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Prologue

1984

Lena Summers looked at her eldest daughter in abject disbelief. ‘You are joking?’

Jackie Jackson laughed noisily. She had a loud laugh that made her sound very jolly. Very happy. It was a laugh that belied the vindictive nature beneath it.

‘He’ll love it, Mum, and after six years in poke he’ll be ready for a party.’

Lena shook her head at her daughter and sighed. ‘Are you off your head? A party for him after the stunts he’s pulled over the years?’ The anger was in her voice now. ‘He was still romancing trollops while he was banged up!’

Jackie closed her eyes as if the action would blot out the truths her mother was pointing out to her. She knew him better than anyone, she didn’t need this constant barrage about her husband.

‘Will you stop it, Mum. He’s me husband, the father of my kids. It will all work out now he has learned his lesson.’

Lena puffed her lips out in astonishment. ‘Are you on drugs again?’

Jackie sighed heavily, trying her hardest not to scream at the woman in front of her. ‘Don’t be silly. I want to welcome him home, that’s all.’

‘Well, I ain’t going.’

Jackie shrugged her ample shoulders. ‘Suit your fucking self.’

Joseph Summers snapped his head above the newspaper as he growled, ‘Don’t you talk to your mother like that.’

Jackie stretched her face in comic surprise and said sarcastically, as if talking to a baby, ‘Aw, I see, Dad. Need to borrow a few quid, eh?’

Lena suppressed a smile. Jackie, for all her faults, had an uncanny knack of hitting the proverbial nail right on the head. Her husband shoved his face back in the paper and Jackie grinned at her mother.

‘Oh, come, Mum, all his family’s going to be there.’

Lena tossed her head and, picking up her cigarettes, said nastily, ‘All the more reason to keep away then. Nothing but fucking trouble, the Jacksons. Look at the last time we got together with them.’

Jackie was annoyed again and it showed, her heavy features screwed up as she tried with obvious difficulty to suppress her fury.

‘You caused all that, Mum, and you know it,’ she said through gritted teeth.

She was clenching her fists now, and Lena stared at her eldest daughter, marvelling at her colossal anger. Even as a child she had been like that, one word and off she went into a frenzy of rage.

There were tears in her daughter’s eyes. Lena knew she had to diffuse the anger now or face the consequences, and quite frankly she was tired, tired and more than a little interested to see what prison had done to her son-in-law.

‘All right then, keep your hair on.’

‘Well I ain’t fucking going.’ Joe got up and stamped from the room, and they heard him putting the kettle on in the kitchen.

‘I’ll get him there, don’t worry.’

She was regretting her decision already.

 



‘Look at him, anyone would think he’d just got out of prison!’

The men laughed.

They could see their friend’s spotty behind pumping away at the small Asian girl they had purchased for him the night before. He had actually been released the previous day from Shepton Mallet, where he had spent the last six weeks. It was an open prison, and his friends had picked him up in a limo with his girlfriend Tracey and a large amount of alcohol in tow. Tracey had been worn out before they had even reached Dartford toll tunnel and he had dumped her at the Crossways Hotel, much to her chagrin. They had then made their way into London where he had shagged anything with a pulse. He was overdue for going home but not one of them had the guts to point that out to him. He was drunk, aggressive drunk, and no one wanted to start him off. Freddie Jackson was a handful, and as much as they loved him he was also an annoying fucker into the bargain.

He had just done six years of a nine-year sentence for firearms, attempted murder and a malicious wounding charge and he was proud of that fact. Inside he had mixed with what he saw as the cream of the underworld and he had come out of there thinking that he was now one of them.

The fact they were all doing in excess of fifteen years made no difference to Freddie Jackson. He was Sonny Corleone in his mind. He was a man to be reckoned with.

Freddie Jackson had worshipped Sonny, had never understood how they could have killed his character off. He had been the business, far more menacing than that shortarsed runt Michael. Freddie saw himself as the Godfather of the Southeast. Righting wrongs, causing untold hag and making his fortune into the bargain.

No more fucking about for him. He was after the main prize these days and he was determined to get it.

He rolled off the sweating girl. She was pretty and her vacant face reassured him of the usefulness of women.

He glanced at his watch and sighed. If he didn’t get his arse in gear Jackie would have his nuts. He smiled at the girl, then, jumping from the bed, he said heartily, ‘Come on boys, chop chop, I have to see a man about a witness statement!’

Danny Baxter groaned inwardly but outwardly he looked thrilled at the prospect. He had forgotten how frenetic and dangerous life with Freddie Jackson could be.

Freddie’s cousin Jimmy Jackson smiled with the men. He was a watered-down version of Freddie and wanted to be like him. He had visited his cousin religiously and Freddie  had appreciated that fact. He liked the kid, he had heart. Plus he was only nine years younger than Freddie. They had a lot in common.

Today he would show Jimmy just what he was capable of.

 



Maggie Summers was fourteen but appeared eighteen. She had the look of her older sister but she was a tinier, sleeker version. She still had the wonderful skin of extreme youth and dainty white teeth that had not yet been tarred by years of smoking or neglect. Her blue eyes were big, wide-spaced and kind. Like her older sister she could take care of herself; unlike her older sister she didn’t often have to. Yet.

At just five feet tall, she had long legs for her height and was completely unaware of how lovely she actually was. In her school uniform of black miniskirt, white shirt and navy-blue sweater she looked as if she was coming home from work instead of school, and that was the look she tried to create.

Lisa Dolan, a sometime friend and occasional enemy, said gaily, ‘Your sister having a party tonight, then?’

Maggie nodded. ‘I am just going to give her a hand. Want to come with me?’

Lisa grinned happily. ‘Yeah!’

If she helped she was guaranteed an invite. They dropped into step beside one another. Lisa, a dark-haired girl with buck teeth, said quietly, ‘Here, Maggie, according to Gina, Freddie Jackson got out yesterday. That can’t be true, can it?’

Maggie sighed. Gina Davis was Tracey Davis’s sister, which meant there might be a grain of truth in her claims. It also meant Jackie would go ballistic if she heard about it. Tracey had been seeing Freddie when he had been arrested, but she had had the sense to keep away from the trial. Maggie had assumed it had fizzled out, but it seemed she was wrong. Her Mum had gone on and on about it, hating the way her sister’s husband humiliated her all the time. Lena had gone round after the girl herself and been assured it was well and truly over by Tracey’s irate father. Tracey had only been fifteen at the time. In the last four years she had produced twin boys and Freddie couldn’t get the blame for them as they were only eighteen months old. Truth be told, even Tracey had no idea who the father was, but she was Freddie Jackson’s type, big, breathing and with a pair of breasts. Those, according to Lena, were all the criteria needed.

Maggie had a working knowledge of everything and everyone in her world thanks to her mother. Lena had the handle on everyone, and what she didn’t know she had an uncanny knack of ferreting out. But she hadn’t heard anything about Freddie getting out early till now.

‘I hate that Gina, she’s a liar and if my sister knew what she had said . . .’

Maggie left the sentence unfinished, getting her point across without too much detail. Lisa would not want to be cross-examined by Jackie, so hopefully she would keep that morsel of information to herself.

Lisa, paler now but forewarned, changed the subject quickly.

Leon Butcher was a small, tubby man with tobacco-stained teeth and a lager belly. He lived in a two-bedroomed council flat with his elderly mother and a collection of jetsam. He was an Uncle, in other words, and he lent small amounts on property, usually jewellery. Today he was looking at an eighteen-carat gold and diamond eternity ring. It was a beauty, first-grade diamonds, lovely setting. He smiled at the young girl in front of him who had obviously stolen it from a relative. She had the sunken eyes of the smack head and he said gently, ‘A fifty, that’s all.’

It was worth ten times that and she knew it.

He threw it on the grubby kitchen table and removed his eyeglass, then lit a cigarette and pulled on it deeply. He could wait. He had played this game many times before.

After an age the girl said quietly, ‘OK.’

He went to the kitchen drawer and took out a wad of money, and as he turned back to face her he saw Freddie Jackson standing in the doorway.

‘Hello, Leon.’ Freddie grinned drunkenly. ‘Is that money for me?’

The girl stood up unsteadily, sensing the atmosphere.

‘Hand it over, that’s my compensation.’

Leon passed it to him with shaking hands.

Freddie quickly counted off five twenties and gave them to the girl. ‘That your ring, sweetheart?’

She nodded.

‘Take it with you, love, and forget you were ever here, OK?’ He smiled at her and his handsome face suddenly looked friendly, approachable.

She took the ring and left the flat as quickly as possible.

‘On our own, eh, Leon?’ He walked towards the smaller man menacingly.

‘What do you want, Freddie?’

Jackson looked down at him for a few seconds before saying quietly, ‘What do I want, Leon? I want you.’

As he nutted Leon, the man dropped to his knees. Then bringing back his leg Freddie kneed Leon in the face, sending his head crashing backwards into the melamine kitchen cabinets. Dropping sideways, Leon curled himself into a ball and took the kicking doled out quietly and stoically. Finally spent, Freddie looked down at the bloody mass before him and said, ‘I dare you to press fucking charges, you grassing cunt. Now where’s the tom?’

Leon was in agony and a swift kick to the groin had him yelping out, ‘In the bedroom.’

Dragging the man up none too gently Freddie threw him across the room. ‘Get it.’

He followed Leon into the small bedroom, watching as he pulled a wooden box with difficulty from under the bed.

Opening it, Freddie saw it was full to the brim with wads of money as well as a small fortune in jewellery. He picked up the box and put it under his arm.

‘You cost me six years, Leon. You better move away soon because I will always be back, you hear me?’

Leon was still standing and Freddie had a sneaking admiration for him because of that. He had given him a good trouncing, the man would be pissing blood for weeks. But he had made his point.

Leon had only been a witness, through no fault of his  own. Filth had made him testify, he was aware of that, but it still didn’t lessen Leon’s crime in his eyes. He should have gone and done his stir like a man, not served Freddie up as an alternative.

As he left the flat he was whistling. Not a bad day’s work by anyone’s standards.

Danny Baxter saw him walking back towards the limo with the box under his arm, and grinned as Freddie stopped to chat up a girl with a baby in a pushchair. On this estate there were plenty of girls like that, and they were Freddie’s cup of tea inasmuch as they had a little flat and no real life, and if he bunged them a few quid they were eternally grateful.

‘He never stops sniffing out strange, does he?’

Danny sighed. At nineteen, Freddie’s cousin Jimmy had a lot to learn about Freddie Jackson. ‘This ain’t got nothing to do with being banged up, Freddie’s always been like it. We used to call him “Ever Ready”. If you could see some of the sights he’s shagged!’ Freddie got in the car and said loudly, ‘I heard that, Danny boy. Like I told you, the ugly ones are the best - grateful, see.’

They all laughed.

‘Let’s get up the pub, eh?’

‘Don’t you think you should go home and see Jackie and the kids, Fred?’

Freddie Jackson laughed loudly at his young cousin’s words.

‘No, I fucking don’t, Jimmy. Fuck me, soon that’s all I’ll be seeing, morning, noon and fucking night! To the pub, boy, and don’t spare the horses!’

It was seven thirty and the Jackson house was filling up with people, the banners were all in place and the sandwiches and chicken legs were waiting to be consumed.

The whole place smelled of Rive Gauche, soap on a rope and coleslaw.

The kids were scrubbed and dressed up, as was Jackie, and there was still no sign of Freddie Jackson.

The ancient stereo was playing ‘Use It Up And Wear It Out’ by Odyssey and Maggie thought the song title was more than appropriate for her brother-in-law’s homecoming.

Where was he, and more to the point where was Jimmy?

Maggie saw her mother roll her eyes in her father’s direction and knew that Jackie had seen the gesture too. Jackie looked lovely in a powder-blue top with huge shoulder pads and a long black skirt, and even though both were a little too tight, she was elegant. Her hair was blow-dried around her face and she was wearing too much make-up as usual, but that had always been her style. The glitter on her eyelids made her look sexy, and she had beautiful eyes. If only she could understand just how good looking she could be.

She was also hammering the wine, which was not a good sign.

‘Where the fuck is he?’ Her dad’s voice was loud and could be heard even above the music playing.

‘Leave it, Joe.’ Lena’s voice was lower, trying to prevent a scene.

‘You dragged me here, woman, so I have every right to ask where the fucking party boy is.’

‘He’s just got out of nick, he will be in the pub with his mates where you normally are after a stretch.’

‘I always came home first, Lena, be fair.’

He was wrong-footed now and, knowing his wife’s knack of causing a major war over a few badly chosen words, he retreated quickly as she knew he would. But he hated the way Jackson treated his eldest child. He used her, he had left her with three kids and enough debt to sink the Titanic, and she still treated him like he was something special. When would that stupid girl learn? He was a waster, a user, a fucking leech.

Jackie was bad enough on her own but with Freddie Jackson pressing all the wrong buttons she would be a nightmare. She didn’t just love him, she tried to absorb him into her. Freddie was like a cancer eating away at his daughter and her jealousy knew no bounds where he was concerned.

Now it would all start once more, after six years of relative quiet, and he wasn’t sure he could cope with it again.

 



Maddie Jackson was a small woman with greeny-blue eyes and a small cupid’s bow mouth. Her slight frame belied a strength of character and a violent temper that even her large daughter-in-law was in awe of. Her only son was the apple of her eye and she would not have one word said against him by anyone. She had lied and perjured herself for him on many occasions from his school to the Old Bailey, and now her baby was coming home she could barely contain her excitement.

She glanced around the small council house and took in every detail. It wasn’t her clean but in fairness to Jackie she  tried her best. Not that she would ever tell her that of course. Renewing her drink she walked sedately back into the front room and, seeing her husband talking to a young girl, she sighed inwardly. He would never change. All the time he had a hole in his arse, as her mother used to say, and over the years she had seen the truth of that remark many times. He had fathered three outside children and slept with her sister and her best friend yet she still loved him, so who was the bigger fool?

Putting together a plate of food for her husband she walked over to him and saw with relief the girl take the opportunity to get away from him.

Freddie Jackson Senior took the food gratefully and then inspected the chicken leg. He took a large bite and said through the mouthful of food, ‘He better get his arse in gear. I ain’t hanging about all night for him.’

He didn’t mean it, she knew that he was looking forward to seeing his boy. He was, after all, a mirror image of himself as a young man and who could resist that? Who could resist seeing themselves replicated in another human being? He loved his boy even while he was jealous of his youth. Freddie Senior had kept his charm, but drink and debauchery had quickly put paid to his handsome looks. Her son must have inherited one of her genes, though, because no matter what he did Freddie still looked good.

Maddie saw Jackie throw back another glass of wine in seconds and recognised the warning signs of her daughter-in-law’s phenomenal temper. Jackie’s face sank somehow, as if the life was draining from it, and her eyes became hooded.  She looked as if she was on drugs and, knowing Jackie, she probably was.

Maddie watched the girl’s mother pushing her towards the kitchen and trying to calm her down. At times like this she was sorry for Jackie, was reminded of herself as a young woman, not in looks but in the bewilderment at the treatment from a man who she adored.

A man who could not even come home to see his children, but had to spend the day with his friends as usual. Six years banged up and nothing had really changed.

 



The pub was packed, the music was thumping and everyone was treating Freddie to drinks. He was a Face now. He was twenty-eight years old, he had done a lump and he was also a different man to the one who had gone away all those years ago. He was regaling them with stories of people they had only ever heard about but who he assured them were his blood brothers now.

Jimmy was worried about how fast time was passing while his cousin looked like he had no intention of going home at any time. Let alone in time for his own party.

‘Come on, Freddie, we got to get a move on. There’s a big party at your house in your honour.’ Jimmy’s voice was high now, it was gone nine o’clock and he knew there would be murders. ‘All the family will be there and your mum’s dying to see you.’

He knew that mention of his mother would lessen Freddie’s anger.

Freddie stared at the younger man for a few moments  before hugging him tightly to him and kissing the top of his head. ‘You are a fucking good kid, Jimmy me boy.’

Jimmy basked in his cousin’s pleasure.

‘You’re the business, Freddie, everyone knows that.’

It was what he wanted to hear, needed to hear.

‘Come on, guys, grab a few bottles, it’s back home to the horror of family life for me.’ Freddie squeezed a few choice behinds as they walked from the pub, pointing towards a particular girl every few seconds and smiling at them.

Jimmy saw Donny Baxter wink at him with respect, and understood for the first time ever what made his cousin enjoy his reputation so much. Little Jimmy was buzzing, but Little Jimmy was also a six-foot-two man with the want inside him now.

Freddie was home and all would be right with his world.

 



Maddie saw the girl making sheep’s eyes at her husband once more. Time was she would have caused murders, but nowadays she was glad in some ways since it kept him from wearing her out on a nightly basis. She just wished he wouldn’t chat them up in front of her, it was humiliating.

What was it that made these men so desirable?

The violence? The feeling of only being alive when you were around them? The danger of knowing they could be gone again in days, hours even?

And Freddie was the same, he was like the spit out of his father’s mouth. That was another one of her mother’s sayings.

As if Maddie’s thoughts had conjured him up her son pulled up outside the house in a large white stretch limousine. As he fell out of the door she could hear his  raucous laughter. He was drunk. Happy drunk, but drunk all the same.

Still, she consoled herself, and justified her son’s abandonment of his family by thinking no one could blame him. Banged up all that time, he would need to let off steam.

 



Kimberley, Dianna and Roxanna watched as their father strode up the overgrown garden path and, walking straight past them without even a glance in their direction, burst into the house.

Kimberley, the eldest and therefore old enough to remember the fighting and the arguing, said little. The two younger ones had eyes rounded with excitement. The man their mother harked on about constantly had just breezed past them smelling of brandy, cigarettes and unwashed clothes.

A small retinue of friends followed him sheepishly into the house. Unlike Freddie, they were aware that they should have been here hours ago.

Jimmy’s father, James, watched carefully - he, like his wife, Deirdre, had never rated Freddie, and their son’s worship of him worried them.

Jackie heard her husband’s booming voice and ran from the kitchen on her high heels, her face a bright red mass of anger and also excitement.

‘Freddie!’ She jumped into his arms and he held her off the ground with difficulty, hugging her tightly before putting her down roughly.

‘Fuck me, girl, you weigh a fucking ton! But don’t worry, I’ll soon shag you back into shape.’

He looked around him happily, proud of his quip, thinking he was the man. After all he was the reason they were all there in the first place.

Jackie’s family stared at him in disbelief as Jackie herself beamed with positive happiness.

The King was home, so God help the Queen.




Book One

Woman, a pleasing but short-lived flower,
Too soft for business and too weak for power:
A wife in bondage, or neglected maid:
Despised, if ugly; if she’s fair, betrayed.




 


- Mary Leapor, 1722-1746 ‘An Essay on Woman’


 


Do not adultery commit;
Advantage rarely comes of it.




 


- Arthur Hugh Clough, 1819-1861 ‘The Latest Decalogue’




Chapter One

Jackie awoke to the electric pain of a hangover, her eyes felt as if they had been sprayed with hot sand and her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth.

In seconds she realised her husband was not beside her.

Even after only one night she was aware of him. After he had been sentenced it had taken her a long time to accept that he would not be coming home to her. Heavily pregnant, she had felt his absence acutely. It had been hard losing him like that, but she had waited. Waited and longed for him. While he was in prison all she had thought about was her man, and not a day had passed when she had not missed him and felt almost a physical pain.

But now he was out he didn’t even recognise his home any more.

Sighing, she was about to drag herself from the bed when she heard the unmistakable sound of Roxanna’s laugh. It was like a fog horn, loud like her mother’s but full of infectious humour like her maternal grandmother’s.

She could hear her husband’s own loud laugh following her daughter’s and smiled to herself. The girls were older  now, he might find them a bit more interesting. He had never really got to know them before, and she hoped that now he was finally home they could all start being a proper family.

Kimberley came into the small bedroom with a mug of hot sweet tea. At nine years old she was a ringer for her father: dark haired and blue eyed, she had his natural arrogance.

‘All right, love?’

It was a question and they both knew it.

‘To hear him going on you’d think he’d been at a five-star hotel, not inside one of Her Majesty’s holiday camps.’

Jackie knew this was her own dad talking, but then Joseph had been more of a father to the girls than Freddie so what could she expect?

‘Don’t start, Kim, it’s been hard for him away from us.’

‘Been hard for us and all, Mum, don’t forget that, will you? To hear him talk you’d think he’d had the time of his life.’

At nine she had more wisdom than someone ten times her age, and this was what made her mother angry with her. Kimberley never knew when to leave things alone.

‘Well, he’s home now, ain’t he.’

Kimberley sniffed loudly in disdain as she said, ‘And don’t we all know it.’

 



Freddie was surprised at how much he was enjoying his kids, they were good-looking, bright girls. He’d have liked sons though, and after last night’s gymnastics he had a feeling he might get one before the year was out. One thing  he would give Jackie - she was as up for it as he was. A bit of how’s your father was all she needed to keep her temper at bay. A few compliments, a couple of touch ups and she was his.

Once he had her nice and pregnant he could start to take the piss properly. She was a blinder in some ways, old Jackie. No matter what he did she forgave him. She understood him, and he loved her for that much at least.

But even he saw the need to keep close by for a few days. He was well aware of what happened when you were banged up. People sniffed round, wanted a bit of what you had. As far as he could see Jackie had been a diamond, but you never knew, she liked the old one-eyed snake, so he would keep out a wary eye.

If she had done the dirty on him she was a dead woman.

‘Did you learn to cook in nick, Dad?’

Roxanna said this very seriously and he answered her in the same vein, the eggs and bacon in the pan sizzling away.

‘No, sweetheart, Daddy could already cook. Why?’

Roxanna said, with six-year-old sweetness, ‘I thought we could send Mummy, you cook nicer than her any day.’

Freddie laughed loudly. This youngest child of his was what was known as a case.

He glanced around the kitchen. It was shabby but clean enough, he supposed. He would have to sort out a few quid though, get the place smartened up. He needed a home that befitted his new status in life.

Some of the blokes he had been banged up with had country houses! Acres of land, swimming pools, and what did he have? A poxy semi-detached house on a council  estate. Their kids went to private schools, mixed with the best. What was it his old mate Ozzy used to say? ‘It’s not what you know but who you know.’ How fucking true that was.

He had watched them in nick, and what a fucking education it had been. They all had nice fit birds visiting them, all dressed like fucking footballers’ wives, with ready smiles and diamond rings. He had been gutted at times when Jackie had turned up in her jeans and her fucking sheepskin coat. But in fairness she couldn’t afford any decent clobber, she had been given no compensation.

The thought of compensation darkened his brow.

She deserved it, she should have been worth a few quid, not fucking scrimping on the social.

He would sort that all out this afternoon.

 



Lena Summers opened her front door and roared, ‘You knock like the filth, young Jimmy.’

Smiling, Jimmy walked into the kitchen, nodded to Joseph and, taking a mug from the draining board, poured himself a cup of tea.

‘She ready?’

Lena laughed. ‘Is she ever? Only just jumped in the shower.’

She was buttering toast and she automatically handed him a piece. He crunched on it happily.

‘How did it all end last night then?’

He shrugged, looking too big for the small kitchen. His loyalty to his cousin knew no bounds, but he was also loath to upset Lena or Joseph.

‘It was a good night, Mrs Summers, he was just a bit excited, that’s all. He’s been banged up for yonks . . .’

‘Should have fucking kept him there if you ask me.’

Lena turned on her husband. ‘Well, no one asked you, did they?’

She turned back to Jimmy. ‘Was Jackie all right? I mean it didn’t all end up in a fight?’

He smiled then. ‘It was fine, honestly. When I left they were slow dancing together, with little Roxanna asleep on Freddie’s shoulder.’

Lena smiled, her fears allayed for a few days. The fighting would come, they all knew that. But she wanted her daughter to have at least a few days of happiness first.

If ever two people should keep away from each other it was Freddie and Jackie Jackson. They had courted from school and Lena had loathed him on sight. Jackie had always been a handful at the best of times, but it was as if he had possessed a hold over her from day one. She was obsessed with Freddie and at first the feeling had been mutual. It was only when the kids had come thick and fast that he had started his gallivanting. And like her mother before her Jackie had hunted down and blamed the women. If only Lena could get her to understand that without the men these women wouldn’t exist. But she knew herself how much it hurt, how it ruined your self-esteem. How it coloured the whole of your life until you either sank or you swam with it.

Her daughter would never learn to swim, God help her. She would sink a little bit more each time, the bitterness eating her up alongside the jealousy.

Maggie breezed into the kitchen all smiles and Rimmel make-up.

Joe Summers said indulgently, ‘Your lift’s been waiting ages.’

She grinned. ‘My lift always waits ages.’

She grabbed a piece of toast and a mug of coffee and, kissing her mother and father, she walked out of the house quickly. She always left the mug in his car and he returned it when he could. They were nice kids.

Lena and Joe watched as the big, hulking boy followed her as always.

‘He’s a good kid, Joe.’

Joe sniffed loudly. ‘She could look further and fare worse. He dotes on her. And she has got the right idea, that one, keeps him on his toes.’

‘As long as he ain’t got her on her back.’

Joe eyed his wife scornfully. ‘Give her a bit of credit, will you? She’s too shrewd, I’m telling you.’

Lena sat at the small pine table and said sadly, ‘She’s so young, Joe. She’s only fourteen.’

‘So were you, Lena.’

‘And look what happened to me.’

‘You didn’t do too bad, you got me didn’t you?

She laughed disdainfully. ‘I won the pools me, did I?’

They laughed together as Lena wondered what he would do if he knew his young daughter was on the pill.

Men, they never saw what was in front of their faces.

 



Micky Daltry was happy today. His wife was in a good mood because he had bought her a new coat and shoes. His  kids were all at her mother’s house, and they were going out for a nice slap-up meal to celebrate their wedding anniversary.

She was a good one, his Sheila, and he was sensible enough to know that. She kept the place clean as a pin and the kids were well dressed and well behaved. They all had her looks, thank God, and his nous. A winning combination.

‘Come on, Sheila, the cab will be here in a minute.’

She was laughing as she walked down the stairs of their semi-detached house. It was decorated in magnolia matt paint and it was her pride and joy. As was the shag-pile cream carpet that drove the kids mad because they had to take their shoes off at the door. Unlike their mates who wore their shoes in the house until they were put to bed. Then and only then did they take their shoes off along with their coats.

Even their father followed the rule, and that was how they knew they had to.

Sheila Daltry had long blond hair, a slim figure, even after three children, and a nice nature. She had a quiet, sunny personality, the complete opposite of her husband. Micky was noisy, funny and secretive. He wolf-whistled her and she was thrilled.

A banging on their front door came then and Micky opened it with a flourish.

Freddie Jackson was standing there with a smile on his face and a baseball bat in his hands.

Micky’s instinct was to try to shut the door, but after a few seconds’ struggle, Freddie forced it open without any trouble.

Inside, he shut the door gently.

Sheila looked at her husband and shook her head sadly. Micky was terrified and could only hold his hands out in supplication towards her. Then he turned slowly towards Freddie, who said brightly, ‘I take it you won’t be offering me a cup of tea, then?’

 



Maggie was happy, really happy. She was in love, and it was obvious to all her friends.

Already the story of Freddie’s party was doing the rounds of their small world, and Freddie was now like a conquering hero. The stretch limo alone was talked about for ages by the girls and the decadence of it was discussed in serious tones. It was their dream to be like movie stars or pop queens.

‘Did you get a ride in it, Mags?’

This from Helen Dunne, friend or enemy depending on who was being slaughtered by the girls at any given time.

Maggie shook her head. ‘Nah, but I could have if I wanted to. Jimmy was in it all day, he loved it. Said it had drink in it and everything.’ She was lying, but they all chose to believe her.

‘That right he beat up Willy Planter?’

Maggie nodded once more. ‘Willy was out of order, fucking drunk!’

She toked deep on her Benson & Hedges cigarette. ‘Jackie looked beautiful, you should have seen her.’

Maggie’s voice was wistful. She loved her sister so much, looked up to her, depended on her.

All the girls sighed.

‘That Freddie is a bit of all right though.’

This from Carlotta O’Connor, a well-developed girl who already had a reputation for drink, cannabis and older boyfriends.

They all laughed, scandalised, except Maggie, who said dryly, ‘I’d keep that to meself if I was you. My sister is funny where he’s concerned.’

It was a warning and everyone knew it. Maggie looked out for anything about her sister she saw as a slight. Jackie had her faults, but she was her sister and she loved her.

Carlotta just smiled, she had her creds, she wasn’t scared of anyone. Though she would rather not come up against Jackie Jackson.

‘Jimmy seems to be a permanent fixture.’

Maggie grinned. ‘He had better be.’

They knew what that meant and started ragging her. She took it well but deep inside she was worried. Now that she had put out she was frightened he would aim her out of it. But she had been unable to resist him any longer, she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

‘You all right, Mags?’

She smiled happily. ‘Never better.’

 



Micky was staring at Freddie Jackson in abject terror. Sheila was still standing on the stairs watching the scene before her with resignation.

The cab driver bibbed his horn and Freddie said to Sheila, ‘Get that cab, sweetheart, and go to your mum’s because me and your old man are going to have a few words.’

She nodded and both men watched as she slipped from the house.

‘Nice drum, Micky, you wanna see my house. Right shit hole it is with no money coming in, you treacherous bastard.’

The baseball bat came down on Micky’s shoulder in an instant and the blinding pain shot through him, causing him to scream. He dropped heavily to his knees.

‘Look, Freddie—’

‘Shut your fucking lying thieving mouth, you ponce. My old woman was scrimping and fucking scratching while you and your kids were living the life of luxury on my fucking dough. Do you think I am a cunt, then?’

Micky was crying now and this was annoying Freddie Jackson more than the original affront. Poking his finger in the man’s face he raged, ‘You cry, you cunt. I done a lump and I kept you right out of it because I am a loyal fucking person. Whereas you, you never even gave my family a drink, no comp, no nothing. I went away for conspiracy to rob and firearms, you sat on your fucking ring with all the dough! You had to have expected me at some point, surely? I want me comp.’

Micky was holding his shoulder painfully as he said through his tears, ‘I didn’t have nothing to give them, I was only just keeping meself . . .’

Freddie dragged him through to the front room. It was painted in pale greens and creams and had a leather corner unit, nice colour TV and a decent sound system. He threw his one-time friend on to the sofa and systematically smashed the place up with the baseball bat, all the time shouting and poking the baseball bat towards the cowering man.

‘Any money you scavenged should have gone to my kids, I kept you out of fucking clink, you two-faced wanker, and you never even saw them all right for Christmas! I lost my  fucking liberty and you sat here with your fucking offspring and never thought about my poor Jackie struggling to make ends meet, did ya?’

He attacked the man again with the bat, beating him with his considerable strength. The blood was all over the cream leather sofa and, taking a few seconds’ rest, he saw that he had opened up Micky’s head. The spray went up the velour curtains and on to the Artexed ceiling.

He took the large bay window out with one forceful blow. He could see the neighbours on their steps listening to the latest palaver, but most of them had already wished him well so he had no fear of the police.

He was gratified to have caused serious damage. He wanted this event to hit the pavement, he wanted people to know that he was back. Back on the street and more than capable of settling scores, old or new. He was going to get involved in some serious skulduggery and he was not going to settle for anything less than complete domination of their world. He had learned a lot in nick, and he was going to utilise that knowledge and his new contacts to their full potential.

Micky had taken the piss big time over the years and Freddie had to stop that now, show him that he was not a man to be walked over.

They had been on their way to a meet with some friends, and the boot had been full of guns. Micky had jumped out of the car to buy a pack of Rothmans when the filth had  given Freddie a tug. He had fought them, as was expected, and he had denied any knowledge of Micky Daltry being with him. Freddie had got the mandatory nine years for the firearms charge and he had kept his head down and his arse up, as was also expected. But Micky should have looked out for his family. Micky had been given a lucky escape and Freddie had not resented that. Why would he? Better only one of them had a capture, and unfortunately it had been him this time. Such was life, an occupational hazard for them.

But Micky had mugged him off. He had not even attempted to do him any favours, didn’t even try to get him bail, nothing. Freddie had been a kid then and he had not known any better.

Now though, he more than knew the score.

After fighting anyone, screw or con, who he felt had not given him his due, he had garnered a reputation as a hard nut. He had finally been shipped to the SSB unit in Parkhurst as a double A grade, where he had mixed with the cream of the criminal underworld.

It was a man called Ozzy, a serious career criminal, and dangerous block Daddy who, realising Freddie’s potential, had taken him under his wing and shown him not only how to do a lump with dignity, but also how to utilise his strong points.

Ozzy had taught him well, and Freddie had been a willing pupil.

Now he was on the out, he would work for Ozzy, dealing a bit of puff, or debt collecting. He’d work for the Clancys by default, but they were all Ozzy’s scams. Freddie was  determined to better himself and his standing in life. He had done his lump without any song and dance, and Ozzy had picked him out because of that.

Micky Daltry, on the other hand, had forgotten about him. Freddie had ceased to exist and Micky had believed that he was still safely banged up. Six years seemed such a long time away for the people who were on the outside, and it passed, slowly, painfully and more often than not with the aid of narcotics on the inside.

But, as Micky was finding out, time eventually passed.

Now it was time to settle old scores, iron out any differences. In short make this man understand the error of his ways.

Micky had to understand that no one, but no one, walked over Freddie Jackson.

Micky Daltry, though, would never walk again.

 



Lena was watching Jackie as she prepared the steak and home-made chips for her husband’s dinner. In fairness, she begrudgingly admitted that he had scratched around for a couple of grand for her. He was at least trying.

As Jackie sliced mushrooms and tomatoes Lena saw the happiness on her daughter’s face and felt an urge to hug her. She didn’t though, she knew she was not a tactile woman.

Jackie poured them both another glass of wine and chattered on, oblivious to the fact that her mother was all but ignoring her conversation.

‘He’s getting us new furniture, Mum. The new TV comes tomorrow, and the bedroom suites for the girls - oh, Mum, they are gorgeous.’

The excitement in her voice pierced through her mother’s reverie.

‘Bedroom suites and all, eh?’

Jackie nodded. ‘Even Kimberley’s happy now, and you know what a stroppy whore she can be!’

They both laughed.

‘His mum is going to baby-sit tonight and we’re going to the pub for a few drinks. I can’t wait, Mum. I am so pleased he’s home.’

She stopped slicing and looked into her mother’s eyes. Then she said quietly, seriously, ‘I missed him, you know. When he ain’t around I feel as if a part of me is missing.’ She had tears in her eyes as she said it, and without thinking Lena pulled her daughter into her arms.

‘He’s home now, love.’

Unaccustomed to her mother hugging her, Jackie made the most of it and cried on Lena’s shoulder. She smelled of Blue Grass perfume and cigarettes. It was a comforting, homely smell and she was enjoying the sensation of being loved when a voice said loudly, ‘Fucking hell, what’s all this, then? The Waltons?’

Freddie pulled Jackie roughly from her mother’s arms and seeing her tears he said seriously, ‘Here, what’s up with you? What you crying for, babe?’

He shouted at his mother-in-law. ‘What you fucking done to her?’

Lena sighed heavily as her daughter said through her sobs, ‘She ain’t done nothing. I was upset because I am so glad to have you home again, that’s all, because I had missed you so much, waited so long and now you are here . . .’

Freddie looked into his wife’s face and seeing the love there, alongside the need and the want so strong she was capable of killing for him. He felt suddenly as if he was inside again and the walls were coming in on him.

He hugged her to him and saw his mother-in-law walk from the room without a backward glance. ‘I am home, Jackie. Everything is fine now, don’t keep on about it.’

He wiped out in a few words the years she had been alone with the children, her loneliness and her daily struggle. He was telling her that he had had enough of hearing about it, and she knew better than to harp on, so she just enjoyed the feel of his arms around her.

Dianna broke the tension by walking in the kitchen and saying loudly in a mock French accent, ‘Ooh là là!’

Jackie watched as her husband picked up his daughter and kissed her. Dianna was already his favourite, and she could twist her father round her little finger. And all the time she watched the scene, Jackie had to swallow down her jealousy of a seven-year-old child. Her own flesh and blood.

She pulled the child from his arms and, giving her a playful slap on the behind she said gaily, ‘Get back in there with your sisters. I am trying to cook a dinner here.’

As her daughter scampered merrily out of the kitchen, she turned back towards her husband but he was already rummaging in the ancient fridge for a beer. The moment was gone and she knew it.

She went back to her cooking, telling herself not to be so stupid, Dianna was a nice child and if she kept him home then that could only be a good thing.

Maggie and Jimmy were in the pub when Jackie arrived. They had got there early and saved a table by the bar. It was already noisy and smoky. Maggie was drinking Southern Comfort and lemonade and even after three she didn’t feel drunk. She was already a seasoned drinker, as were most of her friends.

Jimmy was, as always, looking at her. His dark hair and blue eyes were a winning combination as far as she was concerned and she smiled shyly back at him. As her mother said, he looked at her as if she was a great big present he was waiting to unwrap. Then she would remark with her acerbic wit, ‘And make sure he don’t unwrap too much, girl.’

Maggie would laugh, but now she had been well and truly unwrapped and the fear of losing him was acute. He seemed more enamoured of her, though, and that was allaying her fears for the moment.

She saw her sister walk in and waved her over.

‘Where’s Freddie?’

Pulling off her jacket Jackie said loudly, ‘Give me a fucking chance to sit down will you!’

Maggie’s eyes widened. This was Jackie all over. She talked to people as if they were dirt and, luckily for her, people swallowed because of Freddie and his reputation. But Maggie felt it more acutely because this was her big sister and she adored her.

Jimmy’s brow was darkening and so Maggie said cheerfully, ‘Who’s rattled your cage?’ She was skating on thin ice because Jackie was capable of turning on her, but she didn’t know how else to diffuse the situation.

Looking down into her sister’s eyes Jackie felt bad, but  the familiar jealousy was once more upon her. Maggie’s perfect skin, white teeth and neat figure had bothered her lately. She envied her sister her looks and her youth, she envied her the fact she had no kids and no ties. Freddie coming home had awakened her old anxieties. She knew he would cheat on her and she knew she would be once more plagued with self-doubt and self-loathing and, worst of all, she knew she would eventually accept his philandering because if she didn’t he would leave her.

Not the most perfect of outlooks for any marriage.

‘Sorry, darlin’. Get me a drink, would you?’

Jackie sat down and, as Maggie and Jimmy knew she would, stared at the door waiting for her husband.

Jimmy noticed that her hands were shaking. As she lit her cigarette he was surprised at how pronounced it was, but then he knew she was pilled up to the eyebrows most days, from slimming pills, Dexedrine to a few Mandrax. That was when she wasn’t shovelling Valium and Norovail down her throat.

She was the proverbial accident waiting to happen.

He slipped from his seat and went outside to the car park. It was already dark and he could just make out the figure of Freddie in the corner of the car park, leaning down to the door of a dark green Granada. He walked over slowly, but he could hear what was being said.

‘Ozzy said you could put me right.’ The subservience in Freddie’s voice was so shocking Jimmy stopped in his tracks.

‘You sure you’re up for this, Freddie? This is the big time, mate.’ The man’s voice was warm, friendly with an underlying threat running through it.

‘Too right I am ready. I know the score, I can hold up my end.’

‘Relax for fuck’s sake, it’s only a bit of puff.’

The man was smiling, Jimmy could hear it in his voice.

He toked on his cigarette before saying, ‘I’ll be in touch.’

Jimmy could see Freddie squaring up, could almost feel the excitement running through his veins. ‘Thank you, Mr Clancy, I really appreciate it.’

‘One last thing, Freddie?’ The man pointed to Jimmy and said, ‘That nosy little fucker anything to do with you?’

Freddie turned and motioned for Jimmy to come over to him, and as Jimmy got to him he grabbed him in a bear hug. ‘This is me little cousin, Mr Clancy, Jimmy Jackson.’

‘Little? Fuck me, what did they grow you lot in, horse shit?’

They all laughed.

The driver stuck his hand out and Jimmy shook it nervously. This was Siddy Clancy, and until now he had only ever heard the name. It was the Southeast equivalent of meeting a Hollywood star.

‘I’ll be in touch, OK?’

Freddie nodded once more and the car pulled away sharply, wheel-spinning out of the car park and nearly causing an accident as it barrelled down Dagenham Heathway towards the A13.

Freddie was puffed up like a peacock. Grinning, he grabbed Jimmy in an arm lock and started singing, ‘We’re in the money.’

Jimmy was caught up in his enthusiasm, and sang along.

‘Fucking hell, Fred, Siddy Clancy. What a turn up!’

Freddie was serious suddenly.

‘He’s a cunt, and I am the man who is going to fuck him up.’

Jimmy wasn’t sure he had heard right, Siddy Clancy was a bad man, a dangerous fuck. No one in their right mind would try to have him over, but he kept that pearl of wisdom to himself.

Freddie put a finger to his lip as he said, ‘You keep this close to your chest right, and you can work with him alongside me. I’ll show you the ropes, son. OK?’

Jimmy nodded as he was expected to. But he felt cold all of a sudden. Those were heavy-duty people and they were not really in his class, but he kept his own counsel.

Inside the warmth of the pub Freddie made his way straight over to a crowd of girls who were drinking at the bar.

Maggie saw her sister’s face and sighed.

Jimmy slipped into the booth beside Maggie and, putting his arm around her, kissed the top of her head. Maggie instinctively snuggled in closer to him and watching the little tableau Jackie felt the rage that was always bubbling away inside her well up.

Her eyes were cutting through her husband’s clothes and practically stabbing him in the back. He was aware of her watching but he didn’t come back to sit with her until he had flirted enough to make the girls uneasy and his wife white faced and drawn.




Chapter Two

Steel Pulse was loud in the quiet of the room, cannabis smoke hung heavy on the air and the three men inside watched each other warily.

Outside the window were the usual summer sounds of kids laughing, traffic moving, and every now and then a car stereo booming its way down the street.

‘What is it with him, eh?’

Freddie was shaking his head in disbelief while Jimmy was standing beside him, quietly watching the proceedings.

The black man with relaxed hair and gapped front teeth smiled wider. Jimmy knew that the man was dangerous. He looked friendly, affable even, but there was a steely glint in his eyes, and the unmistakable shape of a machete under his long leather coat. He also had a posse of mates outside the door of his house in South London.

Glenford Prentiss had a large spliff in his hand and he toked on it deeply before saying, in a gruff, smoke-filled voice that intermingled with his heavy coughing, ‘It was shit, Freddie, that’s the long and the short of it, man, nothing to wipe down. I sold it and you got your money. My boy  made a serious fuck-up when he accepted it. I’m just saying in future I do the deals from now on.’

His thick Jamaican accent was interrupted as he tried to clear his throat. He was stoned but still lucid.

Freddie looked at the man before him. He was actually a nice geezer, he liked him, and he was absolutely right. Freddie had weighed Glenford off with some right shit the week before, and now he was learning a lesson.

Freddie prided himself on his ability to learn lessons, learn who could be had over, find out who might put up a bit of resistance. As he was Ozzy’s front man he had to watch his step, mind his manners. Ozzy expected him to  cream something off, not rip people off. There was a fine line and he knew that he had crossed it.

He had no choice but to hold his hand up, wipe his mouth and make the best of it.

He grinned, that white-toothed grin that crinkled up the corners of his eyes and made him look for all the world like someone’s favourite son.

That grin belied the dangerous personality of its bearer and Glenford Prentiss knew that better than anyone. He had had his say, he was willing to fight his end, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t have to. Why shoot the messenger boy? For all Freddie Jackson’s hard-nosed demeanour he was only Siddy’s puppet.

And Ozzy pulled all their strings.

Everyone knew that.

‘It won’t happen again.’

Glenford grinned. ‘I know that, man.’ He embraced Freddie then, laughing that infectious laugh he had. He  slipped him a brown envelope stuffed with money, and Freddie didn’t count it, he knew it wouldn’t be light.

As Freddie pocketed the money Glenford said to him quietly, ‘You got to try, man, I know that. I would have done the same myself.’

He passed the joint to Freddie who toked on it deeply, holding it in his lungs for a few seconds before he slowly exhaled it. Then looking at the joint he said, ‘Now that is good grass.’

Glenford grinned. ‘Me never smoke what me sell, boy. Especially when it was bought from white boys.’

They all laughed then and Jimmy felt the tension depart the room. He finally exhaled his own breath then. The blacks worried him, but only because they were so unpredictable. He liked Glenford though and he had said the week before that Freddie should only unload the shittier grass on the skinheads who never knew the difference.

In the car a few minutes later Jimmy said as much to him again.

‘That was a close one, Freddie. I mean, like I said last week, they know their puff.’

Freddie stopped the car. Turning in the driver’s seat he looked into Jimmy’s face and said sternly, ‘Don’t you ever fucking lecture me again, right? We had a touch last week and that’s the end of it.’

Jimmy nodded furiously. ‘I know that, Freddie. I was just saying—’

‘Shut it.’

Freddie was staring into his eyes and the venom was there for anyone to see. Jimmy could feel the menace  and he swallowed down the retort he was longing to give.

He was nearly twenty years old and he was a player, and it was getting harder and harder to keep his anger on a leash. Freddie treated him like the hired help and it rankled. He could hold his own with anyone and he wanted the respect that should have afforded him.

Freddie slammed his fist on the steering wheel in frustration. ‘I’m sorry, Jim, but look at me, I am still selling shite for Clancy and the time has come to put him wise, whatever Ozzy might think. He is lumped up for the fucking duration and I ain’t spending the rest of my life as one of his heavies.’

He started the car up again. ‘And I don’t need you reminding me, all right?’ He smiled then, a sad little smile. ‘Let’s go and get a drink, eh? I have a little bird on the go in Ilford, you can drop me there and take the car, OK?’

He turned on the cassette player and the sounds of Phil Collins filled the cramped space between them.

Jimmy sighed inwardly. Freddie hadn’t been home for days and he knew it was bringing untold aggravation for everyone concerned, except of course, for the man who caused all the upset.

In the last six months he had caused murders with Jackie, and while everyone else suffered, Freddie just did his own thing.

As Maggie’s dad always said, Freddie Jackson would never change all the time women had tits.

‘Stick the kids in the bath for me, would you?’

Maggie nodded, and, going upstairs, she started to run the bath, putting in a hefty dollop of Matey so the girls would have something to play with.

Once the girls were settled in there she washed their hair quickly and then left them playing with their toys.

In the front room she saw Jackie had opened another bottle of Liebfraumilch.

‘Where the fuck is he? For all I know he’s banged up.’

Lena, who was in the kitchen making sure her daughter had food in the fridge to feed her children, said loudly and sarcastically, ‘They would have informed you by now.’

Maggie could have lamped her mother for her answer. While Jackie could convince herself Freddie was banged up she was, if not happy, then at least reassured that her errant husband wasn’t trumping the nearest female he could lay his grubby hands on.

Jackie closed her eyes in distress. ‘He’s with a bird, ain’t he?’

Maggie sat beside her on the sofa and said gently, ‘You don’t know that, Jackie. Calm yourself down, those kids can feel something’s up.’ She lit her a cigarette and placed it in her hand, taking the wine glass from her at the same time. ‘This ain’t going to do you any good, is it?’

Jackie sniffed, the tears near once more. ‘It helps me sleep.’

Maggie lit a cigarette for herself. Seeing her sister like this drove her mad. Jackie was so strong in every way, but Freddie reduced her to nothing. Lena came in with two more wine glasses. She poured them quickly and, sipping  hers daintily, she sat on the chair and said seriously, ‘Sling him out, love, he’s no good for you.’

Maggie could have screamed now. Her mother was like a cracked record and even though she spoke the truth it only served to make Jackie even more upset.

‘Leave it out, Mum, can’t you see she’s upset enough as it is?’

She was staring at her mother trying to tell her to let it go. Lena shrugged and sipped at her wine then started once more in a friendly conversational tone.

‘He’s a fucking piece of shit. Your father was the same, he would track down a bit of strange like a bleeding blood-hound, him. Fights I had over that fat git . . .’

She was smiling now. ‘Here, do you two remember that neighbour in Silvertown? What was her name?’

Jackie laughed suddenly. ‘Maggie was too small to remember that one, Mum. Oh, your face!’

They laughed together and the sound was happy, friendly, they were allies now. All Jackie’s hurt was forgotten at a funny memory.

‘What happened?’ Maggie was all ears now, interested in one of the family stories, stories that always involved her father, or her sister’s husband and a woman, or series of women. But the tales were told in a funny way, they always saw the humour of their situation and they could make you laugh out loud.

‘I heard off me sister Junie that he was trumping a blond-haired woman, she said she was a neighbour. So I’m looking out the window trying to catch the bastard and I see him and this blond bird who’d just moved in our flats, see. I  opens the window and he shouts out to this sort, “I’ll be over in a minute.” ’

Lena swigged at her wine, her voice as always getting higher and higher and her hands waving the cigarette and the wine glass around dangerously as she got into her story.

‘Anyway, I went down the stairs of those flats like a bullet out of a gun. I go haring over to her place and I really fucking mullered her. Her old man came out and dragged me off, Jackie was giving him verbals, your father was doing his crust. I had handfuls of that poor whore’s hair, there was claret all over the pavement . . . The neighbours were all out watching.’

They were laughing together now.

‘So what happened?’ Maggie was grinning at the way her mother and sister were roaring with laughter.

Then, wiping her eyes, Lena said, ‘Well, it weren’t her, was it.’

Maggie’s eyes were stretched to their utmost. ‘You’re joking.’

They cracked up.

‘Straight up, your father had borrowed a hammer off the woman’s husband a couple of days before and they wanted it back. I could have fucking died on the spot.’

Jackie polished off her wine in two gulps and rubbed the tears from her cheeks with her fingers, laughing her head off.

‘Oh, that was funny, Mum.’

Lena nodded then she said quietly, seriously, ‘It weren’t really. We make it funny, but it was terrible. The poor cow was battered like a Friday night cod. I see her up the Bingo  sometimes, and I still feel bad about it. I battered the fuck out of her in front of her kids and she was a nice woman. Might have been a good mate even, you never know.’

Maggie could hear the sorrow in her mother’s voice and felt a sudden urge to cry for the wasted years she had spent chasing a man who didn’t want to be chased. Waiting for a man who had no intention of coming home. Jackie was her mother’s daughter all right.

Then Lena said flatly, her voice husky from too many cigarettes and late nights, ‘You’ll learn, Jackie, just like I did, love, they ain’t worth it. When you get to my age they only stay home because no one else wants them. If I had a pound for every time I followed him, fought over him, argued and screamed over him, I would be a rich woman. I dragged you kids all over the country visiting him when he was banged up and he never appreciated it, not really.’

She swallowed down her wine.

‘My mum used to say to me, don’t assume because you want him everyone else does. I wish I had listened to her because she was right.’

Jackie stood up unsteadily and walked out of the room.

Lena sighed then. ‘You’ll have to stay with her till he deigns to come home. Who knows what she’s capable of.’

Maggie nodded sadly. ‘Do you regret marrying me dad then, Mum, really?’

Lena smiled and her washed-out good looks were evident in the kindly light of an evening drawing to a close.

‘Every fucking day, sweetheart, every day of my life.’

At first Maggie thought that she was dreaming, and putting up her arms protectively she tried to push the offending hands away.

They were still there. Opening her eyes she saw in the dimness her brother-in-law Freddie Jackson trying to lift up the nightie she was wearing, all the time kissing her neck and shoulders. Realisation hit her then and she sat bolt upright on the sofa, the fear apparent on her face.

‘Stop it.’

She was whispering, even in her fright she was aware that her sister would rip her head off, would blame her if she saw this sight.

Freddie gave his usual lazy smile. He had Jackie where he wanted her and they both knew it. He was trying to force Maggie back into the cushions once more, smothering her with his mouth, the wet stickiness of him making the girl want to heave. He smelled of beer, cannabis and sweat. He had been on the missing list for a few days and she was staying over with her sister to try to keep her company and, more importantly, to keep her calm. Now here was the man of the hour trying it on with his wife’s little sister, and the worst of it was that Jackie would never believe her husband capable of anything so low. Even though low behaviour was normal behaviour to him, Maggie knew the blame would be put squarely on her.

She was pushing him away more aggressively now.

‘Fuck off, Freddie.’

He was digging his fingers into the flesh on the top of her arms and she felt tears stinging her eyes. The fear was enveloping her now, fear of him and fear of her sister  mingling. She punched him in the chest as hard as she could.

‘Will you fuck off.’

He still hadn’t spoken. But now as she writhed in his arms he looked down at her and she saw he was determined.

‘Shut the fuck up, you stupid little bitch, do you want fatty down on top of us?’

Somewhere in his drink- and drug-addled brain he knew that what he was doing was wrong, but he had been after this particular piece for a while. She wouldn’t even accept a lift home from him any more, preferring to get the bus. She knew her sister had her suspicions but could prove nothing. As always, everyone involved with Jackie saved her feelings, yet she walked over people at the drop of a hat and expected total loyalty even though she didn’t know the meaning of the word.

The only person Jackie was loyal to was this drunken beast who, at this moment, was trying to shove a heavy knee between her slim thighs.

It was the baby Rox’s voice that seemed to break into his head like the blow of an axe.

‘Auntie Mags?’

Maggie saw the little girl in the doorway and, feeling Freddie’s grip loosen, took the opportunity to slide from beneath him on to the shag-pile carpeted floor.

‘Come here, sweetheart. Do you want a drink, lovie?’

She scrambled to her feet and then, picking the child up, she walked quickly into the kitchen. Her heart was still beating a tattoo in her chest and the revulsion was still in her mouth. It tasted tannic, like tin, or lead. She wanted to  clean her teeth and bath herself. Wash the feel of him off her.

She sat the child on the draining board and made her a drink of orange juice. Rox gulped at it gratefully. She was a dear child, with beautiful blue eyes and thick curly hair. Maggie hugged her and rubbed her face in Rox’s soft curls. If she ever had a child she hoped it would be just like this one, she was perfect.

She heard Freddie stirring a few minutes later, knew even at her young age that he was waiting for her to return to the front room. She stood in the freezing cold kitchen and cuddling the child to her she waited until she heard him stumble up the stairs to bed with her sister.

Maggie waited another ten minutes until she heard voices, and then she deemed it safe. She brought the child into the front room and settled her beside her so they were both comfortable. Rox wanted a story, and as Maggie spun her a yarn she could hear the bedsprings above her creaking.

She lay there for hours, and the dawn was breaking before she dared to close her eyes and sleep. It had been a close shave this time, but she was determined to best him. She always kept it to herself because of Jackie. Freddie used that knowledge and she lost a serious amount of respect from him because of it.

There was no one to confide in because it would cause too much trouble. Her father would cause a war, her mother would cause a bigger war and the family would be smashed apart in nanoseconds.

The worst of it all was she couldn’t even tell her Jimmy. He idolised the man who in turns frightened and disgusted her on a daily basis.

She was almost fifteen years old and already her life was becoming a series of deceptions.

 



‘What’s the matter with your arms, Mags?’

Her mother’s voice sounded worried. ‘Has that fucking Jimmy been pushing you about?’

Her father was up and out of his chair in seconds. ‘You what, Lena? What’s wrong with her?’

Maggie pushed her mother away. ‘For crying out loud, we was mucking about that’s all, he don’t know his own strength!’

Lena looked into her daughter’s lovely face and saw the confusion there.

Maggie turned to her father. ‘Tell her will you, Dad. Jimmy would never hurt me in a million years.’

‘She’s right, Lena, he worships her.’ He picked up the  Sun from the table and laughed as he said, ‘He is a big lad for his age, be fair.’

He went back to his chair and his television, happy that his younger daughter was OK.

Lena wasn’t so convinced. ‘You ain’t been yourself lately. Everything all right?’ She nodded, pointing with her head towards her daughter’s tummy. Realising what her mother thought, Maggie’s eyes stretched to their utmost. ‘Thanks a lot, Mum! I ain’t like me sister, getting a belly full before I have even had a life.’

Lena knew by the scandalised tone in her daughter’s voice that she was wrong about that much at least.

Jackie burst through the door, her eyes red rimmed from crying. ‘He’s gone.’

Lena rolled her eyes at the ceiling as she filled the kettle  with water. ‘What, he on the missing list again, then?’

Jackie was lighting a cigarette, and didn’t even bother to answer her mother’s question.

‘The airing cupboard is full of puff and the stink is going right through the house. I’ll fucking skin him when he finally turns up.’

She was opening a brown vial that contained her Dexedrine and swallowed them down without a drink of any kind. Almost immediately, she picked up the bread knife and started to cut herself a sandwich.

Lena took the bread knife off her and put the bread away. ‘How can you eat on those things?’

Jackie laughed. ‘They take a while to work, but I smoked a joint on me way over and now I have the munchies.’

Joe was almost catapulted from his chair then. ‘You what? Drugs is it now, you dozy mare!’

Lena was trying to calm her husband down but he was roaring and swearing now in pure anger.

‘Fucking Persian rugs now, not just the slimming pills, and the slimming injections. Oh no, she has to start smoking the Jamaican Woodbines.’

He pushed his face into his daughter’s and bellowed, ‘What about them poor kids of yours, eh? Bad enough they are lumbered with that useless ponce as a father, now they have to contend with you and all. He was higher than Halley’s Comet last night in the pub with that skinny little Hutchins girl hanging off his arm . . .’

Maggie and Lena both closed their eyes in utter hopelessness at his words. As usual they had kept that gem of information to themselves.

‘What, little Bethany Hutchins? But she’s only a kid.’

Jackie felt a wave of humiliation wash over her. The girl was well known. Bethany’s father, Alex Hutchins, and all her brothers were louts, drunks and thieves and Bethany was only seventeen. A young-looking seventeen, with high breasts and a shock of red hair. Her father would cause the Third World War over her and Freddie knew that.

He wouldn’t?

She looked at her mother and mouthed the words out loud.

‘He wouldn’t.’

Lena sighed. ‘He already has, love.’

Then she turned on her husband, who was quiet now, realising what he had just caused. ‘You couldn’t keep your trap shut, could you. Now look what you’ve done!’

Jackie snapped to life then. ‘How long has this been going on, then?’

Maggie sighed audibly. ‘A couple of days, that’s all. He was drunk in the pub, you know what he’s like.’

‘But I’m pregnant!’

Jackie was silent once more, the shock had hit her at last and her secret was out. Her father started ranting again and Lena let him go because what he said was right.

‘And you are still pumping those Dexies down your throat when you’ve got a child cooking inside you? Have you no fucking care for anyone or anything, girl?’

Jackie was wrong-footed now, but she was too angry to care. ‘Everyone knows that stimulants can’t hurt the baby—’

‘That’s an urban myth, Jackie, and you know it. You should be fucking ashamed of yourself.’ Maggie’s voice was  hard and even Lena was taken aback at the disgust it held. ‘Whatever he is or he ain’t, you married him and you keep taking him back. No wonder he walks all over you and has no respect. He’ll skin you alive if he thinks you’ve been taking pills while you are in the club and I for one won’t blame him.’

Jackie turned on her little sister then, because the truth of the words hit her like a cold shower. ‘Don’t you fucking lecture me, madam. I know what you and Happy Harold get up to on my settee.’

For the first time ever Maggie wasn’t frightened of the woman towering over her. Instead she was so angry she felt as if she could fight her own end if needs be.

She shouted into her sister’s now shocked face. ‘Oh shut the fuck up, Jackie, me and Jimmy are courting. You should be ashamed of yourself!’

‘She ain’t got no fucking shame. If she did she wouldn’t be with him!’

Jackie turned on her father then.

The screaming was reaching crescendo when Maggie picked up her bag and coat and left the house. She was shaking with anger at the knowledge her sister would take any kind of drugs while carrying a child, even if the child was fathered by a piece of shit like Freddie Jackson. It was wrong, so very wrong. And if she stayed near Jackie she would not be responsible for her actions.

Outside she breathed in the cold air to try to calm herself down. Freddie had been home for eight months so Jackie could be a few months gone. She had always had a big stomach and since the last one it was even harder to tell,  plus she still didn’t stop eating even with all the pills she popped.

Maggie lit a cigarette and started to walk to her friend’s. She needed to distance herself from her sister for one night at least.

Jimmy would know where to find her if needs be.

 



Siddy Clancy was laughing and Freddie laughed along with him even though he didn’t think the joke was funny. But he knew how to play the game, he knew the score.

Siddy had heard about the rip-offs and Freddie had been expecting a tug, he had just expected it sooner.

In fact the reason he had lost so much respect for Siddy was because he had swallowed it for so long. Freddie was guessing, rightly, that someone up the food chain had finally collared Siddy for a word and now he was doing his Doris Day act.

They were both drunk, drinking heavily to prove a point. Freddie was aware that he had sunk one too many vodkas for his own good. But then he looked at Siddy and realised the man was gone. He was completely out of his box and this was made even more apparent by the fact he was talking too much about Ozzy and Ozzy’s business.

Freddie looked around the small saloon bar and noticed that it was nearly empty, then he remembered they were on afters and it was an Ozzy-friendly pub. One he had bought and managed many moons ago, before he had been sentenced for armed robbery and conspiracy charges. The murder had never been proved, however, but he could still be brought to book over it, everyone knew that.

Filth wanted him to stay where he was for the duration and at this moment in time so did Freddie. He saw an opportunity and he was determined to take it.

‘What are you trying to say, then?’ He frowned. ‘You insinuating that Ozzy ain’t straight up?’

His voice was loud and he knew the conversation was being listened to by Paul Becks, who ran the pub, and his wife Liselle, a pretty girl whose demeanour hid a psychotic personality.

In his drunken state Siddy had let his guard down, and now he was playing the big man, playing the part he had always played thanks to his inexhaustible supply of brothers and his natural aggressiveness.

‘All I am saying is Ozzy has been away a long time, and this is my fucking manor now.’ Somewhere in his drink-addled brain a small voice was telling him to go home, that Freddie was not the man to boast to. But he was enjoying himself, he was enjoying bigging himself up even though in reality he didn’t need to do it.

Siddy lit a cigarette with difficulty and when he finally puffed on it to get it alight he started coughing.

Freddie looked at Paul and shook his head sadly. ‘Get home, Siddy, you are talking too much.’

It was said with contempt and Freddie knew that he had in effect thrown down a gauntlet. He planted his feet firmly on the floor ready for an attack,

Ozzy had always told him, ‘You give people the bullets and they will fire them’. How right he was.

‘What do you fucking mean!’ Clancy was annoyed now he had been caught out. He had assumed Freddie was up  for the gossip and now he knew he was wrong he wanted to shut him up.

‘Fucking Ozzy is a nice bloke, I don’t dispute that, but he’s been away ten years and he still has a big lump before he’s eligible for parole. It’s me who’s run the fucking streets for him, me and my brothers.’

He swallowed down his drink in one gulp.

‘Don’t you fucking come the old woman with me, mate. I knew him when we was kids.’

Freddie laughed then. ‘Well, I was banged up with him, and he is straight up, he is doing his bird with a smile. And a cheery wave. You can’t even imagine what A grade is like, mate, let alone a double A cat prison. You never been inside, have you? Not even a remand.’

It was said contemptuously as if there was an underlying reason for it, and even in his cups Siddy knew he was wrong-footed. ‘What do you mean by that? You fucking wanker...’ Paul Becks walked closer to the counter where he always kept a loaded shotgun for events such as this.

Freddie held up a hand in a gesture of friendliness. ‘Go home, Siddy. We are drunk and you are getting mouthy about Oz and he was fucking good to me in stir. He looked after me and I can’t stand here and let you bad-mouth him.’

Freddie was keeping a wary eye on his protagonist and Paul and Liselle knew that. They were for Ozzy, who had also been very good to them. Consequently, at the moment they were with Freddie. For all Clancy’s brothers they knew it was Ozzy who called the shots. Even from the SSB unit in Parkhurst.

They also knew that the only reason Freddie had ended  up there was because he was a lunatic who had had more fights and arguments with screws than any other person in the prison system.

He was an unmanageable, someone who everyone was wary of, screws and cons alike.




Chapter Three

‘How far gone is she?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘She never said. Me dad let the cat out of the bag about that Bethany and she went ballistic. Then she said she was in the club, and we had all seen her just drop the Dexedrine. If Freddie knew...’

Jimmy nodded. He could understand the fear in her voice. ‘Fucking hell, he’d go bonkers. He has his faults but he does love them kids.’

Maggie looked at him incredulously. Freddie could afford to love the kids, he hardly ever saw them. Whatever her sister was or wasn’t, she had looked after them all from day one to the best of her ability.

‘Are you having a laugh or what? Loves them kids? He is never home. He don’t even know them.’

Jimmy sighed as if it was all too much trouble for him, and he looked so much like Freddie then that she felt a chill go through her.

‘Take it from me, he loves them girls. He just wants a boy, that’s all.’

He said it with such aplomb he could have been talking  about himself, and this was not lost on Maggie. She had had a glimpse into the future and at the moment it did not augur well as far as she was concerned. Jimmy was spending too much time with Freddie, but that could be rectified.

Maggie tossed her long blond hair as she snorted in derision. ‘Who’s he think he is, Henry the Eighth? He wants a son?’

This was lost on Jimmy who had no knowledge of history unless it involved the lineage of someone he knew about.

‘What are we going to do?’

Jimmy shrugged. He had tracked her down for no other reason than he fancied a quick tumble with her before he picked Freddie up from the Becks’ pub. He loved her, but sometimes he just wanted a bit of the other with no aggravation. With her sister and his cousin, though, that was nigh on an impossibility. He adored her, he could not imagine life without her in it, but every now and again he just wanted a faceless fuck, and like all men of his ilk he saw it as his due. So, taking a deep breath he answered her as he knew she wanted him to. ‘Fucked if I know, babe.’

He was putting the ball back in her court, because the way things were she was going to call the shots. He was supposed to be at the pub by now but he had waited for Maggie instead and it had been a waste of time.

Now he was gutted, and he was sick to death of Freddie and all he entailed as well.

 



Paul and Liselle looked at the two men warily.

Siddy looked ferocious, but it was Freddie their money was on. Plus, Freddie had Ozzy’s best interests at heart. And  for all Siddy’s family connections no one in their right mind would attempt to have Ozzy over. Even Siddy’s brothers would take a step back if they knew what he had been mouthing off about, and knowing Freddie they would hear about it sooner rather than later.

He would need to justify any violence and back up any claims of Siddy being disloyal to Ozzy. That is where they would come in and they were willing to do just that. Ozzy might be banged up but his finger was still firmly on the pulse of all his enterprises.

‘Go home for fuck’s sake, Siddy.’

Once more Freddie was mugging him off and Siddy knew it. Even through his drink and his drugs he knew he had entered a lion’s den of aggravation and there was nothing he could do about it, he was too far gone. If he walked away now he lost all respect from his peers, and yet if he stayed and fronted it out he would also lose respect because he had caused it, he had created the situation in the first place.

It was the ultimate insult, but Freddie said it so nicely that anyone who wasn’t in the know would not understand the seriousness of it.

Siddy was losing all reason now because of the way Freddie was talking to him. He could hear the disrespect in his voice, see the arrogance in his stance and almost smell his own humiliation. He was drunk, he was stoned and he was about to make the biggest mistake of his life.

Out of the corner of his eye he could see Paul watching him warily, knew he had his hand on the shotgun under the counter and also knew that he would shoot him  without a second’s thought before he would shoot Freddie Jackson.

Freddie was flavour of the month with everyone lately, even Siddy’s own family. He had taken over so much it was only now, with the situation in hand, that he finally understood he had been played like a fighting fish and Freddie Jackson had reeled him in.

He picked up a pint pot by the handle and gathering all his strength he attempted to smash it into Freddie’s face. Pint pots could do serious damage, they were heavy glass and they were a good weapon.

‘You fat cunt.’

Freddie sounded as if he was waiting for it, which Siddy conceded he most probably was. Siddy knew when he was beaten.

Freddie had stepped back and grabbed his wrist, which held the pint pot, then, smashing Siddy’s arm down on the bar, he waited until he had dropped the pot before he began systematically beating him with closed fists, and eventually finishing the beating with his feet. The pint pot was smashed over Siddy’s head for good measure.

As Siddy lay on the dirty carpet he could smell beer, sick and his own blood. He should have gone home, but it was too late now. He knew he had walked into this fight without any kind of redress. Freddie had repeatedly asked him to leave and in the cold light of pain he knew he was finished.

Freddie, for his part, was euphoric. He had done what he had set out to do, he had witnesses to Siddy’s utter disregard for Ozzy and his predicament, and he had the goodwill of  all Ozzy’s workforce, many of whom were sick and tired of Siddy and his crew.

Freddie was out of breath now he had finished his business with Siddy, and he looked at Paul and Liselle in mock distress as he was handed a double brandy. Knocking it back in one gulp, he was surprised that he suddenly felt as sober as a judge. Extreme violence could do that to you, he had found out over the years. It was as if the adrenaline cancelled out the alcohol somehow and left you feeling more alive and alert than you had ever felt before.

He kicked Siddy in the head a few more times, holding on to the bar so he could use all his considerable strength for the attack.

Siddy was groaning, and throwing up beer and vodka all over himself and the floor.

‘Throw that cunt out, will ya? Fucking wanker, he is.’ This from a small man in the corner who was playing cards with his brother-in-law. It was a measure of Freddie’s newfound credibility that the man felt confident enough to call a Clancy a cunt in public, though they had all said that and worse in private over the years.

Paul looked into Freddie’s eyes and grinned, and his grin told Freddie he had just found himself a friend for life.

Now all he had to do was find a few more, and he would be home and dry.

 



Jackie was frightened. Her secret was out and her father had been more than vocal about what he thought of her and her  antics, as he kept referring to her drug taking. Her mother, for once, had not attempted to keep the peace and Maggie  walking out had not helped the situation. That her Maggie had walked away from her had hurt. No matter what she did, Maggie had always stood beside her. Maggie idolised her and she needed that adulation, everyone else mugged her off over the way Freddie treated her, if not to her face then behind her back. Maggie was the only one who really cared about her whatever.

She loved Maggie, really loved her, but sometimes her feelings veered towards hatred as she saw her little sister enjoying her life so much. Maggie really didn’t know just how lucky she was. Jimmy thought the sun shone out of her, everyone adored her. She had no idea what life was really like.

Not like Jackie did.

Her own life was so difficult that she had trouble getting out of bed some days. Everything had been on hold for so long, and she had put so much store on her husband finally coming home, that she had forgotten that the reality of Freddie was so much different to her dreams.

In her dreams he was perfect. She had seen him coming back home, grateful to her for waiting so long. She had seen him loving her like never before, seen his grateful look as he saw his children all clean and cared for, saw him telling her he loved her more than anyone else in the world. This fantasy had kept her going for all those long and lonely years. When she was rock bottom, struggling to make ends meet, or lying alone in her bed going mad for the touch of a man, that fantasy had been what had kept her alive.

But instead, he had walked back into her life a day late  and then he had managed to destroy her all over again. And the worst of it was, she knew she had let him.

Would always let him.

That hurt more than anything: the knowledge that he  knew he could do what he wanted and she would let him.

If she had so much as looked at another man he would have taken care of it from inside the prison, he would have seen her maimed, in pain and even seen his children motherless if it meant he kept his reputation in hand. There was no way he would have stood for the humiliation of his wife going on the trot with another man, even if he had got a twenty. She would have had to wait for him. Freddie was lucky because unlike a lot of the wives it had been what she had wanted to do.

In some ways she wished he was banged up again. When he had been away from her and away from everyone around him, it had been the only time she had felt he was wholly hers.

He had loved her with letters and visits, though even then he had still had his birds visiting him as well. As the years had gone on, she had been his only constant and that had made her happy for a while.

She had seen them off, all the girls who had loved bragging that their bloke was banged up, that he was a dangerous criminal, that he had a reputation. Of course, eventually nature will out and the girls had dropped away from him. Who could blame them? A banged-up bloke can’t keep you interested without taking you out, giving you sex and buying you things, which was all his birds had wanted deep down. They had exchanged his letters for a real live  man who they could actually have physical contact with. He had loved her then, because he knew she was the only female company he was going to get.

Then he had come home, and he had gone on his usual busman’s holiday trumping anything with a pulse and a pair of tits. And she had swallowed it all, until now. Now she had the added humiliation of Bethany Hutchins. Bethany, who had tits like lumps of warm cement and a reputation that made her sex life a who’s who of criminals from the local manor. Jackie closed her eyes tight in distress. She hated him when he did this to her, she knew he didn’t care a toss about her feelings, or the fact she had to see these people on a daily basis. Up the shops, in the pub, at friends’ flats and houses - this was a small community and he would fuck his way through it if she wasn’t careful, like he had before he went away. Even her mates weren’t off limits to him, as she had found out over the years.

Yet for all his faults, real and imagined, if he knew she was pregnant and dropping pills he would kill her. She had learned many years ago that the best form of defence with Freddie was attack. So she put her coat on and, leaving the girls alone in bed, she walked from her house.

Bethany Hutchins was about to get the shock of her little life.

 



Maggie was upset but she had finally accepted her boyfriend’s haphazard loving. She knew he had a lot on his mind and she allowed for that. Jimmy would always love her for the way she understood his feelings without him having to explain himself over and over again.

Jimmy adored her. He needed her, but his work was taking his life over because Freddie was so unstable. Jimmy for his part had a feeling that Freddie was going to piss all over their fireworks if they weren’t careful. He was off the rails, looking for fault with Clancy. In short he was after his pavement. He wanted all that Clancy had, and knowing his cousin like he did, he was going to get it whatever.

Freddie was so dangerous, yet he was also in his own way astute. He knew how to tap into people’s fears, knew instinctively what scared them. Jimmy was his cousin’s number two. He loved being trusted so much, and he knew Freddie would do whatever was needed to keep them both in the manner they had become so accustomed to.

Life was catching up with him even at his young age and he had the sense to see that. He also knew that whatever shit Freddie brought to their door he had to fight it with him side by side.

That was the law of their world. But it didn’t mean he had to like it.

 



Jeannie Hutchins was in her late forties but looked older, not that anyone would ever have said that to her face, of course. She had the deep-grooved skin of a woman who had smoked and drunk herself old before her time. Her hair was cut short and blow-dried into a halo around her head. Her heavy green eye shadow and liner made her look demented, her lipstick was Burnt Orange by Max Factor, a colour she had worn since the sixties. Her thin body was wiry looking and she could have the proverbial row when necessary.

She wondered if she would have to defend herself this night because as usual her husband was nowhere to be seen. That could be a good thing, though she would have to wait and see the outcome before she decided that.

When she had opened her front door and seen Jackie standing there, her heart had sunk down to her boots, even though she had been expecting her.

Because in her day she had been Jackie. She also knew Jackie well and liked her. They were two of a kind, both had men who were villains, who were quite happy to walk all over them and who expected them to wait until they were released from prison. No matter what.

Bethany had made a big mistake, and she had inadvertently upset her mother. Because Jeannie had been on the receiving end of women and girls like her youngest daughter all her married life, her Bethany was going to get the hiding of her life. It was long overdue, and she was quite happy to dish it out herself if Jackie was not up to the job. Jeannie felt that her daughter was on the slippery slope of becoming a villain’s bird and she knew it was hard enough being a villain’s wife, let alone being the number two in the equation.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/mart_9780755350797_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE NO.1 BESTSELLER

MARTINA

COLE

‘ {’M"“HH'

nl“:l“‘ < ==

e e

e

THE TAKE

‘A typical blend of EastEnders with The Sopranos and a few
of the nastier moments of The Forsyte Saga’ THE TIMES






