway like, but basically I want a job in one of your houses. I am great at fucking, always was, even as a kid.’

She was suddenly aware of the atmosphere in the room. And, grinning apologetically, she said seriously, ‘And I promise you faithfully that I won’t ever bring any gear with me again, I can see you don’t like it.’

He knew that she knew that she had fucked it all up for herself. She knew that he was now desperate to get her out of his flat, and out of his life as quickly as possible and with the least amount of ag possible. She was like a fucking leper to him now, standing there in his home, and she was obviously too embarrassed now even to sit down without a gold-engraved invitation, because she knew she had done a fucking wrong one.

‘Get yourself sorted, I’ll weigh you out for a cab home, all right?’

She nodded slowly then, as she watched him finish his brandy, and search through his pockets for a five-pound note, she felt the anger that was always bubbling away under the surface. He was blanking her, and she knew it. She also knew it was because she had jacked up in his fucking toilet. In his so-called personal space. Well, fuck him.

‘So, what about the job, Jimmy? Am I in or what?’

He shook his head. ‘No way, I don’t have fucking junkies working for me.’

Imelda laughed then, at his total hypocrisy. ‘Oh, I see, so a prostitute who is clean drugwise is perfectly acceptable, but a prostitute who takes drugs is not acceptable. I can’t really grasp that logic, Jimmy, care to fill in the fucking blanks for me?’

Jimmy threw the fiver at her and said loudly, ‘Get out of my sight, you cunt. Get a cab home, or go and score, or whatever you fucking people do when you are lucky enough to come across paper money. But whatever you decide to do, just get yourself out of my home now.’

She picked up the money and, pushing it into her skirt pocket, she held up the tin that contained her works and used it to point at him menacingly. ‘I might be a fucking junkie, but I am a junkie through choice. You will always be no more than a fucking pimp, a purveyor of women’s flesh. So, don’t you come the high and mighty with me, boy. On a scale of one to ten, you don’t rate much higher than me, and don’t you ever fucking forget that.’

With that she wiped her arm across a nearby table and laughed as all the ornaments smashed loudly on to the floor. Then she walked from the room with as much dignity as she could muster.

Jimmy waited until he heard her slam the front door behind her. Then he looked at the broken pottery, the broken ashtrays on his lovely wooden floor, he looked around him and he saw her fucking diseased and scrawny body everywhere. That he had actually fallen for her charms, knowing what he knew about her and then, worst of all, he had brought her back here, to his home. To where he lived, and she had desecrated it with her fucking junk. But, even more than that, he was disgusted with himself because he had actually entertained the notion of sleeping with her. What the fuck was he on?

He showered twice, and then he cleaned up the mess she had made. But the place still felt wrong to him. He felt filthy, he felt violated. And the fact that she had only come home with him in the first place to try and get a job as a fucking brass was rankling him more than he would ever have admitted to anyone, least of all himself.

‘Come on, Jordanna, give your nana a big hug.’

Mary felt the little arms as they circled her neck, and she kissed the child’s upturned face over and over again, enjoying the clean smell of her, and enjoying the feel of her fragile body as she hugged her tightly against her. This girl was her life, and she knew that, no matter how often her daughter abused her, or how much she charged her for this little one’s company, she would pay it gladly. She was like an angel, a little blond-haired angel.

As she settled Jordanna down on the sofa, she heard a gentle tapping on her front door. She opened it without a second’s thought, and there was her daughter, drugged out of her head, and almost incoherent with rage.

‘Oh no. Come on, Mel. Let her alone tonight, eh, she’s just fallen asleep.’

As Mary spoke she saw the child sitting bolt upright on the sofa, her eyes wide open with fright, and her little hands clenched into fists of terror.

Jordanna started crying then, calling for her nana, hoping that just once, she might be able to keep her there somehow.

‘Look, Mel, I’ve got a onner in the kitchen, take that. Go out and have a good time, you look like you could do with one.’

‘Fuck off, Mother. You’re a cunt and so is your fucking scum-bag of a partner, Jimmy.’

Hearing Jimmy’s name along with hers was so unexpected that Mary wondered if she had imagined it.

Imelda picked her daughter up roughly and wrapped her in a blanket.

‘Please, Mel, don’t take her, leave her here. I’ll go and get the money for you, shall I?’

‘Stick it up your arse, and you tell your mate Jimmy that no one fucking treats me like shit and gets away with it.’

‘What are you talking about, Mel? What has Jimmy Bailey got to do with anything?’

She was trying to stop her daughter from leaving her house with the child.

Imelda pushed her mother roughly out of her way. ‘I have a cab outside, and my baby is coming home with me. You want her, you fucking bitch, well, you can thank your mate Jimmy for cutting your little holiday short. I know that you’ve run me down to him, that’s why he treated me like dirt. But that’s you all over ain’t it, eh? I bet you have fucking slagged me into the ground to him. Fucking putting me down all the time. Well, no more, and you ain’t doing that to my daughter either.’

Imelda was already halfway up the garden path, and as Mary watched them drive away from her she felt the useless tears of frustration and rage that always accompanied a late night visit from her only daughter.

She picked up the teddy bear that Jordanna always slept with when she stayed at her nana’s and, hugging it to her chest tightly, she sobbed as if her heart was going to break.

Lance Bradford was a bully. He had always been a bully, even as a small child he had developed the knack of bullying and at the same time he had also found out that he actually enjoyed the experience very much.

As he sat in Imelda’s flat, he was now enjoying seeing her anger and her hatred as she shouted and railed at the world in general. He didn’t know who had rattled her cage, but whoever it was had done a fucking brilliant job of it. She was almost beside herself with rage.

The kid was petrified, she was sitting on the cold floor and her face was white with fear. The pretty little thing was shrewd enough not to move a muscle, she sensed that her mother was just looking for an excuse to let rip. Lance knew that Mel was enjoying the poor little mare’s terror almost as much as he was enjoying her anger. She was like a mad woman, and after a while he decided that he would wind her up a bit. Find out what had caused this latest psychotic break of hers, and then keep on about it until she snapped again.

As Imelda picked the kid up roughly by her arms and laid her none too gently on the sofa, he was amazed when she actually took the time to cover the child with a blanket. The place was filthy, as always, and the newly scrubbed Jordanna stood out like a sore thumb. He watched as the little girl closed her eyes and attempted to lose herself in the oblivion that was sleep. Imelda was still angry, but she was slowly calming herself down. As she poured herself a large vodka, she said seriously, ‘Where’s my fucking money?’

Lance had forgotten that he had used it to score for them, and he said gaily, ‘I got us some gear with it. I got us a Henry, an eighth.’ He then pulled a plastic bag from his jeans pocket.

Imelda stood there, staring at him as if she had never seen him before, and Lance knew that look of hers. She even frightened him when she was like this.

‘Are you telling me that you stole my money and fucking scored drugs with it? You actually stole my fucking cash, the money I had saved to buy food for my baby, and you bought fucking drugs with it?’ She was seriously on her dignity now, full of self-righteous indignation, and spoiling for a proper fight.

‘Are you taking the fucking piss out of me or what? Have I got cunt tattooed on my forehead or something, is that it?’

Lance started to laugh. He was a fairly big lad, and he knew that once he started to burn the brown she would not be able to resist it. He set about the business of preparing them both a nice little armful, confident that she would not be able to refuse it once it was in front of her.

Imelda watched him as he began his preparations, and as he opened the plastic bag to measure out the heroin, her booted leg caught him and the bag of smack at the same time. She watched his face as he saw the pale-brown granules go up into the air like a minute atomic bomb. When it finally began to fall towards the floor it was everywhere, all over his jacket, all over the filthy carpet, and all over the coffee table that was littered with everything from overflowing ashtrays to mouldy tea cups.

Lance was in shock at what she had done. She had just wasted a serious amount of gear, and she did not seem to give a flying fuck. The majority of it was ruined, was unsalvageable.

‘You stupid fucking whore, what are you doing?’

Imelda was already too far off her face to care about anything except the next fight she was determined to have. Jimmy and his reaction to her had destroyed her, had shown her up for what she really was. She was out of her brains, but she was also acutely aware that her life was once more spiralling out of control, and she knew that she was not interested enough in her own existence to understand why it was happening to her once again. She believed it was this man’s fault, believed he was the cause of her unhappiness, of her despair.

‘Get out of my flat, Lance, and get out now.’

She was so still and so insistent that he knew she was serious, and as he looked around him at the waste of their gear, and as he looked at her, and saw the triumph in her eyes, he felt a rage overtake him. She treated everyone like dirt, treated everyone like shit. He was suddenly sick of her, of her arrogance and her disloyalty.

Jumping up from the sofa he smashed his fist into her face with all the strength he could muster. She crumpled beneath his strength, beneath his anger. Then she saw the hatred that he normally kept hidden inside. He punched her again, harder this time. Determined to make her understand the error of her ways.

‘You fucking slag, you think you can fucking treat me like a cunt, do you? Well, I’m going to fucking teach you a bastarding lesson in etiquette.’

As he began to lay into her, his fists flying and his anger given free rein, Jordanna started screaming in fear. She was attuned to people’s moods, it was the only way she could survive in this house, and she sensed that her mummy’s friend was so angry that he might hurt them both really badly. After all, he’d done it before.

As Lance battered her mother’s face and body over and over again, Jordanna slipped off the sofa and ran into the kitchen. Opening the cupboard under the sink she got the big gun that her mummy’s other friend Georgie always kept there. She held the gun tightly to her breast, and she waited until the noise and the violence died down.

She finally looked into the front room, keeping as quiet as possible. It was very still. Very silent. But she could feel the heat of their anger, feel the hate that seemed to follow her mother around like a bad smell.

She saw that Lance had stopped hitting her mummy, he was now busy trying to salvage some of the brown, trying to scrape it off the carpet, off the furniture, and she could see her mummy lying on the floor bleeding and bloody, her face swelling.

Jordanna waited patiently in the kitchen, the freezing cold of the floor tiles making her shiver, until her mummy finally crawled out to her. She was bleeding from her nose and her mouth, and she looked like a ghost lady. As she looked at her little daughter she grinned, and the blood and the snot that was mingling together made her look even scarier.

‘Good girl, Jorge. You are a good girl.’ Taking the gun from the child, Imelda pulled herself up from the floor and, walking back into the front room, she pointed the gun at Lance.

Lance sighed in annoyance. He was still attempting to recover their stash, still trying to salvage their score. His physical attack on Imelda meant nothing to him, he saw it as her punishment, as something she had deserved. He certainly didn’t see it as anything serious, as anything the child might find frightening, might see as threatening not only to her, but also to her mother. Lance was angry, angry and uncaring. He had no interest in the woman he had beaten, or the child who had witnessed it.

‘Oh, give it a fucking rest, Mel. Like that fucking thing’s loaded and, even if it was, you ain’t got the fucking guts to shoot anyone. You are a fucking drama queen.’

As he spoke the last two words Imelda pulled the trigger, the sound was so loud in the quiet of the room that she actually jumped with fright.

Lance was lying back on her sofa, and half of his head seemed to be gone. In fact, Imelda was in total shock at what she had done. She had wanted to shoot him so badly, and she had done just that. Her temper was such that she had shot him without any thought for the consequences of her actions. She saw him lying on the chair and she knew he was dead. She was glad he was dead. She was pleased that he had paid the ultimate price for his disrespect of her, for his arrogance. Then she heard her neighbours calling out to each other, and she realised that a gunshot was bound to get their attention. She knew that she had to use her head, had to find a way out of this situation. She wiped the gun clean with a cloth, and holding it carefully she went back out to the kitchen and placed the gun once more in the child’s hands. ‘Look after that for your mummy, yeah?’ Then she manipulated her daughter’s little fingers so her fingerprints were on the trigger and on the handle. She made sure that they were everywhere.

The gun had fired easily, without any need for her to really squeeze the trigger. The gun was so well looked after that anyone could have fired it.

She scrubbed her hands with bleach while waiting for the police to arrive. As anticipated, she did not have to wait very long.

Jordanna held onto the gun as her mother had requested, she always did what Mummy said, it made her life so much easier. She was still clutching the gun to her chest when the police came crashing through the front door.


 


 Chapter Ten

Jordanna was quiet; as always she was waiting to see how the land lay before she made the mistake of opening up her little heart and allowing any kind of reaction to the manufactured affection of her new foster parents. Unknown to her, her nanny Mary was still trying to get custody of her, but until her mother was either bailed out, or sentenced to a prison term, she was in the care of the Baker family.

Emily Baker was a nice lady, she went to church regularly, and she tried as hard as she could to think the best of people but sometimes, she had to admit, she found that very difficult. As a person of faith, she sometimes found the world around her very hard to comprehend and, even though she knew it was wrong, she could not stop herself from judging people and finding the majority of them wanting.

Her local vicar was a very easy-going type of man, and she knew that he felt she was severely critical of the people around her. But she could not help it.

Like this little girl with her big blue eyes and her thick blond hair, who was absolutely beautiful. She looked like the children in adverts. Perfect in every way, and yet this child was suspected of a murder, was suspected of picking up a gun and shooting her mother’s lover. It was scandalous. And, also, Emily Baker had to admit, quite exciting.

Unable to produce any children herself, she had persuaded her husband that they should foster, to give poor unfortunate children a few weeks, or months of happiness, show them what a real home should be.

Unfortunately, she had not allowed for the hard work that most of the children who were taken into care actually needed. They were often broken both mentally and physically, were fractured somehow, and they were usually very quiet and unable to respond to her immediate loving advances.

In fact, she got the distinct impression that, more often than not, they did not even like her very much. She had tried, and she had tried again. But she had never understood how hard it was for these kids to bond with people, how cynical they had become because of their upbringings, their environments, and how distrusting they had to be to survive.

Emily Baker knew that the children had often been the recipients of terrible treatment, neglected or uncared for, even abused. Yet she still could never forgive them for their ungratefulness, for their refusal to respond to her overtures of friendship. It had not occurred to her that the children she was asked to care for had never had a healthy relationship with an adult before, that they were expecting to be treated with contempt, to have their personal wants disregarded as a matter of course. She didn’t realise that it might take time to gain their trust and their affection.

Emily Baker saw them as evil little sods who threw her kindness back in her face, and who saw their aim in life as making as much mess as possible. That was again seen by her as another kick in the teeth, another insult from these children who, she felt, were far beneath her, and who still felt the need to go against her every directive.

She hated to see her perfect home messed up by them, hated watching as her well-cooked food was eaten as fast as possible without any appreciation whatsoever for the time she had invested in its creation.

She knew that her husband did not want any of these children for the long term, did not want to adopt, and had only agreed to the fostering because it would bring in a few extra pounds and keep her occupied while he was at work.

She still felt that she should be achieving something though, but what that might be, she was not sure of. She had assumed that the children she was asked to care for would be eternally grateful for the opportunity to experience such a nice, clean house, and such a nice set of parents. After all, these children were mostly produced by people who had nothing more going for them than the fact that they could produce children. They seemed to produce them regularly, and at an alarming rate. She had watched and learnt over the years, and she had accepted that the children who came into her orbit were already without any kind of hope or any kind of expectation for the future.

Jordanna watched the woman’s every move, and knew that the woman was also watching her every move. She knew that this heavy-set lady with her cross-looking mouth and tired eyes was not exactly overjoyed at her presence.

She wanted her nana, her nana Mary was the only person in her world who really cared about her, who really loved her. Her nana Louise did, but she was often absent from her life, sometimes for months on end; she knew that her mother hated her even more than she hated nana Mary. She also knew that unlike nana Mary, nana Louise was much easier to frighten off. It was hard for Jordanna to comprehend the politics and the intricate relationships of her mother and the people on the outside of their world; she was never sure who was actually classed as socially acceptable at any given time.

So, she did what she had found was always her best bet, she watched and she waited, and she kept as low a profile as possible until she could gauge the temperaments of the people around her.

It was these self-defence mechanisms of Jordanna’s that were now making Emily Baker so annoyed with her. She was not experienced enough to understand how damaged this lovely little girl actually was. So consequently she took the child’s natural reticence as a personal affront, felt that her offers of love and caring were unwanted and, worst of all, unneeded. She had not yet worked out that it was not about her and her dreams and wants, it was about the children she was taking into her home.

So little Jordanna, at two years and eight months old, had inadvertently been thrown from the proverbial frying pan into the heart of a roaring fire.

Imelda was still trying to convince anyone who would listen that Lance had been the love of her life, that he had attacked her in a jealous rage, and that her daughter had inadvertently shot him by accident, determined to protect her mummy. It sounded like shit even to her ears. But it was all she had to use. She knew that the Filth could not prove her part in Lance’s demise, no matter how much they might suspect her involvement.

All they knew for sure was that he was dead, and no one knew what exactly had happened except herself and her little daughter. And her little daughter, as usual, had nothing to say to anyone. Imelda had already briefed Jordanna on how important it was to keep her mouth shut. Jordanna was a fucking pain anyway. She didn’t have the brains of a wood louse and, at the end of the day, she was hardly what anyone would class a great conversationalist.

Imelda knew that she might get a tug for having a gun in the house, a gun she had assured the police had been Lance’s, but she knew that whatever she might be sentenced to for possession of a firearm, it would be fuck all in comparison to a murder charge.

She could quite easily cry with laughter, but she knew she would be much better off if she didn’t succumb to that at this particular moment in time. But every time she thought of Lance’s face when she pulled the trigger, she felt an awful urge to laugh out loud. He had not believed that she was capable of shooting him but, as she had found out alongside him, she fucking well was.

As he had sat there, smug and bursting with self-assurance, happily assuming that a nice big fix, paid for with her money, would be enough to bring her to heel, make her toe the fucking line, she had felt such a rage and a hatred for him. She knew that not only did Jimmy Bailey think she was a fucking loser, a fucking skagheaded idiot, even a piece of shite like Lance saw himself as far superior to her.

It had been a learning curve all right, seeing him as he really was, finally understanding that he was just using her and her flat, even her money, without having the decency to at least pretend that he respected her and everything she was providing. He had the fucking brass neck to laugh at her, to treat her like a fucking dolt, a fucking imbecile. Well, she had finally had the last laugh, and it felt good.

She was finished with people using her, imposing on her good nature, making her feel that she was second-rate, even though they were depending on her to supply them with whatever they needed.

Imelda was absolutely mortified at the abuse she had been shown by Lance for her generosity of spirit, and for her faith in people in general. No matter how much she wanted to believe that the people she mixed with were honest and true, it was always proven to be nothing more than a sham, a terrible pretence. Imelda was really getting into her part now: she was the wronged woman, the fool in love.

She was also in dire need of something of a chemical nature and she needed it soon. The methadone she had been given by the police doctor had ensured that she remained more or less lucid. But she would need something a bit more powerful than that shite to get her over the next few days.

As long as Jordanna kept her trap shut she should be home and dry and, even if the girl did spill the beans, who would take the word of a child anyway? Imelda was in a win-win situation.

Still, she was tired, and she was aching, and she hoped that the doctor was as liberal with his sleeping pills as he was with the methadone.

To have asked where her daughter had been taken had not even occurred to her, and that fact was not lost on the policemen concerned. She had not once expressed any interest in the child’s welfare or whereabouts since she had been taken into custody. A child that apparently she worshipped and adored, and yet whose date of birth had somehow escaped her memory for the time being.

Imelda Dooley was as guilty as a monk in a brothel, but the police could not prove it. She was well known as a junkie and a troublemaker; she had a reputation for violent and aggressive behaviour, and she was an accident that had been waiting to happen for years. She was already seen as a major influence in two other murders. Her own father, and the father of her child, had both died because of her.

But, even knowing all that, with only a small, silent child as a witness they knew they could prove nothing against her. That the murder victim was Lance Bradford was not helping matters either. If his rap sheet was read out at the trial, there would be a good chance that Imelda Dooley might be put forward for a commendation of some sort. He had been nicked for everything from burglary to attempted rape and he was not exactly what they would term a sympathetic victim. He was the child of wealthy parents, who had indulged him all his life, and who had created a monster that they had finally unleashed on to an unsuspecting world when he had become too much for them to handle. He had been afforded every opportunity, and he had still chosen to spend his life on the needle.

But even with that, the police strongly suspected that Imelda Dooley had shot him in cold blood, that she had murdered him without a second’s thought. Even the bruises and cuts she had accumulated did not move them in any way. Imelda Dooley was known as being capable of causing the Lord himself to lash out at her. She was not a battered wife, or a victim of any kind. She was not even seen by them in any way other than as a predatory junkie. The wounds she had could have been delivered by anybody; after all, she seemed to make people want to smack her one.

But she knew how to play the game, she knew how to make herself look like the real victim in all of this. She knew how to play the bystanders, and she knew how important the innocents were to her case, and how easy she could hoodwink them. The police knew she was a real handful, and they accepted that.

She knew more about the law than most of the CID put together. She was very clever and she was also very dangerous because she had no real fear of the law, or of its consequences.

In reality, the police involved knew that once the social workers and the probation officers got involved, they would be lucky to charge her with possession of a firearm. After all, she claimed that the gun in question had been owned by the victim. He had been shot by a little girl who was not inclined to discuss the ins and outs of the night in question. She was two; she would be hard-pushed to discuss the latest nursery rhyme she had heard. Her prints were on the gun, and the gun was easily fired, it needed no real pressure to release the ammunition inside of it. A child was capable of using it, and quite capable of accidentally killing somebody with it. Especially someone who was hurting their mummy. But it felt wrong, it felt too manufactured. They knew when they were beaten, but it still rankled.

Jimmy Bailey felt guilty, he had a feeling that his reaction to Imelda and her lifestyle just might have had a bearing on what had happened to Lance Bradford. He was a realist, he could add two and two and make a resounding four.

As Mary explained to him how her daughter had come into her home ranting and raving about him and his disrespect for her, and had then taken the child from her as a punishment for what she believed was a conspiracy of some sort, he had feigned surprise and he had hoped against hope that she would fall for his innocent act.

She had. Mary was a nice lady, it would not occur to her that he could have actually been a part of her daughter’s daily madness. She would not even consider him and her daughter together in any way, shape or form.

Yet Jimmy Bailey knew without a doubt that it was his actions that had brought about Imelda’s latest escapade. Once again her anger and spite had resulted in a death, only this time her daughter was implicated, and he had a feeling that Imelda would guarantee that the child would be held responsible. It was an abortion from start to finish.

‘Mary, love, relax, eh? Sit down and I’ll get you a drink.’

He had brought a bottle of brandy with him and, opening it, he poured a generous measure into a tea cup that had been left to drain by the sink.

Sitting her down in a kitchen chair, he pushed the cup into her hands and waited while she took a few deep gulps.

It seemed to steady her, because she stopped trembling and, taking a few more deep breaths, she said sadly, ‘She did it, Jimmy, and I know that for a fact. She is blaming the child because she knows that little girl would never talk against her, she would be too terrified. Jordanna is petrified of her mother, Imelda treats that girl like a fucking animal.’

Mary had never before admitted to anyone outside of the social services that her daughter was mistreating her own child. Jimmy was shocked at the admission: over the last couple of years he had never once heard Mary say anything detrimental about her daughter’s parenting skills.

He sighed heavily, his handsome face was closed and wary as he decided how best to cope with this new development. ‘Come on, Mary, you don’t mean that.’

He was giving her an out, a chance to take back her accusation and with her denial of the said accusation he could once more pretend that he was completely devoid of any kind of involvement in Imelda’s latest catastrophe.

But Mary nodded her head with a violence born out of frustration. ‘It’s true, Jimmy, she treats Jordanna like a fucking household pet. Actually, a pet would be treated better. She uses that little child like a weapon to make me do whatever she wants. She uses her to get money from me for drugs, if I pay her enough she’ll grant me some access. But I always know that at some point she’ll arrive at my door and take her away, accusing me of all sorts, but really it’s only because she needs to produce her daughter to guarantee her Social Security money, her Family Allowance, and prove to the social services that the child is actually resident at her address. I know that I should not say this, but I hate my daughter with all my heart and soul. I can’t look after my own grandchild, and I don’t know where to go next.’

Jimmy put his arm around Mary’s shoulders, he was genuinely sorry for her and her situation. He knew that her granddaughter was everything to her, and he wished that he had left the fucking Prospect of Whitby alone.

‘Look, Mary, I’ll talk to Michael Hannon; he will know how to find a brief who specialises in children’s welfare. That is what you need now, someone who knows the law, and who is on your side. You and I both know that a good brief is worth his weight in gold, even if we also know that he will probably charge as much by the hour. So don’t let this get on top of you, get you down. You took over a fucking serious bit of business after your old man died, and I rely on you these days because you are so good at tracking people down. So bear that in mind. Imelda is a shit-bag, but you have me and Michael behind you so you are in with a good chance. Now, please stop crying, and let me get us both another drink.’

Mary was cheered by his words, she had needed someone else to back her up, believe in her, and Jimmy Bailey was the last person she would have expected to do that for her. Life was strange, you found comfort in the oddest of places.

‘Thanks, Jimmy, I know this is way over your head, and I’m sorry for unloading it on you. But I don’t know what else to do, the boys are useless and they have no care or interest in Imelda or the child, and I am terrified that she’ll be put into care fulltime, into a home or something. Jordanna is a lovely girl, but she will only open up with the right people; if you don’t know her like I do, she can come across as being a bit simple. But it’s just a self-defence mechanism against her mother’s anger and spite.’

Jimmy Bailey was unsure what he should say to make things better. He had been brought up in the care system and the knowledge he had of the reality of it was not something he felt he should share with Mary Dooley at this particular moment in time. In care, he had personally experienced violence, disgust, brutality of both a physical and a sexual nature, but the worst thing was that he had also been on the receiving end of the worst cruelty of them all: indifference.

To be ignored as if you did not actually exist was worse than any physical abuse, because eventually you began to believe that you were so useless and so uninteresting that you might as well have been invisible. It was made even worse because if the powers-that-be saw fit to overlook you, then the other kids saw their chance at having someone to look down on too.

Jimmy knew exactly how it felt to be ostracised for no other reason than that you were the new kid on the block, and the previous new kid was looking forward to persecuting the new guy with all the enthusiasm he could muster.

But it was the adults’ indifference that really left a scar; when you tried to confide in them about what was happening to you after lights out in the dorm, how the bigger lads were using the younger boys as their personal slaves, and knowing that the person you were trying to alert to your plight was already more than aware of what was happening and still did not give a flying fuck for you or your welfare. It was then, when you suddenly realised that you were on your own, that nobody in the world cared about what happened to you, and that the only person you would ever really be able to count on was yourself. It hit you harder than a breeze block dropped from a tower block. So you either accepted your fate, or you made up your mind to fight against it with everything you could muster.

Jimmy had chosen the latter and, after going to bed with a couple of large builders’ bricks that he had secreted inside his pillowcase, he had proceeded physically to take out a tall, heavy-set and arrogant fifteen-year-old boy called Dennis Crosby, by smashing him over the head repeatedly with his home-made weapon until he stopped moving. Crosby was after him for sexual reasons and he somehow knew that. Jimmy also knew that if he had not taken him out once and for all, he would have been destroyed on a nightly basis.

He had then taken Mr Crosby’s booty from his bedside cabinet. It had consisted of contraband, primarily cigarettes, money and drugs. The drugs were mainly sleeping pills and Valium. There were a few purple hearts and a few other stimulants for the older kids, the kids who were too old or too big to be preyed on any more. But in the care system, most of the kids just wanted oblivion. Sleep, that was the main thing they all yearned for. Deep, undisturbed sleep.

Jimmy had learnt a valuable lesson, that the strongest was not always the biggest. That, if you needed to, a weapon was a good way of putting your feelings across, especially to certain people who only understood a stronger will than their own.

After that night, he had been left in peace, but it had been a real learning curve, and he had never dropped his guard again. He had learnt how to defend himself, and he had finally understood how important your reputation as a hard man could be.

But he also heard stories about how the girls were invaded, and the thought of that little child having to endure what he knew a lot of the men who worked in the care system thought of as a bit of fun, was too much for him to contemplate.

Jordanna was her mother’s double, from the deep-blue eyes to her well-sculpted cheekbones. He knew from experience that she was exactly what those fucking nonces dreamt about and looked for. And he wished that he had kept his fucking distance from it all, because now he would have to do something about it. He knew better than anyone what the care system did to the kids who were unfortunate enough to have to live in their family’s shadows.

‘I don’t want her any more, and I know that you won’t have any kind of opinion about her personally, because you never do. But I think she is another one of those children who are too disturbed for anyone to reach. She doesn’t talk, or move, she does nothing. She is so pretty as well, like a little doll, but she has not even blinked in my presence. I want a child I can at least communicate with, who can react physically with a hug, or a kiss. I want them just once to give me a baby I can actually baby.’

Emily knew that her husband was not really listening to her, and she was fine with that. All she really needed was someone within her vicinity who looked as if they were interested.

‘She has only been here a little while, give her a chance, Em. After what she has been through I ain’t surprised she doesn’t talk. She seems like a nice kid, even I can see that she is very pretty.’

It was the first time her husband had ever made a remark about any of the children that had passed through their home and Emily felt quite excited at this new development on her husband’s part. Emily was suddenly overwhelmed with emotion for the little girl with the long hair and the empty eyes, seeing her for the first time as a real person, not as another child who was not ready for her hugs and kisses within the first two hours of her arrival. Another child who was unappreciative of the home comforts she was desperate to give them.

‘You’re right. She is a little dear and I expect too much too soon.’

She smiled then, and her husband smiled back, hoping that this time she gave the kid time to adjust to the new environment.

Jordanna listened to the conversation with her usual blank expression, she was not yet three, but she understood everything that was being said around her. As she saw the lady smile properly for the first time since she had arrived in the house, she decided how best to cope with this new scenario. How she should act to make sure she was not going to get beaten or starved; both of which punishments her mother had used to keep her in line, to make her do what she wanted her to do.

‘Drink please.’

Her voice was soft and hesitant, and Emily was so thrilled at those two words that she felt as if her chest would explode with pride.

She saw her husband grin, and raise his eyebrows in a gesture of amazement at her request.

Emily was thrilled at the little girl’s sudden interest in her surroundings. ‘Orange juice?’

Jordanna could see the kindness and the gratitude on the woman’s face, and knew that she had done the right thing. It might not last long here, but she was determined to make her stay as easy as possible.

She nodded her assent, and smiled widely, with all her energy. She had perfected this smile a long time ago to make her mother believe that she was thrilled by her attention, to make her mother think that she was happy in her company. She could feel the tight movement of her face, her cheeks, even her ears. As she attempted to please the two people in the room with her Jordanna wondered, in her own bewildered way, what was going to happen to her next. She hoped against hope that whatever it was, it would not involve her mummy.

As she was crushed against the lady’s enormous chest she smelt her peculiar aroma, stale sweat and perfume. But she knew better than to pull away from her, after all her mother and her cronies had smelt much worse.

Michael Hannon was nonplussed, for the first time in his life he did not know what to do. Mary Dooley was a star of stars, but her daughter’s shit was not his concern, and yet Jimmy Bailey was standing in his office expecting him to reel off the names of people who could help her.

‘I don’t have anyone on my books who deals with fucking children’s rights, have they even got any?’ Michael smiled in consternation, showing his immaculate white teeth, and knowing that Jimmy was not impressed by his pristine white railings or the answer to his question.

But he was being honest, he didn’t know a brief who could sort out children’s issues and he was not in a fucking tearing hurry to meet one personally either. It was so fucking annoying, people fucked up, and then they all descended on you, expecting you to be the jewel of wisdom.

Well, he was not that conversant with the law anyway, unless it pertained to him personally, and this quite obviously did not.

‘Well you must know somebody who could recommend someone, that’s all I am asking of you. Mary needs the best of the best, and you are known around the law courts, I just hoped you would ask about, that’s all. For fuck’s sake, she is a mate and she is a valued fucking worker.’

Michael Hannon smiled then. He felt bad for a few seconds, he knew he should have been doing this for Mary Dooley, not Jimmy Bailey.

‘’Course I will. I’ll ring my barrister and get a few numbers. What’s the chat about Imelda anyway? Is she going to be bailed or what?’

Jimmy shrugged with exaggerated indifference. ‘I could not give a fuck, to be honest. Mary is my priority at the moment and that little child.’

Michael Hannon smiled in wonderment. ‘Why are you so bothered about her?’

Jimmy looked into his friend’s face and, searching his eyes for some kind of understanding, he said sadly, ‘I was brought up by paid parents, remember, that’s when I wasn’t in a home, of course. So, unlike you, Michael, I have a working knowledge of how the care system actually works, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, let alone a two-year-old child.’

Michael had the grace to look ashamed. ‘I’ll get the numbers for you now then, shall I?’

Jimmy wanted to hammer him until he couldn’t walk. Instead he said quietly, ‘Good man.’

Three days later Imelda was bailed out to her mother, on the proviso that she resided at her mother’s address, and that she attended a methadone programme to be determined by her social worker. She was also told that her daughter would be returned to her care within the next twenty-four hours.

Mary was not thrilled at having her daughter under her roof, but she would put up with anything to get the little one back home with her. She felt, deep down in her boots, that Imelda would not be brought to book for Lance’s murder. She knew that her daughter had shot him, knew how angry and vicious her daughter had been that night. After all, she had seen her first-hand herself when she had come to take Jordanna away from her.

Mel was still insisting that her daughter had shot Lance accidentally, while trying to defend her mother from his violent temper. Accidentally was meant to mean that, as a child, she did not know what she was doing. Jordanna was supposed to have seen her mum being beaten and gone to get the gun that was kept under the sink in the kitchen, and then shot Lance to stop him from hurting her mummy any more. Mel had the bruises to prove he had attacked her that night, and her daughter being so cute, no one was willing to bring any charges that might involve the little girl.

Though Mary had heard through the grapevine that the Old Bill were doing everything in their power to build a case against her daughter, she also knew that, with the circumstances being so unusual, and the victim in the case being such a dirt-bag, there was not much chance of the truth ever coming out.

She would attempt to get what she could from little Jordanna, but she knew already from the local CID that Jordanna would not even acknowledge any questions that pertained to the events of that night, let alone enlarge on them, or give some kind of answers. She was not yet three, and she was already shrewd enough to keep quiet around the Filth.

It was so annoying for Mary that she was back to square one, her daughter once more ensconced in her old bedroom and her baby girl being ignored by her mother, though she was completely loved by her nana.

And the worst of it was that she had seen the frown that crossed little Jordanna’s face when she had realised that her mother was staying at her nana’s house too. Mary wondered at how her Imelda, her own baby, could have turned out to be such a lying mare and, even worse than that, how she had been born such a crap mother. Even a stray dog would have done more for its pups than her child had done for her baby. She’d wondered occasionally, in her darker moments, if she had made her daughter like she was. If she had done something without realising it, and that whatever it was, it had made her daughter into the selfish, useless ponce she had become. But she could never think of anything specific or otherwise that could account for her daughter’s behaviour. She had ruined her, but even that had been in a good way. She guessed it was the drugs, she always blamed the drugs, there was no other reason she could come up with.

As Mary hugged little Jordanna to her tightly, she saw Imelda watching them both from the corner of her eye. Mary was thrilled at Jordanna’s return and, as she hugged her, she talked to her in her usual baby talk. Jordanna loved it, she liked the sound of the words and she tried to repeat them as often as she could. But her attention span was short and her eyes were always watching to see what her mother might be doing; she was naturally subdued by her mother’s presence in the house. But there was not much that she could do to change that.

Imelda walked towards her daughter and said loudly, ‘Bad baby.’

Jordanna did not move an inch. Instead, she stared her mother down and, as she walked away on her little legs she said loudly, ‘Mummy bad.’

Mary grinned with pleasure, she was not about to disagree with that diagnosis, the child had a valid point. Her mummy was a bad girl.

Imelda was already on her way out of the house, and smiling at her little daughter she said gaily, ‘Mummy good, Jordanna bad. Jordanna horrible little bastard.’

Mary pulled the child’s head into her bosom in an attempt to stop her hearing what her mother was saying to her. ‘Don’t say that to the child, what the hell is it with you, why can’t you just for once be like everyone else?’

Imelda laughed as if what she had just heard was so lame it was not even worthy of an answer.

So Mary grabbed her daughter’s arm, and turning her round none too gently she asked her again why she had to be so wicked to her own child.

Imelda pulled herself away from her mother’s grip and, wiping her arm clean of imaginary filth, she said sarcastically, ‘Hasn’t the lawyer told you? I’m having another one. I’m pregnant, Mum. Lance was the father. Maybe I’ll like this one.’

As she watched her daughter disappear down the path Mary felt an overwhelming urge to fell her bodily to the ground. To attack her, and hurt her like she hurt everyone around her.

But she didn’t, she knew that was exactly the type of behaviour that Imelda would be hoping for. It would just garner her more sympathy, and give her more reason to stop her access to the child.

As Mary closed the door to make sure her daughter had actually departed, she looked at her little granddaughter and sighing heavily she said softly, ‘Jesus Christ, that’s all I need, another bloody child to fight over.’

The charges against Imelda were dismissed a few weeks later, and she took up residence once more in her council flat. That it had been the scene of a horrific death was not something she was that bothered about, in fact she seemed to revel in her new-found notoriety.

And, as her belly grew, her interest in her daughter diminished even further. The new child was her only real interest, but the pregnancy did not do anything to stop her lifestyle in any way. If anything, it just seemed to increase her capacity for self-destruction.

Mary had Jordanna to herself at last, but that did not settle her mind, because she now had the new child to worry about, and she had to wonder at how this new little grandchild of hers would fare under its mother’s tutelage.


 


 Chapter Eleven

Kenneth Dooley was a lovely child, and his mother seemed actually to like him in her own haphazard way. She seemed interested in him, at least as much as she could be. In comparison to how she felt about her daughter, her interest in her son could be construed as over the top. She had no real interest in the children’s day-to-day lives, in fact she was so self-obsessed and disinterested in Jordanna that the fuss she made of her son was so unusual it was seen as her only saving grace. It made people believe that she could not be all bad, after all, she loved her son. The fact that she had no time for her daughter, and that her children lived with their grandmother because she was not deemed fit enough to take care of them, and that she had no intention of caring for her kids anyway, was miraculously forgotten about. Kenneth was the love of her life, and because of her feelings towards him, her sins were nearly forgotten.

Imelda was surprised but she actually did feel some real emotion towards her son. He was big, and he was handsome, and he attracted people’s attention on the rare occasions she went out with him in public. He had a head of thick, curly blond hair and long, powerful-looking legs; he would be tall, that much was obvious, and he was a sunny-natured child who smiled at everyone who came into his little world.

Mary Dooley felt such love for her grandson that it amazed her; with Imelda as his mother he would need all the love and help that he could get. Jordanna had known from day one that Imelda was not to be trusted, and she had had every reason to think that, but Kenneth had not been on the receiving end of his mother’s frustration, or her phenomenal anger yet. So he had not seen her as she really was, he had not yet wondered why she didn’t live with him, or look after him, like other mothers did their children. He had all that to come, and Mary hoped that, like his sister, when it did become clear to him, he would understand that it was not about him, or Jordanna, it was about her, their mother, Imelda, and the abortion that was her life.

Jimmy Bailey was good, he always asked after the children and Mary appreciated that. He had also taken over the role of surrogate uncle to them both.

When her two sons had informed her one afternoon that they were going into partnership together in a scrap yard she had been both upset and hurt at their obvious defection from the family unit. She was shocked by their announcement but, after Jimmy had reminded her that they would never be an asset to her, or anyone else for that matter, she had got over her initial annoyance and given them both her blessing. She had done that because she knew that nothing she could say would change their minds or make them stay in her life. She accepted that they were distancing themselves, not only from Imelda, but from her as well and from the kids, and she loathed them for that, even as she understood the reasoning behind it.

Neither of the boys seemed in the least bit inclined to give her a few quid, help her out financially; not that she needed it, but it was the principle. They were quite willing to take from her, on the other hand, as and when they felt the need to.

But, more to the point, neither of them even bothered to seek out her company any more, and that hurt her, that had really cut deep. Even though she understood their actions to an extent, she could not forgive them their treachery. They were both snides, were both fucking useless.

She had no one to rely on, and they had made it more than plain that she never would. It was a real eye-opener for her, their father’s death had left them all adrift. But instead of feeling a measure of loyalty towards her, they had both taken a step back. They had not felt even an iota of loyalty towards her personally, their own mother, the woman who had birthed them, who had raised them, fed them and wiped their arses.

That she could take on both of Imelda’s kids was way beyond their comprehension but, as she reassured herself, where those two treacherous bastards were concerned, so was long division. They were not exactly the most intelligent of lads, or in any way the most caring, they had not even offered her a shoulder to cry on since the death of her husband, their father.

So she was content to throw herself into her new family. She knew these children needed her and, more to the point, she needed them.

So she waved them off, her sons, with the warning that she expected to see them at least once a month, and to her sorrow they were quite happy with that. It suited them all, they kept up the appearance of a united family, but did not have to put up with each other on a daily basis, and Mary could concentrate on the two children her daughter had produced, and their immediate needs.

Imelda was the only fly in an otherwise perfect ointment. She did not want the children at all, not on a permanent basis anyway, but she would turn up on a semi-regular basis and make herself busy with them for appearances’ sake. Imelda no longer tried to take the children away from their nana by brute force, though she was still capable of delivering the threat when the fancy took her. But Mary now knew that the threats were as empty as her daughter’s purse, as she knew that if she gave her some money she would bugger off once more and leave them alone.

Mary was still tracking down people who owed money around and about, and she was still doing it without any real effort; her network of women was large, and it was reliable and growing by the year. They could track down anyone within days, and Mary paid the women well for their information. She knew that was enough to ensure their loyalty and their continuing support; Mary was the equivalent of a pension plan for many of the women she dealt with. Thanks to her, they had a few quid in reserve and were able to see themselves through the seasons. They did not have to rely on their children for handouts then, because as they had all eventually realised, their kids were no better off than they were. It was a different world now, and even though they had all looked after their parents, they soon came to understand that the same courtesy was not going to be extended to them. Mary was their lifeline, and the reason they still had a modicum of self-respect.

For Mary Dooley, life was good in many respects, and though she was lonely sometimes, she knew that her grandchildren had to be her main priority. The boys came every month, and she enjoyed their visits, but she was always glad to wave them off. They usually came with a catalogue of disasters, and with the want of more money to tide them over. They were not what she would call businessmen. She would weigh them out, and when they left she would heave a secret sigh of relief that she was once more left with her surrogate babies; the children she loved more than she had ever loved any of her own.

Little Kenneth was as bright as a button, and twice as handsome. Whereas Jordanna was a tiny thing who loved her brother with a passion.

But the only worry for Mary was that while Jordanna was not enamoured of her mother, and that was something anyone would understand, considering how she had been treated by her, Kenny Boy, as they called him, seemed to adore her.

Jordanna had never spoken to anyone about the fateful night that had culminated in Lance’s death, and Mary wondered sometimes at how Kenny would react when he heard, as he surely would, that his sister had shot his father and killed him stone dead. Even though that was something no one in their right mind would believe.

Mary would watch Jordanna sometimes as she slept, and she would try to picture her with a gun in her little hands, but she just couldn’t envisage it somehow. She had a problem seeing that poor little child defending her mother, the mother who had done nothing all her life except use her as a convenient stick to beat everyone around her with. But the police had been forced to accept her daughter’s statement as fact, because they had no other statement to use against her. Like Mary, they knew there was something seriously wrong about it, but like her, they had no way of proving it. Mary would watch her granddaughter as she slept, would watch her as she tossed and turned, as she moaned in pain and terror, and she prayed then to the Holy Mother that the child would find some kind of peace, would find some kind of happiness.

Imelda still stuck to her story that Jordanna had been the culprit and, as everyone now knew that Lance had fathered Kenny Boy, it was well known that Jordanna had killed her brother’s daddy. It was something the child would one day have to live with. The children would both have to live with it, and as they were so close, as Mary was determined to make sure that they were, she hoped they would be able to cope with it, would love each other enough to understand that they were nothing more than victims of their mother’s lifestyle, their mother’s neglect and her selfishness. It was a terrible situation for everyone involved. But, like everything else that had happened where her daughter was involved, Mary tried not to dwell on it too much because if she did, it just broke her heart all over again. But she still wondered at what the future had in store for these two children, and she worried about how they would cope with what had happened on that fateful night so long ago, and if the bond they shared would be strong enough to keep them together once the truth was finally out.

Imelda was looking good, and she knew that. It was strange how, even though she was now on the skag, she still did not look that rough. She had a natural glow to her skin and bone structure to die for, so her beauty was always protected somehow. Even she knew that much, and she was just pleased that nature had seen fit to give her an edge over most people.

She was wearing a short black leather skirt, a matching waistcoat with a sheer top underneath it, and her trademark high-heeled black boots. She was every inch the sexy babe, and she was charging for her services accordingly. She had been on the bash for a good while now, and she found that the life suited her disposition. She liked the money, the hours and, best of all, she liked the fact that she could score all over the Smoke as she was cabbed to her different destinations.

She had no qualms about her customers, they were so under her radar as to be almost invisible. But she smiled in the right places, pretended that they were the best fuck she had ever had, and she made sure that they wore a condom. If they wanted to ride her bareback then she charged them extra. It always amazed her that there were men who were quite happy to put their lives and their marriages on the line for a naked fuck. She never injected herself in her arms, she had learnt many years before that track marks made you a target, for the Filth, for bullies; they showed you up for what you really were. She had always made a point of injecting herself in her groin area, her ankles, anywhere that was not visible to the average person, or could not be hidden from view, hence her trademark boots. Men did not pay out for junkies and they did not pay extra for bareback from anyone they thought might be diseased. Imelda had never shared a needle in her life, not since her initial introduction into the world of heroin, anyway. She might be a stoner, but she was still sensible enough to know that you had to keep yourself to yourself; it was about self-preservation, no more, no less. She had altered her behaviour to make sure she could earn the most money. And she did earn it, and she intended to carry on earning it.

She had a good few quid, a nice supply of the brown, and she had a reputation that preceded her wherever she went. And she liked that, she liked being notorious, she loved that people talked about her, and pointed her out.

She played up to it and, with a few drinks in her, would sometimes re-live the night her daughter had killed her own brother’s father. Sometimes she embellished the story so that Jordanna came out a little heroine who had stopped her mother from being beaten to death, other times she would describe a tragic accident that had deprived her of the love of her life and her son of his father.

Either way, she was not about to tell the truth, and though more than a few people had their own version of events, they were sensible enough to keep them to themselves. After all, Imelda Dooley was not someone you would deliberately pick a fight with; she was more than capable of looking after herself if the need arose, as had been proven.

Imelda liked the cabbing around town, she liked the feel of travelling to an unknown destination and, as she was a real looker, she was often asked for by name so she had a lot of regulars and a lot of money. Unfortunately, like most women of her persuasion, she spent her money without much thought, always with the belief that it would be there again the next day. Which it was, only inevitably the day would come when her youth and her wide-eyed beauty would start to wither and fade, and that was when she would wish that she had been a bit wiser with her money when she had been earning it in large amounts. Then she would understand how hard the business was for the women who were getting older, and she would suddenly notice that every few months a whole new batch of young girls would emerge on the scene. Then she’d wish that she had put a few quid away for the inevitable rainy day.

But, for the moment, Imelda was on a roll, was loving it, and she was still frightened enough about what had happened to Lance to guarantee that she would keep a lid on that famous temper of hers for the time being.

She had once done nearly three months on remand for a GBH charge, and that had been enough for her, she was not about to make that mistake ever again. She had got away with murder, and then nearly been sent down for a fight with a fellow worker. It was bloody laughable.

Imelda often wondered if Lance was actually Kenny’s father. She knew that it was not something she would ever know for sure, not that she was going to admit that out loud of course, but sometimes she looked at little Kenny and saw Georgie Boy, the owner of the gun that had been used against Lance because of his stupid fucking antics. Lance had asked for everything he had got, she was convinced about that much. No one spoke to her like that and got away with it. But when she looked at her Kenny, she saw Georgie Boy, not Lance. He was like the spit out of Georgie’s mouth as they said in East London society.

Imelda felt no regret; in fact, she would do it all again if she felt the need to, and she was happy about that as well. She felt that people were too quick to swallow in this day and age, and if they had any real sense they would know that some people needed taking out, and for their own good at that. She also knew deep inside that she was not like other people, that she was in a different league. Imelda Dooley felt that she did not have to live by other people’s standards because, after all, she had literally got away with murder. That thought made her smile and, as always, her smile made her look like a young girl, not someone who had produced two children and who had a heroin habit so big and of such duration that anyone else would have been dead long ago.

The cab driver was a married man called Arnold Dukes and he was in his early sixties; he had taken to cabbing after he had taken his retirement from the docks. He was watching the girl in his rear mirror, and her beauty had captured his imagination. She looked new to the game, and that, as always, was her greatest asset. She did not look battered yet, she did not look what she was: a junkie, a whore. She still looked fresh faced; she was one of the few people who could abuse their bodies with drink and drugs, yet it didn’t seem to leave a mark on them. She looked like any other young girl; her skin was bright, and her body taut. She offered the men that she serviced the illusion of extreme youth, and that alone was enough to make them believe that she was still new to it all. She knew that and she played on it, used it to her advantage when necessary.

Arnold was the possessor of a grey comb-over, and a spectacular set of rapidly decaying teeth, and his idea of personal hygiene consisted of a bath every couple of weeks and the daily changing of his socks, though that was actually a necessity because the cab was so confined. He had been pulled up over the stench on more than one occasion.

He smoked Capstan Full Strength, and he had a penchant for hand-knitted cardigans and Ben Sherman shirts. He had all but given up on the sexual side of his life until now, until he had seen this girl. He knew she was a brass, but she was stunning. She was built like the movie stars of the forties, big-breasted and possessed of a certain innocence that he was attracted to. He wanted her desperately, and as he knew that she was for sale anyway, unlike most of the women who might have frequented his taxi, he felt that she could be within his reach.

Imelda saw Arnold Dukes looking at her in the mirror, and she smiled seductively, opening her legs slightly so he could get a quick glimpse of what she had to offer. Arnold was over the moon at the way she was coming on to him. He actually thought that she might even fancy him.

‘How much do you charge, love?’

She grinned at him then, and laughing huskily she answered him in such a way it could almost have been mistaken for embarrassment at his cheeky question. In that moment she made him believe that he was the only man she had ever wanted in the world, and he swallowed it hook, line and sinker.

‘Twenty quid to you.’

He knew she charged forty quid a time, knew that all the girls did. Twenty quid was cheap and he knew that. But it was still a lot of money to him. He had it though, and he was willing to weigh it out to feel her firm tits, her soft flesh, and explore her tight little pussy.

Ten minutes later they were parked up in a deserted side street and he was already gasping for air and fumbling with excitement as she climbed on to his lap. As he spewed his particular brand of pornographic filth into her ear Imelda was already planning her next score.

Arnold was just another man in a long line of men who she saw as weak, as fools, and who saw her as young and innocent. Even her reputation and the stories about her didn’t stop men from wanting her, she knew that she had that edge, knew that her notoriety just added to her allure for some of her punters and, consequently, added to her earnings. Unlike most of the girls, she didn’t have a pimp as such, she looked out for herself. But unlike most of the girls in her business, she had no qualms about people knowing about what she did for a living. She was proud of it.

Twenty minutes later she was knocking on a door in Hammersmith. A retired teacher with a bad back, bad breath, and a wife who was away for the night in Slough, visiting their first grandchild, ushered her into his home with a nervous smile and the guilty hope that she would make him feel twenty-one again. He had one eye on her, and one eye on what he saw as his valuables and, to make the night even worse, he was listening out for the phone call that would tell him his wife had arrived safely, and that his new grandchild had a look of him. He was like the majority of the men who asked for home visits, he had thought about it for so long, and dreamt about it for even longer, that when it finally happened he had not allowed for the guilt and the disgust at himself for bringing an actual prostitute into his own home. He would then worry that the woman he had fantasised about for so long now knew his address, knew where he lived. That she could come back at any moment, and blow his little world apart.

It never occurred to the men that the girls concerned went to so many addresses around the Smoke that they didn’t take any notice of their surroundings any more. Didn’t realise that the man in question was of as much interest to them as a political debate on the health service and that all they wanted was to get it over with as quickly as possible so they could go on to the next punter, and the next, and the next, until they all merged into the same person. Guilt was a wonderful thing for prostitutes, it made their lives so much easier. That was always the problem with the cheaper end of the market.

Michael Hannon was annoyed, really annoyed. He was not given to grandiose displays of anger or temper but, for the first time ever, he was very close to that now.

Jimmy Bailey had offered him an in on a new business venture a while ago. He was a man of liberal tastes and he was willing to listen to anything that might afford him the opportunity to earn a crust but Michael had blanked him then, when he had asked him to front a brothel with him, because he was old-style and saw the procuring of women and girls as the domain of the foreigners, the Maltese, the Spanish, even the Jamaicans.

But he had found out that, to his detriment, Jimmy’s brothel was now raking in fucking serious fortunes. So, in fairness, Michael Hannon felt he had the right to be gutted. To be wound up, to be aggravated and aggrieved.

Now Jimmy was asking him, once more, if he wanted an in to his new business, and he knew that Jimmy Bailey, a lovely bloke when all was said and done, was relying on him to say as he always had, a resounding no. He was only asking him out of respect, and once he said ‘no’, as was expected, Jimmy would then be free to go to whoever he felt was up for his kind of business.

Unfortunately for Jimmy Bailey, Michael had recently realised the error of his ways, had seen for himself how the eighties were turning out to be the new golden era for the oldest profession in the world. It had somehow been catapulted to the forefront of everyone’s minds and had been seen for the earner it really was. There was no stigma attached to it any more, people were realising that the money from it could be used for other things, to finance other businesses. Even hostess clubs were back in the running again, as were other aspects of the business.

Thanks to new legislation, and some very old laws, as long as a woman did not solicit for sex on the actual pavement itself, and as long as she cabbed it to an address, she was not, in effect, breaking any laws at all. Once inside private property she was free to ply her trade, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

The laws of this land had never seen fit to bring the buyer of sexual favours into a court of law and, providing the woman concerned did not solicit on a public highway, she was as safe as fucking houses. Bailey’s cab ranks were the tools that guaranteed him a serious wedge. And that wedge was now being talked about and discussed at length, by all the people in the know.

So now Michael Hannon had decided that he wanted an in, and he wanted a serious in at that. He wanted it all, as was his prerogative. He would just take what he wanted in the end if that was what he felt was his only viable option.

But at least he had the grace to admit to himself that he had been wrong in his previous assumptions, and that he had looked down on Jimmy and his selling of the female form, had seen it as a big negative. He’d seen the venture as something that was not an option for him, as something he had believed was only for men of a certain ilk, who had no respect for themselves, or the people around them. That was the old way of thinking though, he knew that now. That was for the old boys, the moustache Petes. They saw pimping as beneath them, and it was in their day.

But Michael now saw the potential of it, saw that it was the best way of making serious money in the short term, and that he could carry on making it in the long term. It was the perfect way to earn a real wage, and he was then going to use that wage for other purposes.

And, even though he still had a genuine distaste for it all, he was shrewd enough to know that if he didn’t jump on this particular bandwagon there were plenty of other people who would.

As Jimmy Bailey sat opposite him, Michael smiled what he hoped was a real friendly smile, and he wondered at how Jimmy was going to react to his complete turnaround. Because he knew who Jimmy was going to offer the in to next, even though the man had turned him down before, and Graham Parker already had too much power as it was. Michael also knew that Parker was going to snatch Jimmy’s hand off this time.

So Michael Hannon knew that he had to make it clear to everyone involved that he had been the recipient of a complete change of heart, and that he was now willing to go into this new enterprise with all his considerable strength behind him.

He knew that Jimmy Bailey was expecting his usual ‘thanks’, but ‘no thanks’, and that Jimmy might not be that enamoured of his sudden agreement to the deal. He also knew that Jimmy Bailey was shrewd enough not to let his disappointment show. So, providing they played their parts properly, everything should be hunky-dory.

Imelda was gone, she was so out of it she was unaware of where she was, how she had arrived there, and who she was supposed to be with.

As she looked around her at the flickering darkness of the discotheque, she could feel the music washing over her, it was loud and it was funky, and she was rocking along with its beat. The flashing lights were really making her feel a part of it all; as she watched them change colour and sequence she felt as if she had been born for this moment. It was always the same with her, she lived from one day to the next, one experience to another and she had never once thought about the future. Drugs were the only reason she felt capable of joining in anything that consisted of people. Without the drugs she knew she wasn’t capable of connecting with others. She liked the heroin because with it she could just drift out of the world around her, and she had a bona fide reason to be alone with herself and her thoughts. With LSD though, she could do what she was doing now, she could actually enjoy being with like-minded people. She could experience being in a crowd without her usual feeling of detachment. Imelda liked hallucinating, liked the whole concept of it, liked the knowledge that the other people around her were feeling the same thing. It was the only time in her life that she felt she belonged. That she felt she was a part of something bigger than her.

As she pulled herself together, she looked at the people she was with and, sighing heavily, she was pleased to note that she knew the majority of them. She was also a teeny bit disappointed that they were all people she knew only on a peripheral level, knew them only through other people.

They were youngsters who, unlike her, were not really that experienced where tripping was concerned. But she was OK with that, she had accepted many years before that, unlike her, most people went home at some point. Had accepted that most people had jobs and lives that they returned to at regular intervals. That, unlike her, they didn’t see their world in all its terrifying reality from their drug-induced haze and, unlike her, they couldn’t function in that world in a drug-induced haze.

But she could, she functioned better in fact, because she could see the world as it really was, she saw the real world, and she knew that the people around her took drugs to access a pretend world that they enjoyed for a short while, and then exited. She didn’t do that though, she only really felt normal when she was out of it, then she felt as if she had come home, felt that she understood the people around her.

Without the chemicals, she had nothing to offer anyone, she had no feelings or care for anyone else. But with the opiates, or the LSD, whether it was Californian Sunshine or the real thing, Microdot, which was getting harder and harder to come by thanks to the advent of blotting paper and its obvious merit where sales were concerned, she always felt that she was coming to life at last. She had tried to explain it to the psychiatrist when she had been in prison, had tried to make him understand why she needed the drugs and how they made her finally feel something.

But it had been a waste of time. Even though he had wanted to understand her, had been fascinated by her. In fact, she had known that long before he had. It was her looks, no one ever wanted to believe that someone who looked like her could really be bad, could truly be devoid of any emotions or feeling.

Imelda knew that even the judge at Snaresbrook Crown Court had been dazzled by her beautiful face and her wonderful body.

A few days in her company and they would realise that she was a few paving slabs short of a patio. But, where first impressions were concerned, she always had the edge.

She had been put into Holloway Prison after Lance’s death, and she had been approached by all and sundry within hours. Her looks always guaranteed her people’s interest, and she knew that better than anyone. When it was necessary, she was sensible enough to gauge the mindset of whoever she was with at any particular time, and she would then become the person they wanted her to be. She knew that about herself. Had known it for years. She knew that she pretended to feel things, that she copied emotions from the people around her, copied their reactions and their feelings so that she could blend in. She had learnt what the appropriate reactions were to certain situations and had learnt that her instinct to obliterate anyone who stood in her path would only get her into trouble. She knew that she did not have any feelings for her family, even her own children. She liked Kenny Boy because he was a male, and she had only ever really got on with men. She had something they wanted, and she was quite willing to let them have it for a price. She understood now that her way of living was not the norm, but she didn’t care about that as such, she cared about nothing.

As Imelda picked up a vodka and tonic from a nearby table, she knew without any doubt that it was her drink. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she knew it was true. She loved the feeling of being completely out of the game, yet knowing what was going on around her at the same time. Gulping the drink down quickly, she felt the first initial rush of the LSD slipping away from her. She was now just entering the tripping stage, she felt the chemically induced heaviness envelop her as it attacked her body, and then five minutes later she felt the explosion of colours and sound that heralded what was, to her, the best twenty minutes of the whole experience. After this, it was still a great feeling, but it wasn’t as intense, didn’t have the same resonance. It was like anything in life: once the initial feeling was over with, it was never the same again.

She closed her eyes and let the feelings overwhelm her, she could really feel the music now, as if it was emanating from her skin. As the DJ put on Average White Band’s ‘Play That Funky Music, White Boy’, Imelda felt as if all her Christmases and birthdays had arrived at once. As she danced to the music alone, in her own private world, she was unaware of the two men watching her closely. The people she had attached herself to earlier in the evening were quite happy to revel in her company. She afforded them a measure of respect that, as youngsters, they had not yet garnered for themselves. They made sure she had a fresh drink when she needed one, and were thrilled if she acknowledged them in any way, shape or form. They were still so young and naïve they thought that Imelda Dooley was someone of note, of renown. Her reputation was seen by these children as something to admire, and they were still stupid enough to be thrilled to be seen in her company.

Imelda knew all of this on some unconscious level and, like most people with an ounce of brains inside their heads, she was also baffled by their complete admiration of her. All she was ever interested in was getting wasted, she had only hooked on to this lot because she needed people to hang out with. She was quite capable of getting off her face alone, but experience had taught her that, like animals in the wild, she was much better off if she was seen to be part of a crowd.

Imelda was over the best of her trip within the hour, and she made her way towards the exit. As she walked out into the cold night air and hailed a black cab, she was already more than aware of the two men who had been watching her for most of the night. When she drove away she stared at them both so she could file them away for future reference. Still tripping, that might be harder than she thought.


 


 Chapter Twelve

Jimmy Bailey could not believe what he was hearing. He had been royally blanked by Michael Hannon when he had offered him an interest in his business months before and, truth be told, it had fucking smarted, it had really hurt him that Hannon had all but dismissed him and his seriously lucrative and constantly expanding businesses out of hand. He would never have admitted that out loud, of course, but because of Michael Hannon’s refusal the last time and, let’s face it, that refusal had been quick and abrupt, he had been pissed off. It had been a calculated refusal, it had been delivered in such a way as to let him know that, even though Michael might like him, and work with him on other interests, where Jimmy’s personal businesses were concerned, he had no interest whatsoever as he saw them as beneath him.

Because he was involved in prostitution Michael Hannon had more or less insinuated that Jimmy was beneath his fucking contempt. He had not said anything like that outright, of course, he had not wanted to cause a rift between them, but Jimmy had sussed out the gist of what was going down. Hannon thought he was above the skin game, saw it as something to be ashamed of. Something to be looked down on.

Well, for Jimmy, that had been a real learning curve, one of many he had experienced over the years. He had swallowed the veiled insults and the outright jokes about his chosen profession, mainly from his peer group. He had made a point of laughing harder than any of them at their jokes. In effect, he had swallowed their derision, but at the same time he had also expanded his empire quietly and confidently, and he had always offered his boss an in. His boss had refused, but at the same time, he had given Jimmy his personal permission to expand and was always appreciative that Jimmy saw fit to let him know what was going on. Jimmy was not a fool, he was a realist, and that was why he was now in a position to buy and sell the fucking lot of them if he needed to. And why Graham was so eager to join forces with him.

Now, when Jimmy had gone to Michael with his latest plans for expansion, as a courtesy, and also as a necessary formality, he had expected the big ‘no’ as per usual, and he would have smiled and acted as if he understood Michael Hannon’s reticence at what he was doing, and that should have been that. But that had not happened this time around.

Michael Hannon had informed him that he was sorry for his earlier refusals and, on reflection, he was willing to become his partner. Not a silent partner either, even though that was all Jimmy had ever wanted from anyone. Oh no, Hannon wanted to be a full-blown part of his business. In effect, Michael wanted to come in as his boss. The business he had built up all on his Jack Jones, because no one wanted to get involved with brasses, toms. After the sixties, and the decline of the clubs, the skin business had become the domain of the foreigners, mainly the Maltese and the West Indians, and as such, it was still seen by many of the men he dealt with on a daily basis as beneath them.

Jimmy had shrugged his shoulders at their apathy, as he had shrugged off the opinions of the people around him for years, and he had kept his dealings quiet and very confidential. He had eventually earned the respect of his peers and he had also pocketed a large and regular wedge of Herculean proportions. It meant that he was earning too much for his own good, and that Michael Hannon, albeit a good mate when needed, now saw his success as a threat to him personally.

Jimmy knew that his purse was filling up faster than anyone’s because he had tapped into a business that was not only classed as the oldest profession in the world, it was also the only business that was not affected by recessions, trends, fashions or anything external. It was a business that was always in demand because the people who used the services provided had always used them. Would always use them because they always had to explain away the money they spent on their entertainment anyway. He was dealing in what was, in effect, dead money, it was all in cash. Jimmy was more than aware that prostitution was the only industry that was always in demand, no matter what was happening in the real world.

The only people in the flesh business who felt the bite of a recession were the hostess clubs, they were hard pressed to get punters in because it cost the punter a fortune in drinks and extras before he could even think about taking the girl away with him.

Jimmy had made a point of taking out the middle man and he had cut the overheads because his punters did not have to pay for the premises if they were in their own homes.

Jimmy’s brothels were all private addresses, and as he owned the houses concerned, they were also good investments in themselves. His brothels were well run, spotlessly clean and well decorated. They catered for every taste and for every pocket, and they were also very discreet and possessed of a really good bar area where the girls were open to negotiation, and were looked after by huge, muscle-bound doormen who were paid to keep the rabble element out. They also made sure that the girls who worked there were treated fairly and decently. If any of the girls were abused, either verbally or physically, they knew that they would be protected.

Jimmy might be a pimp, but he made a point of ensuring that anyone who worked for him was afforded a measure of protection they could never guarantee for themselves on the streets, or in the hostess clubs for that matter. Once a girl left a hostess club with their punter for a hotel, they were on their own. Even Jimmy’s cab drivers were expected to wait for the girls after they had dropped them off. And, if they were still there after their allotted time, they were expected to go to the front door and knock, and wait there until they were assured the woman concerned was all right. If they were requested to stay longer, the cabbie was to stay as well, wait until they finally emerged. Jimmy’s cabs also catered for the men who did not want to be seen in a brothel, no matter how discreet. Jimmy understood and respected that. His brothels, on the other hand, were frequented by men who liked to socialise with desirable and willing young women, who also enjoyed the company of other, like-minded men. Show-offs liked brothels. The kind of men who enjoyed hunting in packs, who needed the bravado of their friends before they could perform, needed brothers. Jimmy understood the psychology of his customers, understood that they were all different, yet basically the same. The men he catered for were fucking users. They saw the women they were purchasing as nothing more than a hole. Jimmy despised them, but he made sure they were all welcomed and treated like valued friends. It was why he was the most influential and the most desired pimp in the Smoke.

The girls flocked to him, even Imelda Dooley, and he made sure that they were taken care of, and that guaranteed him their loyalty as well as sixty per cent of their earnings.

And now, after all that hard work, and after all his investments, he was expected to smile happily and hand everything he had built up over to Michael Hannon. On a fucking whim. That was never going to happen, not in his fucking lifetime anyway, and certainly not in Michael Hannon’s. But he hoped it didn’t come to that. But Jimmy knew he needed to be shrewd, crafty, he had to find a way out of this that would leave them both with their egos intact and their friendship still strong.

Imelda woke up to no one and nothing, and that was just how she liked it.

The radio was on, as always, she kept it on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. She liked the sound of voices in the background, she liked the sound of other people’s lives, she always had.

As she slipped on her dressing gown she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wardrobes opposite her bed. She looked at herself as always, as if she was observing a total stranger. She marvelled that, even after two children, she had hardly a mark on her skin. But then she saw the condition of her legs and her feet, and knew that soon she would be unable to find anywhere to inject herself. She used her groin most often, and she had also used her neck on occasion. But she was too sensible to use the obvious, her arms. In her boots she could hide a multitude of sins. She always kept her boots on, and she knew that the men she was with were quite happy for her to do so. She also knew that if they found out she was a junkie they would be mortified. They paid her to perform sex acts, but her drug-taking would be seen by these same men as something abhorrent. The hypocrisy was not lost on her.

Imelda went through to her kitchen and began the daily ritual of burning her first hit; she loved the first hit of the day. It was always the most intense, and as she backed it on the spoon and watched it bubbling, she felt the familiar excitement inside her that heralded her first high. The whole process reminded her that she was on her way to oblivion, and it also reminded her that she had loads of gear, had bags and bags of brown so, unlike most junkies, she wasn’t burning one armful while simultaneously worrying about where the next one was going to come from. She was always in possession of more than enough for her needs. She made sure of that.

It was a great feeling for her, the knowledge that she had plenty of the only thing she had ever really cared about. That was what money did for you; after all, rich people never had to scratch around for a wrap. That was why they never got found out like everyone else, their habit could be hidden away, like alcoholism. In a nice flat, with plenty of money, they could function quite happily when it was necessary. It was only the poor who got found out; they thieved, lied and even robbed their own to satisfy their cravings. Imelda knew she was what was classed as a functioning addict, she had learnt all about it while on remand. She also knew that, like functioning alcoholics, she was capable of fooling everyone around her, and she did just that.

She looked at the kitchen, it was filthy as usual, but she didn’t see that. As she pushed the needle into her groin she sighed deeply and blissfully. She felt the rush as the drug reached her brain and exploded silently, once more numbing her to the world as everyone else knew it. She slumped back in the chair to enjoy her first taste of utter oblivion and, like all addicts, she was already thinking about the next one.

As she sat there, half-naked, her legs spread apart, her innermost body exposed without any kind of care, for herself or anyone else in the world, she smiled widely, finally she was at peace. She was at one with her environment.

Ten minutes later she was up enough to make herself a coffee, and she counted the money she had stuffed into her bag the day before, and then she planned the new day ahead with a meticulousness that even General MacArthur would have approved of.

Mary Dooley was worried, but then she was always worried about something. She was convinced that she was being watched, and even as she let the thought go through her mind, she was telling herself she was being silly.

As Jordanna ate her breakfast, she felt the urge to cry because, as always, that little child left her own food to go cold as she proceeded to make sure that her brother ate his.

Kenneth loved Jordanna, he knew instinctively that she had his best interests at heart. As he grinned at her, his whole face lighting up with happiness, Mary once more felt the urge to break down and weep.

But she didn’t, of course, she never cried, at least not in front of people, not any more. She was strong, and she needed to be strong, these two needed her and they needed her to be normal, she was the only stable thing in their lives, the only person who they had ever been able to rely on.

Mary walked to the window once more and peered through the nets; the two men she had noticed hanging around over the last few days were now nowhere to be seen. But she knew that they were watching her. She didn’t know how she knew that, all she knew for sure was they were watching her every move.

She had already ruled out the Filth, they were not about to let themselves be seen so easily; also, she had done nothing wrong in any way, other than finding people. She was as clean as the proverbial whistle. In fact, the Filth had approached her on more than one occasion to ask her politely if she could locate certain individuals for them.

Mary had looked for the people in question, and if they were wanted for sexual crimes, or were known as wife beaters, or if they had left a family behind to fend for themselves, she had served them up. Her little contribution ensured her an easy ride for the future where the Old Bill were concerned. If they asked her to find someone who was what she termed one of her own, she apologised and said that all she could find out about them was that they were believed to have left the country.

She then made a point of alerting the people involved, and they were always effusive in their gratitude. Mary worked in a business where trust and honesty were the main ingredients. The people she would tip the wink to were often more than happy to repay her with the current address for one of her errant customers.

So, being on the ball as she was, Mary knew that if she thought she was being watched, then the chances were that she was. She had already dismissed them as people who owed money to someone heavy, and who knew she would be approached at some point to locate them. They would not have waited so long before confronting her. She had been in that position twice before, and she had talked both of the men down within seconds, pointing out that she was a symptom of their problems, not the cure. She had also had the front to inform them that if anything happened to her, the person concerned would be hunted down like a dog. She knew that she had a good reputation, people came from far and wide for her expertise, and she knew that all the time she could deliver, she was guaranteed a good income.

So these two men, who she knew were watching her, intrigued her as much as anything else. She was now watching out for them in the same way that they were watching her.

Mary poured herself another cup of tea and, smiling widely at the children, she went back to the window to resume her sentry duty.

Michael Hannon was watching Jimmy Bailey as he struggled to find the necessary words needed to out him from his business proposition once and for all.

It was early for Jimmy, just after ten-thirty in the morning, and he had arrived at Michael’s house all smiles and camaraderie. Michael had expected this visit, had been readying himself for it in fact.

He liked Bailey, he was a nice enough bloke and he didn’t want to fall out with him unless he had to. Then, of course, he would be forced to fall out with him big time. Apparently Jimmy still couldn’t comprehend that he was the alpha male here. Jimmy clearly needed to be reminded that he could only work his businesses with Michael’s goodwill and his permission. He had been bloody good to Jimmy over the years and, even though he had looked down his nose at what he had seen as Jimmy’s obsession with prostitution, he had been tipped a very serious wink about just how lucrative that business was.

Jimmy Bailey was really raking it in, and that was not something Michael Hannon could let go. If he was scrumping a fucking considerable amount and, from what he had heard, it was fucking fortunes, then he wanted an in. Even though Jimmy had observed all the formalities, for example, offering him the in from the off, Michael had not wanted any part of it, but the problem was that Bailey would now soon be in a much better financial situation than he was, if he wasn’t already, and the fact that he was considering going into partnership with Graham Parker was another consideration. Together they would make a formidable team.

Michael trusted Jimmy Bailey, but that did not mean he would still trust him two years down the line. Money, especially large amounts of it, changed people, whether they liked it or not. Money really was the root of all evil. Especially in their game.

So, sipping at his coffee Michael leant against the work surface and smiling in a friendly way he said gently, ‘So, what’s the problem, then?’

Jimmy sighed. His dark features were closed now, his face devoid of any kind of expression. ‘I don’t know how to say this to you, Michael, so I’ll just come right out with it.’

Michael didn’t move or react in any way at all, he just waited patiently for Jimmy to speak.

‘I want a partner, but I want a sleeping partner, I want my partner to be in a fucking coma. I have built this up by myself, right from the off, and I don’t know if I can take someone else suddenly having an opinion on it all. Can you understand that, Michael?’

Michael Hannon didn’t say a word for a few moments; he knew that whatever he said now would be the yardstick that would be used between them in the future. He knew that he had to think clearly and succinctly before he answered Jimmy, because this man had not asked politely for him to take a back seat, he had just declared outright that he was not willing to share the day-to-day running of the business in question with anyone at all. He therefore had to be very careful as to how he reacted to this statement. He weighed up the pros and cons in nanoseconds and, sighing heavily, he opened his arms out wide in a gesture of disbelief and sorrow. ‘I don’t want to walk into something that you have built up by yourself. You wanted a partner and I am willing to be that partner. If you don’t want me to give any input, then I will respect your wishes. All I want is a slice of the pie, that’s all, mate.’

Jimmy Bailey felt his body relax, he had not realised just how tense he had been. He knew that Michael had expected to walk in and take over, and he also knew that he had only staved him off for the present. It was not in Michael Hannon’s nature to be a part of anything without at some point trying to take the lion’s share. It was the nature of the beast, it was the survival of the fittest. It was also not going to happen, not in his lifetime anyway.

Well, he had managed to calm him down this time, but he knew it was early days yet. At some point Michael Hannon was not going to be so easily placated and that was when the trouble was really going to start.

Imelda was watching her two children with what her mother always described to herself as an unhealthy disinterest. Mary would observe her daughter as she looked at the children she had produced from her own body, and see the complete and utter bewilderment in her eyes. It was as if Imelda had no recollection of carrying them inside her, or the pain of giving birth to them. She had no real care for them at all. She liked to show Kenny Boy off, but that was because he was a big lad, a handsome lad, and Imelda could only ever really bond with males. Poor Jordanna was seen by her mother as a threat: all females were seen as a threat to Imelda. Jordanna was already a beauty, and that was not just the proud granny talking either. Jordanna was stunning, she was her mother’s double in many respects. But thank Christ she had not inherited any of her mother’s personality. Jordanna was a kind, generous and giving person, and she found it inside her to forgive her mother time and time again for her wanton neglect and for her vicious remarks.

She herself would police her daughter when she visited her children, unable to cut her daughter completely out of her life because Imelda had custody of the children and therefore she only had them because Imelda said so.

Mary didn’t think that Imelda would bother with all that drama again, would probably not try and take them away from her out of spite – she was older and wiser these days – but she was still capable of using them to get what she wanted if the need ever arose.

On the plus side, however, Mary was also well aware that Lance’s death was still an open case where a lot of people were concerned, especially the Filth. So she knew that Imelda had to toe the line in many respects because of that, and she was confident that Imelda was not about to have her life turned upside down by two little kids, kids whose lives were monitored by social workers and probation officers. Not that they had been any use the last time. They were fucking useless, all they did was spout shite. If Imelda burnt the poor little fuckers alive they would still try and find the good in her.

But, even knowing that, Mary also reminded herself that Imelda, when thwarted, was capable of anything, would use anything or anyone to make her point, or to force the issue. She was a wild card, and as such she had to be kept close. Like any good enemy she needed to be watched, and watched over carefully.

‘Ain’t she got weird legs?’

Mary looked at her daughter and, frowning slightly, she looked once more at the television in the corner of the room. It was never turned off, and Mary stared at it for a few seconds trying to work out who her daughter was referring to. All she could see was three men discussing the latest world events.

‘What are you on about?’

Imelda pointed at her daughter and said loudly, ‘Her, Jordanna, she’s fucking weird. Look at her legs, they are two minutes off bandy. I never noticed that before, did you?’

Mary saw the hurt on Jordanna’s face and, shaking her head slowly, she looked at her daughter and said snidely, ‘Had a fucking good look at yourself lately? That child is your double, lady, so if she has got bandy legs, then she inherited them from you.’

Imelda laughed at her mother’s indignation. ‘She’s fucking bandy, Mother, you could drive a number nine bus between her legs.’

Kenneth was now watching the two women, he sensed their antagonism, their mutual dislike, and he felt Jordanna’s nervousness as if it was his own. He moved instinctively towards his sister, Jordanna opened her arms to receive him, and she pulled him into her arms. They stood together as if they were one, and Mary saw the anger that simple action caused by the sudden dislike in her daughter’s eyes.

She hated Imelda when she was like this: petty, hateful, vindictive. She wished her daughter dead at times, and the guilt she felt for those thoughts was terrible, yet she still wished for it on a daily basis.

Imelda was wearing a beautiful navy-blue wrap dress; it was very plain, and it looked wonderful on her slim frame. Her hair was perfect as always, as was her make up. She wore her trademark boots, but they looked good with the dress; her long slim legs made it possible for her to wear what she wanted and still look good. Her Imelda, her junkie daughter Imelda, unlike others of her ilk, looked as far from an addict as you could possibly get. She was such a strong personality that, even though her life revolved around drugs, she still had the determination and the energy to make sure she was well turned-out.

Mary had to admire her at times, she knew how to fucking con everyone; she looked for all the world like a young girl on her way to work.

‘Come here, Kenny, come to Mummy . . .’ Imelda was holding out her hand towards him, her whole body stiff with annoyance, and Mary saw the bewilderment on the boy’s face.

‘I said come here, Kenny. I’m your fucking mother, whatever she might try and tell you. Now, come to me this minute.’

She was still holding out her hand and Kenneth was still standing with his sister, wondering what he was supposed to do for the best.

Mary pushed her daughter towards the kitchen. ‘Stop it, Mel, I ain’t having it any more, I told you that the last time.’

She was still pushing Imelda away from kids and, as she approached the door that led into the kitchen, she pushed her daughter through it with all the strength that she could muster.

As Imelda stumbled out of the room, Mary looked at the two dumbstruck children and gesturing with her eyes towards the ceiling, they both took the hint and went up to their bedrooms. Jordanna was visibly shaking at her mother’s presence, and Kenny was, as always, unsure about who he was supposed to be pleasing this time round.

Imelda, however, was fuming now. ‘Fucking push me like that, you’re lucky I don’t fucking lay you out, you old bag.’

Mary ignored her words, she was used to her daughter’s vitriol and she sighed heavily before saying sadly, ‘Leave the girl alone, Mel, what has she ever done to you, eh?’

Imelda lit herself a cigarette slowly and with exaggerated nonchalance, before saying loudly, ‘What has she ever done to me? You ask me that, after what she did, after what she caused . . .’

Mary had listened to this same harangue about the child so many times before, and today she threw all caution to the wind as she shrieked in anger and frustration, ‘Oh fuck off, Mel, no one believes that she did it, only the fucking no-necks you slob around with. She kept you from getting a fucking serious lump, because I know in my heart that you shot him. I also know that if it had not been him you would have killed someone eventually. You are a great big fucking accident waiting to happen; you caused your father’s death, and Jordanna’s dad’s as well. You cause trouble without any thought for who might be caught up in the abortion that you call a life. That little child, that lovely, dear little girl, has never done anything to hurt anyone in her life. And I swallowed you blaming her for Lance because I’m your mother, and I didn’t want to see you go down for years and years. But I tell you now, I wish they had banged you up. Because at least then I would have been spared the knowledge and the public humiliation of you being on the fucking bash, on the game. You leave her alone in future, Mel, or me and you will really fall out. I know you fucking think you can treat people however you want, well, you can’t.’

Imelda was, as usual, completely unfazed at her mother’s words: nothing affected her unless she chose to allow herself to be affected by it all and then she would act either outraged, deeply angered or, at a push, she was also capable of acting out being desperately hurt.

Mary likened her daughter to a robot; she had no genuine feelings at all, and where that knowledge used to worry her, now she just saw it for what it was. Her daughter’s natural personality, if you could call it that. She was a strange girl, and she lived a strange life that consisted of her, and her alone.

Mary had stopped caring about that a long time ago. She loved her, but she had never really liked her. But she was lumbered with her, and she had to accept that.

Imelda was in her outraged mode today, and Mary watched her daughter as she pretended to feel emotions she knew deep inside she was incapable of really feeling. It was all an act, her whole life had been an act of some sort.

‘I hate you, and I hate her. You two are so alike, Mother. She might look like me on the outside but inside she’s just like you, a bitter and twisted old fucking witch.’

Mary laughed at her daughter’s choice of words: she never ceased to amaze her.

‘Oh, Mel, I wish you would listen to yourself sometimes so you could see what a fucking eejit you really are!’

Imelda was laughing with her now, and Mary knew that once more her daughter had experienced another of her lightning changes of mood.

Mary shook her head in despair, why did no one else see her daughter for the fucking maniac she was? Why did they always fall for her lovely face, and for the act she would put on for them all? She remembered the psychiatrist in Holloway, he had been deceived within minutes of meeting her daughter, and she had sat back and watched it happen, powerless to do anything about it. She had watched her daughter as she played the victim, then the coquette, and finally, she had played the innocent who was openly enamoured of the man sitting before her. He had not had a cat in hell’s chance, and she knew that he probably still patted himself on the back at his success with Melly, as he called her.

‘Oh come on, Mum, let’s not row any more, eh?’ Imelda was almost pleading with her now, beseeching her mother to let it go.

Mary shook her head again slowly, her troubled face showing her absolute incredulity at her daughter’s utter disregard for morality, for decency. She put the kettle on and then, sitting at the kitchen table, she opened the paper and concentrated on the crossword.

Imelda chain-smoked and sat casually beside her, giving her the answers to some of the clues as if nothing had happened.

Jimmy Bailey was sitting in the Crown and Two Chairmen pub in Dean Street. He had a large Scotch on the rocks, and he was nursing it with more care than Florence Nightingale. He liked this pub; like a lot of the places in Soho it had a nice atmosphere about it, but then he also knew that unless you were a Soho person, these places could seem like the arse end of the world. It was about knowing where you were, and who was who. As he sipped his drink, his eyes were watching the door. Every time it opened he felt his heart stop in his chest, and when it wasn’t Imelda coming inside he would relax once more. He annoyed himself when he waited for her like this, for just a glimpse of her, just to satisfy his need. He just had to see her sometimes, not to touch her, or talk to her even, just see her face, nothing more.

Jimmy knew that if he wanted her, he could line up with the rest of them and pay her, and he knew that she would give him the same service she gave everyone else. But he also knew that she had somehow got under his skin and, even knowing everything that he knew about her, he still couldn’t shake her off. So periodically he did this, he sat and waited in one of her regular haunts, just so he could look at her.

He knew that his obsession with her was not healthy in the least. But he also knew that he could not do anything about it. He would look at her for a few minutes and then he would leave, his thirst for her slaked for a short while.

Jimmy loved Imelda in a strange way, not her as such, but the image he had always had of her, the image that she represented to him, and to everyone else for that matter.

With her long, blond hair and her wide-spaced blue eyes, she looked like the girl next door, only she was a better, newer, more improved model. And he wondered over and over again why she was the only person ever to make him feel like this. Why it took a whore, and a dangerous whore at that, to make him understand what real love felt like. He hated her for what she was, and hated himself for still wanting her, even though he knew she had been under more men than a public latrine. But no matter what he told himself, the fact remained that he still wanted her, ached for her, in fact.

As he was drinking the last of his Scotch she came through the door. She was alone, as always, and she was already well gone, her eyes told him that much, though to the layman she just looked sexy. Her stoned eyes just made her look even more desirable, they were softer somehow, a much deeper blue. It was the dilation of her pupils, they gave her the look of innocence.

Jimmy saw every man in the place give her a once-over, and he chastised himself for the spurt of jealousy that coursed through him, and reminded himself that any one of the men in here could possess her body if they paid the price required. And he even got a cut when they did. She would do whatever they wanted, and she would do it willingly, and with a good measure of experience; she would see that they had the time of their life.

He hated himself for waiting to see her, for being reminded that she was only in here between jobs, and that at any moment one of his cab drivers would pop his head round the door and beckon her outside to take her to her next punter.

As Jimmy placed his glass on the table he saw that she was watching him now and, sauntering over to where he was sitting, she lowered herself into the chair opposite him. ‘Long time, no see. How are you, Jimmy?’

He smiled then, and Imelda saw how good-looking he actually was when he wasn’t scowling. ‘I’m all right, and yourself ?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m always all right. I am lucky really, I take every day as it comes. I just go with the flow.’

She was laughing at her own wit. ‘What you drinking, Jimmy? I’m buying.’

Jimmy watched her as she got the drinks in, saw her natural femininity at work. She had been graced with a poise and a dignity that was somehow all her own. Providing she didn’t open her big trap, of course, then the whole illusion disappeared in seconds.

But as she was now, he saw only perfection. Her long, slender hands, her wonderful bone structure, her lightness of movement, the fluidity of her limbs as she walked back towards him. Placing the whisky down on the table, she raised her own glass at him as if in a toast. ‘I knocked the Jack Daniels on the head. I drink vodka these days.’

He nodded at her, unsure how he was supposed to answer, like her he was remembering their last encounter. Which was why she had felt the need to bring up about the Jacky D.

‘I feel awful about that time, you know, when we went to your flat.’

Jimmy shrugged dismissively. ‘It’s in the past, forget about it. I have.’

She grinned then. ‘I wish I had forgotten it. Fucking hell, you aimed me out that door so fast it’s a wonder I never burnt a hole in your carpets.’

‘Look, Mel, I was out of order that night, I was rude and a bully, but it had been a bad day all round, you know. And you fucking skagging in me toilet didn’t help.’

Jimmy gulped at his drink, feeling the burn as it went down his throat, wishing he was meeting her for the first time ever, wishing that she was just a girl, a normal girl.

Imelda was laughing now. Her nasty side was always there, underneath the surface, waiting to come out. ‘Your face! It was a fucking picture. But I was so nervous I needed something to calm me down. You know, I actually believed, right, that we were on a date or something. How fucking mad is that? I went into the john to sort me head out. Because in your car, as we drove to your place, it all went quiet, do you remember? And I felt as if we were, I don’t know how to explain it, I felt as if we were, you know, like a proper couple or something. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, but I just wanted you to know that I understand why you lost the plot with me. And of course, if you remember properly, that was the night Lance died, wasn’t it?’

Suddenly Jimmy had the distinct impression that what Imelda was saying to him was somehow loaded, like she was accusing him of something. She was still smiling at him with that wide open smile of hers, the smile that made her look like a normal person. Like a nice girl. A girl you would be proud to bring home to meet your mum and dad. But he knew that the smile was like everything else about her, a sham. The smile was not even real, she used it for her own ends. He was heart-sorry for her then, sorry that her life consisted of sly digs, innuendos and the constant pursuit of drugs. He was wondering why he had made the mistake of talking to her, why couldn’t he just be content with looking at her? It was so much easier if she didn’t get the opportunity to actually open her mouth, or air her opinions.

‘I can’t help wondering at times, you know what I mean, Jimmy? I wonder sometimes, especially late at night when I’m on me own, that if you had not lost it like you did, and if you hadn’t dinged me out on to the street like you did, I wonder if maybe, just maybe, poor Lance might still be alive.’

Jimmy felt his face freeze, felt the controlled hatred that was the real Imelda, and he knew that she had enjoyed every second of his attention, and was revelling in the obvious discomfort that her words had caused him.

Pulling himself together, he smiled lazily and, picking up his drink once more, he said with as much revulsion in his voice as he could muster, ‘Correct me if I am wrong, but are you saying it was you who topped him then, and not your little girl? That if I hadn’t slung you out like I did, but decided to go slumming for the first and only time in me life, are you saying you would not have gone home and, ergo, Lance would still be in the land of the living instead of being well planted?’

Jimmy could see how the pupils of her eyes had widened, and he knew that was caused by fear this time, he saw the way her jaw tightened as she gritted her teeth. He knew that he had struck a chord somewhere inside her, and he also knew that whatever thoughts he might have harboured towards this woman, they were gone now. Were over with. Finished.

Imelda Dooley was fucking poison, and a dangerous poison at that. But he was well able for her, and she knew that now almost as well as he did.

‘I knew you were fucking lying all along, knew that only you would have been cunt enough to blame your baby, a little child for crying out loud, for your mistakes. Even the Filth had their suspicions, didn’t they? Your mother told me that herself.’

Jimmy shook his head dramatically, laughing at her with a mixture of derision and disgust. ‘You are scum, and even though I’ve always known that, until now I had always tried to give you the benefit of the doubt.’

He leant forward in his chair until his face was inches from hers. ‘Now, fuck off. You’re a fucking slag, and if you ever approach me again in a public place, I’ll break your fucking neck, lady.’

Imelda knew that she had done a wrong one, knew that Jimmy was not as soft as she had believed, that he did not have a secret crush on her any more and, worst of all, she knew that he was capable of doing exactly what he had promised.

She saw the naked hatred in his eyes and knew that he saw the truth of the situation with Lance as if he had been present in the room with them. It wasn’t often that her instincts were wrong, but it seemed that this time they had been seriously wide of the mark.

As she was attempting to rise from her seat Jimmy grabbed her arm roughly. ‘And, by the way, you are out of the business. If all my girls came down with fucking galloping crutch rot overnight, I still wouldn’t give you the time of fucking day. You treacherous fucking whore.’ He slammed her back into her chair with as much force as he could muster, then standing up, he looked her over once more as if she was so much dirt.

Then he walked out of the pub, his back straight and his head finally clear. She was like a fucking disease, and he had cured himself of her at last. He felt a lightness come over him as if he had just been let out of prison.

And it felt good.

Really good.


 


 Chapter Thirteen

‘I used to worry about you at one time, did you know that?’

Jimmy Bailey laughed at Mary’s seriousness. ‘What on earth for?’

Mary felt embarrassed suddenly, but she knew she had to finish what she had started. So, taking a deep breath she said quietly, ‘I honestly believed that you had a soft spot for my Mel. I know it sounds mad but I really did believe that for a long time. I hoped you might have been the man to sort her out, even while I worried that she would destroy you.’

Jimmy felt himself starting to flush, knew that Mary was more than aware that she had guessed rightly and he also knew that she was aware that somewhere along the line, Imelda had fucked it up for herself as usual.

‘Me and Imelda? Are you fucking sure?’ He was laughing, was pleased that the laughter sounded genuine. Wondered at who else might have sussed out his secret. ‘No disrespect, Mary, but I ain’t that fucking hard up.’

Mary didn’t answer him. She just looked at him with those deep-blue eyes that seemed to have been passed down to all her children, and her grandchildren. He wondered briefly if she ever saw her own eyes looking back at her, if she noticed that she had given them all her finest feature.

‘I don’t know where you get some of your stories from, girl. But I can tell you this much, Imelda and me have more chance of getting a dose of clap off the fucking Pope than even sitting in the same room together without fighting.’

Mary smiled, but she was sad at his vitriol and she could not disguise that fact. She also knew that it was pointless trying to make anything even remotely sensible come from this conversation. So she took a mental step back, and sighed knowingly; still, she knew that she had to let him realise that she knew the score, no matter what he might say to the contrary. ‘Well, I’m glad we got that sorted out anyway.’

He didn’t laugh as she had intended him to, and she didn’t laugh about it either. In fact, they were both left out on a limb. They were both embarrassed by her words, and even more so by the truth that lay behind them.

Jimmy wished he knew how to make everything better for Mary. He wished he could take her in his arms and comfort her for all the losses she had endured, and for all the sadness she had been forced to confront. She had started swearing like a merchant seaman these days, curses speckled even her most mundane of conversations and he knew her bad language was nothing more than a form of self-preservation. She used the foul language that she hated as a way of keeping people at arm’s length. She had a cross to bear that Jesus himself would have been hard put to carry for as long as she had been forced to.

He admired her, he really did admire her. She was just an old dear to most people, and to the majority of men he knew that meant she was beneath their radar. Once a woman reached a certain age they became invisible to the male population. What they didn’t know was that Mary Dooley had the knack for finding people who did not want to be found. She was fucking phenomenal, she had a network of old dears who she had known for years. She knew the mothers of every major Face in the Smoke and beyond and she would find out from them where their sons were, who they were working for, and then she would casually sneak in the name of interest to him or his associates and, if the name was someone they knew, she would be given the full SP on them. She never wrote anything down either, kept it all in her head, even the phone numbers that she procured for him. She knew she could be raided at any time, and she made sure that the Filth would find nothing at all, not a fucking brass razoo. So when Jimmy saw some of the newer, younger Faces unwilling to even give her the courtesy of a nod, he would feel his blood boil, and he would then take it upon himself to give the little bastards a lesson in criminal etiquette. Namely, that she was not only the widow of a man who they would all aspire to be, but she was also one of their most respected and distinguished collectors of interesting information. He would then ram home how she was respected by the hardest of men and that she was on an earn of Olympian standards. He loved to see the looks on their faces when he revealed that to them. He would watch the recipient of his wrath as they digested his information, and if they were shrewd enough to listen carefully, and change their attitude, he knew he would keep them on. If, on the other hand, they looked at him as if he had just shagged a fence panel in broad daylight, he knew they were not worth a wank. Then he knew that they were just biding their time till they saw what they would eventually perceive as the big time. That consisted of either drug-dealing or bank-robbing, neither of which they would go into with any kind of finesse at all, therefore guaranteeing that their eventual capture would be sooner rather than later. He was sorry to see a good lad go to the bad because they were too stupid to see that respect had to be earned and that the game they were in would not be learnt overnight. But a lot of lads were susceptible to quick earners.

Jimmy hated to point out that the really good drug-dealers had been at it from their teens, and good bank-robbers, who were rarely caught, were only so good because, like doctors, teachers and nuns, real bank-robbing was almost a fucking vocation. It was something that was inherent in the person concerned from their childhood, was almost like a talent. It was something they had inherited and understood as their future, their only real interest in life. Anyone who was willing to spend months casing a joint, watching its daily grind, and planning how to exploit its many weaknesses, was capable of getting away with it. Unlike the robbers who went into their local post office with a sawn-off and the unfortunate belief that the gun alone would ensure the cooperation of the people involved and who, through bad planning and bad timing, were captured within hours or days, and who were suddenly looking at a twelve-stretch.

The real bank-robbers, who were naturally good at it, were well able for the trials and tribulations that being on the rob often ensured. They kept a low profile and didn’t even attempt to use the money they had amassed for at least eighteen months. By that time they had made a point of distributing it to as many different locations as possible. Real robbers enjoyed the chase, enjoyed the planning, and knew that the outcome would be to their advantage.

The other side of this coin though, were the young men he tried to mould, who if they had been of the real robbing persuasion, would have already knocked off their first bank job long before they came to his notice. He was given their names and their CVs by their fathers, who all saw him as someone who might just be able to mould their boys into half-decent debt collectors, and with that in mind hoped he would then turn them off the rob. The men saw him as someone who would at least give their sons a grounding of sorts, and the opportunity to make themselves a living that was not going to get them an eighteen-year sentence. A sentence that they were ill equipped to cope with, as they had not even been on holiday without their parents, let alone banged up in a nick.

When Jimmy sent the majority of these boys packing, they didn’t even have the brains to realise that, from their fathers’ point of view, he was the last-chance saloon. They were the ones who would mention their fathers’ names at every available opportunity, and that always grieved him, because they were so fucking dense they didn’t even have the nous to get on in life by their own ticket. They saw their fathers’ names as enough for them to get what they wanted from life. How sad was that?

In fairness, he was pretty easy-going in many respects, but if they didn’t have the brain capacity or the good manners to know that someone like Mary Dooley was deserving of not only their respect, but also their time, then they were no good to him. A real debt-collector had wonderful manners, was capable of charming a mother out of her house so they could get access to her son, or talk a dutiful wife into giving them her husband’s whereabouts. A debt-collector would use his deference and his humility without question, and would only use violence as a last resort. They would only harm someone if that person was fool enough to disregard their veiled threats, and their attempts at civility. Once that was gone, the person involved deserved all they fucking got. It would then be open season; after all, he had a living to make like everyone else. And, under his personal tuition, the violence, when it did finally arrive on the said borrower’s doorstep, would be of such outrageousness and of such controlled hatred that the person concerned would think very carefully before he would chance getting a second instalment.

Jimmy mentally shook his head at the stupidity and arrogance of the majority of the male population. They were so foolish, they never believed that anything bad could happen to them. When it did, they acted like fucking teenage girls, complaining and moaning.

Mary was smiling at him again, a real smile this time, and he understood that their contretemps was over and done with.

‘Did you find Dicky Mullen?’

She grinned then. ‘’Course I did, but I also found out that he ain’t being hunted for a debt. He is being located for a grudge. So you tell whoever it is that wants him I expect a fucking decent drink on top of me usual before I open my trap.’

Jimmy laughed at her, as he always laughed when she took it into her head that she was not being paid enough for her information which, of course, she wasn’t.

She was right though, he had to admit that to himself. A grudge was completely different to a debt. A grudge was personal, and that meant the person being hunted was aware of his situation. Also, if a grudge was brought to them, it meant that the people involved had exhausted every other avenue known to them. She was literally their last resort.

So she was right to demand a decent wage; after all, she had achieved in twenty-four hours what they had not managed to achieve in months or, in some cases, years.

‘I’ll sort it out, Mary, don’t worry, mate.’

She shrugged nonchalantly. ‘I ain’t being funny, Jimmy, but I know me worth, mate. Unlike that daughter of mine, I have always known me worth and it has always been far more than anyone has been willing to pay, even my old man. The father of my children. And that is why I fucking hold the bastards to ransom. I get my due in the long run, and I make sure that I get it and all.’

Mary was suddenly on the verge of tears, and he knew that she was lonely and frightened and still unable to comprehend how her life had been ripped apart overnight.

‘I look at my Mel, and I wonder what happened to make her like she is? What the fuck did I do to make her into a fucking junkie? And, as if that ain’t bad enough, she’s a cold-blooded, vicious, treacherous fucking whore. She breezes in and out of the kids’ lives, and she hates little Jordanna, whereas Kenny Boy, well— He’s like her personal little boyfriend, and poor Kenneth, God love him, is about as much use as a chocolate fucking teapot. He lets her do whatever she wants with him, he is so scared of offending anyone, God love him. He doesn’t see her as everyone else does, he only sees the gifts she brings him and the sadness inside her. She is so good at the sadness bit, Jimmy, I mean, in all honesty it’s fascinating to watch her at work. Even I fall for it, and I, better than anyone, know what she is capable of.’

Jimmy was sorry for her, and he also knew that she understood his attraction to her daughter better than he did. He also knew that she had hoped that he would take Imelda in hand and make her into a nice person somehow. Never mind that Jesus Christ himself would be hard-pushed to perform a miracle of that immensity.

‘Look, Mary, you have two choices as far as I can see: you either swallow your knob and accept Imelda warts and all, or you do what we both know is right. You cut her out of your life like you would a fucking cancer, and in doing so, you can give those poor kids a chance at a decent upbringing. She will taint them, and you know that’s true. She taints everything that she touches. She is a junkie, and if that was the extent of her fucking problems we could all cope with her. But she is a fucking Looney Tunes into the bargain, and you know that as well as I do, Mary. She is a wicked, vindictive piece of shite who relies on you to make sure she has a home of some description to return to when the fancy takes her and when the people in her world have had enough of her, have had enough of her hatred and her underhandedness. Look on her as the treacherous cunt all druggies are deep down inside. She would sell her kids at the drop of a hat if it meant getting what she wanted. You know that.’

Mary knew Jimmy was referring to Jordanna’s part in the shooting now, knew that he had the same thoughts as her about what had actually happened that night.

Jimmy watched the changing expressions on her face and knew that Mary would never be the same kind and generous person she had once been. It was too late for all that now. Circumstances had dictated otherwise. He sighed then, sorry for his words, sorry to have hurt her feelings.

Mary nodded her head slowly, aware that everything he had said to her was the truth. Over the years she had become very close to Jimmy Bailey, and she knew that those feelings were reciprocated. He looked on her as an honorary mother, and she saw him as her honorary son. In fact, she thought more of him than she did of her own sons. They were a pair of fucking idiots, her so-called sons. Both were pussy whipped by their wives, and as for the fucking wives! Well, she had to say, in all honesty, that if her sons’ idea of marital bliss was being dictated to by a couple of screeching harridans then they had achieved their objectives. And Brendan had only agreed to get married to keep that woman quiet. She could have understood it if they were a pair of good-looking babes, but the beauty gene in their families had obviously skipped a generation or two. And, worst of all was that they were bosom buddies; the wives were like clones. But then she understood that much at least, birds of a feather and all that. These days she only saw them when they needed money, and that was far too often for her liking.

Jimmy Bailey smiled at her gently and said sadly, ‘What a pair we are, eh, Mares? But, on the bright side, at least we are in a good position. We earn a decent crust and we don’t owe fuck all to anyone.’

Mary laughed then, her face shining with delight as she answered him with another old East End saying. ‘My old man always said, you can pick your friends, boy, but unfortunately you can’t pick your family.’

‘If you could, Mary, would you be content with your lot or would you trade them all in for some newer versions?’

Mary stopped laughing then, and looking him directly in the eyes she said honestly, ‘I’d trade all mine in a heartbeat, except for the grandkids of course.’ Then, after a few minutes of silence she said honestly, ‘But then again they are still babies, aren’t they? Who knows what the future will bring for me or for them? One thing I do know, though, with my Imelda as their mother they had better learn to develop a thick skin. She is bad enough on her own, but once the kids at school find out about her those two will be like lambs to the slaughter. Especially little Jordanna.’

‘At least they have got something going for them, Mary. You. And, if push ever comes to shove, they know that you will always be there for them.’

‘We’ll see. All I know for sure is that I am frightened for them. I know that they will never be given an easy ride.’

Jimmy shrugged then, annoyed at her defeatist attitude. ‘Whoever got an easy ride? What can’t kill you makes you stronger, and me and you both know the truth of that fucking old chestnut.’

Mary laughed once more, but her heart was already broken by the cross those two little children were going to have to bear for the remainder of their lives, especially Jordanna. If only her Imelda would leave, would go to another part of the country or, even better, go to a completely new country. And, while she was there, she hoped against hope that her daughter would somehow meet with a fatal accident. She hated that she often fantasised about her daughter’s death, but it kept her sane, and she also believed that the fantasy would make the girl’s demise much easier when it finally happened. Because she knew her daughter would not make old bones. Her lifestyle would see to that.

Imelda was sitting with two girls of indeterminate age, who were both blessed by mother nature with overly large bosoms.

Imelda was genuinely impressed, she knew that God was good, and that when He had endowed these two with their enormous knockers, He had only done so to ensure that the humongous tits supplied would be guaranteed to stop people from looking at their ugly faces. She was laughing to herself at her own wit.

The elder of the two girls, Jacqueline Basin, was watching Imelda warily, everyone knew that she was a fucking nut-bag. She was capable of anything, capable of picking a fight with her own elbows if the fancy took her, and she was more than capable of winning the fight, of course. She was a real loose cannon, and she was also capable of extreme viciousness if she felt she was being disrespected in any way, shape, or form.

As they waited for their next customers to arrive they sipped cheap wine and chain-smoked cigarettes. The room they were in was small, decorated with deep-red paint: the walls, the ceiling, even the doors. The air was heavy with the scent of cheap perfume and cigarette smoke, the only light came from a lava lamp that was placed on the floor by the window, and the only noise was from a portable TV that was rarely tuned into any of the stations for any length of time. It was like watching the programmes through a snow-storm, but no one really minded. The chairs they were settled into were plastic, cheap, and very uncomfortable. It was a miracle that Imelda was willing to sit there for any length of time, at least that was the private opinion of Miss Basin and her friend.

They were at the lowest end of the market, and she knew that for a fact. The massage parlour where Jacqueline had worked before coming here had more class about it, this place catered to the lower echelons of their society. This was strictly a quick fuck and home to the old woman kind of establishment. Imelda Dooley was far too good-looking for somewhere like this really. She should be out on a real earn, and if Jacqueline had been blessed with her looks she knew that was exactly where she would be.

Caroline Jones was short, dumpy, and devoid of anything even remotely pertaining to an IQ. She was a really nice person though, devoid of any kind of jealousy or bitchiness, and she was always ready for new people, new friendships, or for just plain chatting. As she looked over at Imelda Dooley, saw her smart clothes, her lovely hair and her perfect make-up, she finally found the courage to ask her outright the question that had been plaguing her since she had started work here. ‘Why on earth are you working here, Imelda?’

Jacqueline Basin nearly passed out with fright at her friend’s inquisitiveness.

Finally, Imelda grinned and, making a face that said very plainly to anyone who could see it, Are you stupid or what?, she said gently, ‘Why do you work here?’

Imelda seemed genuinely interested in the girl’s answer. Caroline smiled, and answered her question honestly and without any inkling of the danger she was actually in. ‘I work here because it’s local for me, I only live down the road, it’s warm, and I’d had enough of standing around Shepherd’s Market last winter. Fucking freeze your drawers off there, mate. But by the same token, you can pick and choose where you want to work, surely? You’re lovely, and you still got that fresh skin that men like, and your legs are fucking fantastic. If I looked like you I’d be straight up the West End, mate, on a proper few quid, not fucking dossing down here with these low-lifes.’

Imelda thought about what the girl had just said to her, and she knew she was just putting her wise. She knew herself that she should have more fucking respect for herself than to work in a cheap creamery like this place. Most of the clientele only had the money for a wank.

But then, to her, money was money, and a punter was a punter. She had no care for what they looked like, smelt like, or dressed like. Prince of the realm or a fucking tramp, they were all the same to her. As long as they had the money agreed, she did not give a flying fuck. But she knew that if she wasn’t careful, she would end up selling herself short once too often.

She had lost out on fucking Bailey’s cabs, they had been told that she was now persona non grata, she had been well fucking eradicated from Bailey’s hit parade. Even though she had been one of his most popular girls, had been requested over and over again, he had still aimed her out of it. And she knew it was because of her big fucking trap. But she had really believed that he had a thing for her, when he had fucked her off that day she had decided that it was because he fancied her, but had lost his guts at the last minute.

She had been well up for him as well, after all she had wanted the bloody job. He had threatened to blackball her then, but she had not believed him capable of it. She had thought he was just using empty threats.

Well, she knew different now. Jimmy Bailey had turned out to be a vindictive little fucker. But she knew she could work a lot of better places than this if she wanted to. The big hostess clubs would kill for her, she knew that. But she didn’t want to waste half the night talking to a fucking punter, making sure he bought the requisite two bottles of champagne and the pack of fifty cigarettes, and only then could she get him off out of it into a hotel somewhere. It was too much like hard work. And for what, a hundred quid? She would rather do five blokes quickly at twenty each than spend hours making conversation with a complete fucking oink, and even then she had no guarantee they would cough up the readies, nine times out of ten the poor sap had already been fleeced of most of his earnings. By then the fright at his predicament would kick in, and that was what would leave her with nothing more than a paltry hostess fee. No way was she going to chance that.

She chose to work in this place because, like little fatty here, it was convenient for her. She was not like the other girls, she saw what she did from a purely monetary level. As far as she was concerned, a punter was a punter, she did not care either way.

But the girl’s question had caused her to question the logic of her situation. After all, she was a very good-looking girl, and she knew that was true without a shred of vanity. She knew she was really good-looking, beautiful even.

Her looks meant nothing to her on a personal level, and she knew that sometimes when she took on certain punters they were amazed at the fact that she was willing to fuck them at all. Let alone for a measly twenty quid, or thirty quid if she felt so inclined.

Imelda found that she was suddenly mulling over the girl’s query, was straight enough this night to see the logic of what was being said to her. Deep inside herself, she knew that she was worth much more than this, had the means to make real dough from her looks.

Smiling widely, she said to Caroline, ‘I think you’re right, you know. I should get meself into a club of some sort. But I hate the idea of hostessing, all that energy you have to expend, and you still don’t know if the cunt will weigh out for a fuck at the end of it all, and you can sit there for three hours for nothing more than a fucking hostess fee. Do you know of anywhere else that’s a guaranteed earner?’

Jacqueline was nervous of talking to Imelda on a one-to-one basis, but tonight she seemed so nice and so friendly that she said timidly, ‘Have you tried Basil’s cabs in Soho?’

‘Who’s this Basil then?’ Imelda sounded intrigued, but also she sounded bored, disinterested; it was how she communicated with other females. She didn’t know how to be genuine with women, she had no real rapport with them. She only knew how to connect with men. Males. Punters.

Jacqueline laughed in abject disbelief. ‘You telling me you never met Basil? He runs loads of women, but he does his real earners out of his cab office. He would fucking love you, girl, and I ain’t just saying that either. He can be a nasty bastard, but he lets you earn, you know. I know a girl who works for him, she is really young and really pretty and he sort of handles her personally. He has a good few of his own personal earners, girls he takes a special interest in, until they lose the first flush of youth that is.’ She was obviously speaking from her own bitter experience.

‘Is he a pimp then, by any chance?’

Jackie and Caroline nodded their heads, completely unaware of the sarcasm directed towards them both. They nodded in a sad and defeated unison, trying to help her in their own way, even though they could not help themselves.

‘But that’s the strange thing with Basil, you don’t have to go with him sexually in any way, he is happy enough to get a cut from your wedge. He supplies the punter, and the cabs.’

Imelda nodded, finally interested in what they were telling her. ‘I like the cabs, I like that whole fucking setup. I was really fucking stupid, I only went and picked a fight with Jimmy Bailey. I was on a real good earn with him and all. But he is a right fucking tart. He didn’t have to fucking out me from the workplace, but he did. The piece of shit. But I like the sound of this Basil, he sounds more like my cup of tea. Do you have a phone number for him or anything?’

They gave her his address and his numbers happily, both relieved to think that she was not going to be competition for them in the future.

‘Just be careful how you treat him, he comes across as a pussy cat, but he can be a ruthless bastard if the fancy takes him.’

As Jacqueline finished speaking, a young man came into the room and he smiled widely at Imelda, as they all knew he would. He had what was commonly referred to in East London society as a mouth full of dog ends. His teeth were literally rotting in his head. He had acne and he was sour smelling from his job on the dustbins and the fact that he was loath to jump in the shower, or submerge his skinny frame in a bath. He was the pinnacle of their clientele, and he stood before them like a dilapidated gladiator. He was sure of a warm welcome, after all, that was what he was paying for.

Imelda stood up then, and she stretched lazily, she was advertising herself, knew that she was the best merchandise he was going to ever get his grimy hands on. She saw the hope and desire in his eyes then, smiling broadly at the two girls she said gaily, ‘It’s all yours, ladies. I think I need to have a chat with this Basil person, don’t you?’

As she left the room she heard the young bloke say peevishly, ‘Now Cinderella’s gone to the fucking ball, which one of you two ugly sisters wants to do the business on my knob?’

She could not help laughing as she heard Jacqueline’s voice as she answered him loudly and with deep indignation, ‘Oh, fucking charmed, I’m sure!’

Basil Payne was thirty-five years old, and he looked it. He was glad about that, because he looked fucking great for his age anyway, as far as he was concerned.

He was a big man, black enough for his needs, with a full head of dreadlocks that would put most real born and bred Jamaicans to shame, and a set of white teeth that made the Osmonds look almost poor.

He had a white mother named Nancy, and his father was, by all accounts, an African prince from the Gambia named, of all things, Gideon. Fucking Gideon. Those fucking Catholic missionaries had a lot to answer for, if you asked him. And, as for the African prince part of the equation, Basil was what was classed as seriously sceptical as to the truth of that. It was a recurring story that he had heard once too often from boys just like him. Boys in his position, half-breeds, with the same guarded disbelief as him. He had come out of his speculations on the subject with a deep sorrow for his mother, and also a deep anger at her eagerness to believe such utter shite. His father had bullshitted a child into the world, at least that was what Basil believed anyway. After all, he was that child.

Gideon had met up with his mother for one week, and one week only, after promising the sixteen-year-old girl that he would marry her. He had loved her, and she had let him, believing that this was the man who was going to look after her for ever. But unfortunately, as often happened in these cases, he had done a bunk one morning, leaving Basil’s poor old mum with a bellyful of arms and legs, and the unenviable task of telling her ex-army sergeant father that she was not only in the family way, but the culprit was as black as Nookie’s knockers. She had finally told her father about the baby, but she had left the rest of the story until after the actual birth. One look at his grandson, however, and the need to explain had not been necessary after all.

Her mother had nearly dropped down dead with what she had called shame. Her father had never spoken to her again, and all her belongings were left at the hospital with a note saying that she was now dead in their eyes.

She had a ten-day lying-in, then she picked up her little boy and, just two months shy of her seventeenth birthday, she had somehow created a life for them both. She had stood by him at a time when having a black child was deemed so desperately bad, so wantonly brazen, most girls would have happily given their child up just to keep the peace where their families were concerned. Basil knew how hard it had been for his mum, his loving, kind and, at times, bewildered mum, because he had experienced the inbred racism of most of the people around him at first-hand on more than one occasion.

Consequently he loved his mum like he loved no other woman. He knew now that had she let him get taken away, she would have been welcomed back home with open arms. Would have been welcomed back into the fold that was her father’s world. A world of bullying and of doing the right thing. Without him to care for, she might have been in with a chance with her parents.

But, as she had always said to him, how could she have walked away from her son, her own flesh and blood? The love of her life. Her only real family.

Basil knew better than anyone what she had gone through because of his colour and his illegitimacy. But his mum had weathered it, and he had been determined all his life to make sure that she would have a bit of a rest up, a bit of love and caring to repay her for every slight she had been given, for every insult she had endured. He knew that she had gone through hell to give him what she saw as a chance at life.

And he had succeeded in guaranteeing her a bit of the old rest and recuperation, had made sure she got the best that life could offer. He was as rich as Croesus, and he loved to see his old mum, who actually wasn’t that old really, living the high life at his expense. She deserved it.

He was a pimp, but only by accident; he had a lot of fingers and he made sure that they were all buried right up to the knuckles in a lot of very lucrative and oftentimes very dodgy pies. But, like most over-achievers, he had been determined to make a name for himself so he could stamp out the labels pinned on him from early childhood.

As he sat in his office and monitored the calls coming in, he saw to it that his girls were well looked after, and looked smart. He insisted on that, he liked to think that he was delivering a service of sorts, and as the majority of the men who used him were quite well-to-do, and not frightened to weigh out a few quid for what they wanted, he made sure that the girls he provided were pretty, well dressed and immaculately presented. That included make-up, nails, etc. Once they had lost the first flush of youth, started to look like they were on the bash, he saw to it that they were relegated. Like West Ham, his home team, he loved them, but he knew they were not going to win any prizes.

Basil’s main girls were big earners and, as such, he expected them to look the part. He believed that you got what you paid for, and he saw to it that his girls were paid very well.

He walked all the new girls through their first steps personally; he told them how to sit, how to smile, and how to get the cash first. After all, as well-to-do as the men might be, they were not above welshing on the deal once the dirty deed had been performed. Money upfront was a requisite for any brass worth her salt.

Basil also explained that if they ever got ambitious for the punters’ watches, or had a terrible urge to get their pieces of shit, lowlife boyfriends round any houses they had visited to rob the men concerned, as was the norm for some of the women on the game, he assured them that, should that ever happen, he would burn their faces off with acid, and that he would then personally cripple the ugly fuckers they were trumping.

The threat was enough for the girls he employed. He already had his reputation as a person who held grudges, who paid out righteous retribution for any wrongs he saw against him, and he knew that was enough to guarantee their cooperation.

It was shit really, but the girls believed it, and he knew that there was now a little story that went the rounds about him burning a girl’s face off many years ago.

As if. He knew that the story was embellished and told over and over again to every new girl he employed. It was a fucking joke; if he had done something like that it would not have been whispered about. The truth never was.

But it had made the girls in his employ wary of him, and the men that lived off them even warier. They were all terrified of him turning up at their houses with a bottle of acid, and a baseball bat. So he had learnt to live with it.

But he was not a bad bloke really, most of the girls liked him, and he played fair by them and, even though some of the women were now basically his property, he saw that as no more than an occupational hazard. Most of the toms in his employ were not happy unless they had a pimp they could turn to in times of trouble, and he was now that pimp. Unlike most men in his profession, he did not sleep with his employees. He would rather shag a table; who would want someone who had been bagged more times than a Hoover?

The girls were quite happy to go out and earn, but they were even happier that he was seen as their protector, and that was enough for the most of them. It ensured that no other pimp was about to come on the scene and take the girls as their own or, if he was being really pedantic, what he saw as his property. Not that he would ever say that out loud of course. But he knew that the inference was there. His girls needed to feel he was protection against other men. He was prepared to do that much for them.

Basil was sitting in his nice comfy chair, in his nice comfy world, when Imelda Dooley breezed into his office and, as he looked her over carefully, he knew before she had even opened her trap that he had just been the lucky recipient of a major earner. He knew who she was, as well, and even that knowledge didn’t put him off.

‘You’re Basil, I take it?’

Basil grinned then, and his large white teeth made him look much more genial than he actually was. ‘You can take what you like, darling.’

Imelda knew when she had scored a hit, and she also knew with her inbred gut instinct that this man was capable of giving her a really good earn. And that, as often happened, he was bowled over by her looks, by her body, and by her absolute disinterest in him as a man, even as a man who could further her career.

An hour later, after a short chat, and the unearthing of a mutual respect that astounded the both of them, Imelda was immediately on her way to a guaranteed hundred quid and, one hour and forty-five minutes after that, she was on her way to another hundred quid.

She was thrilled; Imelda liked money, she liked to be in possession of it, and she liked to know that she could score any time she felt like it. She knew that she was now in the real earning saddle, and she also knew that Bailey would be fucking gutted that she had gone on to bigger and better things than his poxy little penny arcade. She knew he would be fuming at her defection. At least, she hoped that he would, anyway.

Basil’s setup made Jimmy Bailey’s cab rank look like fucking amateur night. Basil had the brains to make sure that the girls he used for his big-spending clients were all clean and well dressed. They could be mistaken for office workers, or as businesswomen in their own right. When they walked into a flat in Belgravia, or a large house in Kensington, they did not look out of place. They were primed by Basil to make sure they wore very good and very expensive underclothes. Imelda loved it, she loved the smart dressing and the nice surroundings, she loved the money she was earning and the ease with which it could be removed from the pockets of her very wealthy clients. She offered extras that the men involved had only ever dreamt of before she had come into their lives; she made their basest desires suddenly seem like no more than a reasonable request.

Imelda also liked Basil and his easy-going ways, and she liked that he was not impressed with Jimmy Bailey’s setup.

She was shrewd enough to know from the off that he was well aware of who she was, and she was also aware that he had since asked around and knew that Bailey had attempted to blackball her. She had eventually told him the truth of what had happened, and he had laughed with her at what he had called Bailey’s provincial fucking mindset.

She knew that Basil watched her and that, like most men, he saw her as eminently fuckable. That had been her cross to bear all her life, and she had seen fit to use it for her own benefit when necessary. She also knew that as a brass he would see her as beneath him socially, and that suited her fine as well. She didn’t want to marry the cunt, just earn off him.

Imelda wanted regular amounts of dough, and her gear as and when she desired it. Unlike most people, she was actually very happy with her life on the bash, it suited her, and she had no real ambition for anything different. She knew better than anyone that with her looks she could have married money, could have guaranteed herself an easy life. But she had no desire to be married to anyone, she liked her own company and her chosen lifestyle. It suited her, and she was happy as she was. She just lived for the chemical highs that she created for herself on a regular basis.

But Basil had great plans for her; she was unaware of them as yet, but he knew that once he explained his ideas to her she would be receptive.

He saw her as someone delicate, feminine, so it was a shock to actually hear her talk. She still looked like a young girl, and yet he knew she was the mother of two children, and that she was the proud possessor of a temper that was by all accounts on a par with Vesuvius when it had erupted and decided to destroy Pompeii. Basil liked her, she had a strange honesty about her, and he also knew that she was not a fool in any way.

She knew how to pass herself off in good company. And she was his main earner within weeks. She was requested over and over again by his biggest clients, his wealthiest punters, and Basil knew that she was more than aware of her popularity. He wanted to expand his business, and he felt that she was the perfect person to help him to do just that. And, if it fucked off Jimmy Bailey in the meantime, then all the better. He wouldn’t trust Imelda as far as he could throw her, but he knew that if he played fair by her, she would be more than willing to reciprocate.


 


 Chapter Fourteen

Jordanna was laughing loudly at her brother’s antics, and as they chased each other around the garden, Mary found herself laughing with them. If only life was always this simple how much easier it would all be. The sun was shining, the breeze was cool and the kids were genuinely relaxed for once. They were so happy with her, they had almost forgotten their mother’s lunacy, her completely fucked-up existence. If only their mother was as interested in their welfare as she was, life would be much more pleasant for all involved. But she wasn’t, all she saw was the next few hours, her next score, her next adventure. As she lit herself a cigarette, Mary pondered on this latest development in her family unit. A unit that was destroyed now, was devoid of anything even resembling care and affection.

Brendan’s wife had recently birthed twin boys and, as expected, Mary had gone to see them at the hospital, thrilled at the new additions to her family. She had been received very coolly by the woman of the hour. Mary had felt the atmosphere almost immediately and knew that she was not as welcome as she would have expected, especially as she had been bankrolling the fuckers since day one.

She had not been invited to hold the new babies, or even to touch them in any way. The fucking treacherous whore had more or less mugged her off completely. She knew she was being set up, knew that they thought she would weigh out more for access to her new grandbabies.

No chance. She had just about been pushed to her limit by them all; at least with her daughter, as big a fucker as she might be, she knew that her kids were actually her kids. That Imelda had actually birthed them was never in any doubt. Unlike her parenting skills, of course. Mary herself had seen them both arrive, emerge from the child she had pushed into the world many years earlier. Daughters were a touch in that respect. With her sons, however, and allowing for their choice of wives, she was not so bloody sure about the parentage. And she knew that they were trying to force her into abandoning the children produced by Imelda in favour of theirs. As if that was ever going to happen! The fact they had no care or sorrow for the children in question spoke volumes as far as she was concerned anyway.

Well, she was well able for them in the future. The next time they were on the fucking borrow, on the want, she hoped they found a bank mug enough to entertain their stupid fucking ideas and their pathetic excuses for all their debts. Because she was finished with them all now. She had felt about as welcome as a nun on a stag weekend, she had been treated like an outsider, like the enemy. And this by the very people who expected her to see them all right for a few quid. She didn’t even know the names of her grandsons.

Mary knew that Mel’s kids were seen as the opposition, were seen as the only people she seemed to care about, and she knew that, to an extent, that was probably very true. They thought that Mel being the cause of all the family’s trauma should have guaranteed her and her children’s exclusion. Mary understood that to an extent as well. But she also knew that she was open and willing for love from any of her children’s offspring. She knew how important family was; after all, family had been her life for a long time. All she had cared about, or thought about. But the need of these two poor babies was like a canker with her sons and their respective spouses. They saw these children as standing in the way of any children they produced. They did not seem to understand that their sister’s kids needed her, needed someone they could rely on. Needed their uncles as much as they needed their granny. They didn’t understand that Jordanna and Kenneth needed the illusion of normality in a world where their mother’s addiction guaranteed them a life of nothing more than abysmal betrayal, interspersed with their mother’s haphazard affection, along with her blatant ignorance of them as people, of their lives, or of their welfare.

Poor Jordanna was already accused of being a murderer. Oh, they might dress it up as manslaughter, but it was still whispered about as murder when it was gossiped about. Like mother, like daughter, seemed to be the general consensus. And her sons had not even tried to help her out, had not shown any loyalty at all. In fact, they had distanced themselves so much that she had been surprised to find they were still in the same fucking country. That had hurt, that had really smarted.

Her Brendan was so weak and so childish he put her in mind of an old Irish shawlie. He was unable to even make a decent argument about why he had not attempted to help his sister’s children out. Blanking Mel, she understood. But the children needed their uncles and yet they had acted as if they were the spawn of the devil. She had asked her sons for their help just once, and they had not even bothered to answer her calls. Her Brendan was completely manipulated by the ugly mare he had tied himself to, and by his misguided idea of loyalty. He was terrified of his wife, and so he should be, she was the size of a fucking all-in wrestler, and she had a face like a boiled shite. She was all scowls and unspoken insults, and that was when she was in a good mood. A seriously ugly bitch both inside and out, and a real bully as well. She had the art of the martyr off pat, and she played it for all it was worth.

Well, she could fuck her old man over with her constant carping till the cows came home, but where she was personally concerned, the ugly bitch could take a flying jump. Mary had told her as much on the quiet, with words of practised friendliness but determined insolence. She had told her that the twins were welcome, but as they had two parents her daughter’s children would have to be her priority. She had been told in no uncertain terms that she had to choose, and she had chosen there and then. She had been advised that their children would be far better off if they did not have to mix with Mel’s children, who they felt would be a bad influence. She had shaken her head slowly and sagely, and she had then told Brendan and his wife they were right. She was sorry that she would not see much of the boys but she understood their predicament, as they must understand hers. She had hinted that the money she was normally so liberal with could be much better spent elsewhere and had taken her leave from the hospital with her usual brusqueness.

She was willing to sit this all out, wait till the twins reached manhood if necessary, before she might finally manage a relationship of some kind with them, because then they would want to see her, would wonder about her, would be sick to death of the parents that God had seen fit to force on the poor little buggers in the first place. And that would be enough for her. That was all she could hope for in the future. Especially as it was so tough for her nowadays. She already had enough on her plate with Mel’s brood, with the fact that she was now bringing up more children when she should be enjoying life as a granny, should be enjoying just seeing them periodically, not taking them on as her own.

She had not overstayed her very thin welcome at the hospital. She had swallowed the insults from her son’s mother-in-law, who had acted as if she was an intruder, every word and look telling her that she was not welcome. Which obviously, she wasn’t.

Mary knew that her son’s mother-in-law saw her as a threat, even though she had been bankrolling the boys since day one. Well, fuck them all now, the new kids included. No one treated her like a mug; she was now so hurt and angry by their treatment of her that she was never again going to lend them a fucking halfpenny. She knew that Brendan would be round within weeks on the borrow, on the ponce, for money that they never had any intention of paying back anyway. She was just throwing good money after bad, and she knew that she had to make a stand at some point and now was as good a time as any. Let them get proper jobs now that the scrapyard had fizzled out. She was in a position to buy her grandsons’ company, should she desire it, but she was not about to do that just yet.

She would not buy her sons’ affection, or put up with their wives’ contempt. She was far too shrewd, and far too busy with the children who genuinely needed her, for all that crap.

She knew that Brendan and his brother Gerald Junior really believed that it was their father’s money they were taking from her anyway, that she personally had no right to any of it. They were convinced that she wasted it all on their sister, the junkie, the whore, and her children. She was actually earning more than any of her boys would ever earn in their lives, and she was earning it on a regular basis. Her old mum had always said that everyone had their niche, something they were good at. They just had to find it. Well, she had found hers: ferreting out people’s most private and personal agendas. This had made her a rich woman; her husband had provided, but she was making more money than he had ever done. She had a respect now from her new career that she had never had when she had been no more than the wife of a repo man. People gave her the time of day, made a point of hailing her when she walked the streets. Yet she knew that she was still seen by her sons and their wives as a fool, as even worse than that, as the enemy.

She had brought up three fine children, or so she had believed for all those years, but what had she actually spawned? Two boys, sons who were chronically lazy, who were unable to grasp even the simplest of concepts. Who had been fed and cared for, firstly by herself, and secondly by their father. A man who had once described them to her as thick and thicker. She had laughed with him at that description, but deep down they had both known it was the truth, that there was not one ounce of real gumption in either of them. Gerry had known, as she had, that the boys’ only real chance at any kind of life was if they worked alongside their old man. And they had, and they had convinced themselves that they were the dog’s gonads. They still didn’t have the sense to understand that without anyone to tell them what to do, they were useless. Which was why they had lumbered themselves with a pair of female bullies who, unfortunately, didn’t understand the whole setup either.

Her boys had both taken on complete arseholes and, as far as she was concerned, that was their prerogative, but they had alienated her and she was now quite happy to return the favour. Her disappointment in her children knew no bounds, and her sons’ actions were not something she was prepared to dwell on. They were a pair of complete wasters and, as such, they were now beneath her contempt. She had needed them after the first of her tribulations, had expected the boys to stand by her and their little sister. But they had done what they had always done. Stepped back, and waited to be told what was the right thing to do, waited for someone to take over so they did not have to even think about anything, let alone make it all right. Her sons had turned out to be such a let-down, and she knew that their treatment of her had basically been the cause of her active dislike of them both.

Then there was her only daughter, the girl she had loved and cherished like no other. She had been the cause of her own father’s death, and her lies had been believed by so many people that they were still assumed to be the gospel truth by hordes of people even to this day. Imelda had brought about so many heartaches, had been the instigator of so much pain and hurt. And now what had happened to her?

She had seemingly fallen on her feet once again, she was earning fortunes, even though she was not on the bash any more, at least, not publicly. She had taken on the mantle of the pimp now instead, arranging for other people’s daughters to go out on the bash instead. Her daughter actually saw this as a step-up in the world, as some kind of promotion. But all that aside, Mary guessed that her daughter probably still had a few private customers on the side, it was the nature of the beast that she would always put the earn first.

Imelda was so busy these days that her children did not see that much of her, and for that alone, Mary would be eternally grateful. She knew that could only be a good thing, for the kids anyway. Imelda was a strange entity; a ponce, a leech, she would sell her kids for a wrap, and yet she could still come across as Marjorie Proops when the fancy took her. It was all about how you were perceived by the rest of the world, and it had taken Mel a long time before she had sussed that out.

As Mary watched the children growing up more each day, and wondered at how they would cope with their uneasy starts in life, she wished that she could keep them like this for ever, as innocents, as her babies. As she smoked her cigarette, she watched the two children as they sat together now, their heads close and their conversation obviously of a very confidential nature. They were so lovely, were such good kids, and she prayed every day that neither of them would inherit anything from their mother except maybe her good looks. She also prayed that they would not inherit anything from their uncles either, especially their cowardice.

The doorbell went, interrupting her thought. As she answered it she was shocked to see the two men that she had noticed hanging around and about, and as they smiled at her she felt a terrible feeling of foreboding. She had been expecting this to happen at some point, and she had assumed that it would be because of the car crash that masqueraded as her daughter’s lifestyle. But even though she had convinced herself that she was more than ready for it, now the time had come, all she knew was that she was genuinely frightened and, worst of all, that she was without any real care for her only daughter’s welfare. All she cared about were the children that she now felt were more her flesh and blood than the woman who had birthed them. And she was quite happy to fight the whole world if needs be, fight until she had nothing left inside her if it meant they would be all right. Would be safe.

‘Basil, will you fuck off!’

He was laughing loudly at her anger, and she knew that he was not going to stop, no matter what she said, or how angry she became. And she could get really angry, she was even capable of frightening him when her anger finally became unmanageable. Basil sat on the edge of his desk, and looking at her seriously now, he said quietly and without any animosity, ‘I know you don’t like me mentioning this, but I feel that I have to, Mel. You are on the needle much more than is safe for you. Than is safe for anyone on the stitch as such. You are a skaghead, and that breaks my fucking heart. You are useless to me out of your box and you know that, darling. Just try and see the massive error of your ways. Listen to my advice, I am trying to help you.’

Imelda was not even smiling at him now, in fact she was outraged by his bare-faced cheek. He was a massive fucking dealer, and he relied on people like her for his livelihood. She paid his bills, and saw to it that he had a few quid on the outside.

But she also understood that it was much easier for people like him if they didn’t personally know the people who bought his merchandise. That he actually tried to make sure that they were not in any way personally involved with him. She had tried to ensure that he did not feel any kind of responsibility for plying his trade to her and her friends. But he was still more than prepared to give his bad opinion of Mel and her lifestyle without a second’s thought to the part he played in it. Now he was suddenly trying to tell her that she was a fool for her lifestyle, was no more than a mug for taking drugs. Drugs he had been providing for her on a regular basis. She was genuinely angry with him, at his hypocrisy.

This came across in her voice, and her physical demeanour. ‘It’s none of your business what I do or don’t do, OK? Can you take that on board? Can you fucking keep your big conk out of my private business? Do you think you could manage that much, eh?’ The sarcasm was evident to anyone who could hear them as they argued.

‘Oh stop it, Mel, you are looking really rough lately, and you know it as well as I do. Now, I don’t give a toss what anyone does in their spare time, but your fucking habit is affecting your work, and that means, Mel, that it has become my personal business. You are now no more than a fucking junkie in my eyes. You are the equivalent of one of those fucking idiots you see sleeping on benches. Basically that means you are on my personal shit list. Once I have to think about you as a real person, Mel, you are finished. You are over with.’

He shook his head in exaggerated sadness. ‘You had better get it sorted and get it sorted sooner rather than later, all right? I have heard a whisper that you owe money for your gear, and it ain’t like you can’t afford it, is it? You are on a decent earn so pay up, because if you bring trouble to my front door I’ll bury you myself.’

Mel knew Basil meant what he said, and she also knew that without him she was probably finished. She was more than aware that her lifestyle was vital, was important for the punters she now serviced, was what guaranteed her all of her goodwill, such as it was. She not only sent the girls out to punters, she made a point of taking the more lucrative men for herself. She knew that Basil was more than aware of that, and she also knew that, as long as she ran everything smoothly, he would overlook anything that was not what he would class as a piss-take. After all, if they got a capture, she would be the one to take the main flak, it was her who would be put in prison.

She was the fall guy, that was the reason for the madams in the first place. The Filth didn’t go after the main providers, they were happy enough with the middle management. She also knew that if something like that did ever happen, she would sell him up the river so fast he would not know what had happened to him until it was too late. She had been away before, and she was not about to let that happen to her ever again.

She had used her own daughter as a fall guy that time, so what made men so fucking stupid that they didn’t think that they might be no more than a stepping stone for the woman involved? Especially when it concerned pimps, they should know better than anyone that they were the most despised people on the planet after rapists and paedophiles.

‘I might be on the needle, but it does not interfere with my job, and you know that. You are more annoyed because I can earn, really earn, and you can’t fucking get a touch near it. But by the same token, Basil, I earn you a wedge not just from me, but off of the girls in my charge.’

Basil was laughing now, really laughing at her. ‘I am trying to help you, girl, but you are too fucking dense to see it. All I am saying is, don’t skank at work. If you do it, the other girls will think that they can do it as well. And it’s drugs that will eventually get us nicked, darling, that will eventually put us all in the clink. That’ll be the reason for a police raid: drugs. Once they get their foot in the door for the Persian rugs, we will then be done for just about everything they can come up with, from procurement to living off immoral earnings, and that will all be down to you. So you either sort yourself out, or you can fuck off. But either way, you keep your lifestyle outside of this workplace, OK? This is your last chance, Mel. We had an incident last week where one of the girls was so out of it she started a fight with her punter, a very rich and very respectable banker. He was not a happy bunny, and neither was I. But, worse than that, Mel, you have been garnering debts all over the Smoke for your fucking habit and it’s finally coming back to bite your arse. Get it sorted, and get it sorted soon. You are living on borrowed time; and you’re being talked about as a loose lip. If I find out there’s any truth in that, then I will have to sort you out personally: don’t make the mistake of thinking that I am an easy target. You’d better get your act together, and you’d better start paying off your dealers.’

Imelda knew she was being given a serious warning, and that if she had any kind of brain she would heed it. And, for a few moments, she allowed Basil to have the upper hand, knew that she was on the wrong side of this argument. She knew that if she wanted to keep her position she had to go along with whatever he said, had to take it all with the minimum of fuss. So she did just that. After all, self-preservation was her middle name.

Imelda realised that Basil was not interested in her any more, that she was now classed as nothing more than an employee. She also knew that her use as a weapon against Bailey had backfired, and that she was now only worth the reputation that she had garnered as a brass and as a murderer. Basil had only been enamoured of her because of her reputation, and the fact that he had a real problem with Bailey, as did she. Bailey was the person who was calling in her debts, she knew that. It had to be him. It was how he was getting his own back on her. Well, let him. She owed him fuck all. In her mind she was blameless, she had nothing on her conscience where he was concerned. She would wait, and think, and then use whoever was weakest to ensure that she was all right, that she was safe from harm. And she would use anyone within her orbit to see that happened.

Smiling at Basil sadly, as if she was broken-hearted at his words, his threats, she saw him smiling back. He was not about to be had-over, and he was especially not going to be had-over by the likes of her. Of that much she was certain.

‘I think you are after my daughter.’

The two men stepped inside her house. They were large, very intimidating and, in fairness, very respectful. So far.

Mary ushered them into the kitchen, she was sensible enough to know that they were not going to be fobbed off with excuses or threats of any kind.

These were men who would be heard, and they would be heard no matter what they had to do to ensure that. She knew she was much better off letting them explain themselves in a calm and friendly manner, they were not the kind of people to be ignored. As she looked at the two men as they stood in her pristine clean kitchen, Mary felt the first real shudder of fear wash over her.

Shutting the kitchen door behind her, she smiled lazily at the two intruders and, taking a deep breath, she said with as much force as she could muster, ‘You don’t scare me, so let’s cut the fucking crap and get down to the basics. What do you want?’

The elder of the two men smiled with a deep sadness, then he pulled out a chair and, motioning for her to sit down, he somehow took over as the head of her household.

She felt his strength, his arrogance, and knew that he was there for something very serious, and very dangerous. For the first time in years, she was frightened.

She could hear the children as they chatted together in the next room, and the sound of their voices made her predicament even more terrifying. She was frightened they would use the children to make her tell them whatever it was they needed to know.

The older man seemed to read her mind because he said kindly, ‘They are safe, Mary, we aren’t fucking thugs.’

He watched as Mary Dooley physically relaxed at his words. He saw her body deflate, and her shoulders drop at his kind words. She was an old lady, he was not about to harm her unless he absolutely had to. Even then, he would not do anything to her personally. That was why he had his trained chimp with him. But, either way, he was determined to get what he wanted from her before he left.

He sat down opposite her. He liked the décor, liked the cleanliness of the place. She was old school, like his own mother. The kitchen smelt of use, of fresh vegetables, cooked meats, coffee and fried eggs. It was reminiscent of the home he had grown up in. It had the distinctive aroma of safety, of caring. It made him feel nostalgic for his boyhood, for his youth.

As he sat down opposite Mary, he really hoped that he would not have to force her to talk to him. He liked her, but he was not worried about any comebacks should he feel the need to put undue pressure on her to achieve his objective.

She was a feisty old bird: she had her own little reputation, and he knew all about her struggle to bring up her grandchildren. He liked that about her, respected her for her loyalty; he only wished his first wife had been so inclined. So, in his mind, he was only there as a formality. He had to make her understand that if he left empty-handed, which of course he wouldn’t, someone else would come in his place, and that person would not be as friendly or as generous as he was. Fear was a great leveller, he had found that out at a very early age.

He made a point of not talking to Mary or even acknowledging her for a long while. Instead, he sat opposite her and watched her calmly as she waited for him to tell her what was going on, tell her why he was in her home. But he didn’t say a word. He knew the longer he kept quiet, the sooner she would demand to know what was going on.

Denny Broadbent was leaning against the kitchen sink. His heavy body looked cumbersome in the small space. He had the face of an overblown cherub and the physique of a boxer. He looked like he could hurt someone, and the fact of the matter was that he was more than willing to hurt anybody for a price. He had large eyes, and a cruel mouth. He also had the nonchalance that Mary’s husband had looked for in his workforce. So she was more than aware of the man’s reason for being in her home. She knew he was the one she needed to watch. She knew that he was the paid muscle and, if asked, he would be quite happy to hurt the children if need be to get her to discuss whatever it was they wanted to discuss.

She also knew that her standing was such that these two would not be there unless they were in the employ of someone of serious renown. Someone who had no interest in anyone outside of their particular orbit unless they could be of some use to them.

Lighting another cigarette, Mary blew the smoke out slowly then, shrugging, she asked in a friendly manner, ‘Well, tell me what you want, I ain’t a fucking mind reader.’

Leaning forward in his chair, James Marler said sarcastically, ‘I had actually worked that much out for myself.’


 


 Chapter Fifteen

‘Your daughter has upset a lot of people, and she has done so without any real care for the trouble she has caused.’

Mary shrugged. The man was not telling her anything she didn’t know. Her attitude told them exactly how she felt about them as well as her daughter.

Once more Marler was impressed. Like his old mum, Mary was a game old bird. She would fight with the police until he had managed to escape through the back door. It was a loyalty thing, she had hated what he had done and that he was to be arrested, but she had still felt the need to protect him. It was inbred in the Irish and in the East End women. If they were a mixture of the two they were doubly loyal, and doubly argumentative.

‘My daughter is nothing to do with me and, for the record, I think that is a given for most people in this locality. I bring up her children, I do the best I can, but she is not my responsibility. I don’t need this shit. So say what you’ve got to say, and get yourselves off out of it.’

She was good. She was frightened all right, terrified, in fact, but she was still game enough to fight her end. She had not offered her daughter’s address to them, even though they already had it; she was not to know that. Though he suspected she would assume they were up to spec with all her daughter’s movements. It wasn’t like Imelda was a wilting violet, she made her presence known. Yet this woman was still protecting a child who had been the cause of every ill that had befallen her. Nature had a wonderful way of making women into fools. Mothers, wives, daughters, they all seemed to possess a loyalty that the person in receipt of that said loyalty rarely deserved. This woman was still protecting a daughter who had used her and everyone around her like a Filth used a grass. With a deliberate and calculated dislike, and with no care whatsoever about her wellbeing. It was common knowledge that Imelda would sell her kids for an easy shoot, so her mother would not be on the top of her list where loyalty was concerned. Imelda was a junkie and, like all junkies, she had no soul. The skag took care of all that; once the drugs took over the user was lost. But James also knew that the majority of users had never been a hundred per cent anyway. All the dopers he had ever come across had been missing a vital ingredient; they were selfish, insular, horrible people. They were solely interested in themselves and their lifestyle. They were basically loners who only really mixed with other junkies, anyone outside of their manufactured reality was without any interest to them. If only this woman could understand that her daughter as she knew her was long gone, that the girl she hoped and prayed would one day return to her, was dead and buried this long time.

She was a nice lady, really nice. Marler liked her, as he had known that he would. Not that he would allow his feelings to interfere with his judgement, or with his job of work. He would get his henchman to bury his own mother alive if the price was right. Thankfully his mother had never upset anyone enough for them to call him in to put the hard word on her. The irony being, of course, that his reputation would guarantee his mother an easy pass, no matter what she did anyway.

Life was a bastard all right, he knew that better than anyone. He also knew that for this woman, her life would never be the same again.

‘Your daughter has fucked over one too many people, and we are here to ask you if you would be so kind as to mention this fact to her. She is a user, in more ways than one, but then you know that. But she is also a fucking piss-taker. Tell her we want the money she owes. If we don’t get it in the next few days, we will take it out on all her relatives. That includes you, by the way. We are also here to make sure that Louise Parks gets her fair crack of the whip where Jordanna’s concerned. Her great-uncle, Davie Driscoll, has just come home after a rather lengthy stay at one of Her Majesty’s holiday camps. Eighteen years on the block can give a man a seriously bad attitude, as I am sure you can understand. So we have been watching you for a long time, and we know everything about you. Tell your cunt of a daughter that if after all this, we still have to give her a tug, it will not be in a friendly way. Tell her we want the money she owes, but mostly we want her to understand that she needs to show a bit of respect for other people. Namely Louise Parks, who has been fucking outed from her granddaughter’s life, and that is something that needs to be addressed. You explain to Imelda that now Davie Driscoll is back on the pavement, she had better start toeing the fucking line. Louise Parks has a brother whose gratitude for her constant loyalty towards him while banged up knows no bounds. She wrote to him, visited him, and she always made sure he had a few quid in his bin. I am here, Mary, as the good guy, I am trying to make you see just how perilous your position could be should you decide to ignore my advice. Davie wants to be a part of his great-niece’s life, and what Davie wants, Davie gets. He has taken it on himself to see that Louise is given her due where her only grandchild is concerned. He wants his great-niece in his life, and he wants you to make sure that happens in a friendly and decorous manner. He also wants your fucking daughter to pay her dues and, by doing so promptly, she will show the world at large that he has made an impression on her. If he has to do that with violence, he will. Explain that to Imelda in words and syllables she might understand. There’s no room for negotiation here, she has to do as she is told.’

Mary already knew that she was beaten, the fact they were on her doorstep, in her face, had told her that this was a serious matter. She knew it was not going to be something that could be sorted with a few words, or a few quid. She was too well connected to worry about trivia. So the news of her daughter’s latest fuck-up was not entirely unexpected.

Mary had known in the deep recesses of her mind that whatever this was all about it was going to cost her emotionally or financially; she had accepted that much.

It was the knowledge that Davie Driscoll was once more out and about and mixing with normal people that was the real shocker. He had been a friend of her old man’s, and she had grown up with him. They had gone to the same school, she had made her first Holy Communion with him. Davie was a seriously dangerous man, and he had done a seriously hefty lump inside. Like all the people in her world, she knew that money and property would always guarantee the big sentences; rob a bank and you were put away for the best part of fifteen years, rape or murder someone and you would be out within six. It was a fucking scandal.

Poor Davie had been unlucky enough to be caught at a time when the Filth were cracking down on the organised crime that was the staple of the London underworld. That the police involved had been the recipients of a large percentage of the money earned was neither here nor there, they had been under enormous pressure to put away the known criminals, had even leaked their arrests to the newspapers. Their double standards, and their acceptance of the way the world they were supposed to be policing was being run, had suddenly been questioned, their part in allowing it to exist in the first place had suddenly become common knowledge. Without the powers-that-be turning a blind eye to their blatant machinations, the known criminals would never have been capable of getting such a strong hold over the streets in the first place. It was like anything else: they needed each other to survive. Then it had all fallen out of bed in a spectacular fashion.

Like the Krays and the Richardsons before them, Davie Driscoll had suddenly become public enemy number one. The police and their counterparts, who had been lucky enough to benefit from the largesse of their criminal associates, were suddenly able to purchase nice properties, expensive holidays, a private education for their children and, more importantly, the goodwill of the men who paid their real wages. These were men who had no real loyalty to anyone or anything, they had taken the bribes and basked in the reflected glory of their friendships with the criminal involved. They loved the association that these men afforded them and had exploited their positions without a second’s thought. They had taken, and they had used, and they had never understood that they would never have been accepted into the world of Faces, they were classed as scum from the second they took a few quid. From the moment they became bent Filth, they were despised by everyone involved.

These same men, who had sold out their mates, and their colleagues, were now only too happy to arrest the very people who had made their affluent lifestyles possible. The late sixties and early seventies had not been a good time for anyone involved in the criminal fraternity. Consequently, men like Driscoll, who had weighed out heavily to guarantee their freedom, and who had seen it snatched from them by people who were in their eyes far more bent than they could ever be, were now being rehabilitated back into polite society and were possessed of what they saw as genuine axes to grind. And grind the fuckers they would.

Davie Driscoll had been put away as a youngish man, he had been in his prime. He had lost his wife and his kids within two years of being sentenced. She had gone on the trot with a bloke she had met on Romford Market, and he had not heard from her or his children since. He had not held her treachery against her, he had understood her need to have someone at her side. He knew that she had been lonely, had been a young woman, had wanted a life of sorts. He was only sorry that she had been forced to take his kids from him and he wished she had been brave enough to tell him how she felt to his face. He was sorry he had to lose his kids. But he was a realist, and he had decided that he had not wanted them to see him once a month behind bars. He knew his wife had been forced to take them away with her, and he understood her reasoning. He understood the fear that an eighteen-year sentence would have on a young woman still in her twenties, still stupid enough to believe in romance and love. A young woman needed a man in her bed, and in her home. So she had left him, and Davie had accepted her desertion because, in a strange way, he had actually admired her for making a clean break.

He had not been allowed out of prison to bury his parents, had not been allowed out to bury his sister’s child. He had not been allowed to shit, turn on a light switch or make a phone call without someone knowing about it. He was a very angry man, and he was also a very strong man. Both physically and emotionally. So he had come home at last, and he was determined to right a few of the wrongs he felt were well overdue for a large percentage of the population. He was without the kindness and the care that had once been a large part of his personality; prison had seen to that. A category prison, to be precise. He was the top of the prison food chain for all the good that had done him. He had been locked up for twenty-three hours a day, and he had seen the savageness that was needed to survive in the harsh world of the lifer.

The Davie Driscoll who had finally been released was a very different man to the one who had been put away all those years ago. He was now the proud possessor of patience, but he was also without mercy. He was only interested in getting what he saw as his due.

‘You can tell Davie from me that I will make sure that everything is sorted out to his satisfaction, and you can also tell him that I would have preferred it if he had come and talked to me in person. I ain’t exactly had it easy over the last few years meself. As for the kids, I have never stopped Louise from seeing them. You can tell Louise to pass that message on to her brother for me. I have to tread carefully where my daughter is concerned, as I am sure you know.’

James Marler grinned once more, he was not a bad man really, and Mary knew that. But if he had been keeping an eye on her for Driscoll, then her daughter was going to be caught up in trouble so perilous that she would be amazed if Imelda survived it. She was not known for her intelligence, or for her foresight. In fact, Davie Driscoll could end up being the making of her. Because, unlike everyone else she associated with, Davie would not let her daughter get away with anything.

Davie was helping out his sister, and so he should, but Mary knew he was also challenging Basil, and anyone else who might be fool enough to try and protect Mel. He was flexing his muscles, and Mary knew how dangerous that could turn out to be, for all of them.

Imelda was looking good, and she knew it. Her hair was freshly washed and set, her make-up was perfect, as always. And she was wearing a new suede outfit that had cost her a small fortune. She had picked up her children from her mother’s house, ignored the dire warnings of terrible retribution she forecast for her only daughter at every available opportunity, and she also ignored the sensible advice that her mum spewed out so copiously to all and sundry. Especially to her.

The days when she listened to that fucking old bag were long gone. She did not need her mother, or anyone else for that matter. She was not going to let her mother make her feel like she was nothing ever again. She had buried her old self, the girl who had been destroyed overnight by her family, and she was now the person she wanted to be. The person she had always been, who she had tried to suppress all her life. She was happy with herself. She was happy with her way of life and she liked her independence.

Imelda was now strolling down Barking High Road pushing the buggy, and perusing the shop windows like any other young mum. She liked it around here, she knew everyone for a start, and she felt confident among the people she was mixing with. She knew that her reputation preceded her and that she was guaranteed a friendly and warm reception.

She was also meeting up with a dealer she had been introduced to by one of the girls she employed. He was a large Welshman with a killer smile and deep-green eyes that were without any kind of feeling or emotions, but which had attracted her all the same. He was named Jed, he was built like the proverbial brick kharzi, and he was the first man in years to garner any kind of interest from her. She was playing the mother today, the victim, and that was why she had insisted on taking the kids out with her in the first place. Jed had agreed without a second’s hesitation.

She sensed that Jed was the type of man who would be bowled over by a woman with kids. He was that rare breed of man, a dealer who didn’t indulge personally in his own product. He saw his dealing as no more than a job.

He had given her the once-over, as all men did on first meeting her. She was a looker, and she knew it. After a while, the same men who had eaten her with their eyes avoided her like the plague within weeks of actually being in her company. But Jed, she knew, was already hooked. She had sensed his need of her, knew he was hers for the taking. So she had taken him without a backward glance.

The Driscoll situation and her mother’s fear of him had communicated itself to her, even though she pretended she wasn’t bothered about it at all. She wasn’t bloody stupid, even she had the brains to know that if her mother was wary of him, then he was obviously a man to be wary of. She had heeded the warnings and she had done what was expected of her. She had paid her debts in full. She wasn’t a fucking moron, regardless of public opinion to the contrary. She had paid off everyone she owed money to, not that she had told her mother about that. Let her sweat for a while longer.

She had deliberately sourced a new contact for her chemicals because of all the aggravation. That was where Jed came in.

As Imelda walked along the pavement with the kids, she relished the power that she always felt when on her home turf. Here she was well known, was respected in her own way. She was in control of her environment, and she used that to her advantage. Barking High Road was a strange place in many respects, everyone she saw was on a mission. They all had a reason to be there; even the old dears with their shopping trolleys and their headscarves. They were all watching what was going on around them, were aware of what was going on in the real world, their world. The world that was their bread and butter, the world that was never really talked about to outsiders, but had given them and their families a livelihood that Ford at Dagenham could never have afforded them. It was all about keeping yourself to yourself, and understanding how it worked. Once you understood it, which most people did from a very early age, you slipped into the habit of it. You knew instinctively how to survive inside of it and knew that it was not a world that was understood by the majority of the people around you. It was a secret world of nods, winks and a very determined ignorance, that kept you safe and, more to the point, kept those close to you safe as well.

It was the ultimate in the black economy and it was not for outsiders, not for the people who had no standing in the world of real villainy, who were destined to spend their lives on the periphery of it all, those who would always be small-time: thieves, gas meter bandits, shoplifters. It was sad, really, they were the fucking mugs who deliberately attracted police interest. Whereas a real Face would be mortified to have brought that on themselves and, having done so, would be mortified to know that they had brought the same interest on to their friends, families and associates. It was a world where the real Faces were not that well known to the outside world; they relied on the ice creams to take the flak for them, knew that there would always be someone who was willing to become the local bully boy, become so notorious that they would be the first person accused of anything that happened in their vicinity.

It was the way of their world, it was how they survived. For Imelda, it was also all that she really understood. It made sense to her, and not much else did if she was honest. Like the fact that she was not bothered about who knew she had been on the bash. Why would she care about that?

Unlike the people around her, Imelda had no real sense of allegiance; she was without anything even remotely resembling loyalty. She would sell anyone up the river, unless it was a Driscoll or another serious Face, and she knew that better than anyone.

Imelda Dooley was a user, and that was not just where the drugs were concerned. Everyone who came into her orbit was seen by her as a potential fall guy. Like all addicts, she was constantly looking for the easy option, the easy way out. She was also capable of selling out anyone around her to ensure that her habit and her way of life was not disrupted in any way.

Jordanna was wary of her mother, she knew how quickly she could change from happy and gay to angry and destructive. She sensed her mother was in some kind of trouble, she felt the change in the atmosphere when her mum came into the house. She also knew that poor Kenny was her mother’s blue-eyed boy and, instead of being jealous of his place in her mother’s affections, she was devastated for him, because she knew just what the woman who bought them sweets, who joked with them and hugged them when the fancy took her, was really capable of. She saw the lifeless body of the man her mother had shot every day of her life. If Jordanna was playing happily with her dolls, or with her brother, she would suddenly be overwhelmed with the vision of her brother’s father lying back on her mother’s filthy sofa, his face a mask of surprised bewilderment and half his head splattered all over the place, his life’s blood pumping out of his body as he tried to understand what had happened to him.

As her mother shoved a couple of expensive shirts behind Kenny’s back, pushing him down forcefully so the buggy hid them from view, Kenny tried to grasp what was going on, knowing it was something secret, some kind of skulduggery that was not to be mentioned until his mother saw fit. Jordanna knew Kenny was being used to hide the stolen items from the people who owned the shop, who were thrilled to see Imelda as always. Were all smiles and kind words. Who would never have believed that she was capable of stealing from them, from her own. Imelda chatted to them, asked after their families, their lives, and she left the shop with a smile and a wave, knowing she had stolen the stock that kept the people concerned’s heads above water. She didn’t care that she had just put a huge dent in their profits, in their livelihood. She had no thought about the people she had just stolen from.

Later, Jordanna watched her brother laughing at Imelda as she showed him her booty; he was already becoming a thief, a taker like her. He was not sensible enough as yet to understand just how dangerous and underhand what their mother did was. He did not understand that she was just using them, and that if they were caught, arrested, she would blame them without a second’s thought. Kenneth did not yet understand that he was setting himself up for heartbreak, because Jordanna knew better than anybody that her mother was incapable of anything even resembling love or affection. She used them, as she used everyone. She was not trustworthy and, one day, poor Kenny would have to accept that. She hoped for his sake that it would come sooner rather than later.

As they were wheeled into the pub Jordanna saw a large man with green eyes and a suspect smile walk towards them all. She understood then her mother’s sudden interest in her children. But she played the game expected of her, and she played it with a perfection born of desperation and necessity.

She saw her mother hand over the shirts she had hoisted to her latest paramour and she knew that, once more, she and her little brother had already been relegated to the back recesses of her mind. They had ceased to exist and, because of that, her brother was already heartbroken. She hated the woman who had birthed them both with a vengeance that would one day erupt and, literally, cause murders.

But until that day arrived, until she was old enough and strong enough to push her mother away from her once and for all, she did as she had been taught. She smiled and made herself amenable. She had sussed out what her mother wanted from her, what she expected from her. She had learnt that at a very early age, and she delivered. But as she made herself smile at Jed, as she allowed herself to be manhandled by him, placed on his lap and petted by him, as he attempted to use her to get into her mother’s good books, she felt what it was to really hate. She felt how overpowering that emotion could be.

She also felt the overwhelming sense of desolation that her mother’s haphazard affection always caused inside her frail little body. She knew she was incapable of fighting back, knew she was far too small and far too young to say what was really in her heart. So, like many a child before her, she took whatever was thrown her way, and she buried the feelings of anger and hatred at her plight.

At least Jed bought them both crisps and a cold drink, and at least he had the sense to realise that, where her daughter was concerned, Imelda had a problem. He had studiously ignored Jordanna once he had sussed that out, and she had breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Jed was shrewd and, where her mother was concerned, that was not a bad thing.

Jed was drunk, but not drunk enough to be a problem to anyone. In fact, he was one of the lucky few who could drink all day and night and still know what was going on around him. Not that he drank all the time. But since he had taken up with Imelda, he knew he was drinking more than usual. In the last six months he had come to the conclusion that if you couldn’t beat her, your best bet was to join her. So he had done just that.

Now they were both the worse for wear, and Imelda was in fighting mode. She was the most awkward, miserable, vicious bitch that God had ever put on the earth when the fancy took her, and even though he knew all that, she still had the power to make him want her.

Jed knew that Basil was fed up with her, that most of the people in her world were fed up with her. Had been for a long time if truth were known.

He also knew that she was not impressed with Davie Driscoll’s continued interest in her child, which was something she could not do anything about. Driscoll made the occasional visit and to add insult to injury, for some reason that Imelda could not fathom personally, he had also developed a deep regard for little Kenny Boy. Jed understood why Driscoll had taken to Jordanna like he had, she was a beauty, there was no mistaking that. But, more to the point, she was a real little brain-box. Bright as a button, and with a great sense of humour. She loved her younger brother, and she did the lion’s share of caring for him when they were at their mum’s. Kenny loved the bones of her, and he guessed, rightly, that it was mainly for that reason Imelda was once more on the poor child’s case.

When Imelda was in her cups she would bully her daughter from morning to night, she would say things to the child that were hateful, vicious and demeaning. She would put her down, accuse her of all sorts, and she would enjoy every second of it.

‘Leave the child alone, why do you have to pick on her all the time?’ Jed would ask. He hated this side of her. As she sat opposite him with her wide-spaced blue eyes and glossy, well-styled hair, she was the antithesis of what most people perceived a drug addict as being. She had stages when she did look dog rough. Then, somehow, she would drag herself up and out of the mire, and she would once more embrace the wholesome, healthy look of a young girl in the first flush of sexual awakening. She was still a real looker, and even though he now knew everything about her, he still could not bring himself to walk away from her.

Jed’s sensible head told him that he should run a mile, that he was a fool for wasting his time and energy on a skaghead. He knew that she was using him; he had known for some time that her initial attraction to him had not lasted very long, but his ability to procure drugs had lasted much longer. His attraction to her, however, didn’t seem to be on the wane, nor would it, for the foreseeable future. Even her bruised and scabby legs, peppered with the vicious white, raised scars of her addiction, didn’t put him off. The only thing that made him hate her was the jealousy she harboured towards her daughter, who was a sweet little thing.

Imelda was now looking at him with the absolute venom that she somehow kept in reserve, only to vent on her daughter. No one else got the same level of hatred as her eldest child. No one else could make her so angry, so furious. It was as if the child made her into a different person, an even worse person than she already was. She loathed her daughter, she hated her with an all-consuming passion that was terrible to behold. And Imelda hated with a passion, she hated a lot of people, and she hated them with a viciousness that was as shocking as it was generally unwarranted.

But her feeling was plain spiteful. Why this shocked Jed so much, he didn’t know. He was more than aware of Imelda’s paranoia, her disregard for not only her own wellbeing and safety, but for others as well, and that included him he knew. He was also aware of her irrational belief that her daughter was somehow the catalyst for all the ills that had ever befallen her, that her jealousy of her daughter was so great it had almost taken over her life.

Jordanna was watching the pair of them from the corner of her eye. She knew that they mainly argued over her. They argued about Jed being too nice to her. They argued over her mother’s treatment of her, yet she also knew that her mother would not have been capable of looking after Kenny if she did not come along as well. Jordanna did the majority of the hard work, and she was due to start school in the next few weeks. She was terrified of leaving her little brother alone with their mother without her to watch over him. She had a feeling though that her granny was not about to let Imelda get her hands on him without her there to keep a beady eye on the proceedings. She knew that her granny was as worried as she was about Imelda being alone with her son.

That knowledge depressed her, she knew that even her granny, who loved her, used her to make sure that Kenny Boy was well looked after. No one seemed to care about how she might be treated while all that was going on around her. She was already the recipient of her mother’s warped lifestyle, and so everyone assumed she was immune to it all. They all assumed that even though she was nearly five years old, she was capable of looking after not only herself, but her little brother as well.

Jordanna sighed heavily. She felt as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders.

She wished her granny would hurry up and take them home, take them to their real home. She hated being in this place, hated the dirt, and the stench of her mother’s uselessness but, most of all, she hated her mother’s complete indifference where she was concerned.

She wished that she could make everyone understand that she was fed up with being the sensible one, that she was desperate to be treated like the child she was. She wanted someone to notice her as a little girl, she wanted to play with her dolls in peace, go to the park, be taken to the zoo or play schools like other kids of her age. She wanted to stop feeling so angry inside, and so sad. She wanted to tell someone how awful her life was when they lived with Imelda because no one saw that she was only a child. She was never allowed to be a child, she was always expected to be the older sister.

Even though she loved Kenny Boy, she knew already that his birth had ensured her own childhood was lost, gone. She had been forgotten about so that Kenny could experience his childhood without too much trauma.

Jordanna watched her mother warily these days, she was never far from physical punishment, and she beat her daughter in a calm and calculated manner that was all the worse because there was no real anger in it. No real reason for it. She was only doing it because she could, and because she wanted to.

She knew that her mother only took them out to vex her granny, and because Jed asked her to. Jordanna wished she was back at her granny’s house, and she wished she was grown up enough to be able to have some say in her own life.

Basil was fuming, and he knew that he had every right to feel as he did.

Even though Mel was good at her job, he knew how important it was for the girls to be wary of the person who was controlling them all. He hated that she had already slipped back into her usual pattern of behaviour so soon. More to the point, she had also taken it on herself to recruit a lot of new girls.

Unfortunately, she had not bothered to talk to him about any of it, so she was skimming money off girls he had no real knowledge of. She had not bothered to give him any of their details. Or, more to the point, she had not given him the details of their current client lists either. She had more or less been running a separate business, and the fact she had thought she could get away with it spoke fucking volumes.

Imelda Dooley was a shrewdie all right. He had to give her that much credit. She was a great girl in many respects, she made sure that everything ran smoothly and, even though she was a fucking junkie, she also knew how to function in the real world when it was necessary. She could be out of her tiny mind, but she was never so far gone that she didn’t know what was going on around her. In many ways Basil admired her for that. She was the only person he had ever come across who could junk and still function. In fact, she functioned better on the needle than most people in their game did without it. She was the anomaly, the wild card. She was also having him over big time, and he had sussed that out only recently. It was his own stupidity that was really getting his goat up.

In reality he had never expected anything less from Mel. She was always up for the con, always up for the thieve. It was why she was so good at her job in the first place. But knowing that she had been skimming him royally for months still fucking rankled. She must have been laughing up her fucking sleeve at him, and she would pay for that. She would not walk away from this lot. Not this time, she needed a lesson in priorities, and he was just the man to give it to her.

A quiet tapping at his office door caused him to take a deep breath, and forcing himself to calm down he called out loudly, ‘Come in.’

A young girl with deep-brown eyes and thick brown hair timidly popped her head around the door. He felt a sudden sorrow for her, knew that she was terrified at what she was going to be asked. He knew also that she would probably answer him truthfully. She was too young to have mastered the art of real lying. Brasses had a whole different approach to lying than the rest of the population. They were forced to learn to lie by the very nature of their profession. They pretended and lied from the moment they went to work to the moment they left. They were liars by nature.

This one, though, had been conned along with him. She was also a real little newey. She was also capable of getting them all banged up if she happened to get herself nicked. On closer inspection she looked about twelve. He felt the anger rise up inside him once more.

He beckoned her inside, and offered her a seat. When she was finally settled in the chair opposite him, he leant on the huge oak desk he had purchased on a whim and, smiling kindly, he said, ‘How old are you, love?’

Amy Dart looked at the man who ensured she had a roof over her head and enough money to do pretty much what she wanted to, and she decided then and there to be as honest as needed. That alone told him how green she was.

‘Fourteen.’

Basil digested that information and felt the heat of shame wash over him. She looked younger than that. He knew that he had not spoken to her before now because he had not actually known of her existence. She, though, believed that she worked for him. She probably told people that. Bragged about it. Basil was finding it very difficult to keep a lid on his colossal anger.

‘Where did Imelda get you from? Were you introduced by one of the other girls?’

Amy shook her head vigorously. Believing that she was doing all involved a favour with her honesty, she said proudly, ‘I am the one who has brought in most of the other girls; Mel pays me a fee for every one I procure. I was in a children’s home in Surrey, then I ran away to London. I met Mel at King’s Cross station. She approached me, offered me somewhere to stay, and warned me about how dangerous London could be if you didn’t have someone to look out for you. She was really nice. She helped me get on my feet. So I got in touch with some of the other girls I know, and they came here as well. We like it, and Mel is really good. She looks out for us.’

Amy believed that she was doing Imelda a favour by talking her up to the boss, telling him what a great girl she was. In fact, Amy actually harboured the secret hope that Basil would tell Mel how she had sung her praises.

Basil was seeing the girl as the punters must see her, the heavy make-up that she believed made her look older than her years, but which in reality only emphasised her extreme youth. The clothes, cheap and garish, that caressed her slim frame and made the illusion of childhood even more apparent. Made her seem vulnerable. Just what the nonces were looking for. Amy looked like she was dressed up in her mum’s clothes, and Basil knew how alluring that could be to certain people. Basil had no interest in employing girls like Amy Dart though. Girls in their early teens who had been through the care system. He believed that the care homes were the hotbed for prostitution. Most of the girls he employed had been the products of children’s homes, care facilities or fostering. He would not touch them until they were over the legal age of consent though, and looked it.

He had seen the young ones off, and he had made sure none of the girls he employed got under his skin. Only one had ever got his attention and he was determined not to let that happen again.

Basil had found out about Imelda’s little sideline purely by accident. He had trusted her to run things for him, had known she was more than capable, and had immersed himself in his other businesses, happy to be away from her, and quite content with how she would be running things in his absence.

But then a regular client had mentioned to him that the girl he had requested had been a bit too young for his tastes, and so new to the game that she was still a bundle of nerves. The man in question had laughed it off, but Basil knew he was being told not to make the same mistake again. The man in question was very well-to-do; he wanted a woman, and he expected a woman. Also, if his pastime should ever become common knowledge, he might live down paying for sex, although that would be bad enough in itself. But if it was a little girl he was meeting once a week, that would destroy him completely. And so it should, as far as Basil was concerned. That was a market Basil had never wanted to explore, even though real money was there for the taking. He knew that there were a lot of men willing to pay a lot of poke for the chance to fuck a child. The thought of it going on was enough to make him feel sick with disgust and anger. After the chat with the client he had pondered the situation, as he pondered any decision he had ever made. He had asked around, and he had not been told what he wanted to hear.

Basil had then started his quest for the truth, and the truth had blown his mind. Thanks to Imelda, he now had a reputation as a peddler of children, and as such he had no real protection any more. The police he paid off would not look the other way if this ever became common knowledge. Imelda had dragged him into the sordid world that she loved, and such was her vileness, her baseness, she was willing to trade these little girls in his name. She was willing to hide behind him. Use his good name and his friendship, and earn herself a lot of money and, at the same time, destroy everything he had ever accomplished for himself. If anything had gone wrong, if the girls had been discovered, she would have said he was the boss and, as such, he would have had to take the flak. But he had taken her on and given her the opportunity to better herself. She had been his number two, she had been his stand-in, his namesake. She worked for him, and she had taken advantage of his good nature. Of his good name. Imelda Dooley was fucking scum. She was without any moral code whatsoever. But then, deep inside, he had always known that.

Amy Dart was watching the man before her with the fascination of all children who were worried because they did not know whether they were in trouble or not. She sensed that she was not telling him what he wanted to hear and was sick with fear that he might get rid of her. If he did, where was she to go?

‘The house you share with the other girls, who pays for that?’

Amy grinned, her small, even teeth were coated in the yellow custard of heroin and cigarettes, and Basil wanted to scream in despair at what he had inadvertently stumbled into. The house turned out to be a squat in Brixton, and Basil knew it would not have been long before it was raided by the police and social services. He was a hair’s breadth from a long sentence and permanent shame. He was only pleased he had found out Imelda’s scam before it was too late.

He had trusted her, he had helped her. He had been good to her. She had found a niche with him that had given her a measure of respect. She had then mugged him off without a second’s thought, had seen fit to put his whole operation in jeopardy for her own ends. She had not even thought of how her little sideline might have affected him. She was such a fucking junkie that she had not allowed for what would happen to her if he was closed down, what she would do if that ever occurred. She had jeopardised all their livelihoods, and he would not fucking let that one go. Now she was going to find out just how vindictive he could be. She was going to find out how dangerous the world she inhabited actually was for the people who were foolish enough to take advantage of their betters. Imelda Dooley was going to be made aware of just how far she had pushed him, and shown just how far he was willing to push her back.

But first he had to make sure that Amy Dart and her little cohort were dismissed from his world, that they understood that the mention of his name by any of them would result in serious aggravation. In extreme cases, even death.


 


 Chapter Sixteen

Jordanna was nervous, but then she spent the best part of her life being nervous. Her mother’s sudden interest in her children would make anyone nervous, let alone a small child. Especially a child who had spent the best part of her life on the receiving end of her mother’s whims, her paranoia, or her plain bloody-mindedness. Jordanna knew that her mother only turned to her when the rest of the world was beyond her reach. She knew that her mother only needed her when everyone else within her orbit was fed up with her, sick of her demands, and her mother needed to believe that she had someone who would always care for her, no matter what happened.

Jordanna played the game. She had played the game where her mother was concerned since she had been old enough to understand what hate was, had understood that the majority of people in her world were not capable of anything even remotely resembling love or caring. Although they did understand the power of usefulness, and they made a point of using it, accompanied with either fear or emotional blackmail. Depending on the circumstances.

Imelda’s need to have Jordanna there beside her was also larger, for no other reason than that she needed her to watch over Kenny Boy; she was the only person for whom he would do as he was requested without a fight of some kind. Imelda also knew that Jordanna was the only person in the world who she could rely on to keep her son happy.

So Jordanna was seeing much more of her mother than usual. Since she had met Jed, Imelda had taken to playing at grown-ups, and it was not something she was any good at. In fact it was almost painful to watch her as she pretended an interest in her two children that was so forced it was traumatic for everyone concerned.

Kenny was still quite small, but he already knew that he had his mother’s love, even if it was a haphazard only-when-it-suited-her kind of love. But it was there nevertheless. Jordanna, on the other hand, had to make do with Kenny’s adoration of her, and Jed’s genuine kindness and gentleness. He was always ready with a hug or a kiss and he made her mother acknowledge her existence. So, for the first time in years, spending time in her mother’s presence was almost tolerated.

As Jordanna curled up on her mother’s sofa with her little brother cuddled into her arms, the usual stench of overflowing ashtrays and stale lager surrounding her, she made a point of not looking around her, made sure she didn’t judge her mother or her lifestyle. She just kept her ears open and she ensured that the dirt and filth that denoted her mother’s life didn’t affect either of them too much.

Jordanna was used to her granny’s spotless home and the cloying aromas of bleach, furniture polish and freshly cooked food simmering on the stove. So the dirtiness of her mother’s flat and the absence of baths or even washes, made her feel dirty and unkempt. She was not used to the stickiness of her own sweat any more, nor the sweet smell of her brother’s unchanged nappy. He was not even offered the opportunity to use a potty or the toilet. Imelda had no bother with such things. Like she had no bother with proper meals, they had to eat as and when food was available, and Jordanna had to keep in the forefront of her mind that whatever they were given might have to last them for days.

Jordanna had thick blond and lustrous hair that hung down her back like a curtain. She was used to it being brushed until it shone like spun gold, her granny loved it and said it was her crowning glory. Jordanna loved having her hair brushed by her granny, the action itself had proved to her that there was love involved. Jordanna also knew that her hair was really beautiful, was very unusual. People had been remarking on her locks since she could remember.

Yet here, at her mother’s, it was tied up and left until she was once more relegated to her granny’s house. She was always scratching her head when she stayed here, she felt cooty, as if something was crawling under her skin. She knew, even at her young age, that it was only because she hated being there and hated feeling dirty. As she watched TV with her little brother, she was listening with a growing nervousness to the argument that was erupting in the kitchen.

Jed was angry, but he was always angry about something lately. As young as she was, Jordanna knew that Jed’s expectations where Imelda was concerned were so off the wall they were just about impossible. She was never going to be mother of the year, she found it hard to even talk to her kids for more than a few minutes at a time. Even then she was only interested in getting them to say something to Jed that she thought was hilarious. She got poor Kenny to swear, to sing dirty songs for her. She just wanted them to repeat things parrot fashion and, in doing so, she was entertained for a few moments but, more to the point, Jed was being entertained. Imelda felt that Jed’s interest in the kids was all that was needed to keep him interested in her.

He was sometimes a bit too interested in her, and Jordanna knew that her mother was more than aware of this. He would take her into the bedroom, and when it was over Imelda would give her sweets, and then at some point an argument would start and the episode would be forgotten about. She knew her mother felt jealousy at times when she was getting too much attention from Jed. Attention she didn’t want, had never asked for. Jordanna knew that her granny didn’t like them coming here so often, but was powerless to do anything about it. She kept quiet about Jed, as she did about everything else. It made life much easier for all concerned. Her mother had the edge where their futures were concerned. Imelda knew how to play the game, and she played it without any conscience, or care for her children’s welfare.

Jordanna had already found out how important money and power were in her mother’s world. She understood just how hard it was without any kind of real money, without anyone in the world to see that you were treated fairly, with decency, with respect. If you had nothing to use as leverage, then you were destined to spend your life doing what other people wanted. Jordanna knew how the world she inhabited worked, and she hated it. But she accepted the inevitable, telling herself that one day she would be grown, and then she would be in charge of her own life, her own destiny. Until then, she had to look out for her brother, and see that he was cared for. Her granny had to swallow her real feelings for her daughter too, and she had to wave her grandchildren off as if she was thrilled at their golden opportunity to be in their mother’s care once again. She had to let them go to someone she knew was not fit to look after a dog, let alone two young children.

Kenny was restless, and lying with his head in her lap, he watched the film with bright eyes. It was very late and the film was about aliens who had come to earth and were now killing everyone they could lay their hands on. It was violent and bloody.

Jordanna didn’t like it very much, but Kenny Boy was flushed with excitement; between the overload of sweets and fizzy drinks and the violence on the TV screen, he was where he loved to be. Up late, and without any boundaries or guidelines whatsoever. Jordanna was stroking his hair, trying to calm him down, knowing that until he dropped off to sleep she couldn’t drop off herself. She would not allow him to be let loose in this flat without her to watch over him. He was too young, and he was also much too reckless. He had inherited his mother’s disregard for rules or regulations of any kind. Like her, he felt that if he wanted to do something, anything, then that was his prerogative. He had the same selfish streak that Imelda had, only with little Kenny it was overlooked because he was a child. But Jordanna knew that it was not something he would ever grow out of, despite what her granny seemed to believe would one day be the case. Kenny was ruined already, had been since his birth. He was his mother’s son but, unlike her, he had the ability to love back when it suited him.

As Jordanna heard the argument reaching its crescendo, heard the cursing and the viciousness of her mother’s mouth, she turned the volume up a little more, trying to blot out the car crash that was her mother’s life. But the voices were still audible, and still had the strident angriness that seemed to be the norm in this household.

Mary was like a ship without a rudder. She sat in her pristine home alone and wondered, as always, if the kids were all right without her to take care of them. That they were with their mother was not something she felt easy about; in fact, it was what was worrying her so much. Imelda was not what could be classed as a person in possession of maternal instincts. As she poured herself out yet another whisky and dry ginger, she told herself to relax and stop worrying so much. She reminded herself that Jordanna was there, and she would make sure that they were both safe. What she meant was that Kenny Boy would be safe with his sister to watch over him.

She knew that relying on a child of only four years old was wrong, but she really didn’t know what else to do. If she brought in the authorities, she could lose the kids for ever. She knew that Imelda was capable of putting Jordanna up for adoption if the fancy took her. She would do it as well, just to prove a point. And, as she had the law on her side, Mary knew she had to keep her daughter sweet. She was stuck, as always, between a rock and a very hard place.

As Mary heard the loud knocking on her front door she assumed that it was Imelda bringing the kids back because they were getting on her nerves. So Mary plastered a wide smile on her face and opened the front door expecting to see her daughter’s usual dark countenance. Instead, she was confronted by a very worried-looking and agitated Michael Hannon.

‘Are the kids here, Mary?’

Michael was already inside the house, looking around him as if expecting the children to leap out of their hiding places in front of his eyes.

‘No, they are with their mother, what’s wrong? What’s happened?’

Mary was already uptight as it was, she knew that Michael Hannon’s arrival this late at night, out of the blue, could only herald bad news for her grandchildren. The fear was taking over now and she was finding it hard to breathe. She felt the terror that her daughter’s lifestyle could bring in an instant. ‘What has she done now? Tell me what’s happened!’

Michael looked at the woman he had come to love as if she was his own flesh and blood and he said sadly, ‘Mel has upset a lot of people again, heavy-duty people. But they have swallowed because of you, and because of me, and out of respect for her father and what he stood for. But now she has really crossed the line, Mary. Basil is going to fucking open her up, he’s going to wipe her off the face of the earth.’

Mary was staring at Michael as if she had never seen him before in her life and had come home to find him naked in her bath, drinking her Scotch while listening to her Connie Francis LPs. It was not to be believed, yet she knew he was on the up and up. Michael Hannon would not lie to her.

‘Did you say Basil? That Basil is going to open Imelda up? Are you off your fucking game? Imelda could wipe the floor with him with one hand tied behind her back.’

Michael nodded. ‘Yeah, that is what everyone seems to think, Mary, only he ain’t as big a mug as people tend to think. He has a much bigger stake in the world than he lets on. Also, he is now in cahoots with Jimmy Bailey and the Driscolls. Mary, Basil has got to teach Imelda a lesson, it’s a matter of pride now as well as everything else.’

Mary was half-pissed and wondering what had caused Michael Hannon to come to her home accusing all and sundry. ‘Come and have a drink. You have it all wrong, Basil wouldn’t hurt Mel. You know he is one of the good guys, he is a blinder.’

Michael was not in the mood for a government white paper on his news, he was only interested in making this woman understand the seriousness of what he was trying tell her. He pushed her in the chest, none too gently, his anger taking over.

‘She’s been running a fucking nonce-fest with that Jed by all accounts, Mary. They have been delivering young girls all over the Smoke and, as if that ain’t enough, they have been using Basil’s name to collect the earn. She has been using girls as young as twelve, Mary. Basil is like the Antichrist, I have never seen him so fucking worked up before. He is on his way over to hers now. He has the blessing of everyone; he is in the big time and no one realised that, especially not Imelda, by the sounds of it.’

Mary was shaking her head in denial, even Imelda was not capable of doing something like that. It was a misunderstanding, it had to be. If it was true, what was happening to her grandchildren?

‘You are wrong. Imelda has her faults, and they are legion, I know that better than anyone. But she would never be involved in anything like that. No way . . .’

‘Oh, Mary. She is scum, you know that. She is capable of anything, and as for this latest fucking debacle, I heard it from the horse’s mouth. She is using everyone around her, as always. Well, I have given her the benefit of the doubt in the past, but not any more.’

Mary was shocked into silence. But a voice inside her head was screaming over and over. It was Jed who wanted the kids there. Jed who insisted that her daughter have the kids overnight. Jed who had convinced her that Imelda was only ever going to learn to love and care for her kids if she spent time with them. It was Jed who was to blame, it had to be.

Mary felt physically sick at what she knew was going to turn out to be the truth, no matter how much she hoped that it wouldn’t. She knew that Hannon would not have come near her unless he had been convinced that what he had been told was gospel.

Jed was rolling a joint and Led Zeppelin was pounding out ‘Black Dog’ on the stereo as Jordanna tried to shout over the noise. It was deafening, and it was the norm for her and her brother. They were expected to sleep through it all, were expected to be immune to the racket. She actually liked Led Zeppelin, she only wished her mother and Jed did not feel that it was only relevant if it was played as loud as possible. She knew that this racket would go on for hours now. But she needed to attract their attention, and she knew it was not going to be easy.

Her mother was burning a spoonful of skag, and Jordanna knew she would not listen to her now even if she happened to be accompanied by the Holy Trinity. The hammering on the front door continued as Jordanna tried to attract the attention of her mother, or at least the attention of her mother’s lover. The people trying to gain access to the house were now shouting through the letter box, and she could hear the annoyance in their voices even if she could not understand what they were saying.

She shouted once more as loudly as she could, ‘There’s someone at the door.’ But the music was so loud, and so heavy, her little voice was completely lost. She could not compete with electric guitars and Robert Plant. Jordanna knew she was fighting a losing battle so she decided to answer the door herself. She assumed it was one of their friends, assumed it was another junkie who would flake out with her mum on the sofa, all smiles and silence. Or it could be a drinker who had nowhere to go, a pisshead who would eventually flake out with Jed. That was something Jordanna had sussed out a long time ago. No one came here through choice, it was the last resort for most people, the only place where they could be guaranteed some kind of welcome and, even then, that welcome depended on what they had brought with them. Jordanna knew her mother would want to see the people who had arrived in the middle of the night, would welcome them with open arms. And if she didn’t answer the door her mother would accuse her of being lazy, of being a vindictive little bitch.

So Jordanna knew that answering the front door was her best bet and she did just that.

She was knocked off her feet by the three burly men who burst inside the small hallway, followed by a seriously irate Basil. Jordanna had only opened the door a fraction and, when it was slammed against the wall she found herself lying in the bedroom doorway, winded and frightened at what she might have caused by her actions.

She recognised Basil and wondered why he didn’t even bother to acknowledge her. He had always said hello to her in the past but tonight he was not even looking in her direction; it was as if she was invisible.

He had three men with him, two huge black men with shaved heads and expensive leather jackets and a heavy-set white guy with a baseball bat, a really bad perm, and a mouth full of gold teeth, and they were already making their way into the front room.

Jordanna knew aggravation when she saw it. She had seen enough of it in her short but eventful life. She knew that she had done a wrong one, and that it would probably cost her dearly in the long run.

As she watched the commotion that erupted around her, Kenny came out of the bedroom and stood beside her, watching with wide eyes as Basil shut the front door once more, locked it firmly, and then stormed into the lounge where Imelda and Jed were standing like stuffed dummies, their faces white and frightened.

Jordanna noticed that neither of them even attempted to ask what they were being punished for. But a punishment was the only reason for something like this, was the only rational explanation for such a situation. As the baseball bat crunched heavily against her mother’s head, Jordanna closed her eyes tightly and, pulling her little brother behind her, she went back inside the foetid-smelling bedroom they shared. She shut the door quietly, then proceeded to push anything she could move in front of it. She dragged the old dressing table with its water-stained mirrors and scuffed surfaces across the room, using all of her strength to push it in front of the door. She was determined to keep trouble out of this bedroom, whatever her mother had managed to cause this time. After all, she knew that there was a good chance they could be next in line for a beating.

Jordanna then prayed out loud that her brother would be spared from harm. She had already experienced so much in her little life, but she was determined that Kenny Boy would not have to be a part of this. Imelda, her mother, seemed to court danger, seemed to attract violence and it was not fair that they were caught up in her crossfire. She knew how dangerous her mother’s life could be, knew how easy it was to be caught up in the lunacy that surrounded her. Jordanna had been dragged into a nightmare once before and she was terrified of it happening to her again.

She could hear screams of pain and fear, hear the dull thudding sound of the baseball bat as it smashed against bone and skin. She heard the commotion of her mother and Jed trying to escape the fury of their attackers.

She could hear the absolute violence of the attack, the sounds of the beating, the terror and the anger. She knew that fists and feet were involved and also that it was not like anything they had experienced before. Jordanna knew that this was about something very serious, and very dangerous. The whole place was drenched with the stench of hatred and revenge.

She held on to her little brother, burying his face into her body as she tried to drown out the noise of the fracas. Her eyes were wide with fear, and they were almost glued to the door as she waited to see if the men involved were going to come after them, were going to make sure they did not have any kind of tale to tell about what had occurred this night. She knew that if this was as serious as it sounded, Kenny and herself were living on borrowed time.

Kenny was distraught now, sobbing with fear, terrified at the noises he could hear coming from behind their closed door. He had finally realised, even as little as he was, that this was a very serious situation, and that they were both in real danger. For the first time in his life, he understood how precarious their lives were when in the care of their mother. He had just realised how dangerous and perilous life could be, thanks to Imelda’s lifestyle and her complete disregard for her own children’s wellbeing or safety. Jordanna knew exactly how her brother felt, she had been through the same thing herself many times.

As she heard her mother howling in pain, heard the cursing and threats from Basil and his cohorts, Jordanna grabbed her brother roughly and forced him underneath the bed that they shared, pushing him against the wall, making sure he was as far away from the danger as was physically possible. She then lay beside him, holding him tightly against her and, whimpering in fear, she waited for Basil and his cronies to come for them as well.

Jordanna could taste the fright that had enveloped them, could feel the coldness of their terror and knew that Kenny would not be able to forget what had happened, knew that this time the situation would stay in his mind for a long time to come. She also realised that Imelda would finally lose the power she had over her beloved son, and Jordanna knew that could only be a good thing for all concerned. It would do Kenny the world of good to see his mother for what she really was. Jordanna knew that the fracas that was occurring this night would in effect make Kenny realise that they could never really be safe around Imelda, he would finally be able to understand that she was bad news, that when they were with her, they were always going to be exposed to this kind of violence.

As Jordanna lay beneath the bed, she could smell the filth that was ingrained in the carpet and feel the stickiness of her mother’s life. She knew she was lying on years of dirt, stale urine from her mother and her cronies, when they had been so wasted they had not even been capable of using the bathroom, and she felt the loneliness of neglect. She knew how it felt to be dismissed by the person who should have loved you more than anyone, who had grown you from a seed, had kept you safe inside them for nine long months. She knew the loneliness of being ignored, of being invisible to the one person who should have been the mainstay of your life. She was due to start school soon, and she knew she was already more educated than anyone of her age had a right to be. She had not had a choice, she had spent her whole life seeing how the land lay, judging how best to act around her mother, and her mother’s friends. She had sussed out, as a babe in arms, that her mother was not someone you antagonised. She hoped that if they both survived this, they would be allowed to stay at their granny’s without having to keep on coming to their mother’s house all the time. Jordanna knew that school would curtail her visits, and she hoped that her absence would curtail poor Kenny Boy’s as well.

Kenny was shaking in abject terror, he was shivering with fear and shock, the sounds of his mother’s beating were loud and Jordanna knew that her screams would stay with him for a long time after this was all finally over. She knew he could hear Imelda’s voice as she begged for mercy, knew he could hear Basil’s voice as he threatened and accused Imelda of all sorts. As he swore at her, called her names, he sounded so different to the man they had always known. The man who had been a friend to them all. It made this whole thing even more horrific because Basil was one of the only people who had ever been kind to them, and now he was the enemy. He was what was frightening them both out of their wits, he had become their biggest fear. If he decided to come after them, they were helpless and she knew that; they were only babies. Babies who were lying under a bed, terrified out of their minds, who already knew that life could be harsh, frightening and perilous. They clung tightly to each other and Jordanna whispered quietly into her brother’s ear, telling him to keep silent so as not to draw any attention to them. She held him in her arms and calmed him with her words and with her love. She knew that he was shrewd enough to understand that they were not to advertise their presence in any way.

She wondered briefly if, when it all went quiet, her mother would be dead.

Basil was mortified at what he had done; he was also aware that he had been left with no other choice, Imelda had forced him into a corner. She had known that her actions would have had dire consequences. She was a bloody pulp, and that did not bother him. It was Jed, he was dying and he knew it. He was still trying to talk, trying to beg for his life. His lips were smashed beyond recognition, as was his face, but they were still moving, talking, he was still trying to justify his behaviour.

As the men looked at their prey without any kind of feelings whatsoever, Basil knew that he had stepped over the line. He was now blooded; he had said he was going to pay her out for her treachery, and he had done it.

He saw Imelda’s eyes flicker, was amazed at his feeling; he wanted to finish her off. He felt the urge to start kicking her again, he wanted to wipe her off the face of the earth.

‘Are you coming?’

Basil shook his head slowly. ‘You lot go. I have something to do, I’ll see you tomorrow.’

The men left quietly. They were not in a rush, they knew that no one was going to be coming here this night. That had been arranged beforehand. It had all been put in place and, if you planned well, you were pretty much guaranteed an easy shoot. It cost, but it was worth the initial lay-out. No one wanted a capture, especially not for a piece of shit like Imelda.

Basil sat down on the nearest chair, suddenly exhausted. He knew that Imelda would come away from this with her life intact, she was as strong as a fucking ox. But he knew that was for the best, he knew that he wanted her to remember what he had done to her. He wanted her to look at the scars every day, and be reminded of what she had done. He wanted her to remember that he had been the cause of them, had been the instigator of her demise. And now he would make sure that she never worked again, unless it was on the pavement.

She had been so good at running things; she was a cunt, if she had been content with her lot, she would have been under his protection for life, and on a decent earn. Now she was finished, she was destroyed, in more ways than one.

Imelda Dooley looked like a bloody lump of meat, there was nothing to remind anyone of how lovely she had been. She would heal, and she would get back on her feet, but she would never again look in the mirror and see a beauty, see a looker. She would have to mourn the good looks she had taken for granted all her life, She would finally know what it was like to have to rely on her personality and not her looks. Ergo, she was finished.

Basil heard Mary and Michael Hannon coming in the flat before he saw them. Mary stood in the doorway, her hand clutched over her mouth, her eyes wide with terror. Michael was behind her, looking at the little tableau without any kind of expression on his face. He was not about to show his hand, and Basil respected that. Looking at Mary he said quietly, ‘You knew the score and you knew that this was on the cards.’

Mary was looking at the carnage that had once been her daughter, who was only recognisable by her clothes. What was left of them anyway. She was a bloody pulp. She was still breathing but it was loud and laboured, it sounded raspy and painful, and she was sorry that it didn’t move her in any way. She was sorry that she did not feel in the least bit protective of her child. She had come here through instinct, but not for Imelda; for her grandchildren.

‘Ain’t you got nothing to say, Michael? I waited for you both. I wanted to see you here while it was still new. Fresh. So, what have you got to say for yourself ?’

Michael Hannon stared warily at Basil, he had not expected this at all. He had known it would all come out on top, but not like this. Imelda and Jed had been beaten and tortured, they had known exactly what was happening to them, and why it was happening to them, no doubt. He knew that there would not be any kind of comeback. But looking round this room, at the blood splatters on the walls, and the destruction of the faces, he knew that this was a completely different Basil from the one he had known all these years.

The stench of blood was heavy in the room and Basil stood up, stretching as if he was tired out and ready for his bed. He said to Mary, ‘The kids are in the bedroom. I don’t know how much they heard, or how much they guessed, but they need to be taken away from here.’

Basil walked to the door, then turning around, he looked at Michael Hannon and said in a low and penetrating voice, ‘You looked down your fucking nose at me for years because of my business, but I could buy and sell you, boy. You blanked me over and over again, until it finally clicked, until you finally realised that this business was worth fucking fortunes. Then you wanted an in. You saw that Bailey was earning off the business, and you demanded your fucking slice from it. Well, you see her down there, and that cunt she thought would protect her from the likes of me; that is my message to anyone who tries to mug me off. I ain’t fucking swallowing it any more.’

Basil left then, and Mary stood still, her hand still covering her mouth, and she said nothing. Neither did Michael Hannon.

Then Mary went to the bedroom, gathered up her grandchildren, and walked away from her daughter and her daughter’s excuse for a life without a backward glance.

It was over.

Finally over.

Imelda was finished.


 


 Book Three


 
 Blessed are they that mourn: 

For they shall be comforted.


Matthew 5:4



 


 Chapter Seventeen

1994

Imelda was tired, and she looked it.

She had recently been released from prison, and she had the yellowish pallor that was a dead giveaway to anyone in the know. She had been in and out of prison over the years. She had also moved about quite frequently, disappearing for months on end and then turning up again in her old haunts, acting as if she had never been gone. She was a real loner; as always, she only really needed her own company. She still liked her life in many respects, even though she knew it was not a life most people would want for themselves. But it suited her, suited her personality.

It was a really hot day and Imelda sat in the pub garden and enjoyed her drink. She sipped it slowly, savouring it; she was low on funds, and her need to score was uppermost in her mind. She knew that she was luckier than most of the people in her position; she had no one to lie to, no one to consider at all. She preferred it that way, it suited her. For most people being alone spelt failure; to her it just guaranteed contentment and the knowledge that she was able to do what she wanted, when she wanted, with who she wanted.

Imelda was watching the world go by, something she had acquired the knack of many years before. Like most junkies she had no interest in the world itself, the actual economics of the world were beyond her interest. For example, if the four-minute warning ever came, heralding a nuclear war, she would only be interested in getting herself an armful, it was her only interest. Her mind would then become focused on whether she would be able to walk into any chemist she wanted to and take what she needed, thanks to the decimation of the world and mankind. It was a junkie’s dream. The world itself and the people who inhabited it were so far beneath her interest that she would never even consider their welfare over her own.

It was all she really cared about, drugs and money. All she had ever cared about. From her first hit, she had felt as if she had finally come home. It was all she ever thought about, her life was spent gathering the money to purchase it. Anything else was treated with disdain, with her usual disinterest.

As she watched the young girls around her, in their short skirts, heavy make-up and high-heeled shoes, she didn’t even have the energy to envy them their youth and their freedom. They had their whole lives in front of them, and they didn’t yet understand how fleeting their youth would turn out to be.

At the moment they could not even imagine being thirty or, God forbid, forty. She knew they were just at the age where drink, men and adventure were calling to them, and she knew by the looks of most of them, they were only too ready to start calling back. It was like a recurring circle of disappointment, it came around every year or so, the launch of a new batch of young girls who thought they were the first ones to know it all. Young girls who didn’t have the brains to see that their mothers had thought that once too, and were now lumbered with kids, bills and the prospect of getting older on a budget, all while pondering how it all happened to them in the first place.

It was a bastard, life. It had the knack of throwing you a curve every now and then to keep you interested. To give you a reason to keep going. Then, just as you thought you had cracked it, you took delivery of a blow that was so severe you were amazed at how you could ever have survived it. But somehow you did, and somehow you carried on.

Imelda was not one of those people, she had given her life over to herself at a very early age. She had only ever had one love, and that was the needle and all it could offer her. She spied her dealer as he came into the pub. She could see him through the window, knew he would get himself a drink, say a few hellos to the regulars, and would then come outside to serve her up her usual chemical cosh. She smiled at the thought. Her life was already settling back into a pattern, and the pattern she chose was one that afforded her peace of mind and, occasionally, complete oblivion should she feel the need of it. Imelda knew the real value of oblivion, knew that it was what kept her on an even keel.

The girls at the table opposite her were getting noisier, she listened to them as they swore and cursed loudly at one another, determined to make sure that everyone heard them. They thought that their bad language made them seem sophisticated, clever even. They believed they were acting like adults instead of the little schoolies they so obviously were. She knew they were looking for trouble and that they were liable to get it, sooner rather than later. Especially in this pub, which was frequented by the lower echelons of society, and that was being kind.

She lit a cigarette, her hands were stiff; she had never regained the full use of them after Basil had finished with her. He had been angry enough to need personal retribution but, unlike him, she had never needed her own personal revenge, she knew it was a pointless exercise. She held no grudges; she had accepted her capture. In reality, she was amazed that it had taken so long to straighten her out. But then she was of the opinion that her family name had more than likely been a great help in many ways. Not any more though.

She glanced at the girls once more. They were not that bad looking, they were reminiscent of her at the same age. Although she had been much more sexually aware than these girls. They just wanted to be noticed, wanted to be part of the world that they knew was only a couple of sexual encounters away. They were fucking idiots, they believed that sex would automatically make them grown-ups, make them adults. Nature was a bastard in that way; they were physically ripe but mentally they were still so ignorant they would accept the first man to give them any attention.

Imelda was sore. Her body was aching, was reminding her that she needed her meds. She still had the long fingers and shapely wrists of her youth, the only difference now was that she sometimes had trouble doing up buttons or using zips. Her fingers were full of arthritis, but she was not about to let that spoil her day. It was over, it had happened. She had made a point of getting over it. She had not had any real choice in the matter, she had been battered so badly that the doctors had not expected her to survive.

Jed had died on the way to hospital, but who cared? He was never someone who you’d bet on to make old bones.

When Imelda finally left her hospital bed, she had been hooked on methadone; the people who had saved her life had also been the people who made sure she kept her habit alive and well. She had played them as she had played everyone who came within her eye line. She saw them all as jokes, saw their kindness and concern for her wellbeing as the ultimate idiocy. She knew she would use them, and that they would let her because they were too fucking stupid to see her for what she was.

Their kindness had only made her feel even more superior than usual because she knew that, deep inside, they saw her as nothing; ergo they felt guilt about it. They were so fucking blinkered to the real world, they actually believed that their education and their liberal beliefs would be enough to get them by. So she had played them, like she had played everyone else, and she had loved every second of it. She had told them what they wanted to hear, and she had sat with them and told them her life story. They had believed her, but then why wouldn’t they? It never occurred to them that she was lying through her teeth. The more outrageous the story, the more they were interested in it. She knew they would dine out on her porks for weeks to come. And pork she had, she always made sure she was the victim in her tales of woe, made sure she was seen as someone who had been judged because of her lifestyle, not for the crime she had been accused of. She was dealing with people who had no real experience of the world or its filthy reality, who saw her as the underdog rather than the Queen Bitch.

She also knew that these same people would eventually move on, would run as far from her and her ilk as was physically possible once the real world they had craved suddenly became a little too real for them, when it started to scare them. And that was generally when they suddenly became aware that they were being used, used by people who were experts at it. Once these people realised that they had been exploited by people who laughed up their sleeves at their complete readiness to believe their stories and, even worse, had let on where they lived and where they had grown up. Eventually though, they saw the error of their ways and left the social services for another government job, only next time, they made sure they had no contact with the masses on a personal level.

Imelda, of course, had not voiced her opinions outright, she had just enjoyed playing them for the fools they were. She laughed at them secretly, watching them as they used their power and influence to make her life easier.

Eventually she had been given a nice flat to live in and a Social Security book that guaranteed her a weekly wage. She had also been given furniture, clothes and other sundry items that were deemed important to her rehabilitation. She had taken all that they had offered her with a grateful smile, but a hidden anger at them for the condescension in their words and the way they had eventually seen her off with relief and, more to the point, a studied disinterest in how she would cope alone. She knew that there were a lot of women in her position who would need far more than the zealous but short-term caring of these fucking imbeciles. They were only trying to make themselves feel better; the people they used to make themselves feel useful and needed were forgotten about almost overnight.

Imelda had sold almost everything they had given her at the first opportunity, apart from the bed and a chair. She had then taken the money offered and scored herself a decent bit of skag with the proceeds. After all the months on methadone, she felt like she had finally come home. She had then settled herself into a routine; she scored, she went out to earn, and she scored again. Not like she had in the old days, of course. She knew her limitations, she always had. She knew her market better than anyone. She was still in pretty good nick bodywise, but her face left a lot to be desired. She had good bone structure, and she looked as though she had once been a good-looking girl, but she was a realist and she knew that the scars and broken bones she had incurred had not exactly helped to make her look like she was worth more than a few quid. That had been the whole point, she had been destroyed by Basil because he had known that was what would bring her the most misery. She also wondered if her destruction had actually been for his personal benefit; after all, she knew he had always had a penchant for her, the same as Jimmy Bailey. She knew that had bothered him. Her looks had caused him to want her, and he had wanted her badly, even knowing what she was, and in her defence she had never pretended otherwise.

She was not that bothered about it though. Even at her best she had never turned down a trick, she would fuck anyone for any amount without any thought whatsoever. Imelda had never cared about the big bucks; she had only ever cared about covering her expenses. She had eventually made her way to Shepherd’s Market, to the Cross, and she earned her crust so she could go out and score for herself in peace. Nothing had really changed in that department.

Imelda noticed one of the young girls on the table opposite her watching her closely but she was used to that kind of attention. The scar across her forehead was still livid enough to make people give her a second glance. She understood the curiosity, she would have done the same thing in their position. Plus she knew how deep and how noticeable it was. It was not going anywhere, she would never get rid of it. She didn’t see it any more herself, she was used to it. But she knew that for some people it was still a shock. They assumed that she had been in a car crash, had gone through a windscreen. She had played up to that old chestnut on many occasions, had talked to the interested parties about her terrible accident, and they had bought her drinks in exchange for her tragic tale. She told them she had lost her family in the crash, and they would then regret asking her about it, would wish they had left her well alone. She would take their drinks and laugh to herself as they suddenly realised that other people’s tragedies were much better if you read about them in the paper and did not have the person concerned sitting opposite you and, even scarier, they also realised that terrible things could happen to anyone, at any time, even them.

No one was immune to heartache, and if they wanted a sad story she would provide one for them. All they had to do was buy her a few drinks. They always left before she did, that was another thing she liked about them. Her scars were what had interested them in her initially, and eventually those same scars were what made them want to run a mile. She knew she looked scary on close inspection, knew that her face told the people who were interested in her misfortune that once she had been a real beauty. She still had a vestige of her former glory, and that was why people were so sorry for her. If she had been ugly to begin with they would not have given her a second glance. Human nature was a bastard, and so were most of the humans she had ever had the misfortune to come across.

The crowd of young girls were now dancing together, gyrating to the music blaring out of the pub with all the passion they could muster. Imelda watched them half-heartedly, her eye still on her dealer. He was engaged in a deep conversation with a redhead of indeterminate years who had a very well-developed bosom. She was drinking Guinness, which Imelda always found startling. She could never understand how women could drink pint after pint like men. She liked her drinks short and to the point, like her drugs. A double vodka could be downed in seconds, a pint of Guinness was not something you could neck quickly.

The young girls were all sitting back down at the table opposite her once more, the music had been turned down low for some reason, and she watched them lazily as they lay back in their chairs, their languid movements and newly developed bodies causing the men nearby to stare openly at them. She knew the girls wanted that to happen, knew they counted on it, were pleased at the reaction they were getting from the men. She wanted to warn them; they would waste their youth because they did not realise just how fleeting it was, and because most people did.

She saw one of the young girls stand up, she was walking towards her. Imelda looked away, her interest in them already waning. Then she saw that her dealer had finally extricated himself from the redhead, and was on his way out to her, at fucking last. The girls and their antics were forgotten now, she was only interested in the bit of business she was going to conduct.

Imelda watched him as he bought another pint for himself en route, willing him to get a move on; she was bored now, she wanted to make herself feel at one with the world again. She wanted her dealer to shift his fat arse and get out here to her.

Imelda was so engrossed in observing her dealer’s movements that when the girl she had noticed earlier stood in front of her, she did not register her presence for a few moments. She was then forced to look at her, because she was standing right in front of her face, blocking her view of the bar, her dealer, and blocking out the sunlight as well. She looked up at the girl with her usual blank expression, wondering what she could possibly want from her.

She was pretty, she was not someone who would usually try and strike up a conversation with the likes of her. She wondered if the girl was going to ask her to purchase drinks for her and her friends, or cigarettes. She would do that for them, for a price, a few drinks for herself.

Out of all the people around her, Imelda could see why they might think she was a viable option for something like that. She was sitting alone, she was not threatening, and she was probably the only woman there who was not on the pull.

Imelda was amazed when the girl said to her quietly and with a certain rough dignity, ‘You don’t even recognise me do you, Imelda? I’m your daughter.’

Mary was worried, she knew that Kenny was up to no good, but she didn’t know exactly what he was up to or how no good it might be. He was heading for serious trouble, and she knew that he was not geared up for it. He thought he was, they all did at that age. He had no experience of the world of skulduggery, he just thought he did.

But he had been given an easy ride, thanks to her, and he did not understand the way of the world. In fact, he did not understand that his name guaranteed him the respect and the interest that he got, that because of his name people gave him a few minutes of their time. He thought it was because he was a fucking interesting person. Which he was, if you liked overgrown schoolboys. He was a big lad for his age, and he looked much older than his years. He had not yet realised that petty thieving and the ability to throw a punch were not enough to get him through the rest of his life. He inhabited a small world and in that world he was a big fish. He still had a lot to learn about how big fishes could be swallowed up by even bigger and better fish if they were not careful.

Kenny was such a nice boy in many respects, but he was also a very arrogant and a very ignorant one. He would not listen to reason, had no time for advice, no matter who was offering it to him, and he was already of the opinion that only idiots went out to work each day. He saw paying tax as a mug’s game, that was how green he was. Mary would save the lecture on how a legitimate business could be a blind for other, less lawful, enterprises for when he was sensible enough to listen to her advice, and take it on board. He was such a fucking scratcher even though, in fairness, he tried to scratch a living so that he could provide her with money, see that she was all right for a few quid. But if he had any brains at all he would have already sussed that she was a real fucking grafter in her own right.

Mary was not going to argue with him any more. She knew that she had to let him get on with it now. Like all young men his brain was not yet wired up to listen to reason. He needed to learn a lesson in his own good time, he needed a fright, and once he had experienced that he would be more amenable to her gentle persuasion, or her manic screaming, which all depended on what form his fright would take. She hoped it was not something she would not be able to smooth over. Knowing him though, that would be the case; he was a law unto himself.

Mary looked at the clock. It was nearly nine, and she knew he would eventually come home, if only to be fed and watered. Her worry had stemmed from the fact that he had not come home as usual, he had not been there for his food, and he liked his food. It was his main preoccupation while at home with her. So she poured another drink for herself, and settled down in the chair to wait for his arrival. Until he came home, and she saw him with her own two eyes, she would not rest. He was a little fucker, but he was her little fucker, and she loved him no matter what.

Jordanna was amazed at her mother’s complete indifference to her words. She had not really expected anything else from her, she remembered her mother very well. She knew better than anyone just how easy Imelda found it to write people out of her life as if they had never existed. She erased people from her life within moments of deciding she was fed up with them.

Jordanna knew what her mother was capable of, she also knew that she did not even register on her mother’s radar. She genuinely had not known who she was. She had not even been written out of her mother’s life like everyone else; she had never been important enough to her for that to happen. But she had recognised her mother immediately. She had glanced over at her, and felt her breath leaving her body as the shock of recognition set in, as she felt the physical pain wash over her. It was the day she had dreaded all her life.

She had known her own flesh and blood within a second. She had braced herself for the inevitable approach, had waited for her mother to make the first move, had assumed she was probably as disturbed by the meeting as she was. After all, she was her mother. But that had not happened, in fact, it had taken a while before Jordanna had realised that the woman who had carried her inside her belly, who had birthed her, who had named her, did not even recognise her. That she had no recollection of her at all, until prompted.

That had really hurt. She had not forgotten how her mother had been, how selfish and vicious she was, she had not endowed her with pretend attributes or made-up stories about her as a lovely lady who did really love her kids, but had problems she needed to deal with. She had never made excuses for her, she had always understood that her mother was not like other mothers, knew that she was not capable of loving anyone. Even herself. She had always accepted that her mother had no real interest in anyone except herself and her habit. And she could cope with that. She had known the truth of it from a small child. She still remembered how nasty she could be, remembered how having to stay at her mother’s house would terrify her, how her nerves would be on edge. She would always remember how much she hated her mother and her lifestyle. She knew that, and she had accepted it a long time ago. But still, to find out that her own mother had not even recognised her, that had really hurt. She was annoyed with herself for letting it bother her so much. But it did, and when she had realised that her mother had no idea who she was, she had felt angry enough to go over and force the woman to at least acknowledge her existence.

Even though when Jordanna had first seen her mother, had recognised her immediately, she had not wanted to make any kind of contact with her at all. She had been determined to say a brief hello and leave it at that. She wanted to let Imelda know that she did not need her, had never needed her. She wanted to let her know that she was all right, that her saying hello after all these years was not that big a deal to her. She wanted to be the one who broke the tenuous connection between them, who was strong enough to say, ‘Well, we’ve said hello, so can you go because I am busy?’ But it had not happened; how could it if her mother had no recollection of her at all?

She had expected her mother to come over to her, to want to see her, see how she had turned out, had expected her to at least initiate some kind of communication. She had expected her to have some kind of reaction at seeing her daughter for the first time in ten years.

But no, she had not even known who she was. She had not even recognised her own child. She knew that physically she was her double, but that just made it worse; she was her mother’s clone.

It was eerie, even she could see it; she knew her granny had seen it as well. She also knew that her granny wouldn’t mention the likeness between them if her life depended on it.

A short while ago she had been really enjoying herself, she was on the threshold of life: she was grown up enough to get served in a pub without a big song and dance, she was pretty, she was popular, and she was finally getting up the nerve she needed to see herself as a grown-up at last. As a young woman. Now she was reminded all over again that she had not been wanted by her own mother, that she had not even been of enough importance for the bitch to remember what she looked like.

She was catapulted back to her childhood and the fear, the hate and the guilt this woman commanded at her leisure.

‘Did you not even notice the resemblance between us?’

Imelda was seeing it now, of course, but she shook her head and motioned for her dealer to join her, trying to indicate that she wanted an end to any further conversation with her daughter.

Her dealer sat down at the table happily, the lovely young girl was more than enough to keep him there for as long as needed.

Jordanna didn’t walk away, even though she knew that her mother wanted her to go. Her mother wanted her to crawl back into her past, where she belonged. But she didn’t. She couldn’t.

Imelda had not allowed for this shit, and she was not going to start playing happy families at this late stage.

‘This is Charley Buckman. Charley, this is my daughter, Jordanna.’

Charley was amazed at her words and it showed. Jordanna was suddenly gripped with the urge to get away from them. She knew that this slimy man with his ponytail and unironed shirt was her mother’s dealer. He now knew who she was, and he was in possession of her name. She was sorry she had come over, sorry that her mother’s indifference had bothered her so much, she had been a fool to force the issue. She had been a fool to let this woman and her associates into her life once again.

‘I knew you had kids, Mel, but I didn’t think you had anything to do with them.’

Imelda saw the changing expressions on her daughter’s face; the disgust, the regret and she saw her daughter register Charley as her dealer. Then she said snidely, ‘I don’t have anything to do with them if I can help it, she came over to talk to me. I didn’t even know who she was.’

Jordanna walked away then, and she knew that her friends were wondering who the woman she had spoken to was, and she wondered what lie she could fabricate to explain her actions away though she guessed the resemblance between them would tell them what they needed to know.

She was just about to say that she was a distant relative of her granny’s when she heard Imelda shrieking at her vociferously, ‘Oi, Jordanna, the least you could do is buy your old mum a drink.’

Jordanna felt the shame wash over her as her friends stared at her sadly. She knew that if any one of them had been in the same boat as she was, she would have wanted to curl up and die for them.

She sat down heavily and, swinging her heavy hair away from her face, she said loudly and with as much pride as she could muster, ‘I thought she was dead. I only went over there to make sure it was her.’ Picking up her drink she gulped at it, but she was mortified and they all knew it. They also knew the story of her mother, although Jordanna had never talked about it, ever, so they were only in possession of rumours and hearsay. Now they had seen Imelda Dooley with their own eyes, and they were not impressed.

Joanie Barker, her closest friend, said quietly, ‘Fucking hell, what a turn-up for the books. Ignore her, Jorge, she ain’t worth a wank.’

Jordanna smiled then, and she answered her loudly, ‘You got that right anyway.’

But the night was ruined and everyone knew that. No one was sure what to say, or what to do, it was a really strange situation.

All they knew for sure was that Jordanna’s mother, who they had heard about at some point, was even worse than they had expected, and that was saying something considering what had been said about her.

Imelda sat and scored as she had arranged, and then she watched her daughter warily until she finally left the premises with all her friends in tow.

Imelda waited to see if Jordanna would look back at her one more time, but she didn’t and that annoyed her. After all, she had been the one who had dragged up their past lives, not her. She had been the one to fucking approach her, so why was she acting so fucking innocent? Imelda had been spooked by the encounter though, and she had not expected that. She rarely thought about the kids and, on the few occasions she had thought about them, it was her Kenny she had wondered about. Jordanna had never really been of any interest to her whatsoever.

Charley had watched her daughter with the look of a man on the want; the girl was a beauty. But although she might have inherited her mother’s good looks, she had not inherited the spark that had set her apart from everyone else. Imelda still had it, still commanded people’s attention, and she knew that it was what had been her downfall in the end. She left the pub and went back to work. Within the hour she had forgotten the meeting with her only daughter.

Joanie was shocked, and as a bona fide drama queen, she was determined to make the most of it. She had heard so much about Imelda Dooley and all the things she had been accused of, but to see her like that, it was unbelievable.

Jordanna wanted to slap her friend, but she knew it was a pointless exercise. Joanie loved the feel of tragedy, she felt the power of a story and would not be satisfied until she had got it out of her system. She needed the excitement of other people’s misfortune, she would then throw herself right into the middle of their bad luck. Unlike the poor people who could not walk away from their tragedies, Joanie could do just that, and she did when she had had enough of it all.

Joanie had not felt confident about broaching the subject of Jordanna’s mother until they were alone, knowing that Jordanna would not want to discuss her with all the others present. Now she had seen her mother up close and personal, she understood why. Joanie had occasionally been the sounding board for Jorge’s rare wonderings about her mother, but even then it was only about the woman’s whereabouts. Not about her as a person.

Joanie had a natural curiosity about the woman who had produced her best friend, and she would sometimes ask about her. She would be discussed briefly, and then dismissed by Jordanna as if she was not worthy of any further interest.

Jordanna had never had a mother to turn to, she had her granny but that was not the same. She was from a completely different generation, so Joanie had passed on all her mother’s gems of wisdom to her friend. They had laughed themselves silly at most of them, but some of her mother’s advice had made sense and they had heeded it, accepting that there were a lot of things they did not know.

But it had still hurt Jordanna, knowing that her mother was alive and well, and yet she had not even asked after her daughter: that was really destructive for anybody to experience. She had not wanted her mother in her life, but she still felt that her mother should have cared about her in some way. No birthday card, Christmas card, nothing. It was heart-breaking knowing that she was not even worth a stamp.

‘Are you all right, Jorge?’

Jordanna nodded sadly. Her lovely face was resigned now, and that just made Joanie even more angry. She wanted some kind of a reaction from her friend, wanted her to finally open up and tell her about what her life was really like with her mother.

‘How can you sit there so normal? Your mother has surfaced after all these years and you act like it means nothing. Don’t you want to find out what she’s been up to, what she’s been doing?’

Jordanna shook her head. ‘No, I don’t. You saw her, Joanie, would you be interested in someone like that? She’s a fucking junkie. She is only interested in one thing, her skag, everything else means nothing to her. It’s how drugs work, well, heroin anyway. I only really remember her burning herself an armful, that and the trouble she would cause for us all.’

Joanie nodded sagely. Her thin lank hair was already sticking to her scalp in the summer heat, her eyes were grey, large and oval shaped, and they gave her a permanently startled look. She was pretty enough in her own way, but she knew that beside Jordanna she paled into insignificance. But she didn’t care about that, she was not jealous of her friend’s beauty, she had a feeling that her kind of looks eventually brought you nothing but trouble.

‘Can I ask you something?’

Jordanna shrugged, hoping she was finally going to change the subject. ‘’Course. We are best friends, aren’t we?’

She saw the way Joanie’s eyes seemed to change. The dull grey was now the colour of steel and they looked as hard. She saw the way Joanie’s body seemed to draw away from her as if she was tainted somehow, as if her mother coming back on the scene had made her less of a person, as if she was now without any kind of respect.

‘Did you shoot Lance, Jorge? I know we have never talked about it, but now your mum’s turned up, I can’t help wondering . . .’

Jordanna went white at her friend’s words, staring at Joanie as if she had never seen her before. As if she was a complete stranger.

She knew that the story of Lance’s death would always be talked about, but until now no one had ever mentioned it to her face. She was nearly sixteen, and she had never discussed that night with anybody. She understood now that it had not stopped everyone else from discussing it behind her back. Especially her so-called friends. The realisation that she was basically no more than fodder for the gossips was another shock to her already depleted system. First her mother had appeared after all those years and hadn’t been able to recognise her, and now her best friend wondered if she had killed Lance. She had asked her outright, ‘Did you shoot Lance?’ She had not asked her gently about what happened on that terrible night, had not tried to get her friend to open up to her, had not attempted to get her to unburden herself. Joanie wanted to be told that she was a murderer, and given all the gory details. She had asked a question that had obviously been on her mind for a long time. A question she had obviously answered for herself long ago.

Jordanna looked around the bedroom she loved, and she saw it as Joanie and everyone else must see it. She had a double bed, new mirrored wardrobes, fitted carpets and a TV. She had a state-of-the-art stereo system, and she knew that in comparison to her friends she was classed as rich. She had not really thought about it before, she just saw herself as a person; what she had and what she owned was always secondary in her mind. She liked people because they were nice, not because of what they had.

Now though, after the day’s revelations, she knew that her lifestyle was probably another thing that was discussed in graphic detail by all and sundry, like her mother’s departure and the shooting incident. She felt a fool, an idiot, wondered why it had never occurred to her before that her life might be the cause of so much speculation, even among her closest friends. People she would never have talked about behind their backs, no matter what might happen to them. She would not have discussed them with anyone, and she knew that was a fact. She had believed that Joanie was the same as her, was not capable of treachery, was only interested in friendship and loyalty. She had been wrong, so wrong.

Her mother, as always, ruined everything she touched. One meeting with her, and suddenly Jordanna’s life was in tatters once more. It was almost as if Imelda deliberately set out to ruin everything for her.

Joanie knew she had just done a wrong one, had fucked up a good friendship with a few ill-chosen words. ‘I’m sorry, Jorge . . . I wish I had not asked you about . . . I could fucking cut me tongue out. Please forgive me . . . Please don’t hold it against me . . .’

Joanie was literally begging for forgiveness, she was genuinely sorry for probing into her friend’s past life. All the years they had known each other, she had never once even referred to it, even in passing. Guessing that if Jorge wanted to tell her something so huge, she would do it in her own time. But she had not been averse to hearing other people’s opinions on it, she had listened to the stories and wondered, like everyone else, what had really happened.

Now she knew that Jordanna would never, ever trust her again, and that she had ruined a friendship that was even more important to her than she had realised.

Jordanna took a deep breath, then, turning her back on Joanie, she said quietly, ‘I think you had better go, don’t you?’

‘Please, Jorge, don’t let’s fall out over this. I wish I had never mentioned anything. You know how much I care about you.’

Jordanna could see the angst and remorse on Joanie’s face as she watched her in the mirrored doors, unable to bring herself to turn and face her friend once more. She felt as if she was suddenly in a parallel universe where everyone and everything she had believed in was gone, replaced with distrust and deceit; it was like a physical pain it hurt her so much.

‘Just go home, Joanie. I need to be by myself.’

Kenny came in late, and he knew he was in for a mouthful. As he stepped through the back door into the kitchen, he saw his sister kneeling beside his granny, her head in her lap, and her body shuddering with the strength of her sobs. She was in bits, and he had never before seen her crying like that.

Jordanna was not a crying type of person, and as he took in the scene before him a huge and black anger began to erupt inside him. He was a big lad, already over six foot. He was also handsome, and he knew it. He had a deep voice and a kind nature. He was also capable of great violence if he felt his family or his personal pride was being abused in any way.

Going to his sister’s side, he put a huge hand on her head and asked loudly, ‘What the fuck is going on? Has someone done something to you? If they have, you tell me who they are and I’ll fucking annihilate them.’

Mary waved him quiet. ‘Sit down, you bloody fool. She has had the misfortune to bump into your mother who, as usual, has caused fucking ructions. I curse the day I brought that whore into the world. If it wasn’t for you two, her life would have been lived without any meaning whatsoever.’

Kenny was unsure what to say to that. He had never really known his mother, he had only vague memories of her and he knew they were always accompanied by a feeling of a terrible, crushing fear. Now he was grown, he did not think of her at all. Only sometimes, at Christmas, or on his birthday. But the thoughts were fleeting, and he didn’t really know her well enough to say he missed her. Though from what he had heard over the years, she was not a person who would be missed by anyone who was in full possession of their faculties.

So his sister’s reaction to meeting her was not something he was prepared for. ‘Come on, Jorge, wipe your eyes. Don’t let her fucking make you feel bad. She is a cunt and she ain’t worth it. Tell her, Nan, she shouldn’t waste anything on her.’

Mary nodded and sighed. She had been all set to launch her grandson into outer space when poor Jordanna had come home. She had known then something was wrong. When young Joanie had left without even saying goodbye to her, she had guessed something was in the offing. When Jorge had come down the stairs and told her that she had met her mother in a pub in South London Mary had nearly died. It had been a long time since she had even thought about her daughter. She had happily wiped her from her memory and her life, had been overjoyed at seeing the back of her.

Mary knew that the time was nearing to tell Kenneth about his father’s demise and, from what poor Jorge had told her about Joanie, she now knew for definite that if she didn’t put him in the picture then someone else certainly would. He needed to hear that story from his family, not from friends, people who had told it so often it had been stretched and bent out of all recognition. People who had not been there and who actually knew fuck all about it except what they had heard through drunken gossip and speculation.

She hated Imelda for the trouble she had caused for everyone who had ever come into her orbit. Her father was dead and everyone she came into contact with she had destroyed one way or another. Now Mary was faced with how Kenny Boy was going to react once he was told the truth of his family history. Imelda was not a person who garnered sympathy, and she was not a person who had understood the power of it. She had once more taken her own child and destroyed her in a heartbeat without any real understanding of how her actions affected those around her.

She was good at that, always had been. But Mary was determined that these children would be protected from her, and she would make sure it was done properly and with the required threats. That was all Mel understood, so she would make sure that is exactly what she got. Her old dad used to say God is good, and he was good, but he was also very busy. He just needed a bit of help now and again.

‘Oh, leave it out, Mel.’

Imelda was laughing, and it was a pleasant sound. She was, as always, on the skank. On the ponce. She would try and get anything she could for free. A cigarette, a drink, a pair of tights. She saw it as her mission in life. The man was zipping up his trousers, and she carried on laughing at him as he fastidiously checked himself over. She had him a couple of times a week. He was a fucking earhole, but he really believed he was a ladies’ man. He combed the reminder of his hair with a plastic comb that had more teeth missing than a gypsy wedding picture. He smelt of Boots shaving cream and American strong mints. He had a very overinflated opinion of himself and Imelda found him absolutely amusing when she was this stoned.

‘I need another fiver, El, I hope you can see your way to helping me out. I have to see me daughter. I swear to you, she needs me. Lovely girl, real pretty.’

‘No chance. I’ll be back tomorrow or the next day, you can earn it. I ain’t giving the money away, what am I, a fucking charity?’

Imelda grinned once more in her usual, easy-going way. She had already palmed his cigarettes and lighter so she was not going to push the issue, she knew when she was beaten. She slipped out of his car and sticking her head back in the warmth once more, she said gaily, ‘See you soon then, eh? And do me a favour, El, have a fucking bath first next time, you smell worse than a dustbin outside a kebab shop.’

She slammed the door shut and he drove off. She gave him a wanker’s sign once he was out of range. She knew he would be back, she was not only within his price range, she was also on his wavelength. She knew how to do the business afterwards, and that was something most of the girls never got the hang of. If you left them with a good bit of chat, decent banter, something to make them remember you, they always came back, over and over again. They felt safe, confident that you would make sure they were satisfied.

It was very dark, but it was still a nice warm night. The traffic was not even audible now, the roads being almost empty. The night was all hers. And she enjoyed it, she loved the night, always had. The night was for the people who knew that they were different to everyone else, who embraced the darkness and relished the anonymity it offered them. The night was all she ever wanted: she endured the days because she had the surety of the night to come and the ease it had always afforded her.

She settled herself down on a wooden box that had once contained cheap trinkets from Sri Lanka, her legs were still pretty good and she crossed them, showing them off to their full advantage. She knew that she would probably get another couple of goes tonight. A lot of the men she serviced liked the night. Like her, they wanted to use it as a cover for their activities.

She knew there were men working someplace near who cruised the market on their breaks. They would never normally have entertained the notion of a prostitute, but the night workers were often tempted by the proximity of the women who were not only cheap but were also available and especially welcoming.

She waved at another woman who was leaning against the wall nearby, she was a heavy blonde with thick lips and an over-abundance of varicose veins. She was nice enough though but, considering she was only in her late thirties, she made Mel feel like a fucking Page Three girl beside her, and that was saying something, she knew.

A dark-blue Jaguar slid to a stop beside her. Pulling herself up slowly from her box, she was not surprised when the passenger door was pushed open for her. Imelda smiled at her good fortune, she was on another planet and her body was relaxed and comfortable for the moment. It was as if she was outside of herself, looking in. If she died, she would not care, would just enjoy the moment as a great way to go.

She slipped into the car’s interior, smelt expensive leather and even more expensive aftershave. She liked the feel of the seat, knew it was built for comfort. She knew that the owner of such a fine vehicle would be worth a few quid, and would not be averse to paying out for services rendered. That happened occasionally on the Cross, a few quid would come looking for the thrill of the unknown fuck. It was what kept her sense of adventure alive.

So, smiling her professional smile, she finally looked at the man who had decided he wanted a quick fuck or an even quicker blow job.

‘Hello, Mel, long time no see.’ Basil looked good and he knew it. He also knew that whatever Imelda had taken to send her to the moon was now bringing her down faster than an anvil in a Tom and Jerry cartoon. He was pleased to note that she was frightened of him, and so she fucking should be. He was her worst nightmare, and he knew that, wanted to be that.

‘What do you want, Basil?’

He looked her over as if she was so much dirt he had picked up on the bottom of his expensive, hand-made shoes and said seriously, ‘Not you, darling, that’s for sure. If the bomb dropped and we were the only two people left on this earth, civilisation would have to die out.’


 


 Chapter Eighteen

Imelda was crashing back down to earth with a vengeance. The high that she had been enjoying so much until now had turned into a paranoid nightmare within seconds of her recognition of the man who had nearly killed her, and who had taken great pleasure in it.

She had not held a grudge as such, she had taken her punishment and accepted that the general consensus was that she had deserved it. She knew that she was not the most popular of women, she also knew that her lifestyle would always be held against her. She had had no choice but to swallow and, in fairness, she had done just that.

Seeing him in the flesh, though, was a different ball game altogether. She knew Basil would always be her Achilles heel, he was the one person in the world who could frighten her, could make her feel nervous. She also noticed that he was looking really good, he had aged well. In fact, he looked better now than he had looked all those years ago. She was conscious of her own failings suddenly, was bothered by her scarred face and her broken body. He had done this to her, had made sure that she had suffered at his hands, not just physically but mentally, and she had accepted the former and disregarded the latter. She had never understood people who allowed their emotions to dictate their lives; it had happened, get over it.

Basil had wanted her desperately, she had always known that. Even though he was the opposite of her she had known that he was capable of deep and dangerous feelings. Like Jimmy Bailey he had not been able to resist her. He had hidden his feelings from the world, and when he had finally turned on her, she had known that it was personal. He had wanted to hurt her for a long time, all he had lacked was a reason. Once he had acquired that, he had really gone to town on her. She bore the scars to prove it. She knew that to feel that kind of hate, you needed to be able to feel that kind of love. There was a fine line between the two. Basil had not just hurt her, he had maimed her. However, he had killed Jed, so she felt she had come off lightly. She knew that if he had wanted it, she would have been dead.

The severity of his attack had told her that she was finished in their world. She had accepted that without a thought too, she’d had to, she had no choice in the matter.

Once something like that happened to you, there was no going back. She’d known then that, if she had any sense at all, she had to keep away from everyone and everything she had ever known. She had to keep a low profile for a while, and she had. She had played the fucking game to the letter.

In fact, she had not only needed to escape from Basil’s disgust but, more importantly, from his angry bitterness and hatred. His beating had been delivered in a cold and calculated manner. He had enjoyed inflicting it.

She had eventually recovered from her physical wounds, had been grateful to come out of it with her life intact.

He was more than capable of killing her himself, after all, he had not paid anyone else to do the dirty deed for him. It had been personal, and she had allowed for that. That he was in a position where he could call on any number of friends or associates to do the dirty deed for him had spoken volumes. She had been foolish enough to believe that she could have him over. She had believed that she had been capable of controlling him. At the time, she had really thought she could get away with it, had been willing to blame Jed for it all. It had simply never occurred to her until then that her dealings might be found out, might be misconstrued by the people she dealt with. The downside of the chemical cosh was that you did not know just how fucking cuntish you had been until it was too late. She knew better now, she understood that she had made a really big mistake. She had underestimated him, and he had shown her the error of her ways. Imelda could only hope that he was not here now for a return match of some sort.

Basil saw the scars she still carried upon her person and he felt every one of the blows he had delivered on to her face and body as if for the first time. He had made sure that she had been destroyed physically. And, God help him, he had enjoyed her demise, had loved every second of it.

Now though, after all this time, seeing the damage he had inflicted on her, and seeing the way she had overcome it, he felt a sneaking respect for her. She was one hard fuck when all was said and done. He knew men who could not have survived that level of violence and still have their balls intact.

Imelda Dooley had been in hospital for months, and that had assuaged his colossal anger towards her just a little, had caused the hate he felt for her to finally abate.

He saw her terror of what he might do to her this time, and he liked the feeling that gave him. He knew that he had finally shown her that no one was beyond retribution. Even her. Imelda had needed to fear someone. Until he had put her in her place, she had always been the person who had caused the fear. Until he had chastised her, hurt her, she had never quite understood the power that fear could produce.

She did now, though, he could see it in her eyes, in her body language. ‘Are you going to hurt me again, Basil, is that what this is about?’ Even her voice was different, she was still trying to play it cool, trying to act like she was not that scared. But she was not convincing him, or herself for that matter.

Basil saw the livid scars on her forehead, knew that they would not fade for many more years and he knew that every time she looked at them she thought of him.

She was like a parody of her former self. He knew she had not really changed, not internally anyway. She was still the same junkie piece of shit she had always been, only now she was frightened of someone. She was frightened of him, of his power, of his anger.

He lit another cigarette and, looking out of the windscreen, he said softly, ‘If I wanted you hurt, Mel, you would be hurting by now, believe me.’

She nodded almost imperceptibly and relaxed a little, assuming he wanted her to tell him something, or find out something for him. She assumed he was after something from her, needed something from her.

‘So, what do you want then, Basil? Why are you here?’

He saw the sweat that had enveloped her whole body, could smell it coming off her. It had a faint uric tang to it, and he knew she was not aware of it. Imelda was only aware of the desperate need to put more drugs inside her. He had a feeling that the drugs she craved would be in even greater demand than usual after this visit. He knew that his arrival into her useless fucking world had thrown her off course, she was so wrapped up in herself that she had given no real thought for why he might have encouraged her to get into his nice clean motor. She assumed, as always, that this was about her.

‘You are drenched, Mel, do you sweat like this often?’

He was genuinely interested. She was now so wet that her clothes were sticking to her body, not that he was that interested in her body these days. She was like a fucking doughboy, and she was beginning to smell like one into the bargain.

‘What do you want from me, Basil? Don’t prolong the fucking agony, tell me what’s going on. What I’ve done this time, or what you want from me, should that be the case.’

He laughed then, she was so fucking different. Gone was the arrogance and the need to fight her end, no matter what. Gone was the feisty girl who had no fear of anyone or anything, who believed that the fact she wanted something was reason enough for her to demand it. Take it. Who saw the world from her point of view only, didn’t see it as something that was to be shared. Didn’t see it as something that was also the domain of billions of other people, all living their lives quite happily without her interference. He had cowed her, so he had achieved something at least. He had done a good job on her. He had often wished he had finished her off, but seeing her like this, he was pleased that she had survived his anger and his hatred.

Seeing her like this was like a balm to him, seeing her so humble was worth all the money he had amassed, and he had a lot of money, even by so-called rich people’s standards. He was worth a fucking fortune. She knew that, and he also knew that she did not give a flying fuck about it. He had always known that she had earned, but providing she had enough to score she was actually quite happy.

‘I have always known where you were, Mel, I made it my business to know that. I am here to tell you that if you ever go near your fucking kids again, you will be hunted down like a fucking dog and, this time, lady, you will be disposed of permanently. That is a promise.’

Basil saw the bewilderment that his words had caused and he knew then that she had not even thought about her children at all.

Imelda laughed at his words, her whole body language telling him she was amazed to even hear her kids mentioned.

‘What you on about? I don’t want to fucking see them, either of them, why would I? If I had wanted to, I would have seen them long before now.’

Imelda was genuinely bewildered by his words. But she sussed out what was wrong in seconds and knew that she was being warned away. Like she needed to be told. She had no interest in her kids anyway.

‘Is this about Jordanna? Only, I did not even know who she was. She came over to me, mate. I was not in the market for long-lost kids, I was after a bit of nifty, that was all. I would have been none the fucking wiser if she had not felt the urge to come over and reveal her identity. I half expected Jimmy Savile to turn up.’

Basil knew that this woman was a hard fuck, knew that she was without any scruples, was devoid of any kind of love or care. He had always known that about Mel, yet her complete absence of memories or even a mild interest in her kids, still had the power to blow his mind. He knew she was just being honest, knew she had no care or want of her children and that she was incapable of anything even remotely resembling love.

He was a second away from beating this woman to the ground once more. Imelda Dooley was a fucking nightmare, she was the only person on God’s green earth who made him feel that murder was not a deadly sin. In her case it would be classed as a mercy killing, mainly for all the people she had ever been near or by. Especially her children.

‘She don’t want to see you, Mel. I am here for your mother and your kids, we want you to know that if you ever see any of them again, you had better walk away from them. You need to leave them alone. Jordanna was devastated that you did not even know who she was. Did you really not recognise her, your own daughter? Can you imagine what that feels like to a young girl? Her own mother doesn’t even have the sense to know her own child? Then, when she finally gets up the nerve to approach you, you mug her off, treat her like a cunt. You shout at her in front of her mates. Do you think anyone is going to let you get away with that? Did you honestly think no one was going to give you a tug at some point?’

Imelda was angry herself now, she was being criticised and threatened for something she did not feel was in any way her fault. ‘Look, Basil. I didn’t know who she was. I am sorry for that, but it’s the truth. She came over to me, and I was not expecting a fucking relation to jump out of the woodwork, know what I mean? I was as shocked as you are. I won’t just run if I see her again, I’ll fucking invest in a set of roller skates, but believe me, I do not want to see her again any more than she wants to see me.’

Basil knew Imelda was telling the truth, he knew that Jordanna was the person who had initiated contact and, God love her, she had expected her mother to have at least known who she was. How Imelda had not seen the likeness between the two of them was fucking outrageous. But then he knew that Imelda was never really interested in her surroundings. She looked, but she didn’t really see anything. She was only interested in her own doings, in her own dramas. But poor Jordanna, the child who Imelda had used and abused as the fancy took her. To realise at such a young age that your own mother had no recollection of you, and still had no interest in you even when she was informed of who you were. That had to hurt, that had to really make you feel like you were nothing.

Basil faced Imelda then, saw the utter confusion in her eyes, and knew that as bad as she was, she had been honest when she said she had not recognised her own child. He also knew that she was unable to see what the problem was anyway. As far as she was concerned, it was over with, finished, it was done.

But then, Imelda had never understood the consequences of her actions. She had always believed that she could walk away from anything, that she could talk her way out of any situation. She had learnt the hard way that no one was beyond reproach. Especially where he was concerned. She had been made to see the error of her ways.

But he wondered now what had she really learnt from his beating. She was still without any kind of morality. She was still living the life of a junkie. Only, as usual, she was looking quite good on it, considering.

‘Can you honestly sit there and tell me that you didn’t even have an inkling that your own daughter was nearby? She is your fucking ringer, Mel, like the spit out of your mouth. She knew who you were from the off. Even after all this time.’

Mel shrugged nonchalantly, her whole countenance was without any kind of guile or pretence. She was being totally honest with him. Truthful. She was also being sarcastic now. Unable to comprehend what the big deal was.

‘I am sorry, but no. I had no reason on earth to think that about her at all. I was only there to score, Basil, not to appear on This is Your Fucking Life. Fuck her, and fuck you. I couldn’t give a fucking toss, she is me mother’s property now, they both are. I have no interest, darling, and you can tell her that from me.’

Basil hated Imelda more at this moment than ever before. She was the most selfish, uncaring, disgusting person he had ever laid eyes on. Her honesty was all she had going for her at this moment in time. But even her honesty was not a given, she could lie like a politician if the need arose. It was all part of her job, lying, scheming, pretending. She was a natural at it, he knew that from bitter experience.

But this, her complete ignorance of her daughter’s dilemma, of her daughter’s feelings when she had made herself known to her, to her own mother, a mother who had then dismissed her like she was nothing? Who had not even had the decency to pretend that she cared about her child, who was quite happy to see her daughter crushed and demoralised? It was beyond him. He knew that Imelda was incapable of any feelings and he could live with that. After all, he knew her, knew what she was. But she could have pretended she cared, feigned an interest. She had to know how difficult it was for a child to introduce herself to her own parent, especially since that parent had been the cause of all her troubles and all the ills that had plagued her young life.

Jordanna had never once talked about the murder of Lance, or of Jed, come to that. Basil knew, as Mary knew, that Jordanna remembered everything that had ever happened around her, but she had never said a word to anyone. She had a loyalty that was amazing in someone so young. And this parody of a woman before him did not deserve to have such great kids. It was obscene to see her children growing up and know that she did not even give them a passing thought.

Basil side-swiped Imelda suddenly with his clenched fist, putting all his strength into the blow. Her lip split, and the blood spurted out immediately. She had been unprepared for his attack. He had not known that he was going to smack her either. In fact, the blow had shocked him almost as much as it had shocked her. But Imelda Dooley needed to be reminded of her responsibilities. She needed to remember that she was the mother of two children. Even though she would never get any access to them, she needed to remember that they existed.

Imelda wiped the blood from her face with a tissue she had retrieved from her jacket pocket. He noticed that, like her, it had seen better days. It was crumpled-up, dirty. Like her, it had been used once too often.

She did not flinch though, she just sat there quietly. Waiting for him to do whatever it was he felt the need to do.

He told himself that she was not worth his anger, or his hatred, that she was like a stranger to him now. But her complete disregard for her daughter, and her daughter’s feelings, made him want to really hammer the fuck out of her. He smacked her across the face once more, his hatred overtaking his good sense. ‘You cunt. You broke your daughter’s heart and you are so fucking dense you can’t even see it, can you? Do you know something, Mel, I would not want to be you for all the money in the world. You will die a lonely death like all junkies, probably of an overdose. One day you will finally score a decent bit of gear for once, and that last armful of shit will be your last fucking hurrah. Your body will probably not be found for weeks; after all, who would bother to visit you? Your kids will be left with the legacy of your fucking reputation, though. They will spend their lives living you down. They will spend their lives wondering what they had done to make you abandon them, leave them, and they will eventually understand why they were better off without you. Especially Jordanna, you used her, and you don’t even feel that you did anything wrong, do you?’

Imelda didn’t say a word, she was not going to antagonise him, give him another excuse to belt her one. He was so wound up that he was tighter than a watch spring. He would not need much of a push to go ballistic once again. She knew his words were meant to wound her, hurt her. But they didn’t. She wished she could talk to him, explain to him that she really didn’t care. He was a nice bloke was Basil. In fact, he knew her better than most people. But he didn’t understand that she knew herself better than anyone ever could or would. She was a fucking junkie, and she actually liked being a fucking junkie. It suited her. It was enough for her. It was her life, her choice. Why were people always so quick to make out that their lifestyle was the only one that mattered? Why didn’t they just leave people to do what they wanted with their own lives?

Her daughter had crossed paths with her by sheer accident, she had not gone looking for her, had not sought her out or tried to contact her by phone, letter or fucking pony express. She was without any curiosity about the girl or her life, she had no interest in her at all. She never had been afflicted with a conscience and she was not going to develop one now. That Basil had taken it upon himself to warn her, threaten her, chastise her even, was telling her to keep away from her daughter, suited her right down to the ground. She did not want to see her again, she had never intended to in the first place.

But she was bleeding and she was frightened and, quite frankly, she was bored out of her skull.

‘Can I go now, Basil? There is nothing I can say that will resolve this, you know that as well as I do.’

Basil sighed heavily. Imelda was right in what she was saying, but that did not make it any better. She was like a robot, or one of those women who were destined to find work in doctors’ surgeries. She was without a personality, without any scruples whatsoever, and she would make sure that no one ever got past her without a fight.

‘Fuck off, Mel, you ain’t worth a wank. But I’ll tell you this before you go. Your daughter is a fucking star, and your son, remember him, do you? Your little boy, he is a real good kid. How that happened with you in the background like the spectre at the feast I do not know. But they are better off without you, and that is what I came here to say. Keep away from them in future, leave them alone. Even your own mother hates you, and who could blame her? You make Myra Hindley look like mother of the year.’

Imelda got out of the car then and closed the door gently. As Basil drove away she shook her head in baffled silence.

Her crony was walking towards her now, and giving her a lighted cigarette she said sagely, ‘The bigger the car, the smaller the prick, and the more liable the bastards driving them are to try and get the price down or hurt you in some way. It’s his problem, darling, not yours. Though it’s probably his poor wife’s as well. After all, unlike us, she has his company all the time.’

Imelda grinned at her, grateful for the woman’s sympathy. That was the real bonus of the pavement, the girls looked out for each other. After all, no one else cared about them. Most of them didn’t even care about themselves; if they did they would not have been there in the first place.

Her lip was swollen, but the bleeding had stopped now. She went back to her seat, settled herself down once more, and smoking her cigarette slowly, she started to ponder on what had happened to her.

But twenty minutes later she was ensconced inside a beaten-up Fiesta and as the man, an Asian guy with bad breath and dirty fingernails, fucked her hard, she was already getting herself psyched up to go and score some brown. The night’s events were already gone from her mind; after all, Imelda never dwelt on anything for any length of time.

Kenny was sitting on his sister’s bed, it was very late and they were keeping their voices as low as possible. If their granny heard them she would be in on top of them within nanoseconds. ‘Was she really that bad, Jorge?’

Jordanna sighed heavily, her whole body seemed to deflate with the expulsion of her breath. ‘She was worse, Kenny, I went over there to say hello. That was all. I knew her, knew who she was from the second I laid eyes on her.’

She sighed again, her whole body tense with anger and betrayal. ‘She looks really battered these days. In fairness, she was a real beauty once. She is scary-looking now though, because of the scars all over her boat race, but then she was scary anyway when we were kids. I just wanted her to acknowledge me, that’s all. I didn’t want a fucking big reunion, I didn’t even want to go and talk to her. I just wanted her to look over and see me. I wanted to see her reaction when she knew it was me. Her daughter. I mean, she was watching us, for fuck’s sake, me and me mates, and she had no concept of me as a person whatsoever. It was like I didn’t exist, Kenny. Had never existed. That was how I felt, like I was nothing.’

Kenny was shaking his head in abject disbelief. ‘That is fucking outrageous, how the fuck could she not know who you were? Maybe she was pretending . . . You know what she was like.’

Jordanna laughed then. But it was a wicked laugh, full of sarcasm and hate. ‘I wish I could say that was true. Kenny, she was watching me and my mates for ages, we were making a bit of a stir you know, dancing, shouting, we were making sure we got attention from everyone. She really had no idea who I was. I could see it in her eyes. I was just a girl in the pub, nothing more.’

Kenny lit himself a joint, took a deep toke on it and expelled the smoke slowly. The aroma of grass filled the room, sweet and cloying, the smoke hanging in the air like a fog. Jordanna waved her arms around to dispel it.

‘She is a real piece of work, ain’t she? I mean, once you told her who you were, she could have asked after us, asked if we were both all right. I mean, she didn’t have to fucking start mothering us, did she? But a polite enquiry, I mean, it ain’t fucking rocket science, is it? I ask after me mates’ nans and that. It’s just being nice, respectful. She fucking brought us into the world . . .’

Jordanna closed her eyes in distress. ‘Don’t remind me! Unlike you, Kenny, I actually remember her and all that went with her. I remember her hatred, her fucking bullying, I remember her habit as well, the stench of her burning it up, the soot-blackened spoons all over the place. I remember the neglect, the dirt we lived in. I could tell you things that would freak you out no end. I am glad of one thing though, you were too young to remember her. She only wanted us when she was after something, she used us as weapons with Nana. I hate her, I really fucking loathe her.’

Kenny was quiet for a few moments, digesting what she had said. ‘I heard about her years ago, Jorge. I know she was accused of killing me dad and that she said you had shot him, even though you were only about three then. I also know that my so-called dad was a right fucking lemon. Poor Nan is worried out of her mind now. She wants to talk to me tomorrow and I know that it will be the story of Lance. I am just going to tell her that I have known the story since the Infants. I have never talked about it before because I never knew what to say. Now though, I think it’s time for us to get it out in the open, don’t you?’

For the second time in twenty-four hours the murder of Lance was being dragged up and Jordanna was not comfortable with that subject. She would not talk about that day, no matter who wanted to know about it. Like Jed, Lance was filed away for future reference.

Jordanna’s face had drained of colour and Kenny saw the fear that had crept into her eyes. He knew that whatever she had witnessed was not something she was going to talk to him about in the near future. She had never spoken about it to anyone, as far as he knew. She always closed up if it was mentioned.

He grabbed her hands, held them tight and, looking into her eyes, he said sadly, ‘Please, Sis, I don’t care what happened, all I care about is you. Me and you, that is all I am interested in. Please don’t be frightened. I think the world of you, I care about you more than anyone else in the world, even Nan.’

Jordanna did not answer him, he had not expected her to. She looked like she had been hit over the head with a blunt object.

‘That is me last word on the subject, Jorge, I swear to you.’

She nodded gently. Her face was still a deathly white, and her palms were now sticky with her sweat. He let go of her hands and relighting his spliff he drew on it deeply once more, pulling the harsh smoke into his lungs and holding it there for a few seconds. As he exhaled, he smiled sadly at his older sister, sorry to the heart for all that she had been forced to endure.

‘I love you, Kenny Boy.’

He grinned. ‘Same same, Sis. You have always looked after me, I know that. Fuck the old woman, who needs her anyway? We’ve done all right without her so far.’

Jordanna sighed at the suppressed anger and the obvious bafflement behind her brother’s words. ‘Well, be fair, Kenny, we never had any choice in the matter, did we?’

Imelda was sitting in the pub in her usual place, well dressed as always. Her body was still slim and her hair was washed and styled as always. She was one of the few brasses who understood the importance of keeping her body clean. She might live in shit, and she did. Her flat looked like a squat after a bad weekend catering to squaddies. But she took care of herself. She was not in the first flush of youth and she was far away from her real earning days, but she still groomed herself as a matter of personal pride. She had the look of a woman who had seen better days, but she also knew that in her game that could often be a bonus. The men who trawled the streets were not expecting a fucking babe, if they somehow got one for themselves, the pressure would prove too much for them anyway. She was a woman who did not look like she expected satisfaction, she looked like a woman who had experienced enough satisfaction for everyone.

Young girls were often seen as frightening, intimidating, older men often wanted a woman they could use without any preliminaries. They wanted to rent a hole, no more and no less. If they wanted a big fucking song and dance they could go home and fuck their old ladies. The whole attraction of a prostitute was that the man concerned did not feel under any obligation to make the experience good for all concerned. And thank fuck for that much anyway!

Shove it in, shove it out, shove the money in her direction. That was Imelda Dooley’s mantra. Although she had her regulars, of course, and she was willing to play whatever game they wanted her to.

Imelda was quietly rocking now. She could feel the buzz as it enveloped her. She was smiling, the real smile that only heroin could tempt her to produce. The dope had hit the spot, and she was now so relaxed and laid back that she would not have been surprised if her body had dissolved into the furniture around her. This was the feeling she spent her life trying to re-create. Since her first hit, she had been chasing that same high. Only it rarely saw fit for a return match. Today though, it had overwhelmed her, and she sat there enjoying the intense pleasure it brought with it. She was really enjoying the initial high and, once the euphoria wore off, she would get herself another drink.

As she gazed around her she saw a few of the girls that walked the market with her, and waving to them half-heartedly, she saw them raising their eyes heavenward at her drugged condition. But she didn’t care, she was thrilled to be where she was, saw the dirty old pub as a place of wonderment. As she came down a few minutes later she began to concentrate once more on the earn.

Imelda had wraps all over the place, she was in possession of more wraps than Liz Taylor and Doris Day combined. Except her wraps were very small, easily hidden, and gave the owner of them a feeling of confidence and expectation. She would not be wearing them over an evening dress at any time in the near future.

The knowledge that she had more than enough brown to fulfil her needs gave her a real feeling of calmness, made her feel as if she could take on the world if she wanted to.

Imelda scored repeatedly every day; even though she had more than enough for her daily needs, she liked to know she had an over-abundance of brown to hand.

Since the first time she had been detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure, she had learnt the value of methadone and had seen her addiction as a medical condition when she needed to. But methadone was not for her, she hated to be without the real thing. She loved the way she was now, at peace with the world around her.

The pub was getting busy now. It was filling up quickly, the men who were arriving were all out on the gatter, looking for cheap drinks, cheap conversation and even cheaper female company. None of the men around her would ever win any awards for good looks, but then again if they could pull a bird without the aid of paper money and alcohol they would not be of any use to her anyway. She liked the warmth that was enveloping her, liked the camaraderie she encountered. One day a week this place was rocking. Still, she always kept herself to herself, she liked her own company. Unlike a lot of the women she encountered on the bash, she did not feel the need to justify her existence by surrounding herself with women of her ilk. She liked her life as it was, a lot of the women on the pavement were there to subsidise their kids, a man, or a habit. And, in extreme cases, all three.

Imelda saw herself as far superior to them because she only ever worked by herself, for herself. She dressed well and when she ate, which was not always a regular occurrence, she ate well. When she blew the needle it was always with the best gear she could locate. She had read in a book once, while banged up in Holloway, that pure heroin was addictive, but not really that harmful. It was what the fucker was cut with that caused most of the damage. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had been a skaghead, and he had done all right for himself. Sherlock Holmes was a cokehead in the books, she had read them in nick and had discussed them with her drug counsellor. But she did not see herself as a junkie as such. She did not use jellies, never had and never would. She knew that they were the cause of many an amputation and she liked to be in possession of her arms and legs, they suited her lifestyle.

A drink was placed on the table before her and she looked up expectantly. She was not surprised to see the pub landlord winking at her. He liked her; she knew that was because she was always alone, quiet and respectful, and he liked to get a quick feel when the opportunity arose. That was not often, however, his wife being a heavy-set lass from Lancashire with huge breasts and a stomach that was already determined to stroke her knees sooner rather than later. She kept one eye on her husband and the other eye on the tills, she didn’t trust the barmaids either. But once a week she visited her sister in Islington, and her old man, along with the barmaids, made the most of her absence.

Imelda smiled at him, and picking up the large vodka and tonic he had delivered to her table, she took a large gulp.

‘There’s plenty more where that came from, Mel. You enjoy it, lass.’

‘I intend to, Ronnie.’

He grinned once more, thrilled at the prospect of a bit of strange. She was a nice lass was Imelda, despite all the rumours about her being a murdering bastard.

She was a quiet sort, never caused any trouble for anybody as far as he had seen, and she plied her trade with a dignity that was lacking in the majority of the brasses who frequented his establishment on a Friday evening. She was a bit ragged round the edges, bless her, but then as his old mum always said, you got what you paid for in this life.

As Imelda drank her free drinks, she was pleased at how the evening was panning out. She was not really someone who liked the limelight, she preferred to ply her trade in the anonymity of Shepherd’s Market. But once in a while she liked to be in the warm, liked to be in company, and liked to know that she was still attractive enough to get a few perks. As she relaxed back into her chair she was unaware of the young man who had been observing her since she had arrived.

Kenny was fascinated by her, he had finally tracked his mother down, and he was enjoying seeing her in action. She was something to watch, from her false smile to her carefully painted fingernails, she looked the epitome of an old brass. She had covered her scars with foundation, but they were still evident to anyone who knew what they were looking for. Kenny thought she was definitely a bit weird, he could see that she had no kind of connection to the world around her. He almost felt sorry for her. She was sad really.

He had felt an urge to see her for himself after Jordanna had accidentally come across her because he had known that he would not be able to rest until he had gazed upon her in person. She was exactly how he had envisaged her, and he understood now why Jordanna had been so devastated. For Imelda it had to be like looking in a mirror, a mirror that showed her as she had looked twenty years earlier. Whereas, on Jordanna’s part, it must have been fucking terrifying to see what could happen to you if you weren’t careful. His mother looked like a fucking poor man’s Diana Dors.

Kenny watched her as she looked around her once more, saw her give him the once-over but, unlike his sister, his mother’s ignorance of his closeness, his identity, did not bother him. He was quite happy for the moment to be like David Attenborough, to just observe her in her natural habitat. He was amazed that, even though he recognised her, knew her, he did not remember her at all. Not now that she was in front of him anyway: the woman he remembered was nothing like the Real McCoy. He had a feeling that was probably a good thing. For all concerned. Especially him.


 


 Chapter Nineteen

In the six months since Jordanna had seen her mother, she was a changed girl. Mary saw the difference in her granddaughter and she did not know how to make it better for her. She was like she had been all those years before, when her mother and her lifestyle had interrupted her life; she was distant, frightened, unable to relax for any length of time. She was also brasher, always on her dignity and argumentative.

It was as if her mother’s complete disregard for her as a person, as her own flesh and blood, had made her realise that she had been born without any kind of real thought. She knew now that she had never been wanted by anyone. She knew that her mother had carried her inside her for all that time, and still had never once cared about her. Even her granny’s love had only been incidental, she suspected that she had not relished her birth either.

It was as if her own mother’s lack of recognition as to who she actually was, had destroyed her confidence overnight. She was not the same; she was harder, had lost her softness, her kindness. She was almost like her mother in some respects and she seemed determined not to let anyone get past the guard she had suddenly acquired. Apart from Kenny, she would not let anyone get close to her, it was as if the knowledge that her own mother didn’t want her had convinced her that no one else ever would either.

For Mary it was soul-destroying to watch her granddaughter as, ironically, she turned into the person she hated most. Mary knew that Jordanna remembered what had happened the night Lance had died. She also knew that Jordanna had loved her mother unconditionally as a small child, even though she had been frightened of her, frightened of her lifestyle.

Unfortunately, Jordanna had never understood that heroin addicts didn’t have feelings or emotions like everyone else around them. Junkies thought they did, at first, thought the way they acted was normal, thought they were still normal. But they weren’t. They could never be normal again. It was the introduction to a new way of life, and if they embraced it, they would never be the same ever again. It was an illusion. They were slaves to a craving that nothing or no one could ever compete with.

Jordanna had been too small to understand that her mother had never cared about anyone in her orbit unless that person could be of some kind of use to her. Jordanna had only ever wanted her mother to love her, she had never understood that where Imelda was concerned, loving anyone had never been an option. Even Kenny had only ever been the recipient of his mother’s interest because he was a male. A big, handsome boy, Mel had seen him as something to show off to people. She saw him as an achievement because he wasn’t a girl.

Like a lot of women, Imelda saw the production of masculine children as some kind of trophy. Proof of her womanhood, something to perpetuate her myth of being a good mother. But she had walked away from him without a second’s thought when the need had arisen.

Imelda had always been strange, Mary could admit that to herself now. She had been tipped over the edge by Jordanna’s father, and his treatment of her. She had known for a long time that Imelda had never been right in the head. She had caused so much heartbreak and trouble for so many people, and she had not cared about any of it.

Her daughter was the last person she wanted in her life, and that hurt Jordanna deeply. Seeing poor Jordanna’s distress at her mother’s indifference to her only made Mary dislike her daughter even more. She had walked away from everyone, even her own children, without a backward glance. She was glad that Basil had put the hard word on her, she didn’t want her near the kids. In fact, if she could, she would be quite happy to erase her daughter from their life once and for all. But unfortunately she knew that her daughter would never really be out of her life, not until she was dead and buried and, unlike most junkies, that seemed to be a long time coming.

Imelda had a habit of turning up when you least expected it. Usually when she needed money; when she had come out of the big house and needed a sub. The worst of it was that when she had last seen her daughter, Imelda had not even enquired about how her own children were getting on. It was as if they didn’t even exist to her. She had not asked after them once. Mary had secretly been glad about that at the time, if she was completely honest. It saved her having to deal with her. She had given her a few quid and promptly forgotten about her. She had certainly not mentioned her to the two children that she had produced and then used as weapons against her, her own mother. That was the hardest thing for Mary to come to terms with, that Imelda used her own children to get whatever she wanted, and she used them without any kind of guilt. She knew that her children were all her own mother had left in her life, were all she really cared about, and she had still seen her own babies as nothing more than a bargaining tool.

Mary had turned her back on her sons, and she knew inside that she could be a hard case when she needed to be. But at least she had been given another chance at motherhood; she had Jordanna and Kenny and they were all she cared about now. They were all she needed in her life if she was honest.

Now though, through Jordanna, Imelda had once again infiltrated their lives, and Mary knew that no good would ever come of it. Imelda tainted everything she came into contact with; she was a pariah, a Jonah, and all Mary could do was wait and see what trouble her daughter was going to bring to her own children’s front door this time. Imelda had already brought them enough heartache, but it seemed that the avalanche of destruction had already begun and Mary did not know how to stop it. She was unable to prevent any of the usual destruction Imelda left in her path, because she didn’t know what to expect from her this time. She had never encountered the kids as grown-ups, and that was something she felt was about to bring its own set of problems. Especially where Kenny was concerned, he seemed fascinated with his mother; he was like all men where women were concerned. Fucking stupid. Kenny thought that he could cope with her and all she would bring with her. He was too young to see that she was always on the lookout for a new mug to manipulate, use, and that he fit the criteria down to the proverbial ground. Kenny was an accident waiting to happen.

‘You all right, mate?’

Kenny was grinning, and his huge, toothy smile just made him look even more sinister than usual. He was a natural Face, had criminal written all over him. He had an inborn love and understanding of skulduggery that would stand him in good stead throughout his life. He loved a scam but more to the point he understood a scam, and he had no qualms about perpetrating the said scam for his own ends. He was a natural-born villain and he had unconsciously known that from a very early age. He was not even sixteen but he already looked much older.

Basil grinned back at him. He liked the kid, he was a really big fucker. All biceps and bad man attitude. He had the natural ability to make people aware of him that was essential in their business. Just one glance told you he was not frightened of anything or, for that matter, anyone. It was a rare gift and, if nurtured, it really could be an asset to anyone who wanted to use it. Kenny had the rare gift of making people around him uneasy, even when he was being nice, being genuine. But Kenny Dooley was also possessed of real personality, he had it in abundance, he had a really nice way about him. He was also a right little tearaway when the need arose, and he would soon be ripe enough to enter the world of real villainy. He would embrace it, he would enjoy it and, more to the point, he would be bloody good at it. Basil wanted to harness that power before Bailey or Hannon got a look in.

‘I am really feeling great, son, and yourself?’ He was smiling once more at Kenny’s complete and utter front. The boy was like a fucking giant magnet, he attracted people to him. He was a real personality when he wanted to be. Though bipolar was probably the correct diagnosis for his lightning changes of mood, and his natural proficiency for violent retribution. But as far as Basil was concerned, why look a gift horse in the mouth, when said gift horse could become a good earner if reined in and trained properly? Plus, he liked the kid, always had, he possessed an over-abundance of charm. What was there not to like?

‘Personally, I am well kicking, Bas, me old china plate, and I am in the market for some information. Information I understand that only you can provide.’

Basil was sitting behind his desk. He always wore expensive bespoke suits, hand-made shoes and outrageously noticeable silk ties. He made sure he not only looked the part of the influential businessman, but that he lived it. After all, in many ways that is exactly what he was; he was a businessman, and he was successful. It was about how you perceived it, how you perceived yourself. Basil understood that how you were seen by your contemporaries was of paramount importance in his game. If you looked like you had a few quid, you would be treated like you had a few quid. That meant no one would bother him with deals that would only garner him pennies and halfpennies; he would only be accosted if there was a real earn to be had. If it was considered to be worth his while. In their world that was all people really understood.

Even the Filth were wary of someone who was in receipt of the amount of money he was. Who could buy the best legal team available to them should the need arise, and who could guarantee a good drink, if necessary, for all concerned as and when it might be expected. He bought off a lot of people and, consequently, that meant he owned a lot of people.

Kenny was, as always, easy in Basil’s company, he felt quite happy about asking him anything he felt he needed to know.

Basil knew that he was the nearest this boy would ever get to a father figure, and he liked that. Unlike his own kids, Basil actually liked this one, was interested in what he had to say. Kenny Boy asked sensible questions, and was genuinely interested in the answers. He listened to the advice given with a quiet respect and a shrewd intuition that meant he took the lesson on board within moments of hearing it.

‘Fire away, mate, what do you want to know?’

Kenny was sitting opposite the man he now knew had hammered the fuck out of his mother, and he was not really sure how he felt about that. He gravitated from gratitude for him taking revenge on her to anger, because at the end of the day, she was still his old woman. He was not really sure how he was supposed to react to it. So, without any preamble, he said loudly, ‘I have heard about me mum, and she interests me. I want to be properly introduced to her, and I think you should be the person to do it.’

Basil made sure that he did not let any kind of expression creep over his face. He was not pleased at the boy’s request, he knew that Imelda would eat him up and spit him out without any qualms whatsoever. He had also told Imelda that she was to keep away from her kids, and she had been as amenable to his request as was physically possible, largely because seeing them was the last thing she wanted anyway. Her kids were practically non-existent as far as she was concerned. If she did think about them, which he doubted, it was not along the lines of a family reunion, he knew that much anyway.

Now though, here was Kenny Boy asking for a fucking personal introduction to a woman who was toxic. Who would see that as some kind of personal interference in her life. She would also enjoy the fact that he had warned her off already and would now be seen as backtracking.

‘Why me? Why ask me to do it?’

Kenny grinned then and, opening his arms out wide in a gesture of friendliness, he said sarcastically and with barely concealed anger, ‘Well, from what I gather, Bas, you are the only man she listens to. I want to meet me mother, Basil, and believe me when I say that if you fuck me about I will not be a happy bunny.’

Basil was suddenly unimpressed with Kenny’s attitude, and he was not averse to letting his feelings about the boy’s request show. He pointed his finger at him, trying to keep a lid on his temper. ‘You would fucking dare to talk to me like this? You lairy little fucker.’

Basil was out of his seat now, his anger was such that he was more than willing to give this boy a lesson that he would not forget in a hurry. He was still a kid, and kids needed to be disciplined.

Kenny also knew that for all his bulk he was not yet in the same league as Basil. Kenny saw the way the man stood over him, saw that he had the determination needed to wipe out any kind of opposition. He also knew that this bravado of his would be filed away for future reference, and that he had been a mug to give it large where Basil was concerned. He was always willing to learn important lessons and, unlike most young men, he was also willing to take the said lessons on board. He was doing that just now, his temper was always going to be his downfall and he had to learn to contain it. He had to learn to use it constructively, and not let it get the better of him.

He had only turned on Basil because he was embarrassed at wanting to see his mother in the first place. He had known that his request would not be welcomed. He knew that his mother was not someone who most people saw as worth getting to know. He knew Basil had given her the face full of Mars Bars she still carried. The scars were really livid, but he had made a point of finding out about her anyway, years before all this. He had never felt the urge to see her though, not until now.

He saw how angry Basil was, and he was sorry for his arrogance. Basil was not a man you crossed lightly, and he was also the only man who had ever given him the time of day in his own right. Kenny felt the shame wash over him, Basil had always been there for him and he knew that loyalty was more important than anything else. Even if Basil’s was tinged with guilt.

‘I am sorry, Basil, I can’t believe I just mugged you off. But I have been watching me mum, and knowing how everyone hates her, I didn’t know how to bring the subject up without us having a tear-up of some description. I know I was out of order, and I sincerely apologise. But she is still my fucking mum, no matter what people say about her, true or otherwise, and I want to see her for meself. I want to know her. Surely you can understand that?’

Basil did understand, that was the trouble. He sat back down, forcing his face once more into a neutral expression. He saw that Kenny Boy was on the verge of tears and knew that he would have felt the same way if he had been in the same position.

People were always interested in where they came from, at least, who they had evolved from anyway. That seemed to be something most people yearned for. It was why adopted children looked for parents who had given them away and didn’t appreciate the people who had taken them in and brought them up like their own. Strange how they never felt the urge to tell the kids involved that they felt no real care for them, wished they had been their real flesh and blood and not some other fucker’s cast-off, who would now be hunted down and treated like visiting royalty. Life was a joke really.

Basil was sorry for the boy, sorry for his extreme youth and his adolescent belief that he would find out something about his mother that would make him happy. No chance.

He knew that Imelda would fuck this boy up, and she would laugh while she was doing it. Her big, handsome son would appeal to her for a while, would make her feel like a valid person for a while. She would hold him up as a yardstick, use him to make herself feel better, look better. She would then devour him without a thought, and this boy would probably let her. He was ripe for her kind of manipulation.

Basil wasn’t without feelings and he understood the boy’s need to feel he belonged somewhere, knew that his initial contact with the woman who had brought him into the world would be exciting, would be of importance to him and his self-esteem. But, unlike Kenny, he also knew that at some point that same woman would lose her interest in him. One day she would not be able to fire up the enthusiasm for his company that he would demand as his right. Basil knew that eventually Imelda would destroy Kenny, just as she destroyed everyone else around her when they got too close. Probably when he started to suss her out.

But, on the other hand, the boy had apologised to him and Basil knew that the lad needed to find out about Imelda first-hand. Otherwise he would never understand how dangerous she actually was. If he saw through her now, as a young man, it could make it easier for him in the future. Sooner rather than later seemed like a good idea. After all, no one had ever wanted Imelda in their life for any real length of time. She saw to that herself.

‘I assume you want me to keep this quiet?’

Kenny nodded. He really was a big lad and yet, for all his size, Basil knew that his mother would still chip away at him until he finally had to admit that she was no good. He only hoped that he was right, and it would be sooner rather than later.

‘If you want to meet her I can arrange it. But I warn you now, Kenny, one day you will regret it. She is poison, she lives for skag, nothing else. Remember that she did not even offer to help pay for you and your sister’s food or clothing. She is a dog, she’s been in more hotel rooms than the Gideon Bible. She has no real care for anyone or anything. She’ll fuck you up, believe me, I know that better than anyone. I know what she is capable of better than anyone. So, when she finally fucks you over, boy, and she will, promise me you will walk away and chalk it all up to experience?’

Kenny nodded. He didn’t really trust himself to answer the man who he knew was only looking out for him. Who was only telling him the truth of the situation.

Basil looked long and hard at the young man, at his arrogant face and his nervous demeanour and, smiling sarcastically, he said with a real insight that Kenny had not expected from him, ‘You’ve already seen her, haven’t you? But you didn’t have the fucking guts to talk to her? You were frightened you’d get an even worse reaction than your sister?’

Basil waited patiently for a reply, a retort of some kind that would give the boy an out if needed. Nothing happened though.

‘You think that if I introduce you to her, she’ll be forced to recognise you. That that way she can’t blank you, deliberately or otherwise. You fucking idiot, she will not care about anything that is relevant to you and her. All she’ll care about it how she can use you. It’s what she does.’

Kenny didn’t answer him, he had a feeling that what Basil was saying to him was true. But that aside, he still needed to know where he had come from, and he needed to know what his mother was really like. First-hand, not just what he had been told about her.

His sister remembered her, he did not. Now and again he felt a fleeting memory of her wash over him. A sound, a word could conjure up images he had long buried.

He remembered her smell though, but even that was not something he could truly rely on. He did not know if he had ever really known her, or if he had made her up. His whole life he had wanted to meet her, and Jordanna seeing her had just forced home to him how long he had been without her. After all, she was his mother, she had carried him inside her. She obviously had no care for him or his sister and, even though he knew that, he still wanted to meet her. Until he understood her, how the fuck could he ever understand himself ?

‘Will you do what I’m asking or not? I don’t want a fucking big drama about it. I just want to see the woman who birthed me.’

Basil laughed then, a real belly laugh. ‘There’s an old saying, you know, be careful what you ask for, you might just get it.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, what do you want now? Are you stalking me or what?’

Basil looked into Imelda’s eyes and, as always, he was sorry that he had never seen any kind of emotion in them. She was like a basilisk, all she saw was how things could be turned in her direction, could be made to work for her somehow. There was never any kind of care, or even real interest in them.

If, as someone had once said, the eyes were the window to the soul, then Imelda Dooley’s eyes showed that there was nothing even remotely resembling a soul inside her body. She looked, but she did not see. It was impressive, she had fooled so many people over the years, and she would continue to do so for as long as she lived, he was sure.

People, it seemed to Basil, saw what they wanted to, what they needed to. Not what was there in front of their eyes. And it seemed that his theory had been proved by this woman’s son. Only a child would still want to know someone with her reputation, and her knack for walking away from anyone who might even pretend to care about her.

Basil was here now because he believed in damage limitation. He knew that the boy would not welcome this much interference on his part, but he also knew that the boy was still far too young to understand that he was only doing this in his best possible interests.

‘You make me laugh, Mel, I hammered the fuck out of you and yet you still think you can talk to me like I am a cunt. Like I am one of your punters. Your mother is right about you, never did learn when to keep your trap shut, did you?’

Imelda sighed. Basil knew she was irritated by his presence, knew she was more than willing to take another hiding if that was what it would take to get him off her back. She forced the admiration from him; he knew men who would be wary of a private visit like this.

Imelda shook her head, and he saw a flicker of the younger Mel, the feisty girl who had captured his imagination all those years ago.

‘What can I say, Basil? In prison I was told by a shrink that I had a negative personality disorder. He also wanted me to wank him off. You tell me, who wouldn’t be negative in a situation like that?’

‘Did you do it?’

She grinned then, and it softened her whole face. ‘What do you think?’

‘You are scum, Mel, but then you know that, don’t you?’

She shrugged nonchalantly. ‘You say that as if I would care about your opinion. You should know me better than that by now. I might have to let you dictate to me, you are stronger these days, but I don’t have to let you bother me as such. The shrink was right, Basil, I do not give a shit about anyone, it’s part of my charm. I am a negative person, it’s what gets me up in the afternoons.’

Imelda was satisfied to see that Basil was not smiling now. She had hit a nerve, as she had intended to. If she was going to get a hiding she was of the opinion that it was better to get beaten as a sheep than as a lamb.

‘You ain’t got anything charming about you, Mel. You’re a dog, pure and simple. But I need you to do a favour for me.’

Imelda sat back in the car seat, relaxing her body now. Basil could smell the muskiness that always seemed to emanate from her. It was strange how she always managed to put him on his dignity. How, after a few minutes in her company, he felt the urge to obliterate her from the face of the earth. She had a way about her, she always seemed as if she was laughing at you even though you could not prove it in any way. She made sure the people around her could feel her utter contempt for them.

Imelda Dooley was more than capable of murder, Basil knew that and she knew that he knew that. His only real concern was that her son didn’t seem to understand that about her. In fact, he wondered if her son had inherited the mutant lunacy gene he obviously carried from her. But whereas Imelda’s ruthlessness was seen as something to be abhorred, in her son it could, one day, be seen as his greatest asset. Even for Basil, that was food for thought.

‘So, who do you need tucked up?’

It was the way she said the words that caused Basil to side-swipe her; catching her on the side of her face with his fist as he put all his considerable strength behind the blow. The sound was loud in the darkness, he could almost hear the pain it caused and yet she didn’t even whimper. Instead, she sat back in her seat once more and, as the blood dripped on to his nice leather upholstery once again, she didn’t even attempt to use her tissue to stem it. She was bleeding profusely, and Basil knew she probably needed stitches.

As the blood found its own pathway, as it glistened and thickened all over her clothes, her skin, and the interior of his car, he knew she was pleased at his reaction. He knew he had done what she wanted. Imelda loved a violent reaction, if not from her then from the people around her. It was what made her like she was, what set her apart from everyone else. It was why she was like she was; violence was the thing she craved once the high had dissolved, it was the same thing that had caused all her problems in life. She was an adrenaline junkie.

‘Feel better now, do you? Feel like you’re better than me?’ She was looking directly at him now. In the half-light of the lamp-post he was parked under, she looked like something from a Hammer Horror film.

Not for the first time, Basil wondered if heroin killed not only emotions, but also pain. She seemed immune to pain of any kind. Mental or physical. He was convinced that even if she did feel real hurt like everyone else, she at least enjoyed the sensation of it. Or, at least, she enjoyed the guilt it caused in the perpetrator of the pain. She wanted to be the victim at times, it suited her. If she could not control the situation by her own force, she controlled it by letting the protagonist use their own force, their own anger, against her. Taking the passive stance gave her a strength that was in some ways more powerful. Mainly because, unlike her, the people she was dealing with were capable of guilt, disgust and shame at their actions.

Imelda was like a predatory animal, she sensed the weakness in her foe, and she exploited it without any kind of preamble whatsoever. She used, or she allowed herself to be used. Either way, it had kept her alive much longer than expected. She was a real piece of dirt, and he was about to inflict her and all she stood for on a young man who was completely without the strength needed to deal with her and everything that came with her.

His only regret was that he would need to wait until this animal showed her real self to the boy and, when that happened, he would be in a position to make her disappear once more. Only then would he be in a position to pick up the pieces. Because Imelda would shatter her son’s life as completely as she had ruined everyone else’s around her.

Basil pulled a pristine white handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and threw it at her. ‘Wipe yourself, have you no fucking shame?’

Imelda shook her head, and he could see the puzzlement at his anger and his hatred. He knew that she was willing to take what he was going to give her, but that his actions had affected her for the wrong reasons.

‘Have you no shame? You sought me out, not the other way round. I have the bruises to prove it.’ She was laughing gently, as if it was an intimate moment they were sharing together.

‘What is it with you, Mel, why do you make people so fucking angry with you? Why do you enjoy other people’s hatred so much?’ He was being honest with her, wanted to know the answer to his question.

Imelda knew that what he was really interested in was why he felt the need to hurt her so much, and she was confident that they both knew the answer to that one.

The blood was everywhere now, as she wanted it to be. She hoped it was sinking into every nook and cranny around her. The stitching would never be the same again, nor would the carpets. Blood was a fucker like that, it lingered longer than a bad fart.

She wanted him to see the damage he had caused her. Wanted him to know that his back-hander had caused a real wound once again. She did not really care about things like that, she never had. He was the one who cared about this crap. He cared far more than she did that he was once again guilty of opening up her face. She knew that his reaction to her simply proved that she had been right about him all along. He still felt something, and they both knew it.

Satisfied that he was not going to repeat his earlier action, she picked up the handkerchief from her lap and began to wipe away the blood from her face with gentle, feminine strokes. The action was almost sexual in its intensity. Looking at the blood that now soaked the white cotton, she looked towards him once again and said sadly, ‘Is this about Kenny Boy? Only, he has been watching me for a while now. After Jordanna’s histrionics and your fucking outrage, I had a feeling he might come around. I heard many moons ago that he was asking everyone about me. I know that you and my mother keep him close. So, what do you want from me, Basil? Only, I think I might need to see a quack, don’t you?’

He realised then that she had known what he would want from the second she had laid eyes on him. She had been expecting something like this.

‘How come you are saying all this to me now? If you knew what I wanted, why not save this aggro?’

Imelda grinned. Basil noticed that she had lost a few of her back teeth. All junkies lost them eventually, it was because they spent the best part of their lives gritting them. She was also missing clumps of her hair, another junkie trait. But she did what all functioning drugheads did, she backcombed the remaining hair and, in so doing, she managed to look normal.

‘Why would I, Bas? I didn’t know for certain what you wanted from me. I ain’t a fucking mind-reader. You never gave me credit for what I am capable of. I junk because I like it. It’s the same reason I gave my kids to my mother, because she wanted them. She needs them like I need the junk. Except, unlike her, I can only fuck meself up these days. Now, can we finally get to the point?’

Basil had a handgun underneath his seat. It was loaded, ready for action. He knew that he could retrieve it quick smart, then blow this skank’s head off. He looked around him, the road was quiet; it was very late, two-forty in the morning. He would be able to dispose of her and the car within an hour. It would not be the first time he had felt the urge to take out trash on short notice. He was in possession of a scrapyard near Tilbury Docks where more than one belligerent fucker had been crushed and forgotten about. But he knew that this was not an option at this particular moment in time.

Kenny would not appreciate the favour he would be doing him until he had experienced the evil slag first-hand.

‘You know the boy needs to see you; now, I want you to be nice to him. Not too nice, but I want you to make him understand that you have nothing personal against him or his sister. Let him down gently, and when the time’s right, you can do one of your famous disappearing acts.’

‘So you don’t want me to fuck him off then, is that it?’

Basil shook his head slowly, and pointing his finger into her face he snarled, ‘Just be yourself, Mel, that should do more than enough damage. But if you draw him into your shit, the drugs or the whoring, I will fucking decimate you and laugh while I do it. I mean it, Imelda, I’ll torture you and watch as you die in fucking agony. Just give me a fucking excuse, that is all I ask. He is at an age where he needs to know who you are. He needs to know where he sprang from. He ain’t a cunt either, naïve maybe, but he has a fucking built-in shit detector and I am relying on that to make him see you for what you are. But he would not survive you using him for money, drugs or just because you think you can. He cares about you, needs to understand you and why you left him.’

‘So what am I supposed to do with him then? What if he decides to drag Jordanna into this family reunion or, God forbid, me fucking mother? What then?’

Basil grinned, his expensively capped teeth were bright in the muted light. ‘You just be nice. No more and no less. Don’t feign too much interest, just make him feel like you remember him. All he needs is a hello and a goodbye, that’s it. He is a handful, Mel, and if you upset him, he’ll let you know. He ain’t got the intelligence yet to suss out the exact nature of the mind games you rely on to exist. But he will suss out if you take him for a mug. If that does happen, I will see to it that you end your days delirious with pain and regrets.’

She knew he meant every word he said. She was quiet for a long while, then, sighing with inevitability, she said, ‘It’s his birthday next week. Bring him round my place then.’

She never ceased to amaze him, he would have laid odds of a thousand to one that her children’s dates of birth were something she had long forgotten. It was this kind of thing that reminded him just how dangerous she really was. Imelda forgot nothing of importance. It was another reason she had lasted so long in such a precarious occupation.


 


 Chapter Twenty

Jordanna was drunk, dangerously drunk and seriously stoned. She knew she was not capable of cohesive rational thoughts, and the knowledge pleased her. She was with it enough to know she was out of it, and this was the feeling she liked. She was just broken enough to be able to blame any bad behaviour on her condition. As she listened to the noise of the people around her, heard the chatter, the laughter, she felt a sense of security. She needed to be in company, needed the anonymity that being part of a crowd afforded her. She was not aware of where she was, but that was something she was used to these days.

She glanced around the packed room, was aware that she had slept with the majority of the men in there and felt a wave of self-hatred. As always, when reality kicked in, she went in search of more alcohol, more cannabis, more disco biscuits. She knew she was letting herself down, but she didn’t care any more. She was her mother’s daughter and she had a reputation to live up to.

Jordanna remembered all the things that had happened to her as a child, they were inside her head day and night, and the only way to cancel them out was to get off her lovely little face. To blot everything out, and do it in a spectacular fashion. Her mother had taught her that much anyway.

Julie Parsons, a girl she had known from school and who she had once actively disliked, avoided like the plague, was now her new bosom buddy. All her old friends had been systematically alienated by her, they had all been witnesses to her shame. Joanie, the bitch, had made her disgust self-evident and she had never forgiven her for that. Never would, either. Her mother calling out for her to provide her with a drink had been the catalyst she needed for her hatred to take root inside her. If her mother had only left her alone that day, had not felt the urge to make her feel like an object of derision, of scorn, she knew she could have overcome everything once again. But her mother had gone out of her way to humiliate her, and she had more than succeeded.

She had kept quiet all her life about the night Lance had died, had believed that somehow her silence would make her mother realise how much she loved her. Would make her see that she was worthy of her love, loyalty.

Jordanna had harboured a secret hope for years that the woman who had given her life would one day seek her out and thank her for her loyalty. If not thank her, then at least acknowledge her. She knew her friends saw their mothers as the bane of their lives, and she had envied them the attention and love from the women they had spurned so easily, knowing that when they were ready those same women would be waiting to welcome them back with open arms. Jordanna had seen the hurt in their mothers’ eyes, and the way they had pretended not to care about the shabby treatment they had received from the daughters they loved more than life itself. She had wanted that unconditional love so badly it had nearly broken her. She had appreciated her granny’s love and care, knew she was loved by her, and always would be. But it was not the same thing. If your own mother couldn’t find it in her heart to love you, who else would? She had been the victim of her mother’s dislike since day one. Her mother had allowed her to be used and abused, and had not cared enough to remember what she looked like. She had not even known her own child. It didn’t matter how much her granny told her that her mother was useless, because she had worked that out for herself. Many moons before. But to see her, to be on the receiving end of her mother’s complete dismissal of her as a daughter was too much for her to endure.

Jordanna finally knew for sure that all she had been told about Imelda was the truth, she knew that she had not even scratched the surface where her mother’s deceit and hate was concerned. She now knew that her need to be acknowledged by her mum had been not only foolish, but laughable in its naïvety. She still remembered how her mother had rarely bothered to acknowledge her existence as a child, unless it was to get something for herself. She remembered exactly how she had been used as a pawn in the war that raged between her mother and her granny. She was aware that she had been used, along with Kenny Boy, to manipulate the social workers and anyone else that her mother came into contact with.

But what really hurt her more than anything else was that she had been showing off for once, with her sexy dancing and her loud-mouthed antics, and she had somehow managed to find her mother’s pub to do that in. She had paid the price for her youthful actions by her mother’s public display of disinterest. She was a fucking fool, and fools were the grateful recipients of other people’s humour. Her mother had quoted that more than once to her as a child and she had only just found out what it really meant. That she had instinctively gone to a place where her mother was comfortable, where she drank, had proved to Jordanna that blood will out in the end.

Now she had finally faced the truth of her life, she was sorry that she had not listened to the stories that she had been told all those years before. If she had understood and accepted her fate, she might not feel so distraught about it now. She really was growing up now, had always looked much older than she was. She knew that, had always known that.

And she knew now that her well-developed body would eventually be her downfall, as it had been her mother’s before her. And it was, she offered it to anyone who wanted it. She basked in the few minutes of uninterrupted attention that it provided for her. For that short time she felt valued, needed. Because for that short while, she was valued, was needed.

It was strange, but men didn’t see an actual age as such, they saw the age you looked. Not the age you acted, or the age you might insist that you were. It was as if her early development had wiped out all their common sense and decency. Men had been hitting on her since she was a kid. She had learnt how to ignore the sexual overtures, knew that her family name, along with her grandmother’s association with Bailey and Co., had ensured her a security that most girls could only dream of once they hit their teens.

Then that casual meeting, that one night of humiliation in her mother’s company, had wiped that out, had taken her confidence away. Now she raved as far away from home as possible. As long as she was drunk and stoned, she was all right. Then she could forget, even as she believed that she was only being her mother’s daughter.

Jordanna loved her granny, and she loved her brother. But neither of them could help her now. Neither of them could understand the way she felt about herself, her loathing at what she had let happen to her. Her mother’s murder of Lance, the father of her little brother, and Jed’s treatment of her and his death, had been inside her all of these years. She had witnessed far too much, far too soon, and no one cared. She was Jordanna, the older sister, she was supposed to look after her brother. No one had ever looked out for her. Not really.

How she had ever been stupid enough to believe that her silence had been for the good of them all, she did not know. What she did know was how having been used and then promptly forgotten about had broken her both mentally and physically. Not that anyone would ever notice that, or care about it.

Jordanna always felt unwell now, always had a cold of some sort, she often complained of being under the weather. But the amount of drugs she took was bound to make her feel a little bit off her game, surely. No one had noticed that either, not her gran, her brother, Jimmy, Basil, no one in the world. So she took more and more. It was really just an excuse to distance herself from the people who wanted to get close to her. The people she now wished would leave her alone with her guilt and her shame.

Jordanna lay in her bed and played the scenario of Lance’s murder over and over again in her head and, each time, she felt the full force of what had eventually happened to all those concerned. Especially herself.

Then she would think about Jed, Jed and his whispered endearments, his wandering hands, and his eventual possession of her. She remembered the pain and the blood that had lasted for days, that had been the cause of her and her brother staying in that filthy flat for weeks until she had been capable of walking properly once more, until she was without any outward scars, was only left with the ones inside her brain.

She had suffered so much for her silence. In care, foster care, she had been the unlucky observer of just how vulnerable the parentless child really was, saw how predatory the people who were supposed to be caring for you really were. How, if you came from a family like hers, you were seen as fair game. How you were looked down on because of where you were born, and because of who you had the misfortune to be born to. It was a lottery, life. And bullies were the only people who prospered. Jordanna had known at a very young age that she had more savvy up top than all the so-called government agency workers put together. People who couldn’t find their own arses with both hands if their lives depended on it. They needed people like her to make themselves feel better. Her granny had fought for her, and she shuddered to think what her life would have been like if she had not done just that, and won.

She had suffered in so many ways, but until her mother had been in front of her, until she had admitted the truth of her situation to herself once and for all, had seen the complete ignorance of who she actually was on her mother’s face, she had not understood how worthless she really was. Not just to her mother, but to everyone else around her as well. If your own mother turned away from you without a backward glance, then there had to be a reason for it.

She had forgiven Imelda for causing her father’s death, and even her grandfather’s death, she knew it was because of her chosen lifestyle, and her selfishness. So why had she harboured dreams of her mother’s love when she had destroyed everyone she had ever come into contact with? What had made her think she was any different, believed that somehow she deserved Imelda’s love and gratitude?

It was that utter stupidity that was chipping away at her self-esteem now, eating away at her like a cancer. And, no matter how much people tried to tell her that she was not at fault, the more she felt the burden of her shame as it pressed down on her. It coloured her whole life, and she hated it. She hated her foolish belief that one day her mother would find her, would come looking for her. Would make it all right.

As Jordanna wandered away with yet another new male acquaintance, she felt the numbness inside her that was at the crux of her self-loathing. He was just using her, but then she was using him, so what was the difference really? The more she slept around, the worse she felt about herself, and the worse she felt about herself, the more susceptible she was to this kind of situation. She was in a vicious circle and she did not have any kind of idea how she was ever going to break free from it. Or even if she wanted to.

‘Are you telling me she knew who he was, Bas?’

Basil shrugged then, his handsome face neutral as he felt Mary’s annoyance at his interference in her life. He knew that her anger was also intermingled with her gratitude that, thanks to him, they were in a position to monitor her daughter’s effect on her son. She would be happier if her daughter had kept her distance: well, so would everyone. But Mel, being Mel, had not seen fit to do the right thing. As always, they were expected to pick up the pieces and mend the broken people she would leave in her wake.

‘She had seen him eyeballing her; I think she put two and two together, Mary. But she was wary of showing her hand until she was sure it was him. Unlike poor Jordanna, I think it was a bit too obvious if you get my drift. She saw him on a lot of occasions, and you know Mel, she is not a fucking idiot. Still, I was surprised that she sussed out who he was. I do know he hadn’t got a fucking clue that she’d made him. Let’s see how it pans out. Hopefully the fact he wanted me to arrange their first proper meet, and didn’t want to chance a reception like Jordanna’s, means he is just curious. Once he satisfies his curiosity the chances are he will lose interest in her. I mean, think about it, Mary, this is Imelda we are talking about. She is not known for her sparkling personality or her ability to form lifelong friendships, is she?’

‘Kenny will appeal to her, he did as a baby. I know my daughter better than anyone and I can tell you now that he will appeal to her ego. His size, his demeanour, his fucking arrogance. He is all the things she thinks a man should be. He is all the things she tries to destroy in the men she decides she wants for herself. You should know the truth of that, Bas. I saw him tonight, he was like a dog with six lamp-posts. His excitement was almost palpable. He went out that door to meet up with you, and it was all I could do not to drag the silly little fucker back inside, tell him that he was making the biggest mistake of his life.’

Basil sighed heavily. He resented the amount of time and energy everyone seemed to use in keeping a piece of shit like Imelda on their radar. ‘But the point is you didn’t, did you, Mary? Look, London is a big place for most people. But for anyone born and bred here it’s a fucking village. Eventually he would have come across her, he moves in our circles so it was inevitable. Same as it was with Jordanna. We didn’t think it would happen so soon, but we knew it was on the cards. Only, at least this time, with Kenny Boy, we can control it to a certain extent. I am going to keep a close eye, so stop worrying.’

Mary sipped at her mug of tea, she had laced it liberally with whisky. She had needed the burn of the alcohol, needed the feeling of relaxation it would give her.

‘Basil, poor Jordanna is not the same girl since she met up with her mother. I am trying to do what you asked of me. Giving her a bit of space, whatever that really means. But I can see just how much damage has been done already because of her. Imelda has been the cause of more death and destruction than even you fucking realise. You would think twice before turning your back on her, same as I would. But not Kenny. He is still young, impressionable . . . and on his birthday, is that really a good day for them to meet up? If it goes wrong he will never forget it as long as he lives, will he?’

Basil was fed up already, he had been through all this earlier in the day. Looking at his expensive gold watch he jumped up, saying, ‘All the better really, if you think about it. Look, I will be late meeting him if I ain’t careful. Just chill out and let me deal with this, all right?’

Mary knew when she was beaten, and nodding sadly, she watched him leave the room. He had been a good friend to her, but she was not as cavalier as him about her daughter and the influence she might have on her grandson.

Her Jordanna had learnt to survive the gossip that had always followed her. The girl had been strong enough to push that away, she had been liked and respected for herself. She had understood at a very early age that her start in life was something she needed to take on board, knew that it would always cause people to wonder about her, and what she might be capable of. She had to live down her mother’s reputation, and the deaths of not only her own father, but her brother’s father too. A death that some people still attributed to her, even though she had just been a baby at that time.

One meeting with her mother though, and all Mary’s hard work, all the love and affection she had showered on her granddaughter, had been erased within minutes. Imelda had seen to it that her own child had suffered for her curiosity and her misguided loyalty.

Mary had wiped her mouth so many times where Imelda was concerned, and she was not sure if she could swallow much more from her daughter. She was much stronger now, she had a decent few quid, and she was finally willing to use the connections she had forged over the years to ensure that her daughter disappeared one day and never returned.

She had lost so many people; even her own sons had been sacrificed because of Imelda’s selfishness, her disregard for how her actions might affect those around her.

Mary knew that she could not allow her to get away with it any longer. If Imelda put one step out of line she would guarantee that, this time, her daughter would pay the full price for her treachery. Mary would not sit back and watch her hard work go to waste, or see her grandson start playing happy families with that bitch after everything she had caused. She had not even been afforded the pleasure of a decent night’s sleep for years, and her daughter was to blame for that. She had guessed what had happened to Jordanna, had not felt the strength to confront it, had not been able to live with the guilt of the knowledge that she had sacrificed her for Kenny Boy. She was no better than Imelda really, they were both guilty of using Jordanna for their own ends; to make sure that Kenny was protected, that Kenny Boy stayed safe.

Mary pulled her rosary from her cardigan pocket and, kissing the Cross of Christ, she began to pray for the salvation of her family. What was left of it anyway.

Kenny was nervous. He was unsure if he was doing the right thing, but he knew that he needed to speak to his mother at least once in his lifetime. He knew all the talk about her, had heard all the stories. He knew she was a fucking muppet, but she was still his mother. No one could change that, no matter how much they might want to.

He had felt really bad earlier on, his poor granny had given him his birthday present and he had wanted to cry, weep, at the love and sorrow in her eyes. He was sixteen and he knew that Mary was sad because he was now his own man, was sad because he was now out of her jurisdiction.

She had given him a really expensive sound system, and he knew that he should have stayed in for a while with her, set it up, and played a few songs on it. She would have been expecting that much at least. Instead, he had thanked her profusely, kissed her and hugged her, then told her he was meeting his mates for a night out.

Now he was actually here, about to come face to face with the woman he only knew from newspaper cuttings and other people’s memories. The woman he had watched, unable to approach her without a third party. It was almost surreal.

Her treatment of poor Jordanna had made him naturally wary of her, but his overriding emotion was not just curiosity, but also yearning. He yearned to know her personally, know her for himself. He wanted to understand her from his personal standpoint, not through the eyes of other people.

It was strange, but he hoped against hope that she liked him. Even if he didn’t like her, he felt an overpowering need for her to like him.

He knew she was a liar, knew she stretched the truth to suit herself. She had told some people that she had killed his father, and told other people that his sister had done the dirty deed. In all honesty, he didn’t really care who had done what. His old man had been a right cunt by all accounts, a real piece of dirt. All he wanted to know was the truth, the real truth behind his conception and his birth. From what he had gathered over the years, Lance was a convenient father for Imelda’s baby at that particular time in her life.

He had a sudden memory of his first real fight. He saw the classroom as it had been that day. The steamed-up windows from the overly hot radiators, and the condensation that had pooled on the window sills and the floor. His sister had been cornered by a few boys in her classroom and as he had entered the doorway, he had seen her fright. He had seen her bewilderment as the rest of her classmates looked on expectantly, not even attempting to help her out. He knew then that she was bullied because of their situation.

She looked after the dinner money for them both, so he always went with her at first playtime every Monday to pay it into the office. That was why he was there.

He had realised straightaway that she was in difficulties and, even though the kids surrounding her were older than him, he was already aware that he was much bigger than them, as he was in his own peer group. In fact, he was already wearing the clothes of a ten year old, and he had just turned seven.

It was a few seconds before he understood what was being said about Jordanna, and such was his shock and his anger at what he was hearing, that he only became aware of his reaction to it when the teachers had removed him kicking and screaming from the room. They had calmed him down before informing him that he might have to see the police because he had nearly brained two of the boys in his sister’s class.

He had heard the amazement in the men’s voices, and also the grudging respect that he had defended his sister and his family name so ably. One of the teachers, a young priest called Father Patrick, had taken him into the room usually reserved for those who were sick and ill. He had smiled at him, shaking his head in disbelief. Then, after giving him a few sweets and allowing him to calm down, he had eventually asked him what the hell had happened to cause such anger and violence in a young fella like himself.

Kenny had told him the truth, you couldn’t lie to a priest, everyone knew that. He was God’s emissary on the earth, His go-between. As he told Father Patrick about them calling his lovely sister a murderer, that she had broken one of the main commandments, he had seen the look of real animosity that had clouded the man’s face.

‘You’re a good boy, Kenny, you are a real fecking bruiser. What you need is somewhere to channel that aggression. I am the boxing coach for the older boys, but I think I can make an exception with you, as young as you are. Now, I’ll have a chat with the powers-that-be and see what I can do. But never forget that your sister is your blood, and while what you did was wrong in some ways, you did it for the right reasons. Remember that our Lord Himself was put into prison, was treated like a common criminal by the Romans. He was accused without a fair trial and He had to withstand the mockery and accusations that were levelled at Him by the ignorant and the uninformed. You are a good lad to defend young Jordanna, and don’t you ever forget that. Never let anyone destroy your good name or that of your closest kin. They’re all you’ve got in the end.’

Kenny had understood then that he was in receipt of a big secret, knew that fighting was perfectly acceptable as long as you were fighting for a good cause. He had been punished for his outburst, but he had also been admired for it. He was suddenly popular, the bigger boys liked him and allowed him access to their gangs and their games. He had already made his name in his own right by the time he had reached the senior school, and the care of the Jesuit priests. He was also an accomplished boxer, but he had long lost any urge for an education. He wanted to get out earning, but he had always kept the respect for the clergy that Father Patrick had instilled in him that day.

Kenny Boy had defended Jordanna from her bullies and won. He had also developed a life-long hatred for anyone who preyed on those weaker than themselves. It was different if the people who needed punishment owed money, or had crossed over an imaginary line and therefore needed to be disciplined. But if Kenny saw anyone being bullied just for the sake of bullying, he could not countenance it. And that was something that stayed with him for his whole life.

Now though, as he waited for his mother’s arrival, he knew that the memory had been brought to the fore because of her disappearance from their lives and because she had been the reason for that trouble in the first place.

He and Basil were in a drinking club Basil had opened up in Lewisham. It was frequented by the kind of people who needed a private place to conduct their business, and where they knew that they could talk without any worries that their conversation might be overheard and repeated. It was in a very prestigious location and Kenny was aware of that. He was out the back, in a small private room that smelt of furniture polish and cigarettes. He was feeling overdressed suddenly, and wished he had not suited and booted himself. He felt very formal, and very clumsy. His hair had been cut recently, and he had laid his brand-new cashmere overcoat, courtesy of Basil, carefully across the back of the settee. He knew that his look made him seem much older than he was, and he also knew it was what would be remembered about him for years to come. Basil had taught him well. If you looked the part, you were treated accordingly. Basil had also warned him that he had better make sure he lived up to it. More than lived up to it, in fact. Talk was cheap. That was what British Telecom were for.

Kenny heard the door opening and he stood up quickly. He was sweating with nerves, and suddenly overcome with embarrassment.

As Imelda walked towards him she smiled widely, the same phoney smile she used on her punters. The smile that had made Basil want to smash her face in all over again; she was the only female in recorded history who had caused him to lash out at the opposite sex and not care that he had done it. She was so fucking annoying, especially now, as she treated her son like any fucking punter she might come across. He wanted to smack her one again, just for the way she was treating her only son. But Kenny Boy did not know any of that, so he smiled back quite happily.

Jordanna had awoken in agony, but she was unable to make any sound whatsoever. She was desperate to groan, to beg someone to make the pain go away, but she was powerless to make her lips form the appropriate words. She felt paralysed and disorientated.

Opening her eyes she felt a jolt of pain so intense it caused a wave of nausea to wash over her whole body. It was a sickening pain that told her she was in some kind of trouble. That she was really ill, needed help of some kind. She was trying to remember where she was, who she was with. But her mind was a blank. She was unaware of anything that might tell her where she was or how she had arrived there, and that realisation frightened her.

She heaved then, a dry heaving that she knew was pointless; she caught the stench of her own vomit and knew instinctively that she had nothing left inside her to expel. She tried to lift her head up but she couldn’t. She was unable to even raise her arms, although she wanted to wipe the vomit from her face, wanted to clean herself up.

The feeling of panic at her sudden helplessness was bubbling up inside her now. She could feel the terror as it filled her head with silent screams, and as it caused her heart to beat so fast she wondered if she would survive it. She dropped back into unconsciousness once more, unaware that she was near to death.

She was smiling slightly when the ambulance crew restarted her heart and then sighed with relief as she opened her eyes and looked at them. She was finally lifted out of the dirty gutter, and it was only when she was inside the brightness of the ambulance and on her way to the hospital, that the paramedics realised that she was just a young girl. They also realised that she had been used roughly and discarded. Left to die in fact.

It was only the fact that a young couple had taken a short cut home from a family party and found her lying there, bloody and broken, that had saved her life.

Mary was distraught. She had listened quietly to the doctor as he told her, in no uncertain terms, that her lovely Jordanna had enough drink and drugs in her system to keep the Rolling Stones high until the new millennium. She knew then that she had to do something drastic, and she had to do it sooner rather than later. He had also hinted that she had been raped and beaten.

Jordanna had changed so much, and Mary had been frightened of trying to push it, had been scared of making the girl flee, run away from her. Jordanna had been broken within minutes of her mother’s presence, and this was the upshot. And now the same bitch was with her grandson. It was so unfair, it was as if they were all being punished somehow, just because they were related to Imelda Dooley.

Well, she was not going to sit back any more, she would sort this if it killed her. Jordanna had needed to be taken in hand, and Mary’s fear of telling the girl what to do, of causing her to run away, had led them to this. Why did people feel like this nowadays? Why were they so scared of chastising their kids, of making them listen to reason, explaining that what they were doing was wrong? Mary had not felt for a long time that she was in a position to offer her advice and she wondered when the children, the youngest members of the family, had suddenly acquired so much power that they were more or less laws unto themselves.

Now this was the upshot; her lovely Jordanna was in a hospital bed and pumped full of drink and drugs. Had been used like a fucking old pair of slippers. It was like Imelda all over again, except Imelda had gone into her life of drug-induced squalor with her eyes wide open. Jordanna, on the other hand, had only been attempting to blot out everything that had happened to her.

Mary remembered when Kenny Boy had started truanting, remembered the social worker’s face when Mary told her she had caught him as bold as brass in a pub. She had explained that she had hit him across the face in anger and frustration. She saw then that her reaction had cancelled out his constant truanting, and had only caused them to question her ‘anger management issues’, as they insisted on calling them.

She had finally given up the day she had heard the social worker, a lovely girl with a weight problem and an over-abundance of rank stupidity, ask Kenny Boy seriously, ‘What days do you feel you would like to go to school?’

Mary had understood then that any parental rights she had thought she possessed were long gone. The children were now in the driving seat and even though Kenny’s truancy could eventually bring her into court as his guardian, she could not use force of any kind to ensure he attended the fucking school in the first place.

Esther Rantzen and her ChildLine had inadvertently created a monster, because the kids now thought they were well able to flout the laws as and when the fancy took them. This was the final proof of it all.

Because of Imelda’s actions all those years ago, these children had spent their lives being monitored by the different government agencies. Social workers, probation officers, family case-workers, to name but a few. Consequently, Mary’s hands had been tied for years. She earned, and she did the best she could for them. But any real power she had over them had been gradually chipped away until the kids, being just that, kids, had understood the power was now theirs. It was laughable. Once the schools became involved as well, there was nothing left for the parents or guardians to do. The kids were responsible for their own downfall.

Well, she was finished with it. Jordanna was over eighteen and Kenny Boy was sixteen, she would see that the powers-that-be were aimed out the door once and for all, and her word in her house would become law again.

As she held Jordanna’s hand, she swallowed down the tears that threatened to choke her. This girl was at the end of her tether, and it was up to her to make sure that nothing like this ever happened to her again.

Kenny was going to want to know who his sister had been out with, and who had supplied the drugs and drink that had put her in this hospital bed.

Well, he could wait till the morning, she did not want him here quite yet. It was his birthday and he would find out about this soon enough. Why meet trouble head-on?

Basil would also be a handful when he heard about this. So Mary decided to sit with her granddaughter quietly. She wanted to be the first person Jordanna saw and the first person to talk to her. She wanted to hear the whole sorry story in private so that she could edit it, if needs be, and stop another murder from being committed by one of her own family.

Imelda was amazed at how her son had turned out. Considering what her brothers were like, he was a right touch. But then they had her old man on their back as well, so she had to allow for that.

Kenny looked like a real good kid, and he was a kid, even though he was like the half side of a house. He was handsome, and as he chatted to her and Basil she saw that he had that extra little something about him, knew he would always be noticed by people. She had it, and she had wasted it. And anyway, women only had it as long as they had their youth and beauty. Men who possessed it were guaranteed it for life. She knew it was not the proud mother talking either, after all, she was only here because Basil had primed her. She had to admit, though, that Kenny was a live wire; funny and articulate. He was a strange mixture of grown man and immature teenager really.

Imelda was interested now to see if he used his natural shrewdness for his own ends, or did what she had done with hers, waste it, because she had been so convinced of her own immortality that she had lost sight of the main prize. She knew that her selfishness and arrogance had eventually caught up with her. But it was the heroin that had really been her downfall.

It had been inevitable really and, as everyone found out in the end, hindsight was a wonderful thing. Something she pondered on when she remembered how she had used people, how she had deliberately been nasty and dismissive of people who were now in positions where they could help her out, had she been sensible enough to give them the time of day when she had the chance.

So, this new-found friendship with her son would be made tolerable because she was interested in seeing how he would operate in the future. He had Basil in his corner, and that was a bonus in anyone’s book. Plus her mother had pulled herself up through the ranks and forged a decent earn for herself as a paid gatherer of information and rumours with Jimmy Bailey. So, Kenny had a decent start in life.

As Imelda lit herself another cigarette, she saw that Basil and Kenny Boy were both looking at her expectantly. She had obviously been asked a question of some sort and, as she had not bothered to listen, she was in a quandary.

‘Well, answer me?’

Kenny had not referred to her as ‘Mum’ once, and she was a bit peeved about that if she was completely honest. She had been bloody good to him when he was a baby.

‘What do you want me to say?’

It was a trick question and Basil knew it but Imelda was not sure if Kenny Boy had sussed out that she was oblivious to what he had asked her. Her years on the bash had taught her how to look interested and alert even though she had tuned the punter out from the off. Now though, she knew she would have to be a little bit more on the ball.

Kenny was frowning at her, and she knew he had asked her something that he felt was of real import.

‘I’m sorry, son, but I don’t know what you want from me.’

He stared at her with those dark-blue eyes of his, eyes that he had inherited from her. The word ‘son’ had thrown him, as she knew it would.

Basil was impressed at Mel’s deft handling of her son and, seeing the effect her words had on Kenny he said quickly, ‘I think that what Kenny wants to know is why you didn’t just pretend you knew Jordanna, why you had to make a snide remark and humiliate her in front of her mates?’

He had exaggerated the question, and they knew it. But Kenny also knew that it had to be asked at some point, so now was as good a time as any. He had worked out already that she had not even heard him ask her why she had more or less blanked her only daughter.

He saw the feral glint in Basil’s eyes and then saw the same glint mirrored in his mother’s. He knew that Basil was just waiting for an excuse to pounce on her and he understood that was because this woman was genuinely without any kind of feelings at all. It was a real eye-opener for him.

‘In all honesty, I was embarrassed. I did not recognise her, and if that makes you both angry, so be it. I am trying to be honest here and, believe me, that is not something I tend to do very often, as Basil will tell you.’

Kenny nodded. He looked at her once more, at her tight clothes, heavy make-up and well-cut hair. She wore good shoes; she was obviously vain about her legs and, in fairness, she had good reason to be. She looked what she was though, a brass. A pro, an old tom. She was a user, a ponce. She was without any scruples or decency.

This woman had given birth to him and yet she felt no connection to him whatsoever, even though that was not something most women did lightly. Labour was a long and painful experience from what Kenny could understand, and she had only gone through with his pregnancy and birth because she had hoped it might get her a reduced prison sentence if that became an issue. Otherwise he would probably have been scraped out and flushed down the bog long ago.

She was quiet now, watching him as he digested everything she had said. She knew then that he had made his mind up about her, and not in a good way either.

They looked at each other for long moments, sizing each other up. He would keep an eye on her, he’d decided that she was someone it was better to keep tabs on. Now that he had finally spoken to her, the allure he had felt initially had vanished. But she was still his mum and, unfortunately, nothing or no one could ever change that.


 


 Chapter Twenty-One

Jordanna was still not right and Mary was at a loss as to how she could make the girl she loved more than life itself feel happy once more. As Jordanna lay on the sofa softly sleeping, Mary wished she could make it right for her. In the months since the attack she had reverted back to how she had been as a child.

Jordanna had never been what you might call an ebullient kind of girl, well not since Lance’s death anyway. Away from her mother’s oppressive personality, and the foster home she had been forced to stay in, she had come home to her granny and brother and, after a while, she had started to emerge from her self-induced shell. Eventually, after a lot of hard work, she had become a child once more, albeit a child who knew too much, far too much than was good for her. But Mary didn’t like to dwell on any of that.

She was a child who had silently watched the people around her, who waited to see how the people around her were going to react to the abrasive forces surrounding them, before ever allowing herself to interact with them. A child who, for a long time, had been nervous, without any kind of authentic emotions. For years she saw everyone around her as possible enemies, users.

The more they loved her, or tried to care about her, the more she seemed to mistrust them, believed they were only trying to use her for their own ends. It was all she had ever really known in her young life.

But Jordanna had one saving grace; she had always loved her granny, the only constant in her little life. She was the only person who she knew genuinely loved her, no matter what she had done, or what had happened to her. Jordanna needed someone in her life who did not judge her, or try to question her about the events of the fateful night when Lance had died, or about Jed and her mother. About the night when they had been bought to book and which she had heard in stunning clarity by all accounts.

Mary remembered now that Jordanna had pushed her little brother under the bed, had tried to protect him. It was a shame that no one had managed to protect her when she had needed it.

She had seen to it that the girl she adored had been given everything she needed, everything she asked for. She had loved them both, especially Jordanna, with a vengeance. She had also used her influence to guarantee that the girl had never had to answer to anyone about Lance’s death, she had made sure that the girl had been allowed to live a relatively normal life.

Because of that, the children had managed to get over it in the end, and Mary had created a life of sorts for them all. In fact, she had eventually even managed to bring laughter and a sense of normality into their daily lives, something they had never known before. She had been determined that these children would be loved and wanted, would feel loved and wanted, and Mary knew that she had achieved that much.

Then, once again, Imelda had come into their lives and in a few minutes and with a few choice words she had destroyed everything they had built up together without a second’s thought.

Now Kenny Boy had been determined to get in touch with her, and, having thought about it some more, she thought in all honesty that he was right, they were far better off if they knew where she was and what she was doing: in that way they could police her. Imelda had a habit of turning up like a bad penny so, in this case, forewarned was forearmed. Mary wanted to keep her as far from Jordanna as was physically possible, though. Imelda had been responsible for the girl’s problems and Kenny knew the truth of that as well as she did, as did Basil and everyone else. Michael Hannon hated her with a vengeance and so did Jimmy Bailey. Imelda had managed to fall out with everyone who would have helped her out if she had used her loaf now and again.

But now, looking at Jordanna and seeing the toll the last months had taken on her, Mary wished, once again, that her daughter would just die. An accidental overdose, or she could fall under a train; anything to get her out of everyone’s life once and for all. As long as she was alive, Mary knew that Jordanna would never know a day’s peace.

Jordanna awoke at last. She looked terrible.

Smiling falsely, Mary asked, ‘Are you all right, my darling? What did the doctor say this time?’

Jordanna smiled tremulously. She saw through it all as if she was looking through a pane of glass. But she played the game, she had no other choice.

‘I’m all right, Nan. But he told me something, and I need to talk to you about it.’

She was suddenly on the verge of tears once more. Her huge blue eyes, so like her mother and her grandmother’s, were filled with pain and sorrow.

Mary sat down on the sofa beside her granddaughter, and placing her arm around the girl’s slim shoulders she said gently, ‘What is it, my love? There’s nothing you can’t tell me, I have heard it all. I love you, and I always will.’

She was terrified inside, wondered if the girl was going to tell her she was HIV positive. It was all you seemed to hear about lately. On the TV, the news. Everyone seemed to have it. So she braced herself for whatever was coming. No matter what it was, they would cope somehow. It was all they could do.

‘I’m pregnant, and I don’t know who the father is. I have no real recollection of anything as you know . . .’

Jordanna was crying now, really sobbing. And Mary was so relieved that it wasn’t a terminal disease that she was almost smiling with gratitude.

‘Look, Jordanna, things happen in life. We know that better than most people, darling. All I can say to you now is that a life coming into the world is something to celebrate. A gift from God himself. But if you don’t want to have this baby, I will understand, and I’ll even help you to arrange . . . whatever.’

Mary could not bring herself to say the word abortion. But she was quite willing to arrange just that if this child felt that was what she wanted to do.

Jordanna looked into her nana’s face then. ‘I am like her, ain’t I? Pregnant and without any idea who the father is. I hate meself for that, hate that I have so much of her inside of me. But I can’t have an abortion, I just couldn’t.’

Mary was so sorry for this girl who was the antithesis of her mother if she could only see that. She had acted like her mother, she had been destroyed by her, but she had nothing of that bitch in her at all.

‘Listen to me. You look like her, granted, but that is where the similarity between you ends, believe me. Now, you listen to me, and then let this be an end to it. You’ll be all right, but you have to put her out of your mind as I had to. She is a canker that taints everything around her and if you let her colour the rest of your life, then she will have won. This little child you’re carrying will be tainted by her, and so will anyone and everything that comes into your orbit. She is not right in the head, and you know that is true. Somehow she was born into this world with something missing, she has no kindness, no caring, no emotions like normal people. Once you accept that, as I have had to, and remember this is my daughter, my child, I am talking about, you will feel much better, believe me. I’ve watched you lose yourself because, somewhere in your silly fucking head, you thought you were like her, that she was your destiny. Well, she ain’t. I am your mother, to all intents and purposes, not her, and this child will have you as its mother, and you are bursting with love and caring. So please, Jordanna, just try and forget about Imelda, she is not worth the time or the effort. But, if you can’t do that, then don’t drag a child into all this; your mother did that twice, and I had to pick up the pieces. I am too old to be doing that again.’

Jordanna knew that her granny was telling her the truth of the situation. She had already let her mother poison her life, and this pregnancy was the result of that. She had gone into a spiral of drink, drugs and casual sex until, finally, she had been left for dead in the gutter, beaten and used. She had allowed her mother’s hatred and evilness to overtake her and become, for a while, the very person she had once loved and then, eventually, despised. When Imelda had humiliated her and laughed at her in front of her friends and when the stories had once more started to emerge about her childhood, she had suddenly believed that, no matter what she did, or what she achieved, she would never really be anything more than Imelda Dooley’s daughter.

Now Jordanna knew it was time to take control of her own life. She hoped this child would help her to find the good in life, hoped that it would help her to find some kind of peace inside herself. A child was born with the knack of unconditional love, she had first-hand knowledge of that, and she knew she needed someone to love, someone who was capable of loving her back, no matter what. Her mother had never returned her love, and, in the end, she had killed it. She hoped that this child would be healthy and happy, because she needed it to wipe away the sadness she felt inside herself.

Kenny was like a tightly coiled spring; he was ready to explode at any minute of the day or night. As much as he had thought he was on the ball where life was concerned, his sister’s dilemma had made him realise that he had no personal knowledge of the real world. Not when it pertained to women anyway.

He now understood that experience was of paramount importance in the world he inhabited. It was why old lags were still on the payroll well past their sell-by dates, and why the likes of Basil needed youngsters like him. He had the nous of his peer group and Basil had the experience to use it to its full advantage.

That his sister, his Jordanna, had been out and about with geezers of somewhat dubious character was bad enough, but that they had to have known who she was, had known that she was his sister, was beyond his belief. He might only be young and on the first rung of the ladder, but he was already known well enough to garner respect. He was a fighter, and he knew that was what gave him the edge over his contemporaries. He was already working for some real Faces, and they were pleased as Punch with him and how he conducted himself. He was confident enough in his ability as a tear-up merchant to happily go up against anyone at all. Maybe not Roy Shaw, but then who would be that fucking suicidal? But anyone else, anyone who wasn’t a professional fighter, he would happily take on in a second.

So this drama with his sister was even more outrageous than it should have been. He felt it showed him in a bad light, it made him look like he was of a negligent nature. And he should have had his eye on the ball; if he had done that, then Jordanna would have been shown the error of her ways long before it had gone too far.

Poor Basil was in the same boat as him. Although Basil did insist that she had taken herself away from her manor and had not given anyone she met her family history so, in fairness, he blamed Imelda for that, as was his right. After all, it made sense that she would not want her relationship with her mother broadcast to all and sundry. The association had never enhanced her life up till then, and that was not going to change at any time in the near future, he was sure.

Jordanna had systematically dropped all her friends and all her usual pursuits, and Kenny had not even taken the time to wonder why. He had been heart-sorry for what had happened to her, but he did not feel the same way as Jordanna about their mother. She did not affect him so much, and he understood now that was because, unlike Jordanna, he had never known her. She was a fucking fleeting memory, she meant nothing to him.

Kenny felt that his sister being found nearly dead, used and battered in the gutter, was something that needed to be addressed, and addressed sooner rather than later. It reflected badly on him, and that bothered him. It was personal now. This was not just about his sister’s fucking predicament. It was about his pride.

So that was why he had been so busy the last few months. Jordanna had been found in Ilford, she had been dumped in the gutter just off Green Lane. The road itself was private and quiet, used only by the residents who lived nearby. It was not somewhere that was ever really busy, so it seemed logical to him that Jordanna had actually been left there to die. Another few hours and that is exactly what would have happened. He also knew that, whoever had dumped her had wanted her demise, had known that if she lived to tell the tale then her story would have guaranteed their complete annihilation.

He knew that she had fooled them, telling them she was staying at a friend’s house, and that she was going away for a few days. He had not even cared enough to ask her about anything, but then he had trusted her. He had no reason not to.

His granny had an inkling that Jordanna was not right, he knew that, as she seemed to think that telling him about her worries now would somehow help the situation. If she had told him about her worries at the start, he would have sorted it out then and there.

But, in his heart of hearts, he knew that he had just assumed that she was OK. He had believed that she was safe and sound. He also knew that he had failed her, that, after the run-in with Imelda, she had changed drastically, almost overnight. He should have kept his eye on the ball, and he hadn’t. He had been so busy making a name for himself that he had neglected to take care of the main business, the business that should have come before anything else, should have taken priority over everything else. The family and their welfare.

But he had snooped and he had finagled and he had passed out large sums of wonga, along with threats of violence and torture, so he could ensure that the people involved would be discreet about him, and about his enquiries.

Finally, he had collated all the stories he had been told, and through sheer hard graft, even more threats, and some promises of future business dealings, he had finally found out where Jordanna had been on that fateful night. And, more importantly, who had seen fit to take such a personal interest in her. She had refused to talk to the Old Bill, and he had agreed with her decision about that much anyway. He knew Jordanna was not that sure of the circumstances herself, and she did not want what had happened to her to become another talking point when her name was mentioned. He understood that, as his gran had.

Now though, after a lot of money, and a lot of terrorising, he was outside a terraced house in Vauxhall. The tenants were two brothers from Grenada who thought they were Yardies because they had sold a bit of puff, and bought a gun from a fucking schoolboy in a pub on the Old Kent Road.

Well, they were about to get smashed all over their own back Yardie, and Kenny was already feeling a deep sense of satisfaction as he contemplated his revenge. He knew they were the prime culprits, and as he saw the two minders Basil had promised him pull up in a dark-coloured Range Rover, he rubbed his hands together with gleeful anticipation. He loved a fight, always had. He loved the rush of adrenaline beforehand, the excitement that overwhelmed him as he contemplated his enemy’s total fucking destruction at his hands.

It suddenly occurred to him that his sister’s baby would, in all likelihood, be black; well, that didn’t bother him at all. He had no feelings about anything like that.

What did bother him, though, was that the child would also be fatherless; it seemed that in the Dooley family that was now a common trait. It was starting to feel like none of them was going to be blessed with a father worth their fucking salt. Well, this pair would not be fathering any more children in the near future, not if he had anything to do with it anyway.

He was raring to go now, and motioning to the two men standing idly by, he kicked the front door in. He strode into the house, his anger physical in its immensity, and shouted at the top of his voice with an affability that made his friendliness seem almost believable, ‘I’ll have a consonant please, Carol.’

The men accompanying him were still laughing about his entrance years later. It was yet another story that would be told about the Dooley family. As far as his minders knew, the men inside the house had tried to have Kenny over for a few quid. Afterwards, they had both privately felt he had gone overboard with the amount of violence he had used. A lesson was one thing, leaving the two men almost dead was something else entirely. Kenny knew that his liberal use of knuckle dusters, mixed with breaking open the men’s heads with a length of lead piping, would eventually become just another story about him and his colossal temper. And it would be used in the future to explain why he was not a man to be crossed.

That was what Kenny hinted, he wanted his reputation to be such that no one of his age or generation would feel the urge or the nerve needed to try and usurp him from his chosen position in life. He felt his hatred for the two men overwhelm him, knew that it was this ability to hate so viciously that gave him his almost superhuman strength, gave him the edge in many respects.

He knew he was going to be talked about a lot after this little debacle, and that was exactly what he was depending on. This was Kenny Boy’s way of cancelling out the negative stories that had haunted his poor sister since she had been a baby, and he was going to spend his life creating newer, more interesting stories for people to tell about them all. He would also make sure that if anyone talked about his sister out of his earshot, he would not be best pleased. Careless talk cost lives.

The two men with him were going to talk anyway, so why not give them something to talk about? If he used his loaf properly, the new stories would far outweigh the old ones.

He was a man now and he had to protect his family. He could never again let them be hurt or used. It was down to him to make sure they were safe. Safe from harm and safe from hurt and, more to the point, safe from the truth.

Imelda heard about Kenny Boy’s latest stunt through the grapevine. By the time it was relayed to her, the two men he had taken on had seen their reps exaggerated out of all proportion; they were now a real pair of titans, top-of-the-range Yard boys with a house full of shotguns and a fridge full of Red Stripe. Stories always got stretched in the telling and this one was no different. Imelda smiled as she listened to her son’s latest escapade, she was proud of him, liked that her son had already made a name for himself. Reflected glory and all that, she was not averse to it.

Imelda wondered, as she often did lately, who Kenny Boy’s father could have been. She knew the children didn’t have anything to do with their paternal grandparents any more; as the years had gone on her mother had seen to that. She guessed that Mary was jealous of the children being near other people. In fact, Louise Parks had met a man through David Driscoll and had moved to Spain, though she still kept in contact with Jordanna. But Imelda knew nothing about that, she only listened to bad gossip, never the good.

As her friend, a fellow brass, finished the story about Kenny Boy for the second time, Imelda opened her arms wide as if she had already heard the story long before, and laughed as she said, ‘That’s my boy.’

Danielle Clunes laughed with her. Danny, as she was affectionately known, was very tall, extremely thin, and she wore heavy make-up and even heavier jewellery.

Imelda called her Big Bird behind her back; as she often wore yellow dresses the name was quite apt. She had a lovely nature, though, and was well liked by her fellow brasses and the regular punters alike.

‘So, Mel, I bet you can’t believe you are going to be a granny at last, can you?’

Imelda was unaware of her daughter’s condition, and guessed that it would have been hidden from her until Jordanna’s condition could not be denied. That no one had seemed fit to enlighten her annoyed her. After all, she was the grandmother, she had a right to know about it.

She recovered her equilibrium within seconds. ‘Well, Jordanna wanted it kept quiet, so what can you do?’

Danny smiled, but she was not fooled. She could see it had been news to Imelda, that her daughter and son had not seen fit to inform her. And why would they? She was hardly mother of the year, everyone knew that. But she would play the game.

‘What would you prefer, Mel, a grandson, or a granddaughter? ’

Imelda shrugged. ‘Couldn’t give a fuck, to be honest. It ain’t like I am going to be babysitting is it?’

They both laughed at the truth of that statement.

Imelda turned away from Danny then, grateful for an excuse to leave that conversation behind and walked towards a battered Renault that had pulled up at the kerb. She knew the man, he was a regular, all oily hair and ointments. He was also the proud possessor of a repeat prescription for sleeping pills, which he gave to her every month for a freebie. She leant provocatively into the open window as always. ‘Hello, George, you got anything nice for me?’

George nodded, the grin as wide as ever, the stench of his aftershave hanging on the night air. It never quite masked the stench of Germolene mixed with Deep Heat, treatment for his so-called bad back.

She slipped into his passenger seat, and he gave her the pills almost immediately. ‘Look, Mel, if it’s all right with you, love, we’ll keep this on the once a month basis from now on. There’s a new girl, she’s only twenty and very athletic, if you know what I mean? So, in future, I’ll be going to her for me twice weeklies.’

Imelda nodded and, placing the pills in her handbag, she felt the first fingers of fear that all brasses eventually experienced as they started to understand that they were going over the hill. For someone like her, who was already about as low as she could go, the knowledge that she was being overlooked by such as Georgie Boy was a real learning curve. She had known that her volume of punters had been steadily decreasing of late, but she had assured herself that her regulars were the real bread and butter anyway. Once they deserted her though, she was finished.

She needed to get herself an alternative income, and she needed to do it sooner rather than later. She had never been a saver, never thought about the rainy day, because every day was a fucking thunderstorm to addicts. As always, she was only concerned about herself, and feeding her habit. She now needed to make some kind of provision for the future.

‘Come on, Jordanna, smile for fuck’s sake.’

She smiled, despite herself. Kenny Boy was like a big kid, and his good humour was infectious. He took the photo of her and saw that she was really genuinely smiling at him for once. She was getting heavy with her child, and he knew she was looking forward to its arrival. He was looking forward to it coming as well if he was honest. He liked babies, and he liked the thought of the family getting larger. He also liked that they were starting to expand the name.

When he got himself a decent bird he would make it his business to slip her a child a year for six or seven years on the trot. He wanted a big family, but he also wanted all his children to be with the same woman. He was not enamoured of those men who splashed their sperm about all over the place. Kids here, there and everywhere. He wanted to know his kids, see them grow up, be there for them when they needed him. He had it planned out. Nice wife, nice house, nice cars, good schools and decent holidays every year. His kids would have all the things he never had. The stability of a father figure was the most essential requirement, as far as he was concerned. His kids would never know what it was to wonder what each day would bring, they would be loved and cared for from the moment they arrived. As would Jordanna’s little baby. He had made a solemn promise to himself that he would take on the role of father figure, and see that the child never wanted for nothing. It was the least he could do for Jordanna.

‘Is it true that you are already being groomed to be Basil’s number two?’

Kenny grinned, his open face, as always, unable to hide his true feelings. ‘Yeah! I like it, I like the people I am involved with, the lifestyle. We’ll be rolling it in before you know it, girl.’

Jordanna grinned. ‘We ain’t doing too bad, Granny is coining it in. You must get that from her, your shrewdness.’

The doorbell rang and Kenny Boy sighed. ‘I bet that’s Timmy B, for me, he’s fucking early for once.’

Jordanna lay back on the sofa, she was tired out with her pregnancy. She heard the familiar voice of her mother then, seconds later, she saw the woman she dreaded pushing her way into the room.

‘I want to see me daughter, I hear I am to be a granny at last.’

‘Well, Jordanna does not want to see you. Now, stop all this, Mum, leave her alone, eh?’

Imelda was on a roll now, she actually believed her own story.

‘Please, Kenny. I want to see her, she is having a baby and, whether you two like it or not, it’s my grandchild. All I want is to see that my daughter is all right.’

Imelda looked down at her daughter’s body with its bump and saw the tiredness in her eyes, the pallor of her skin. She knew Jordanna was about as low as she was ever going to get. Like a hyena Imelda could sense weakness in people, it was something she had been born with, had developed over the years, and that she used when the need arose.

‘Please, Jordanna, just let me see you one time. I know I ain’t been the greatest of mothers, but I still care about you.’

Kenny shook his head sadly. ‘Out. You know the score, Mother. You’ve seen her now, let that be enough.’

He turned her round then so that she was once more facing the front door.

‘If me gran comes home and finds you here there will be fucking ructions, now go. Just go, will you?’ He was trying to keep his voice neutral, didn’t want to cause a fight, wanted Imelda to just leave them both to it.

Imelda turned to face her daughter once more, and, pushing her son away from her abruptly, she said softly, ‘I just want to wish you well, darling. That’s all. I know what you’re going through. After all, how do you think you two got here?’

She shrugged then, her thin body almost welcoming, her eyes seemed almost sparkling at the thought of a grandchild, a new member of the family she had never even pretended to care about. It was odd, it was unnerving. Imelda had hoped for this reaction, she knew that kids were like any other mark. If you knew how to press the correct buttons, they were guaranteed to act in the appropriate manner. Her two had not disappointed her so far. She knew they were stuffed full of guilt, her mother would have made sure of that much, and because of that she knew she was already a few inches into the front door of their lives. She smiled again, aware that she could not strong it just yet. She needed to gain their trust and their affection before she started to bleed them for money.

‘Look, I am going, so don’t worry. I just wanted to see you for meself. Needed to see that you were all right.’

Imelda seemed so sincere that they were both unable to find anything to latch on to, could find no real argument against her being there.

‘I won’t outstay me welcome, but Jordanna, make sure you eat properly, and get enough rest. OK? You have my future grandchild in there. Bye, mate.’

Then, smiling sadly at them both once more, she allowed herself to be walked off the premises.

Outside the house Kenny was at a loss as to how he was supposed to deal with his mother now. She was being nice, calm, friendly, and that meant she was obviously up to something. But until she said anything detrimental he was not in any position to cause any real aggravation. So he decided to play her at her own game. ‘Leave her alone, Mum, don’t fuck this up for her.’

Imelda stood before him, her shoulders slumped, her face looking pained, and her whole demeanour one of hurt, hurt and bewilderment. ‘I swear, Kenny, on your father’s grave, I am not here for any other reason than my daughter, she is about to produce my first grandchild. Even I can see how important that is. I ain’t completely fucking heartless. I might not be the babysitting type, but I still care about you both. I ain’t asking to be its fucking mentor, I just want to know it’s all right, that’s all.’

Kenny saw how dilapidated Imelda looked, how scrawny and underweight she was. Even with her perfect make-up and well-cared-for clothes, she looked rough to the trained eye. Unlike most junkies, his mother had a kink in her nature; she managed to function, managed to see that she kept on top of her addiction. He knew that was not an easy thing to do, knew that if that strength and that determination to keep herself like she was, had been channelled into something constructive, she would have been capable of almost anything. Would have been enough to take on the world if need be.

He also knew that her personality was the reason she had chosen the paths that she had. It was also the reason she did not dwell on her mistakes like normal people. She was such a fuck-up she did not care about her own failings or disasters, let alone anyone else’s. Like Jordanna, he was terrified that he would become just like her one day, that he would wake up to discover that he ceased to care about the people around him.

He was scared that he would forget to keep his eye on them all, would, without realising it, become a vicious, uncaring loner, and eventually lose the people closest to him.

As if she was reading his mind, Imelda grabbed his arm and, squeezing it tightly, she said simply, ‘You will never turn into me, Kenny, so stop worrying about it. I am a one-off, a person like me is thrown up in a family once every other generation. I still care for you though, in me own way.’

Kenny pulled out his wallet and, taking out a thick wad of cash, he thrust it into her hand.

She was stepping away suddenly. ‘I don’t want your money . . . I didn’t come here for that, son . . .’

‘Oh, Mum, please. By that criteria the Pope is not a Catholic and Fidel Castro was all for a democratic state.’

He shrugged in irritation. ‘Take it. You know you want to, it’s why you came here.’ But, as she had known he would offer it, she knew she would take it. He forced the cash into her hands as she had known he would. One, to get shot of her, and two, to assuage his guilt.

It was at least two hundred quid, she could see that with her practised glance.

‘You’re a good boy, Kenny. I can go home now and have a rest. I am getting too old for the pavement, boy.’ She grinned as if she had just made the greatest joke of all time.

He grinned back at her then. ‘That was what you came here for, ain’t it?’

She was silent now, unwilling to say anything that might queer her pitch for the future. Then, suddenly, she was offering him his cash back with an outraged expression, and a choked-up voice. ‘Take it back, son. If that is what you think of me, have it.’

She threw it to the ground then, and even though he knew that it was an act on her part, the guilt overwhelmed him as always.

‘I won’t deny that I need it, son, but I would rather not have it if you think that is what I came here for. Remember that I have not had the easiest of lives meself. I have a face full of Mars Bars, courtesy of Basil, and I lost a really good earn. I have swallowed all that, accepted the blame, and left you both alone, as my mother and Basil insisted. I don’t want fuck all from you two, and you remember that . . .’

He picked the money up and gave it to her once again; this time she snatched it from him.

‘Thanks, son. Tell your sister I wish her well . . . I really do.’

She walked away from him then. He watched her until she was finally out of sight. At last he went back into the house. Jordanna was still lying on the sofa, only now she looked even worse than before.

‘I feel really bad . . . Has she gone?’

He laughed then, unsure if he had been had, or if his mother had been genuine about them all at last. ‘She’s gone, Jorge, because I gave her a wedge. Now, let’s forget about her and get you to the hospital, shall we? You look a bit iffy, girl.’

Jordanna nodded, but he knew that she was unnerved by Imelda’s sudden appearance, and even more unnerved at her interest in the child she was carrying. They were both quiet as they left for the hospital.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Two

‘Come on, Jorge, or we’ll be late.’

Jordanna was laughing at him. They were actually early, very early. And he knew that as well as she did. Kenny Boy was the guest of honour at his own pub opening. Tonight was the culmination of everything he had worked for. He knew it was a real achievement, and he understood better than anybody how unusual he was to have even managed it so quickly. But he had, and it was because he never did anything without thinking it through from every possible angle beforehand. He had always watched and learnt, and he had made a point of finding the weaknesses in everything. Unlike everyone else, he knew that if you could pinpoint what could potentially be your downfall, you were guaranteed to succeed. It was the little things that eventually let you down. If you looked properly, you could find them and eradicate them. It was no more than basic economics.

‘Nearly done, Kenny. Just one minute.’

Kenny was a stickler for punctuality, in fact, he was renowned for it. If Kenny said he would be somewhere by seven o’clock, he would actually be at the designated meeting place by six-twenty at the latest. Ready and able to conduct the business in hand with anyone involved with it. He made a point of knowing everything about the deal he would be discussing, and he would also know everything about the people concerned. As he often joked, he knew his game from head to toe. Backwards and forwards and inside out.

He could answer any questions that might need answering, and he would be so knowledgeable about the subject in hand, that the person who had arranged the meeting with him would walk away confident that the money they had agreed to invest would be more than safe in his capable hands.

Kenny Boy, however, expected the same courtesy in return. If he arranged to meet up with somebody, and the person was tardy, late by even a few minutes, Kenny would refuse to deal with them ever again. He argued that if the person involved didn’t have the brain capacity to watch the time and therefore arrive as previously arranged, then anything else that might be reasonably expected of them was now in grave doubt.

Kenny Boy was always on the lookout for the hidden insult or the clever riposte. He was so determined to make sure he was never disrespected by anybody that he had made a point from day one of ensuring that anyone within his orbit knew he was not to be taken lightly. Not ever. Not even once.

He had been completely on the ball from the off, and his foibles, his natural eccentricities, had worked for him. People respected him for his organisational skills, even saw his refusal to do business with anyone who did not have the manners to arrive on time, as a strong point. As his right. Kenny Boy had made his reputation by being different. It had worked for him. The real Faces appreciated him, they wanted to deal with Kenny Boy, with someone who insisted on complete privacy, who insisted that they met up without women or hangers-on in the mix. Kenny Boy saw business as being something very personal and he always conducted it in complete privacy. One to one.

What had been seen at the beginning as Kenny Boy’s paranoia, had been laughed at as him being over-cautious, was now seen as his personal signature. No one who had ever dealt with him had even been questioned about their investments, let alone captured. What Kenny saw as nothing more than precautionary measures, others now saw as a guaranteed swerve where Old Bill were concerned. This, coupled with Kenny’s insistence that he would only deal with the people who mattered, also worked for everyone involved. So he had inadvertently managed to give himself a certain mystique, and therefore his natural distrust of people was now seen as his greatest asset. He did still have a healthy distrust for the people he dealt with, and it was this that had made sure no one would ever get a tug. He knew somewhere inside that his behaviour was not really normal, but he also knew it was working in his favour, so he didn’t bother about it too much.

Mary looked around at the gathering. Gerald Junior and Brendan, and their pug-ugly wives, were sniffing around. She turned her back to them and looked for Kenny Boy and Jordanna. The brother and sister were standing together and Mary wondered at how two such beautiful people had been produced by her daughter. It was beyond her comprehension. She saw Imelda off and on, and she saw that the drugs had finally started to take their toll on her. Unlike most junkies, Imelda had somehow been immune to their lasting effects for a long time. Her skin had stayed good, the hair and body had not deteriorated within months as normally happened; her daughter had looked good for far longer than was expected. Far longer than was good for anyone, herself included.

Mary knew that she came here for money, and only then if she was rock-bottom; she dressed it up as an excuse to see the kids. Consequently, if possible, Mary tried to be out when Imelda deigned to visit them.

A large part of her was angry about that, but the sensible part of her knew that the kids had to see Imelda as she really was, for themselves.

At the moment, Imelda was once more on her best behaviour, she had no choice but to try and become a part of their lives. She was well past her sell-by date, and all that was left to her now were the children she had abandoned. But Mary was not going to let her daughter cause any more upsets than absolutely necessary.

But if she kicked off about her daughter’s reputation, she knew she would only make Imelda seem even more alone, even more unwanted in their eyes, and they both felt guilty about her, about their feelings towards her. Jordanna loathed her, but she felt guilty for those feelings, which was something Imelda played on, as she did anything that would get her what she wanted.

Since Jordanna had given birth to a tiny premature son, and then buried him within the week, she had not been right. She was like a pretend person now, like a marionette. She laughed and talked, but inside she was dead. It was evident in her eyes, in her smile.

Mary saw the devastation eating her away, and yet there was nothing she could do about it. She had always said that Imelda was a fucking Jonah, and she was. Everything she touched disintegrated, was somehow spoilt by her presence. She carried sorrow and heartbreak around with her like other people carried a handbag.

It was not that noticeable at first, it was such an intrinsic part of her personality. But she caused trouble wherever she went. And Kenny was determined to overlook that for the time being. He wanted to believe his mother really had changed, was a different person. He believed that she could be reached if only they would give her a chance. A last chance.

Well, she had given Imelda more chances than the Chinese lottery, and it had been a futile exercise. She knew her daughter was incapable of making something good happen in her own life, let alone her family’s. Imelda needed only one thing; her stash. If she had enough drugs to last her for a few days, she would be in a happy frame of mind. She would also be on the lookout for the next stash, and the one after that. If she had concentrated her efforts on getting herself heroin into getting an education or running a business, she would have topped the tree.

She had done well at running the girls all those years ago, and what had she done then? She had let the self-destructiveness that was such a large part of her overtake everything else. She had taken up with another piece of shit, and she had sat back and waited for it to explode. And, as usual, the explosion when it came had caused dire problems for everyone concerned. Imelda knew she looked good, but she still had no real confidence in herself. Her natural beauty was fading rapidly and her panic at her future was now all-encompassing.

Imelda needed the kids to survive, and that was all she needed them for. One day Mary knew they would see that for themselves. Until then, she had to let them do whatever they felt was necessary to ease their troubled minds.

But Mary was determined to watch, wait and, when the time came, step between them all. She was going to make sure that, this time, the kids were not going to become no more than collateral damage in the abortion that passed for their mother’s life.

Jordanna was pretty, very pretty, she had the look of an older girl but that was put down to her tiny baby’s death. Everyone knew that it had broken her in some way.

The fact that Kenny Boy had been quite vocal in private, had certainly not gone amiss. He had been seen as a bigger, better person by the people he dealt with because of his care for his sister and her unfortunate predicament. In fact, his loyalty had endeared him to the people he had dealt with. His care for his sister, and his disregard for how it might be construed by outsiders was seen as just another of his foibles. Once more, his absolute resolve where a big problem was concerned was seen as another one of his strengths. That he was willing to kill anyone who even remarked on Jordanna and her problems was to his benefit. After all, if he didn’t look out for his sister, who the fuck would? So he had inadvertently been seen as a young man of principles, a young man of decency and rectitude. In short, Kenny Boy was the young man they all hoped would one day marry their daughters. He had an old-world morality that struck a chord in the most jaded of men; he was the epitome of what they believed in.

Kenny Boy was like the old-time Faces, all decent beliefs and caring retributions. For the majority, it was a real privilege to be in his company. And he was the biggest fucking annoyance for the minority, for the people who saw the dinosaurs once more emerging against the odds, because he was already seen as a fucking rising star and as someone to emulate and see as a role model. It was like he was re-writing the book of villainy and everyone but him was coming up wanting.

Kenny Boy had systematically brought back every old-style value and belief, and it had worked for him. The other young guns, who saw their elders as muppets, saw them as people to walk over and away from, were now having to regroup and rethink. Basically, Kenny Boy had cornered the market and, to make things worse, he had not even tried to do that. It had come naturally, it was just his way of doing his business.

Imelda was looking around her nervously, she knew she was not about to be welcomed with open arms. The majority of the people here had an axe of some kind to grind, and if they could grind it by giving her a permanent parting she knew that they would do just that. She had made a lot of enemies over the years and, at the time, she had not understood just how foolish she had been. Like all bullies while on the top of their game, she had never allowed for how hard her life might be should her star begin to wane. Well, her star had not only waned, it had imploded, and in a spectacular fashion. All the people she had blanked without a second’s thought when she had reached her heyday were now, through hard work or, in some cases, good marriages, the same people she needed to accept her so she could once more be a part of normal society. Imelda was having to eat enough humble pie to make Uriah Heep look like Fanny Cradock.

But she was willing to do just that; after all, she was the mistress of illusion, she had even been known to fool herself when absolutely necessary. As she waited on the sidelines, she was impressed, despite herself, at the people who had arrived to give their blessing to her son’s new enterprise.

She was in the bar, mixed in with the other no-necks, all watching the door in the hope of seeing a real Face or two. That she was waiting like the other plebs had not gone unnoticed by the people around her. She was a well-known name, and her son’s new status as a man of importance had not gone unnoticed, either. That she was waiting in line like everyone else was more shocking than anything. After all, Kenny spent his life making sure he was respected, why would he be so resolute about that if not for this woman who had birthed him? Her name and reputation had been the reason why he was so stroppy and pedantic; he was the antithesis of his mother and he was proud of that fact. He was so strong-minded and so resolute in everything he did because, unlike his mother, he was never about to let anyone ever get the better of him. He would kill before he would ever be seen as a waster, as someone without self-respect. He was so frightened of being seen as a cunt by his peers that he had created a whole persona to counteract her negative influences. He knew how quick people were to judge, and he also knew how quickly people reassessed their opinions when faced with someone who was willing to destroy them if they did not decide to take on a new, more enlightened opinion of the person concerned. He had, without any thought for the people around him, or their hangers-on, made a point of erasing his mother’s reputation, and he had replaced it with one of his own. He was happy to acknowledge that he had single-handedly wiped out the bastardy his mother had caused in her life. And, as she had caused more fuck-ups than the whole of the West Midlands police force, he felt he had done a really good job.

Tonight he was opening his new premises and he was being fêted by the best of the best, and he finally felt that he had shrugged off the shame of his birth, of his beginnings.

Most of the men here this night had done the same thing: had been born poor, had been forced to make their way in a world that was not really attuned to the uneducated, the permanent poor. That was the expression the Irish used to describe the men who were unable to better themselves because of politics and governments. The men who were left with no other course in life but villainy.

The men here, though, who had come to pay their respects to a young lad who was making it against all the odds, were all aware that they had never had to live down a mother like Imelda. She was the cause of so much death, so much hate, and so much destruction. She was a byword for everything that was to be despised in the female species. Yet, somehow, this boy had proved to everyone that you really could overcome the biggest of handicaps, the hugest of embarrassments.

Kenny Boy had lived her down and, more to the point, he had ensured that no one ever said a bad word about her. She was off-limits where he was concerned and, on the rare occasions he mentioned her, he spoke of her with the utmost respect, thereby ensuring that everyone else did too. It was another reason why he was so liked, why he was seen as a good bloke by all and sundry.

Anyone else would have turned their back on her, but his loyalty towards her, especially as she did not warrant it, only made him look even more like a viable option where they were concerned. He was possessed of a loyalty unsurpassed in their world; his determination and forcefulness where his mother was concerned had caused people to take a step back and remember who they were talking about and had struck more than a few chords with the people he had became part of.

Coupled with his zealous care for his sister and for his grandmother, he had become a person of real interest to those in the know. Now he was about to reap the benefits of his labours, and there was not one person who felt he was undeserving of that. He was a real little dynamo, well, a big dynamo in reality. But although his youth still saw him referred to as the new boy, his innate shrewdness and business acumen already had him marked down as a permanent player.

As Jordanna sipped her drink, Kenny Boy watched the men who were already eyeballing her; he knew she was a looker, and he also knew that as his sister she would now be seen as a bit more than a decent-looking bird. Jordanna was unaware that, even with her track record, she would soon be in demand. He also knew that she could never be told that, her confidence was almost zero as it was. He knew that he would have to steer her in the direction of someone he could trust, someone he could manipulate. Jordanna would fuck anyone who was nice to her, she was still very fragile and he knew he needed to keep her close and safe.

She was good tonight though, he saw her smiling and chatting with the other women around her and he sighed in relief. He was thrilled at the turnout for him, saw the rows and rows of Faces who were there. He knew that even as young as he was, he had somehow managed to command this kind of respect from his betters. All because he was not willing ever to compromise, because he had never once gone back on his word. He was proud of that fact. He was proud that he was already on the verge of joining the pantheons of the big boys, was already being hailed as the new Face on the pavement. He was proud that he was seen as the perfect person to run the new businesses that were emerging all over the Smoke. He was more than willing to be a trailblazer and, as such, open up a whole new set of businesses through which everyone could benefit in some way.

Kenny Boy had an almost encyclopaedic knowledge of the drug business, and he was more than willing to share it with people who were willing to utilise and exploit that knowledge for their own personal gain. Kenny Boy had made sure he was the future for these people, and that is exactly what he was. It was as simple as that.

Jimmy Bailey was impressed. This was a real good night by anyone’s standards. Kenny Boy had laid on a great spread. Good food, plenty of drink, no drugs that were obvious to the untrained eye, but plenty of good-natured banter and camaraderie.

Kenny Boy was where he wanted to be, among the people he liked to mix with and, as an added bonus, he was also the centre of attention. That was his main forte; being in the middle of everything; being the instigator of whatever was happening around him. Kenny was a mass of contradictions. Like his mother, he had the knack of sussing any situation out within seconds and, like his mother, he would then use that knowledge for his own ends. As he looked around him at Bailey, Driscoll, Hannon and Basil and saw their enjoyment and pleasure at his accomplishments, Kenny knew he had made it. After this night, he was set. He would always be remembered for this one outrageous evening. His youth, coupled with his natural friendliness, would always be remembered. He knew that this night was his entrance into the world of men, real men. He felt that he belonged here, and he knew that feeling would never leave him. Then, just as he was really enjoying the night for what it was, he saw his sister talking to a large West Indian man with overly white teeth and a very suspect sense of fashion.

The man was Jamsie O’Loughlin, a very well-known pimp and a drug dealer. That he was talking to his sister with a smile that was as bright as a hundred-watt bulb and had an arm around her shoulders, and that she seemed to find it enchanting, rang his alarm bells; Kenny Boy knew she was ready for any old shit that might be fed her. He knew she was vulnerable and naïve, she only needed someone to give her a load of old cods and she would swallow it hook, line and sinker. Jordanna was an accident that had already happened, and he was not about to let it happen to her again, not on his watch anyway.

Jamsie, for his part, was genuinely thrilled with Jordanna; like most pimps he could actually distinguish between his earners and his love life. He would never be faithful to any woman; as far as he was concerned that was not something to even be discussed. He was, however, capable of loving and, as far as he was concerned, that was far more important, even though it had never happened to him before.

This lovely girl with her huge blue eyes and thick blond hair had attracted him from the moment he had clapped eyes on her. She had a deep sadness inside, a desperate need for care and attention that had hit him full-on from his first glance in her direction. He had wanted to protect her from the world, wanted to protect her from everything that she was terrified of, from that split second of seeing her standing alone. He had never felt like this before in his life, he wanted to make sure she was safe, get to know her, talk to her. He wanted to become a big part of her life and, from the way she was smiling back at him, he had a feeling she was of a similar mindset.

Jamsie did not know Jordanna was Kenny’s sister, he was not aware of her history at that time; all he knew was, for the first time ever, he was bowled over by a female, and not because of her earning potential.

As Jamsie chatted to her he was amazed to realise that she was all he had thought she was, and much more.

Jordanna for her part was thrilled at his attention – Jamsie was handsome and he had the gift of the gab – but mainly because it stopped her from thinking about her mother and studiously avoiding making eye contact with her. Once that happened, she would be forced to acknowledge her and, worse than that, she would be honour bound to invite her into her company.

She had no intention of doing that, her mother was still someone she was wary of. Kenny might think she was rehabilitated, but Jordanna knew that people like Imelda were immune to real life, real situations. They used everything for their own ends, to ensure they got what they wanted from any situation.

Jamsie was just what she needed; he was big, strong and funny. He was making her laugh and making her feel special, and that was just what the doctor had ordered.

‘Are you all right, girl?’

Jordanna nodded, her huge blue eyes, as always, expressing her innermost feelings. ‘I am feeling pretty good actually, better than I have for a long time.’

Jamsie didn’t question her answer, he felt the truth of it and he also felt pleased that he was the reason she was feeling so good about herself. He didn’t know how, but he knew instinctively that she had not felt happy for a very long time. The sadness was all over her, the hurt was almost tangible, and he promised himself then and there that he would be a staunch supporter of this girl in whatever she wanted to do.

Jordanna was totally enamoured with him, from his dreads to his killer smile he was sex on legs. She felt a connection with him, and knew it was more than reciprocated.

She could feel her mother’s eyes burning into her and she refused to meet her stare, this was Kenny’s night and it was up to him to make their mother a part of it all. She was only a bystander these days, and that suited her. Jordanna Dooley had no interest in becoming a part of Kenny’s world, or her mother’s, for that fact. It frightened her. Been there, done that, and she had the scars to prove it.

Basil could hear the conversation that was going on nearby and he was impressed with Kenny’s acumen. He was a real man’s man and, more than that, he was a fucking personality in his own right. That he was suddenly a good friend and confidant of Jamsie O’Loughlin had not gone unnoticed. Well, he was determined to point out a few of Jamsie’s less edifying qualities to young Kenny Boy when the opportunity arose. Especially as his own mother was a real watchword where hard drugs and Jamsie were concerned.

Jamsie O’Loughlin was not a mug, he was the real deal in many respects, and he was the general spokesman for the local West Indian population. He ruled his empire with fear and humour – he was not someone to be taken lightly in any way, shape or form. That Basil was in throes of a tear-up with him was neither here nor there this night. It was Kenny’s night, and he was not about to rock his boat in any way. He would never ever ruin anyone’s night. Trouble could wait, it came soon enough as it was. Why bring it into the open when there was no need to, when it was the kind of trouble that was not going anywhere, could wait a few days.

Basil had heard from what he classed as very good contacts that Jamsie was treating his girls to the needle, and very young girls at that. Juveniles who were unable to make an informed decision about anything; not that most junkies chose to become skagheads, an informed decision about anything was usually beyond them by the time the drug took hold.

Once on the needle the girls were no better than captive prisoners: when the brown took over, they were its slave. Junkies would fight, steal, lie and even kill, for the next high. It was not their fault, not really. They were at the mercy of a need that transcended love, loyalty, family, basically anything that stood in the way of the next score. The girls were very young, and they would now do anything to get the money for an armful. Most of them would be destroyed completely by twenty-five. Most of them would look thirty before they hit their nineteenth birthday. They would lie about everything and anything, always wondering if they could con their way to another few quid. They would forget what it was like to be cared about, what it was like to care about other people, about themselves. They would forget about everyday things like cleanliness, regular eating, and they would not only stop bathing and eating, they would also stop interacting with other people. Junkies might needle up together, but that was as far as their interaction went. They might jack up in a flat somewhere, but their high was a very personal moment. Heroin was not a social drug, although it might have seemed it at first. In the initial stages people skanked and laughed as they watched the drug being burnt on a spoon, might even have chased it the first few times. Then the lure of the intravenous high would be spoken of, explained in all its Technicolor glory by people who either had a hidden agenda or were still in the first flush of the skag love affair. Amphetamines, cocaine, grass, none of them had the same resonance as the brown. Heroin was a drug that was more often than not introduced to a body by someone with an alternative agenda. A man could have total control over a girl once she was introduced to the opiate benefits of the heroin high. He would then make a point of procuring the drug for them and, in extreme cases, taking the fucker alongside of them, to prove it was not as dangerous as they might have heard. But it was always a scam. It was a form of social control that most of the political philosophers had never thought to investigate thoroughly. After all, like politicians and judges, they were, as always, unaware of what was really going on underneath their noses. It was a win-win situation for the dealer. No one liked junkies and, more to the point, no one wanted them either. As society’s outcasts, they were dropped into a nightmare of supply and demand, with nowhere to turn.

Once on the brown, the person involved gradually lost their free will, along with their kindness, their decency, their whole personality. Coupled with the instigator’s total control over them. Then came the paranoia, the belief that everyone who was trying to help them were parasites, were liars and cheats.

It was not long until the girls involved found themselves without family, friends or morals. Within a few weeks they were totally dependent not only on the drug, but also on the supplier of the drug. That most wraps bought on the streets often contained so little heroin it would not get a puppy dog high was neither here nor there. It was a physical and psychological addiction that lasted the person concerned their whole life. It was, in most cases, a death sentence, and it went unnoticed because once a person got on the H, they were immediately classed as the lowest of the low.

Basil could see Jordanna eyeing up Jamsie, and that the fucker was eyeing her up back. Kenny was watching Jordanna too, and Basil decided to wait and see how it panned out before offering his opinion about it. Kenny walked over to the pair.

Jamsie O’Loughlin was about to find that he was in the unenviable position of trying to explain to Kenny that his intentions towards his sister were honourable, not an easy feat when you were the pimp extraordinaire of your generation.

A pimp was someone who was looked on with a certain respect while, at the same time, the very nature of his business automatically made him a second-class citizen to most of the men he dealt with. It was like anything else. A pecking order existed in all walks of life and, until it affected him personally, it was never an issue. Once it became an issue, it was all-out war. Like any war, its cause was the inability of others to see things from a like-minded point of view.

Now, outside the venue and confronted about his intentions towards Jordanna Dooley, Jamsie had a decision to make. He could fight this, or walk away. He decided he felt a strong enough attraction to Jordanna to fight his case.

‘Look, Kenny, I didn’t know she was your sister, and I understand that you might have certain reservations where I am concerned. I understand that. But I can assure you now, I met her tonight and I liked her, a lot. There is no hidden fucking agenda, I just want to take her out. If I did want to put her on the pavement I think we can both assume that idea would now be what is commonly known as moot, don’t you? She is lovely. I saw her and I got hit by a fucking thunderbolt. ’

Jamsie laughed in complete disbelief at his own words, knowing how fucking silly they sounded to him, let alone Kenny Boy.

Kenny looked into his dark eyes, searching for the lie he knew was not there. Jamsie was a mate, he had always looked out for him. When Kenny’s mum had been on the bash he had sometimes looked out for her too. He would track her down and pass on the information to Kenny Boy. That he had been requested to do so beforehand by Basil or Jimmy Bailey was neither here nor there. He had always given Kenny the info with a quiet and dignified demeanour. Jamsie’s attitude was that if his mother had been flogging her arse he would not have wanted the whole world to know about it either.

Although, in Kenny’s case, the whole world did know; at least the world they inhabited anyway. Kenny’s life had been blighted by his mother’s fucking lifestyle, she was a mother who would have been better off drowning her kids at birth to save them the aggravation or, better still, someone, somewhere, should have drowned her.

Still, Jamsie had always given the boy the benefit of the doubt and respected him for keeping his eye on his mother. Imelda was a cunt and, like all cunts, she did not deserve this boy’s care or attention. That she had it was more in his favour than hers.

Jordanna, who he had heard of, but never met, was a different kettle of fish altogether. She was a real good girl, and he felt a deep want of her that was so powerful it guaranteed him all this fucking old fanny. He was being questioned, and he was swallowing; that alone spoke fucking volumes.

‘You fuck my sister up and I will hunt you down like a fucking dog, and I will kill you, Jamsie. I will rip your fucking heart out. She has had enough hurt in her life without you waltzing in like Steve Stunning and sweeping her off her feet. Unless you are serious about her, you leave her alone.’

Jamsie grinned, and his large white teeth and easy-going friendliness were very much in evidence as he said seriously, ‘I understand your reservations about me, I would be the same if I was you. But I swear to you, I have never felt like this before in my life. I just want to take her out, get to know her, that’s all.’

Kenny was inclined to believe him; he liked Jamsie, he always had. But he was a dealer and a fucking pimp, and that meant he used women. It was the nature of that particular beast. All women were beneath them, beneath their contempt. They saw the female sex as paper money, saw them as less than animals. Pimps could not afford to be nice, it defeated the object.

His mother had been a real learning curve where most men were concerned. The average bloke would shag a fence given the opportunity, and Kenny did not want Jordanna stuck in another nightmare of her own making. He had not looked out for her the last time, and he was not about to let that happen again. He would fucking cut the next bastard up with a smile and a cheery song. Jordanna would never know pain like that again. Not while he was capable of drawing a breath.

‘You had better treat her with the respect she deserves. If I find out any different, there will be fucking ambulances arriving.’

Kenny saw Jamsie relax at his words. ‘All I want is the chance to get to know her. If it turns out we don’t get on, then we’ll both chalk it up to experience. But let it go now, Kenny, you’ve made your fucking point, no need to labour it.’

Kenny knew he had gone over the top, but what else could he do? She was his sister, his flesh and blood and he had left her to her own devices once and look where that had got her. He forced himself to smile then. He knew that Jamsie was not about to mug him off in any way, Jamsie being more than aware of his penchant for hurting people who disappointed him in any way. Jamsie knew that if he fucked up he would be living on borrowed time. Plus, he liked Jamsie. Always had, he had done him a few favours over the years where his ponce of a mother had been concerned. He hoped that his sister did fall for the bloke big time, he wanted to see her settled with someone who could look after her. Better the devil you knew, he had learnt that old fucking chestnut the hard way. His sister needed to be loved and cared for, more than anyone realised.

Imelda was over the moon. Her son had finally invited her to join him at the bar and she understood the significance of his offer as much as the people around her. By publicly recognising her, he had given her a new-found acceptance that she could now use to her advantage as and when the opportunity arose.

Until then, she had been shrewd enough to keep her head down and her trap shut. She knew that she needed to keep this son of hers onside for the foreseeable future.

With his public acknowledgment of her, she was once more on the cusp of public acceptance. She would be welcomed back into the bosom of the local drinking establishments, and would be seen as a viable borrower of money; she would now be in a position to run up debts, debts that she had no intention of paying.

Jordanna was still a loose cannon in many ways, but Imelda would work on her. She would ensure that her daughter came around to her way of thinking in the end. She was rocking, standing there in full view of everyone, being treated like a queen; she felt she was finally where she should be. Her son, against all the odds, had made it, and because of him, she was now ready to take her rightful place in the not-so-polite society she craved. Jamsie O’Loughlin was a dealer of platinum standards, as she knew better than most. They went back a long time. But she would keep that bit of information to herself. He sourced brown that was so pure it was dangerous until it was cut at least three times. If her Jordanna managed to hook him, Imelda was basically set for life where the drugs were concerned. After all, he would be honour bound to serve up his bird’s mother, it stood to reason.

As she looked around her, she saw the sceptical glances that were coming her way. She knew that she was the only fly in her son’s otherwise exemplary ointment. He was a real player now and he would go on and on until he became the only player. He got that single-mindedness from her.

Basil was watching her closely, but Imelda didn’t react in any way. She was hated, and she knew that. But she could apologise for England when it was demanded of her. She could grovel with the best of them.

As Kenny winked at her, she smiled widely, she knew he was only making a point where she was concerned. She knew that he only wanted her in his life so he could keep an eye on her while, at the same time, forcing the people around him to accept her. If they did that, then it would prove to him, once and for all, that he was finally a Face.

She could write the fucking script for him, but she had to pretend she was ignorant of his ulterior motives, though she did wonder if he realised what was going down himself. He got his sneakiness from her, though. His natural desire to keep everything to himself, no matter how trivial, was an inbred thing she felt.

She was genuinely sorry though, because she had admitted to herself a long time ago, that she didn’t really like her son that much. He was a stranger to her in many respects, and as he didn’t really like her either, she felt that made them even somehow. He was a user like her, but he dressed it up and convinced himself that it was for the good of other people.

She did not like him, no more than she did her daughter. She saw Jordanna as weak; she was like a fucking albatross hanging around everyone’s neck.

A real party pooper, even now she was devoid of anything that even resembled interesting. She was a good-looking girl – she had to be, she was her double – but she had nothing that could be seen as individualism. She was a fucking wet blanket. A fucking poor-me merchant, and that was all her mother’s doing. Mary had fucked up both her kids, big time. But then, she had not expected anything else. The girl was a complete washout: if only she had inherited her shrewdness, her mother’s nous, then she might have had something about her. Something going on.

As it was, she was a boring bastard, and that was proved by her daughter’s obvious interest in Jamsie O’Loughlin. Imelda knew him well, but then she would, he was her kind of guy. Jordanna was hanging on his every word and, more to the point, Jamsie seemed to be hanging on to hers in return. It was sick-making.

That her daughter had already buried a child, and lived through her mother’s lunacy did not even register with Imelda. As far as she could see, her daughter was a weakling, a wimp who was incapable of seeing the main chance as and when it presented itself. With Kenny’s new-found notoriety, Jordanna should have the brains to be using it to its full advantage; instead she was like a fucking moron, frightened of her own shadow. It was a crying shame. She should be at home watching Countdown with all the other anoraks, not here among the movers and shakers. This was wasted on her, and that really annoyed Imelda.

But she would keep her head down and her arse up, and wait for the chance to further herself. If she played a blinder she would not have to do another blow job ever again, unless she wanted to, of course. At this stage in her life, her son’s new-found notoriety was a real touch. Imelda raised her glass at Jamsie in an imaginary toast; she was not surprised when he did not bother to reciprocate.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Three

‘You are a fucking imbecile, and as such you need a fucking serious livener, boy. You think you can take me for a cunt and I wouldn’t fucking notice?’

Kenny Boy was livid, his face was bright red and his hands were clenched into fists of rage. He was breathing in short, staccato bursts, his heart was beating faster than an alarm clock, and he was swallowing down the urge to kill.

He was more than aware that he had not yet struck the object of his anger, and that pleased him because he knew he needed to rein in his anger. His rage was never far from the surface, and it was always his first reaction to anything that happened to him or his. Smash it, crush it, hurt someone. His rage was a natural part of his life. It was there when he awoke in the morning, and it was still there when he went to sleep at night.

He fought a daily battle to keep it contained. He knew he was often outrageously over the top where his anger and his personal feelings of retribution were concerned. He could quite happily kill someone on the slightest of pretexts. Wiping out anyone who he saw as a rival or as a piss-taker was par for the course. He fantasised about killing his enemies, he had done since he was a little child. It was how he coped with the day to day, how he coped with living down being his mother’s son and all that entailed.

He knew inside himself that his anger often far outweighed the reasoning for it. But he also knew that his single-mindedness was seen as an asset by the people he worked alongside. He liked Harry, and he really didn’t want to hurt him, but he couldn’t see what else he could do. The man had fucked him over, big time.

‘I’ll sort you right out, Harry. A fucking hammering is just what you need and is exactly what you are going to get.’

Harold Carter was literally shaking in his brand-new, expensive boots. He had dropped a serious bollock and he knew he deserved what was coming to him. It still didn’t help though, knowing that he had asked for it. If it was anyone else but Kenny Boy he would have swallowed. But Kenny was not known for his sympathetic nature. Kenny Boy would administer a punishment far exceeding the crime committed; it was nothing personal, it was just his nature. When Harold Carter had helped himself to the takings he had not felt he had gone over the top as such. He had only spiked a few quid, a fifty here, a twenty there. It was not as if he was creaming off the hundreds, or the thousands. At worst, he was guilty of giving himself a well-deserved drink, no more and no less. But he should have known that Kenny Dooley would know what he was owed down to the last fucking penny. It was a foible of his; he made a fucking point, apparently, of knowing how much he was owed by everyone and anyone.

Like that should be a big surprise, the general consensus was that Kenny Boy was a fucking weirdo. Of course he would be interested in the pennies and the halfpennies. It was what he did best. Everyone knew that Kenny could glance over a column of figures and work out the total in seconds without breaking a sweat. He needed nothing: no paper, pens, or calculator, he did it all in his head.

But this also didn’t allow for the fact that everyone else in their world, other than him of course, were amenable to a little bit of skimming by their workforce, it was what made their world go round, what kept people on the payroll. Kenny was not the only criminal in town and, by the very nature of his business, he was honour bound to employ other criminals, who he, for some reason known only to himself, expected to act like choir boys. Harry was shitting it, and he knew deep down that all this was very wrong. But he was not about to point that fact out, he was not on a death wish.

‘Look, Kenny, all I did was take the extra, it’s not unheard of to extract a drink . . .’

Kenny didn’t let him finish his sentence, he was already punching him to the ground. He saw the theft of his money as a personal affront, saw it as a mark of disrespect towards him personally. That was something that was never going to happen. Not in his lifetime anyway.

As Harry Carter lost consciousness he wondered briefly if he would ever open his eyes again. Kenny Boy was quite capable of finishing him off for this.

Kenny was still kicking at the prone body when Jack Carling dragged him away. Kenny was so incensed at Harry’s audacity that he wanted to kill him, wanted to erase him from the planet once and for all.

‘Come on, Kenny, he had a small skim. Get over it, for fuck’s sake.’

Jack was having trouble keeping Kenny away from the prostrate form; he was holding him against the wall, forcing him to calm down and let his sensible head prevail once more.

Kenny knew that if he really wanted to, he could take on Jack Carling, and Jack’s minions as well, without even breaking a sweat. His edge was that, unlike everyone else he dealt with, he did not really need an excuse to hurt people. He could hurt anyone at any time and, when he felt the urge, he did just that. He would use the slightest pretext to unleash his anger on an unsuspecting public. It was another thing that worked in his favour. If Kenny Boy gave someone a good hiding they must have deserved it; he was not known for being a bully, or for just flexing his muscles. Kenny had a violent streak, and that was common knowledge. What was not known by all and sundry was that he had to control himself from day to day, that he understood that his temper would be his downfall if he didn’t learn to control it. But he knew he had to calm himself down, especially now. Harry had been a good worker, and most people would not feel the need to chastise him for his little scam. But then he was not like other people, he saw the theft of his poke as fucking disgraceful. He saw it as a challenge to him and his authority, as a fucking complete and utter piss-take.

‘You tell that cunt he is finished with me now, he is gone, over with, and you make sure that anyone who takes a wage from me understands that if even a fucking fiver goes on the trot, I will personally hunt down the cunt who palmed it myself. I pay enough out in wages, I don’t expect to be fucking robbed by me own.’

Jack was nodding in agreement, he knew he was getting a warning and he also knew that he would have to pass that warning on, and pass it on very vocally so this man could be placated. He was a real giant in his field was Kenny, he had the goodwill of every major Face in the Smoke. But he was a real weirdo in other respects. Jack pushed him towards the door, he wanted him away from Harry’s prostrate form.

Kenny was not the easiest of bosses, but then who was? He was a real earner though, he earned fucking serious amounts of brass. But, in all fairness, he paid well, and so Harry Carter’s little mistake was not to be overlooked from Kenny’s rather narrow point of view.

‘Come on, Kenny, let’s get you out of here.’

Kenny followed him quietly now. He was a big lad, and he was also a very intimidating lad, especially when the fancy took him. Seeing him attack Harry like that had been a real eye-opener. Kenny was certainly not an easy man to placate, in fact he was a fucking handful. A big, paranoid and overly strong handful.

As they walked out of the warehouse into the weak January sunlight Jack said seriously, ‘He did not deserve that, Kenny Boy. He was taking pennies, it ain’t like it was fucking fortunes.’

Jack was a name in his own right; Kenny had specifically requested him from his last employer. Jack came with a fucking gold-plated guarantee, and that was the only reason he was being allowed to offer his opinion now.

Kenny laughed, his even white teeth and youthful good looks made him seem like a candidate for a boy band. He was a real handsome fucker, and he knew it. But he was also a nasty fucker, and anyone who chose to forget that, did so at their peril.

‘The fact that fucking ponce skimmed quids off me is why I am so fucking annoyed with him. It’s an even bigger insult than if he had tried to scam me for fortunes. Can’t you fucking see that? He was tanking me for fucking fag money, so what the fuck does that make him and, more to the point, what does that make me? You tell him, if I see him again I will fucking hammer him all over again.’

Jack saw the logic in his argument. The bloke had a valid point. But he had still gone over the top. Kenny had delivered a beating that would have been given to a supergrass. The punishment had to fit the crime. After all, they were not the Filth.

As he turned away from Kenny, Jack was surprised to be grabbed physically by his hair and then violently forced back inside the warehouse by Kenny Boy. He was thrown unceremoniously on to the filthy concrete flooring and Kenny then kicked him over and over again, putting his considerable weight behind each blow. But this time the kicking was delivered with a viciousness that was all the more sinister because it was also very controlled. Jack curled up into a foetal position and waited for him to stop. He was bleeding already, and he knew his mouth would need to be stitched. He felt every blow as it landed strategically on his prone body. When the beating finally stopped, he waited a few seconds before carefully rolling on to his back. He was hurting badly, bleeding like a stuck pig. It was monstrous that this had even happened. As he looked up at Kenny Boy he could see the undisguised hatred in his eyes.

‘You ever see fit to question me about any of my fucking dealings again, and I’ll fucking kill you. You arrogant cunt. Should I want your fucking opinion in the future, I will request it from you in a civil and interested manner. I will ask you a series of probing questions, and I will then listen carefully to your well-thought-out and hopefully, your very enlightening answers. Until then, you keep your fucking conk out of my affairs. Do you get my fucking drift? Or would you like me to put it in writing so you can peruse it at your leisure?’

Jack understood then just why this young fellow was so well thought of, he was a real bona fide nut-job. He had no fear of anyone, and he had a rough dignity that was very difficult to ignore. Seeing him now Jack was frightened of what he could be capable of should he feel the need. Should he feel that he had been disrespected.

Pulling himself upright, Jack Carling knew when he was beaten. He spat out a mouthful of blood and, wiping a hand across his face, he felt the lumps and swellings that were already forming. He would look like a fucking accident victim for weeks. His ribs were broken, and he had trouble taking a deep breath. The shock of the attack was overwhelming him. He had never experienced anything like it before in his life.

‘I am sorry, Kenny, I was trying to diffuse the situation, that’s all.’

Kenny was smiling widely now, as if the earlier contretemps had never happened. He was the amiable friend, the joker. He was the big-hearted mate. He seemed unaware of Jack’s condition, didn’t seem to see the blood or the bruising.

‘I know that, Jackie Boy. All I am saying is, I am more than capable of diffusing a situation as and when I see fit and, for the record, I will reiterate once again, when I want your fucking opinion, I’ll ask you for it. Now, dump that cunt and let’s get back to the job in hand.’

Jack knew then that what he had heard was basically the tip of the iceberg where Kenny was concerned. He could see the absence of real emotion in his handsome face, in his deep-blue eyes. Someone had once said Kenny Dooley was a psycho, and he was. The big worry for Jack was that Kenny himself didn’t seem to know that.

‘Come on, Jordanna, I just want to have a coffee with you. Why are you so bloody against me? I am really trying here.’ Imelda was angry and irritated with her daughter and this came across in her voice.

Jordanna sighed. She was in a hurry, she was meeting Jamsie and she wanted to tell him her good news. But her mother accosting her in the street had thrown her off-kilter. Jordanna was a much more confident person since Jamsie had come into her life. She also knew, thanks to her brother, that he had handed the pimping side of his business over to his cousin Dexter. It was his way of showing that he was serious about her. He just dealt now, and he was more or less the main dealer in London. That was also thanks to her brother, as she knew. But Jordanna did not see that as a negative, all she was interested in was Jamsie O’Loughlin as a person. And that person was the love of her life. He made her feel good about herself. He made her feel like a valid person.

Now her mother was once more trying to inveigle herself into her daughter’s company and she didn’t want that. She didn’t appreciate her mother forcing her to spend time in her company. She had Kenny, why did she still think she needed Imelda as well?

‘I am late as it is, Mum. Maybe we can meet next week.’ She was already walking away from her. But, as she knew, Imelda was not going to be brushed off so easily.

‘Relax, will you? All I want is to know how you are. Surely you can spare five minutes for your own mother. Jamsie will keep. Christ knows, he would wait months for you if you asked him to.’ This was said in jest, but the underlying jealousy was evident to them both.

As Jordanna walked back towards her house she was annoyed with herself for her weakness where her mother was concerned. Where everyone was concerned. She always tried to keep the peace and old habits died hard.

Opening the front door, she heard her mother’s heels as she clattered down the hallway behind her. It was just like when she was kid, the feeling of dread that noise could still evoke inside her. The hollow click-clack of her mother’s stilettos brought forth another memory. She saw herself in her mother’s shoes, four-inch black leather courts, wearing a pink-and-lemon nightdress and, as she clattered up the hallway, she remembered being picked up by her mother’s bloke and taken into the bedroom, her little body protesting, screaming in distress at what she knew would happen to her, and her mother turning away. Her mother pretending she didn’t know the significance of the event, deliberately ignoring her daughter’s cries.

She was still nervous around her even now, she remembered far too much to ever feel comfortable in her presence. ‘How much do you want, Mum?’

She was standing in the kitchen now, her lovely face as always deeply troubled when her mother was nearby. Her figure was still good, tight. Like her mother she was high-breasted and slim of waist. She had also inherited her long legs and the knack of wearing clothes so they looked as if they had been handmade for her. She was opening her purse, ready to pay her off. Get rid of her.

Imelda was now acting the outraged mother. It did not sit well on her broad and very aggressive shoulders. It was an act that even a child would have sussed out.

‘I don’t want anything, Jorge. I have plenty of poke, your brother sees to that. I just want to talk to you, see if you’re OK. I care about you.’

Jordanna had put the kettle on now, and she was nervously waiting for it to boil. Her mother was watching her closely. It put Jordanna in mind of a stoat watching a rabbit, waiting for its chance to spring, its chance to kill. She knew that her mother had no real interest in her, she never had. She just wanted her onside, she had Kenny Boy but that wasn’t enough for her. She needed her daughter as well, needed her to pretend that her mother was once more an integral part of her life. It was all about pretence with Imelda. That was all her life had ever been.

‘I am fine . . . and you, how are you?’

She had a hard time saying ‘Mum’, it was not a word she found easy. When she said it, she knew it sounded forced, sounded all wrong. She knew it sounded more like an accusation than a term of endearment.

Imelda sat down on a kitchen chair, her body was fluid, still with the illusion of youth about it. For Imelda, her daughter was the equivalent of looking in a mirror. It was uncanny, she saw her own eyes, her own features. Only, her daughter was a much younger and softer version, of course. Too soft for her own good, if truth be told.

‘I am OK, I suppose. Are you pregnant again by any chance, Jorge?’

The question caught Jordanna off guard. She had not told anybody yet, she had been holding the knowledge inside her, enjoying it for a short while, hugging it to herself and allowing herself to daydream. She saw a child who would be a scholar, a child who would be so intelligent they would confound everyone around them. She imagined a little boy, or little girl, tremendously good-looking, so stunningly beautiful that people would remark on their handsomeness on a daily basis. She had dreamt up a child whose life would be perfect in every way. Who would be so loved that they would never know the pain of insecurity, the pain of knowing they were not wanted by anyone who really mattered.

But now that was spoilt. Ruined. Her mother knowing about anything was like a poison, it was now no more than a guaranteed bad deal. How she had known she was pregnant, she didn’t know. She couldn’t even start to imagine. But Imelda did know, and the worst thing of all was that her knowing just convinced Jordanna that, as always, she was doomed. Her baby was doomed, and her mother was the cause of it all. She hated Imelda for that, hated her for knowing her secrets and for speaking them out loud as if she had some kind of right to discuss her daughter’s life, had been a valid participant in it, thereby entitling her to have any kind of opinion about her. Her mother’s arrival at this particular moment, her assumption that she would be able to talk her way into her life, was absolutely outrageous. Her mother’s arrogance in thinking that she was so weak and stupid she would be thrilled at her sudden interest in her and her life made Jordanna absolutely livid. Her mother acting like she really cared about her when they both knew that she was the only reason Imelda had not been locked up and forgotten about made her feel so full of resentment and so full of anger she was finding it hard to breathe. ‘How do you know I am pregnant?’

Imelda smiled widely, her face for once showing what could be termed genuine happiness. Not because of her daughter’s condition, but because she had guessed it so rightly. It had been a shot in the dark, but her daughter was such a fucking moron that her having a baby was to be expected. She had a bloke, so a baby would be the next step. It was hardly rocket science. Jordanna was a fucking walking cliché and, in all fairness, that only made it easier for her to manipulate the situation.

‘A mother knows these things, Jorge. Have you told anyone yet?’

Jordanna shook her head vehemently. ‘No.’

Imelda started getting irritated with this daughter of hers. Trying to get any information from her was like getting blood from the proverbial stone. The girl was two fags short of a full packet. It was also obvious to Imelda that her daughter was a holder of grudges; life was shit, big deal, she should get over it. She was tempted to give this little whore her side of the story, but she knew she wouldn’t be interested in that. She was already determined to play the victim, well, so be it. She had nothing on her conscience where her kids were concerned. But the urge to slap this little mare’s face was really tempting. ‘Well, when are you going to tell people, love? It’s hardly something spectacular, it’s not like no one in the world has never done it before. How do you think everyone on the planet got here? Someone pushed them out of their body. You’re only pregnant, Jorge. I did it twice meself, for fuck’s sake, and I’m still here to tell the tale.’

Her mother had just dismissed Jordanna’s baby and her need to keep it a secret for a while as if none of that mattered at all. And, in fairness, it probably didn’t matter to her. Nothing ever did. Ever had, for that matter. Least of all her own babies; she had never really cared about them. Even Kenny, her golden boy, had only been a diversion for her.

Jordanna felt a black, filthy anger rising up inside her at her mother’s cruel disregard for her and her wants. She was suddenly overcome with all the feelings she had tried so hard to suppress for years. They were the reason she was so nervous all the time, was so worried and scared of ever really letting herself go. She had never once allowed herself to give free rein to her deepest feelings, and she knew it was because she always tried to keep the peace, tried to do what was best for everyone around her. She felt it was her responsibility to keep everybody happy, even if that meant she was buried under the weight of it all. And, looking at her mother now, it finally hit her that she had wasted her time trying to do the right thing. She knew now that she had not ever even made this woman think of her, let alone understand the sacrifices she had made. Her whole life had been one bad dream after another.

‘Do you really want to know why I ain’t told anyone yet?’

Imelda felt the tension in the air suddenly; she knew this was a loaded question, and she also knew that she had to answer it. There was a subtle change in this daughter of hers, she was now almost confronting her. It was as if she had grown up before her very eyes. Imelda knew she had to diffuse this situation, knew she had to keep this girl on board. There was a naked dislike in her daughter’s eyes now, it was as if she was challenging her to contradict her in some way. Jordanna had become the alpha female, she was angry enough to finally confront her mother for every wrongdoing, real or imagined. Imelda was high, she had bumped herself up before coming to the house and she was more than aware that there had been a subtle shifting in their positions, knew she had to reclaim that ground if she was to make any kind of life with her kids, could guarantee herself an easy pass for the foreseeable future.

‘Why, why ain’t you told no one your good news, darling?’

Jordanna saw her mother’s fake smile. She was suddenly a little kid again, she was once more at the mercy of this selfish, self-serving bully. Only she wasn’t a child any more, and this cunt of a woman couldn’t hurt her.

Imelda was really on the defensive now, her daughter was not scared of her any more. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that she was about to hear some things she didn’t want to admit as truth. She was going to be reminded of her failings as a mother, would be blamed as usual for all the things that had gone wrong in her daughter’s life.

‘Are you fucking kidding me, Mother? Are you taking the fucking piss?’

Imelda shrugged. She was wary of this girl now, saw the strength in her young body. She was depending on the girl’s pregnancy now to stop this conversation from becoming violent.

‘How am I supposed to know what’s going on, Jorge? I ain’t a fucking mind reader.’

Jordanna was so shocked at her mother’s clumsy attempt at dignity, at her childish attempt at playing the innocent, that she was almost tempted to laugh. She was, for the first time ever in her life, unafraid; she could see her mother for the sad, disgusting bully she actually was. As a child she had been terrified of this person and that terror had followed her all her life. She could see the fear in her mother’s eyes at her retaliation and, knowing that she was carrying a child of her own, she realised that she had to find the strength to repel this woman once and for all, get her out of her life, and out of her head. She knew she had to get everything out into the open. If she didn’t do that now, she knew she never would.

‘I am all busted up inside, Mum, but then I expect you know that, don’t you? From when I was a kid. The baby that died, Mum, oh, I can call you Mum after all this time, can’t I?’

Imelda was quiet as her daughter slaughtered her, she knew she had to let her say what she wanted to say. Needed to say.

‘The doctors were amazed that I had managed to carry that baby for as long as I did. But they have explained to me that the chances of that ever happening again are remote. Funny word that, remote. So, now you know why I ain’t shouting it from the rooftops. You took everything away from me, Mum, and I hate you for it. Kenny Boy might fucking see you as some kind of mascot, but I don’t. You managed to destroy any happiness I ever had, and any happiness I might have had. So, let’s stop this fucking charade now, once and for all. I knew even then, Mum, that you were aware of what was happening to me, with the men you brought to your flat, I know you condoned it. You did not give a flying fuck about it. I was so messed up inside I couldn’t pee properly for months. Even now I wake up and I can smell my own degradation, just as I can smell your brown as you burnt it on a spoon. I can still see the look of euphoria on your face as the needle delivered your only happiness. You junkie fucking whore, you killed not only the people around you – and I saw you in action, lady – you also killed me and Kenny Boy. You killed any chance we might have had of real happiness, of normality, you and your fucking addiction poisoned everyone you came into contact with. Your own mother loathes you, your kids have wished you dead on a daily basis, and the manufactured world you inhabit is going to collapse around your ears one day soon. You look old, haggard, you know you’re over the hill. Well, God pays back debts without money, and you owe big time. So, don’t you dare come here and try and push your way into my life again. If I told Kenny Boy the truth about his so-called mum, he would string you up. I have done my best to keep the peace, but then I always did, didn’t I? So, do me a favour, and leave me alone.’

Jordanna had forced the words out through gritted teeth, and her pale complexion and haunted eyes told her mother all she needed to know.

Imelda knew that this was why she had forced herself into Jordanna’s life. She had needed to know just how much the girl remembered, just how much she was aware of. It seemed she had not forgotten anything. She needed to make sure that Kenny Boy was kept in the dark about it all though. He might forgive her a lot, but even he would draw the line at this kind of information. She was now on a damage limitation exercise. Her daughter’s words had not even scratched the surface. As always, the drugs were all she cared about, the drugs and her ability to procure them.

‘I swear to you, Jorge, it was the drugs. I can’t remember fuck all about those days. I was well gone, I was out of me box . . . you must know that I wasn’t with it. That I would have to be stoned off me crust to let that happen. I know I fucked up, but I just want the chance to put things right.’

Jordanna wanted to really hurt this woman, knew that her words, her pain, her loyalty had gone unnoticed by her. Her mother still couldn’t find it inside herself to understand how her actions had affected everyone around her. Her addiction had taken over her life many years before. She had put her need for drugs before everything and everyone, she had caused so much death and hate. She had pursued the skag with a single-mindedness that had left no time for her family or her children. She sat there now, looking at her first-born child, and Jordanna knew that she had no feelings for her at all. She had wasted so much time and energy trying to make this piece of shit care for her that it was now almost unbelievable. She no longer needed this woman’s approbation, in fact, this woman could now get fucked, as far as she was concerned. And she was going to tell her that, she only wished she had done it years ago. She saw that Imelda was still rocking, knew that she was too out of it to ever care about anything of importance.

‘You are still stoned out of your nut, aren’t you, Mother? It’s all you care about. All you ever cared about. Anyone else would be dead by now. But not you, oh no, that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, all those talented junkies died young. But not you, somehow you manage to go from year to year. You manage to dodge the bullet every day of your fucking useless life. Well I hope you get a fucking hot armful. You served me up to anyone who wanted me, and I remember it all. One word from me and you’re dead. I want you to leave me alone.’

‘Please, Jorge, I can’t remember anything. I can’t even begin to make you see . . .’

Jordanna sighed with a heavy tiredness and a sudden boredom. ‘ Stop it, how stupid do you think I am? Just leave me alone, that’s all I want. I had my fill of you a long time ago. I remember everything. I have a real party trick, you know. I can read something and remember it word for word. I know you think I am a retard, but in reality I am actually quite a fucking brain-box. I learnt very young how to play the game, your game. And I played it well, but I can’t do it any more. My baby is dead and I know this child I am carrying now will more than likely never reach fruition. But I can still hope and dream. If I didn’t have that then I would have stopped getting up in the morning a long time ago. I tried my hardest to make you love me, and it was a fucking waste of time. I can’t be arsed any more. I don’t want you to care about me, I know that if you did start to care, that would be even worse than your practised indifference. I hate you with a vengeance, I despise you and all you stand for. I hope you finally get what you want, Mum. Kenny Boy wants to show the world that he can forgive you, he thinks that will make the shame of you being his mother go away. But it won’t, and I will give you a piece of advice, and you should take it on board. Kenny will kill you if he ever thinks you are mugging him off. If he knew the real truth, he would erase you off the face of the earth and smile while he was doing it. Kenny is a wild card, and you can’t control him. You might think you can, but he is one dangerous fuck. Now, fuck off and leave me alone.’

Jordanna knew that she had the power now. The truth was finally out. It was a great feeling. Knowing that she was now the one with the power.

But Jordanna might have looked like the woman who had birthed her, but that was where the similarity ended. Jordanna didn’t have the hate inside her that was necessary to keep the anger going. She would never use the information she had for her own ends. Not unless she was really pushed, and her anger was already losing its potency.

Imelda was shocked at her daughter’s harangue, but she also knew that Jordanna wouldn’t hurt Kenny Boy by telling him the score. He was her little brother, and she would do anything to see that he wasn’t hurt in any way. She still carried the guilt of his father’s death. He was too young to remember the bad things that had happened. He did not really remember her as his mother, all he really remembered was his granny Mary, and Jordanna and her love and care.

Imelda soon sussed out that this girl was beyond her use now. The only thing they had in common was the desire to make sure Kenny Boy never knew the truth of his life. It would destroy him if he knew his sister’s secrets. Jordanna wouldn’t tell him, because she knew that the consequences would be far too brutal and vicious and she would never be able to live with herself if she caused something like that. Unlike her mother, Jordanna didn’t feel the need to create situations, she had spent the best part of her young life trying to avoid them.

At this particular moment in time, Imelda was panicking. For the first time in her life, she was not in control of the situation. She had come here in the mistaken belief that she could bring her daughter back into her orbit; had been convinced that she could have talked her round as she had done in the past. She had been wrong, very wrong. Her daughter had seen right through her and, for the first time ever, Jordanna had really let go. Had allowed herself to say what she wanted to. She had finally retaliated.

Now they were both quiet, were shell-shocked, and the silence was crashing down on them.

‘So I can’t make you believe that I am a changed person, that I need you to forgive me, for you to please remember that I can’t help how I am?’

Jordanna closed her eyes tightly. Shaking her head in angry frustration she said slowly, ‘Get the fuck away from me. I ain’t Kenny Boy, I see through you like a pane of glass.’

The kettle had boiled and Jordanna turned it off. As she eyed the steam and heard the sound of the water bubbling she felt an overwhelming urge to empty the contents over her mother’s head. She wanted to make her hurt, really hurt, like she had made everyone else hurt who had been unlucky enough to come into her orbit. ‘Get out, Mum, I mean it. Go now or I won’t be responsible for my actions.’

Imelda nodded her head slowly. ‘Jamsie is a good bloke, I know that better than you ever will. He’s been good to me in his own way but I won’t bore you with all that. What I will say is that no one is ever what they seem, and that includes you. Remember that in the future.’

Jordanna didn’t answer her, she just stood there and stared at her mother coldly. Her hatred was threatening to boil over and Imelda knew then that, like her mother, Jordanna was capable of great violence if pushed too far.

She left a few minutes later, and her daughter breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Close proximity with her mother always made her feel as if she was slowly being suffocated. Once out of her presence she could breathe easily once more.

Basil was thrilled with his latest acquisition. He had gone into partnership with young Kenny and was now the proud owner of a nightclub. Michael Hannon was gutted, and that only made Basil enjoy the place more. That it was a front for drugs, for money-laundering, was neither here nor there. It was packed to capacity every night and the drugs were dealt out of the toilets as per usual. Providing they were never seen to be personally involved in the dealing, they were as safe as houses.

Young Kenny had his own workforce who all knew how to sell and, more importantly, how to hold their hands up if necessary. As long as they never let on that the club was aware of their dealings, they would be royally taken care of. As would their families, but they were too shrewd to ever be captured in the first place. It was like printing money, that’s how easy it was.

Kenny was young, and he was in tune with what the young people wanted. He seemed to pre-empt them and knew before they did what they would want next. He then provided whatever that might be, in abundance, and with his natural paranoia and discretion he managed to keep beneath the radar of not only the regular Old Bill, but also the drug squad. He paid off a lot of bodies, but he kept their names and their job titles to himself. He was a one-man army in many respects.

Better than that though, was the fact that Kenny Boy was already seen as the eventual Face who would one day run the whole town. He was well liked, and he was trusted. He was also someone to be wary of. He was capable of great violence if the occasion called for it, and great compassion for anyone he saw as being the underdog.

He saw his mother as an underdog; despite all he knew about her, she was still his mother. He felt that if he could be seen to forgive her, then her public abandonment of him and his sister would somehow be negated. After all, if he wasn’t bothered about it, why should anyone else be?

That logic made perfect sense to him. How he was perceived was everything to him. Since he was a little kid he had felt the stigma attached to them all. He knew now it was to do with his birth and his father’s death, but even then he had understood how much harder he would have to work for people’s respect. He knew that his start in life had not been what most people would call auspicious. He had felt people’s disrespect because of his mother and her behaviour even as a small child. It had been a long time before he had been able to understand that, but he would never forget how people had made him feel. He had been determined to make his name mean something, make those people who looked down on him rethink their opinion of him. He had been determined to force the respect from them, and he had done just that. He worked his arse off and made sure that he was never seen as anything other than in control. He had always known that he would have to live down his heritage, and he felt he had finally accomplished that.

As he saw Jamsie walking over to him, he signalled for another couple of drinks. He knew his sister had got herself a real diamond. Jamsie was all over Jordanna like a cheap suit and that suited everyone perfectly. Providing he never hurt her in any way he was safe; Kenny saw his sister’s wellbeing as being of the utmost importance, especially after the last fiasco. But he genuinely liked Jamsie, he knew he was a ducker and diver but then, in their world, who wasn’t? What he did know was that he made Jorge happier than she had ever been before.

‘Where is she, then?’

Kenny Boy was laughing as usual. He made a point of being seen in what he classed as a jovial frame of mind at all times. It was part of his master plan. He was never without the easy grin then, when he stopped smiling, people knew there was serious trouble ahead.

Jamsie looked, as always, as if he had just stepped out of a wind tunnel. It was his hair that did it, his dreadlocks were long, thick and, in his own words, very unruly. He looked like the wild man from Borneo first thing in the morning, and it was only by lunchtime that his hair had calmed down enough for him to look almost normal. But his face was his fortune; he was a handsome fuck as most men pointed out in exasperation. And he was a seriously handsome man; unlike Kenny Boy, who was in possession of serious youth, Jamsie’s looks crept up on you. After a while, you realised that he was a real babe magnet. In fact, he was like a young Cassius Clay; he had the same chiselled cheekbones and clear skin, and he also had a set of perfect teeth that, although overly large, suited him, the gap in-between the front two only making him look even sexier where the women were concerned. The fucker was a good-looking rude boy and he knew it better than anyone.

As they shook hands and hugged in greeting, Basil joined them. That Basil had a problem with Jamsie was more than evident. So his decision to join them for a drink was unusual, to say the least. Jamsie, being a very easy-going person until people made him otherwise, held out his huge hand and Basil shook it with about as much enthusiasm as a Northern Ireland Catholic shaking the hand of the Archbishop of Canterbury during the Orange marches. It wasn’t what could be termed a friendly meeting.

‘All right?’

It was a form of greeting, and both Jamsie and Kenny smiled in reply. Basil was full of himself, and that did not go down as well as he thought it would. He had a big problem with Jamsie, and he did not try to hide it. He did not think he was good enough for Jordanna, in fact, he knew that Jamsie was already slipping a portion to a few of his old flames. Basil could swallow that, he was a man. In their game, spare was all over the place; a name guaranteed an abundance of pussy, it was an accepted part of the job. However, Jamsie had apparently handed over his women to Dexter and everyone seemed to think that was fucking marvellous. Basil half expected him to be beatified by the Pope at any moment, wondered if Jamsie was on the first rung of the ladder to sainthood. Fuck Mother Teresa, Jamsie O’Loughlin was in town.

But what really bothered Basil was that he had found out that Jamsie was still involved with his girls; little girls, fucking schoolies, in fact. Children, and they were all getting lessons in how to deliver the ultimate high.

Worse than all that though, was that he had heard a whisper that the teacher of these girls was none other than Imelda Dooley. She and Jamsie went back a long time. He dealt her a good wrap, and she made sure his little girls were more than equipped for the trials and tribulations of a young tom’s daily life.

Jamsie was watching him closely, he knew Basil was suspicious of him, knew he had some kind of information that could be used against him. Jamsie was a fool in that way; greed would get him every time. Greed was a bastard, people would chance all sorts for the big jackpot. Jamsie, it seemed, was no different.

‘Have you heard the news?’

Basil shook his head and shrugged. ‘What news, Kenny?’

Jamsie grinned, that easy grin that made Basil want to break his face open with his bare hands.

‘Jorge is in the club, I am going to be an uncle.’

Basil congratulated them both, saw the closeness between them and knew he had to tread warily because of Jamsie’s association with Jordanna. Kenny Boy had a vested interest in his sister’s happiness, would ensure that, no matter what it might take to secure it, she would be allowed any happiness she chose for herself.

But he could wait, he was a master of the waiting game. Jamsie thought he was living in a protective bubble with Kenny Boy, but people like Kenny Boy should never be underestimated. Basil would wait, and would gather his information and, when he had enough to ensure Jamsie’s complete annihilation, he would pounce.

But he had to have it sewn up before he opened his trap and queered this cunt’s pitch once and for all. Then Jamsie would realise that Kenny Boy would even take out Jordanna if he thought she was having him over, so what chance did anyone else have? Oh, he could wait, all right, it was what he did best.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Four

‘I’ve lost the baby, Jamsie, I’m sorry.’

Jamsie nodded, he didn’t trust himself to speak. It wasn’t until Jordanna’s first miscarriage that he had realised just how much he wanted a child with her. Until then, he had given women children without a second’s thought. He had kids all over the Smoke; he visited them when the fancy took him, shoved a few quid in the mother’s hands and then, when they got on his nerves, walked away without any real emotion. They were his kids, allegedly, and he loved them, but they had been produced by women he had no respect for. Anyone could have given them the kids, eventually someone else would have. Jamsie had given them the children because, deep down, he had wanted to leave his mark on them, make them remember him: it had amused him. He had seen their swollen bellies and secretly enjoyed the knowledge that, no matter what happened to them in the future, they would always have his baby, his mark, that would be there for the rest of their lives. Every man who came after him had the proof that he had been there first. Women were like Mount Everest; he climbed them because they were there.

It had been like a game; knock them up, then move on to the next one. He had enjoyed their insecurity when they realised that he had done this before, that they were not the first women to be planted by him. He had always seen them through the pregnancy, always made sure they wanted for nothing. But the actual connection between them had never materialised. He had made the appropriate noises, held his kids, but none of them had ever really registered. He had a certain pride in them, but not the urge to keep them close by. He knew he should have felt that, especially about his daughters.

Now he finally had a woman who he wanted to have his baby, and she couldn’t do it. She had lost two babies already, and he knew that was not going to change. Jordanna could fall pregnant in a heartbeat, that was not the problem. It was keeping the child inside her for any length of time that was the bugbear. Within three months the child would be expelled from her womb, and with its departure it would take another slice of Jordanna’s happiness.

As he held her in his arms he felt the overpowering sorrow that was not only for the loss of his child, but more so because he knew this woman felt that loss a thousand times worse than he did. She was a real diamond. He could see the deep sadness in her eyes, and it occurred to him that this was her attraction. It was her vulnerability that he needed. If she had produced a child, he had a feeling that she would have lost her allure overnight. Jamsie struggled with that knowledge for a few moments, knew he had just been the recipient of a devastating truth, and it had really thrown him off-kilter.

She was trembling in his arms, and he held her tighter, felt her heartbeat against his body. He wondered how he was going to look her in the face after this. She was a real heart, and she was desperate to give him a child. She wanted a child, she needed a child.

He hated himself for his brutal honesty, but he had always prided himself on that. He still loved her, he had never in his life felt like this about anybody before. He knew though, that it was her inability to grant him what he wanted that kept him interested in her. He knew he was beyond disgusting, he also knew that the truth needed to be faced. He had felt the consequence of abandonment, knew that was how Jordanna often felt; like her he had suffered at the hands of the one person who should have been the staple throughout her life. He didn’t trust mothers, they were overrated.

His own mother had left him with a neighbour when he was four years old. She had laughed and joked with him that day, and the neighbour, a very prim and proper white lady who was prematurely grey, and spent the majority of her time at Mass, or shaking her head at the young women around her, had produced a bag of plain crisps and a glass of lemonade as per usual. She had watched him a few times before, and his mother had picked him up after a few hours, paid her a few quid, and carried the sleeping child back to their flat; he had always woken up in his own bed.

That night he had finally fallen asleep on the sofa and he had enjoyed a boiled egg and soldiers for the first time in his life the very next morning. By the second night of his mum’s no-show, he had already sussed out that his mother was not coming back, but he had a shrewd feeling that Mrs White had not been as quick on the uptake as he had. She had brought him to church with her and he had quite enjoyed the feel of it. She had let him clasp her hand tightly for the duration of the Mass and had not let his hand go even after they had arrived back at her flat. Even she had worked out by then that no one was coming for him. His mother was a very pretty girl from Edmonton; she had given birth to him like she had done everything else in her life, without thinking it through. All these years later he had a sneaking suspicion that she had no idea who his father might have been; she was a very friendly type of person and men were always coming round to see her. It was two weeks before Mrs White contacted the social services about him, and by then they had fallen into a pattern of sorts. She would not let them take him to a home, arguing that he was all right where he was. She had eventually fought for him tooth and nail, and she had been really shocked when she had got him. When they were legal, they had sized each other up; he liked her, and she seemed to like him. They had an understanding; she was willing to let him live with her and, for his part, he was willing to live there. It worked out perfectly.

He had started school in September, had become a Catholic overnight. He had, for the first time in his life, eaten regularly, and eaten food that was not fried or been purchased already cooked and dripping with grease. He was suddenly living in the world of routines and he thrived on it. He had called her Mrs White for months then, one day, she had told him to call her Aunt Bee. Her name was Beverley, and he had done as she requested. Within two years they were tighter than a duck’s arse. He had found out many years later that the Mrs was an honorary title, she had never been married. They had made an incongruous couple, the big black boy and the tiny, birdlike spinster of the parish. Her sister, a large, robust woman with red cheeks and mottled legs, had never really come to terms with her sister’s charge, or the eventual adoption that had been celebrated with a rare visit to a Wimpy Bar. But Jamsie had loved her, and she had loved him in her own way. He had done very well at school, gaining seven O-levels, and he knew she wanted him to go on to higher education. Unfortunately, he had already begun his higher education; he was dealing by fifteen, and had walked his first brass out by twenty-one. Aunt Bee had chosen to believe that her Jamsie was in possession of a good job and a good legal income even though she had to have known that was complete shite. But he had admired her for choosing to believe the best of him.

He had paid her back a thousandfold for her kindness and her love, and he had held her hand as she gasped her last breath; breast cancer had stolen her away from him before any of them had even had the time to digest the news.

He was twenty-two and alone in the world, but Aunt Bee had been his main yardstick for women. His mother had been a good-time girl, and he knew that she had walked away from him without a second’s thought for what might happen to him. She had dumped him on Mrs White and walked out of his life. Jordanna was precious to him because she was like Aunt Bee, she would always be there for him, no matter what.

People were complicated, and he was the most complicated of them all. He didn’t really want any babies with Jorge, he liked it most when it was just them. Just the two of them, happy together. She cooked for him, she cleaned for him, she was happy just to be near him. He would give her the world on a plate if he could, but he knew she wouldn’t want it. All she wanted was a baby, and that was not going to happen, not that he was going to air that opinion out loud.

He wasn’t faithful to her, that was beyond him, but he loved her. That, as far as he could see, should be enough. He knew he was a treacherous bastard in many ways; he would use anyone for his own ends. He saw every situation from ‘a what’s in it for me’ point of view. He had been determined from the day his mother had dumped him, never to let himself be that vulnerable and that broken again. Life itself, for most people, was a crock of steaming shit. He had no real loyalty to anyone, but Jordanna had somehow given him his first inkling of how love could change a person.

He had also heard rumours that he was seen as being softer than a virgin’s pussy, and he knew the rumours were very much going in his favour. He had a real earner going for him although he knew that some people might not see the situation in quite the same light as he did. Well, he had always been a law unto himself, and that was not about to change now.

Imelda was feeling wonderful, she had the languorous feeling that always followed a good hit. She could feel her whole body relaxing, knew it would not last for very long, but it was heaven while it was washing over her. She yawned widely, and settling back in her chair, she enjoyed the moment. This was what she lived for. This feeling of ease, of being at peace with the world. Enjoying her own company, feeling the temporary relief that the skag always gave to her. It was a pyrrhic victory; she knew it wouldn’t last long enough. She won and she lost every time. But that was the whole idea of it. Heroin was a loner’s dream. Eventually all heroin addicts craved being by themselves, it was the only way they could justify their existence. If they had to interact with others it ruined the buzz, it was much easier to be by yourself. That way you only had yourself to think about. Eventually no one mattered: not your family – especially not your kids, they were far too needy – not friends, nor personal hygiene, nothing. It was all about the moment.

She could see the mess around her, the place was rotten. But she had never cared about things like that. Why would she? She kept herself clean and tidy and she took good care of her clothes and her hair. Her scars had faded over the years, and the wrinkles that had arrived also helped to mask them. It was amazing really, though her face was older and harder, she still got a few second glances from men. Certain types of men anyway. For her, that was a real ego boost.

She knew she had to start getting herself together, the day was wearing on, and she had to get to her job. She liked her job, it was what made her feel that she was still useful. She was out of the business in a personal way, but she was now paid very well to introduce others to the business. It was a good feeling knowing she was doing something she was very good at. And, at the same time, she was paying back a few debts that were well overdue as far as she was concerned.

Jamsie was nervous about her being involved in it, but he was like a fucking old woman. She had made him employ her, and made him keep her on. Her daughter would not be impressed if she knew the score about her old man. But the earn was what really interested Jamsie, he would sell his own fucking cock if the price was right. He was a pimp by nature, and a ponce by trade.

Young Dexter was about as much use as Karl Marx on Family Fortunes. He had no idea at all, he was a fucking idiot. He looked good and he dressed well, better than Jamsie, but then so did most of the male population. But Dexter had no interest in what he was doing. To run a business with any degree of success, you needed to be interested in what you were doing. It was a given, if you knew the game you automatically knew the pitfalls. You were tuned in to the people you were dealing with and you could see trouble before it arrived. Dexter was a fucking earhole. A complete twonk; he didn’t care what was going on, the girls could be dressed in gorilla suits and he wouldn’t notice, he just turned up to collect the poke. Other than that, he didn’t give a toss. Well, she knew, after all her years in the business, that if your protector didn’t give a monkey’s, then no one else would. It was bad for morale, and the girls on the bash were not big on self-worth anyway. If they were, they would not be doing the job in the first place.

She was the only person who bothered to keep the girls in check. She was enjoying her status; after all, no one knew the business like she did. She was now running it single-handedly, and it felt good, like the old days when she had run a much bigger outfit than this one, and she had done it without even thinking about it too much. Which had also been her downfall, she had not thought anything through in those days. She had believed she was beyond anyone’s reach, whether it was the Old Bill, or the enemies she had made through her own arrogance. Imelda Dooley had finally learnt her lesson, and she had learnt it the hard way.

The game could be a real earner; it was also a business that you either understood from the first day, or you ran from as fast as you could because, after all, it was also a fucking dangerous occupation. Every punter was a prospective nut-bag, and there were plenty of those about. You had to have a built-in shit detector, and that was not something you could acquire overnight. You either had it from the off, and used it to your own benefit, or you sank without trace. Imelda had seen real lookers fuck up because they couldn’t work out the real Looney Tunes from the general riff-raff. Imelda helped her girls to understand the business and taught them to look after themselves. Dexter was very appreciative of her help and her acumen, he was quite happy to let her do it, and she was skimming the take like nobody’s business. She was back on the earn and loving it. She was back where she liked to be: in charge, on the take, and without anyone to oversee what she was doing. The girls were a little young, but they were game, and although they were not what she would describe as the cream of the crop, they were grafters, and they were quick learners. She had helped them get into the needle, it enabled them to settle into the life. They were at the lower end of the food chain so the needle was a fucking big bonus when you had to walk the pavement night after night. They had been given a set amount to bring to the table and they stayed there, on the street, until they had that money for her. She knew how to encourage them when the need arose, and how to frighten the crap out of them so they did as they were requested.

It was late summer and the nights were just starting to draw in; it was the best time of year for the girls. Men who had to pay did not like broad daylight, darkness was their forte. In fairness, the majority of the girls looked better in the twilight anyway. They were young, but not exactly raving beauties. She had drummed into their heads the importance of not fighting amongst themselves. It was most brasses’ biggest failing, after a while they became very aggressive and started to see another girl’s earner as theirs by right. They would convince themselves that they had a priority of sorts, that they were more entitled to the punters available than the other girls. That was not just a working girl’s natural instinct, it was exacerbated by the needle. The girls embraced the needle to get a false courage to go on the pavement in the first place. Eventually they would pound the kerb to pay for the drugs. It was a win-win situation for someone like Imelda. And the younger you got them, the easier it was. There was a new batch of girls arriving in the Smoke every day, and that made them all the more indispensable.

She had always turned up for work on time, she knew her son had an obsession with timekeeping. He was a bastard for punctuality, bless him. She loved that about him. He was a right little Face and she was proud of him for that. His burgeoning reputation also helped her get a swerve when she wanted it. He treated her like family and that meant everyone else had to as well.

The knock at her door was a welcome sound, it was the start of her working day. She opened the door happily to three of her newest girls. All three of them were on the wrong side of legality, and between them they had more blackheads than a school disco. But they were very new to the business, and she was still pretending she had their best interests at heart. She welcomed them inside with her usual fake smile, and the promise of a spectacular high. She always had her kit on show, after all, she lived alone, and actual bona fide visitors were few and far between.

The girls clattered inside, their overly made-up faces and eager expressions were something she had come to expect. They were all the same, and she knew that if she played it just right, she could have them for life.

Kenny Boy was a bit drunk, he had allowed himself a few brandies to celebrate his latest deal. He had just negotiated a good take from a fleet of hire car companies. They gave him a drink, and he made sure that any aggro concerning their drivers disappeared; whether it was being drunk while in control of a motor vehicle, to dangerous or careless driving resulting in an accident of some sort, he had the market sewn up. He also had an endless fleet of motors to drop his packages around town. As he lay in the bed, he could feel the fluttering of the girl’s heart as she lay against him. She was warm and friendly, and he knew she was with him because of his name. He had met her and bedded her within hours. But she had been a game little bird, not averse to a few of the more exotic moves he required. She had a very pretty face and good legs. He had a thing about legs. They were the first thing he noticed on a bird; he clocked the legs first, then the boat race. If the legs were spectacular enough, the bird could be pug-ugly. He only wanted to fuck them, not marry them. If they were a bit fucking rancid he did not entertain them to a few drinks beforehand in a public place; he would do them in the back of a motor and drop them off with a wave and a smile. But the legs were the thing for him, and this girl had killer legs. They were long and slim, and she wore clothes that showed them off to their full advantage.

Lisa Marks was in her element; she had fancied Kenny Boy Dooley since she was thirteen and had seen him out and about in the local pubs. He had the dangerousness that she required to warrant her interest.

She liked a good bounce round the mattress, and he had given her a decent seeing-to. As she lay there beside him, she was happy; she had achieved her objective and, if she played her cards right, he would maybe see her again and she could have her name linked with his. It would afford her a bit of kudos and the guarantee of five minutes of fame. She understood the way her world worked, and she was quite happy to use whatever she had in order to get what she wanted from life. She also had a great sense of humour, and she was already known for her ability to tell a joke and tell it well.

‘Can I get you a drink or anything, Kenny?’

She had a nice little flat, clean and well furnished and he knew he would become the next man to provide a piece of furniture or pay a few bills. He was happy to do that, it was part of the game.

He hugged her close. ‘I’m all right, mate. Relax for five minutes.’

He was ready to go to sleep, a few hours’ kip was just what he could do with now; she was a real nice little thing and he could think of worse things than waking up beside her and getting a repeat performance a few hours down the line. She snuggled into him, her long legs entangled with his, the softness of her skin felt good against his and he squeezed her tightly once more.

Lisa loved this bit, the knowledge that for these few hours she was the only thing on the man in question’s mind. Kenny Boy was a real feather in her cap as far as she was concerned; she would be bragging about this for weeks. She would exaggerate it with a few well-chosen phrases, and her ebullient praise for his sexual prowess would make it sound like a real relationship.

As she was basking in the afterglow of their encounter her phone rang, its shrillness breaking the cosiness of their embrace. Lisa answered it quickly, she was half angry at the intrusion, and half pleased at the opportunity to name-drop Kenny Boy and prove he was there with her. It was a double-edged sword, though, he was quite capable of getting up and leaving while she was on the blower. It had happened to her before.

‘Hello?’ She was sitting up in the bed, her nakedness fully exposed; she had a good body and she was not shy about letting it be seen. She was also hoping her provocative stance would keep Kenny Boy there for another bout.

Kenny yawned and lay back on the pillows. The mood was broken now, real life had just forced its way in. He was about to pull the sheets back and go for a well-deserved piss when he caught the tailend of her conversation.

Lisa was now overjoyed at the call, she felt it was like destiny or something. This call could actually make Kenny see that they had a lot more in common than he realised. She turned around and lay on her back, her heavy breasts and tight belly were evident as she feigned a stretch to keep his attention. She winked at him saucily as she said with as much guile as she could muster, ‘Tell Jamsie I can’t, I’m busy. I know Dexter has the numbers, he got them from Imelda. She deals with that anyway. I only know Cassie’s number because she sometimes works the bar in Soho.’

She put the phone down a few seconds later and, grinning at Kenny Boy, she said huskily, ‘We have more in common than you think.’

Kenny Boy was still digesting her words, and he was not impressed with any of them. ‘Who’s Cassie?’

He was calm, he sounded just interested enough to not make her suspicious. Lisa shrugged, as if bored by his question, thinking it would make her look sophisticated. ‘She’s one of your mum’s girls. I used to work for Jamsie in his bar, not as a brass obviously, but actually behind the bar. I would often have to help him keep a tab on the girls he was running. Cassie was a nice little thing, and she would often be there; let’s just say her and Jamsie were close.’

Lisa was smiling still, talking to what she assumed was a man of the world, unaware that his sister was actually Jamsie’s other half, and had been for a long time.

He laughed then. ‘Jamsie is a bit of a lad, I understand. I often wonder if he is all talk, to be honest.’

Lisa flicked her long black hair over her slim shoulders and, lighting a Benson & Hedges cigarette, she took a deep draw on it before saying, ‘He is a fucking nightmare, if it has a pulse he will poke it. I’ve had to fight him off enough times meself.’

Kenny knew that meant she had slept with Jamsie at some point herself; she would sleep with any man who had the name or the money to boost her ego. It wasn’t something he would hold against her, it was the only reason he was with her now.

‘Cassie was a real little schoolie though, but you know Jamsie, he likes the babies, don’t he? He’s only a half-inch from a nonce, as your mum says.’

‘She still looks out for his girls, does she?’

Kenny Boy was finding it very hard to contain the anger that was building up inside him. He knew he had been taken for a right fucking dimlo, and that was not something he was prepared to overlook.

‘From what I saw, she just gets them acquainted with the life. She gives them the rules and regulations needed to make sure they don’t fuck up. Jamsie knows that Dexter is useless, and Dexter hates the job anyway, so your mum basically does all the graft for him.’

Kenny was afraid to speak for a few moments, the girl really thought she was a fucking player by telling him this in such a light-hearted tone. He wanted to smash her face in now, wanted to make her understand that she was not endearing herself to him with her fucking banter. She only made him want to hurt her, want to see her pay for her treachery. Like Jamsie and that whore of a mother would when he got his hands on them.

‘How old is this Cassie then?’

Lisa shrugged once more, her lightly tanned skin was almost translucent in the lamplight. She knew she looked good.

‘About fifteen or sixteen now, she’s been on the scene for about a year or so. Your mum picked her up at the Cross, like most of her girls. She would bring them to the bar sometimes and we used to chat a bit, you know. Jamsie thinks the world of your mum, Kenny Boy. She even puts the new girls up for a while when they first get involved, they need a stabilising influence at first, I suppose.’

Kenny was nodding once more, unsure if he was capable of coherent conversation. He also knew that Lisa was willing to keep talking if he kept quiet. She was trying to establish a common bond between them, and he let her think she was succeeding. He knew the girl was a dangerous fuck because this was knowledge she should have had the sense to keep to herself. As if she was determined to prove this point she asked him archly and with maximum emphasis, ‘Is everything all right with him and old Basil now? I heard they had a bit of a tear-up.’

Kenny snapped his head around to look at her and Lisa felt the first shivers of apprehension. Kenny was breathing in short, sharp pants. He could feel his heart as it raced inside his chest, knew that he was beyond any kind of pretence now.

‘Over what? Why did they fall out?’

She knew then, without a doubt, that she was going to be the cause of something very big, and something very dangerous.

‘Well, answer me, you fucking scab.’ He was bellowing at her now and kneeling on the bed, he grabbed her by her throat and, holding her down so she couldn’t move, he said nastily, ‘Answer me or I will fucking take your face off! I will punch you until you look like a fucking piece of raw beef. I’ll break every bone in your fucking face, and I’ll rip your fucking lips off. When I am finished with you fucking Baby Jane Hudson will pull more blokes than you will.’

Lisa was choking, and he heard the sound of her absolute terror. It finally penetrated through his anger and his hate that she was near death. He loosened his grip on her throat and watched her as she coughed and spluttered, as she drew a long, deep breath into her lungs. He had nearly finished her off, and they both knew that.

Lisa was red eyed, and she was already crying. She was huddled against the bed now; bereft of her former confidence she looked what she was, a frightened young girl who had opened her mouth once too often. She knew that even if she walked away from this lot, she would still have to deal with Jamsie when he found out that she was the cause of his latest problem. And that was without this man’s mother; she was already well known as being five cards short of a full deck. How this had happened so quickly was the real frightener though, this man had gone from tender lover to a psychotic animal in minutes. The danger she had always been attracted to was now being shown to her in all its terrifying reality.

Lisa Marks had just learnt a very valuable lesson; in the world she was so determined to become a major part of, you keep your trap shut no matter who you might be talking to. If they knew what you knew, then why bother to enlighten them about it all over again? If they didn’t know what you knew, however, then there was probably a fucking good reason for that. Idle chatter could get innocent people banged up, beaten up or, in extreme cases, murdered. Talking for effect was a sin that was not to be tolerated by the likes of Kenny Boy or his peers.

They only survived because they kept a tightly closed mouth, and a healthy suspicion of everyone around them. That this little tart knew something he didn’t told Kenny Boy that his friendship with Jamsie had blocked people’s willingness to confide in him about anything that might pertain to his nearest and dearest.

That Jamsie was fucking around on his sister was bad enough, but he could swallow that. Men were men after all; but Jamsie’s collusion with their mother was another ball game entirely. That was something else again. And, as Lisa spewed out everything she knew, Kenny Boy listened with growing disgust. He had to sort this lot out, and sooner rather than later.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Five

‘Look, Kenny. I have got the hump with Jamsie, but you can’t come here all fucking hellfire and threats; you should have fucking had your eye on the ball. He has been in cahoots with that skank of a mother of yours for a long time. They go back fucking years, them two. He was trumping her at one time, I heard that one yonks ago. Dexter is his front; Jamsie just can’t resist the poke that can be earned off the young girls. He gets them on the pipe or the needle, depending on what the poor whores prefer, and then he outs them on the pavement. If they last five years they have had a result. I work in the flesh game, but I deal with fucking adults. I don’t want the skaggers, they fuck up, and when they finally fuck up big time, they tend to take you down with them.’

Basil poured himself a large brandy and, gulping it down quickly, he said sarcastically, ‘You made a rod for your own back there; you brought your mother back into fashion, and Jamsie was safe because of your sister’s association with him. Who the fuck was going to come and tell you that you were being fucking scammed by your own nearest and dearest?’

Kenny was still trying to control himself. He wanted to hurt Basil now, he knew that even though he was telling him the truth, his humiliation was such that he would happily knife him just to shut the fucker up. ‘Who else knew about it?’

Basil sighed. His heart went out to the boy, but this was a long time coming, and now it had finally happened, all they could do was get it sorted out and then put it behind them. ‘A lot of people I should imagine, Kenny, you made your mark, and you made it well. A bit too well, in many respects. No one wanted to be the one to bring you the bad news. You have a fucking habit of going Greek on people. You want to kill the bearer of the news, and in our world that is a fucking big no-no. Even I was wary of putting you wise; me and Jamsie have been at each other’s throats for a long time. I knew the score with him, but to everyone it looked like you were countenancing it all. No one likes the little girls being pumped out, and pimping isn’t the most respected of professions anyway. But if you keep to the rules you are all right. Once you step over the line you lose all your goodwill, your respect and your credibility. Jamsie has only been able to get away with it because of you. Because of Jordanna. He brought your mother in and she is the one who finds them, grooms them, and disables them. She ensures they are dependent on her and him, it ain’t like she would find something so despicable beyond her capabilities, is it? We all know she is fucking without anything even resembling morals or decency. She sees those girls without any compassion or guilt, they’re paper money to her, nothing more. I can’t believe she’s had the fucking front to do it all again. Not after last time. I thought I had taught her a fucking lesson. But she never changes. And what you need to do now is decide how you are going to sort this out. You have no need to feel any allegiance to your mother, she is a fucking hard old bird. But you know that Jamsie has Jordanna onside. And, whatever else I might think of him, he cares about her. He genuinely cares about that girl. Even he couldn’t fake that. I wonder if Jordanna will still swallow him, even if she finds out about this.’

Kenny had never felt like this before. He knew now what it was to be too revered, and he saw that his reputation for violent retaliation was such that even the powers-that-be were loath to bring such terrible skulduggery to his ears. They saw it as his problem, not theirs, so it was up to him to find out about it, and eventually do something about it. And he would, but he had to sort it out in such a way that he kept his self-respect along with his sister’s affection.

Mary Dooley was astounded at what she had heard. She knew there was something snidey going on with Imelda but she couldn’t prove it. But then there was always something snidey going on with her, it was what she was. Imelda was capable of literally anything, as she had proved over and over again.

Kenny was a broken man; he was still too young to have the experience that something of this enormity needed so that it could be dealt with properly.

‘She killed your father and she blamed poor Jordanna; she destroyed her own daughter without a thought. She’s caused more death and hate than anyone else since Hitler decided to grow a moustache and give himself a fucking comb-over. She has ruined my life, both of your lives. She is now ruining other lives. Jamsie and her in cahoots, well, you know what they say don’t you? Show me the company you keep and I’ll tell you what you are. My husband used to say that, and never a truer word was spoken. Jorge will have to be told and you’ll have to do it. She will believe it if it comes from you. But it will destroy her all over again.’

Kenny Boy was not saying anything, and that alone told Mary how serious this situation actually was. He was sitting there in her lovely comfortable armchair just staring into space. He looked strange, he looked as mad as people said he was once they were away from him, and behind closed doors. Kenny Boy was the product of his mother’s life, as was poor Jordanna.

Kenny Boy had that same coldness about him that Imelda possessed. But, unlike her, he was capable of deep feelings for the people he cherished whereas Imelda had been gone from them all the day she had been delivered of her first armful.

It was always about the drugs with her, and the people who gravitated to the addict’s lifestyle. She was drawn to the filth and the scum of society; people who were like her. Whose whole existence was about nothing more than getting enough money to bankroll their habit, to keep themselves on the right side of chemical numbness.

Mary felt old suddenly. Her sons had been in her mind a lot recently, she knew their renewed interest in her was because they wanted to cash in on Kenny Boy’s notoriety. She remembered the way she had been held over a barrel time and time again by her daughter, and how she had been forced to sit back and wait for her to get fed up with her kids before she would once more leave them with her. Then she would have the unenviable task of trying to undo all the damage their sojourn with their mother had caused them. Now, after all these years, Imelda had managed to do it again; she had destroyed her children’s lives without even trying.

Mary went out to the kitchen to get some more tea, it was all she could think of to do. The fear was already upon her, and she knew that, this time, there would be no going back for any of them.

Jordanna was watching Jamsie closely; he was like a nervous schoolgirl and she knew instinctively that whatever was wrong with him also affected her somehow. His skin was almost grey and he looked like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

He was slumped over somehow, his shoulders drooped, and he looked beaten. She was frightened to question him about it, she knew that whatever he said would only break her heart. She was still recovering from the loss of the latest foetus. She always thought of them as a foetus, the term baby had far too much resonance for her. ‘Baby’ conjured up images of prams and cots, of crying and love. A baby had the capacity to become a person and engendered hope and dreams; it was far too emotive a word. So, foetus was the lesser of two evils where she was concerned. It was no more than a bunch of cells that could become a baby, but wasn’t one quite yet.

‘Are you all right, Jamsie?’ She was sorry for asking him, she didn’t want to hear what he answered her. But she knew he was waiting for her to open up the lines of communication, he was looking at her as if he had never met her before, as if she was a complete stranger to him.

‘Are you going to answer me, Jamsie?’

He nodded his head and she noticed that even his dreads, that normally looked so alive, so unruly, were suddenly looking very lank and sorry for themselves. ‘I’ve fucked up, Jorge. I’ve fucked up big time.’

Jamsie saw the beauty of her eyes, and knew just how much he really did care for her. He knew he should have guessed that his greed would be uncovered eventually. Imelda had always had the power of the gab, but he couldn’t blame her for his predicament. He had seen the arrangement as a subtle dig at Kenny Boy and everyone around him. He had ruined everything himself, and now he knew he had to pay the price. Kenny Boy had beaten little Lisa to a pulp, and her friend had been good enough to call him from the hospital and fill him in on the details.

Lisa would live, but she would not be out clubbing for a good while; he had arranged a few quid for her since she would be out of circulation for at least six months. He also knew that her friend was as loose-lipped as Lisa, so she would be telling all and sundry, in strictest confidence of course, exactly what had happened to her friend, who had done the dirty deed, and why it had been done to her in the first place. It was a complete abortion, and the worst thing of all was that it was an abortion of his own making.

‘What have you done, Jamsie?’

Jordanna had guessed he was not the faithful type and she had accepted that. She wondered briefly if Kenny had found out about one of his extra-curricular activities. Kenny Boy was capable of causing the Third World War if the fancy took him. But she knew that Kenny Boy would have spoken to Jamsie on the quiet, would not have brought that hurt to her front door. Then a fear gripped her heart as she asked him quietly, ‘Have you got someone else pregnant, Jamsie? Is that what this is all about?’

Jamsie went to her then, his heart sorry for what she had felt compelled to ask him. ‘No, never in a million years, Jorge.’

She believed him, convinced herself in those few minutes that nothing else could be that bad, could hurt her as much. She was to find out that she was wrong about that assumption, so very, very wrong.

Paula Derby was sixteen but she looked about twelve. It was the heavy make-up, it made her look even younger than she was. She was built like a boy, much to her own consternation, and she had been a runaway for just over two years. Until she had been introduced to Imelda she had lived on the streets and survived by begging.

Her babyish looks, and her pleasing smile, had made that quite a lucrative enterprise. But she had found the first winter on the pavement very hard. As a minor who looked like a minor, she had not been able to use a lot of the hostels or homeless shelters. She had found out just how dangerous the streets could be; she had been raped within the first three weeks by two city boys overloaded on drink and drugs. She had suffered two muggings by other homeless women, losing her boots the second time. She had developed a hacking cough, and a penchant for letting her body be used in return for food, drink or drugs. Imelda had been like a saviour when she had been brought to her house by another runaway she had met while begging in Covent Garden.

Imelda had put her up, fed her food and the brown. She had scrubbed her, supplied her with new clothes, and helped her get a regular stint on the pavements at Kings Cross.

Like many of the girls, she was now almost totally dependent on Imelda, and looked to her for her every move. That Imelda took a cut for her trouble was expected; in reality Paula had never had it so good.

Imelda also passed on the brown to her, and she depended on her for that as well as everything else. So, sitting in Imelda’s filthy flat, drinking a large vodka and Diet Coke, watching her as she expertly burnt them both a nice little bit of forgetfulness, she felt quite relaxed and at ease with herself. Two minutes after she first felt the hit of the drug, the front door was kicked off the hinges.

Mary arrived at Jordanna’s within twenty minutes of her phone call. She let herself inside the house with trepidation; her granddaughter had been hysterical on the phone, and she assumed Jordanna had been told about the latest developments. What she was unprepared for was the blood. It was everywhere; all over the ceiling in the lounge, the walls, all over the furniture and the floors. It was all over her granddaughter. What really frightened Mary though was the man lying on the floor. Jamsie had been stabbed over and over and the weapon, a large bread knife, was sticking out of his back. It was obvious, even to the uninitiated, that he had been dead long before that final thrust.

Mary half expected to see Kenny Boy standing there; this was his kind of reaction, his kind of act. Jordanna was sitting on the white leather sofa. She was quiet now, her hands were folded in her lap and her legs crossed. If she had not been dripping in blood she could have been waiting for her appointment in the doctor’s surgery.

Mary immediately went onto autopilot; she was all about getting her granddaughter to walk away from this. She was already plotting how to sort this out in her head. Kneeling down, she took Jordanna’s hands in hers and said softly, ‘Did you do this, lovey?’

Jordanna nodded slowly. ‘I’m like me mum, ain’t I?’ She started to laugh loudly, her whole body was suddenly shaking with mirth. Her head was thrown back and her laughter filled the room with its intensity.

‘I listened to him telling me how he was in league with me mother, about the young girls they had put on the game, and look what I done, Nan. I didn’t even let him finish what he was saying. You see, she warned me about him, and I didn’t listen. She warned me that people weren’t always what you thought they were.’

She was laughing again, her lovely face strained and white with sorrow. ‘Like her, my mother, I just fucking killed him. I went to the kitchen and I came back with the bread knife and I killed him.’

She was laughing uproariously once more. ‘Murderers, that’s what we are, me and me mum. When people don’t do what we want them to, we kill them. I remember the blood from Lance, his head was nearly gone. His brains were everywhere, all over my nightie. I remember nothing but blood from my childhood. Thick, sticky blood. I still wake up in the night and smell the heavy stench of fresh blood. I feel the fear that paralyses me, I have to lie there in terror until I am able to move my arms and legs once more, until I can feel the constriction leave my throat so I can talk or scream once again. Except, I never do. I try and keep it all inside me. Why upset you, or anyone else with it all? No one can help me, no one can ever help me now, can they?’

Jordanna sighed heavily, and she said quietly and very sensibly, ‘I just wanted to stop him talking, Nan, that was all. As soon as he mentioned her, I knew I had to make him stop. She poisons everything she touches, and she does it without a second’s thought for who she might destroy along the way.’

Mary was distraught. That this poor girl had ended up like this was a crying shame. Born to anyone else but Imelda, she would have had a chance. But for Imelda the drugs and all they entailed had always taken priority over everyone and everything. Mary often wondered if Kenny Boy was a victim of her drug taking; she had dropped anything she could lay her hands on through her pregnancy with him. That had to have taken a toll on him of some kind. But Mary loved these kids, more than she had ever loved her own. She hated her daughter with a vengeance that was so powerful it was almost tangible in the quiet of the room.

A few minutes later, Mary opened the door to her grandson. The blood didn’t bother him, or the body, but his sister’s tears did. He held her to him tightly, whispering endearments, and promising her that everything would be fine.

Mary wondered at what was going to be the upshot of this latest madness to have overtaken her family. She was trying to figure out how they were going to walk away from this lunacy in one piece and she just couldn’t see how they were going to sort it out. It was far too complicated.

Basil chased Paula out of the flat with his loud cursing and his obvious anger. She had understood immediately that there was serious trouble afoot; the front door coming off its hinges had been the main clue for her, and snatching the nearest wrap to her, she had left Imelda to face the music alone.

Imelda waited silently for the beating she expected, but it had not arrived. Instead she had been amazed as Basil said to her angrily, ‘Get your coat, and move your arse. Kenny Boy is looking for you and he’ll kill you if he finds you.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’

Basil looked at Imelda then, she was finally bloating, and her beautiful hair, that had once shone like spun gold, was now lank and thinning. Her eyes had bags big enough to hold the weekly shop and her teeth had been ground away over the years so they now looked too small for her face. The heroin had finally caught up with her, she finally looked like what she was. A filthy skagger, she lived in filth and was happy to do just that. All she ever cared about was making sure she had the next dose of chemicals to put inside her once luscious body. She looked like a parody of the girl he had once lusted after. No man had been immune to her charms and yet she had found her only real love in a needle.

Because of that, she spent Christmas alone with only her kit to keep her company. Easter, even her birthdays, had been celebrated with an extra armful. She had dedicated her life to the needle and, somewhere along the line, she had lost the knack of actually living. Of being a part of real life, of the real world. Imelda existed in the twilight zone, and her actions over the years had caused so much hurt and hatred because of that.

Well, her son was not going to be captured and caged for the likes of her, and that is what would happen should he get his hands on this woman. Basil had sent him over to join Mary at Jordanna’s, had told him he would be better off seeing how his sister was, and deciding how he was going to deal with Jamsie before he turned his attention to his mother. She was going nowhere, and that had been his mantra for years about Imelda.

Now Basil was here, attempting to save this woman from being obliterated by her own son, and she had the cheek to ask him what was going on as if she was unaware of anything untoward.

‘You know what, Mel, you are thirty minutes from meeting your fucking maker. You and Jamsie have finally gone too far. Now, move yourself before Kenny Boy gets here with a sawn-off shotgun or his tool kit. You’d be surprised what he can do with a pair of pliers and a cordless drill.’

The fear of being found out was now enveloping her and Imelda realised then just how precarious her position actually was. Kenny would rip her apart with his bare hands if the anger he had nurtured so carefully was allowed a free rein. She owed her life to Basil.

‘Thanks, Basil, thanks for warning me . . .’

‘I am doing this for Kenny Boy and Jordanna, not for you. You ain’t worth doing time for, Mel, you ain’t worth nothing. Your son might go down one day, but it won’t be because he beat a piece of shit like you to death. He needs you gone, once and for all, and I will make sure that happens.’

‘But where am I going to go?’

It was always about her, she had not even asked how much Kenny Boy knew, how much her daughter knew, or what might be happening to Jamsie at this very moment in time. She had not enquired about her daughter’s reaction to the latest aggro, but then that was par for the course with her.

‘Well, my advice would be fucking Mars or, failing that, South America, but I can’t see you going there, can you? Just come with me and I’ll hide you out for a few days. When I can, I’ll get you shifted somewhere. But get moving before he lands up here looking for you.’

Imelda ran into her bedroom and started throwing things into a black bin bag. She was terrified now, she knew it was all over for her. She would have to earn for herself once more and she wouldn’t even be able to sign on. Kenny Boy would find her in a heartbeat if she did that, any registered court bailiff would be able to find her in minutes. And, as most of them moonlighted as bouncers, it was easy enough to get a favour like that done. She would have to move as far away as possible from Kenny Boy, maybe Scotland or even Ireland, and as she had no real life to speak of now, how was she supposed to create another one somewhere else? Her habit would suffer; she knew she would have to stay on the outside of the criminal world. Her world, the only one she knew. She would be an outcast, and without anyone to give her a boost she would be forced back into the rough trade just to survive. She looked around her flat, saw it as others must. It was like a squat, but it was warm and comfortable enough for her. The thought of leaving it terrified her. She knew deep down that she couldn’t survive on the streets, not at her age. She would also have to change her name, her looks. She’d have to dye her hair and hope no one recognised her; there was bound to be a bounty on her head. It was becoming more and more daunting for her by the second. Fuck Jamsie and his fucking schoolie scam. She had already convinced herself it was his fault; as always, she was the innocent victim.

Imelda Dooley left the flat twenty minutes later. She would never return. She was placed in a small house in Peckham, and she was watched over by a large West Indian man called, of all things, Nebuchadnezzar Arnold. He was known as Arnie for short, but he was better known for his famously short temper, and his absence of anything even resembling an inquisitive nature. He looked after people for a large amount of money, and he never asked any questions concerning them. It was a very lucrative profession and it suited his rather solitary nature. He fed them, he ignored them, and he forgot about them. Locked in a back bedroom with a small portable TV and her stash, Imelda’s dilemma became very clear to her as the days crept by. She had blown it, and this time there was no going back.

Basil waited three days before he finally felt he could talk to Kenny Boy without him losing his mind. He spoke to him for a long time, and explained in graphic detail why he had done what he had. Kenny Boy had thanked him courteously and hugged him in gratitude. He had then smiled gently, and asked, politely, to be taken to see her.

‘I mean it, Mum, if you don’t do this one thing for me I will kill you.’

Imelda looked at her son’s face and saw the determination there, saw the truth of his words. She knew she was being given a second chance and, even though she was still on her usual opiate high, she was sensible enough to know this was not something she could refuse.

She looked into her son’s eyes; they were her eyes, deep blue and thick lashed. He was a really handsome man. He was also a vicious, dangerous man, and he was so disgusted at her, was so revolted by her and her life, and what he felt she had caused because of her addiction and the selfishness it had caused, she knew she had to do what he asked. She nodded, afraid to speak, knew her voice could cause him to lose control.

‘You have to finally pay for your fucking mistakes, and you have to make things right for your daughter. You ruined her, you left her unable to ever know a really happy day. You saw her as your property, as your fucking own personal whipping girl. Well, it stops now. You will do this one thing for her, and you will do it with a good heart and you will let her think it was all your idea.’

Imelda nodded once more, afraid of this young man she had bred, afraid of the same lad she had believed was her saviour. He had offered her a lifeline of sorts; if she did as he requested, she would one day be welcomed back into the fold. It was that which made her know she would do as he requested. She knew it would give her some small measure of respect, and stop her son from having to hunt her down, because he would do just that. She had no doubts on that score.

‘When do I have to do it?’ Her voice was gentle, almost a whisper. It was drenched with fear and trepidation at what he wanted her to do. But it was preferable to the alternative; she was too old to go on the trot, and too lazy to start over at her time of life.

‘Tonight, and you make sure you don’t fuck it up.’

Detective Inspector Ralph Myers was an old friend of Michael Hannon and Jimmy Bailey. He was well known around the West End of London for his amazing capacity for alcohol consumption and his very liberal views regarding certain criminals and their business dealings. His large frame and his thick head of grey hair were instantly recognisable to everyone in the know, and his penchant for the company of Faces was seen by other policemen as their pension scheme. He was a fixer, and he was very good at it. He could fix almost anything, from getting a change of court venue or judge, to making sure evidence was accidentally lost or spoilt. He could guarantee a reduced sentence for certain drug dealers; he would tell the judge in chambers that the person convicted had been of enormous help to them by serving up their friends and relatives and the judge, for a good drink, would use that in his summing up. That way, everyone would go away happy, especially the person sentenced to a five-stretch instead of a fifteen. So he was the man who was chosen to oversee the investigation into the murder of Jamsie O’Loughlin. His body had been found in Imelda Dooley’s flat, he had been stabbed to death. He made sure that Imelda Dooley was charged as expected, and that her statement of guilt was worded correctly. It was all done with the usual decorum and haste he was renowned for.

Imelda was sentenced to eight years, and her long-time addiction to heroin was used as a motive.

Jamsie O’Loughlin’s association with the accused’s daughter was never mentioned. Imelda’s incarceration caused more than just her close family to breathe a sigh of relief. She was finally gone from their lives and, for once, she was seen as doing something altruistic. Only a few people knew the truth and they were not talking.

Jordanna looked out at the rolling mountains and deeply breathed in the clean air. She loved this time of day, when the sun was just setting and the sky was stained orange and purple. It made her feel glad to be alive, and she had not thought she would ever feel like that again. Though she wondered if she had ever truly experienced that feeling anyway.

She caressed the soft leather binding of her Bible. She had found great comfort in her religion since the breakdown. She had needed something to make her feel whole again, make her feel part of something. Her faith had helped her to heal, along with the therapists and the prescription drugs she took daily. But gradually she had begun to feel better inside, and that was very important to her, she knew that now.

She was drinking cold lemonade and she could feel the warmth of the evening wind as it touched her lightly browned skin. She knew she looked good, and she liked that she knew that. She felt a tiny glimmer of happiness inside herself, and that was more than she had ever hoped for.

‘Hello, sis, how are you?’

She turned to see Kenny smiling the wide smile that made him look so handsome and so gentle. All the nurses loved him, and he flirted with them shamelessly. He liked dark-haired women, and it seemed that they liked him back. He leant down and kissed her on the forehead. He could see how much better she was; he flew out to see her every weekend and every weekend she seemed happier inside herself. Even a little contented.

Jordanna’s eventual breakdown had been as expected as it was explosive. She had been in a private facility in northern Spain for over a year. The doctors were discreet, and had been known to harbour more than a few criminals who needed to disappear for a few months. It had been a difficult time, and Kenny had been beside her every step of the way.

She was finally on the mend though, and she looked and sounded like a different person. Her problems had been buried deep, and her acceptance of her eventual violent outburst was imperative to her finally being on the mend.

She would never have a child, she accepted that now, realised that her need for one had become almost irrational in the end. She had wanted a child so she could wipe out her own childhood, make up for her own unhappiness. That was no reason to bring a baby into the world. People did it every day and a small percentage of them should not have been allowed to keep a pet, let alone a defenceless little human being.

She knew she would never be like normal people who had been blessed with normal lives. Her mother had seen to it that she would never be able to know the real happiness that other people took for granted. But she was now able to relax and enjoy the little things that pleased her. She took each day as it came, and she knew that was all she could do. Healing took its own time, and she was learning slowly and surely how to accept herself and even how to like herself a little. She finally knew a measure of peace, and for that alone she would be eternally grateful. For Jordanna Dooley that was enough to be going on with. As long as her mother kept out of her life she knew she could cope. Her mother’s addiction had blighted everyone around her and they had all paid a terrible price.

‘Granny will be here tomorrow, she is mad to get her hands on you.’

Jordanna laughed then, and it sounded so natural, and so happy, that Kenny Boy felt the urge to cry.

‘I’ll be home next week, then we can get our lives back.’ She grinned then and said quickly, ‘I’ll rephrase that, shall I? We can have some kind of life together at last. Without her in the background.’

Kenny nodded happily, and they were quiet then as they watched the sun disappear behind the mountains. But Kenny knew that Imelda would be out within two years and she felt she was entitled to some kind of recompense for what she saw as her selfless sacrifice in doing her daughter’s time. Once more she had rewritten history to suit herself, and she would come out expecting everyone to be grateful and welcoming.

His granny was visiting her, he knew; every few weeks she made the journey out to Cookham Wood and tried to have a conversation with her only daughter. He guessed from the little she said that it was not an easy couple of hours. One thing was sure though, Imelda was off the skag, and that alone was something to be glad about. But suffice until the time thereof, as his old priest used to say, he had no intention of meeting trouble until he had to. Then he would do whatever was necessary to get it sorted as quickly and cleanly as possible.


 


 Epilogue


 ‘Why don’t you let me get you a decent gaff, Jorge? Just because you caught religion don’t mean you can’t live in a nice drum.’


 Jordanna shook her head slowly, smiling that half-hearted smile as always. ‘I like it here, Kenny, and now, thanks to her, I’ll have to move again.’


 Kenny sighed in exasperation. ‘No one knows better than me how fucking aggravating she can be, but she is hurting. She done the time for you and, in fairness, mad as she is, and she is fucking madder than a box of frogs, all she wants is for you to acknowledge that. She just wants to make things right.’


 Jordanna hated her brother when he tried to talk her round like this. She had to force herself to calm down, make sure she didn’t say things she knew they would all regret. Kenny Boy was her heart, in many ways he was all she really had left of her old life. He was a Face, and she knew that. Even with her new-found religion, she still understood that he was the best of the best in many ways. He loved her more than anybody else ever would. She respected that, and she would never hear a bad word about him. She knew that he was a little fucker, knew he was dangerous, could be vindictive and, more to the point, that he was devoid of anything even resembling a conscience or guilt. Well, she had accepted that about him, and she had found a way to live with that. What she was not able to countenance was her mother’s influence over him, her mother’s determination to influence her, her life, and her beliefs through her love for her brother.


 Kenny had the knack of wiping away the hate and the lunacy that Imelda had wrought on them both. Unlike her, Kenny Boy was capable of deep forgiveness. Whereas she, on the other hand, the born-again Catholic, couldn’t do that. She could not let her mother walk away from the abortion she called a life and act as if nothing had happened. She was strong now, strong enough to refuse her mother’s attempts at reconciliation, even though she knew she should be capable of forgiveness. She now saw her mother’s life for what it really was, saw how damaging her mother’s addiction to drugs, drink and the pursuit of anything dangerous or disgusting had moulded her and her brother into what they now were. Both were incapable of anything even resembling normal behaviour; like Imelda, Kenny Boy believed that money and prestige were more important than anything else. But, unlike Kenny Boy, she had suffered at her mother’s hands. She had suffered the consequences of her mother’s complete disregard for her, and just because she suddenly wanted to be her best friend, felt that her sacrifice entitled her to some kind of reward, meant nothing. She had experienced a breakdown of Olympian standards, had eventually been reduced to her mother’s level, and that was what she could not, and would not ever forgive.


 Kenny might see the violence and the disarray of their mother’s daily life as a joke, as something to laugh about. But, unlike him, she had taken the brunt of it, and she knew she could never let her back into her life. Jordanna knew that if she weakened, her mother would do what she had always done, she would inveigle her way in, and then, when it suited her, she would destroy them all without a backward glance. Imelda Dooley was without even a smidgeon of humility, anything that even remotely resembled real caring or genuine human emotion. She also accepted that Kenny Boy had inherited that same coldness and the same ability to forget anything that was deemed too awful or too shaming to remember. Her mother had the gall to stand on her doorstep and berate her, threaten her, and all because she didn’t want to play happy families. Even Kenny saw Imelda’s imprisonment as something to respect, saw it as something that cancelled out all the other bad things Imelda was responsible for. He had trouble understanding why she couldn’t just let bygones be bygones. But then, he didn’t know the whole truth about anything, really.


 Kenny watched his sister as she stared into space as usual. He loved her, but he felt that her sojourn in the Spanish nut-house had left her a few paving slabs short of a patio. He wanted his sister back, wanted her to stop being so fucking determined to blame their mother for everything. In short, he wanted to play happy families and, where this family was concerned, that was not exactly a viable option.


 He felt the distance between them, and he worried that it was because of him, worried that she secretly blamed him for her problems. For her breakdown. He knew she resented his defence of Imelda, unlike him, she could not find it in her heart to forgive or forget, and she was supposed to be the fucking big Catholic, the churchgoer. And now he just wanted her to live decently, to appreciate his largess.


 ‘Come on, sis, let me move you out of this dump, somewhere you can feel safe.’


 Jordanna shook her head sadly, sorry that Kenny didn’t understand her or her wants.


 ‘I like this little house, Kenny, and I don’t need a good address to make me feel like a valid person. I spent my life trying to prove something to people who had no real interest in me or my life. So, thank you for the offer, but no thanks, Kenny. I can live quite happily as I am, without the big-screen TVs or the top-of-the-range motors. I do not need the clothes or the hairstyles. I don’t need the fucking pretence that you need. I don’t need money, I don’t need anything. All I want is to be left in relative peace. I don’t think that’s a lot to ask for, do you?’


 Kenny knew his sister was being honest and, if he was honest, that was what annoyed him so much. She was his closest blood, but her fucking smugness, her absolute denial of his way of life really aggravated him. He had worked long and hard to make their lives easier, and she took great pleasure in refusing his help, in refusing to become a part of what he saw as his success story. She was like a fucking hermit with her dowdy clothes and her constant praying. He went to Mass, he loved the whole concept of his religion. As Christ Himself said, I was in prison and you visited me. Jesus knew what it was like to be on the threshold of life, to be involved in something that most people didn’t understand. He knew how emotive the Mass could be, how it was something that was shared by many, but was still a very personal experience. Jordanna’s religiousness was not as alien to him as she believed. He also knew how far she had come, knew how difficult her life had been. Even knowing all that though, Kenny still felt an anger at what he saw as her complete dismissal of him and all he tried to do for her.


 Since she had come home from Spain, she was a different person. She was a religious nut-case for a start but, worse than that, she had gradually stepped back from him, and everything he stood for. In some ways he could understand her actions but, in his heart, he felt that her dismissal of him and all he had achieved was like a slap in the face. He felt that her refusal to be a part of his world was the equivalent of her saying that she repudiated it. He was at the top of his game, and everyone around him made a point of letting him know that, except for Jordanna: she never mentioned his accomplishments, it was as if they never existed. He knew it was churlish, knew he shouldn’t care so much, but it really bothered him. It was as if she was looking down her nose at him, and that was something he could not bear. Kenny needed to believe that he had wiped out their childhood, wiped out the stigma they had been born into. As Imelda’s children they had not really had a chance, and he had made sure that they were respected, that they were not ostracised because she had given birth to them. He had made a point of doing that for them, had made their names mean something. He also knew that his sister understood that better than anyone else around them. Her complete indifference to his achievements really bothered him. Her decision to turn her back on all that he could offer her was an insult. But he knew she was still in the thrall of her religious mania.


 Kenny took a deep breath. He was determined not to let his anger get the better of him. He knew from experience it was pointless where his sister was concerned. Unlike everyone else in his orbit, she had no fear of him, or of what he was capable of.


 ‘Look at how you live, Jorge, all you do is fucking wallow in your own self-pity. I love you dearly, and you know that. But I hate to see you living like this. Hate to see you grateful for a kind word from the fucking same priest who has no qualms about cornering me for a few grand when the fancy takes him, even though he knows where it all comes from. I hate to see you old before your time, dressed like a demented social worker, and talking like one and all. I want you to accept that you had a breakdown: it happens, even in the best of families, get over it.’


 Jordanna went to a drawer in her kitchen and opened it. Taking out a pack of Benson & Hedges cigarettes, she lit one slowly. Drawing the smoke into her lungs she waited until the crashing of her heart subsided, and the trembling in her hands quietened. Then turning back towards her brother she said quietly, ‘Why do you always think this is personal, Kenny? What makes you so convinced that if only I would live my life as you want me to, I will automatically be happy? I like my life, I like living here, I like the fact that I don’t care about other people’s opinions. I like to feel that God is near me, that He can understand my suffering. I love you, Kenny Boy, but I cannot let her back into my life. You know I lost my baby after her last visit. You have to let me get on with my life as I see fit, you have to stop trying to justify her existence. I know you think that because she gave birth to us she can’t be all bad, well, do you know something? You’re wrong, she would sell you down the river for a fucking Happy Meal from McDonald’s if it suited her. Now, I know you don’t want to hear that, but it’s the truth. And I would sooner hang myself from the nearest fucking tree before I let you talk me round, so either let it drop, or walk away from me once and for all.’


 Kenny was distressed at his sister’s obvious bitterness and anger. He knew that she had good reason for her antipathy towards her mother, he also knew that, until she faced her one to one, she would never be completely free. He felt that Jordanna needed to see their mother for the broken and nondescript person she really was. If she saw her properly, as she was now, saw how completely devoid of anything even remotely resembling her old self she was, he felt Jordanna would finally be able to move on. He had forgiven his mother when she had gone away to save her daughter’s arse. He was a realist: he knew that Imelda had not really had any choice in the matter, but he chose to overlook that. He felt that whatever she was, she was still their mother. And, as such, they were honour bound to accept her. He also knew that Jordanna had always taken the brunt of Imelda’s madness, had been the thorn in her side. He had guessed, early on, that every time she looked at her daughter, she saw herself, saw the person she should have been had she not chosen the needle over everyone and everything else in her life. But she had, and that was tough shit for all concerned.


 ‘Look, Jorge, all I want is for you to make your peace with her. I have and, believe me, it wasn’t easy. But, at the end of the day, she is our mother. And, as such, we have a fucking duty towards her. I forced her to go away for you, we all know that. It ain’t like no one ever worked that one out for themselves, is it? She might still get on the big train – drugs are her lifeline, after all – but she just wants you to accept that she done your time for you. That’s all. And I think if you are so fucking religious, then you should see her, let her make her peace. If you did that, she wouldn’t keep hunting you down, and she wouldn’t keep starting fights with you. You know what she’s like, she will cause a big fucking row just to get a reaction. If you really want shot, then talk to her, let her say her piece. She needs to talk to you and I think you need to hear what she has to say.’


 Jordanna looked into Kenny Boy’s handsome face and knew he was the victim of his own success. He saw his acceptance of his mother as him being the big, benevolent Face. If he could accept her, then so should everyone else. They had to, because she was his mother and, as such, she could not be disrespected. He saw that as a reflection on him, saw that as a personal affront. Even though the people concerned might not see Imelda in quite the same light. He chose to forget a lot and only then because he was more interested in his own fucking personal reputation, his own fucking standing in the community. Jordanna understood that to an extent, she knew better than anybody how hard it was to be related to Imelda Dooley. But Kenny Boy’s sudden fucking desire to defend his mother’s actions and then to try and justify them to her, of all people, really rankled.


 Kenny didn’t remember Imelda, not really. He had been her golden boy, her little man and the only reason she had cared for him was because he had been a big lump, a heavy-boned child who was obviously big for his age, and Imelda had basked in his reflected glory. Everyone had remarked on his size, on his strength, on his good looks. Imelda had seen him as a reflection of herself.


 Imelda had killed his father, and she had conveniently put the blame for that on her little daughter. What he didn’t know, or anyone else for that matter, was that there had been a second shot fired that night, fired from her little hands, and that her so-called mother had shot the gun into the big double mattress Lance had shared with her, while holding the gun in her daughter’s hands. She remembered the pain from the gun’s report. How its powerful kickback had hurt her all over. How it had jarred her shoulders, and made her teeth rattle inside her head. She had remembered her mother threatening her that if she spoke about it to anyone she would be taken away and she would never see anyone she knew again. Her own mother had forced her to look at Lance’s corpse and had assured her that she would be blamed. She had to promise that she would never say a word about it to anyone. It had been easy, really, she had lived with lies and secrets ever since she could remember. Her mother and her granny had seen to that.


 She had lived with the images of that night her entire life, and she had still kept her own counsel, even when she had finally understood what had really happened. She had spent such a large part of her life trying to make her mother care for her, make her mother acknowledge her in some way. She had hoped and prayed that her continued silence for so many years would make her mother finally accept her. But it had never happened and, finally, she had accepted that it was never going to happen. She had suddenly understood that she was so far beneath her mother’s radar that her involvement in anything pertaining to her mother was negligible as far as Imelda was concerned. In short, she knew that she just didn’t exist for her. She also knew, even then, as young as she was, that that would never change. It was another thing that she had pushed down inside of her, another thing she had tried to blot out. To bully a child was a terrible thing, but to ignore them and their desperate attempts for attention, was far more wicked.


 Kenny Boy had never been on the receiving end of his mother’s hate, or her spite. He still didn’t understand, all these years later, how she had used her own flesh and blood for her own ends. He wouldn’t understand, even now, that he had been protected, had been sheltered from his own mother’s self-destructive lifestyle. And that was only because of how Imelda had used her own daughter. Kenny Boy didn’t realise that, if it wasn’t for her taking the brunt of Imelda’s lunacy, he would have eventually been used by her as a scapegoat as well.


 Jordanna knew that her brother was only arguing their mother’s case because she, his sister, had in effect turned her back on him, and all he stood for. But that wasn’t anything personal, it wasn’t about him. It was about her, and her need to make her life mean something. She had realised after her breakdown just how useless and vacuous her life had been. She had been bundled off to Spain, money had been thrown about in huge amounts, and she had once more been expected to digest, to accept, and to forget what had happened to her. Even her granny, God love her, had expected her to just wipe it all away. Forget about it, pretend it had never happened. Kenny Boy, like Granny Mary, had managed to do just that. Like Mary Dooley, Kenny had the knack of deleting from his psyche anything that he saw as troublesome. Well, Jordanna didn’t have that knack, and she had always known that. Imelda could do it, she did it unconsciously; she could edit anything that happened in her life to suit her own ends.


 Imelda took after her mother for that and, as much as Jordanna loved her granny, she knew better than anybody just how easy Mary found rewriting history for her own ends. This, after all, was a woman who had buried her husband amid serious accusations and violence, and who had then turned her back on her own sons. This was the same woman who had regularly visited her only daughter in prison, knowing all the while that she had been the cause of her granddaughter’s complete mental breakdown. The same granddaughter that she had taken great pleasure in removing from her only daughter’s orbit all those years before. Jordanna had believed, for all those years, that she had done all that to save her from her mother’s car crash of a life but she now knew that she had actually done it to ensure that she had another family to raise. She had allowed her husband free rein with her first batch of babies, had walked away from her sons and made sure that her daughter’s children were wholly hers. Her granny had her love, she always would, but she had lost her from the day that she had learnt of her granny’s new-found interest in her daughter.


 Jordanna couldn’t pretend that things had not happened, couldn’t pretend that she didn’t care: unlike Kenny Boy, whose attitude was if you don’t think about it then it never happened. Her breakdown proved that she did care, that all the things she had pushed aside, that she had forced away, that she had tried to forget, could never be erased, forgotten about. She had been forced to confront them, had been forced to accept them, and she had finally understood that her breakdown had culminated in an act of violence so shocking and so devastating that she would never get over it. She would never again know a day’s real peace, or experience a full night’s sleep.


 Unlike her brother, Jordanna wasn’t capable of conveniently forgetting the things that she didn’t want to remember any more. Her trouble was that she remembered them too well, in stunning clarity, and they were the reason that she would never again know a truly happy day.


 Kenny Boy was genuinely heartbroken at his sister’s sorrow, he could feel the deep sadness that he knew would always be a part of her. In fact, had always been a part of her since he could remember.


 Jordanna had always been there for him, all his life she had been the one person he had known he could rely on. She had been the only person who had never been scared of him, who had never had a hidden agenda. He knew how terrifying he could be, he knew that, like his mother, he was incapable of really caring for anyone, except this woman before him. Jordanna was the only person he had ever loved. His granny Mary had his care, she had his loyalty but, like his mother, she was only really important to him because she was his flesh and blood. Other than Jorge, there was nobody.


 Her breakdown had affected him far more than he had ever let on. He had seen it as a personal affront, seen it as something he could not control, that he couldn’t mend, couldn’t make better. He had understood, for the first time in his life, that money and prestige were worthless when you were faced with genuine grief. He had been forced to accept that some things in life were far too important for money to make a difference. Kenny had watched his sister live quite happily in her little house, and saw her try to heal herself with prayer and a belief in a God who he felt, in his darker moments, had abandoned his sister from a very young age.


 ‘Please, Jordanna, don’t make me feel like I failed you, all I have ever wanted is what was best for you. I still want that.’


 Jordanna smiled sadly, and Kenny saw the evenness of her teeth, the kindness in her face that her smile always portrayed. He saw the dark blue of her eyes that, even without make-up, made the person looking into them see the beauty inside her. She had high cheekbones and thick, blond hair that needed a good cut, but still shone with a burnished gold coveted by the majority of women. Jordanna was a real beauty, but the saddest thing of all was that she genuinely didn’t know that. She honestly had no idea just how lovely she really was.


 Jordanna had wandered through her life and she had never once realised her true worth, she had stumbled from one fucking disaster to another. Kenny knew that he had turned a blind eye to her problems, had been more than happy to pretend that they had not even existed. He had removed his mother from her orbit, and that had assuaged his guilt for a while. But, deep down, he had known that one day he would have to deal with all of this. Why was it that he only admitted that to himself now?


 ‘I hate her, Kenny, and I pray every day for that to change. But it doesn’t. In fact, my antipathy for her just seems to deepen, and my capacity for hatred towards her seems to grow stronger by the second. Every time I move away, she tracks me down, and I have to subdue the urge to physically attack her, destroy her once and for all, because until she is dead and gone, I know I will never experience even one day of real peace. So stop trying to buy me happiness, stop trying to purchase my peace of mind, and please stop believing that one day I will finally let her come back into my life. It will never happen. Unlike you, Kenny, I remember the real Imelda and, unlike you, I know what she is really capable of. I’ll move house again if I have to. I really don’t want to do that, but if that is what it takes, then that is what I am willing to do. You want her, you can have her, but don’t try and palm her off on me. I’ve had just about enough of her to last me a lifetime.’


 Kenny saw the distress and the anger in his sister’s face, he felt the hurt as she instinctively stepped away from him, distanced herself from him both physically as well as mentally.


 ‘She went away for you, and because of that I will be eternally grateful to her. Nan pointed that out to me, Jorge, and she was right.’


 Jordanna nodded her hread slowly and Kenny knew that she’d had just about enough for one day.


 ‘Read my lips, Kenny, I really don’t give a flying fuck.’


 Imelda was stoned out of her brains; she was unaware of how out of it she actually was, but that was nothing unusual for her. As Imelda cut herself a line of coke, she silently thanked God for her son’s generosity. He knew she had done them a favour and, Imelda being Imelda, she now felt that her selfless act could never really be repaid by her children. As she snorted the large, fluffy white line of cocaine, she allowed herself to dwell on her children’s disrespectful behaviour and their gross ungratefulness. Although her son saw her all right for money and her other sundries, knowing that he was in receipt of serious amounts of wedge had started to bother her.


 Imelda’s sensible head reminded her that she was not to be trusted with money; she admitted that if she had twenty quid, she would spend twenty- one quid. But, all the same, she had come out of nick expecting her children to welcome her with open arms. She had kicked the needle, though she still used occasionally when the urge came over her. In Holloway she had been introduced to the wonders of cocaine. A drug she felt was far more suited to her particular personality. There, heroin users were seen as being below even child killers, and Imelda had understood that from the off. As a murderer, she knew that she would be kept as A-category for a while. So she had weaned herself off the habit with the help of methadone and a social worker from the Gambia who had a sketchy command of the English language and a rather unhealthy habit of believing everything he was told. Consequently, Imelda had had a field day. She had been weaned off the needle, but still maintained the availability of her methadone, and had sold it on in good faith for a tidy profit. Her son’s name had guaranteed her an easy ride, and that was why she now felt confident enough to push her luck as and when the fancy came over her. She had gone inside because she had not had any other options available to her; she had fucked up big time with everyone around her. But she had also come to realise that she was doing a dirty great big favour for her kids at the same time.


 Once she had settled in, her fear of her actions and their consequences had faded away. She had realised just what a big favour she had done for them both, after all, her son and daughter were very close, closer than a junkie and their dealer. It didn’t come much closer than that. She had expected her daughter to have at least thanked her for her lost years. She had expected her to appreciate exactly what she had done for her. Instead, she had been on the receiving end of her daughter’s absolute contempt.


 Now, her daughter’s constant refusal to even acknowledge her was really rankling. She had conveniently forgotten the past, as was her wont. Imelda had always been capable of editing her life to suit her own purposes. Jordanna’s impudence and repeated rudeness had struck a chord inside her somewhere. Imelda accepted that she might not have been mother of the year, but she felt that her selfless act should have cancelled all those bad feelings out. She owed her mother; Jordanna fucking owed her. And she owed her big time, if not for her, she would have been banged up and forgotten about. After all, it was only her addiction that had helped her get a reduced sentence.


 None of her kids had tried to help her with that. She had been left to sort it all out on her own, and as she told herself on a daily basis, that had been the story of her life. Her kids had been like a pair of fucking albatrosses hanging around her neck, dragging her down. At least Kenny Boy had afforded her a measure of entertainment, had grown up to make her proud of him. She prided herself on that much anyway.


 In all honesty she had always loathed her daughter, had seen her as the reason for all her bad luck, had blamed her for everything that had ever gone wrong in her life. Yet now she decided Jordanna should recognise her, appreciate what she had done for her. She had done a lot for that ungrateful little whore, and she was determined to see that she was given the credit for it. She would hunt her down, and force the respect from her, if it was the last thing she ever did. She had Kenny Boy onside, so it was only a matter of time before that stuck-up little mare was forced to bend her knee, and finally accept her mother into her life. Because, for all her new-found faith, Jordanna would always be nothing more than the shit on her mother’s shoes. Jordanna thought she was better than everyone else, well, she wasn’t. As Imelda cut herself another line of coke, she couldn’t help smiling; she was now welcome everywhere. She knew that was because of her son and she milked it for all it was worth. It was a matter of principle now, making her daughter come around to her way of thinking: she felt strongly that whatever might have happened in the past, she had cancelled it out.


 She needed her daughter’s approbation, because she knew that without it, her precious son would eventually be forced to choose between them, and she also knew that should that scenario ever happen, he was not about to choose her.


 ‘Nan, she is driving me up the fucking wall. She sits in that fucking little house praying and reading her Bible. I don’t know what she wants from me, I don’t know what I am supposed to do.’


 Mary Dooley sighed, she was too old for all this and they both knew it. ‘That girl has had to put up with a lot and, unlike you, she has not been in a position to shrug it off. She killed somebody, someone she loved dearly. Now, I know you might not think that is something important, but she does. So, leave her be, will you?’


 Kenny was angry, he knew that his sister had problems, but he also felt that she should be sane enough to let him help her with them. His granny suddenly acting like she was in the know annoyed him: she was the one who had decided that their mother should be brought back into the fold. As far as he was concerned, she should either shit or get off the fucking pot, and he said as much, his anger making him vindictive.


 ‘ You are the one who insisted me mother be treated like visiting royalty; if it was left to me I would have given her a drink and waved her on her way. She is an old brass, she spent her life on her back, pursuing the business, and she was very good at it by all accounts. She thinks that Jorge is a fucking nut-job and she is, she is a fucking Looney Tunes with her praying and her fucking ramblings about the Book of Revelations. I know she flipped her lid, but that was years ago. I think it’s time Jordanna pulled herself together and stopped blaming everyone else for her problems.’


 Kenny had finally said what he really thought out loud, and the words didn’t make him feel relieved: they made him feel like a snide, like a grass. He was ashamed of her, knew that she was looked on with disdain, knew that people who saw her and listened to her felt she was a few sandwiches short of a picnic. He loved her, but he hated her for how she was, he resented her for not getting over her depression and making a life for herself.


 ‘She does nothing, Nan. She looks like the Wreck of the fucking Hesperus, she talks bollocks and she won’t move on. She’s had a few bad breaks but, as you and I know, that’s fucking life. If she doesn’t get a grip soon she never will.’


 Mary sat at the kitchen table and watched her grandson as he tried to understand his sister and her way of life. She knew he was incapable of even scratching the surface where Jordanna was concerned, and she was sorry for that. She knew that he was the kind of person who was classed as a doer. He didn’t have the patience for anyone who wasn’t like him, who wasn’t capable enough.


 Kenny opened his arms wide in a gesture of defeat. ‘I think we should get her put away again, make her get better this time . . .’


 Mary laughed at his audacity. ‘You can’t just put her away because she doesn’t fit into your world, she is happy enough. She is marvellous if you consider what she had to contend with all her life.’


 Kenny dismissed her words with a wave of his huge arm, and Mary was reminded of how dangerous this young man actually was. ‘I know she had a bad time, but she has to sort herself out now. Have you seen her lately, Nan? She looks like a fucking immigrant. She goes to Mass three times a day, takes communion three times a day. Look, Nan, I have tried to help her, but she won’t let me. If she would face me mother I think she would be halfway home, but she just fights her. And, in fairness, Mum came up trumps for her. I know I might have made her take the can, but she did her time without letting on about the truth . . .’


 Mary was now getting sick and tired of her grandson’s constant insistence that his mother was some kind of fucking saint: she had been the cause of every ill that had befallen this family. She might have been grateful to her for taking the pressure off Jordanna but, considering she should have been banged up years ago it was what she now deemed a moot point.


 Standing up with difficulty, Mary walked to her pantry. Opening the door, she removed a bottle of Teachers whisky, poured herself a large tot into a tea cup and swallowed it down quickly. Then, pouring herself out another hefty measure she looked at her grandson who was watching her in awe and she said softly, ‘You don’t know the half of it, Kenny, we all protected you from the truth. Jordanna has the right to do whatever she wants. Leave her be.’


 Kenny laughed incredulously, his granny was supposed to be agreeing with him, she was supposed to tell him that he was right, that Jorge needed to be sorted out properly.


 ‘So I should stand back and let her move again, should I? Watch her find another shithole to rent, and stand by while me mother tracks her down once more? Jordanna needs help, she is still not the full shilling. You know what I am saying is the truth.’


 Mary looked at her grandson. He was the love of her life, and because of that she had forgiven him everything. He had been protected all his life from the harsh reality that was his mother’s addiction, and his sister’s destruction. His arrogance and his assumption that his opinion of his sister and her mental state was accurate annoyed her. That he had not understood the reason why his sister had finally exploded made her want to shake him, grab his shoulders and shake him until his teeth rattled in his head.


 ‘Your sister was used and abused by your father, and many others. Your mother passed Jordanna out to anyone who wanted her; that’s why she can’t keep a child inside her, you stupid bloody fool. Your mother might have been good at the business, as you so joyfully pointed out, but she tortured that girl and her breakdown was a long time coming. So I am sorry if you think she is a bit too strange for you, and I am sorry if you are ashamed of her, but next time your mother turns up on her doorstep shouting the odds, remember that Jordanna, God love her, has never opened her trap about what she went through as a child. I had to sit back and wait for the opportunity to get you two away from her. Jordanna looked after you because your mother, Saint fucking Imelda, only cared about her drugs. So, the next time you see your sister, try and remember that she has been used and abused nearly all her life, and your mother is the culprit. Your fucking mother might have gone away for her but, in my opinion, it wasn’t before fucking time. If I had my way I’d put her away for good.’


 Kenny Boy had lost his usual ruddy complexion, he was almost grey. His deep-blue eyes, framed by long dark lashes, were almost closed as his grandmother’s words penetrated his brain. He knew she was telling the truth, he knew that somewhere inside he had known about this all along. He knew that his sister’s weakness bothered him because she had always been so strong in his eyes. As children, she had been the one to look out for him, he had depended on her to look after him. She had been the only constant in his life.


 Mary knew she had spoken out of turn, knew that she should have kept the truth inside herself; after all, if Jordanna had not mentioned it then she had no right to broadcast it. But Kenny had needed to know why his sister had been broken like she had. He had needed to understand that she had actually survived her mother’s ministrations and that his sister had actually overcome more than he realised, that Jordanna was proof of how faith and self-belief could bring a measure of peace to even the most persecuted of people.


 Kenny had needed to understand that he should be applauding her for the way Jordanna had clawed her way back from the abyss, not trying to force her to be happy because her chosen lifestyle irritated him. Because he felt she should want the same things as he did, need the same things as he did. Mary gulped at the whisky once more, and watched her grandson as he digested all the information she had just given him.


 It was only as her grandson stormed out of her house a few minutes later, that the enormity of what she had done finally hit her.


 Jordanna knelt at the altar of her local church. She looked better than she had in years. Her hair was brushed to a silky sheen and her slim frame had filled out so that she once more had a figure of sorts. She was dressed smartly, and she looked a shadow of her old self. She had lost her permanent frown, was much more ready to smile and her eyes had lost the dullness that had become a fixture. She looked almost happy; she was looser somehow, had a softness to her features that reminded people of how lovely she actually was.


 As Jordanna accepted the Eucharist she prayed silently and, bowing her head, she walked slowly back to her pew. Kneeling once more, she prayed with all the energy she could muster. As her brother slipped into the seat beside her, she blessed herself quickly then, pulling herself up slowly, she sat beside him. They enjoyed the rest of the Mass together, and as the weak November sun forced itself through the stained-glass windows, Jordanna prayed for a final end to her sadness. She knew she was finally emerging from the darkness that had enveloped her for so many years, and she felt lighter, felt more involved with the world around her. She was once more in accord with her brother, and that alone was something she was grateful for. They were close again, and he had even professed to an understanding of her love for the church, and had helped her to assuage her guilt at her relief when she had been told of her mother’s death. She had tried to forgive her mother, had tried to tell herself that her mother’s addiction had been the cause of everything that had happened. But she knew that wasn’t true; her mother’s addiction had been something she had chosen, her addiction had been the only thing her mother had ever really cared about.


 The sins of the fathers, Jordanna understood those words now. They didn’t mean that the sins a parent might commit would be visited on their offspring. The words actually meant that the mistakes a parent made while they were bringing up their children would be visited on the second, the third, even the fourth generation.


 She was destined to be an auntie, her mother had seen to that. But she was also destined to find her own happiness where she could. She had recently met a widower with three children and she knew that he had been sent to her, that she had been looking for someone like him. It was early days yet, but she knew instinctively that he was her second chance at happiness.


 Her mother had been found in an alley. She had been beaten to death and had choked on her own blood at some point during the attack. She had been there, scoring as usual, and the police believed that she had become involved in an argument with her dealer. Her mother had died as she had lived, pursuing the only thing that had ever mattered to her. She had been buried without any pomp or ceremony and with no mourners at her graveside. Even her own mother had declined to attend the service. The news had brought a measure of peace to Jordanna; knowing that she would never have to deal with her again had lifted her spirits, had brought her a measure of peace she had not known in her life before.


 Her mother would never again turn up on her doorstop demanding attention, causing her daughter to relive the terror and the disgust that had made up her childhood and had eventually destroyed her chance of having any kind of real life. Her mother had eventually broken her both mentally and physically, and the worst thing of all was, Jordanna knew that the damage had been inflicted without any thought whatsoever. Whoever had come up with the idea that a child was better off with a parent, even an addicted parent, had a lot to answer for. Addicts’ children should be removed from their influence, and placed as far away from the offender as was humanly possible.


 She had watched silently as her mother’s coffin had been lowered into the damp ground, needing to see her mother finally entombed once and for all.


 Kenny Boy had held her hand, had made sure she had not let the news get her down. As if. She had silently rejoiced at her new-found freedom. Kenny Boy had watched over her until the funeral was finished and life had resumed once more. In fact, he had been the one person who seemed to understand her relief at the terrible news, and appreciate her new-found lust for life. Jordanna guessed that Kenny Boy knew far more about Imelda’s death than the police did, but that was only her gut instinct. Her granny knew far more about it than she ever would, and that suited her down to the ground. If her mother had died at the hands of her beloved son, then that was God’s will. As long as that could not be proved in a court of law, she didn’t really care. He was even more damaged than she was but, unlike her, he really had no concept of that. Kenny had inherited Imelda’s knack for disregarding anything that might cause him a sleepless night, or make him feel a real emotion. He saw everything from his own unique point of view and, unlike her, he didn’t allow regret to colour his life in any way. All she knew for sure was that her mother’s death had somehow brought an end to her own suffering. She and Kenny Boy had lived with their mother’s shadow looming over them since she could remember.


 Now, at last, it seemed that they were both free.
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Prologue

1997

I’d grown up in the Life, but I’d never really been a part of it – my mum had made sure of that. It all changed the day she died.

On the day we buried her, I looked around the church. My whole family was there, and we were a big family, the Baileys, and a well-known family to boot. My nana, Theresa Bailey, the matriarch, was sitting beside me, holding my hand. She was good to me, always. I could depend on her – she would never repeat my secrets. She knew more than any of them, and she kept it to herself. But then, if she had opened her mouth, there would have been another murder – we needed to keep the secret no matter what, and that is exactly what we did. I knew that I could never have coped without her, especially not that day.

My four brothers – all big, handsome, honourable men – sat on her other side and my father, broken by his wife’s death, and completely unaware of his only daughter’s shame, sat by me. It was how my mum died that was affecting him even more than just the loss of her. She had been taken in a heartbeat – those were his words, not mine.

I stood beside him, his youngest child and his only daughter, small-boned like my mother and with my parental grandmother’s thick auburn hair. But I had his eyes – the deep blue Irish eyes that showed every emotion and told the whole world what I was thinking, especially him and my brothers. I learned quickly to never let anyone know my true feelings and that is a sad testament to the life I live now. Knowledge is power and even the smallest slip can be enough to bring you down.

We were the Baileys – the most talked about and revered family in the East End – the foremost family in England, actually, for many a long year. We led charmed lives, we had everything – and I mean everything. My father, Daniel Bailey, saw to that.

As I held his hand on that cold bleak day, he slipped it into his coat pocket as he had when I was a small child. Even at nearly eighteen, I still appreciated the warmth and kindness behind the act. I knew my father was dangerous from the time I was a child, but I had not known just how dangerous he really was until recently. He had only ever done what he felt was needed; I understood that and, on that day, unhappy and devastated at the loss of my mother, I depended on him more than ever to bring me comfort.

My world had changed overnight. With my mum gone there was no one to shield me from my family’s real way of life. My mum, God love her, had done her best to make sure I never knew the real deal, but however hard she tried, I overheard more than was good for me. My family were murderers, liars, people for whom violence and intimidation were literally their daily bread.

My brothers were years older than me – I was my mum’s last hurrah, as she would say with a big grin on her face. God had sent me to her as a gift – I was all hers. She talked about God a lot, she set great store by Him and His son, the Christ who had died on the cross to take away the sins of the world. When she died, they just didn’t know what to do with me, this female left in their predominantly male world, but they loved me all the same and would do anything to protect me, I knew that. And I’ll never stop loving any of them, as bad as they are. They love me, and they care for me. And, at this time in my young life, that is enough.

I suspect my mum knew more than she let on about her husband’s and sons’ activities and it must have been very hard for her to hear so much that was bad about them, and still believe in them. She was a decent woman in her own way – God fearing, and with a strong belief in the afterlife. She put up with the men in her life because she had to. She was a mother after all, and these were her little boys. But deep inside she had to have condoned what they were.

I remember smiling at my eldest brother Danny that day, knowing he would always be there for me. Danny, despite his blond hair, was my dad’s double, like the spit out of his mouth, as the old fucking shawlies – as my nana called them – would say. He and my other brothers Davey, Noel and Jamsie had each received Confession, made a good act of contrition, so they could take Communion at their mother’s funeral without fear or favour – my father had made sure of that. Hypocritical, I know, but it was for her more than for him, and I loved that he had done that for her. He had loved my mother with a vengeance.

Years later, when I remembered seeing him cutting a man’s fingers off, I would also see him as he was on this day. The two sides of Daniel Bailey.

I watched his face contort with emotion as his brother Peter Bailey and his wife Ria entered the church with their remaining children. He gritted his teeth, and I saw in his eyes that it was hard for him to forget his brother’s part in this terrible day.

My Auntie Ria, Peter’s wife, had always been good friends with my mother – they were very close, and she looked unbearably sad.

I smiled at her, and at my cousins as they followed their parents to the front of the church. My cousin Imelda, a beautiful woman with long, dark relaxed hair, who exhibited more Jamaican heritage than her brothers, walked over to me and my father. Smiling sadly, she hugged him first, then me, her eyes wet with unshed tears. I was pleased and so relieved when my father had hugged her back; she had always been a favourite of his. No one really knew then how much the Life had affected her.

I looked at my Uncle Peter, a big, handsome black man, and at my father, so like him in many ways, even though he was what would be called white. They had the same mother, but different fathers, and were so close they were like pages in the same book, united now in their grief. It was a grief that transcended feuds.

The church full of people were wondering who the bastard was that had set the car bomb that had blown my poor mother all over Soho. But, unlike them, we knew who was responsible for planting the bomb which had caused this carnage. And we also knew that the bomb hadn’t been meant for my mother. If the intended recipient had died maybe, just maybe, things would never have turned out like they did. Hindsight really is a fucking wonderful thing.

I still had a lot to learn about my family. On that day I knew nothing about guns, and the murder of a baby, an innocent child tragically drawn into this world of violence as easily as my mother had been. I would find out about these things eventually. You name it, my family had done it. But they couldn’t have foreseen how deep they would get into the quagmire of revenge, and how they would lose all semblance of reality, forgetting about the real world outside of their world.

The loss of my mum had opened my eyes to the truth of the Life. In the last month I had seen and done things which would change me for ever. And, despite everything my mum did to protect me, she didn’t prepare me for how seductive the Life could be.

There was an old Irish saying of my nana’s – she always said you get the life you deserve. I hope against hope that there was no truth in that. But only time will tell.


Book One

 

She shakes the blues off then she tries her luck

Makes a little bet, hopes her horse comes up

Pickin’ pockets for some easy money

’Cause she blew the goddamn lot on the National Lottery

Alabama 3, ‘Mansion On The Hill’
Album: La Peste, 2000

 

Flip, baby flip my switch

Blow my head off

If you’re gonna cry, keep your shades on

Alabama 3, ‘Keep Your Shades On’
Album: Outlaw, 2005



Chapter One

1979

‘You and whose fucking army? Listen to yourself! You’re threatening us with your cunt of an uncle? You’re talking utter shite.’

Daniel Bailey was fuming, and everyone in the factory knew that this was not going to end well.

Michael Lanson, or Micky L as he liked to be known, was trussed up like a chicken, and he was seriously regretting opening his big trap. He had heard the Baileys were a law unto themselves but he had not really understood the seriousness of their outfit until he had been abducted off the street two hours previously.

He worked for his uncle, a man called Jed Lanson, and he had believed he was invincible because of that. Jed was an old-time Face; he had his creds, and no one, until now, had ever had the nerve to take him on. It seemed that Daniel and Peter Bailey were the exceptions to the rule.

Peter Bailey sat quietly, sipping on a glass of white rum, watching his brother with interest. Peter understood the logic of his brother’s methods even if he didn’t follow them himself. It was why they were such a good team – they each had different strengths. Peter liked to do things quietly, with the minimum of fuss. He liked privacy. But he was also known to be a man who would seriously harm anyone who crossed him. Long and slow was Peter Bailey’s retribution. It was rumoured he enjoyed the whole gamut of emotions his victims were put through, from fear, pain and agony, to begging for their lives to be finally ended. But there was never any evidence; the person would disappear, and all that would be left of their ordeal would be rumours.

Daniel, on the other hand, was happy to take out anybody who crossed him with as much melodrama as possible. He believed that if you were going to take someone out you should do it in such a way as to make it a lesson of sorts. Make sure that people understood what would happen to them if they pushed it too far. Daniel knew the value of a decent reputation. It kept mouths shut, and kept the ‘hoi polloi’, as he called them, in their place. He believed that reputation was everything; there was time enough for the down low when you were properly established – until then you had to build your rep and you had to make it a good one. The brothers were in their thirties now, and this was the time to take what they wanted. No more fucking about, working for other people, being taken for cunts left, right and centre. It was time to take what was rightfully theirs.

Daniel and Peter were starting with the Lansons. Micky’s uncle was a seriously big fish, in a very, very small pond. So small, in fact, that it was easy for the Baileys to walk in and take it away from him. Jed Lanson didn’t have an eye to the future: he still thought he was hard enough to keep a hold of what he had created. But the fact that this boy – his own nephew – was confident enough to mug him off, spoke volumes to the Baileys. It was time for Jed to disappear. First, though, the kind of disrespect Micky L had shown his uncle had to be dealt with. It was a diabolical fucking liberty and, to the Bailey brothers, it was tantamount to fucking mutiny.

Daniel picked up a ball-peen hammer and, motioning to his men with his chin, he said angrily, ‘Hold his fucking hand out. I’m going to teach him a lesson about loyalty he won’t forget in a hurry. You should have known that family is worth more than strangers, boy. You mugged off your uncle, your mother’s brother, your own flesh and blood. You’re a fucking Judas, in every sense of the word.’

Daniel watched as his men did his bidding without hesitation. Micky fought them with all his might. A ball-peen hammer had that effect on people. It was a legal weapon you could put in your boot without worrying about a tug from the Old Bill, unlike a shotgun or a machete, both of which could lead to a serious nicking. A hammer, on the other hand, was like a screwdriver or a chisel – a legal tool for legal business – even though it could inflict serious and personal damage in the right hands. In his hands anyway.

Micky was sweating with fear, and Daniel grinned at him, before taunting him, ‘You thought you could take us for cunts, did you? Call my brother a fucking coon, and me a coon’s asswipe, and you really thought we would let that go?’

He brought the hammer down on the boy’s hand, as it was held on the concrete floor. Everyone heard the crunch as the bones were shattered, the blood splattering everywhere.

The pain was excruciating, and Micky, feeling the bile rising in his stomach, knew he was going to black out. He finally understood the enormity of what was going on, just as Daniel Bailey had intended. He had been seriously harmed, and he could die in this stinking factory, on this stinking floor.

Daniel shook his head at what he perceived to be the sheer skulduggery of the man before him. ‘Fucking look at him, will you? Fainted, like a fucking little girl. Hold his head up, boys. When he finally decides to rejoin us, I’m gonna take the wanker’s teeth out. He won’t be fucking smiling at anyone for a few years.’

‘You’re letting him get out of here? Seriously?’ One of the crew voiced what they were all thinking, incredulous.

‘’Course I’m letting him out! This ponce is the reason his uncle is going to come after us.’ He pointed to the man on the floor. ‘This is the reason his uncle is going to get his fucking ugly big head caved in, the treacherous bastard that he is too.’ Daniel walked back to where his brother was sitting. ‘Like fucking nuns these days – a bit of pain and they faint like virgins on a stag night.’

Peter Bailey laughed. ‘He’s not the first person to call me a coon, and you know it.’

Daniel shrugged. ‘It always bothered me more than it did you, Peter, even when we was kids. But if he insults you he insults me and, more to the point, he insults our mother. But you’re right – this time it’s just another excuse for having a go. Fucking wanker. Thinks he can short-change us? I don’t fucking think so.’

Peter nodded. ‘A fucking liberty all right.’

‘Well, bruv, we’ve worked long and hard for this, and tonight we’ll take it. Be like the fucking black and white minstrels just took over East London. After all, that’s what they are calling us, according to that ponce anyway.’

Peter smiled, showing his expensive white teeth. ‘I always liked them myself. Remember when we were kids and we used to tap dance on the lino copying them? After tonight we will tap dance all over the Smoke.’

‘Fucking right we will, Peter, we’ve fucking earned it.’

‘Well, after this little lot, we’d better be prepared because this is not going to go down too well.’

Daniel laughed. ‘I should hope not, or this was all in vain! Fuck them! Me and you, bruv, are on the up.’

A groan from the floor interrupted their conversation, as Micky came round. Daniel knew he was in terrible pain and bewildered as to why this had happened to him, but he said delightedly and in an exaggerated pseudo-posh voice, ‘Oh, Peter, I do believe our guest is finally back with us. Where’s my fucking manners?’

He walked slowly back to where Micky was being held upright on his knees by his men and, looking into the young man’s eyes, he said jovially, ‘I hope you’ve got a good dentist, son, you’re going to fucking need one,’ before taking out the boy’s jaw, and the majority of his teeth, with one swipe of the hammer. Then, throwing the hammer on to a nearby bench, he said offhandedly, ‘Drop him off at his uncle’s pub, right outside the public bar. We don’t want people thinking that we don’t look after our guests, do we?’


Chapter Two

Lena Bailey was always worrying about something – it was part of her everyday life. But tonight was different. She knew in her heart that something was going to happen – what that was to be, she had no idea. Daniel was keeping very quiet, but then she never asked him about his business dealings.

Trying to put her worries out of her mind, Lena turned to her mother-in-law and smiled. ‘Theresa, that smells fantastic. You’re too good to us.’

Theresa Bailey was still a good-looking woman, with traces of her youthful beauty in her eyes and her smile. She was in her early fifties, but with her make-up on, and in the right light, she could still pass for early forties. Peter and Daniel were so proud of her. Her boys both adored her, she was everything to them, and so she should be. She had borne them against the odds, and she had brought them up against even harder odds. Never having married, they had her maiden name; neither of their fathers had stayed around long after the births.

Theresa shrugged good-naturedly. ‘Ah, I was always the good cook. My mother, God rest her soul, she taught me feck-all about life, but she taught me good, basic Irish cookery.’

They both laughed at that.

‘Leave it to cool, it will be gorgeous tomorrow. And it will feed your whole fecking bunch for two days!’

She glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall; Lena could tell that her mother-in-law was as worried as she was, otherwise she would already be down the pub. She liked her nights there – she had good friends, played bingo, and enjoyed her life such as it was. She had given birth to her two sons in the forties, one by a Jamaican soldier, the other by an East-End wide boy. She had brought them up on her own, and she had made a life of sorts. She had never gone back to Ireland, her homeland, knowing that she would have had no welcome there considering the circumstances she was in. But she was still a devout Catholic, and she loved both her sons with a vengeance.

Theresa often said that life was for the people who were prepared to live it, and she had lived her life, and she didn’t regret a second. She had two handsome sons, and they had provided her with enough grandchildren to keep her busy into her old age. Lena often wondered who Theresa was trying to convince – herself or her sons. It had not been an easy life for her, and she respected her mother-in-law for the way she had brought the two of them up, and the wonderful way she had stood by them. Not an easy life in those days, or these days, if they were honest. Theresa had been sixteen and eighteen respectively when she had given birth to her sons. Her sister, who had begged for her to come over to England and help her out after marrying an English soldier, had thrown her out after the first one had arrived, and stopped talking to her altogether after the second. But she had never really let anyone know that she cared what they thought. Lena knew from things Theresa said that it had hurt, deep down, but she had too much pride to let other people’s narrowmindedness ruin her days. Consequently, she had worked her fingers to the bone, and given her two sons the best she could afford. Now, they tried to repay her by making sure she wanted for nothing.

Both Lena and Peter’s wife Ria adored her. Ria, like Theresa herself, had faced prejudice to be with her Peter, but she had won the battle and married him anyway, although her father had never accepted it. He had seen her marriage to a black man as a foolishness which could only bring trouble. Ria’s mother had come around eventually, and visited her on the sly as often as she could. Even so, she would still be loath to acknowledge her son-in-law in the street, or her grandchildren for that matter. Ria had understood her mother’s prejudice in her own way. It was the way of the world. But to the Bailey family, colour meant nothing, and any prejudice they encountered just made them all stronger and tighter.

Lena’s husband Daniel had always looked up to his elder brother, had always been close to him – they were like twins in many respects. It hurt Daniel more when people were racially prejudiced than it ever hurt Peter. Peter felt that it was their problem not his; Daniel felt it was a slur on them all, the whole family. He took it as a personal insult to him and his mother, and Daniel Bailey did not like people insulting him or his. Theresa always said that Daniel would be his own worst enemy. Peter rose above people’s pettiness, whereas Daniel let himself be dragged down to their level.

Lena could see Theresa’s logic but, as Daniel’s wife, she also knew how much he loved his brother, and how people’s words could wound him. He idolised Peter, and Peter idolised him. True, they were as different as chalk and cheese personality-wise. But together they were a formidable team.

‘You feel it too, don’t you, Lena? It’s like one of those humid and stormy summer days when you could cut the air with a knife. Something’s going on with the boys and, as always, we will be the last to know what it is.’

Lena nodded. She wondered sometimes if her mother-in-law was fey; she often knew exactly what you were thinking. Unlike her mother-in-law, though, Lena preferred not to know too much about her husband’s business dealings – as far as she was concerned, ignorance was bliss.


Chapter Three

Jed Lanson looked at his nephew, a boy he had never really found it in his heart to like. He was too much like his mother. Jed’s sister Adelaide was a miserable fucking bitch and, like her son, she took the piss at every opportunity. All animosity aside, though, this was a fucking liberty, and it was something not to be taken lightly. Jed was an acknowledged Face; this was clearly the work of someone who wanted to challenge him. And he had a good idea who that might be.

The fucking Baileys. The trouble was, deep down, he liked them, respected them inasmuch as they were decent men. Peter, certainly, was a man of his word, and he was also a good earner. Daniel, on the other hand, was a hothead; it was Daniel who would have done this, he was the drama merchant. Jed had used that very quality many times himself, and paid Daniel Bailey handsomely because of it. He was like the BBC. All drama, but no real substance. But he knew that Daniel and Peter wanted a bit more, and why wouldn’t they?

If his idiot of a nephew had not felt the urge to berate them, humiliate them and, in short, fucking aggravate them, Jed would have offered them an in sooner rather than later. Now it would have to be a fucking lesson – he would have to make sure that everyone knew he would not countenance any kind of insubordination. He would have to go after two of his best earners over this useless boy, who couldn’t find a golden fiver without a detailed map and a candle shoved up his arse! It was so unfair. But Micky was family, and if Jed swallowed this he would lose all face.

‘Sling him in a motor and get him to hospital. He’s had a battering, but he’ll get over it. If the Baileys wanted him dead, I think we can safely assume that would be the case.’

He had said it now, said the name Bailey out loud. Everyone had guessed who the perpetrators were anyway, so it was pointless trying to pretend otherwise.

Jed Lanson looked around him, saw the faces of his workforce – good men, loyal to him – but they were getting on, were paunchy having lived the good life for far too long. Always a mistake, getting too complacent; after all, this was how he had got to where he was now. Taking out the old guard. He should have retired ten years before, quit while he was ahead. But it was hard, so hard to admit you were past it. That it was time to step back and enjoy the fruits of your labour. But, then again, unlike the Baileys, he had three daughters, no sons to bring up in the Life; that’s why his sister’s son had thought he was the dog’s knob. For all the good it had done him – done any of them come to that.

He looked around him once more, at the men he had grown up with, worked with all these years, and he smiled wryly to himself. He had a feeling that they didn’t stand a fucking chance. The Baileys would have thought this out down to the last second. This was going to be a well-planned and well-executed coup.

He sighed heavily. Twenty years ago they were the cream of the crop. Now they were more like Dad’s Army, and he, it seemed, was Captain fucking Mainwaring. He knew instinctively that this night was not going to end well for any of them. And all over that useless ponce Micky. He would lose everything he had worked for, over a man he had never really liked, or indeed never even respected. It was life taking the piss all right.

Two hours later the last thing he ever saw was Daniel Bailey’s face as he shot him through his right eye.


Chapter Four

‘Where have you been, Dan? I’ve been worried out of my mind.’

Daniel Bailey grinned that roguish smile that had attracted Lena so many years ago. It was strange really, even after all this time and giving him four strapping sons, she still felt the same pull that she had felt the first time she saw him. He had looked like an even more handsome Rhett Butler to her – taller than most men, with thick dark hair, and deep blue eyes. She had been bowled over by him then, and she still was.

He slipped into the bed beside her and, pulling her into his arms, he said quietly, ‘I was working. You know me, Lena, there’ll never be no one else for me.’

She did know that. If he had strayed she would have heard a whisper, their world was like that. Anyway, her husband was a stickler for fidelity. He saw it as his yardstick for decency and morality.

‘I know that! But I do worry about you sometimes, Dan. If anything happened to you . . .’ she trailed off.

Daniel Bailey smiled in the darkness, he had chosen well with his Lena. She was a good woman, and still gorgeous too; with her rich chestnut hair and soft green eyes. She never asked for too much information about his lifestyle and his decisions either. He respected her enough to say in honesty, ‘I swear, Lena, on my mother’s life, you have nothing to worry about, darling. Everything is fine. In fact, it’s hunky fucking dory.’

He felt her relax in his arms, knew he had allayed her fears, and he hugged her to him tightly. As she drifted back to sleep he sighed in contentment. Jed Lanson had died well, he had accepted the inevitable, realising that he should have given the Bailey boys their due before they took it.

He lay in the darkness, listening to the church clock as it chimed the hours away, planning the next few weeks. It was the aftermath of their coup that would be the hardest, and both he and his brother knew that. Taking out the Lansons was the easy bit; it was waiting to see who would crawl out of the woodwork for revenge that was going to cause them headaches. And Lanson had a boss. He was a shrewd man; who had let Lanson take the accolades and earn the poke. This would be the hardest part of their coup, and they would have to plan their next move carefully.


Chapter Five

Peter Bailey knocked on the door of Kevin O’Neill’s house at four thirty in the morning. As he waited for the man to answer, he looked around him with genuine respect. O’Neill had left the East End, bought a large farm in Essex and had reinvented himself as a gentleman farmer.

Jed Lanson had just been a mouthpiece – O’Neill’s. And now that Lanson was well out of the way, Peter Bailey was determined to make sure that Kevin O’Neill knew where he stood in the grand scheme of things. He felt in his pocket for the Stanley knife he had brought with him. He had come here without telling Daniel because he wanted this over as quickly as possible, and because he had a personal grudge against O’Neill.

Kevin opened the door with a genuine smile, and a cavalier attitude. O’Neill was a man who knew the importance of change and, as far as he was concerned, he didn’t give a fuck who worked the Smoke for him, as long as he got his poke. He was glad it was Peter Bailey who had come to give him the hard word. At least Peter had a reputation for doing things quietly, unlike his brother Daniel. He was a drama queen of Olympian standards, which was why Kevin had more often used Daniel for jobs rather than this one. He began to realise now he’d overlooked the more dangerous Bailey brother.

‘Well, I was expecting you at some point. Come on in.’

Peter went into the house, impressed despite himself at the sheer size and opulence around him. This was the good life all right and he wanted a bit of it for himself. In what was obviously an office, he waited for O’Neill to pour them both a drink before he said quietly, ‘We’ve taken them all out, Kevin, but you already know that, I’m sure.’

Kevin O’Neill looked at the huge black man before him. He had to admit he was a formidable opponent – both he and his brother were hard fuckers, the hardest he had ever come up against if he was honest about it.

‘I heard.’

Peter smiled. ‘I don’t think you really get this, do you?’

Kevin O’Neill laughed, half impressed with the man’s front, but aware that he also needed to be taken down a peg, sooner rather than later. ‘What’s to get, Peter? I couldn’t give a fuck who works my pavements, whether it’s you, fucking Jed Lanson or King Street fucking Charlie. As long as my name is kept out of it, I couldn’t give a toss. You had a swerve tonight because Lanson was getting too old. I’ve been wanting a younger, keener, hungrier crew, and if you and that moron of a brother had waited a few weeks I would have offered it to you on a plate.’

Peter raised an eyebrow sceptically. ‘I have never heard anything remotely like that and, believe me, I hear fucking everything.’ He downed his brandy and placed the glass carefully on the mantelpiece, watching O’Neill intently. He had admired him once, many moons ago, when they were much younger, but now he saw him for what he had become. ‘Do you know what you are, Kevin? You’re a fucking leech. You have lived off everyone around you since day one – you live off a rep that you got in the fucking dark ages. It’s the seventies, mate, people don’t doff their fucking caps no more because you shot someone once. All that’s long gone. You’re a mug, no more and no less. It’s a new order now. You could have had another five years if you had used your fucking loaf. But you have no real intelligence. You’re a fucking fool.’

Kevin O’Neill looked at the man who had the audacity to walk into his home and insult him and, shaking his head in disbelief, he said quietly, his anger now bubbling to the surface, ‘You stupid black cunt. I was willing to swallow your outrageous fucking behaviour, because I believed you and your brother were worth me taking an interest. But you walk in here like you are fucking important, and have the nerve to talk to me like I’m a cunt, and you think I’m going to swallow my knob like that fucker Lanson? Well, I fucking well won’t.’

Peter said seriously, ‘I should hope not.’

Then, taking out the Stanley knife, he sliced O’Neill across the face, opening the man’s mouth from ear to ear. He disabled him in the worst way possible, making it impossible for him to say a word. It was an insult worse than anything he could have experienced and they both knew it.

‘No one’s coming to your aid, mate – we’ve already nobbled your little boys, I’m afraid. They deserted this sinking ship hours ago. And one last thing before I slice you up good and proper. Don’t you ever call my brother a fucking moron. He’s worth a hundred of you.’

Peter Bailey took his time, and he made sure Kevin O’Neill was still alive when he finally left him. He wanted him to die slowly, knowing exactly who had killed him, and why. He looked around the room, noting everything. He would call his men to clean up later.

As he drove home he looked at the sun rising and smiled to himself. Today was the dawn of a new age and the Bailey boys were exactly where they deserved to be.


Chapter Six

‘All right, Mum?’

Theresa nodded, smiling at Peter. Her eldest son was so like his father. In fact, she marvelled at how both her sons had so little of her in them. ‘I’m fine, son. I hear you two have been busy?’

‘Oh, leave it out, Mum, you know our Peter is a man of few words!’ Daniel followed his brother into their mother’s kitchen.

He was still stunned at how Peter had gone after O’Neill alone. He admired him for it but, if he was brutally honest, it still rankled. He hated that he hadn’t been there for the moment of triumph. He feared that Peter would always have the edge over him because he was known to even his scores on the QT. It might be good for them as a crew, but Daniel resented that it gave his brother a better rep than him, an advantage, if you like. They were brothers and they were partners.

Pushing Peter outside into the back garden of their mother’s ground-floor flat, Daniel was determined to say his piece but Peter held up his hand.

‘I had to iron him out, Dan, it was a personal score that needed settling.’

Daniel looked into his brother’s deep brown eyes and said honestly, ‘But we were going to do it together, Pete, and, in future, that’s how I expect it to be.’

Peter nodded, contrite. ‘I know, bruv, but there were many times when he overlooked me for you. We both know that, and we both know why. Well, I ain’t putting up with it anymore. I ain’t playing second fiddle to fucking anyone.’

Daniel nodded, understanding his brother as he always had. ‘Fair enough but, in future, we either do it together, or give the other a head’s up before we make a move. We have fought long and hard for this, and the only way we can keep on top is by working together.’

‘I know that, mate, and I apologise. I know you don’t see my skin, but they all do.’

Daniel sighed heavily. ‘Who cares what they see or think? It’s us against them. As it has always been, bruv.’

Peter nodded.

‘I hate that you went there alone, Pete, that you didn’t bring a crew. Kevin O’Neill was a slippery bastard. Anything might have happened. We’re a team, always were, since we were kids.’

Peter had tears in his eyes as he looked at his brother, his blood. ‘We’re there now, we’re where we wanted to be. It’s all ours, Dan. We can take whatever we want.’

Everyone who had ever worked for Kevin had already pledged allegiance to the Baileys and were glad to do so. Who needed the aggravation? And, more to the point, all the old Faces were long gone, either banged up or living in Spain. It wasn’t a difficult decision; the Baileys were formidable and no one was willing to iron them out. Why would they? They weren’t people you made an enemy of.

The Bailey brothers hugged and, as their mother watched them through the French doors, she smiled to herself. She had always told them that the only thing that mattered was each other; she had brought them up to be closer than most brothers could ever hope to be, and she was glad to see that, all these years on, they were as close now as they had been as children. She was proud of her sons, and she knew they would look out for each other. She also knew they were dangerous fuckers, and that was all right too as far as she was concerned. She was well aware that these two sons of hers were never going to be nine-to-fivers.


Chapter Seven

‘You’re really pregnant?’ Ria Bailey was thrilled for her friend and sister-in-law. ‘That’s wonderful news, Lena. I hope it’s a girl!’

Lena was grinning from ear to ear. She was shocked at the news of her pregnancy, but now that it was confirmed she hoped against hope that it would be a girl. She already had four sons – Danny, the eldest, was sixteen, and his brother Davey, at fifteen, was like his elder brother’s shadow – the two were always together. Noel and Jamsie, at twelve and eleven, had been her babies until now. ‘So do I, it would be nice to have another female in the house. Well, you’d know that better than me, you’ve got a daughter.’

Ria laughed delightedly. ‘Too fucking true, but I warn you now, Lena, girls are lovely as little kids, but once they hit their teens, you could lay them out on a daily basis, believe me. But, all that aside, they’re still worth every hormonal fucking minute!’

‘Oh, knowing my luck it will be another boy. I’ll believe it when I see it.’

Ria poured the tea into two expensive china cups. Ria liked beautiful things and she surrounded herself with the best that money could buy her. Lena liked nice things but, unlike Ria, she always felt the need to save. Lena had too recent a memory of poverty, and she was terrified of ever going back there again. Sometimes she hated herself for it; at other times she congratulated herself on her thriftiness. The downside of the Life was you could have seven lean years or seven fat years. She would never say it out loud but her fear was always the lean years. She had known what it was to be truly poor, and she never wanted that for her own kids. Ria, on the other hand, lived for the moment, and Lena envied her that.

They both had lovely homes, but Lena knew that Ria bought real quality, stuff that would always make its money back – antique chairs that looked like jumble sale items, which Ria would have re-covered, often costing more than Lena would pay for a new three-piece suite, and they would look fantastic. Ria had what her mother-in-law called a ‘good eye’, and although Lena balked at how much Ria would spend on a single item, she had picked up quite a bit of knowledge about antiques along the way. Ria was like that, she drew you into her world, and you were grateful to her for making you a part of it. With her shiny blond hair and lively blue eyes, Ria was a real live wire, and she had a knack of making you believe, for a few hours anyway, that you were a live wire too.

Lena had grown up in a council flat in Hackney. Her mum and dad had been nice people, but they had never had any ambition, not for themselves or for their only child, and Lena had resented them for that. All around her had been large families squeezed into a few rooms, and she had seen those people scrimp and save to see their children better themselves. But not her mum and dad, they had never once asked her what she wanted to do with her life, what dreams she might have had. They had fed her and clothed her, but never once really talked to her.

What she had really craved was security, to be taken care of, and to be part of a real family – one which looked out for its own and where you were always surrounded by people. When she had met Daniel Bailey it was as if Christ Himself had climbed down off the cross and answered her prayers. Daniel had swept her off her feet at fifteen years old, and she had loved him since that day, loved him with a passion that no one would ever have believed her capable of. Daniel adored her just as much and, when their kids came along, Lena felt that all her dreams had come true – she had the family life she had always craved. The only dark spot for Lena, if she was truly honest with herself, was the lack of stability. She never asked too many questions about her husband’s lifestyle and where the money came from. She wasn’t naïve enough to think it was all legit but she adhered to the principle of what you don’t know can’t hurt you. That didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid it would disappear one day. She was determined, therefore, that if it fell out of bed, she would have enough put by to weather any storm. Ria never thought their lifestyles would end, but Lena was terrified in case that did happen one day. She hated seeming as though she didn’t trust her husband, but she never voiced her fears – she just squirreled away, and prayed for the best.


Chapter Eight

Imelda Bailey looked at her reflection in the mirror and was pleased with what she saw. At eighteen, she was tall, willowy and high breasted, and she knew she looked good. She also knew that her father was not too thrilled about her recent marriage to Delroy Parkes. Delroy had been her boyfriend on and off for four years – even she admitted it was more off than on. But, for all that, she loved him, and she believed that he loved her. She was young, but she knew that Delroy was the love of her life. Sadly she realised that Delroy would always be a man who needed more than one woman – that had, after all, been the cause of so many of their bust-ups. But she had decided that if she would be his ‘number one girl’, as he referred to her, then she could live with it, and the fact that he had married her proved something. She knew it was impossible for her to live without him anyway. She also knew that he was scared shitless of her father and his brother, so if push ever came to shove she could strong-arm him if needs be. Whatever her family had said, she had not been able to help how she felt about him. He was a very dark-skinned Jamaican and he talked with the Jamaican lilt. He was everything she wanted in a man and the sex was incredible – not that she would ever tell anyone that, of course. Her father would see Delroy in the ground if he thought he had taken any kind of liberties with her before he put a ring on her finger!

Now they were finally married and Delroy had got a job on the doors of one of the Brixton clubs. She knew her father would not be that impressed, but she also knew that, now he was part of the family, he would see Delroy’s potential as a rent collector or similar. Delroy was a big lad – a very big lad in more ways than one. Once he was working for the family, she would be able to monitor him much better; after all, he would be part of the crew, wouldn’t he?

She sighed with happiness and, as she went to meet Delroy, she prayed to God that He would grant them both a good life. Grant them happiness, and give them both the opportunity to make something of themselves, make a life that was worth living. Tonight they were getting together with the family at their pub to celebrate her Auntie Lena’s big news. And she hoped with all her heart that Delroy Parkes, the love of her life, didn’t get stoned or drunk, and did not fuck up in any other way.

She was still praying as the taxi drove them towards the pub two hours later.


Chapter Nine

‘Oh, Lena, what great news, I hope it’s a girl this time!’ Peter kissed his sister-in-law on both cheeks, and hugged her to him. He genuinely cared for her, and he knew that both Daniel and Lena were thrilled at the prospect of another child. Personally, he wouldn’t want all that again, and neither would his Ria. They’d had three boys after Imelda – Peter Junior, or Petey as they called him, Liam, and Jack. Jack was already thirteen so the days of taking care of a baby were long behind them. But this wasn’t about them, and he was happy for his brother and his wife.

‘How lucky are you two, eh, at this stage? I’m almost jealous!’

‘You liar! You and Ria would rather shit a rugby ball than go through another pregnancy! But me and Daniel are thrilled.’ Lena was glowing.

Peter laughed. ‘I got to admit, at this point, I wouldn’t fancy it. But I know you, and this is exactly what you need.’

Lena sighed. ‘I am pleased, Pete. I was a bit surprised, but you know me, God is good.’

‘Well, we’ll see how good God is. Imelda’s bringing her new husband tonight. I’ve got to be honest, I still think he’s a fucking waster of the first order but, as Ria keeps pointing out, it’s not about what we think or want for her, it’s about what she wants. I want my little girl to be happy, but I don’t think she will be with this muppet.’

Lena grinned. ‘I bet Ria’s father said that about you!’

Peter Bailey laughed then, a deep belly laugh that caused everyone in the pub to look his way. ‘I think all Ria’s father saw was my colour. I’m dark, even for a half-caste, but her mum and dad just wanted shot of her, I think, when they realised there was no changing her mind. And lucky me, because I got her.’

‘True, but lucky all of us, eh? We’ve come a long way, and we’ve raised our families together. We are very fortunate. Hold up, here comes your mother, looking like the poor man’s Diana Dors. You got to give it to her, she scrubs up fucking well. I’m going to go say hello.’

Peter smiled in agreement as Lena walked away. Theresa had always looked after herself. It was a shame really, because if he had been white she would probably have been married by now. Men overlooked a lot for a beautiful woman and, in all fairness, she had been a beauty in her day, but no one had overlooked that.

His thoughts were interrupted by Imelda’s entrance; she looked gorgeous, bless her, and far too good, in Peter’s opinion, for the Rasta on her arm. Delroy had a lot to prove to win Peter’s trust and tonight they would find out if he was worthy of it.

‘So what do you think, Pete?’ Daniel joined his brother and passed Peter a full glass, easily reading his brother’s thoughts.

Peter shrugged. ‘Let’s see if he’s come through for us, shall we? See if we can trust him.’ Catching Delroy’s attention, he raised an eyebrow speculatively.

And Delroy, knowing exactly what was being asked of him, nodded back.

‘Well, well, it appears, bruv, that our little problem with Jonny Bryant has been well and truly taken care of.’ Daniel was clearly impressed. ‘Now are you going to give him a break?’

‘I still don’t trust him, Dan. He’s a fucking waster, a Jamaican jumper, all smiles and no bite.’

Daniel Bailey shook his head ruefully. This side of his brother bothered him. Daniel saw Delroy as a potential asset to the family, but Peter had taken umbrage and it annoyed him.

‘He’s all right, for fuck’s sake, he’s taken out fucking Bryant and, be fair, asking him to do that was an insult. But he’s done it. He knows you were testing him, and he’s come up fucking trumps. Your trouble is you don’t like your daughter with a man, any man. Well it was going to happen sometime, especially with a girl as good-looking as her. For fuck’s sake, Peter, she is a grown woman. Get over it. Delroy is her choice, and I like him. He is well
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