



[image: ]






Geezer Girls


 


 


Dreda Say Mitchell


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk




 First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


2


 


Copyright © Dreda Say Mitchell 2009


 


The right of Dreda Say Mitchell to be identified as the


Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance


with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor


be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other


than that in which it is published and without a similar


condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious


and any resemblance to real persons, living


or dead is purely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title


is available from the British Library


 


Epub ISBN 9781848946165


Book ISBN 9780340937112


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk




This one’s for Anastasia. What a sister!


 


Big thanks to Marise and Barry for letting me nick one of the brilliant ideas from their wonderful wedding and to my agent Jane Gregory, Stephanie Glencross and to the amazing team at Hodder. Love and hugs, as always, to Tony.


 


And of course Tricia Burns and memories of growing up on the Berner Estate.




Any woman who’s got balls bigger than a bloke is a Geezer Girl.


 East London saying




now


JacKiE




one


The bride and bridesmaids stared at their guns.


 Uzi.


 Pistol.


 Revolver.


 MAC-10.


 They stood in one of London’s hottest clubs. On the middle floor. In a room that was two floors up from the silent dance floor, two floors down from the members-only spa. They stood in a semicircle. Around the table where the guns lay. The bride, Jackie Jarvis, dragged her gaze away from the shooters. Stared directly at her three friends. Roxy. Anna. Ollie.


 Finally she broke the silence. ‘Ollie’s right, he’s coming to get us, I know he is. And we can’t take the chance that he might not come to the church.’ She stopped. Her tongue did a nervous flick across her lips. ‘If you want out, now’s the time to say it.’


 Once again, she gazed at her friends.


 ‘I’m in,’ Ollie said calmly.


 ‘So am I,’ Roxy added.


 ‘You know me, girl.’ Anna gave Jackie a half-smile. ‘I’m always in.’


 Jackie nodded. ‘OK, this is the set-up. Anna and Roxy, there’s no need for you two to be tooled up. But as soon as we hit the church you both become our eyes. Check the place over, up and down, to see if he’s there.’


 ‘And if he is?’ Anna cut in.


 The glow in Jackie’s green eyes became grim. ‘If that bastard has the brass balls to gatecrash my wedding . . .’ She stopped. Eyeballed the guns. ‘Me and Ollie will have no choice but to blow him away.’


 They all looked at Ollie. She ran her gaze over the guns. Reached out. Picked up the double-action pistol. Shoved it inside the bouquet she held in her hand. Now they all looked at Jackie. She took a deep breath. Leaned forward. Plucked up the compact revolver.


 ‘Anna, hide the other shooters,’ Jackie commanded as she stepped back from the table. She moved quickly towards a chair. Lifted her right leg. Placed her white satin shoe on the seat. Her dress made a whooshing sound as she bunched it up. Past her ankle. Over her calf muscle. To the top of her thigh. Until her white stocking leg and electric-blue garter gleamed in the midday light. She stretched the garter with one hand. Placed the gun between it and her thigh. Shivered as the coolness of the metal settled against her skin.


 ‘Sweet Jesus, Mother Mary and all the saints,’ she whispered. Then she gently placed the garter back in place.


 She moved towards the free-standing mirror, walking in the shaft of sunlight that hit the room. She gazed at her white reflection. Sighed. This should’ve been the happiest day of her life. The others quickly gathered around her. Stared tensely at their own reflections. They wore sky-blue A-line, above the knee, bridesmaids’ dresses, and claret heels, the colours of Jackie’s favourite footie team, West Ham United.


 ‘Whatever happens,’ Ollie said as her hand tightened on her bouquet. ‘Always remember that we’re family. We came into this together and we’ll come out of it together.’


 They remained silent as they stared at their collective reflections like it was the last picture they would ever take together.


 ‘OK, ladies,’ Jackie said. ‘It’s time to rock ’n’ roll.’


 They moved. Towards the door. The door opened just before they reached it. In the doorway stood the one man they all trusted. The man who had saved their lives. The man who would be giving Jackie away at the church. He gave Jackie an ecstatic, proud smile. ‘Sweetheart, you look like a flamin’ angel.’


 Jackie’s wedding dress whispered as she moved to meet him. He crooked his arm. She slid her arm into his. Smiled. He kissed her on the cheek. Then they turned. Stepped out of the door. The gun on her thigh began to warm up against her skin.


 


‘Ready?’


 Jackie nodded at the man who held her arm as they stood on the threshold of the church where the packed crowd waited inside. Her right hand tightened on his sleeve. Her left hand smoothed along her dress, feeling the outline of the gun. She took a deep breath. Held it. Stepped forward. Exhaled. The organ started to play West Ham United’s theme song. The congregation turned around, watching Jackie coming down the aisle, as they began to sing.


 


‘I’m forever blowing bubbles.


Pretty bubbles in the air  . . .’


 


The song bounced with a rowdy, jubilant quality that any Hammers fanatic would be proud of. Jackie’s six-year-old son, decked out in claret trousers and jacket and blue waistcoat, blew bubbles at his mum as she passed by. Jackie gave him a reassuring, shaky smile as a wet bubble burst against her veil. She quickly looked away, her gaze searching the crowd. For him. The geezer.


 She checked the faces of the crowd on the left as the pulse of the singing swayed higher.


 


‘They fly so high, nearly reach the sky  . . .’


 


 Checked right.


 


‘Then like my dreams they all fade and die  . . .’


 


She blew out a deep, low breath because there was no sign of him. Her face lit up into a cheek-popping smile. She fixed her eyes straight ahead. Onto the man she was about to marry. Everything’s gonna be alright; everything’s gonna be alright, she chanted in her head as she moved. Finally she reached her husband-to-be, as the crowd raised the roof with the song’s final line.


 


‘Pretty bubbles in the air.’


 


The groom lifted her veil. Touched her face. His hand fell away as Father Tom began.


 ‘Dearly beloved  . . .’


 Yeah, everything was gonna be alright.


 Fifteen minutes later the priest announced, ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife.’ Jackie stared up at her new husband, the gun at her thigh forgotten. His hand slid to her face. Pulled her forward. Gave her the biggest smacker she’d ever had. The crowd wolf-whistled and clapped. A camera flashed.


 Bang.


 A gunshot ripped through the air.


 Someone screamed. Jackie knew it wasn’t her. Her husband clung to her. Pressed her close. Then his arms fell away. He staggered back. Her head flopped down to stare at her wedding dress. To stare at the blood splashed across it. Her knees began to buckle as the blood began to spread. As she began to remember how all of this had started  . . .


 




ten years ago


jaDE




two


A death sentence.


 That’s how it all started.


 It took off on a Sunday, 16 December, as the plane left London’s Heathrow. Touched down on Monday when it landed at General Latifi airport in the African republic of Sankura. Kicked off as thirty-three-year-old Nikki Flynn and Maxine Munro waited with the other passengers in the cramped and crowded lines at passport control.


 They stood in the second line from the right, the third line from the left. Behind the young, black woman who was getting a mega-grilling at the immigration desk. Both women were decked out in classic V-line pencil skirts that clung to thighs and split to allow calf muscles to peep outside. Male officials at airports always went for a bit of leg. Distracting men was at the heart of their success in their chosen profession. Being members of what they had nicknamed the Glittering Game – the illegal importation of gems.


 The sweat shone on Maxine’s face as she looked nervously around, arms clenched around her middle like she was standing in the midst of a winter day.


 ‘Shit,’ Nikki said under her breath as she saw what Maxine was doing. She leaned towards her and whispered sharply, ‘Cool it. You look as jumpy as a junkie facing rehab.’


 The muscles in Maxine’s pale cheek twitched. ‘I can’t help it. I’ve got a real bad feeling.’


 Nikki’s head reared back as the smell of whisky on Maxine’s breath slapped her in the face. She’d told Maxine to lay off the booze. She’d tried to keep an eagle eye on her the whole flight. Maxine must’ve been guzzling away in the toilet like a bloody fish during happy hour. Bollocks, she didn’t need this kind of aggro.


 ‘The only bad feeling I’ve got is you fucking up because you’re tanked out of your head all the time,’ Nikki hissed. ‘Just hand over your passport, smile and show your pearly-whites to the geezer behind the desk and you’ll be alright.’


 Maxine’s hand darted into the side pocket of her shoulder bag and pulled out her asthma pump. Her hand shook as she placed the pump at her mouth and inhaled twice. Nikki shook her head as she snapped back around. She would have to do something about Maxine sooner or later. Her mate of fifteen years was becoming a friggin’ liability. A total pisshead. As soon as they got out of this arse-end of a country she was going to sit her down. Lay the law down. But not now. Now they had a job to do.


 The black woman at the immigration desk was still getting the third degree. Nikki hugged her black Gucci shoulder bag. Her fine fingers caressed the leather in a quick motion that matched the eagerness of her need to be reunited with her suitcase. A suitcase that had a false bottom stashed with cash that was to be used as part of the exchange for the most lucrative gems of all – diamonds. Nikki had no idea how much cash there was because their boss, Jason Nelson, always insisted on packing the cases himself.


 Bang. The noise of the immigration official finally stamping the black woman’s passport brought Nikki back to the present. Right, here we go, she told herself. She shook out her shoulder-length copper-red hair. Slapped on a smile. Stepped forward. Reached the desk. She leaned slightly over so that her breasts were clearly outlined against her white Lycra top. She handed her passport over. The immigration official’s stone-brown eyes checked out her face. Slid from the gold chain around her neck to her breasts. Lycra and boobs never failed to be the magic combination. Nikki tilted her head to the side. Smiled some more. He ignored her smile. Turned his attention to the maroon passport and began to thumb through it. Abruptly he stopped. Flicked his head back up to look at her. She straightened her head, knowing he had found the ten-dollar bill she had discreetly folded inside her passport. She watched as he quickly grabbed the note and thrust it under some papers. The power of the mighty dollar worked every time in one of these poor countries. He stamped her passport and handed it back to her. She moved towards the bustling arrivals hall. Kept her gaze trained on the black woman who had been ahead of her in the queue, her hand anxiously playing with her necklace as she waited for Maxine. A few minutes later her friend joined her.


 ‘I told you it would be a piece of piss,’ Nikki whispered.


 Twenty minutes later their baggage was loaded onto their trolleys. Nikki looked across the revolving baggage carousel and found the young black woman, who had started to move her trolley.


 ‘Ready?’ she asked Maxine. The other woman nodded. ‘Let’s get the fuck outta here.’


 They moved their trolleys behind the black woman, across the hard floor that was the colour of congealed desert sand. Their trolleys slowed when they saw the line of soldiers waiting near the ‘nothing to declare’ exit. Ten of them at least. Some cradling guns. Others holding the leashes on dogs primed to attack.


 ‘Told you I had a bad feeling,’ Maxine whimpered.


 Maxine’s bad feeling was beginning to rub off on Nikki. Not that they hadn’t seen guns before. They had, but mostly on villains posing for photos in the front rooms of their council flats. The men in the distance held them like they used them every day before they proudly took the head of the table with their wives and kids every evening.


 ‘Just follow the usual routine and everything will be cool and dandy.’


 They picked up speed. Pressed forward. The humidity built invisible walls in the air. The black woman just ahead of them reached ‘nothing to declare’. A large uniformed official stepped towards her. The woman stopped, sweat running down her face. Here we go, thought Nikki triumphantly. He waved his hand at the woman, indicating she should keep moving. Bouncing bollocks, Nikki thought, that wasn’t meant to happen. The black woman turned her head slightly. Looked at Nikki. Caught her eye, like she knew her. Which of course she did.


 Jasmine, or Jazzy as they called her.


 The third member of their crew.


 Their decoy.


 The set-up was simple. Jasmine always travelled in economy class – or battery-hen class as they laughingly called it – pretended to speak little English, using a false passport with a Nigerian name. A walking stereotype that officials just couldn’t resist pulling over. While they searched her bags, which contained nothing illegal, Nikki and Maxine would sail through behind her.


 But the set-up hadn’t worked today. Jasmine turned hastily around as she wheeled her trolley away. Nikki’s bad feeling turned into full-blown panic. Above her head the blades of the ceiling fan wheezed to the beat of the breath of a dying man. She and Maxine kept moving forward. The soldiers stepped towards them. Nikki plastered the smile back onto her face. Caught the eyes of one of the men. A very large man. The one she figured must be head honcho. His uniform was all-over posturing khaki green with epaulettes and gold and silver braid and SSP written in black letters on the top pocket of his shirt. She moved her gaze away from him and as they reached the customs desk, the official standing behind it held up a hand. They stopped.


 Shit.


 Take it nice and easy, girl, Nikki told herself. She kept smiling and looked the official directly in the eye. The man looked at the large man standing with the other soldiers. Turned back to Nikki and asked, in clipped English, ‘Have you anything to declare?’


 Nikki shook her head as she answered, ‘No.’


 The official once again looked back at the man. Then back at Nikki.


 ‘Are you sure?’


 ‘I said so, didn’t I?’


 Her tone was full of stress. She could’ve kicked herself for answering like that. Keep it cool, girl, nice and easy.


 The official picked up a leaflet from his desk and handed it to her.


 ‘Have you read this?’


 Her eyes quickly scanned the contents. It was the usual crap you got in any country.


 The things you weren’t allowed to import – drugs, weapons, foodstuff . . . Her eyes flicked back up to him without finishing reading.


 ‘Yeah, I’ve read this and I’m not carrying any of these things.’


 The man studied her face before sighing and smiling.


 ‘OK, you may go.’


 She turned to find the man waving Maxine through as well. Thank God, because she didn’t think Maxine would’ve got through that. The soldiers were waiting on the other side in a line, like bullies at the school gate. She kept smiling. Reached the line of gunmen. Sucked in a shallow breath. Kept moving forward. Passed two men. Five men. Seven. Her trolley hit the end of the line. Her smile pulled high as she took a long breath. Yeah, fucking yeah. She thanked God that most men the world over were exactly the same – tossers with limp dicks for brains. Her trolley was almost a metre from the exit when a large hand clamped onto her shoulder from behind. She froze. A deep voice, puffed up with politeness and confidence, said, ‘Excuse me, please, English lady.’


 Trembling, she turned around. The large man who she had earlier clocked as the leader of the pack stood in front of her, all his power stamped in a face she would never forget. Dark, shining, rumpled with the lines of aggressive living.


 ‘My name is Major Omote. Do you know what the penalty for drug trafficking in Sankura is?’


 Drugs? What the fuck was he going on about? They weren’t drug mules.


 ‘I don’t know and I never will because I wouldn’t be that stupid.’


 ‘Culprits are bound and gagged and then shot to death in front of a large crowd at the football stadium. It’s a very popular attraction.’ His features were set in the stony-faced expression of a killer as he yelled, ‘Search their bags.’


 Nikki watched, breath crashing in her throat, as two men quickly came forward. One held tight to a spitting and snarling dog while the other held a thin metal rod, the size of a ruler, in his hand. The man with the rod yanked their cases off the trolleys. Swung them onto a long table. Although Nikki was panicking she knew it would be alright because the only thing they would find would be the cash. Besides, Jason had told them that if they got pulled up all they needed to do was offer the officials some of the cash as a ‘gift’ and then they would be allowed to go on their merry way.


 The man with the dog brought the animal nearer to the cases. As the dog got closer he began to rear up and bark like someone had put pepper up his backside.


 ‘Let me ask you again, English lady,’ the large man addressed Nikki. ‘Are you carrying any drugs?’


 This time fear held Nikki’s tongue. She couldn’t speak. Shook her head. The large man turned to the man who held the metal rod in his hand. Nodded. The man with the rod positioned himself next to Nikki’s case. Grabbed it. Flipped it upside down. He raised the rod like a dagger and stabbed it into the middle of the case. Slowly he withdrew the rod. Held it high. The last few inches of the rod were covered in a white powder. Maxine sobbed. Nikki gasped. No one had to tell her that it was either heroin or cocaine.


 


The mobile rang in the East London massage parlour as Jason Nelson sniffed the second line of coke that lay across the woman’s naked breast. Jason was thirty, beefy, with gelled short, spiky brown hair and hazel eyes, topped six foot and was easy on the female eye. He also had a reputation for being easy with his fists. He raised his head. Closed his eyes. Enjoyed the dizziness in his mind as his body buzzed to its newest hit. The phone rang again. He reopened his eyes, his pupils enlarged and wild, and scrambled, completely clothed, off the bed. The phone rang for a third time as he plucked it off the bedside table.


 ‘Yeah?’


 ‘I have the women.’


 A quick smile spread across Jason’s face as he heard Major Omote’s voice. Why oh why hadn’t those three dolly birds just listened to him? That was the problem with birds, always too busy chit-chatting their brains off to listen. All they had to do was let him use their daughters for the job in Amsterdam. To sweeten them up for his request, he’d taken them out for a nice slap-up bit of nosh at that new Chinese restaurant in Whitechapel. The one that did Elvis nights every second Saturday. As the women laughed and broke their fortune cookies he’d finally got down to business. Popped the question. Nikki Flynn had cursed him and walked out. The other two had quickly followed, outrage making them wobble on their stiletto heels. Ungrateful tarts. If it weren’t for him they’d still be stripping in that backwater piss-hole he owned in Bethnal Green. Of course, when the boss, Frankie Sullivan, found out the women had shown Jason the finger he went ballistic. That’s when Frankie had told him to put the drugs in their suitcases instead of the gems.


 Jason’s mind shot back to the present as Omote carried on speaking. ‘And of course, I now have the drugs as payment for our deal in Amsterdam. Tell Mr Sullivan we are aiming to complete the deal in early January. When I have dates, times and personnel I’ll let you know. And the package you requested will be with you in three days.’


 The line went dead. Jason’s smile broadened as he moved back to the woman. He leaned over. Did the final line of C. Ruffled his finger, the one that had Killer written in gold across his ring, under his nose. Crooked the same finger towards the woman in a ‘come hither’ movement and stabbed it at the floor in front of him. Without speaking or smiling, the woman jumped off the bed as he punched a new number into the phone.


 ‘It’s me, boss. Everything’s going to plan in Sankura.’


 The woman settled herself on her knees in front of Jason.


 ‘And the deal?’ the voice on the other end of the line asked.


 As Jason repeated what his contact in Sankura had told him, the woman unzipped his flies. ‘All we gotta do now,’ Jason continued, ‘is to  . . .’


 ‘Shut the fuck up. I’m the top geezer around here so don’t you fucking forget who makes all the decisions.’ The man on the other end of the line stopped talking for a full half-minute. ‘OK, now the women are outta the way, all we gotta do is to get our couriers ready for Amsterdam. And who are our couriers, Jason?’


 The woman pushed her hand inside Jason’s trousers. He let out a silent groan. It wouldn’t do for the boss to find out he was getting a blowjob while he was on the blower to him.


 ‘The dolly birds’ daughters.’


 ‘Contact Finlay. I want you both to meet me at the Dirty Dick so we chat about what we’re gonna do when we get our hands on those three tarts’ daughters.’


 


‘Shit Street. Isn’t that what you English people call the situation you ladies find yourselves in?’


 The question flung at Nikki was asked by the Major Omote. He sat behind a wooden table, inside a box-sized room, somewhere in the airport. Lined up on the other side of the table stood Maxine and Nikki. On the table lay Maxine’s inhaler and their Gucci suitcases. The secret compartments at the bottom of both cases had been ripped open. Instead of the large wads of cash they had expected there were transparent parcels bulging with white powder. Cocaine or heroin, Nikki wasn’t sure what it was. What she did know was the man in front of her was right. They were stuck in the stench of Shit Street.


 ‘I’ve said it a thousand times,’ Nikki said, voice hoarse, pushing against the crushing humidity in the room. Her cockney accent was in full bloom, all traces of her pretending to be someone else gone. ‘I don’t know nothin’ about that gear.’


 Which was the God’s honest truth. She hadn’t got a fucking clue how it had got there. Their boss, Jason, always packed the cash.


 ‘We’re entitled to see the English consulate,’ Nikki continued.


 Major Omote threw his head back and roared with laughter. The two guards with guns standing near the door joined in his laughter. He leaned forward. Abruptly stopped laughing.


 ‘In Sankura the only thing drug-dealing scum are entitled to is six bullets in the head. Justice in Sankura is administered very quickly, so don’t be surprised if you are sentenced before you ever see your consulate.’


 ‘I’ve got to get outta here,’ Maxine sobbed. The air pumped out of her body in ragged breaths. She was sweating. Shaking. The same way she did when she needed the top end of a bottle in her mouth. The same way she did when she desperately needed her inhaler.


 Nikki was worried about the state the other woman was in. Gently she touched Maxine’s arm. Leaned close to her ear. ‘Calm down, alright? We ain’t done nothin’ wrong so nothin’ bad is gonna happen here, OK?’


 Maxine silently nodded as her cries softened into quiet huffs. Nikki let go of her arm as she turned back to Omote. ‘We know what our rights are, so our mouths are zipped until you get that consulate pronto.’


 There was no reply, just silence. The silence was broken only by the soft sound of interrogations from other rooms. There was sobbing, pleas of innocence and occasional crashing and bashing and yells of pain. Having made his point, Omote stood up and stretched to his full height of six-three. Calmly he left the table and walked over to Nikki. He pushed his head to the side, looking her up and down like she was offering her services in a shop doorway in Soho. He had never been this close to her before. Now she could almost feel every muscle he had packed into his body.


 ‘Aren’t you wondering what happened to your friend?’


 ‘What you chatting about?’


 He looked over her shoulder. Nodded at one of the guards. The guard pulled open the door. Stood back. Someone was pushed into the room.


 ‘Ohmygod,’ Nikki called out, and covered her mouth with her hand when she saw who it was.


 Jazzy.


 Blood dripped from her mouth and a large bruise covered the corner of her left eye.


 Nikki ran over to her and enfolded her in a huge embrace.


 ‘What did you do to her, you bastard?’ Nikki shrieked.


 ‘Like I said, we have our own way of doing things.’


 He swaggered slowly towards the two women. His large hand thrust out. Touched a strand of Nikki’s hair. She felt as if a fat, brown worm was burrowing into her head. His fingers ran down the shiny, sweating skin on her neck. Played with her necklace. Suddenly, his fingers grabbed the chain and yanked it from her body.


 Nikki lunged forward, shouting, ‘Give that back to me.’


 Omote just laughed as he shoved the necklace into his pocket. Nikki opened her mouth again. Then quickly closed it. As much as she loved that necklace she wasn’t prepared to put her life on the line for it.


 ‘I like you, tough lady,’ Omote said as he ran his dark eyes over her. ‘I will get your consulate. Now I’ve done you a favour, maybe soon you can do one for me too.’ Nikki knew what the tone of his voice meant. The drunken, creepy men who had worked in the care home she’d grown up in had used it enough times when they tried to get inside her knickers.


 ‘Take them away,’ he called out to the guards.


 The two guards moved. One positioned himself next to Maxine and the other next to Nikki and Jazzy. They pointed their guns at them. Maxine stumbled towards the open door, whimpering, ‘I wanna go home now. I’ve got to go home  . . .’


 They were marched down a long, airless corridor. ‘You alright?’ Nikki asked Jazzy, her arm tight around her shoulder.


 ‘Forget about me. What’s going to happen to our girls?’


 The only family they had were their fifteen-year-old daughters. Jade, Amber and Ruby. Nikki momentarily closed her eyes, picturing her daughter Jade eagerly waiting for her return so they could put up the Christmas decorations together. Since Jade had turned fifteen, a month ago, she had insisted that she could stay on her own when Nikki went away instead of staying with a neighbour. Nikki hadn’t liked it but she’d let her daughter have her way. How the hell were they going to get out of this nightmare? And how the fuck had those drugs got inside their bags in the first place?


 ‘They’ll be alright.’ Nikki reassured. ‘What I don’t get is how they figured out you were with us. How that shit got in our cases.’


 Suddenly both women looked meaningfully at each other.


 ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’ Nikki said, the blood draining from her face.


 ‘Yeah.’


 ‘We’ve been fitted up. Only one fucker could’ve  . . .’


 A shout from the guard escorting Maxine stopped Nikki’s words. She looked up. Shock and dismay gripped her when she realised what was happening. Maxine was running with the speed of a wild animal. The guard next to Nikki pulled up his gun. Aimed it at Maxine. Nikki pushed Jazzy to the side. Ran in front of the guard with the gun. Kept running towards Maxine.


 ‘Maxine,’ she screamed.


 Bang.


 The gun went off.




three


‘Still can’t believe that we’re gonna get our hands on those diamonds. The fucking Gates of Dawn, man, the Gates of Dawn.’


 Finlay Powell’s amazed statement hung in the evening air as he sat next to Jason Nelson. They sat in the shadows inside the Dirty Dick boozer in Mile End. Everyone called the Dick Turpin pub the Dirty Dick. Some claimed it got its nickname because during the war it was a knocking shop, others said it was because of the dodgy deals that went down during the reign of the previous landlord before he himself went down for life for a double-barrel murder. The place was packed, as usual, the quick-style patter of people and smoke swam in the air, while Squeeze’s South London balled ‘Up The Junction’ played softly in the background.


 Both men sat opposite their boss – thirty-year-old Frankie Sullivan. Of course, no one except Jason and Finlay knew that Frankie was the real boss of the outfit. Everyone assumed that the moniker belonged to Jason.


 Frankie smiled at the amazement he heard in Finlay’s voice. The Gates of Dawn were Sankura’s famous diamond collection. Frankie knew that getting the diamonds was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Since Sankura had descended into civil war it had been easy for Frankie, through Jason, to make contact with a high-ranking official, Major Omote, and get the ball rolling. But Omote said his people would go only as far as Amsterdam, so Frankie had to figure out a way of getting the diamonds to England.


 That was when he’d hit on the blinder of an idea to use kids as couriers. Kids travelling on a trip with other children to Amsterdam were less likely to be given a thorough going-over at the airport. That was when another gem of an idea had struck him. The women who worked for him as couriers, through Jason, had daughters. Easy-peasy, all the woman had to do was say yes. But the bitches had spat in his face. No fucker did that to Frankie. So he’d set them up in Sankura, got them out of the way, and now he could do what he liked with their little girls.


 ‘Now those three tarts are outta the way,’ Jason, said, ‘all we’ve gotta do is get their girls. And when we get ’em, we’ve gotta scare the fucking shit outta ’em.’


 Frankie shot quietly back, ‘We can’t just put the frighteners on them. The last thing we need are mules transporting our gear through Heathrow who look like they’re about to shit themselves.’


 ‘So you gonna keep them banged up, twenty-four-seven, at St Nicholas until the job comes through?’ Finlay asked.


 St Nicholas was the care home all three men had grown up in from the age of ten. Now it was the place that Frankie ran his operation from. He knew it had been another gem of an idea because the last place the Old Bill were going to look for dodgy dealings was in a care home. Frankie twisted his lips. If only the cops knew what care homes were really like. But maybe they did and just didn’t give a bollocks.


 ‘Nah.’ Frankie shook his head. ‘That will turn them stir crazy. First thing we’ve gotta do is give them a mate who’s gonna make life nice and comfy. Someone who they learn to trust.’


 ‘Who? Fucking Father Christmas? Ho! Ho! Ho!’ Jason said, chuckling, as he sniffed and wiped a finger under his nose.


 Finlay was not amused. ‘Shut your gob, man. All that charlie you snort is turning you into a total prick. This is the biggest job of our lives, so we ain’t got time to prat around.”


 ‘Shut it, both of you, and listen,’ Frankie cut in. ‘I’m gonna play big brother  . . .’


 ‘You?’ Jason said with an incredulous look on his face.


 ‘Yeah, me. Remember, none of the men know that I’m the real face. They all just think that I run around after you, Jace. So it’s gonna be easy to convince everyone that I’m looking after the girls. If I’m with the girls I can make sure they get properly primed for the job in Amsterdam.’


 ‘Short of breaking their arms, how are you gonna make them work for us?’ Finlay asked.


 ‘Simple. We put them in a position where they think they’re the only people who can save their old girls’ lives. That’s where the package arriving from Sankura in three days’ time comes in. Believe me, when they see what’s inside that package the only people they’re gonna want to please are us. When the Amsterdam job comes up, in a couple of weeks, after the New Year, those girls are gonna be no bovver.’


 ‘But Frankie,’ Finlay said leaning back in his chair, ‘I get the bit about wanting to use kids, but these girls are gonna have no experience. I still think we should be using proper couriers.’


 ‘No way. Proper couriers want a cut and leave a trail. We’ll control these girls’ lives. It will be almost like they don’t exist any more. Then we’re gonna have to train them to be couriers  . . .’


 ‘And how you planning on doing that?’


 ‘First of all we draw them into our world. Make them know what it feels like to be a criminal. At the same time we check that they can follow orders. So we make them do an in-house job at St Nicholas. Once the girls prove that they can work for us, they’re ready for the next stage  . . .’


 ‘Which is?’ Finlay carried on his line of questioning.


 ‘The job in Amsterdam involves the girls doing it on their own, without us being there breathing down their necks. To test they can work on their own we have to give them a job to do outside of St Nicholas’s walls. So Finlay, when one of your next shipments comes in tell me, because I’m gonna use the girls to deliver it. . . .’


 ‘Are you fucking off your nut?’ Jason railed, his head rearing back. ‘You can’t send them across London on their own. What if they do a runner and go to the Bill  . . .’


 ‘No way. Not after they see what’s inside the package from Sankura.’ Frankie carried on when both men nodded in agreement. ‘Then all we’ve gotta do is train them to deal with security at an airport. All sorted.’


 ‘You gonna run a decoy?’ Finlay asked.


 Frankie smiled. The decoy was his speciality. On all his operations that involved airports he used a decoy, who was always black. The security at the airport just couldn’t help pulling up black people and Frankie couldn’t help but take advantage of the situation. Through Jason, Frankie had got the three women to run the same stunt, with Jasmine as decoy. Now Jasmine’s daughter was going to follow in her old girl’s footsteps and be the decoy. But this time there would be a difference. This time there had to be another black girl.


 ‘This time I can’t afford to take any chances, so I’ve told our contact in social services to get us another black girl. Two black girls will work much better. If one of them ain’t pulled up the other one’s bound to be. And then bingo, the girls with the diamonds ride on through.’


 ‘Yihaa!’ Jason said, as if he were a cowboy.


 Frankie’s hand whipped out of nowhere and grabbed Jason’s balls under the table. Jason’s face twisted with pain as Frankie applied pressure. ‘I’ve told you to ease up on that shit you shovel up your bugle. We all need to be clear headed. If you fuck this up . . .’ Frankie didn’t need to finish. Jason’s face paled as he remembered seeing Frankie’s temper in full flight.


 ‘Sorry, boss,’ Jason said quickly as Frankie slowly removed his hand.


 He eased back in the chair. ‘All we’ve gotta do now is round those girls up.’


 Finlay considered Frankie for a while. ‘What if the girls don’t wanna play?’


 Frankie swiftly turned to Jason. ‘That’s where you come in, Jace. If any of them step outta line it’s your job to stamp on them. Hard.’


 


Fifteen-year-old Jade Flynn was scared. Scared because she hadn’t heard from her mum in three days. Jade was two inches above five foot, tubby, with a thick brown ponytail, sharp green eyes and freckles that took the high ground on her pale, white face. Not a stunner. Not like her beloved mum, Nikki.


 It was lunchtime at Blessed Virgin Mary comprehensive school, 19 December, the last day before school broke up for the Christmas holiday. Jade’s school was a ten-minute walk from the Blind Beggar pub, where Ronnie Kray had shot George Cornell back in ’66. She sat on her own, well away from the other girls, because she needed to think. The low-hanging sky coughed up a wind that criss-crossed over her face and her West Ham Utd scarf. Her small hand shook as she opened her West Ham Utd lunchbox. Pulled out a packet of fags. Placed one at her lips. Lit up. Sucked hard. Got giddy as the smoke shot inside her.


 All she wanted to do was belt home and sit by the blower, like she’d done yesterday and the day before, hoping that her mum would call. Hoping that her mum would be back to put up the decorations with her tonight, six days before Christmas. The estate agents that her mum worked for usually sent her abroad to look at properties at least six times a year. When her mum went away she called her every night without fail. Jade had got the first call, the one her mum always made from either Heathrow or Gatwick. Since then nothing. Not a dicky bird.


 She pulled another lug of nicotine into her body. What would she do if something had happened to her mum? Really happened? Nikki Flynn was her world. There were no grandparents. No uncles. No aunts. No cousins. No bloke struttin’ around their two-bed flat. The one time she’d asked Nikki why she didn’t have a dad, like some of the other kids at school, her mum had harshly replied, ‘We don’t need no geezer giving us a load of grief and verbal and telling us when to bloody breathe.’


 Jade shivered as the tears bulged in the bottom of her eyes. Bouncing bollocks, what was she gonna do if anything happened to her mum?


 ‘Flynn,’ an adult voice roared, shooting across Jade’s unhappy thoughts.


 Startled, Jade shot to her feet. Her lunchbox tumbled to the ground. The green of her eyes grew deeper and wider when she realised who the voice belonged to. Mrs Harris, the deputy headteacher. Aka Battleaxe. All the girls called her Battleaxe behind her back because she was big, broad and stomped around like every student in her care was the inmate of a prison. The scowling teacher took a step closer, making Jade swallow. The spit went down her throat with a good dose of nicotine. That was when she remembered the ciggie in her hand. Shit, she knew she was going to be in a load of bovver now. Being caught ‘on the puff’ was an immediate three-day suspension. Battleaxe’s lips tightened into a deadly line as she shifted her gaze to the cigarette and watched it like it was of one of those things the other girls whispered that Stacy Wilson let her boyfriend put in her mouth.


 Jade flicked the offending object into the cold wind and pleaded, ‘Miss, this ain’t what it looks like. It’s one of them sweetie fags  . . .’


 ‘I don’t have time for your tall tales at the moment, girl. Sister Margaret Mary wishes to see you in her office.’


 Jade swore under her breath. The few times she’d been inside the headmistress’s office were to receive a bollocking about her behaviour. Like the time she put chewing gum on someone’s chair. Like the time her maths teacher had screamed the place down when she’d left a plastic rat in her drawer. Like the time  . . .


 ‘Now, Flynn.’ Battleaxe’s command was a full-blown war cry.


 Jade didn’t need to be told twice. She picked up her lunchbox. And ran. Into the four-storey Victorian school building. Up the stairs. Stopped outside the closed office door that was located on the staircase midway between the ground and first floors. Her gaze skimmed across the bold, black lettering on the door.


 


Sister Margaret Mary


 


Headteacher


 


Children are an heritage of the Lord.


 


 


Jade quickly did up her top button. Tightened her red and black striped tie. Took a deep breath and knocked.


 ‘Come in.’ The command was soft.


 Jade stepped inside. Fifty-three-year-old Sister Margaret Mary stood tall and thin in her black nun’s habit, behind her desk, beneath a wooden crucifix on the wall. Her face was so pale that if Jade didn’t know better she’d swear that the older woman was wearing translucent powder.


 ‘Sister?’ Jade hovered with the single word in the doorway.


 ‘Shut the door, child.’


 A frown wrinkled across Jade’s forehead at her headmistress’s gentle tone. That wasn’t the tone she used to tell the girls off. Quietly Jade closed the door. Her hand tightened on the handle of her lunchbox as she approached the desk. The light from the window caught the cross above Sister Margaret Mary’s head, casting a distorted crucifix-shaped shadow across the wall. The nun moved around the desk as the shadow lengthened like discarded ink down the wall. Sister Margaret Mary reached her. The shadow crept across the floor. The older woman stretched out one of her hands. Slipped it into Jade’s free cold palm. Softly squeezed her flesh. The shadow seeped under the nun’s habit. Touched the tips of Jade’s toes.


 ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. It concerns your mother. . . .’


 The rest of the woman’s words slammed into her as she moved her tearful gaze to stare at the wooden cross and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.




four


The steel door banged shut. The loud sound echoed against Nikki’s body. Made her tremble as her eyes remained firmly fixed on the cell door. She sat on the narrow bottom bunk, between a quiet Jazzy and a snivelling Maxine, who held tightly onto the inhaler Major Omote had finally let her have back. It had been three days since they’d been blindfolded, shackled and frogmarched from the airport to this maximum-security hellhole. Three days since the bastards had lined them up against the wall and taken mugshots of them. Three days since Nikki had spoken to her daughter. She closed her eyes and prayed real hard that Jade was alright. That Jade had found her black address book and contacted the only person Nikki trusted to look after her. Getting busted and facing a death sentence she could deal with; something happening to her precious Jade she could not.


 Maxine’s sobbing got louder, intruding on Nikki’s thoughts. With an irritated tut she twisted her body furiously to the left to face the other woman and yelled, ‘I’ve had it up to here with you making that racket, so shut it, alright. Because of you we were all nearly fucking brown bread.’


 A stunned Maxine stopped mid-sob as Nikki pushed herself up. Nikki began pacing. She’d had a bellyful of Maxine’s boo-hooing morning, noon and bloody night. Weeping and wailing weren’t going to get them out of this jam. Nikki stopped walking. Touched the cut on her cheek where the bullet had grazed her skin. A memento from Maxine’s foolish stunt three days ago at the airport. Why she’d run after her friend she would never know. But she had and it had nearly put her six feet under.


 She shivered as she remembered the sound of the gun blast. Loud, its ferocity echoing in the corridor. She’d frozen. Waiting for the bullet to bang into her body. But instead it had whizzed by her head, brushing her skin. The pain had been slight, like a bee sting. She’d almost wet herself waiting for another shot, but it never came. Instead the soldiers had rushed towards her and Maxine, yelling in a language she didn’t understand, and slammed them against the wall. Pointed their guns point blank in their faces. She’d squeezed her eyes shut. Waiting. Just waiting for the trigger to be pulled. Then there was silence. An awful silence when she knew someone was weighing up whether to extinguish her life. She’d heard heavy footsteps coming towards her. She’d opened her eyes to find Major Omote himself, blocking out the light, standing in front of her. He’d looked at her. One of his large hands had moved. Touched her hair with terrifying gentleness. Then swiftly his other hand had shot out and slammed into Maxine’s stomach. As Maxine groaned and crumpled to the ground, he’d whispered in Nikki’s ear, ‘Know why I’m letting you live, English lady? Because I’ve got plans for me and you. Plans as red hot as your hair.’


 The way his gaze had smouldered against her she thought he was going to screw her right there against the wall. But he hadn’t. Instead he’d ordered the guards to blindfold and chain them. Transport them to the main prison in Sankura’s capital.


 ‘You alright?’


 Jazzy’s question took Nikki out of the nightmare of three days ago and back into the nightmare of the cell. With a sigh, Nikki turned to face her mate. Despite the last three days, Jazzy still looked like exactly what she was – an incredibly attractive woman. Tall and slim with bob-cut black extensions and skin the smoothness and colour of a cup of winter-warming hot chocolate. Even the guards who came inside to leave food and water appreciated what their guns pointed at.


 Nikki gave a shaky smile and nodded. ‘Yeah. I’m scared shitless about what’s gonna happen to my little girl.’


 ‘She’ll be alright,’ Jasmine reassured her, putting an arm around her waist. ‘Just like my Amber and Maxi’s Ruby will be.’


 Maxine began to sob again as she heard the name of her daughter.


 ‘For crying out loud . . .’ Nikki bellowed as she started to march towards her. But Jazzy tightened her arm around her waist, stopping her. ‘Leave her. We’re all dealing with this craphole we’ve fallen into in our own way. Instead of fighting each other we’ve got to stick together like we have all these years.’


 They’d been mates since they’d met as eighteen-year-olds in the maternity ward at the London Hospital in Whitechapel. They were the only ones in the ward who’d had no visitors. No proud new fathers, no family, nobody. When they realised that they had all grown up in care homes they had bonded as if they’d been friends for years. Each one of them had decided to name their daughters after gems because their babies were the most precious people in their lives. Once they left the hospital they’d become fast friends, meeting up with each other regularly. It was Maxine who’d introduced Jazzy and Nikki to the stripping scene. She’d been stripping since she’d done a runner from the care home she lived in when she was fifteen. When their daughters were four, the owner of the club they’d worked in, Jason Nelson, had asked if they were interested in doing a little job for him. Always needing the extra cash, they had jumped at the chance. That had been their first trip abroad. Soon the stripping became a distant memory as they became Jason’s permanent runners. When their daughters hit five they’d made the decision to never bring their kids when they met up because they didn’t want their girls to be part of Jason’s world.


 ‘I still can’t believe that Jason would set us up like this,’ Jazzy said.


 ‘You know it was him,’ Nikki cut across her wearily. They’d had this conversation over and over since they’d been put in this cell. ‘He’s the only one who ever gets anywhere near our suitcases before a job. Now we’re outta the way he don’t need to ask for permission to use our girls  . . .’


 ‘But he promised he wouldn’t do that. He promised that if we said no that was the end of it.’ Jazzy shook her head in disbelief.


 ‘It’s never the end of it with geezers like Jason. The only two things they think about are dipping their dicks and watching their pile of poke grow. The only thing that stood in the way of him getting his fucking mitts on our girls was us. So he sets us up. Loads us up with drugs and tips off the Sankurans about our arrival. And I’ll bet you a cool million that Omote is one of his mates. The drugs ain’t gonna go down no plughole, they’re going into Omote’s pocket as payment for a job well done.’


 ‘Fucking hell,’ Maxine screamed as she shot to her feet. ‘We’ve got to get outta here, then. Before they get our girls. Before they get my Ruby  . . .’


 ‘I know that,’ Nikki yelled back. ‘But since my middle name ain’t Houdini there’s no way we can do it right now.’


 The cell echoed with Maxine’s erratic breathing as she sucked furiously on her inhaler. Nikki sighed, feeling bad about yelling at her friend. She moved back to the bed and sat down beside Maxine. She put her arms around her shoulder.


 ‘It’s alright,’ she crooned, as if Maxine were a baby. ‘We’re gonna be alright.’


 A few seconds later Jazzy joined them, her arm slipping around Maxine’s shoulder as well. ‘Maybe that bloke from the British consulate will sort us out,’ she said.


 Omote had kept his promise and called the consulate. A representative had shown up yesterday. Some prissy, pinstriped suit, who looked down his public-school-educated nose at them once he heard their strong cockney accents. Threw his words at them like he was chucking food at them in the zoo. He didn’t seem to care much if they were guilty or not. He found them a lawyer. A local arsehole who smelt like he brushed his teeth with rum every morning and couldn’t keep his bloodshot eyes off Nikki’s thrupenny bits. Two English reporters had turned up later the same day. They had checked them over like they were assessing whether they were newsworthy enough. Then the one with the notepad started writing and Nikki was sure his first sentence must’ve been: ‘Dole-scrounging single mums with big hooters might be shot.’


 ‘Whatever happens,’ Nikki said, her fingers linking with Jazzy’s, ‘we’ve gotta remember that we’re family. We got into this together and we’ll get out of it together.’


 The rattle of keys in the steel door made the women look up. The door creaked open to reveal Major Omote.


 ‘Good evening, ladies.’ He eased his bulk into the cell.


 The women jumped up. Nikki swallowed nervously because Omote wasn’t looking at the two other women; his gaze feasted on her. Two gun-toting guards marched in behind him. They strode towards Maxine and Jazzy, gesturing with their guns. As soon as they reached them they marched them towards the door. A startled Nikki cried out, ‘Where are you taking them?’


 ‘Don’t worry,’ Major Omote said quietly. ‘I just thought each of you ladies would prefer your own private accommodation.’


 Nikki rushed towards the open doorway, but he blocked her from going any farther. Stretching up on her toes she shouted over his shoulder, ‘We’re getting out of here, ladies. Just hold tight and we’ll all be back together again soon.’


 Nikki watched the terrified faces of her two mates, for what, she knew, could be the last time ever. Then the cell door slammed shut. Nikki eased back down to the balls of her feet. The tears swam across her eyes. Bollocks, no way was she crying a river in front of Omote. She tipped her head defiantly to stare up at him. His ugly mug was split into a grin.


 ‘I kept my promise, pretty lady, to contact your consulate. Now it’s time for me to find out how hot that hair of yours really is.’


 Shocked, Nikki stepped back. He moved forward. Fingered his trousers. Nikki took two more steps back. He took another step forward. Pulled down his zip. Nikki’s back hit the wall. He reached her. Stretched his muscular arms on either side of her head.


 ‘Someone told me that screwing an English woman is the same as putting your dick inside a freezer. But I think that you, Nikki, are going to make this as hot as the fires of hell.’


 He lowered his head. Sank his teeth into her breast. She didn’t even flinch. It wasn’t the first time some bloke had put his gnashers into her skin. As long as she could remember, men had been mauling their way through her life. Telling her what to do. What to wear. What to say. Scum, every last one of them. Except for . . . She winced in pain as his teeth tucked into her nipple. As his lips fastened on her flesh she began to think. She’d figured out long ago that there were only two situations when a man became senseless – when he was bombed on booze or rutting on top of some woman. The man sliding his hand up her skirt she knew would be no different. Maybe, just maybe, if she let him get his rocks off he would tell her if Jason had set them up.


 Her body relaxed. Seductively, she hitched her skirt up. Pulled her knickers down.


 ‘I suppose we should be thanking Jason for getting you into my arms, lover boy?’ she whispered in his ear.


 ‘Jason?’ His voice was dazed. Yeah, she’d got him where she wanted him.


 ‘Jason Nelson.’ Her hand dipped towards his trousers. She pushed it inside.


 ‘Come on, big boy, you can tell me. It was Jason, wasn’t it?’


 She pulled his cock out. Gently squeezed him. He groaned.


 Her hand moved over him to the rhythm of the questions she softly fired at him. His groans became sounds of torture. He pushed her hand out of the way. Positioned himself between her thighs. Tried to push his way inside. But she tensed her muscles. He wasn’t going nowhere until he told her what she wanted to know.


 ‘Come on, you can tell me.’


 His erratic breathing cut against the skin of her neck. Defeated, she knew he wasn’t going to cough up. But maybe the next time. Her muscles relaxed. He shoved inside. As he began to vigorously fuck her she thought all men were scum. But there was only one man she cursed inside her head and it wasn’t the one currently treating her like a slab of meat.


 If you touch my Jade, I’m gonna fucking kill you, Jason Nelson.


 


‘My mum can’t be banged up.’ Jade’s words pounded with shocked disbelief. She sat opposite her headmistress at the round table. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there. No idea how long since the woman across from her, a Sister of Mercy, had broken the news. Told her that her mum, her beloved Nikki, was in the slammer in some country she’d never even heard of. Sankura. Sounded like something her and her mum ordered as a side dish from the Saffron Spice Indian takeaway every Friday night.


 ‘Would you like some water, child?’


 Jade shook her head. Bloody water weren’t going to do the trick. What she needed was what her mum called a granny-sized shot of gin. The one and only time she’d taken a lug of Nikki’s drink of choice it had made her feel confused. Numb.


 ‘Do you know what the Foreign Office is, child?’


 Jade stared blankly at the other woman.


 ‘They are a special part of the government. They let us know important information about the world. They rang me personally to let me know what was happening.’


 ‘But they got it wrong because my mum said she was going to Spain on business. She always goes to the Costa del something or other on business.’


 ‘I’m so sorry, child.’


 Jade wished she’d stop bloody calling her child because she wasn’t her child. She was Nikki Flynn’s kid. She needed a friggin’ fag real bad.


 ‘What they holding my mum for?’


 The area around Sister’s mouth became pinched and tight, like she was trying to hold the words back. But the words came out anyway.


 ‘She was detained, with two other women, trying to bring something . . .’ She stopped talking, her lips smacking gently together as if looking for the right word. ‘Bad into the country.’


 Bad? Jade’s mind spun as she remembered a programme she’d once seen about bringing illegal stuff into Britain. Endangered animals. Weird plants. Exotic food. And of course the big D. Jade shook her head. No way would Nikki get involved in that mug’s game.


 ‘Sister, do you mean booze?’


 The older woman gave a heavy sigh like she was in extreme pain. For the first time she avoided looking in Jade’s eyes.


 ‘Once my mum brought too much booze back from Spain. But she promised me she wouldn’t do it again.’


 Sister made a quick sign of the cross and pushed out, ‘It was drugs.’


 Jade shot up. Her shaking legs knocked over her lunchbox. Frantically her head swung from side to side, as her finger stabbed in the air at her headmistress. She knew she shouldn’t point, but it was a habit she just couldn’t let go. ‘No way, Sister. Not my mum. She hates the stuff. Said if she ever caught me “on the gear” she’d string me up from the nearest ganja tree  . . .’


 She tried to say more, but she began to cry instead. Huge, retching wails that erupted deep inside her. She felt Sister’s arms fold around her. Her sobs pushed her into the softness, security and warmth of the older woman.


 ‘I wish I could make this all better and make it go away, but I can’t.’ Sister’s words were soothing. Caressing. Her hand moved with a lullaby softness across Jade’s hair. Jade moved her head deeper into the rhythm, like she knew it was the final act of kindness from an adult she would feel for a long time.


 ‘Who have you been staying with while your mother’s been away?’


 Jade’s body tensed. Nikki had made her cross her heart and promise that she wouldn’t say anything about taking care of herself.


 ‘Jade, have you been home alone?’ For the first time Sister’s voice became classic headmistress. Disapproving. Authoritative. Wouldn’t back down until she got an answer.


 Jade’s sobs ceased as she nodded.


 ‘You can’t remain on your own  . . .’


 ‘But I’m big enough to look out for myself.’


 ‘We have an obligation to look after you. A duty of care. We need to find you somewhere to stay. Especially as this will all undoubtedly soon be in the press.’


 Sister gently eased Jade away. Gravely looked at her. ‘That means I’m going to have to call  . . .’


 Before she could complete her sentence the phone on the desk rang. She eased Jade back and moved to her desk. Picked up the cream-coloured phone.


 ‘Yes . . . Put her through.’


 As her headteacher spoke Jade turned her back. Bent down. Picked up her lunchbox. Opened it. Pulled out the packet of ciggies. Seconds later she was puffing furiously.


 ‘Jade,’ Sister called as she placed the phone back on its cradle.


 Jade stared hard at the fag in her hand. Here we go, she thought, I’m gonna get the telling-off of my life. But she wouldn’t let go of the cigarette. Couldn’t let go. Slowly she turned around. Her headteacher stared at her. At the smoking sin in her hand. But instead of the harsh words Jade expected, Sister looked at her with sympathy.


 ‘That was a very nice lady from social services called Mrs Grieves. She’s a social worker. She’s coming here and will make sure that you’re well looked after until all this gets sorted out.’


 ‘Sister, promise me one thing.’


 The tall woman nodded once.


 ‘Wherever they take me, you’ll come and see me, won’t ya? Still look out for me?’ Sister smiled back. ‘Of course. Are you sure there’s no relatives you can stay with?’


 Jade’s teeth tugged at the inside of her mouth as she shook her head. Then she remembered that there was someone Nikki had told her she could contact if she found herself in a jam. Someone Jade had never met before. But the problem was this person wasn’t a relative.


 So she asked, ‘Does it have to be someone I’m related to, Sister?’


 ‘Yes, it has to be a family member.’


 Bouncing bollocks, Jade screamed in her mind. She knew she couldn’t tell Sister about this person because she wouldn’t let her stay with them. So she would have to contact them herself. She knew exactly where to find their contact details – in Nikki’s address book. A book her mum kept in her dressing-table drawer.




five


Jason Nelson stamped on the genitals of the man who lay sobbing on the floor. His victim screamed and rolled onto his side. Jason was dishing out a bit of old-fashioned street justice in a room on the top floor of the St Nicholas care home for children in Chingford. The room was rectangular, sparse and functional – wooden table and chairs in the middle, cooker, fridge, sink, portable music system and small colour TV. The telly was on. Volume hiked high so the children below couldn’t hear the screams. Jason twisted his mouth as he looked at his bleeding victim. If there was one thing that turned his six-pack it was a bloke who couldn’t take a couple of slaps. He’d learned early in life, some would say too early, that you never bawled like a baby in front of no one. No quicker way to lose respect and get branded a pussy. He crouched low beside the pussy next to him and growled, ‘The next time I have to come looking for my dosh, you’ll be leaving here looking like you came outta a mince machine.’


 He pushed his angry, red face menacingly close to his victim. A strong smell of urine washed over his nose, making his nostrils twitch. The bloody pussy had wet himself. He was tempted to dole out a few more kicks for his literally coming in here and taking the piss. But he didn’t. Instead he eased up. Looked over at the two men who stood in front of the closed door and shouted, ‘One of you get this piece of crap outta here. And don’t forget to use the back stairs.’


 As the taller of the men rushed towards the groaning victim, the news report on the telly caught Jason’s eye.


 ‘Reports are just coming through that the three British women arrested in the African republic of Sankura have now been charged with the illegal importation of heroin. This means that all three women may be facing the death penalty. A source at the Foreign Office confirmed that a representative of the British consulate in Sankura has visited the detained women  . . .’


 Jason grinned. Everything was going bang according to plan. His mobile rang. Jason flipped it out of his pocket. As he listened to the female caller a smile spread across his face. He nodded a few times. Then cut the call.


 ‘Where’s Frankie?’ His voice was gentle as he asked the man leaning on the door. His voice always got soft when he talked about Frankie. He knew the other men didn’t get it. And they didn’t need to understand who Frankie really was. Their job was to follow orders.


 ‘Dunno,’ the other man answered as his body shot forward like that of a soldier receiving his commanding officer.


 ‘Dunno?’ Jason yelled. ‘What the fuck do you think I’m paying you for? To stand around and look at my ugly mug all day? He’s gotta be close by because he’s taking care of our newest guests. Get him in here pronto because I’ve got a job for him.’


 Frankie had picked up Maxine and Jasmine’s daughters that morning. Now the call had come through that Nikki’s daughter was ready to be reeled in.


 


Frankie Sullivan sat calmly in the neighbouring room. It was kitted out as a bedroom, with four beds, a single window, wardrobe, three-drawer dressing table, wire-brushed tan floorboards and its own private bathroom. Frankie wasn’t alone. On one of the single beds sat two girls. Amber and Ruby. Jasmine Craig’s and Maxine Munro’s fifteen-year-old daughters. The newest residents of the St Nicholas care home.


 ‘Is this gonna be our new crib until our mums come back?’ one of the girls asked. The black one. Amber, Jasmine’s girl. She was a dead ringer for her mum. Slim face, lively eyes, with her shoulder-length black corkscrew extensions, with beetroot-coloured highlights, pinned high with a gold scrunchie and a skin tone a few shades darker than her name. Her long legs, in black jeans, hung over the bed. Her arms were crossed over her tracksuit top like she wanted to remind people she could be a tough girl when she wanted to.


 He smiled at her. ‘Yeah.’


 She couldn’t take her eyes off him and he knew what she saw. What every other woman saw. A man who resembled an artist’s image of an angel. Fair skin, soft summer-blue eyes, twin dimples and sparkling golden hair that most women wanted to run their fingers through as they held him lovingly against their breast. He got that hair from his mum. Except hers had become dirty blonde, always swinging in the air as she raised her hand, letting him know that the only touch he would ever get from her was from the buckle end of a belt. The only mark that marred his beauty was a tiny, old scar, at the corner of his right eyebrow, a lasting gift from his bitch of a mum.


 ‘Is it nice here?’ Amber asked him, leaning forward, her gold-ringed fingers making easy-going gestures in the air.


 ‘Nice’ wasn’t a word that anyone used to describe St Nicholas. He should know. He’d lived here with Jason and Finlay when they were kids. More like survived, he corrected himself. There was no point bursting the girl’s bubble yet. She’d learn the truth soon enough. And the truth was that Mr Miller, the man who ran the home, turned a blind eye to Frankie’s criminal comings and goings on the fourth floor. And he would keep his eyes closed as long as Frankie kept mentioning those photographs of Mr Miller and those young boys. Photographs that would land sweet old Mr Miller, who last year had been honoured by the mayor for services to the community, in the slammer quicker than anyone could say nonce.


 ‘When’s my mum coming home?’


 Frankie switched his gaze to the other girl, as her question hung in the air. Ruby. Maxine Munro’s girl. Her voice was thin and as high as than of a squeaking mouse. She wasn’t that much shorter then Amber, but her fragile, bony body made her seem much smaller. On her tight, pale face were perched a pair of nondescript glasses framed by her loose, brown hair. One of her hands clung tightly onto an asthma inhaler while her other hand knotted in the blue duvet. She reminded Frankie of a tortoise who couldn’t wait to shove her head back inside her shell.


 Frankie leaned forward. Remembering he was posing as the girls’ guardian angel, he pulled a fake, soothing smile onto his face. ‘We’ll talk about your mum later tonight. So for now  . . .’


 The door burst open. Amber and Ruby scrambled back onto their beds. Frankie shot out of his chair. His hands balled into fists by his side. His hands uncurled when he saw who it was. Billy ‘Motor Mouth’ Baker, whose voice he’d heard with Jason coming through the wall next door.


 ‘There’s no need to frighten the ladies,’ Frankie said as his fists uncurled.


 Billy spread his legs. Folded his arms across his chest. His eyes swept over Frankie from head to toe, like Frankie was a bag of rubbish. Finally his contemptuous eyes blazed onto Frankie’s face as he said, ‘Who do you think you are? The fucking boss or something? You’re just everyone’s run-around boy. You ain’t even got a real bloke or a geezer’s job. You’re just a chimp, so move your arse because Mr Nelson wants you next door.’


 Billy smeared him with a final dirty look. Turned and left.


 Rage stained Frankie’s cheeks. So that’s what they called him behind his back – ‘run-around boy’. Mr Nelson’s gofer. If Mr Nelson wants a package picking up, get Frankie. If Mr Nelson needs ferrying around town, get Frankie. If Mr Nelson needs the blood licked off his Italian leather shoes, get Frankie. Frankie’s lips twisted into a tight smile. If the men knew who he really was they would be shitting themselves with maximum respect.


 He’d started in the biz at the bottom of the slagheap, at twelve years old, as a runner for a local face. That was how he’d learnt his trade, listening and watching the way the big players turned a trick, including the times they made prats of themselves and fell flat on their faces. At nineteen he’d been ready to break free and set up his own firm. Of course, no one, except his two boyhood mates, knew that he was the face. People assumed that it was Jason. He’d seen too many major players go down in handcuffs because the Old Bill knew exactly how they worked. No way was that going to happen to him. Best way to ensure success was to remain in the shadows and let someone else take the heat. And Jason, being the heavy-footed thug he was, just loved the feel of the limelight on his skin. His outfit had started small, specialising in knock-off gear. Then had come the drugs, the gems, moving his operation from local to national to international. Now the Amsterdam job was going to send him global. Frankie turned back to the girls, his dimples deep in his cheeks. ‘I’m trusting both of you to guard my seat.’


 Both girls said nothing. Just stared at him with, he suspected, the same look that had frozen their faces when they’d found out their mums weren’t coming home.


 He left the room. Closed the door quietly behind him. He took three steps forward and reached the room on the left. Grasped the handle. Pushed the door. As he stepped inside, Jason shot to his feet and said, ‘The call’s just come through that our last little gem is waiting to be collected.’


 


‘Where the bloody hell is it?’ Jade muttered to herself, as she tried to find her mum’s address book.


 She was on her knees in front of the dressing table in her mum’s bedroom. Her hand frantically moved inside the top drawer. Her mum’s undies drawer.


 ‘Are you nearly ready, dear? Our car will be here soon,’ the social worker, Mrs Grieves, called from downstairs.


 Her hand stopped. She twisted her head fearfully towards the closed door. She knew she wasn’t meant to be in here. Mrs Grieves had warned her not to touch any of her mum’s things just in case the Old Bill needed to do a search.


 It had been just over two hours since the social worker had taken charge of her life in Sister Margaret Mary’s office. Under two hours since they had both left the school. Just over an hour since they had entered Jade’s home so she could pack. Jade lived in Manny Shinwell House in Poplar in East London. Of course, it wasn’t really a house. Not like the houses in the books the teachers made her read at school with their pretty gardens where flowers and happiness grew all year round. Manny Shinwell House was a tower block. Fourteen floors of tough bruised brick. They lived on the eighth floor. Corner flat. A maisonette. High enough to peep at the rapid-moving high-rise, glass-and-steel developments on the Isle of Dogs. Low enough to see the goings-on in Chrisp Street Market.


 ‘Did you hear me, dear?’


 ‘Yeah, yeah. Five more minutes, miss, that’s all I need.’


 Now her hand began to move with a speed a pickpocket would have been proud of. Thirty seconds later she raised her head, breathing heavily; the only thing in her hand was a cassette of Soft Cell’s album Non Stop Erotic Cabaret, which featured her mum’s all-time favourite song, ‘Tainted Love’. She placed the cassette on the floor.


 Then slammed the drawer shut. She pulled open the middle drawer. It was filled with paper – letters, bills and envelopes.


 ‘You alright up there, dear?’


 Startled, Jade looked towards the door. The voice was closer, like Mrs Grieves was standing at the foot of the stairs.


 ‘Everything’s cool, miss,’ she answered as her hand started to move frantically through the contents of the drawer.


 ‘Do you need some help, dear?’


 The social worker’s voice was followed by another creak. Jade knew she was coming up the stairs. She speeded up her search. Started to fling paper out of the drawer and onto the floor. Finally she gazed at the empty drawer.


 Nothing.


 Another stair creaked. Jade shuffled back on her knees. She grasped the handle of the next drawer. Wrenched it open. Gasped when she saw what was inside. Piles of loose cash – tenners, twenties, fifties, even hundred-pound notes. Bouncing bollocks. What the hell was her mum doing with all this spare cash?


 But she didn’t have time to ponder her question as she heard Mrs Grieves’s breathing joining the creak of every step she took. Jade’s hands dived inside the drawer. Into the money. Her hands moved left. Moved right. Still no little black book. Panting, her hands shuffled in a wild dance. Suddenly they stopped as she felt something hard in the left-hand corner. Her fingertips pulled it forward. Bingo. Her mum’s address book. She shoved her hands behind her back at the same time as Mrs Grieves opened the bedroom door.


 


The landlord of the Dirty Dick let out a low wolf whistle as the black woman came through the pub door. Legs up to her gold-looped earrings, trim and tall, with brunette braided extensions that were a shade lighter than her skin. She wheeled a suitcase behind her as if she’d come straight from the airport. He stopped polishing the bar and pulled himself straight. Gave her a smile. She didn’t smile back, but spoke with a soft African accent. ‘I’m looking for a Jason Nelson.’


 The landlord ran a curious look over her. She didn’t seem like Jason’s usual type.


 ‘He ain’t here, babe.’


 The skin on her face tightened at the ‘babe’.


 ‘Tell him to come now,’ she ordered, then wheeled her suitcase and herself towards the nearest table.


 ‘Hang on, love, I don’t get on the blower until  . . .’


 ‘Just tell him that his package from Sankura has arrived.’


 


The social worker stood in the doorway and looked at Jade suspiciously. Mrs Grieves was a small sparrow of a woman, with the cuts of life indented on her shrivelled face and faded eyes that sparkled only every Friday and Saturday night at bingo.


 Jade stared at the older woman from the vantage point of her knees. Her pose and expression mirrored exactly what her school report claimed that she was – a reckless, mischievous child.


 ‘What on earth are you doing?’ the older woman demanded, showing her thin, sliced teeth stained with tobacco. The older woman’s eyes settled on the piles of paper scattered on the floor.


 Jade sprang to her feet, her hands remaining behind her back.


 ‘This is your mother’s room, isn’t it? I told you not to come in here.’ Mrs Grieves’s words came in a rush as she pushed herself into the room. The red heat of rage spread across her cheeks. ‘What have you got behind your back?’


 ‘I just wanted to get this,’ Jade answered as her tears began to fall.


 One of her hands came out from behind her back, clutching a rectangular object. She showed what she was holding. The Soft Cell cassette she’d found in the dressing-table drawer.


 ‘My mum loved this. “Tainted Love” is her favourite.’


 ‘I know you’re upset, dear, but our driver’s waiting. Get your stuff together and I’ll see you downstairs.’


 Mrs Grieves turned and left the room. As soon as the woman disappeared Jade stopped crying. She rushed over to her holdall. Picked it up and slung the handle over her shoulder. Then she picked up her lunchbox. Opened it. Her hand moved to her back pocket. She pulled out the black book she’d hidden there just before Mrs Grieves had entered the room. She opened it and began to flick through, searching for the M page.


 ‘We need to leave now.’ The older woman’s voice was hard.


 She knew M was only a couple of pages away.


 ‘Now.’ The voice was a frantic reminder of Battleaxe at school.


 She’d look later. She slipped Nikki’s address book inside her lunchbox, next to her packet of fags, and her first communion candle. And the other thing the social worker had told her to pack – her passport.




six


They took the lift to the ground floor. Exited Manny Shinwell House using the back door. Passed a group of run-of-the-mill boys-on-the-block who were too busy practising the latest poses and patter to notice the anxiety in Jade’s eyes. She kept her lunchbox tight to her side like it was a new body part. Soon they entered the car park, packed with vehicles, most belonging to the Chrisp Street market stallholders. The churning wind carried tiny drops of rain. The sky was the colour of trouble overhead.


 ‘There’s the car,’ Mrs Grieves said.


 Leaning against the bonnet was a tall man in an open wool overcoat, having a smoke. He flicked the fag. Turned in their direction just as the sun came through above. Gobsmacked, Jade felt her mouth fall open when she saw his face. It was what the girls at school called ‘a bit of awright’ – pop-star quality and teen-heartbreaker good looks. The sunlight that surrounded him made him look like he was already a pin-up on her wall.


 ‘Come on, dear.’ Only when the older woman spoke did Jade realise that she’d stopped walking. She sighed as she picked up her feet, catching a glimpse of her distorted reflection in the shiny, greased puddles created by the rain. They reached the car. Jade blushed as the man pushed himself straight and gave her a killer smile. She caught the colour of his eyes and couldn’t look away. A blue so deep that she felt she was drowning in them. Her blush deepened and she swallowed as she finally looked away. Mrs Grieves opened the front passenger door and said, ‘In you get.’
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