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Martina Cole’s first novel Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the bestselling fiction writers of her generation.


Martina has since gone on to have more No. 1 original fiction bestsellers than any other author. She won the British Book Award for Crime Thriller of the Year with The Take, which then went on to be a hit TV series for Sky 1.


Four of her novels have made it to the screen with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.


Her unique, powerful storytelling is acclaimed for its hard-hitting, true-to-life style – there is no one else who writes like Martina Cole.







Praise for Martina Cole:


‘The stuff of legend . . . utterly compelling’ Mirror



‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch’ Mail on Sunday



‘One of Britain’s best crime writers’ Woman’s Own



‘A blinding good read’ Ray Winstone


‘Intensely readable’ Guardian



‘I was hooked from page one . . . an enthralling, brilliant read’ Best



‘Dark and dangerous’ Sunday Mirror



‘She has enjoyed unqualified approval for her distinctive and powerfully written fiction’ The Times



‘Another nail-biting thriller’ Woman & Home



‘One of the most popular novelists of our time’ Literary Review



‘An extraordinarily powerful piece of family drama’ Daily Mirror



‘The acknowledged mistress of the insanely readable gangster thriller, Cole has delivered another addictive tale . . . brutally compelling’ Sunday Mirror



‘We always get excited when a Martina Cole novel drops on our desk, and she continues to maintain her reputation as one of the best fiction authors around with this gritty and unforgettable story of a family immersed in a world of violence and revenge. Spectacular’ 5 ★★★★★ Closer



‘Martina tells it like it really is and her unique, honest and compassionate style shines through’ Sun



‘The queen of crime’ Woman & Home



‘Thrilling, shocking and exceptionally written, you’ll get lost in this gritty novel, which proves there really is only one Martina Cole’ Closer



‘The undisputed queen of British crime thrillers’ Heat



‘Cole has the amazing talent of making characters appear larger than life.’ Sun



‘A masterpiece of plotting, characterisation and drama . . . Terrific stuff from a terrific lady’ Mirror



‘Cole is brilliant at portraying the good among the bad, and vice versa, so until the very end we never quite know who to trust’ Daily Mirror



‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch, and this latest is no exception’ Mail on Sunday



‘The author is taking the reader into Irvine Welsh territory and beyond’ Daily Telegraph



‘Martina Cole deals with a gritty contemporary subject in an intelligent and compassionate way that’s bound to make you think’ Daily Express



‘Martina Cole pulls no punches, writes as she sees it, refuses to patronise or condescend to either her characters or fans’ Independent on Sunday



‘A violently realistic thriller of East End life, with Essex-born Cole once again proving adept at getting authentic language down on the page’ Closer



‘Another gritty novel from an author who knows intimately the world she writes about’ Express



‘The story will grip you from the first pages – but it’s not for the faint-hearted!’ Best



‘Cole has a remarkable story-telling capacity’ Sunday Express





Martina Cole’s bestsellers in order of publication.
All available from Headline.


Dangerous Lady (1992)


The Ladykiller: DI Kate Burrows 1 (1993)


Goodnight Lady (1994)


The Jump (1995)


The Runaway (1997)


Two Women (1999)


Broken: DI Kate Burrows 2 (2000)


Faceless (2001)*


Maura’s Game: Dangerous Lady 2 (2002)*


The Know (2003)*


The Graft (2004)*


The Take (2005)*


Close (2006)*


Faces (2007)*


The Business (2008)*


Hard Girls: DI Kate Burrows 3 (2009)*


The Family (2010)*


The Faithless (2011)*


The Life (2012)*


Revenge (2013)*


The Good Life (2014)*


Get Even (2015)


Betrayal (2016)*


Damaged: DI Kate Burrows 4 (2017)*


No Mercy (2019)*


On Screen:


Dangerous Lady (ITV 1995)


The Jump (ITV 1998)


Martina Cole’s Lady Killers (ITV3 documentary 2008)


The Take (Sky 1 2009)


Martina Cole’s Girl Gangs (Sky Factual documentary 2009)


The Runaway (Sky 1 2011)


* Martina Cole’s No. 1 bestsellers – Martina has held the record for spending more weeks at No. 1 than any other author
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About the Book


Keep your family close . . .


Danny Cadogan is the most powerful man in gangland London, but he’s also the most hated. He entered this dark world to protect his family, but the violent streak running through his veins means even those closest to him fear and despise him.


His wife Mary dreams of her husband’s murder. His brother-in-law Michael knows Danny is bad for business.


Danny is at the top of his game, but there are plenty of people getting ready to bring him down . . .









DEDICATION




  






For Natalia Whiteside, my first granddaughter, the heart of my heart.




I have been blessed with my children, and with my grandchildren, and also with my daughter-in-law Karina.




Life, I realise, is all about what you leave behind, and the people you leave behind, when you go. God is good, and nobody knows that better than I do. My mum always said that God pays back debts without money, that what goes around comes around. I have the family I dreamed about all my life, and it’s growing larger and stronger with each passing day.




I wish love, luck and happiness to all my readers, and I thank God for all the good in my life and for the happiness I encounter on a daily basis. It wasn’t always like that, but I do know that the secret of real happiness is enjoying the good times while you can, and making the most of the time you spend with the people you love.






And for a special friend, Eve Pacitto. A wonderful woman.




She was always there for anyone who needed a friend, and she was a good friend to me over the years. She was kindness itself, and she always put others before herself. I’ll miss her and our lovely lunches. My heart goes out to the two Peters.






For nanny Donna never to be forgotten.




It was a privilege to know you and to be your friend. Life will be so much poorer without you. God bless you and keep you, a star among stars.




And a very special mention for dear friend Diana, she really is my No. 1 fan, as I am hers. A real mate, a real character and a much-loved woman. She has a wonderful family and a wonderful personality, and I feel honoured to be your friend. Chin up, mate, and love and hugs.




And also for Delly, a sister we would all love to have.









Prologue




December 2006





Mary Cadogan was lying on her bed. She was frightened, but then she was always frightened. Frightened her husband would get nicked, and even more frightened that he wouldn’t.




She didn’t want to advertise the fact that she was lying here, fully dressed, on a freezing December night, waiting for the man who was more than capable of ending her life, physically as well as emotionally. Mary’s breath was heavy in the room; it had the rancid smell of the habitual drinker, it was sour, it was disgusting, but no one ever mentioned that. Her drinking, like everything else about her life, was not something to be talked about openly. But everyone in her orbit was aware that no amount of breath mints or chewing gum would ever really mask it. Mary’s life made them all feel inadequate, especially Mary herself.




Danny Boy Cadogan could make the most hardened criminal nervous and paranoid, especially if Danny decided he wanted to talk to them about something. Danny could make the most innocent of statements sound like a declaration of war, and the most innocuous of comments into a terrifying and threatening reality.




Mary Cadogan felt the usual tightening in her chest that always accompanied the mentioning of her husband’s name. The fact that he had the same effect on everyone did little to calm her nerves. She had seen him in action, close up and personal, for years, and she knew that anyone with an ounce of brain tissue would not attempt to thwart him without at least some kind of powerful weapon, even if only to turn it on themselves rather than face his wrath. Mary could see her reflection in the mirror opposite her bed. It amazed her that she always managed to look so serene, so well groomed, not a hair out of place no matter what turmoil was going on around her; no matter what was happening to her. It was a knack she had, a persona she had created over the years to make sure her husband and the father of her children did not know what she was really thinking. In fact, she had up until recently made sure that no one

 in her orbit knew what she was thinking; it was a survival tactic that had kept her from going out of her mind.




Living, as she did, in a minefield, with a man who saw any kind of disagreement as a personal affront, she had learned many years before to just agree with everything and anything he said. She had

 to agree, it was what you did with someone like Danny Cadogan. And you had to make it look like you really believed what he was saying was right, that you could suddenly see how much cleverer he was. Whether it was about a large issue, such as where they would live, or a smaller issue, such as what the kids should have for breakfast. That’s how petty and childish it could get.




At first, she had believed his love for her would be enough to change him, change his domineering ways, but she had all too quickly been disabused of that notion. If anything, he had just got worse and, as the years had gone on, she had shaped a calmness and a believability that made her life if not happier, then at least bearable to the outside world.




Mary put a perfectly manicured hand up and instinctively patted her perfect hair into place. Her brother Michael had tried in his own way to make it better for her, but she suspected that he knew he had failed her, as he had failed them all, including Danny. But at least he could keep him in line, at least as much as anyone could anyway. Danny had always been a law unto himself, everyone knew that within a few seconds of meeting him. Even as a boy he had been possessed of a fighting spirit that had kept older, stronger boys away from them all and, where they grew up, that made Danny Cadogan an asset. He had been a natural-born leader and, in fairness, he had led them all in the right direction; they had all done well out of him in their own ways. But now he had put them into such a difficult position that there seemed to be no way out.




Danny’s mother was downstairs with the kids, and even she was subdued, quietly listening to her godforsaken radio as always. Humming along to tunes long dead, and remembering things long past.






Michael Miles, Mary’s brother, sighed loudly. ‘Do you think he’ll do it, really?’




‘Who knows. He never lets anyone know what he has in mind. I don’t think he knows what he’s going to do himself, until the last fucking second.’ Jonjo heard his own voice. It was, as always, neutral.




‘Wait until Eli gets here, and then we’ll go from there. Stop fucking acting like a child. It’s all in place, now shut the fuck up.’




Jonjo knew then that this was over, even though he believed that nothing would happen tonight, or any other night. It had been for nothing. Danny would do what he wanted as always, why should that change, why did they even think they could stop him? Might as well try to stop a bullet with a tennis racquet.




Michael understood Jonjo’s trepidation, had experienced it so many times over the years himself, even though he was the only person alive who Danny Boy treated with any kind of respect or decency. Danny Boy actually liked him and, against all the odds, he loved the man back. But enough was enough, for all of them. He started the car then. ‘It’s time.’




They drove away quickly, the realisation of what they were going to do making them both quiet.






As far as Danny Boy was concerned Mary Cadogan had no private thoughts. But she did, and she had let them get the better of her. She had actually allowed herself to believe that something good might actually happen. She’d allowed herself to dream that Danny might be taken out and for no other reason than that she couldn’t take this life any more. It was like living in a vacuum: Danny controlled her every move, her every thought, he even chose her friends. And now she had shown her hand to his brother, Jonjo, had let him know the truth of their marriage, and he would always have that over her, and the same thing would happen with her poor brother Michael, and Jonjo, she knew now, was not a great one for loyalty. Tonight had proved that much.




As she lay there she wondered if it would be better for everyone concerned if she just got up, went to her car, a brand-new Mercedes – after all Danny Boy’s wife had to be seen in the best – and, revving it up, whether she should just aim it at the nearest wall. Now that would put an end to it. The other scenario was to aim the car at Danny Boy himself. She smiled at the audacity of the thought. If the Serious Crime Squad didn’t have the bottle when it came to Danny, what chance did she have? She would be dead within seconds if her husband survived which, knowing that bastard, he would.




Danny was always checking up on her; not directly of course, but he would make a point of going round where she had allegedly been, normally her sister-in-law’s, joking around and having a laugh, then dropping the question into the conversation, as if making conversation. ‘What did you two girls talk about last night, then?’ Waiting to see if she had actually been where she had said. As if she would dare to thwart him

.




She could hear him, his voice full of interest and artifice, could see his eyes watching Carole closely for any hint of subterfuge. Could see his hands clutching the coffee mug tightly, his knuckles white, his anger at her daring to go out without him making him irrational. Deciding whether Carole was telling him the truth, or whether she was covering up for her friend, and wondering what other agenda she could possibly have. If he chose to believe his own suspicious nature over his wife’s friend it would cause aggravation for months. But one thing that Carole had going for her was that she was overweight. Her life was her kids and her husband, and she had no other interests in anything outside of her home and her family. Danny, Mary knew, approved

 of Carole Miles. She was one of the few people he allowed her to see on a regular basis. Carole wasn’t a threat to him, he saw her as someone who would not lead his wife astray. Who didn’t dress well or feel the urge to go to a gym. Carole was the woman he should have married, and now she wished, with all her heart and soul, that he had done just that. She realised she was crying, a slow, quiet crying that was as controlled as everything else in her life. She had not allowed herself one normal reaction for over twenty-five years.




How had she ended up like this? How had her life, a life that most women envied her, become so bereft that she fantasised about killing herself? But she knew how it had happened, she knew that better than anyone. Tonight had been her swan song, her last chance at breaking away from him, of making a proper life for herself and her girls. But it wasn’t going to happen, it would never happen, and she should have known that before she had put herself in such a stupid and pointless position. Hindsight, she decided, was a fucking wonderful thing.






‘Nana, can I have another lolly?’




It was nine thirty at night and Leona Cadogan had no intention of going to bed. Her nana, Angelica Cadogan, had no intention of sending her there either. ‘Sure, you can have what you want, darling. Now go and settle yourself on the sofa and I’ll bring it in.’




The little girl preened happily, her long black hair and wide-spaced blue eyes so like her father’s. Angelica opened her new acquisition, an American fridge, and removed another lolly with pride. Her son made sure she wanted for nothing. She gave her granddaughter her lolly and, placing a blanket over her, she kissed the top of her head.




Leona had the remote control for the TV clutched tightly in her hand, and she watched her programme without even giving her nana a second glance. Her sister Laine, known affectionately as Lainey, was already asleep on a chair. Leona was watching over her younger sister, as she was expected to do. This was a family who watched out for each other, and her nana made sure that is exactly

 what they did.




Angelica saw the child was watching Little Britain

 and shook her head slowly. Even at six years old Leona understood that humour. Her heart told her to turn it off, but at her age she couldn’t be bothered with the aggravation. Unlike her own children, her grandchildren got away with murder. These two girls especially, it was as if Danny had fallen in love all over again when these two had arrived so late in the day. The other children had never been enough, but then they were not with his lawful wife. She could understand that, to an extent, Mary was a martyr to put up with him, but then he was a man any woman would be proud to call her own. If Mary had only produced sooner, after her first daughter had died, he would never have strayed. Angelica was sure of that much.




As she watched Leona open another bag of crisps she waved her hand in dismissal at nobody in particular and left the room. The sight of a man dressed as an old woman and vomiting all over the place was more than her stomach could bear. Bring back Little and Large

, at least they were an act the whole family could watch. This new humour was way over her head. Even Jimmy Jones was preferable to this shower.




Leona was chuckling loudly, and Angelica sighed once more as she walked into the kitchen; she felt safer in there. It was, after all, her domain, the place she had spent over half her life in. It was a sight better than the kitchen she had first encountered as a bride, and just the gleam off the tiling made her happy.




As she lit a cigarette she poured herself a small whisky from the secret stash she kept under the sink, behind the detergents, where she was sure no one in the family would ever think of looking. She opened the paper and, happy that she had at least some of her family around her, she read Ian Hyland’s hilarious take on the TV shows she hated, but ultimately found herself watching.




Loneliness was a terrible thing; it ate into you and, if you weren’t careful, it could cause a body to become bitter. You birthed them, you brought them up, and then you stepped back. It was the way of the world, but it was a hard road for someone like her, someone who had been everything to her children, and had made sure they knew it. At least, that was how she saw it now; the truth was a different thing altogether. The past was often better viewed through rose-coloured glasses.




Now she was older and greyer, and had been forced to take a back seat, and it galled her even though a small part of her was relieved to have had the burden of them lifted from her. She had a fine house, a house that would knock the eyes out of anyone she knew, and she had a good few quid to do with as she liked as well. And, more importantly, she had a family who had all done well for themselves in one way or another. She missed the old house though, and her old friends: this place was like living in a prison camp. Everyone kept themselves to themselves, and no one thought to knock unless there was a valid reason to. No cups of tea and a quick gossip here, it was all lawns and fencing. Garages and barbeques. Radio 4 and documentaries. She was like a fish out of water, but she knew her Danny thought he had done the best for her, and she couldn’t tell him otherwise, could she? Not after everything he had given her, everything he had provided for her. If he had not paid her phone bills she would have gone doolally tap, as her mother used to say, without a friendly voice now and then. For an Irish immigrant she was living like a queen but even though she missed her cronies, she couldn’t bring herself to admit that to her son. So she talked to them for hours at a time, even though she knew that they were long past her and her new life, that she was different now, and it was only her son’s reputation that kept them from mugging her off once and for all. She even missed that drunken bastard she had married. At least with him she could have a conversation without having to think it through thoroughly first, in case she offended him. Having a conversation with this lot around here was like a military operation, what with their ‘Good Mornings’, and their pleasantries.




At least the church afforded her a few friends, anyway, but even they were intimidated by her family; though, in fairness, they were chatty enough when she did see them. Maybe she would go on one of the coach trips the church was always arranging for the older people, do her good to have a break from cleaning the house and waiting for the kids to come round and see her. God was good, she knew that, and God himself knew

 she had sacrificed a lot for her children. The shame was that she wasn’t sure if her children realised that. Especially her only daughter.




As she sipped at the whisky she suddenly had a terrible feeling of foreboding wash over her; it left her breathless with its intensity, and with a layer of sweat that left her clammy and cold. A wave of sickness came over her, and she saw the broken body of her dead husband in her mind’s eye. Her son had beaten him nearly to death, left him a cripple and had then proceeded to terrorise the rest of his life. Yet, she still loved her son, still watched over him. Even though she knew he was a bully, a vicious bully. Life had seen to that much. Life had broken them all in one way or another.




She had an awful feeling that Danny Boy was in danger, but then, he lived in a constant state of anger and danger that put him in the frame on a daily basis. The feeling was now gripping her heart, she could feel an invisible hand squeezing the life out of her. She clutched the back of her chair, unable to call out with the pain. She attempted to rise, tried to stand. Poor Mary was lying in her bed upstairs, sleeping off her day’s alcohol consumption, and the girls were in the lounge watching their shite on television. She had to try and attract someone’s attention, she knew that much. She was in serious trouble.






‘Stop it, Danny, you’ll cause more trouble than you’ll prevent. Losing your temper and getting hot under the collar will gain us nothing.’ Michael poured them both a generous measure of Chivas Regal Scotch before he spoke once more. ‘Crystal meth is going to destroy everything we’ve grafted for if we don’t distribute it properly and with due thought, you know that. We’ve already been through this, timing is key and you know it. We need to see what the demand is like before we start to supply it. For all we know, it might not take off over here. America is a different market, and they have a much larger proportion of junkies per capita than we do.’




Danny took his drink and sipped it, waiting for his friend to finish what he had to say and using the time to gather his thoughts as well as his temper.




‘At the moment it’s a gay drug: they always get things first. Let’s pick and choose our distributors wisely because this is going to hit the streets with a fucking big bang and we have to make sure that the reverberations from that don’t come back to bite us. It’s not like coke and it is definitely not like grass. This is like the brown, the big H mixed in with a nuclear warhead, and it’s going to make a major fucking hole in our society. We can sell it all right, we can sell anything, but even we won’t be able to walk away from this if we ever get a capture.’




Michael was sitting with the man he wanted dead, and it was not something he was surprised about. In fact, he had known deep inside that it would not have come to anything because, without a break, such as a gangland murder, or a car crash, Danny Boy Cadogan was not going anywhere he didn’t expressly want to go. But there was still time to make the break, time was all they had now. Michael sipped his Scotch slowly, thoughtfully. He had thought this through with his usual caution. He had a bad feeling about crystal meth. He knew it was going to either take off like a Jumbo Jet on speed, or die a death overnight. The secret was to wait and see how the preliminary findings worked out before committing themselves. But Danny, as always, saw only the pound signs, and the power that a major distributor of such a product would wield.




‘This has to go out through a trusted

 subsidiary company, and it can never

 lead back to us. All our tame Filth and contacts will run a fucking mile if it does. So just wait a bit, hold your hand, and let’s see what develops, eh?’




Michael was speaking as quietly and as sensibly as he always did, in fact it was one of the things that Danny liked most about him. He always thought things through; Danny often joked that Michael spent a fortnight weighing up the pros and cons before he had a wank, let alone anything else. But there were a lot of people interested in this product and, at the moment, there was a growing sense of excitement in their community. Like crack before it, this was a drug that appealed to the useless, and ended up being taken by the foolish. It could be a licence to print money, and that was something that attracted them both. So Danny nodded his agreement, as Michael had known he would. It was talking Danny down that was the easy bit. As long as it was about the business, Michael knew he would be heard. If it was about grudges, however, or the slights that Danny seemed to see all over the place, then that was a different ball game. But Michael allowed for that, it let Danny get rid of some steam and it calmed him down, at least until the next time, anyway.




‘Anyone in mind?’




Michael shook his head and smiled. ‘Not yet, but we’ve plenty of time for all that. Let the drug filter through to the straights, let it hit the pavements first, see how it is welcomed, then we’ll be in a much better position to make an informed decision. Until then we’ll keep our options open and not rush into anything. The Russians are fucking useless at distribution and so are the other Eastern Europeans, fucking useless ponces the lot of them and, more to the point, they don’t know how to work together on anything, and that will eventually be their downfall. They live big and they die young but, on the plus side, they have a large army of disposable people. We’ll make a decision eventually and, when we do, it will be the right one, as always. The Colombians are still in the running, as are the fucking Blacks. Let’s see who comes up with the goods first, and then wait and see how the weekend dance mob takes to it. After all, Es are so cheap now, and are easier to get than aspirin and a line of coke is cheaper than a glass of wine. Crystal meth is a tenner

 a time, and it keeps people going for fucking days; it could be the new drug of choice just because of its price, let alone its other benefits. That gives us the council estates and

 the hoorays. We need in on the beginning, for the big bucks, but

 we need to be out of the game well before it becomes the new social problem.’




Danny nodded his head sagely, as Michael knew he would. ‘Yeah, you’re right, Mike. As always, you’ve done your market research.’ He grinned, showing expensive and intricate bridgework. The smile was warm, it was bright, and it hid the fact that it barely touched his eyes.




Danny had no finesse, and he knew it. He spoke and people jumped. And, as far as he was concerned, that was how it should be. No one was allowed to question him except this man in front of him. His best mate, his business partner and, most important of all, the person whom he called his other half, his sensible head, in private. The only person in the world he actually trusted.




Michael had always been the voice of reason and somewhere in Danny Cadogan’s brain he knew that. Mike’s voice had always been the only thing that could cause him to question his own actions. Even as boys, kids together, that had been the case. They were of a size, both large men, both well made, and both had the good looks that money and prestige could only enhance. But whereas Danny had a dangerousness that had been apparent from an early age, Michael had been blessed with a reasonableness, a quietness that in its own way made just as big an impact. People listened to Michael because of Danny, then, if they had any kind of nous, they listened to him because he made a lot of sense. Women loved them, especially the kind of women Danny actively sought out. Good looking, well stacked and with a haphazard approach to romance. No questions, no demands and, certainly, no intention of refusing a request, no matter what it was, or what time of the night they happened to turn up. These women kept themselves clean, smart and well groomed, and they waited on the off-chance they might get a visit from their provider.




Both men dressed well, fucked with ambivalence, and they both liked kudos. And they saw the world as an oyster created especially for their needs. The difference between them was that although Danny had an innate shrewdness and a viciousness that had made him someone of note, it was Michael who possessed the actual acumen needed to make them as rich legally as they were from their other, less legitimate enterprises. Everything they owned they could account for if necessary, from their large houses to their diamond Rolexes. Everything they possessed had been bought on the up and up, was insured properly, and they paid their tax and VAT without a murmur. They were, to all intents and purposes, Diamond Geezers, Faces.




But to anyone in the know, they were far more than that. Theirs was an operation that was more global than the United Nations, and more local than a kebab shop. No one did any kind of business without their express permission and goodwill. Whether it was ringing a motor, or selling a snide DVD, they were involved somewhere along the line. But there was such a hierarchy involved, it would take decades of intense investigation before their names were even mentioned. Danny was far more of a threat than a twenty-year stretch could ever be and, if that was ever the case, if an accident did occur at any time and a capture came out of it, the person involved knew without a shadow of a doubt that their family would live a life of luxury and private education that most MPs could only dream about. Loyalty cost money, but it was a small price to pay when you weighed up all the other options. It was their generosity towards even their lowliest of workers that had got them this far in the first place. As Danny always argued, Tony Blair should have remembered who had put him in the hot seat in the first place, and then maybe he would still be the dog’s gonads as far as the electorate were concerned. Danny had admired Blair at first, but the war had finished him as far as he and New Labour was concerned. What real leader would sacrifice his own people, his own countrymen, in a war that was not only pointless but, ultimately, unwinnable? What leader would put his own people in jeopardy because some Yank told him to? What leader would expect such loyalty without giving it back in some way? Blair had tucked them all up and, thanks to him, Danny knew that he and all his ilk would thrive. Thanks to him, the criminals were given the opportunity to expand and unite without even having to jump on a plane. Thanks to him, they could ply their trades with much more ease, because the police were far too busy hunting down terrorists.




Now Danny Boy Cadogan was the biggest Face in the United Kingdom, dealing with the rest of the criminal world on a daily basis and getting far more respect than his own prime minister. He ran an enterprise that would put the Wellcome Foundation to shame, but at least he sold his drugs at a reasonable price and ensured that they were accessible to everyone who wanted them. Such was the mindset of Danny Boy Cadogan, a man who saw himself as above everything, and everyone, especially the law.




From small acorns, as his old man had always said to him. The same old man who couldn’t keep a pound in his pocket if the pubs were open and his kids were starving. A man who would have applauded the new licensing laws and robbed a pensioner without a second’s thought, to make sure he had enough poke to make use of them. Who would never have seen his kids if he had not been forced to by the fact that once the pubs had shut, there was nowhere else to go but home. Danny had never forgiven him for that, for the fact he would rather get pissed with his cronies than see his kids taken care of properly. It had been his father’s complete disregard for anyone other than himself that had made Danny so determined to make something of his own life. He had his own father crippled and not felt a smidgeon of guilt. The bastard had asked for it and, after a while, he had got it.




They had started out small-time, him and Michael, like every big business, and now they were not only as rich as Croesus, they were also untouchable. They had money everywhere, all over the world, and they had a lifestyle that was good by anyone’s standards, but not even half as good as it could be if they used their real

 money. And Danny would have done just that if it had not been for, as always, Michael’s warning voice bringing him back down to earth. Danny accepted that he was still around, and still without a real nicking, and he also accepted that this was because of Michael, and Michael accepted that, without Danny, he would not have lasted five minutes in their world. He didn’t have the killer instinct, the need for violence that Danny did. He was also basically straight; he was always far more interested in the economics of their deals than the deals themselves. Danny knew Michael loved the creating of the wealth far more than he enjoyed the spending of it. Michael thrived on the making of the deals, whereas Danny thrived on the excitement and the danger of their various ventures. They were a good team because of that, and they both knew it.




One day they would retire, and the world would be their playground, and then they could spend their hard-earned dosh in any way they saw fit.




Not any more though. If Michael had his way, Danny would be retiring to the big score in the sky. ‘I’ll meet you later in the warehouse, OK? We’ll sort it all from there.’




Danny nodded absentmindedly.






Jonjo was quiet, the marks from his brother’s angry attack still livid on his face. Jonjo wanted it all over, but for a very different reason than the others. Danny was his brother, and they were close all right, but not as close as everyone thought, at least not from his side anyway. This had seemed like the perfect opportunity to get Danny out of his life once and for all. Unlike Michael who, in fairness, was looking out for his sister and her children, he was looking only out for himself.




‘It’s make-your-mind-up time.’




Michael shrugged. The cold night air seemed to have brought them both back down to earth with a resounding thud.




Jonjo shook his head sadly. ‘It’s Mary I feel sorry for. We let her get involved. Then we let her down.’




‘She loves him you know, Jonjo. In a strange way, we all did once. Without him, what would we be?’ Michael was silent then for a few seconds before starting up the car and driving them out of the breaker’s yard.




As they drove away Jonjo wondered how it had come to this, how their lives had ended up bereft of anything even resembling normality. He had been so close to his brother once, and he knew that his brother still felt a connection with him. Danny would give him the world on a plate if he could, he just never understood that not everyone was like him, not everyone wanted

 that much. As kids it had all been different, and Danny had been the only real constant in his life. Not only had Danny been his hero, his role model, but he had also been the only thing that stood between him and his father’s colossal anger. Then, of course, he had needed

 his brother’s strength, had welcomed it even. Little had he realised it would eventually be the thing he hated most about him. Be the thing that made him determined to bring him down.




Danny was completely out of control now, but after the night’s events all Jonjo could think about was his childhood, and the fact that without his brother, he would never have survived it.




Now the man who had protected him, bullied him, and destroyed him, was finally going to die. At least he hoped that would be the case, though knowing his brother he would turn this around to his advantage and that would be the end of them all.




Either way though, tonight was the end of it, whatever the outcome. It would finally be over.









Book One





Every night and every morn 


 Some to misery are born.






  




William Blake, 1757-1827, ‘Auguries of Innocence’









Chapter One


1969


‘Am I, by any chance, keeping you up, Cadogan?’


The boy didn’t answer, the fear of saying the wrong thing making him wary. He shook his head violently in denial instead.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, child, did I interrupt your praying then? Only you close your eyes for two things in this life, sleeping or praying. Or am I a fecking eejit, and there’s a third reason that I don’t know anything about?’


‘No. Of course not . . .’


The priest looked around the classroom, his arms outstretched in a gesture of complete innocence. He looked, for all the world, like a man interested in what a young fella might have to tell him.


‘I mean, child, if you have something to share

 with the rest of us mere fecking mortals, if you have some kind of fecking phone line to the Almighty Himself that we don’t know about, feel free to share your good fortune with those of us not deemed important enough to have the like ourselves.’


Jonjo still didn’t answer him, knowing that anything he said would be misconstrued, distorted and then used against him.


‘So, were you praying then, maybe to a saint, or the Blessed Virgin Mary herself. Or were you just fecking sleeping away the shagging morning? Now, I personally feel that the latter was probably the case. So, come on then, Cadogan, which is it to be?’


The priest was a short man, not much over five foot, with a slight stoop and a drinker’s gait. Grey before his time, his sparse hair was possessed of a life of its own. He always looked like he had just got out of his bed. His watery grey eyes were deep set and already had the shadows of cataracts on them. His breath was foul, all the boys who sat at the front desks complained about it. His tongue was a furry black point, and it snaked in and out of his mouth as he shouted at them. He was a fascinating chunk of human tragedy who they would remember for the rest of their lives. He was always angry inside and, as always, he vented his spleen on the nearest target he could find. His sarcasm was not only meant to demean and wound, but was also expected to be found highly amusing by the other children in his class. All the boys hated him, but they learned off by heart whatever he told them they had to, and they never forgot any of it either; he could go back to it at any time to try and catch them out.


‘Were you asleep, lad? Praying to our Lord Himself, Him being such a grand friend of course, were you asking Him for a Special Intention maybe?’ He looked at the sea of faces and said, with sarcasm, ‘I know

 what you were doing, Cadogan, with your eyes closed and your mouth open like a gormless fecking mental retard, you were asking a favour of St Jude himself.’


He looked around the classroom, his eyebrows raised as if in wonderment, and he saw the relief in each and every pair of eyes that it wasn’t them who had been singled out by him. Deep inside him the shame was overwhelming; after he demoralised a child in his care he always hated himself for his bullying. But the pettiness and discontent poured out of him as the boy he was singling out did nothing at all to defend himself from his vicious onslaught. That made him worse, made him feel they deserved everything they got. He started mimicking a little girl, a cockney girl at that, and this did manage to raise a few smiles from his class.


‘Oh, Saint Jude, Patron Saint of no

 ’Ope, could you help me find me brain at all?’ He sniggered then, enjoying his own wit, enjoying the boy’s embarrassment more.


‘Well, was that why you had your eyes closed tight while I was attempting to instil a modicum of education into that thick head of yours?’


‘No, Sir, I mean, Father . . .’


Jonjo’s voice was shaking with fright, but that didn’t make him seem any less in front of his school friends, they would all have been the same had they been the one on the receiving end. Father Patrick was a hard case and they knew that. He was capable of bodily dragging a lad from his seat and thrashing him with fists and feet, for no reason other than he felt they were looking at him cross-eyed. That was a favourite expression of Father Patrick’s, looking at him cross-eyed and, as most of the boys in the class were from Irish stock they knew exactly what that meant; it meant they had looked at him without respect, without giving him what he saw as his due. What it really meant though was that he was half pissed and looking for someone to take his anger out on.


The boys knew they had to accept his punishment, none of their parents would take a child’s word over a priest’s. None of the children there would have expected their parents to do that anyway, after all he was

 a priest. Christ’s emissary on earth. He had his own creds as far as they were concerned. The fact that he had given up his chance to have a family, indulge in the sex act, and had dedicated his life to the betterment of others was enough for them. Who wouldn’t get the arse now and again after that kind of promise? So they took what he had to give with a stoic calm that actually enraged him even more.


‘Sleep was it then, you were

 having a fecking nap! A quick bit of shut-eye! Do your parents not make you go to bed at all? Are you up half the shagging night to be so tired during the day?’


He had already dragged the boy from his seat and, feeling the solid weight of him, the priest knew that soon he would be too big for this kind of treatment. He was a lump, like his brother before him, another fecking thicko who had driven him to distraction on more than one occasion, and he set about Jonjo with a renewed vigour, knowing this was probably the last time he would get the opportunity to do so. Once they could look him in the eye he left them alone and Jonjo was big for his age. Thank God he was still so in awe of the church that he wouldn’t even consider fighting back.


These children were the bane of his life, they were the scum of the earth. He knew that what he did to them was wrong, but he couldn’t help himself. In fact, the more they let him, the worse it seemed to make him. As he saw them watching him with a mixture of terror and acceptance, the more he wanted to beat the living crap out of them. They were a class of criminals in the making, none of them would ever amount to feck all. He was teaching them for nothing, filling in their time and his, until they hit the factories and he was finally put out to grass, and that galled him. These boys were able to get one of the best educations in the world for free, and none of them understood the importance of that. No wonder he took a drink. These children, poor as they were, had the opportunity to better themselves, and it cost neither them nor their families nothing, and they still didn’t want to take advantage of it. Didn’t understand how lucky they were to have that handed to them on a plate. To have the choice, a choice that was not offered to most of the world’s population. And he

 was stuck here, teaching this shower of shite, because he was not deemed good enough to be put somewhere his learning would actually be of some practical use. If they were the bottom of the scrap heap then where did that leave him? And then they wondered why he took a nip to get him through the day.


Jonjo took his beating with quiet resignation and the priest, his anger now spent, his bony hand aching, went unsteadily back to his seat. ‘Open your bibles, go to the Revelations of Saint John the Divine, and make sure you all know it inside out and back to front by the morrow, because I’m going to question you on every fecking word he wrote down and woe betide anyone who doesn’t know the answers to my questions.’


The boys did as asked, confident in the knowledge that they knew it far better than he did. Revelations was his usual request and they obliged without any fuss.


Jonjo was dying to rub his aching shoulders, but he knew better than to do anything like that. Father Patrick would see him, and that would just start the whole bloody thing off again. He gritted his teeth and prayed to the Holy Virgin, asking her with every ounce of sincerity he possessed, to please stop him from wishing the priest dead at every available opportunity.


Father Patrick saw the boy’s face and said angrily, ‘You, you little fecker, can serve at the Mass for a week. The early one.’


‘Yes, Sir. I mean, Father.’


The six o’clock Mass was a bastard, he would have to be up and out by five thirty but, on the plus side, his mother had always attended, so at least he would have a bit of company on the journey anyway. Something he knew she enjoyed as well. Plus, if he took communion he was guaranteed a decent breakfast; fried egg and fried bread at least. His mother rewarded them richly for their sacrifice, she dreamed of them all accompanying her to early Mass. It was only really to make the other women there feel inadequate because their children weren’t beside them. His mother put a lot of store on what other people thought, especially when it involved religion and the church itself. It was just a shame that they only accompanied her when they were in trouble. Not that she let a little thing like that spoil her enjoyment, of course. To see them serve at mass was enough for her, and she had so few good things in her life that, like his brother, Jonjo was happy to do it, just to see her pleasure and then to bask in her goodwill.


He was brought back to reality by the priest turning his vitriol on to a small Italian boy with huge dark eyes and an asthmatic’s cough.


‘Is this whole fecking class suffering from a plague of galloping narcolepsy? Is a sleeping sickness taking over from the usual boredom and ennui that I encounter every single day, or is it that, once more, the deadliest scourge of all has reared its ugly head, that old enemy of mine, hereditary stupidity? An English kind of complaint, not something I ever encountered in all my years in Ireland.’ Father Patrick was on familiar ground now, this was something they listened to on a daily basis and it was also something that Father Patrick didn’t ever expect an answer to. He was talking for effect, happy just to hear his own voice.


Jonjo relaxed, rubbed his shoulders surreptitiously, and wondered if his sister was all right as this was her first day at school and her first day alone in the world without either of her brothers to look out for her. Even at eight years old he understood the ties of family and about taking care of his sister: his mother had made sure of that much.


‘I want my money, Mrs Reardon.’


Mrs Reardon looked at the tiny woman standing on her front step and she smiled with an ease that belied her usual demeanour. All innocent now, she said quietly, ‘And what money would that be, Mrs Cadogan?’ She sounded genuinely interested in whatever answer she might be given, her heavy arms were crossed over her ample chest, and her feet were planted slightly apart, giving her the stance of a street fighter. She was not a woman to cross, and she knew that, had made sure of it, in fact. And this little thing with her thick black hair and pink-cheeked anger was about to find that out the hard way.


If push came to shove she would give her the battering of a lifetime before sending her on her way with a flea in her ear and the threat of the police. The Irish were renowned for their temperament, idle wasters, who wanted a day’s pay for doing fuck all.


‘You know full well what money I am referring to, and I’m warning you now, I’ll get me due and you’ll rue the day you tried to spite me.’


Elsie Reardon was impressed, despite herself. She often tendered work out and then collected the money owed, keeping it for herself. These women were ten a penny; as she watched one walk away another fifty were willing to take their place. Cleaning was hardly rocket science, and even the scruffiest of them were able to scrub a floor or a window. She had found that the first few weeks were when they worked their hardest, showed the most willing. So the householder would be thrilled at the job done, and she would be guaranteed a regular stint. The high turnover of staff was rarely noticed by the people who were employing them, so she was able to keep most of the money earned for herself.


‘Look, love, I gave you a chance and you didn’t make the grade. The lady of the house requested that I send someone else in your place.’ She smiled again, her meaty arms lifting her pendulous breasts up as if to emphasise her point.


Angelica Cadogan was angry but, like her elder son, it wasn’t evident to anyone around her. She had a slow burning anger that she could unleash at will and, when she did let it go, the results were spectacular.


‘You’re a fecking liar and you know it. Mrs Brown has asked me to stay on permanent like, and I’ve said I will. So give me my

 money.’


Elsie Reardon was aware that most of her neighbours were watching the performance on her doorstep with anticipation. A fight was always a crowd pleaser. ‘Do yourself a favour and fuck off.’


Angelica looked at the large unkempt women before her, she took in the grubby clothes, the hair still in its rollers from the day before, and the bright-red lipstick that was applied without any kind of finesse. Putting her large shopping bag carefully down on to the pavement, she squared up to the woman and said quietly, ‘This is your last chance to pay me what you owe. I need that money, I earned it, and I won’t leave until I have it safely in my purse.’


Elsie Reardon laughed then, really laughed. It was a nice laugh, in fact, in any other circumstance it would have made Angelica join in, share the joke. Instead, she drew back her fist and, smashing it into her antagonist’s face with more force than expected, she quickly grabbed at the head full of rollers and, using them as a lever, dragged the protesting woman onto the pavement. The fight was over quickly, and with the minimum of fuss. Angelica could fight, could really

 have a row if she needed to, but that was the difference between the two women. Elsie Reardon could talk a good fight, but she couldn’t actually have one; she depended on her bulk and her mouth to win the day for her.


Angelica, however, was a natural fighter. She took a child’s sock from her coat pocket, a long white school sock she had filled with stones from her garden, then she set about battering the woman with gusto. Angelica knew that she would get her money, and she also knew that she was a fool to have trusted this woman in the first place. But this had been easier than she had believed possible. Reardon had had a fearsome reputation and she had taken that from her.


She’d had no choice. Her old man was once more on the missing list, and she hadn’t even enough money to buy a loaf of bread. So, either way, she had to call in the debt owed her. She had tried asking politely and it had been futile, the hammering had been the decider. Finally, the money was paid over and she thanked the woman and walked back home with her head held high. In Bethnal Green market she bought a few bits and pieces for the kids’ dinner, and worried once again how the hell she was going to pay the mountain of bills she had indoors. Big Danny, as her husband was known, had been gone for three days and now she knew she had no hope in heaven of getting any money out of him. It was Monday and she had last clapped eyes on him on Friday morning as he had left for work. She knew she had more chance of getting the Pope’s inside leg measurement than getting any money out of the man she had married.


But what really hurt was the fact that she had been reduced to brawling in the street for a paltry fifteen bob, and that was something she would never forget and, as her husband would find out soon enough, she would never forgive, either.


Big Dan Cadogan was a seriously worried man. He was in a pub in north London drinking a pint bought with his last few bob. He had been on the missing list for three days and he was not only skint, he was now the proud possessor of a very large gambling debt.


He could vaguely remember getting into a card game with some heavy-duty players, and that was about all he could remember for certain. That he had been had over was a given; when under the influence of the toxic shandy he was an easy mark. But the worst thing was that he knew he had been the orchestrator of his own downfall – as usual. When drunk he was convinced he was the poker king of east London. He had more than likely bluffed away the six hundred quid he now owed on a pair of twos or an ace high. Cards were his downfall; one game was never enough and, coupled with the drink, he was a real liability. He had no recollection of any of the hands he had held, or the people he had played with. All he knew for certain was that he owed the Murray brothers six large and, like many a man before him, he was not stupid enough to argue the toss over the finer points of his predicament. Not only was he unable to recall actually losing the money in the first place, he also knew that they would have witnesses to all that or, worse, that they would not even give him any kind of real timescale in which to pay them. They had already told him that he had one week to bring them their money before they would come looking for him. On their first call he would lose a finger or experience a broken bone or two, after that it would be open season.


But knowing that didn’t make him feel any better. In fact, it made him feel worse because he knew that whoever he had played with had taken a major advantage. The bottom line though was that a gambling debt was still a gambling debt, so it had to be paid – even if that meant that his family went without. You could owe fortunes to a tallyman, even a debt collector, but a bet was a different ball game. It was a matter of honour to see that it was paid in full. The threat of violence aside, he would rather chop his own fingers off than be seen as a welsher. What he needed was a plan, something that would get him enough money to honour the debt and save his reputation.


Ange, as he called his wife, was going to cut off his balls and serve them up in a casserole when she heard about this, and he knew that he would be honour-bound to let her do just that to keep the peace. As hard as he could be with her, as handy as he was with his fists when the fancy took him and her fucking big trap was open, which, they both knew, was more often than not her downfall, he also knew that this time he had gone too far. His usual blarney and aggressiveness would not be enough to shut her up this time, she was in the right, and a woman with right on her side and three hungry kids was a woman capable of murder. Ange had a temper and, unlike him, she didn’t need alcohol to fuel it.


He owed a fortune and he had no way of paying it off. For the first time in his life he was genuinely frightened. For the first time in his life he knew he was going to have to run.


Danny Cadogan was nearly fourteen, but he looked much older. He was already touching six foot and his body was filling out nicely; his mother was already despairing of ever keeping him in a pair of shoes that actually fit his enormous feet. Today he was in agony because even his father’s old boots were tighter than a vicar on a pub crawl. He was a big lad and that was a plus most of the time, especially when it came to getting a bit of work. His main bugbear was that he seemed to be growing bigger by the day. This would have been a welcome development if he had been born into a family with a regular wage, especially if that wage had gone into the household instead of over a bar or across a card table. But that was not something he could do anything about; his father was a law unto himself. Danny Junior had always put himself about, earned a few bob in whatever way he could so that when his mother was at panic stations over his father’s absence, as she was now, he could allay her fears a bit by putting some food on the table.


As Danny shifted the scrap metal for a local merchant, he saw that the man was watching him again. Louie Stein was always on the look out for good earners, and this kid was a grafter if ever he had seen one. He worked without a break, his young arms straining against the weight of the lead as he piled it neatly against the far wall. It was out of sight if Filth came around, and yet it was near enough to the front gates for a quick removal if that was required.


Louie walked over to Danny Cadogan and smiled, his gold teeth glinting in the weak sunshine, reminding Danny of a shark he had once seen in a picture book.


‘Why aren’t you at school?’


Danny shrugged and carried on working.


‘Answer me, boy. If someone asks you a question you should at least attempt an answer, even if it’s just a fabrication. A lie.’


Louie’s words were clipped and Danny knew he had annoyed him. So he stopped what he was doing and, looking into the small man’s wrinkled face, he said seriously, ‘I need the money. What other reason would there be for doing this all day?’


He said it respectfully, but Louie knew he was also trying to be sarcastic. He understood that, liked the boy for his spirit. He weighed him up; he was very young but he acted like a boy much older than his years. He had the arrogance that extreme youth seemed to command, still sure in the knowledge that he had many years ahead of him in which to live his life and achieve a few of his dreams, his goals.


‘Why do you need the money so badly?’


Danny looked at the older man with a mixture of pity at his obvious stupidity and a natural cunning that made him want to see how the conversation progressed in case he could use it to his advantage. ‘Me mum needs a few quid in her bin, she’s skint.’


Louie nodded, as if expecting the answer he had received. ‘You’re Big Dan Cadogan’s boy, aren’t you?’


‘Why ask me when you already know the answer? It’s not a secret.’


Louie grinned once more. ‘A little bird told me that he is into a couple of hard cases for six large.’


Danny forced his face to remain neutral, and he shrugged theatrically, as if this news was nothing to get wound up about. ‘He’ll pay them, what are you fucking telling me for?’


Louie shrugged back, his shrunken body lost in the folds of his gabardine suit. Then, laughing, he wiped his nose on a dazzling white handkerchief he pulled from his trouser pocket with a flourish. It was like a magician’s movement, exaggerated and over the top, and Danny knew he was paying him back for his overstated shrug.


‘Forewarned is forearmed, my boy. Remember that, it will hold you in good stead all your life. Now, shift that lead, Filth will be scrabbling around soon; they know it’s here but they don’t like it if it’s on display. I pay them to look the other way and they take the money, as long as they don’t feel I am extracting the urine, if you get my drift.’ He laughed once more, his bony shoulders shaking with his idea of mirth.


‘Out of sight, out of mind. Another great saying to add to your collection.’


Danny rolled his eyes in annoyance. ‘I’ll bring a pen and paper next time, shall I? Write everything down in case I forget it.’


Louie walked away, his laugh louder than ever, and Danny watched him with anger and shame in his heart. Six large, that was a lot of money. The few quid for his day’s collar seemed like nothing now. He shook his head at the shock of the man’s words, at the realisation of what they actually meant to him and his family. Six large. It was enough to buy a house, and his old man had gambled it away when they couldn’t even pay the rent on the roof over their heads, let alone buy it. And he was reduced to wearing a pair of boots so dilapidated that even his father had abandoned them. His mother was dressed like someone from the good old days, and his brother and sister were both far too young to understand about the intricacies of money and what you actually needed it for. And yet, despite that, his father, his fucking useless waster

 of a father, had lost a small fortune on the turn of a card.


Louie watched the lad as what he had told him sank in. He saw how he picked up the heavy lead and swung it as if it weighed nothing. He knew he would work out his anger before going on his way. He knew the boy was upset and he was sorry for that, but Louie knew that if it had been him, he would have wanted to know about it sooner rather than later.


He had five daughters himself, five lovely girls with great personalities and no real looks. Danny would have been a blessing for someone like him, someone to leave his business to, someone to carry his name on. Life was unfair, but then you played the hand you had been dealt, as his father had always said. But, if you were really unlucky then you found yourself playing the hand the Murrays dealt you. Fucking gamblers, losers every last one of them. And this boy and his family would be branded as losers along with their old man; a debt like that was owed by everyone even remotely related to the debtee.


Young Danny Cadogan could feel old man Stein watching him, and the shame of his situation made his face burn. The six large was still in the forefront of his mind and he knew that what Louie had told him was the truth. The old boy was trying to soften the blow, better it came from him than hearing it from a hairy-arsed debt collector one Saturday morning. He wondered if his mother knew, and whether he should be the one to tell her. Life was hard, and this growing-up lark was not all it was cracked up to be either. He went back to stacking the lead, hoping the physical work would help take his mind off his troubles.


Annuncia Cadogan, known as Annie, was in her element; for the first time in her life she was alone. No mammy watching her every move, and no brothers making sure that she didn’t do anything to make their mammy angry. She sat in the small classroom and beamed a wide and pretty smile at all who looked in her direction. It was the smell she had noticed first, a mixture of floor polish and fresh paint. Now though, added to that was the musky scent of thirty small children, some bathed for the first time in weeks. Most of the children were wearing their older siblings’ hand-me-downs, and a few others, like herself, were in painfully new uniforms that caused them to stand out even more than the Asian kids, who were still new to the area and spoke English with an accent.


Like many of the children around her, Annie had a working knowledge of the Bible, and of the church itself. A lot of the children were from parents who educated their offspring in the Catholic religion, even though they weren’t beating a path to the church door themselves. They just didn’t have the time or the inclination after a hard week’s work. Work took precedence over a lot of things in England and, unlike Ireland, where most of their parents hailed from, the church, though still a big part of their lives, didn’t dictate their every waking hour.


Carole Rourke was sitting next to her and Annie held her hand tightly as she listened to the story of St Francis of Assisi. She loved hearing about him because she prayed to him nightly that she might be allowed a pet of some kind. Her mother had refused her requests for a dog or a cat, but she was sure a rabbit or a hamster might be within the realms of possibility.


As her first day at school passed she felt the weight of her home life being lifted off her shoulders, and she hoped that this feeling of excitement would not leave her. By home time she had decided that this place was not going to be the bane of her

 life as her brothers seemed to believe it was theirs, and she was looking forward to coming back the next day – much more than she was looking forward to her father’s eventual return to the family home, even though she knew she was his favourite.


Trouble was brewing there and she knew it would come sooner rather than later. Her father was a man who was either terrorising the life out of them all, or making them laugh their heads off. There was never a happy medium where he was concerned. But this new school lark would guarantee that she was out from under her mother’s watchful gaze for a few hours at least.


‘Oh, Jesus fecking cross of Christ, six hundred pounds! Are you sure, Dan? Surely even that fool I married wouldn’t be that stupid?’ But even as she spoke she knew it was the truth.


‘I’m sorry, Mum. Louie Stein told me about it today; I think he was trying to be helpful. I know he’s a front wheel, but he’s always been straight with me. He’s offered me some more work this week and all.’


Angelica wasn’t listening to him now, she was reeling with the news her son had just imparted. The consequences would be dire; that much she knew. There was no way they would be able to raise that kind of cash. If they had been able to get their hands on six hundred pounds they would have been living the life of Riley and eating like a gladiator on his day off. Her husband had pulled some stunts over the years, but this was a blinder – even by his standards.


Danny watched his mother as she digested the information, and he knew that she had not even noticed the two pound notes he had placed on the table. His father’s debt had made his contribution to the household look paltry by comparison. He was working when he should be in school, he was dressed like a tramp when how he looked was all important to him, he had few friends because he couldn’t afford to take part in any of their teenage high jinks; even the Saturday morning pictures was out of his league. He was an outcast among people who were classed as the poorest of the poor. He was trying to make a difference for his brother and sister, ease his mother’s burden, the same mother he knew, who was not even aware of the sacrifices he made to try and lighten her load. Turning from her he went into the bedroom he shared with his younger siblings and, lying on the bed he shared with Jonjo, he forced back the tears, because he knew they were a luxury he couldn’t afford.









Chapter Two


Danny was quieter than usual, but no one noticed. He was living on his nerves, waiting for his father to come home and, at the same time, hoping that he didn’t turn up. His younger brother and sister were both feeling the tension in the household and he was past putting their minds at rest. His mother, however, gravitated from cursing her husband over hill and dale, to crying because she was convinced he was dead somewhere. Stabbed or beaten to death over six hundred quid. Then the reminder of the amount he had foolishly gambled away would set her off on a tirade of cursing once more.


Everyone knew about it now, so, on top of everything else, they were a talking point for the whole estate. Something his mother, always a proud woman, found very difficult to cope with. It was as if their whole life was now under scrutiny, and they didn’t know how to react to it. His father was becoming smaller and smaller in his mind, his absence making Danny resent him, even though he knew that, until his father could pay his debt off, it would be madness to come anywhere near this estate, let alone his family.


As Danny made a pot of tea, he heard a hammering on the front door and, turning down the gas underneath the boiling kettle, he walked out into the small hallway. Pushing his mother into the bedroom with his younger siblings he shut the door firmly on them all. The terror was already enveloping him, this was the knock he had been waiting for and, now that it had finally arrived, he knew his courage was deserting him.


‘Open the fucking door, we know you’re in there.’ The voice was full of hate and the knowledge that whoever was listening to it was already frightened. It was a debt collector’s voice, the voice of someone who had said those same words over and over again, and yet meant them more each time.


Danny stood in the small hallway gritting his teeth as he willed the shaking that had suddenly attacked his body like an ague to stop. Then, swallowing down his fear, he opened the front door, just as the hammering started up once again. ‘Relax, what do you want?’ His deep voice and irritated demeanour was not lost on the visitors.


Danny was looking at two men; one tall and thin, the other short and fat. He saw a facial similarity and assumed, rightly, that these were the Murray brothers of local legend. They were both blond, with thin straggly hair and small brown eyes. They had the same flat bone structure and rounded, Slavic-looking features that they had inherited from their mother. They looked like a pair of simpletons, an act they had perfected over the years to make people think they were harmless. An act that they dropped when they had achieved their objective, which was either entering someone’s home or playing the police for fools if they were called out.


‘Is your dad in, son?’ The smaller one spoke in a friendly and amiable fashion.


Danny shook his head. ‘’Course he ain’t. He’s hardly going to come back here knowing you are after him, is he?’


Walter Murray, the elder of the two brothers, and also the taller, nodded in agreement at Danny’s answer. He seemed thrilled at the response, as if the words had been exactly what he had wanted to hear. ‘Fair enough, son. So now, you understand we have to enquire as to whether you know where he might be.’


Danny shook his head once more. ‘He can fuck off as far as I’m concerned and, if you see him before I do, you can tell him that from me.’


Danny knew that his conversation with the Murrays was being overheard by most of the neighbours. That was the downside to these flats; nothing could ever be kept private, no matter how personal. Even the neighbours’ sex lives were a topic of conversation, they could be heard copulating by everyone who shared a wall, floor or ceiling with them. You got used to it, as you did hearing their toilets flushing or their baths running. Now that the gossip was about them he understood why people got so angry about it.


Walter Murray looked at the large young man before him, took in his wild-eyed fear and boxer’s stance. He was game, the kid, if nothing else.


‘Look, son, if we don’t locate him in the next few days and collect the dosh owing, then we will remove everything from this flat; beds, chairs, the lot. Then we’ll come back again and take whatever else we can find.’ The threat was evident and open.


Danny looked into his eyes with genuine bewilderment. ‘Why do you want to hurt us? My old man is the one who owes you the money, and you’ve more chance of being paid in Bulgarian luncheon vouchers than getting six large off him.’


Wilfred Murray, the shorter of the two brothers grinned, and it was a calculated and deliberate movement of his face. There was nothing there to make an onlooker think he was actually enjoying himself. ‘Are you a bit thick, mate?’


Danny swallowed down his anger and, forcing his face into a mask of innocence he said quietly, ‘Well, I must be. As far as I’m concerned you have done us lot the favour of our lives; the old man disappearing was a bonus for us, mate. But I warn you now, you come near my family again and you’d better come mob-handed, because if I survive your next visit I’ll make it me life’s work to hunt you two down and obliterate you.’ It was said without anger, and with a quiet dignity that made the large young man in front of them seem almost menacing.


‘Hark at him! Fucking Harry Dash! Are you having a tin bath, son?’ Wilfred’s laughter was loud and laced with sarcasm.


Danny didn’t make any kind of movement, he just stared at them. He saw that he was much bigger physically than the pair of them put together. He was a big lad, he knew, and he also knew that, thanks to his father, he was having to act the hard man and face down two notorious thugs. But he knew that if they threatened his family he would have to do what he had threatened. He put his hand up then, an instinctive movement, and pointed a warning finger at the two men.


‘I mean it. If you come near my family I will not be responsible. If it takes me the rest of my life I’ll find you and I’ll kill you. See, my father is the one you have the fucking argument with, not us. And, while you’re at it, ask yourself what kind of person really believes that someone who lives here could have six large sitting in his back pocket. You’ve got more chance of getting a wank off the queen than recouping that money, and you know it.’


Walter knew the boy spoke the truth but they had collected debts from poorer people than this over the years. It was amazing what people were capable of when under pressure. Walter’s fist shot out and connected with Danny’s face, sending the boy flying backwards. As Danny hit the brown-tiled floor he saw his mother fly out from the bedroom with a small axe that she had raised above her head and, before he could stop her, she had brought it down, with all her might, onto the smaller man on her doorstep. Danny saw him drop like a stone, and then he saw his mother wrench the axe from the man’s chest and aim it at Wilfred’s head. It connected with his shoulder and his scream was heard all over the estate.


‘You fecking touch my kids and I’ll fecking destroy the pair of you.’ She was hacking at the two men now, and they were both bleeding profusely from their wounds. As she hit them, and screamed her anger into their faces, Danny pulled himself to his feet, grabbed his mother around the waist, and pushed her into the kitchen. Seeing the kettle, and hearing the two men coming into the flat, their shock now giving way to anger, Danny picked the kettle up and slung the contents into both their faces. Their screams were loud and long, but his mother’s shrieking seemed to drown them out.


As Danny looked at them, the scalded skin on their faces, the open wounds from his mother’s attack, he wondered if he had wandered into a nightmare. His father had a lot to answer for and, when he finally showed up, Danny would make sure he knew exactly what he had caused.


He shoved the two men out of the flat. As he grabbed hold of Wilfred his hand took off a layer of skin and he knew that had to hurt like fuck. Then he slammed the front door and, leaning against it, he waited until he could breathe properly once more and the urge to vomit had passed. Then he went to his mother; she was still in the kitchen, clutching the axe in her arms as if holding a baby.


‘What have we done, son?’ She was shaking her head, and he noticed just how tiny she actually was.


The noise outside had died down, and he assumed the Murrays had taken themselves off to the local hospital for treatment.


He could hear his sister Annie crying, and after he had pushed a wardrobe against the front door, he calmed his mother down and hugged his sister to sleep. Then, taking the bloodied axe from his mother, he sat on the floor and waited for the next instalment of the drama that was suddenly his life. Jonjo came and sat beside him, the fear in his eyes almost tangible and Danny knew that if his father was to come home now, when he had finished with him, the Murrays’ wounds would look like they had been on a day trip with the WI. Six hundred lousy quid. Their lives had been destroyed over a poxy six large, and the man who had caused all this upset was, as always, nowhere to be seen. He had been left alone to protect his family while his father was on the trot, and he was terrified that he wasn’t strong enough to do the job. His mother was white-faced with fear and shock, and he knew that she would never get over the day’s events and, in all honesty, neither would he. His fourteenth birthday was only five days away and he wondered if he would live long enough to see it.


The Murrays’ reception at the Cadogans’ spread like wildfire. Louie Stein shook his head in sadness and made a point of being seen going to the boy’s flat on a regular basis. He knew that his presence would be duly noted and passed onto the people involved. He had a certain kudos inasmuch as he was good friends with a lot of the Faces around and about. In fact he made a point of telling everyone he spoke to about the young man who worked for him having to take on the Murrays to protect his little sister and brother. The mother, he laughed, was a Face in her own right. Angelica the Axe Woman, as he called her, was soon part of urban legend. But the Murrays would eventually want some kind of revenge; that was only human nature. That they had not called in the police was not remarked on. After all, if they had, they would never have been able to hold their heads up again. It was tantamount to grassing, and the fact that the police had not come to investigate, even though the facts were common knowledge to all and sundry, spoke volumes as well.


Even the Cadogans’ parish priest, Father Donovan, a huge surly man who saw his flock’s daily fight for survival as a personal affront, had made a point of visiting two or three times a day. His presence had been appreciated by Danny as well as his mother. It had given them the seal of approval, said they were the injured party and that brought a lot of people round to their way of thinking, seeing as the Murrays were Irish Catholics as well.


But Danny was unable to relax, wondering constantly when the Murrays were going to arrive and exact some kind of revenge. He wouldn’t leave his mother and the kids alone, and when he was at work he made sure they were safe and surrounded by people. That was the easy bit. The hard bit was the waiting and, after two months, he knew that the time was near for a visit, and he accepted the inevitable.


His father was still on the missing list, and Danny found his hatred and distaste for the man growing by the day. He was a big lad, but since working for Louie he had developed muscles that had not been there before. He was broadening by the day, his shoulders and chest had become more pronounced, and his hands were rough and calloused. He knew he looked much older than his years, and he made a point of dressing up. While his peers were wearing cheesecloth shirts and baggy flares, he dressed in shirts and tailored trousers. He was already looking like a gangster, and he knew it was a style that suited him. His build and his natural swagger were suddenly a familiar sight in Bethnal Green, and the eyes that never seemed to show any emotion made the girls swoon at his approach. He was a local hero, and he milked it for what it was worth. He knew that when the Murrays finally surfaced he would need all the help he could get, and he made a point of cultivating anyone he thought might be an ally. His natural cunning was all he had going for him, and he was lucky enough to have it in abundance.


Angelica was still trying to locate her husband, and so far it had been a fruitless and frustrating two months. No one seemed to have seen or heard anything about him. To all intents and purposes he had dropped off the face of the earth. But she knew him better than anyone, and she was convinced he was shacked up with one of his birds, waiting it out, letting his family take the heat for him. Angelica had always known he was not the most trustworthy of men, but this latest stunt was out of order –even for him.


She knew her daughter had been badly affected by that night. Annie had always been excitable, but the Murrays’ visit had unleashed a nervousness that was apparent to anyone within five minutes of being in her company. She was unable to sit still, and her chatter was constant and without any kind of structure. She could have three conversations at once, and her nervous laugh was enough to bring tears to her mother’s eyes. A daddy’s girl, she was the only person in his orbit he actually seemed to genuinely care about, and she believed her father was the greatest thing since the ascension into heaven of our Lord himself. It was painful to watch Annuncia pine for her father, and even harder for Angelica to stop herself giving the child the facts of life before she was ready to hear them. One day, Angelica knew, she would work him out all by herself; she didn’t need it spelled out for her – no matter how tempting her mother found it. The Murrays were enough for her young daughter to worry about, and worry about them she did.


And what kind of men were the Murrays? Who in their right minds terrorised women and children? And anyway, what would their revenge be now, seeing they had come off the worst in their initial encounter with the Cadogans? It was Danny she was really afraid for, she knew he was likely to be the one targeted. She also knew that was exactly what he hoped would happen. He had taken to dressing like a thug, suited and booted now, he was earning a few quid, though determined not to pay his father’s debts for him, and assuming the role of head male in the household. A role Angelica was happy for him to fulfil, even though she knew it was wrong; that he was a child when all was said and done. But he was also the only thing keeping them from penury and the pavement. He had even paid off the back rent, and obtained items of furniture she had only dreamed of possessing. He was a good lad, a kind brother and son, and now she knew he was also a very capable

 boy. Big Dan Cadogan had left a void in their lives, and this youngster was trying to fill it, trying to take the onus off her and his siblings. Christ himself knew it was a hard road for him, and a harder road for her, his mother, because she was witness to it all, and she took whatever he managed to give her.


Her Danny Boy, her first-born son, the love of her life, had skipped adolescence and advanced straight to adulthood. He had taken to walking home through the back roads, knowing that he would be an easy mark for anyone who wished to pick him up in a car, or savage him on the quiet. He wanted the reprisal over and done with so they could get on with their lives.


The violence of her own part in the Murrays’ attack had shocked her. A fighter all her life, she had never before used a weapon; she had never had to. Her children’s safety had brought that part of her fighting spirit to the fore. She knew in her heart though that the Murrays would not, indeed could

 not, come back at her over it. That would not be tolerated; in fact, if she ever even got mugged, the finger of blame would be pointed firmly in their direction. They knew that as well as she did. Even their own mother, a heavy-set Yugoslavian woman with pink cheeks and a wrinkled neck, had voiced her displeasure over her sons’ actions. Mothers were out of bounds, as were kids, and it had taken her family’s trials and tribulations to get that point across to the Murrays. But, like her son, she would be relieved when the Murrays finally made a move; at least then they could get on with their lives.


Danny was taking his tea break with Louie and, as they sat side by side on an old crate, they were both aware of the easy camaraderie that had developed between them. Danny was grateful to his employer for standing beside him, for making him feel there was at least a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel. He knew Louie was watching his back and, since no one had ever done that for him in his short life, the gratitude he felt was pitiful.


The breakers’ yard now had a tidiness that was only apparent to those who actually worked there. Over the last two months Danny had systematically sorted through pile after pile of scrap metal, separating the copper, lead and iron into piles of their own. The cars, their main source of income, were everywhere, and the crushed remains of them were piled up like a huge metal wall. Once the carcasses were stripped of parts they were useless, and therefore disposed of quickly and cleanly in the huge crushing machine that Danny could now operate in his sleep.


When the totters came in these days their scrap was easily disposed of and placed on to the appropriate pile, and anyone who wanted car parts was now able to go straight to whatever they wanted without half a day’s search. Louie was thrilled with what the boy had achieved. Even though the yard was really a blind for his other businesses, he was pleased at how much more efficient the place was now, thanks to this young lad’s hard graft. He had also taught the boy how to barter with the totters for their scrap, and Danny had turned out to be a real natural. He had a feel for the place, knew instinctively what was worthless and what would make a few quid. He was not only as strong as an ox, but he was also shrewder than people realised. He was able to do a good deal while letting the other party think they had got the best of the bargain. In his game that was an important part of the job.


Danny had even started to ferret out and salvage a lot of the stuff for himself. Louie paid him a finder’s fee, of course, and he saw the thrill that Danny got from making a few quid on the side. It was a necessity in their world, that need to make a good deal, make a few quid over the odds, even when you were rolling in it. The cars were a separate business altogether, but Danny was like most young fellows and loved anything with four wheels, he was even able to distinguish which make of car a part was from. Passing trade was often young men looking for an exhaust pipe or new gearbox for their car and, before Danny, Louie would have had to stand there and watch them while they searched, to make sure they didn’t half inch anything else while they were there. Now though, Danny would accompany them, chat to them about their needs and wants and, nine times out of ten, lay his large hands on the item in question within minutes.


All in all, it was a much easier life for Louie, and the company was also welcome. He liked the boy, admired his work ethic, and the fact that he was keeping his family fed and housed without making a song and dance about it. In fact he never mentioned it, just got on with the job in hand, took his wedge, and turned up the next morning. He was all that any man could wish for in a son, and yet his father had left him without a word, even though he had to have heard what had gone down with the Murrays. After all, it had become the talk of the Smoke, even the Faces from north London had mentioned it to him.


Still, he had done his bit for the lad, made his case with anyone and everyone he dealt with, and he was sure that the Murray boys wouldn’t want a repeat of their last outing with actual grown men. They were renowned for their scamming of people and, as long as they stuck to conning the likes of Big Dan Cadogan, they were safe enough. In the real world, however, the serious criminal world, they would be hard-pushed to get past Go, let alone collect two hundred or, in this case, six hundred. It was all relative anyway. Five quid was a lot of money if you didn’t have it.


The fucking pair of shitters had asked for it and, for once, someone had given it to them. The fact that it was a young lad and his mother must gall them, but then such is life. A low profile and a rethink of their business practices would have been sufficient for most people after a debacle of that magnitude.


Danny was the one people were siding with, because he was an innocent, just defending his family, and he hadn’t run away, he was still waiting for a meet of some sort to try and resolve the situation once and for all. The boy was a fucking dream; any man other than Big Dan would have been tempted out of hiding by the intimidation of his family. Danny’s old man was still AWOL though, and that was something no one would ever forgive, or forget. Especially not the young man sitting beside him.


Svetlana Murray was as worried as her Irish counterpart. She knew that if everything went pear-shaped again, she could easily find herself

 on the receiving end of a similar attack. It was like the law; once a precedent had been set and accepted into common usage, it could easily become the norm. Women and children were off-limits where violence or debt collection was concerned, and her sons had transgressed that particular unwritten law and made to pay the consequences of their actions. They were being cold-shouldered, and they knew they were. Even so-called friends were suddenly blanking them. It seemed that the boys had gone too far this time and public opinion was that they had crossed the line. Well, they had paid a terrible price for that, they were scarred for life. Her younger son had taken the brunt of the boiling water and she was sure it was only his hate that was keeping him on his feet. Walter, she knew, was willing to swallow his knob and let it go. It was Wilfred who seemed unable to let the matter drop. Like a lot of short men, his father included, he was forever trying to prove himself, and her warnings about the public sympathy the Cadogans were receiving seemed to be falling on deaf ears.


It was the Irish in him, she could only use that as an explanation for her younger son’s absolute denial of any wrongdoing where the Cadogans were concerned. Walter had always been the peacemaker, even as a boy, whereas Wilfred had been the one to bear a grudge. Even as kids she had seen that trait in him; if they argued about something Wilfred would bide his time and, when he was ready and no one was expecting it, he would pay his brother back, more often than not with interest. Now though, his natural gift for holding a grudge could easily become the whole family’s downfall, and she was not about to let that happen. She loved her boys but, like most people in their orbit, she didn’t actually like them.


Michael Miles waited outside the scrapyard until it was dark. He was smoking the last of his Dunhills and he wished he had brought another pack out from their hiding place. As he stamped out the glowing butt, he heard his friend calling out his goodbyes and, fixing a smile on his face, he prepared himself for what he had decided to do.


Danny saw him immediately and stopped in his tracks. Michael could see the anger in his friend’s face and tried to diffuse it by saying gaily, ‘What? Have we fell out and I don’t know about it?’


Danny sighed heavily. ‘Do me a favour, Mike. Get on your fucking bike and leave me be.’


It was an expression that they had used all their lives, get on your bike, or drive home will you. It should have been amusing, not a serious criticism. The nearest they had ever got to any kind of conveyance was if they nicked one for the afternoon. Even then they put it back rather than sell it on or dismantle it. Both were agreed that thieving someone’s wheels was not a kosher nick. In fact they had agreed that if they had been lucky enough to have been furnished with bikes they would have both understood someone borrowing it for a few hours. But actually to be in possession of the said vehicle, and then to lose it, would have been too much for them to bear.


The two boys looked at each other, neither of them willing to back down and neither of them able to make this situation right. Since the Murrays had turned up at Danny’s home he had studiously ignored Michael, believing it to be for the best. It had hurt.


‘You’re me best mate, Danny. Your problems are my problems.’ Michael saw his best friend close his eyes tightly in anger but carried on talking anyway, ‘I just want you to know you ain’t on your own, you’d do the same for me, surely?’


It was a question that they both knew needed an answer.


‘I wouldn’t need to do this for you. This just wouldn’t happen to you, Mike. When this all comes on top, and it will, you’ll be sorrier than shit if you are dragged into it. Use your fucking loaf.’ He looked at his best friend. Like him, Michael Miles was dark-haired; he had an easy way about him and a knack for ferreting out anything he wanted to know. Unlike Danny, he wasn’t a natural fighter, he wasn’t a natural antagonist. Together, they were a team.


Then Michael smiled, and it changed his whole face. His smile was his best asset, though he wouldn’t be aware of that fact for a good few years.


‘That’s as may be, Dan, but we’ve been mates since Infants. If you blank me again I’m going to get a complex.’


Danny laughed despite himself. ‘Look, Mike, you know the score.’


Danny held his arms out in a gesture of supplication.


Michael grinned again, knowing he was halfway home. ‘Fucking Murrays. They’re only half-Irish anyway, so what’s to worry about?’


They laughed together, both pleased their friendship was back on, and both worried at what might befall them because of that.









Chapter Three


‘Do you think maybe he’s dead?’


Danny sighed heavily and stopped himself from answering his mother’s question honestly. Personally, he hoped the old bastard was

 dead. At least if he died the debt died with him and all this shit would be over. It was the waiting that was doing his head in, the apprehension; he was at a stage where he would almost welcome the Murray boys and their retribution, just to get it over with once and for all. But he didn’t say that, of course. Instead he answered her with quiet anger, his voice higher than usual and laced with the general feeling of annoyance and irritation that her questions seemed to generate in him. ‘’Course not, Mum. He’s keeping a low profile, that’s all. You know me dad, once it’s safe he’ll sneak back in here like nothing ever happened, and you’ll make sure no one ever talks about it to him in case he gets offended or, God forbid, has to explain why all this shit happened in the first place.’


The disgust in her son’s voice was not lost on Angelica Cadogan, and it was only her son’s new status as head of the family that stopped her from boxing his ears for him. Without him they would have sunk without trace, she was more than aware of that, but his hard work made her feel so guilty and useless that she actively disliked him at times. It was unnatural having to kowtow to such a young boy, a boy she had birthed and brought up, a young boy who was suddenly the scourge of the household. In the months since her husband’s disappearance, Danny had not only paid off all their debts and put them on to a decent footing, but he had also, somewhere along the line, become a bully. He now queried every aspect of her domain, from the cleanliness of her home and children, to her squandering of the money he now provided on a regular basis. He was so young, and his youth was why he couldn’t give to them all without expecting something in return. His new role as head of the household was all an act. And a frightening act at that, because he was portraying what he thought a father should be and, as he had never experienced a real one in his life, it was causing no end of problems. He was like a caricature of what a parent should be, and there was not a lot she could do because she needed the money he was providing for them all.


In all honesty, she had never been so well off in her life. The fact that she had a good idea of what she would receive as her housekeeping each week had changed everything, but her son’s insistence on knowing what she had done with every penny was starting to wear thin. He made her feel inadequate, made her feel nervous around him. He made her private little purchases seem wrong, shameful. Who wouldn’t need a small nip now and then when they were as plagued by troubles as she was? Who wouldn’t need a stiff drink to face the lonely nights without a man to warm her, and that man her legal husband, the father of her children? She conveniently forgot that Big Dan was useless, had never once taken on the mantle of fatherhood except to beat the boys or her, depending on how drunk he was.


Sighing, Danny forced a kind and gentle note into his voice before saying reasonably, and with as much truthfulness as he could manage, ‘If he was dead, Mum, we’d have heard by now. Think about it, Old Bill would have informed us, wouldn’t they? It ain’t like he wasn’t known

 to them, was it? Fuck me, Mum, he was always on the nick, they knew him better than we did. They certainly saw more of him than we did, anyway.’


She didn’t answer him, the truth of his words penetrating even her pig-headedness. She sat down at the kitchen table and said sadly, plaintively, making her son feel even worse than he already did, ‘I worry about him, Danny. He’s still my husband, your father.’


Her son stared at her for long moments and she knew he was disappointed because she wanted her husband back with her, even though he was the reason for their current predicament. If only Danny was wise enough to understand how marriage and commitment worked for her generation.


Danny Cadogan smiled sadly. ‘Well, if he does come back, he’d better toe the line this time, Mother, because I won’t fucking stand for any more of his nonsense.’ Finally he vented his pent-up anger. ‘This is your last chance to put your kids first and, if you don’t, then I swear to God, I’ll walk out that door and leave you all to it. If, and that’s a big if, your old man does come back, he will have to come through me first and, believe me, I won’t be making it easy for him. He’s a liar and a ponce and an easy mark and I won’t forget what he’s caused, even if you choose to. To be truthful, if I knew where he was I’d serve him up to the Murrays meself, without a second’s thought, just to get them off our backs. People only do to you what you let them, that’s what you’ve drummed in my head all of my life. Well, watching you and him, I’d already learned that much at an early age.’


Ange didn’t answer him, she didn’t know what to say.


Louie Stein was pouring himself an early morning snifter, the large brandy he swallowed after his morning coffee, which he referred to as his eye-opener. His wife saw what he was doing and rolled her large brown eyes at the ceiling but she didn’t make any kind of comment. He could feel her annoyance though, and that just made him pour an even larger measure than usual, reasoning that if his actions were going to annoy her, then why not give her something to be annoyed about?


She placed his usual breakfast on the table, a small poached egg and a slice of bread and butter. He then did what he always did, pushed it away and lit a cigarette. He loved his wife, she was a good woman, but he also understood that they were at a point in their marriage where the only excitement either of them felt was when they were at loggerheads. He understood that, welcomed it even. Their youthful silences had taken their toll on them both; a decent row, they had found, cleared the air for a while and gave them both a good laugh afterwards. After all these years all they had in common were their grievances, real and imagined.


‘Are you going to tell the lad?’


He shrugged nonchalantly, flicking his ash onto the poached egg, something that was normally guaranteed to cause ructions. This morning though, Sylvia Stein ignored it, knowing her husband was trying to steer the conversation onto something else entirely. Well, she was not about to let that happen, she was genuinely interested in how he would react to what she had told him. She refilled his coffee cup, and then, for the first time ever, she refilled his brandy glass. Sitting back down she put her elbows on to the table, then she placed her head onto her hands and, raising her eyebrows comically, said loudly, ‘My God, Louie, would you put me out of my misery?’


His laughter was genuine, and she knew he would sound her out, see what she thought he should do with the knowledge he now possessed. Knowledge she had imparted because her sister Irene heard everything and, unfortunately, repeated it all.


Walter Murray was on the mend, he knew that because for the first time in months he had woken naturally and not because he was in pain. He studied his reflection in the mirror on his dressing table and admitted that he didn’t look much worse than he had before. Unlike Wilfred, he understood the economics of their shared situation and, like his mother, he knew that all that was left for them was damage limitation.


The boy, Cadogan’s son, had only been protecting his own, and the fact that he was only a kid had tempered his anger, whilst that same fact had inflamed his brother. Wilfred wanted to annihilate him. He saw the boy and his demise as their only saving grace, couldn’t see that any kind of retaliation would only make their lives even harder than they already were.


Their reputation had preceded them. All the time they had scrounged a living off no-hopers and the dispossessed, they had been tolerated. Now, thanks to that boy, and his fucking bum chum Louie Stein, they were suddenly public enemy number one. So, other than tracking down the father, and that would happen sooner rather than later, ponces always shat in their own nests eventually, they could only try and make amends. This was a concept his brother was having serious difficulty in taking on board.


Walter stared at his reflection, marvelling at the livid red marks that would always be a reminder of that fateful morning, not only to him, but to anyone who happened to gaze upon them, and he swallowed down the urge to cry. They had been brought down by a fucking kid, a teenager who was being talked of as the new Face in town, who people discussed as a serious contender for future skulduggery. The boy’s stand had placed him in the path of greatness and, worse than that, had put him into the psyche of every Face in the Smoke.


The boy had a fucking career before he could even shave, a serious rep was his reward for standing up for his family. The eyes of everyone would be on him; he was a lump, he had an attitude, and he was respectful to those in the know. Now Wilfred needed to understand that before this all got completely out of hand.


Big Dan was not feeling such a big man these days. His decision to go on the trot had not worked out quite as he had envisaged. Even though he had known it was wrong to welsh, he had seen himself leaving all his woes behind, his wife and kids included. He had seen himself as a single man, going out into the world without the ties and the problems of a married man. Saw a gorgeous flat for himself, a few quid in his bin, and a new lady to take care of him. But, like everything else in his life, nothing that he yearned for had come to pass. He couldn’t bring himself to stop the gambling, he couldn’t bring himself to settle in Liverpool, and he still couldn’t find it in his heart to walk past a public house without blessing himself.


Now he was back in the Smoke, and his amour of several years’ duration was finding out, like many a mistress before her, that the fantasy of someone else’s husband was far better than the reality, when the said husband finally landed on their doorstep. And, to top it all off, it seemed that his son, the useless bastard, had taken on the Murrays and, through that one act of bravado, was now some kind of fucking local hero. It would be laughable. If he had a laugh in him, of course.


Louie Stein watched Danny as he operated the crushing machine. His old friend and employee Cedric Campbell had trained the boy up and passed over the reins with a willingness that made him realise just how old the man had become. Really he was paying him a wage out of habit, and Cedric, he knew, turned up for work every day for that exact same reason. But what could he do? Age had a habit of creeping up on you. One day you were part of the in-crowd, the next thing you knew, the in-crowd were planted or in homes. It was brutal but it was a fact of life.


Now he had word, on very good authority, that this boy’s father was skulking in a flat in Hoxton, waiting for the opportunity to launch himself once more into polite society. That time being, of course, when he would feel at his safest, and when his son had smoothed the way for him. The skulduggery and disloyalty of family would never cease to amaze him. How the people closest to you could tuck you up without a second’s thought, and with a smile that would make Orphan Annie look like a wide boy, had been proved to him over and over again.


That Danny’s father was once more back on the scene, and it was only a matter of time before he made a personal appearance, was hard for Louie to understand. He didn’t know what to do for the best, tell the boy, forewarned and all that, or keep schtum and wait to see what happened. Maybe, just maybe, Big Dan Cadogan would go on the trot once more and a major calamity might be averted.


He sighed and, winking at Cedric, he waved to Danny, indicating that he wanted him in the office. Danny shut down the crusher quickly and made his way over to the dilapidated shed that served as their sanctuary from Old Bill, errant totters and, more often than not, the outside world in general.


Scrap metal was not a business that encouraged friendliness with rivals in the same game, or had any kind of glamour that might attract the opposite sex. Scrap was an earner, but only to people who knew how to offload it, respected it, and were willing to put in the time and the effort that would then warrant some kind of trust. A scrapyard had to be up and running for a good few years before it was designated a walking trust fund for the criminally minded. It had to be around long enough for people to see and accept it as an established business. A scrapyard owner needed the knack of being able to talk to all walks of society and, more importantly, Lily Law, without arousing suspicions from anyone they might be involved with. It was a fine line that needed to be drawn, and it was also a difficult position for someone who, for whatever reason, was not a people person.


Scrap was serious bunce, scrap was a serious earner, and scrap was a cash business that left a lot of room for creative accounting and afforded the time and effort that was often needed to ensure a long and happy partnership with a variety of different businessmen. In short, scrap was a fucking earner, but that earning potential could only be fully utilised by someone with the brains and the acumen to know a good deal within a nanosecond, and who would offer a decent scotch a nanosecond after that. Young Danny was a natural, he looked at home in the yard, and could spot a good deal a mile away. And, most important of all, he wanted the wedge.


Now Louie had to decide whether to keep his trap shut, or steer the boy onto a course that was even more crooked than the man, and he used that term lightly, who had sired him. It was a melon scratcher all right, and Louie wasn’t sure what the best course of action might be.


Angelica Cadogan was sitting at her kitchen table, the new

 table, provided by her son, who took great pains to remind her of that fact at every given opportunity. She wished her daughter was still at home, wasn’t at that school where all she seemed to be learning was rudeness, and a knack for annoying the life out of everyone she came into contact with. Angelica was fingering her rosary, she often asked for a small Intention during the course of the day, convinced that a minor request would not be ignored. She had never trusted the power of prayer enough to ask for her husband’s return or, before that, his fidelity. She knew that a miracle of those proportions would be about as likely as a win on the pools. But she was unsettled in herself, couldn’t seem to relax at all. It was a feeling like no other in her life to date. As if she was waiting for something, but she didn’t know what that something might be.


The knock on the front door was almost welcome, it gave her something to do, and she launched herself out of the chair and into the tiny hallway within seconds. Opening the door she was struck dumb at the realisation of who was standing there. Wilfred Murray grinned at her, displaying his large, yellowing teeth, and an almost indecent amount of gum. The health service in this country was free, and that included dentists, and yet she had never seen so many sets of harrowing choppers in her life until she had got off the boat at Fishguard.


Wilfred was inside the flat before she had time to wish him a good day, a feck off, or to even scratch her arse.


Michael Miles came into the scrapyard at just after three twenty, early even for him. Louie Stein waved nonchalantly at the boy. Knowing he was a good friend of Danny’s he was now used to seeing him around the place. Michael was a nice lad, he had an analytical brain that would always earn him a living if he had the sense to turn his thoughts to such a thing. He was a natural robber, but a book robber rather than a bank robber, a difference that quickly became apparent to anyone who dealt with him. The boy could add up in his head faster than a calculator, and he liked the mathematics of everyday life, a bonus for anyone out to earn a wedge without the benefit of tax and insurance. Between them, he knew Danny and Michael would one day make a winning team. He hoped that, if and when that day arrived, the team they played for would be his. Danny, he knew, had the front needed to get on in their kind of business. Michael, on the other hand, had the acumen that should take him into an office but, because of his personality, would definitely bring him into the criminal fraternity at some point in his lifetime. He had the nous but not the staying power needed for the big wages. His idea of a pension fund would be an off-shore account and a flat that even his wife didn’t know about.


These two young men were Louie’s lifeline to the real world; watching them grow up and helping them to mature was the only thing that stopped him eating one of the guns he rented out on a daily basis, or leaping into his own crusher. He was a natural depressive, and he knew that. But a man in his position needed a son to make his later years worthwhile. He was now looking at leaving his life’s work to one of his daughters’ husbands, while praying for a grandson in his spare time. To have a son and waste the opportunity was a crying shame, was criminal as far as he was concerned. He saw the serious look that passed over Danny’s face as Michael talked to him and decided that the matter of the boy’s father’s emergence once more into the world of the hoi polloi had been taken out of his hands. He was liking young Michael more every time he saw him.


Wilfred was unsure what to do now he was confronted with only the mother of his prime antagonist. In fact, thanks to his own mother’s words of warning, this woman and her nervous coughing was making him feel, for the first time in years, that he might actually be in the wrong.


His mother had pointed out that the attack with the axe was no more than she would have done herself for her own children. That a mother would protect her young because, with good fathers being few and far between, the only person a child could really count on was the woman who had grown them, birthed them and nurtured them. Now, here he was, confronting someone who, at any other time, he would feel honour-bound to help carry her shopping home.


Angelica was terrified but casting around for a weapon of some kind. This man was not getting near her children without going through her first. She cursed her husband and his gambling once more; his weakness for the cards would always be his downfall. It was almost like praying, she had cursed him so often she could now do it while thinking of something completely different. This revelation disturbed her almost as much as it pleased her.


Wilfred, however, was nonplussed. Now he was here, he wasn’t so sure that he could settle the score this way without retribution being heaped on his own family.


Angelica sensed his indecision and said softly, ‘Go home, son, my husband isn’t worth all this trouble.’


Wilfred was still standing in front of her, and she knew he was debating what course of action he should take now. Thanks to her husband and son, his world had been blown apart, a nuclear bomb couldn’t have done more damage.


‘Would you like a cup of tea, son?’


‘You sure me old man’s hit the pavement, Mike? Only I can’t see him coming back this way meself.’


Mike nodded, his eyes flashing in annoyance. ‘Me mum told me, and you know her, Dan, she should work for MI5, nosy old bag she is. He’s been seen about Hoxton, at his bird’s drum. I think he will surface now because you’ve sorted out the aggravation. Let’s face it, there ain’t no way anyone will let the Murrays get away with their usual fucking bluster now, is there?’


Danny wasn’t so sure about that. His old man had made a few enemies over the years and a debt was a debt when all was said and done. They might not relish the Murrays’ approach to collecting what they saw as owed monies, not when it involved a woman and children, but if they wanted to take it out on his old man then that would be a different ball game. In fact, if this was true, he would deliver him to the Murrays in person. At the end of the day, it would diffuse the situation and make his old man finally accept the consequences of his actions.


‘I’d better warn me mum, and then we’ll see what occurs. For all we know this is all a load of old fanny.’


They left the yard together, Louie watching them with relief. It would be sorted out one way or another now.


Danny and Michael walked into the flat slowly, both tense and both trying their hardest to be nonchalant. They were expecting Big Dan Cadogan, as he liked to be called, to be sitting in a chair, comfortable and at ease with himself and his surroundings, as always. Instead, they came face-to-face with the smaller, and the meaner of the Murray boys and Danny said loudly, ‘Is this a social visit, or do we need a weapon?’


Wilfred Murray shrugged, seeing the extreme youth of the boys as if for the first time. Saw their bulky, muscular young bodies and knew that one day Danny, at least, would be someone of note, someone who would command respect. Unlike him and his brother, Danny Boy Cadogan had a presence even now and a few years down the line it would become more pronounced; he was going to leave a mark on everyone he came into contact with. The irony of that thought didn’t escape Wilfred, he felt the tightness of the scalded skin on his face and the memory of the pain inflicted on him was still recent enough to make him feel queasy.


Wilfred wasn’t sure why he had been so determined to come here, it was a small flat overfilled with people and, like his own childhood, was overshadowed by a bully who would rather put his money over a bar than into his home. He had noticed the difference in the place since his last visit. It felt different, it was spotless, it even smelled different. In fact it reminded him of his own home when his father had been banged up and his brother and himself had finally felt able to relax.


He smiled. ‘I came for your old man, I hear he’s been seen out and about.’


Danny took his mother’s elbow and steered her none too gently from the kitchen. Wilfred and Michael could hear her protesting as her son roughly pushed her into the front room.


‘Stay there, Mum. Just for once do what I ask you, eh?’ The shutting of the door was loud in the quiet of the apartment.


Once he was back inside the kitchen Danny grinned. ‘If I find out where the old cunt is hiding, will you go after him and leave us alone?’


Wilfred nodded sagely. This was going even better than he hoped.


‘Mike will tell you where he is, but first I want you to promise me something, Wilfred.’


Wilfred laughed. ‘What? Ask me anything, you’re a fucking little star.’


Danny grinned. ‘When you see him, promise me you’ll hammer the fuck out of him, cripple him.’


Wilfred laughed again, louder this time. ‘That is a promise, mate.’


Danny stopped laughing. ‘I ain’t joking, I want you to hurt

 him, batter the fuck out of him, because if you don’t, I will.’


Wilfred and Michael looked at each other then, both unsure of how to react to such blatant hatred.


‘And you tell him it was me who grassed him, won’t you? Make sure he knows it was me who served him up.’


Wilfred nodded again, not sure what answer he was supposed to give.


Danny Boy was in a good mood and, taking his little sister’s hand, he walked her to the local Wimpy bar. Jonjo followed sullenly. Like his brother he was big for his age, and he had the thick dark hair that was the Cadogan trademark. Inside at last, Danny settled his siblings into their chairs and, motioning for the waiters, he said loudly, ‘Are you all on fucking holiday or what? I’ve had boils lanced quicker than I’ve been served in here.’


People laughed at his jovial tone. Danny was already known for his quick wit. A young Turkish boy went to the table immediately. ‘What can I get you?’


Annuncia heard the respect in the waiter’s voice, saw the way her brother was being treated, and decided to use the advantage while she had it. ‘Get me a burger and a milkshake.’


Danny looked at his little sister and marvelled at her knack for reading a situation in seconds and then using the knowledge to her advantage. Jonjo was, as always, quiet and Danny ordered for him, getting the same meal for them both.


‘You all right, Jonjo?’ His brother shrugged and Danny noticed that while his sister had a new uniform on, Jonjo was wearing hand-me-downs. Hand-me-downs that had been handed down to Danny many years before. He was suddenly sorry that his brother was having to dress like the other poor kids. Sorry that they were cursed with a father who didn’t give a toss about them one way or the other. Even more sorry that he hadn’t noticed his brother’s predicament. Danny was fourteen years old and already he understood that clothes did

 make the man, no matter what anyone else might think. If you dressed well, spread a few quid about, and looked the dog’s knob, people automatically treated you better. He had realised that, since working for Louie Stein and finally being in a position to buy himself decent clothes, ensuring that the bills were paid at home, and even managing to save a few quid, made all the difference to how you perceived yourself at the end of the day.


Now, with his brother and sister beside him, feeding and watering them, all the while knowing their father was getting the shit kicked out of him, life was suddenly about opportunities and bettering himself. It was the first time in years he had felt this good about anything. His father had brought him into the real world and, for that, he would always be grateful. But his father had also ruined his life and his brother and sister’s lives without a second’s thought. Now though, if everything went to plan, he would see his father crippled and damaged; what a wonderful outcome from such a terrible situation. He hated his father with a vengeance, hated his selfishness and his disregard for his children. Hated the way he treated their mother, who still loved him, even though he didn’t want her, even though a slag from Hoxton with badly dyed hair and a definite squint was his preferred company these days. The hate was building up inside Danny, and he welcomed it, relished it, because all the time he was hating he was feeling something at least. His little brother was watching him and, winking jauntily, he said loudly, ‘Hey, Jonjo, no school tomorrow, we’re going shopping. You look like a fucking tramp, mate.’


Jonjo grinned, displaying the even white teeth that were the only decent thing their father had passed on to them. ‘Thanks, Danny. I really appreciate that. Father Patrick rides me all the time—’


Danny’s face darkened. ‘Does he? Why, who the fuck does he think he is?’


Jonjo felt the first stirring of fear then. ‘Oh, Dan, he doesn’t mean the half of it.’


Annie watched her brothers in wonderment, knowing before Jonjo that Father Patrick would rue the day he picked on a Cadogan.









Chapter Four


Louie Stein was waiting for Danny Boy when he arrived at work. Danny had been half expecting something like that; he knew that Louie would want to mark the day for him. Louie understood where he was coming from, understood the absolute disgust he felt for his father and his father’s antics. As Danny walked into the office he grinned. ‘What you heard then?’


Louie smiled in return, a bitter twisted smile that said more about him than he realised. ‘You slippery little fucker, you served your old man up, didn’t you?’


Danny didn’t answer him, he knew he wasn’t expected to anyway. This was the way of the world, people told you things and you let them tell you. As long as you didn’t answer either way, everyone was happy.


‘What a stroke you pulled there, my son, a masterpiece of public relations and justifiable retribution. Everyone’s a winner.’


Danny still didn’t say a word.


‘He was taken into the Old London late last night, in case you’re wondering. The Murrays paid him out severely but I am sure he expected something along those lines. Now he’s back in the fold, so to speak, older, wiser and definitely in mortal agony.’ He laughed once more. ‘Fucking fourteen

, and you sorted that lot out. I’m glad I ain’t on your bad side. Now, get your arse in gear and shift that scrap. I’ll make you a cup of tea and a cheese roll and, if you’re very good, I’ll give you an early shoot.’


Danny smiled his thanks and, walking away from his mentor, he smiled to himself. The Murrays had better have dealt out a serious punishment; he was depending on it. If his mother wanted that skank back so much, then he would make sure he had been neutered first. Like an errant tom cat he would have to stay close to home in future.


Big Dan was breathing with difficulty, and his wife was praying over his prostrate form with vigour. He was desperately ill, of that there was no doubt, but that he would recover, she knew was a certainty. He was battered and bruised, broken in body and, please God, in his mind too. She wanted him back for appearances’ sake, and to thwart the whores he had seen fit to mix with throughout their married life. He was her

 husband by rights, and if this hammering gave him a renewed outlook on his life then she was all for it. She wasn’t a fool, she knew her son was behind it and she also knew that her son had done it as much for her peace of mind as for his own. A man incapable of movement was a man who would stay at home. If not by choice, then by circumstance.


Danny would never forgive his father for the trouble he had brought to their door and, in fairness, she didn’t blame him for that. He had looked out for them, as he should; after all, he was the oldest child. It was his job to make sure that they were all taken care of and, God love him, he had done that all right.


And now her husband was lying here, dying, especially if you listened to his version of events, and unable to move without screeching like a banshee. Well, God was good and he had a strange way of sorting things out. As she took yet another cup of tea from the young nurse, Ange smiled happily to herself.


Jonjo was cringing once more. As usual Father Patrick was making fun of him because it was easy. Father Patrick had a deep voice that belied his small stature, on the odd occasion he said a mass it was a very uplifting experience for the listener; his voice detailed the Last Supper with a deep and resonant belief that was as honest as it was unbelievable, for anyone looking at this priest would never have credited him with such depth of emotion.


‘Ah, I see that, as usual, we are expected to let this criminal skulk in a corner to hide the shame of his family. Would you look me in the eye, boy? Is that too much to ask of a Cadogan? A fine Irish name that’s wasted on the likes of you, I might add.’


As Jonjo prayed for deliverance from the man who rode his back at every available opportunity, the door to the classroom opened and the boys who had been giggling, most of them against their better judgement, suddenly went deathly quiet. Father Patrick was dumbstruck for a few seconds.


Then he said loudly, in a voice dripping with sarcasm, ‘Well, well, well, if it’s not another

 Cadogan. Like we haven’t got enough to contend with already. Have you maybe forgotten where you live? Or do you think you might come back and actually learn something this time? Only, if I remember rightly, you made this one here look like fecking Einstein in comparison.’


Father Patrick felt safe enough in his robes, knew that there were few boys of the Catholic faith stupid enough to try and outdo a priest. So when the punch landed it was as unexpected as it was painful. He dropped quickly and cleanly, a white flash of pain was all he remembered. Without a word to anyone Danny Cadogan left the classroom, shutting the door quietly behind him. The boys were round-eyed and open-mouthed with astonishment at what had occurred and as Father Patrick pulled himself off the floor with the aid of his desk, Jonjo Cadogan knew that the baiting he received on a daily basis was finally over. In fact, Father Patrick never once spoke directly to him ever again.


Svetlana Murray opened her front door and gasped in horror at the person she saw standing on her grubby doorstep.


Wilfred, however, called the boy into the house with gusto, and she went back to the kitchen quietly, but with her ears pricked for the first hint of trouble. Walter watched the boy warily, he knew he was an unknown quantity and, even though they had taken his old man with impunity, he was still worried Danny Boy Cadogan might come down with a serious dose of guilt.


‘All right?’


The two men nodded.


‘You?’ This was said quietly, with an emphasis that was not lost on the younger man.


‘Never better.’


‘Make a pot of tea, Mum, and close the door, eh?’


The three men looked at each other and the tension went from the room. Danny took in his surroundings, marvelling at the luxury they seemed to live in though, in his opinion, the place was still a shambles. Nothing matched, nothing had been bought with any kind of plan in mind. It was like a jumble sale or a second-hand shop. Danny sat down respectfully, and the brothers followed suit, noting his demeanour. He had a mission in mind, had thought through what he wanted to achieve and how best to ask for it.


‘The old man will live, but he’ll be a raspberry, left with a permanent limp and a face like a boiled shite, as me mother would say. But that is over and done with now, ain’t it?’


The two brothers nodded, still quiet, still waiting to hear what he had to say for himself.


‘I actually popped by because I heard you had a few pharmaceuticals coming in in the near future and I think I can offload some them for you.’


‘Oh do you? And where will you do that then, up the park?’


Wilfred’s voice was heavy with sarcasm, and the redness of his face reminded Danny of what had occurred between them not so long ago. So, with that in mind, he bit back the retort that sprang to his lips and, smiling at them both in as friendly a manner as possible, he said quietly, ‘Nah, actually I was thinking more of dealing them out. I have a few mates who could shift them in pubs, discos, that kind of thing. I want a few thousand Dexedrine to knock out, sale or return. If I nause it up, I guarantee you will not be out of pocket. If I do, well, we’re all quids in.’


‘What ’bout if you get a tug? Would you be able to keep your trap shut and handle the situation?’


Danny grinned then. ‘What do you think?’


The deal was already done and they all knew it.


Danny watched his father through the doorway that led into the ward. The glass was grimy and as he watched the interaction between his father and mother, he noticed his reflection and saw that his face was drawn, that he looked older than his years. This, he decided, was a good thing. Considering the last few months, it was a wonder he didn’t look like Methuselah.


His mother was fussing around his old man as usual, straightening the bed and wiping his face for him. He could already see the annoyance in his father’s stiff demeanour. In his striped pyjamas, and with his unshaved face, he looked vulnerable. Danny could see the likeness to himself: the dark hair, the blue eyes. He could see the build he had inherited from a long line of ditch-diggers, or such like. It was odds on that no one in his family had ever made anything of themselves; if they had, his father would have rammed that fact down his throat. Danny hated him with a passion that surprised him, even seeing him battered and bruised didn’t affect him. What did touch a nerve though, was his mother’s reaction to it all. She was happy he was once more in the frame, the woman who his father had no more thought for than a rabid dog. His father knew that would change now, that he would depend on her to make sure he had a bed in his own house. The house that was now his in name only, the bills finally being paid on a regular basis and the cupboards stocked. Danny knew he would enjoy the hold he had over this man now, would enjoy being in charge of them all.


He was going to relish taking away the one thing his father had always had to fall back on; being the big I am, the fucking bully who beat them to vent his frustration at himself. Terrorising his wife and kids because that gave him a feeling of superiority, especially when he had been found out in some way by the people he broke his neck to mix with, drink with, gamble or whore with.


This had been a long time coming, and he would make it his life’s work to pay the old bastard back for every punch, every kick, and every thrashing he had received from him. It had been easy to hurt people, a knack he assumed he had also inherited from his father, too easy really. People talked a good fight but very few could actually have one. Most people were cowards like Big Dan Cadogan, his so-called father.


Well, this Cadogan was going to make that name mean something other than drunk, other than waster; he was going to make it a name that garnered respect. And he knew that letting the old man come home would give him a good standing. After all, family was everything, no matter what they did, you were supposed to forgive them. Well, he didn’t have that kind of forgiveness in him, he knew that much.


His mother came out then and, holding his arm gently, said, ‘Come in and talk to him, Danny Boy. He’s always asking after you.’ The plea was in her eyes and her voice. Danny knew she was worried about what was going to happen to them all, how the dynamics of the household would change. He knew his new-found confidence and his total disregard for his father was something she wasn’t sure how to deal with. He understood that better than she did.


So he smiled at her, his handsome young face making her heart hammer in her chest. ‘I’ve come to take you home, Mum. Don’t worry, he’ll see enough of me to last him a lifetime when he comes home.’


Michael Miles loved London, and he especially loved east London on Saturday nights. It was full of women and girls, all on a mission to enjoy themselves. And he was in a position these days to make sure that happened for them. Thanks to Danny, in the last six months they had been able to spread their little pill-pushers all over the place. It was a good earn, and never in his life had Michael had so much money. It was amazing the effect a few quid could have on a body.


The house was noisy, the TV blaring as usual, and the smell of fried food was overpowering in the small space. As he combed his hair back, he could see his father watching him from the hallway. He knew his father had been in the pub for most of the day and was probably waiting for the bathroom so he could evacuate, in a noisy and deliberate fashion, the beer and jellied eels he had consumed that afternoon. He could smell the stink off him from here, but he didn’t begrudge him. He worked all week in a foundry, sweating his cods off to feed them all; as far as he was concerned he was entitled to his Saturday piss-up.


Later on, he would go down the working men’s club with his wife, as usual. And start the whole process all over again. Sometimes though, with a drink in him, he could get erratic, especially since he

 had been making a name for himself with Danny. His father was happy enough with the benefits of his largesse, but now and again a paternal half hour came over him, and he would warn Michael, graphically and loudly, about the pitfalls that were almost certainly waiting to befall him. It was all a load of old pony and trap, but he would listen quietly until his father ran out of steam, and then he carried on as normal.


His old man wasn’t a bad bloke, he was just caught in a trap of his own making. He was thirty-three years old and he looked more like fifty. He had a wife and three kids before he had even driven a car. He was his father, and that knowledge pained Michael more than he cared to admit. But he had stuck it out and, where they lived, that alone was a result. In his own way his father cared about them all, even his wife who was so big these days she was out of breath just walking up the two flights of stairs to their flat.


Now, his mother he was ashamed of. He loved her, adored her, but he would not be seen with her for anything. She had once been a beauty but now she wore shapeless clothes and sturdy black patent shoes that were slit down the sides to allow her bunions free rein. She had always been a happy woman, except when she’d had a drink or two, or three, with a ready smile, a constant stream of trivial conversation and a dedication to church. If Michael murdered the whole street she would stand by him. But walking with her now, being seen with her particularly when she was on the rag, was something he couldn’t abide any more. And she was getting worse. It was his secret shame because everyone liked her when she was sober and no one said a word out loud about her but he knew, deep inside him, he knew that they were thinking things. Because he thought those things himself at times.


‘Do you want to get in here, Dad?’ His voice was respectful, as always, and he smiled at his father in the mirror to let him know he could see him.


‘You’re all right, son.’


His father moved out of his line of vision and he heard him go into the kitchen, his bare feet slapping on the brown-tiled floor.


Michael closed his eyes tightly. When he had a place of his own it would be somewhere he enjoyed going home to, not just a place to lay his head and keep the rain out. Like Danny said, they wouldn’t end up like their parents, they were going to live their lives to the full. Or die in the fucking process.


‘They’re fifty pound a thousand, that’s a fiver for a hundred, at three for a pound on the open market it’s a nice little earner.’


The man nodded sagely. Danny didn’t like him. He had a wonky eye so you weren’t sure if he was looking at you or waiting for the bus to come round the corner. But he didn’t care about that.


‘Where’d you get them?’


Danny stared at him in mock incredulity. ‘Who are you, me fucking dad?’


The man sighed heavily; he was obviously under the mistaken impression that he was a force to be reckoned with. ‘Are they kosher?’


Danny looked into the face of a junkie, the dark circles and sunken cheeks were bad enough, but he also had the added bonus of dilated pupils and scummy flecks of creamy mucus at the corners of his mouth.


‘Look, mate, do you want the fucking things or not?’ It was dark, and the night air was damp. Danny wasn’t about to get into a full-scale conversation with someone who was hard-pushed to remember his own name most of the time.


Jethro Marks nodded. ‘I ain’t got much choice, have I? You’ve removed Brendan, haven’t you?’


‘What you on about? I ain’t done nothing to no one. He moved on and I moved in, simple as that. Now, show me your wedge and we’ll do the deal.’


Jethro pulled a wad of money from his back pocket and, snatching it impatiently, Danny counted it quickly. He knew it wouldn’t be light, but you could never be sure with speed freaks. Especially if they fancied themselves as dealers. He passed over the bag of pills, which were

 on the light side, a hundred and twenty out in fact. But junkies never noticed things like that. Counting the bag of goodies would be beyond him, even if he could have got his head together enough to attempt it.


Danny slipped the money into his overcoat pocket and watched as the man hurried away. Danny gave it a few seconds and then he walked out of the dark alleyway. As he stepped into the brightness of the street lamps he scanned the road for anything he might consider suspect. Bethnal Green high street was busy. Considering it was ten thirty at night there were a lot of people about. Mainly youngsters, around his age and younger. He nodded to the people he knew, and stared out the ones he didn’t. It was noisy, even in the cold, motorbikes were revving and music was blaring out of eight-tracks. Everything from Elvis to The Who and the Stones.


In his suit and overcoat Danny looked far more adult than his contemporaries, most of whom were dressed in cheap winkle-pickers and bum-freezer jackets. It made Danny feel a little stab of sorrow for them, because he knew that they had no idea about life, their own or anybody else’s. The girls looked all right though. At least most of them did: if a girl had a bust and a good head of hair she was already sought after by the time she was twelve. Girls, he had noticed, also had a better eye for fashion than lads. They had their mothers’ make-up and perfume, hairspray and stockings. Girls were also often willing to make their own clothes, and the majority did this well.


As Danny walked up the road towards the train station he clocked each and every girl surreptitiously, checking out their faces and figures, and he was aware that many of them were looking back at him. A couple of brazen ones winked at him and smiled with their heavily painted mouths, their cigarettes held elegantly away from them, like the women they admired in the films and tried so desperately to emulate. Their back-combed hair was glossy under the street lamps, and their eyes were alert for the first sign of male interest that might come their way. It was their stomping ground; too young for the pub and too old for the park so they hung around in groups learning the intricacies of the mating ritual and enjoying their first steps in adulthood.


Danny knew that he was well known these days and considered quite a catch because of his burgeoning reputation, and that a sneaky smile would bring some of the girls over to him. So, winking at a blonde with heavy breasts and a skirt that was tighter than a nun’s crack, he beckoned her to follow him.


Five minutes later she was leaning uncomfortably against a stall in the station toilets as he thrust himself inside her roughly. Afterwards he was annoyed to realise that she hadn’t even bothered to put her fag out.


‘Hello, son. Your mother must have stuck you in a pile of horse shit when you were a baby, you’ve grown bigger every time I see you.’


Timmy Wallace was a big man, with a robustness that made lesser men feel envious of him. He was an ex-bare-knuckle boxer who now ran a small drinking club in Whitechapel for the Murray brothers. They had taken it in lieu of a debt and, against all odds, had made a success of it. Although this was due more to Timmy’s endearing personality and refusal to let anyone take a liberty than anything else. Every few days Danny called in there and, over the months, he had built himself a rapport with most of the clientele.


The place was small, dimly lit, and no one was going to lose any sleep if a fag was put out on the floor, or a drink was spilled on a table. It smelled of dusty wallpaper, cigarette smoke and Bitter. The clientele were Faces who either wanted a quiet drink with no juke box, to make a deal of some kind, or play cards in peace and quiet. Women were not encouraged and, on the rare occasions they did cross the threshold, they were tolerated for only a short while. Danny Boy loved it there, felt comfortable in this world of men, real men. As he slipped through the bar to the rooms out back he always felt a buzz.


‘He is a fucking lump all right.’ This came from a regular called Frankie Daggart, a bank robber with stunning good looks, and a fearsome reputation as a ballroom dancer. He grinned at the cheek of this kid, and enjoyed seeing him getting more and more confident as the time went on. ‘Want a drink, son?’


Danny shook his head and grinned. ‘Nah, thanks anyway, Frank. I still have a few calls to make before I can relax.’ The men all smiled at his level-headedness: he looked twenty if he was a day. His old man must be kicking himself at the trouble he had laid on this lad’s young shoulders. All the men agreed that if they had been blessed with a son like him they would have thanked God for him every day of their lives. He was a Brahma, a diamond, a fucker in the making.


As he slipped through to the back Danny could feel the goodwill emanating from all the men cluttered around the bar and it was a feeling that he cherished. Frankie Daggart was waiting outside for him when he left, a little over an hour later.


Jonjo loved his little sister but she got on his nerves. She was crying again. If she actually cried it would be different, but she didn’t, she just whined. Now, at almost eleven thirty, she was getting a second wind and as he went to go into the bedroom he was almost knocked flat on his back by his mother.


She slammed into the room and shouted angrily, ‘What the feck is wrong with you now?’


Annie screamed as her mother’s rough hand came into contact with whatever piece of skin she could get to. After a few minutes she stopped the beating and, straightening up, she pointed a finger at the terrified child and said loudly, ‘If I hear your fecking voice once more, I’ll brain you, do you hear me? Your poor father is trying to rest in there, and all you can do is aggravate the shagging life out of everyone.’


She roughly pulled the covers over her daughter’s shoulders and left the room. Her whole body was bristling with anger and frustration, her tired face showing the strain of her day-to-day existence. Living in this house was a constant battle of wits and her nerves were shot. Her husband was now able to move about with the aid of a stick, and her elder son made him feel he had to be grateful for every bite that went into his mouth.


Her husband was a shadow of the man she had married: the life had been drained out of him. He was quiet, even taking communion once a week when the priest popped in for a natter. As she went back into the bedroom she nailed a smile on her face and, pouring two glasses of Scotch, she handed one to her husband, trying to ignore the fact that he only livened up when offered alcohol. Even that had to be done on the quiet; if Danny Boy knew, he’d go ape shit. Part of his daily enjoyment was seeing to it that his father was dry, and stayed dry. He used his father’s own frail health as a weapon against him, knowing that the man couldn’t do anything to stop him. Wouldn’t even try.


‘She needs a firm hand that one, I should have put me foot down when she was born.’


He didn’t answer her, but then Ange knew he wouldn’t. One-sided conversations were now the mainstay of her life.


Michael was waiting by the scrapyard, and he was freezing. As he drew deeply on his Dunhill cigarette, he kept his eyes skinned for any movement in the shadows beyond. He hated this bit of the night, he never knew what time Danny would get there, and he felt vulnerable with the wedge of money he had to carry around. His fear was finding someone lying in wait for him, determined to relieve him of his dough and give him a hammering into the bargain. The darkness was unfriendly here, the shapes of the piled-up scrap looked intimidating in the blackness. The smell was smoky, thick with dust and rust; it made him think of death for some reason. The two German Shepherds who ran loose in the yard of a night to discourage thieves were used to him now. They were oblivious to him, but he was wary of them, knowing that they were kept half-starved to make sure that they were irritable and vicious enough to scare off any errant looters. Danny could walk in there and they’d run at him like long-lost relatives after a pools win, all rolling tongues and wagging tails. Danny always had a treat for them, made a fuss of them; even their owner was impressed despite himself, they didn’t even really seem to like him. They were handy though. If anyone did happen to walk by, they went berserk, throwing themselves at the fences and guaranteeing that the person soon went on their merry way.


Michael was numb with the cold now. His ears were aching and his teeth were on the verge of some hefty chattering.


‘All right?’


Danny was behind him, and the loudness of his voice made Michael nearly jump out of his new shoes. ‘Fucking hell, you nearly gave me a heart attack.’


Danny was laughing loudly, a deep resounding laugh that echoed around the place, making the dogs run to the fence barking ferociously.


‘Shut up, you noisy pair of fucking gits.’


Danny was still laughing heartily and the dogs started to whine. Danny rattled the fence to annoy them, and Michael suddenly wished he had not got involved in any of it. His dad was right about Danny; he was a looney tune, and it was at these times he was reminded of that fact. The dogs were almost tearing at each other now because they couldn’t get to them and Danny was winding them up by barking at them and rattling the gate chains. Michael watched him for long moments, waiting until he tired of his game. If he said anything he knew Danny would prolong it just to be awkward, to irritate him.


Michael lit another cigarette and offered it to his friend, and Danny took it from him eagerly, bored now by his baiting of the dogs and annoyed he had not provoked a reaction from his friend. Danny smoked in silence, petting the dogs now, his hand rubbing their ears, the animals pleased at the attention.


‘Fucking horrible things, how you can stand to touch them, I don’t know.’


Danny turned to face Michael and, frowning, he said seriously, ‘Don’t let them know you’re scared, they can smell it off you. Dominate them and they’ll do whatever you tell them without a second’s thought.’


Michael had a feeling he wasn’t talking about the dogs, but was warning him that he had sussed him out.


Then, sighing, he said amiably, ‘It’s fucking taters ain’t it, mate? By the way, I picked up a bit of work from Frankie Daggart tonight. He wants me to sort out a lad who has been hassling his sister’s boy.’


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


‘Thought I’d show willing, like, see what occurs. You in or what?’


Michael nodded his agreement, as Danny had known he would.


‘Got me poke then? I want to get home, it’s fucking freezing out here.’









Chapter Five


‘Where’s me blue shirt, Mum?’


It was said with the voice Danny Boy used when in the presence of his father, a deep, slow drawl that dripped with deliberate insolence.


‘Hanging in your wardrobe, son. I washed and pressed it this morning.’


Danny walked from the kitchen slowly, his huge bulk making the small space feel even more claustrophobic. His father watched him go with tired eyes. The boy was out of control and there was nothing he could do about it. To think that a child of his, a child of his blood could turn out so vicious was something he pondered on a daily basis. He was a size, and he was confident enough to know that his bulk was his greatest asset. Like many a man before him, he would earn a living off his wits and his muscles. Even the priest gave him his due, which alone told him more of his son’s rise in the world than anything else.


As Big Dan sipped his tea he looked down at himself, at the wasted leg that dragged behind him, and the knuckles that were scarred from trying to stop the crowbars as they had rained down onto his prostrate form. He looked around the kitchen, saw the dramatic difference that was echoed through the flat and wondered at a boy who was so single-minded he could achieve all this just to prove a point.


His wife Ange was a bundle of nerves. She sat at the small table and sipped at her tea, her usually open face grey with worry. But he had no sympathy for her, the boy had been ruined by her from the moment he had entered the world. Aching all over, and lighting a cigarette, he smoked and drank the last dregs of his cold tea. The noise grated on his wife’s nerves as it had since her first visit to his mother’s house and the realisation that he had no manners at all, and had been brought up in a filthy hole by a woman who could barely string a sentence together.


Big Danny had always remembered that look on her face, could still feel the flush of shame as he looked around him, and the first stirrings of his colossal anger. An anger this little woman could inflame with a look or a word.


Now he was dependent on her, but he was getting better all the time. Eventually he would be more mobile, the doctor had assured him of that. It was what he was living for, then this scum would be out of his life once and for all.


Danny Boy walked back into the kitchen and, studiously ignoring his father, buttoned up his shirt, slowly. Every movement was calculated to irritate the man who had sired him. Then, tucking it into his trousers, he stretched languidly. Taking a wad of money from his back pocket he peeled off ten five-pound notes and threw them into his mother’s lap, hushing her protestations that she had plenty by giving her a hug and a kiss. ‘If you need anything else, you let me know, there’s plenty more where that came from.’


His father was staring at the floor so Danny forced his head up and, looking into his eyes, said quietly, ‘By the way, the Murrays send their regards.’


Jonjo was watching the little play from the doorway, his sister quiet for once as she drank in the drama of it all. Annuncia thrived on any kind of excitement, and now her eyes were bright as she surveyed her father’s humiliation.


‘Get yourself off now, son.’ His mother would have pushed him out of the front door if she could have got away with it, and they all knew it. When Danny finally left, the whole family breathed a collective silent sigh of relief.


Frankie Daggart was sitting in his car outside Upney Station, listening to the radio and watching the girls as they walked by. The young men today didn’t know how lucky they were, the birds were all half-naked and up for a bit of a lark. In his day you had to know where to go to bag a sort, and even then it wasn’t a guarantee you’d get your leg over. That was only guaranteed with certain paper money or coins of the realm, plus copious amounts of alcohol. But he’d prided himself on never, ever paying for it outright, no matter what the occasion.


As he pictured a series of pornographic scenarios with various young girls, he was broken out of his reverie by Danny Boy Cadogan opening the passenger door and bringing a blast of arctic air inside with him.


‘All right, son?’


‘Yeah, you?’


Frankie was disconcerted by being caught with his metaphorical pants round his ankles and, starting up the car, he drove them to the nearby Railway Tavern.


Once inside the doorway Danny watched in awe as Frankie was greeted by each and every person, offered drinks on the house, and finally seated nearest the fire. A place where they could talk in peace, where no one could overhear their conversation, and where they were seen as Faces

.


The place was buzzing with people and they all automatically shook hands with him, Danny Cadogan, because he was with a local hero. It was heady stuff and Danny basked in the reflected glory, wanting this for himself one day. He knew Daggart was a Face, but this reception was like nothing he had ever experienced before in his life.


‘Sorry about that, son.’


Frankie could see the admiration and naked ambition in the boy’s eyes and laughed to himself. If he was correct in his assumptions, this little fucker was going to make a mark that would reverberate for generations. Either that or he’d get an early life sentence for murder and his investment would be wasted. It was a chance he was willing to take anyway.


‘Now, about this ponce who’s earholing my sister’s kid.’


Danny listened with barely concealed excitement as Frankie explained the whole sorry situation, and then described, graphically, what he saw as the only remedy.


Danny Boy couldn’t wait to sort out this little problem. It was his in, it was his guarantee of approbation. It would earn him more than a few quid, it would earn him the kudos he needed, wanted. Depended on for his new livelihood.


Louie Stein was happy for once, spring had finally sprung and the days were getting longer. The yard was working at full capacity and his other business dealings were on the up. Even the totters were in a good mood, they suffered in the winter, out in all weathers, trying to grab a pound; they weren’t known as hardy perennials for nothing. He was in the Portakabin watching young Danny working outside. The boy’s strength was phenomenal, all the heavy lifting had broadened him, he really was a lump now. As Louie saw him making a rude gesture at a passing policeman he laughed out loud. He was a case and, from what he was hearing, he was getting his name known in the right quarters. He was a young one, but he had no fucking care for anyone else and, in their world, that was a bonus.


Louie called the boy inside a little while later and placed a large mug of tea in front of him. Danny took it gratefully and, settling himself comfortably in the filthy old armchair that was now his designated seat, he blew on it vigorously, before taking a large gulp. All the time he had been working for Louie he had never once asked for or made a beverage off his own bat, he waited till he was either given one, or told to make one. He had good manners. It was another of the things Louie liked about him.


‘You got some fucking muscles there, mate, I was watching you throwing the steel about like it was polystyrene tiles!’


Danny smiled, accepting the compliment as his due.


‘How are things going with the Murrays?’ It was said in conversation, but there was an underlying interest that stemmed more from personal experience: something it seemed that they were both aware of.


Danny shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘OK. I’m earning, they’re earning.’


Louie nodded. ‘Good. Remember what I told you.’ He lit them both a cigarette and, passing one to the boy, said harshly, ‘That pair would tuck each other up without a second’s thought, so outsiders are deemed fair game. Now, I’ve heard a rumour that they are about to get a tug, so you keep a low profile for a while, OK? Use any reason you want, but don’t score off them for the next few weeks.’


Danny listened to his friend and mentor and then he said quietly, ‘Thanks for the heads up, Lou.’


But this knowledge disturbed him. How come Louie was warning him, but not warning the Murrays? After all, he was just a kid. And how did he even know it all in the first place and, more importantly, what was he personally supposed to do with this knowledge, now that he was in possession of it? It was a melon scratcher all right, and it certainly merited serious consideration before he could make any kind of decision. He wanted to weigh this all up and decide what course of action would be best for him in the long run. This was going to be a crucial decision in his life, and therefore not one to be taken lightly.


In fact, Louie giving him advice like this made him paranoid. He was just a kid, and the Murrays were a force to be reckoned with. He only had to look at his father to be reminded of that. He had to think long and hard about his next step.


‘Come on, Dan, finish your food.’ Ange was panicking now, her voice trembling with fear. She wanted him out of the way and was hurrying him up in case golden boy came in early. Well, his son and heir, golden boy, could go fuck himself; he wasn’t in the mood for him at the moment.


‘Please, Dan. Don’t upset him . . .’


She was frightened of a teenage boy and, what was even worse was that so was he. Big Dan clenched his fists until the pain was too much, then he exploded. ‘Will you shut

 the fuck up, Ange.’


Jonjo and Annuncia were both wide-eyed at the turn of events; their father almost sounded like his old bullying self.


‘You’re like a fucking scratched record, repeating yourself over and over again. Well, I’ve had it. Now, piss off, woman.’


Jonjo, at nine, was already a big lad and, seeing the hurt and shame in his mother’s face, slammed his knife and fork onto the table and bellowed, ‘Don’t talk to my mum like that. You useless old bastard . . .’ He was close to tears, and his dark-blue eyes were glistening in the light.


Angelica suddenly saw the similarity between her younger boy and Danny; both the living image of the man they despised and, gently sitting back down, she put her hand over her mouth, as if she was going to be sick, and held it there tightly, near to tears herself.


Dan looked at his younger son. He had never really taken any notice of him, of any of them really except for his daughter; when she set out to get his attention it was difficult to resist her. Now, as he watched the lad reach over and pick up his plate of food and throw it angrily into the kitchen sink, he saw that they were all more like him than they realised. They were all deeply flawed, just like their old man, and that legacy would hound them for the rest of their days.


He grinned nastily. ‘Thanks, son, you saved me a job.’


‘Fuck off.’


His mother’s hand made contact with the side of his head and the pain was immediate.


‘Jonjo, don’t you dare speak to your father like that.’


Jonjo was holding his injured ear as he cried, ‘And you can fuck off and all . . .’


His father’s stick hit him on the back before he could move out of his reach and the blow knocked him flying. He hit the sink head first with a sickening thud, and the blood was pouring from the gash within seconds.


As Jonjo felt his mother picking him up he tried to escape her grasp, but the feel of her arms around him was too seductive; it had been years since she had held him for any reason. Annie was now at hysteria level, her terror for once genuine as she saw her mother trying to stem her brother’s bleeding with a tea towel.


Her father looked on, white-faced and silent, as he surveyed the damage he had caused. All the time his ears strained for the sound of the front door opening and his son coming home to all this carnage. Don’t go looking for trouble, his old mum used to say, it’ll find you soon enough. If only he had bothered to listen to her now and again, so much trouble in his life could have been avoided.


Colin Baker walked down the road with his usual jaunty air. He was tall for his age, and at seventeen he had the poise of a much older boy. He wore his hair long and greasy, and his skin was a purple mass of acne. He had a slight stoop already, and he favoured rocker-style clothes and music. His big regret in his short life was that he had no motorbike, but that was something he was working on. He was a natural-born bully, and he made a point of using this ability at every available opportunity.


Unknown to him, the small lad with the gentle ways and thick brown hair, who he tormented on an almost daily basis, had finally cracked and reported him to his mother. Had Colin been aware he was the nephew of a known bank robber he would have tempered his anger. However, oblivious to the boy’s heritage as yet, he enjoyed making his life miserable for no other reason than that he could.


As he got to his road he was surprised to see a young fellow in an expensive overcoat leaning on his front gate. He went straight into his hard-nut role: legs akimbo and hands on hips.


‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


Danny looked him up and down as if unsure whether he was animal, vegetable or mineral. ‘I was about to ask you the same thing. Colin, ain’t it?’


Colin nodded slowly, unsure of himself now, wondering if this chap might turn out to be good news. He doubted that, but he was ever the optimist.


‘I have a message for you from a mutual friend, Colin

.’


Colin knew that the exchange was being watched by half the street and he opened his arms wide as if inviting a confidence.


‘Do you want it now, mate? The message, I mean,’ Danny said.


Colin nodded again, his natural antagonism coming to the fore. ‘Well, don’t stand there all night, if you got something to say, fucking say it.’


Danny’s fist crunched his nose, and with that first punch the fight was well and truly over. Colin crumpled and concentrated on covering his head and face with his arms to minimise the damage. The beating was swift, brutal and very public; all the requisites needed for a warning in their world. When he was finished, Danny had hardly broken a sweat.


‘That’s from Frankie Daggart on behalf of his nephew, Bruce. Fucking leave the kid alone. You hear me, cunt?’


Frankie had watched everything from the comfort of his navy blue Jaguar. He couldn’t have clumped the boy, he was too old, and it would have been seen as necessary but well over the top. Having Danny Cadogan, a younger lad, doing it for him, would be seen as a stroke of genius. But this young boy had a definite edge; he fought like an old hand. He had a calm and calculated precision that was instinctive. He could row all right, there was no doubt about that. But he did it with aplomb. He did it with a genuine disregard for the victim, and that was practically unheard of in this day and age. Weapons were the new order; a good fucking hammering, man to man, was not often observed any more. The boy had done good, and he would pay him well.


As they drove back to the yard Danny was shocked when Frankie said jovially, ‘Poor old Bruce, bless his heart, he’s as queer as a ten-bob clock. But he’s a game little fucker for all that.’


Danny didn’t answer him, he didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure he would have taken the job had he known that. Queers frightened him: they were an unknown quantity. But he kept that to himself, he wanted Frankie’s goodwill. Nothing more and nothing less.


Annuncia was asleep; for once in her life she had done as asked without any arguing or scenes. The fright had kicked in and sleep was the only remedy. Once his head had stopped bleeding, Jonjo understood that it was not as serious as he had believed. Head wounds always bled profusely and, once it had stopped, he was disappointed to see it was little more than a small gash. His mother cleaned the kitchen up, and then made them a cup of hot sweet tea.


Then she tried to salvage the situation with her middle child. Jonjo was like his elder brother in many ways, but she was thankful for the fact he didn’t have Danny’s knack of turning even the most innocent of remarks into a declaration of war. She loved her children, she did. And she knew her husband’s treatment of them had been disgraceful over the years, but he was still

 her husband, their father, and nothing could ever change that fact. Married in a church, they were tied for life; that was what Catholicism was all about. Especially when it suited her.


Tucked up safe and warm in bed, Jonjo listened as his mother tried to explain to him why he must never tell his brother what had happened. Her voice was soothing and quiet, and he knew that was only so his brother, should he creep into the house, wouldn’t overhear what was being discussed.


‘It would cause murders, child, you realise that, don’t you? Now, surely you wouldn’t want to think of your mammy having to referee those two again?’ She was attempting to make light of the situation while, at the same time, reinforcing the seriousness of his actions if he decided to grass.


‘What about Annuncia though, she’ll tell him.’


Angelica closed her eyes in relief. That question said he was going to keep quiet. ‘You leave that little madam to me.’


He smiled wanly. ‘Why does he do it, Mum? Why don’t Dad take care of us?’


She kissed his forehead gently then, stroking his hair, she sighed heavily, ‘If I knew the answer to that the Dalai Lama would be out of a job!’


This son of hers was caught up in the middle, as usual. It was the bane of the middle child’s life. Caught between the first-born and the last-born, they were often left to their own devices. ‘He doesn’t mean the half of it. Your father is a very unhappy man, you know. He’s ashamed of what he did, ashamed of the fact that his gambling nearly brought disaster on us. Ashamed that his son has had to take over the reins of this household. Had to put bread on the table and a roof over our heads.’


Jonjo started to laugh then, his dry sense of humour coming to the fore. ‘Mum, he never did any of that anyway.’


They laughed together, conspirators for a few moments. ‘But he wanted

 to. That was once his dream, but sometimes, son, life makes it very difficult to do the right thing. Life can grind you down, especially if you never get the breaks, the chances that other people seem to get in abundance. But he’s still your father, Jonjo, still your flesh and blood, no matter what he’s done.’


She smiled down at this handsome boy of hers, whose life was blighted because the man she had married had more interest in women and horses than his own family. Poverty had a way of making people lose their reality; drink, drugs, gambling and whoring were symptoms, not the actual cause of people’s unhappiness. That was the thing they spent their lives trying to blot out, trying to get away from, even if only for a few hours. It crept inside them, numbed them, changed them, it was like a cancer.


Big Dan Cadogan listened to his wife’s voice and, for the first time in years, he felt the urge to cry. After all he had done to her, after everything that had happened between them, she could still find it in her heart to defend him to the children, the same kids he often conveniently forgot about for weeks, even months at a time, in the same way as he did her. She was just another reminder of his failure, another reminder of his complete uselessness.


Danny Boy would scalp him for this latest debacle he knew and, in a way, he welcomed that happening. It was going to happen, so it was best to get it over with once and for all. If nothing else, the Murrays had taught him that much.


Michael was listening intently to what Danny was telling him. They were sitting in a café off the Mile End Road nursing milky coffees and chain-smoking cigarettes. Neither of them liked smoking, it was just something they did to make them feel grown up. The café was far too warm, the windows were steamed up, and the smell of grease was heavy in the air.


The café owner, Denis, was a heavy-set Cypriot with a thick head of dyed-black hair, a gleaming smile, and a wandering eye. He also provided the best hash this side of Marrakesh market. Because of this he had a bustling clientele and an easygoing manner, due mainly to the fact that he smoked a large percentage of his stash himself. All the young people loved him. During the day the place was packed out with the general populace; the olds, the workers, and the displaced. But once the evening arrived, it was jukebox heaven, and a place for the teens to sit and chat over a coffee, all the while practising being a grown-up. Leaving school at fourteen was a rite of passage for these kids, and whatever their parents allowed them to keep from their wages they would spend wisely but quickly over the weekend. The weeknights were therefore mainly used by the up-and-coming young Faces. These were either classed as the new generation of prison fodder, or the new local businessmen, depending on how they conducted themselves and earned their living. Every once in a while though, a real Face would emerge, someone who would be a real name. Someone who would one day not only be feared but also respected.


Denis came over to the table and placed another two coffees in front of them; pulling out a chair noisily he sat down. It was gone midnight and there was a lull in customers. Leaning on the table he said easily, ‘Hey, Danny, I hear you can shift stuff.’


Danny shrugged nonchalantly. ‘So?’


‘I am going to Cyprus for one month. My Cypriot wife is having a baby and I must go there. May she have a boy this time, please God. Marianna will run this place for me with her sister, but I need someone to keep my regular customers supplied. You know what I mean, yeah?’ He winked at the two boys.


Danny knew what he meant, all right, his smile said it all.


‘It’s only for a short while, and you’d be well paid for it. So, what do you say?’


Michael watched as Danny processed the information, then he said quietly, ‘How much will we get?’


‘A oner, payable when I get back.’


Michael frowned then, and Danny smiled as he heard the outrage in his friend’s voice. ‘How many people you talking about us supplying for you, Denis? How much do they want, how often do they want it and how much running about does this all involve?’


Danny shrugged then, his eyes hard. ‘Well, answer him then, Denis. He ain’t called the human abacus for nothing, is he?’


Denis was surprised at all the questions, but brought out a small, dog-eared notebook from his trouser pocket and threw it onto the table. Michael picked it up and quickly scanned the pages, working out the economics of the deal.


‘What is he doing, Danny?’


Denis was now nervous: Michael had not been a part of the equation. He had heard nothing about him at all.


Danny sighed heavily. ‘He’s working it all out, mate, that’s what he does, see? It’s what’s called his forte. Look and learn, because if you ain’t earning to your full potential, or you’re trying to rip us off, this little fucker will know.’


Denis didn’t answer and Danny went silent while his friend worked out the possible returns they could expect from their new friend’s business. Finally, after fifteen minutes, he politely handed the notebook back to Denis.


‘So. What do you think, Mike?’ Danny sounded bored, without an interest in any of it.


Michael shook his head slowly. ‘Not worth the aggro really, Dan. A oner a week

 each, then maybe . . . We’d have to do drops all over the Smoke and, as we don’t drive, and as we’re not car thieves, it will mean a lot of public transport. Given the time this would take, then combine that with the risk factor and we couldn’t do it for any less than a oner each a week for the duration. That will be four hundred a month, times two.’


Denis was laughing his head off at these two young men; he knew Danny was sound as a pound, he had asked around for a while and it was this boy’s name that kept cropping up. But, watching them like this, working out the pros and cons was as ludicrous as it was hilarious. Marianna’s brother would do it much cheaper, but he would serve every one of his customers up light, causing them to look elsewhere. He was also looking to keep it out of his English wife’s family’s hands. This boy, this Danny Cadogan, was already working for the Murrays, among others.


‘We also want a cut off each person we weigh out. You are on the trot, we will look out for your end. We won’t offer anyone an in, or shout your rout about: you have my word on that.’


Denis knew this would cost, but he also knew he wouldn’t lose anyone. Once he returned they would fade back into the woodwork. It was a win-win situation, and he knew it. ‘You’ve got a deal.’


‘Half the money upfront, and the rest on completion.’


Michael was serious as he said that and laughing uncontrollably at his front, Denis held out a meaty paw and the boys shook hands with him.


‘You two are fucking funny. Come in tomorrow night and I’ll walk you through it all, OK? Anything you want, boys, it’s on the house . . .’


He was laughing as he left them, but he also guessed that one day they would be his superiors. Danny, anyway. He was on the road to perdition, the road to riches, the road to his own personal hell. Denis could see that this was a boy who would need careful handling in the years to come, and woe betide anyone who didn’t have the sense to work that one out.


Danny and Michael looked at each other for a few moments before Danny said, ‘Well done, Mike. You have a gift for working out fractions, don’t you? Well, for that, you can skank a third of the action, fair enough?’


Michael nodded happily, it was a third more than he had expected. He would have done it for nothing. He knew that the weekly wage he had astutely commanded for himself from the Greek would be taken over and a percentage given back to him.


But Danny knew that Michael would be worth his weight in gold when any future deals were going down. He was a fucking diamond, and he had his best interests at heart. Danny would gather the work in and Michael could work the earn out. They were a good team, had been best mates since they were little kids, and Danny knew he could trust him. And, in this new, grown-up world they were entering, that was more important to him than anything else.


Big Dan was in the kitchen, an empty mug in front of him, the radio playing Del Shannon gently in the background. He was waiting for his son to come home. He was stiff and aching, the tiredness that was now his constant companion was threatening to overtake him. He would never fully recover from what had happened to him, physically or mentally, but he was feeling stronger as each day passed. But the urge to gamble, have a little flutter, was overpowering sometimes. It made him edgy as he imagined the time being wasted, sitting in this fucking flat, when he could be out playing cards with his cronies, or smoothing out his frayed edges with a few stiff drinks and a close encounter with a bit of strange.


His wife had driven him mad over the years; the harder their lives had got, the easier it had become to find reasons for not going home. And seeing Ange out working that first time had just proved to him that they could get by without him. The feeling of suffocation his wife and children brought to him at times made his drunken absences almost necessary. He knew that he had been kidding himself for years and that his son’s hatred of him was justified. He could even understand his elder boy’s actions over the six hundred pounds owed. When he thought of that amount now, sober as a judge and with a clear-headedness that he had last experienced over fifteen years before, he could see what he had become.


But, even knowing that, and accepting his part in the whole sorry saga, he couldn’t stay in this house a moment longer if his son didn’t make the atmosphere easier. For Ange and his younger brother and sister and, ultimately, for him.


Sober and contrite, he had seen the disarray he had caused in his family’s life; he had seen it with a clarity that had brought back memories of his own childhood and his own father’s neglect. He had bullied his father at the end, sensing his weakness and going in for the kill, much as his own son was doing to him now. Now he knew that, without a doubt, the sins of the fathers were visited on the children even unto the third and fourth generations.


God help the poor bitch who landed his elder son. He would end up torturing her, but all the while he would really be torturing himself. It was as if his own father had been reincarnated as his namesake. He had hated him all his life, and then, somehow, he had turned into him. Now his son hated him in the same way he had hated his own father. His old man, another Danny Cadogan, would have loved this. His mother though, had not had even a shred of loyalty in her bones. She walked away from them all without a backward glance. Gone for weeks or months on one of her benders when life got too much for her. Whereas his poor old Ange, God love her, had far too much loyalty for her own good. Especially where he was concerned.


Danny was staring down at the twisted body of his once proud father. His mother was beside him, her eyes frightened, as they always were when she looked at him these days. ‘Leave him, let him sleep, son. You get away to your bed and leave me to deal with him.’


Danny watched his father wake up and slowly take in his surroundings. He looked old, old and haggard, and he wondered why this didn’t bother him at all. But then, considering the beatings he had taken off him over the years, coupled with the scams, the lies and the mental abuse, he supposed that was just natural. He would never forgive his father for the sheer hatred that he had engendered in his young body. For the humiliation he had heaped on them all because he had gambled their daily bread without a second’s thought for the consequences. His father was, without doubt, a worthless cunt, a useless wanker. And he loathed him.


His mother had become a bundle of nerves though, and this irritated him as much as it upset him. She was always trying to keep the peace lately, trying to make them get on. She’d start off wanting them to hate him, which they did, then wanting them to forgive him, which they couldn’t. Standing there in her old nightie and her overlarge dressing gown, she looked much older than her years. But then she always had done, and it was all down to this man: her husband.


‘Go to bed, Mum, will you.’


Ange heard the flat tone her son used when he was near his father, knew it was meant as an insult to him, and knew it was taken as one.


She opened her mouth to speak once more. She was unsure how to deal with the situation, knowing her husband was at the end of his tether.


‘Go to bed, Mum, for fuck’s sake. And stay there.’ Danny grabbed her by the elbow then, and escorted her none too gently from the confines of her kitchen, and she didn’t try to stop him. There was something in his voice, in his demeanour, that put paid to any kind of reaction on her part.


As he opened her bedroom door to push her inside he whispered, ‘Do me a favour, Mum, just for once keep out of it.’ He closed the door behind her, firmly, and with a finality that communicated itself to everyone in the house.


His father watched him warily as he came back into the room, the flat was too small to keep anything a secret. He had come to see that all the arguments and fights over the years had been heard by not just his own family, but by everyone else in the near vicinity. Being sober and sensible was a harsh judgement on a man.


Danny looked down on his father, the big man who was suddenly nothing more than a crumpled wreck. Any fear that he had felt was long gone, all that remained was hate.


Big Dan was once more in charge of his emotions, remembered that he had a mission of sorts. ‘This can’t go on, Danny Boy. It’s not doing anyone any good.’


He saw his son smile, and he looked so like himself it was uncanny. He could see himself at the same age, strong in mind and body. Saw what should

 have been, could

 have been. And was reminded of the life he had wasted, until finally, after years of being so drunk, so fucking out of it, that he had finally arrived at this moment, this awful, awkward, fucking terrible, embarrassing moment and he had not even seen it coming.


‘What, and you think that I ain’t sussed that out for meself?’ Danny Boy grinned, his strong white teeth reminding his father once more of what he had lost over the years, not just physically but mentally. He was a shadow of his former self, a caricature of the man who had fathered three children and who didn’t even know them or anything about them.


Until now, that had not bothered him one iota. ‘Seriously, son. We have to—’


‘Shut the fuck up!’ Danny shook his head slowly. His eyes were without emotion, something people didn’t notice until too late; his smile was usually enough for most people. Like all good-looking mortals he got away with murder. He interrupted his father with a force that shocked them both. ‘I ain’t

 your fucking son

, me mother’s son maybe,

 but you are fuck all

 to me.’


‘I’m your father no matter what you

 might wish and, believe me, son

, that ain’t something I’d broadcast to the world. But this ain’t about us, son, it’s about them.’ He pointed towards the hallway with a gnarled, smoke-stained finger and his righteousness and bitterness amazed them both.


‘You’ve got some fucking front.’


‘More front than Brighton, me son, something you seem to have inherited, whether you like it or not. But this stops now

, you lairy little fucker. I’ll go, leave, if that’s what you want, but I’ll go because I choose to, and not because you drove me out.’


Danny Boy looked down on the man who had fathered him and said, seriously now, ‘That was for me mother’s benefit, I assume.’


Big Dan Cadogan smirked and, hunching his shoulders up while holding out his arms in a gesture of friendliness, he said seriously, ‘I’ll walk, son. I’ll go.’


Danny Boy aped him, hunching his own shoulders and opening his own arms out wide, he bellowed, ‘Oh! Hark at you, the big I am or, as we prefer to think of you, Dad, the big fucking I ain’t. Because you’re nothing, mate, a big zero, the only thing keeping you under this roof is me mother and, like you, she’s fucked herself.’


‘You love the bones of that woman, and you know it.’


‘Do I? I wonder about that lately. Now, sit back down and shut up while I give you some advice. Advice I would take on board if I was you, because you are finished as far as I am concerned. This is my gaff now and you’d better remember that.’









Chapter Six


Big Danny wasn’t sure how to react to his son any more. He looked at the boy who had grown up under the guidance of his haphazard parenting. The boy who he knew had every right to hate him, the boy he was sorry he hadn’t bothered to get to know because he seemed like someone who would make his mark. The same boy who had seen fit to cripple his own father without a speck of remorse, and he knew that it was too late to do anything about it, to lessen this boy’s hatred and anger. He shook his head slowly.


‘I don’t expect anything from you, no more than you would from me. But listen, son, I fucking well ain’t sitting around letting you

 dictate to me. I would rather sleep in the gutter.’ It was said with real meaning, emotion. It was also said far too late, and they both knew that.


Danny sat down opposite his father and lit himself a cigarette. Meanwhile, Big Dan’s courage was deserting him by the second, and he was overwhelmed with guilt at the realisation of what he had inadvertently created and unleashed onto the world. He knew now that this boy of his was devoid of any real human emotion. He was a cold and callous young lad who cared for no one, and talking to him was pointless. He reminded him of himself.


‘The gutter is somewhere I think you are far more acquainted with than I am, Dad.’


It was an honest statement and it hurt. Big Dan saw himself, and the picture was terrifying; he was too far gone in life to be able to answer for his mistakes. But, that aside, his son bothered him enough to make him listen to his advice.


‘Do you see yourself now, Danny Boy?’ He was going to try to make this boy listen to him and understand what he could teach him. What he could help him with, in their world, their dangerous world. ‘Well, sonny, I’ve got news for you. You are

 me, mate, you are like the spit out of my mouth and, do you know what scares me most? I’m a pisshead, a gambler, a fucking nonsense, but what’s your excuse, eh?’


He laughed then, and it was a deep, full belly-laugh. ‘Oh I’m going, son. I’ll get out of your fucking way, don’t worry. You can have them, the whole fucking tribe. But remember this: one day this will be you

 sitting here. I’m your future and, like me, you’ll be hated by the people who should love you the most. I hoped you might listen to what I had to say, but you’ll never listen to anyone, will you? Mr Know-it-all. You’re a cunt

, like I am, and my father was before me. I just want you to do me one favour, right?’


He sighed then, heavily, as if it was all too much for him, which it was. ‘Look out for this lot, will you? Because I won’t. I’ve naused it up, just like you will. But try, like I tried, to make it all right. It’s harder than it looks.’


Danny saw his father then, saw him as he always had, taking the easy way out. Passing the buck, forwarding his responsibilities onto the nearest mark. He smiled himself then, his father’s double, forcing himself to keep calm, to stop himself from ripping the man to pieces. He needed him at this time, he needed his knowledge and his acumen. ‘Shut the fuck up, you ponce, and listen. Before you walk away from us once more, answer me this one question.’


‘What fucking question is that then? Why should I fucking do anything for you, eh?’ And he laughed again, a spiteful, nasty laugh.


‘Because if you don’t, Dad

, I’ll fucking kill

 you. And that is not an idle threat. I’m just waiting for you to give me an excuse to take you out of the game once and for all. You have to prove to me that you have something I need

, something I want

. If you can’t do that much . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished, knowing his father was more than aware of what he was really trying to say. He was offering him an out; now it was about whether or not he chose to take it. The atmosphere was heavy with suppressed violence, both knew that one wrong word was all that was needed to herald a bloodbath of Olympian standards. Danny Boy was just looking for an excuse to lose it big time.


Big Dan Cadogan looked at his son, and knew that he must be in dire need to request his expert opinion. It was a chance to redeem himself, and he was happy to take it.


‘What do you want to know then?’


‘Can I, or can I not, trust Louie Stein?’


Big Dan sighed. His shock at the question threw him, making him wonder what had brought it about in the first place. The question had actually piqued

 his interest. Something that had never happened before. Suddenly Big Dan wanted to know what was going on; he missed being on the front line, knowing what the buzz on the pavement was. ‘Trust the Jew over who?’


Danny Boy smiled lazily. He knew his father had finally sussed out his quandary and now wanted to know who else might be in the frame. ‘Who do you fucking think?’


Big Dan sat back in his chair, knowing that his answer had to be as truthful and as honest as possible if he wanted to help this son of his. Which, despite the boy’s arrogance, he suddenly found that he did want to help him. Really wanted to help him, for no other reason than that he cared. This shocked him even more than it would have done his son, if he had known.


‘Well, the Murrays are carrion, fucking parasites, I should know that better than anyone, as I’m sure you understand. Louie Stein is like the Virgin Mary in comparison. But why are you asking me all this now?’


Danny Boy ignored him. He had no intention of getting into any kind of conversation with this man. ‘Has Louie Stein ever

 been suspected of grassing anyone?’


His father shrugged and shook his head slowly. ‘Not that I know of but, remember this, son, Louie has been around for the duration, whereas the Murray boys rely on the likes of me, and that includes you

, son. I ain’t excusing what I did, what happened, but I honestly don’t remember any

 of it, and the Murrays took us for six large. Us, mate, because once I owed them, you

 all owed them, young as you were. Oh, I know you’ll go your own road, but I hope you have better luck than me where that pair are concerned. Bollocks to you and your fucking dreams of the big time. The Murrays will destroy you and laugh while they do it.’ He pulled himself to his feet slowly, his body felt like it was on fire with pain. The stiffness was in every joint, and the popping of his bones was loud in the room. ‘You served me up to them, son, and I accept that, you did what you had to for your brother and sister. I mugged us all off, so I know what you did better than anyone. But don’t you ever think for one moment the Murrays will respect

 you for it. Because they won’t. They use everyone and anyone. Louie is the dog’s knob in comparison. You could trust him with anything.


‘Louie has a few Filth on his pay, of course he does. He’d have to in his game, wouldn’t he? I’d hazard a guess he’s had a whisper and he’s just putting the hard word on you, warning you to be careful.’


Danny Boy nodded in agreement. It was the answer he expected, he had trusted Louie but, as a young man, he needed his first impressions to be accurate. He had to learn the hard way how their world worked. He was fourteen going on ninety, and he had to be seen to back the winning team. He was sensible enough to know that he did not have the experience to do that yet. Though his instinct had been proved right, that Louie wasn’t a grass, it still didn’t mean he was on a winning streak.


‘Do you realise that this is the longest conversation we’ve ever had in our lives, Dad

? Don’t you find that sad? I do.’


Big Dan looked down into his son’s eyes; it was like looking in a mirror. Oh, hindsight was a wonderful thing. For he had lost them all, just as he had finally understood how wonderful they really were, how blessed he was that they were his flesh and blood. Now it was too late to make amends, to tell them how lucky he was to have them in his life. He could cry with the realisation of how great his kids actually were, and how he had never bothered to find any of that out because he was too busy gambling and whoring, too busy forgetting that they actually existed in case he had to do something about it.


Danny Boy watched his father as he battled to keep his emotions under control, and he sighed once more. This man was everything he hated, everything he was determined not to be, no matter what happened to him in this life. But now that this moment had come, he knew he couldn’t let him go, let him leave them again. After all, people admired him because he let this old ponce live under his roof, even after what he had done to them all. Family, after all, was family. The East End code, the biggest fucking lie of all. The lie to end all lies really.


And if he let him go, who knew what he would say once he was back on the drink, back on the game circuit, back on the pavement, back losing and, subsequently, back needing money for his bets or his alcohol. He was a liability, there was no doubt about that. But he was also a fountain of wisdom where the Faces were concerned. For that alone, he would humour him, use him.


‘I appreciate what you’re telling me, Dad

, and because of that you can stay. You are

 staying, I take it?’


Closing his eyes Big Danny accepted his fate. Unlike him, his son had a shrewd head on his shoulders and, though he was only a boy, he looked every bit the man and, more to the point, he was being treated like one by most of the people in his orbit. All the years Big Dan had bullied and controlled his family, ignored them, or conveniently forgot about them, were now coming back to bite him on his arse and there was nothing he could do about it. He had created this monster and it was evident that he was not going anywhere until this boy had decreed that he could.


As his son stood up to leave the room he pulled a half-bottle of Black & White whisky from his pocket. Placing it gently on the table he said sadly, ‘You drew first blood, Dad, remember that in the future, won’t you?’


‘You all right, son?’


Louie’s voice was low, but Danny could detect the nervousness that was there lately. Stein’s voice had developed a slight quivering quality that wasn’t evident to anyone except those closest to him. Danny didn’t know how to react, wasn’t experienced enough to suss out the situation properly, and this galled him. He shrugged his enormous shoulders and smiled gently. ‘I’m all right, Lou, give me a break.’


Louie didn’t say anything for a while, instead he poured them both a cup of tea. Danny looked round the office and, as always, his eyes skimmed over the pictures of semi-naked women Sellotaped to the door. They were there for no other reason than they were expected. Danny Boy knew that Lou had no real interest in the fairer sex; his wife and kids were enough for him. And with five daughters Louie Stein was uncomfortable with pictures that depicted girls younger than them. Danny Boy also knew though, that the majority of the men they dealt with spent their lives either eyeing up, reminiscing about, or talking about strange. And therefore it was part of the image, that was all. Strange was on his

 mind, but he was a kid; these pictures were a statement against old age. He could get a hard-on if he stood too near a spin-dryer. This lot would be hard-pushed to get an erection unless their wives won the accumulator on the bingo. They were all talk, all they had was their imaginations, and Danny Boy was sorry for them because of that. No woman would ever dictate his life, his leisure time or, indeed, his fucking wages. He was far too shrewd to get involved in that kind of game. He was keeping his family because of shite like that. Because his father saw his own world as far more important than his kids’ world, with their wants and needs.


As Danny glanced at the dark-haired girl in the picture, her legs splayed apart and her heavy eye make-up only serving to highlight her extreme youth, he wondered at the world of men. Men like his father, men like the Murrays, men who cared for no one but themselves. This girl was a wank, a toss, something to be used over and over again, even when she was a pensioner; the pictures would be around till the next millennium. Tits and arse, after all, were tits and arse. But at least she had a reason for flashing her clout; her kids more than likely. Women did things for their kids that were deemed awful by the majority of the community they happened to live in. Men, though, seemed to be forgiven for the most heinous of crimes.


Pictures were all right, but nothing like the real thing. He loved the world he had discovered; hot, wet girls and buckled knees. The breathlessness before and after the event, even the feeling of disgust as the girl tried to make conversation with him as she tidied herself up. Especially as, by then, all he wanted to do was leave as soon as possible.


Louie watched him and grinned. He could remember the constant hard-on years. When life was still for living and summers seemed far too long and humid. ‘You might not believe this now, son, but one day the world won’t

 be your fucking oyster any more, one day those girls on the wall will cease to be a possibility in your mind; they’ll be a fucking fantasy you hate yourself for instead. One day, you’ll

 wake up and thirty or forty years will have flown by. One day, if you ain’t careful, you’ll be me

.’


Danny Boy smiled gently, his even teeth and square jaw reminding Louie how young he actually was, and how he would give anything to swap places with him if it was at all possible. ‘Could be worse, mate, I could end up like me father.’


Louie didn’t laugh at that as was expected, instead he shook his head and said abruptly, ‘Listen, that will never happen to you, not if I have anything to do with it anyway.’


Louie’s complete dismissal of anything like that ever happening to him pleased the boy; it was his biggest fear and they both knew it.


Louie lit himself a cigar, pulling on it loudly, concentrating on it for long moments, savouring the bitterness of its taste, and the smoothness of the smoke when he eventually blew it out. He sat down then, opposite the boy, and stared at him rudely, his eyes taking him in from his shoes to his eyebrows; it was the long look, the once-over. It was a deliberate act, and Danny watched and waited for the man’s final remarks.


‘Did you heed my advice about the Murrays?’


Louie knew the boy was still a raving virgin where their world was concerned, and he also knew that this state of affairs wouldn’t, and couldn’t, last long. He blew a long, slow line of blue smoke into Danny’s face, knowing then he wouldn’t get an answer from him. Knowing the boy was worried about the advice he had been offered, and also knowing the boy had good reason to feel like that. Why he felt the need to justify himself, Louie Stein wasn’t entirely sure. He had more or less convinced himself it was because he liked

 the boy, but he knew it was about more than that. ‘Look, Danny, I am telling you this as a learning curve, right? I had a dabble recently with a few Faces from the Elephant and Castle. They told me to watch my back where the Murrays were concerned. I passed that gem of wisdom on to you; they own most of the Filth in their domain, and their opinions are sought after by the majority of people I work with or drink with, do you get my drift? So, if you are determined to pursue the criminal footpath, my advice would be to learn the difference between a spinner and player. Keep your head down, your mouth shut, and your arse up, that way you’ll never go wrong.’ He puffed on the cigar once more, the smoke so dense that Danny had to wave his hands in front of his face to disperse it.


‘One last thing, son, never bite the hand that’s good enough to feed you either.’


It was a threat, a friendly warning, and Danny knew it was meant well, that Louie was offended and that he had every right to feel that way; he had been good to him, and it was only Danny’s youth that had made him so suspicious. It was a learning curve all right, that Louie would be in the know should have been evident to him, something he knew instinctively. He was aware he had been chastised and he was grateful for that. It meant he was still in with a chance, still on the payroll.


Danny sipped his tea, digesting everything with his usual calm, and Stein admired his stoic demeanour. He knew the boy had accepted this reprimand with equanimity.


‘You’re a good kid, Danny; kid

 being the operative word here, of course. But don’t fucking push it, you’re new on the pavement, and you’re a funny little fucker. People like you, but all that can change in a heartbeat; you ask the Murrays if you don’t believe me.’


Louie puffed on his expensive cigar, it was making his eyes water, but he loved it. Churchill had smoked these very cigars, though he had probably got them for free. He, however, purchased them cut-price from a little Greek fella with a temper that was worthy of a much larger man. He knew everyone who was anyone, and he had made it his life’s work to keep them all onside. He kept out of personal feuds if it was at all possible, and he never discussed anything he overheard. In his line of business that had to be a guarantee. The boy’s obvious uneasiness over his friendly advice had angered him; he had stuck his neck out to help him in more ways than one. Although a part of him understood the boy’s reticence, knew he was a brand-newey and still wondering what end was up, another part of him was aching to slap him down.


Danny stood up and firmly shook the hand that was feeding him and his family, the smile on his face displaying what he regarded as the required expression of remorse he felt was needed. But the damage was already done; they both knew that.


Mary Miles was walking home from school with Jonjo Cadogan, and as they passed her block of flats they giggled. She was supposed to be at mass, and he was supposed to be playing football, they had told the lies so often they came naturally to them. As they walked towards the waste-ground that doubled as a park, they heard her brother Gordon approach on his bike.


‘Look at that bleeding thing, ain’t you embarrassed to be seen on it?’ Jonjo’s voice was heavy with malice; he resented the intrusion into their little world. Even though he didn’t think Mary harboured any of the feelings that he did, he still resented any kind of intrusion, even from her brother, her flesh and blood. His love for her frightened him at times; it was so intense. Just to be near her was enough for him most of the time, but when someone else entered the equation he couldn’t control his feelings. Gordon, however, rarely brought out the jealousy inside him, he was her brother after all, but he spent so much time with her that Jonjo saw him as a nuisance, as a necessary evil.


Gordon grinned knowingly. He had the same golden hair as his sister and the same crooked smile. They were a handsome family, and they knew it. Mary was already blossoming and that was why her older brother watched her like a hawk. At nine she already knew too much for her own good, and she understood how easy it was to get the males in her life to do whatever she wanted.


Gordon skidded to a halt beside them, his heavy body cumbersome and making him seem even more gauche than usual. The bike was a mongrel. It was an embarrassment really, made up from bits of scrap he had salvaged from friends and neighbours; functional but ugly. He was slaughtered because of it, yet he knew that it was a means to an end. He had wheels, which was more than a lot of his contemporaries could say.


He had learned many years before that front was the main ingredient needed to survive on the streets, and he possessed it in fucking glorious abundance. Now he grinned once more, only his sister knowing that he was seconds away from clumping his friend and neighbour over his derogatory remark. ‘I ain’t embarrassed, Jonjo, it’s one bike more than you’ve

 got, whatever it looks like.’


Jonjo knew when he was being put in his place and he accepted the reprimand with good grace. After all, any bike was indeed better than no bike at all. ‘I was joking, can’t you take a fucking joke?’


Gordon shook his head sadly. ‘No, actually I can’t, not from the likes of you anyway.’


He looked at his antagonist with real hatred as he said loudly, ‘You coming home, Mary? Mum was looking for you.’


Mary Miles sighed heavily; if her mum was on the prowl that meant she was pissed as the proverbial newt. It meant pain, physical as well as mental, it meant hours of drama and recriminations, and it also meant she would be expected to sort it out with the Filth when they arrived; and they would arrive, her mother would make sure of that. It was her new party piece, and she enjoyed the drama of it all.


The police were used to Mary’s intervention when her mother was on the rag; they relied on her, in fact, to talk her mother down, and to settle any disputes that were on her current agenda. Her mother had started to have arguments with the neighbouring households without a second’s thought; vicious, violent rows that were always her fault, and always ended in a physical fight. A punch-up was now her mother’s release valve, it was how she coped with her everyday life. She had become the local joke and it made her kids’ lives unbearable. They had to live with her personal vendettas, her increasingly frequent drunken ramblings and, worse than that, they had to face their classmates, all more than aware of the situation or, more often than not, whose parents were on the receiving end of the shouting and swearing.


Parents were a pain, but she didn’t care about any of that. Not until she had to anyway. All she cared about was the here and now, the future was a foreign country. Now though, thanks to her brother, Mary Miles had to go home and investigate her mother’s latest escapade, find out who she had fought with, then try to smooth it all over. It was so unfair; all she wanted was a regular life, no more and no less.


‘Is she indoors, Gordon?’


He grinned then, displaying his perfect teeth.


‘She is now. She’s indoors

 with Lily Law; they’ve nicked her for assault and battery, threats to kill and discharging a firearm.’


Jonjo started to laugh then, the charges didn’t really surprise any of them. Mrs Miles was a case; she was a one-woman arrest record. She was the loveliest lady in the world when sober, but give her a drink and she was a fucking nightmare. She was already on a suspended sentence for her last foray, that included shooting out the optics in the pub, and then somehow arguing it was mistaken identity. She was also still on bail for breach of the peace and lewd behaviour, this was caused by her insisting on stripping off in the local working men’s club while threatening the real stripper with death on pain of torture and destruction. Her sin being that she had accepted a drink off Mr Miles while his wife was within their vicinity.


Jonjo was sorry for his friend, but she had become used to this kind of thing happening. Her mother was the stuff of nightmares, a drunk who saw insults and aggro where there wasn’t anything remotely troublesome going on. She could make a simple ‘Good Morning’ sound like a declaration of war. She also had access to an air gun that no one, even her own family, could ever lay their hands on. She could be drunk as a skunk, but she always managed to hide the bastard thing before she was finally tracked down. When she had slept it all off though, no one was sorrier than she was. In their world, a woman who drank was vilified far more than a man. Women were still held up as paragons of virtue, even if their old men were robbing, thieving, lying shitbags. The women were held accountable for their actions, the men weren’t.


‘Discharging a firearm? How did she get hold of the gun this time?’


Gordon shook his head, the smile gone from his eyes now. ‘I don’t know, Mary, I think it was the old man’s. He was probably going out on the rob again.’ It was said simply, without any emotion or excitement.


‘I better get home, Jonjo . . . See you tomorrow, eh?’


Jonjo nodded, wondering at her calmness, knowing that if her mother was found guilty she would be looking at a lump and a half.


‘Good luck, mate.’


Mary laughed sadly. ‘Good luck? What’s that when it’s at home?’









Chapter Seven


‘My life is shit, son, and you know it. You’ve made sure of that. Me own husband afraid in his own home, I never thought I’d live to see the day.’


Angelica Cadogan sounded for all the world like a woman hard-done-by, as if her husband was innocent of any charges that might be brought against him. Danny couldn’t believe his ears.


‘You fucked your own life up, Mum, then you fucked up ours.’


‘I gave my life to you children . . .’


‘Pull the other one, Mum, it plays “A Hard Day’s Night”. You never gave us fuck all

, and you know it.’


Danny Boy turned from his mother, refusing to listen to her ranting.


‘Don’t you dare turn your back on me, boy.’


He sighed in annoyance, wanting to hurt her as she had hurt him, had hurt them all. ‘You’d serve us all up in a heartbeat if it got you an audience with your old man, and we all know it, Mum. We have lived with that knowledge for years. You only care about us when you’re alone in the world, when the old man goes on the trot. Once he’s back, you blank us again.’


The truth hurt and Angelica knew that better than anyone. It was why she was getting so angry with this boy before her. Her first-born son, the lad who had kept it all together and made sure they were taken care of. Her guilt and shame made her lash out then, ‘You vicious little bastard . . .’


Danny Boy held up his hand and said sadly, ‘Don’t do this, Mum. Please. He’s fucking scum, he always has been, and you know that better than I do. Don’t try and justify his behaviour, or your treatment of us because of it. Look, Mum, I’m fucking warning you, please don’t start me off on one. Not tonight.’ He was pointing his finger in her face, his anger was there for anyone to see, and she knew it was taking all the strength he possessed to pretend that he didn’t know what she wanted from him. It was a game they had played many times in the past. Only this time he wasn’t going to let her get away with it. They both knew he wasn’t going to play her game any more.


She shook her head sadly, her eyes dark with pain and her tears now genuine. ‘Please, son, do this for me, eh? He’s my husband, your father . . .’


She was almost begging once more, and they both knew it. For Danny it was enough to break him down, but only if he had been foolish enough to let her empty words have an effect. Instead, he had hardened himself to her pleas. He hated her for the fact that she saw this drama as even necessary, that she thought he was that soft she could still talk him round, even after all that had happened.


‘I’ve said he can stay. But I still hate him, Mum. Don’t make me start to hate you as well. He cares nothing for this family, stop trying to make him into something he ain’t. Something he can never be. Never was, for that matter.’


His mother’s face was screwed up in temper, her voice loaded with malice. ‘He is a cripple, thanks to you. He has nothing any more. We’re all he’s got now, boy.’


Danny Boy shook his head in consternation. That she was trying to garner some kind of sympathy for his father was too much, was going too far.


‘He might be a raspberry ripple, Mother, but no one cares about that, do they? If he had been left to his own devices the same thing could have befallen any one of us. He beat us all, you included and, if we’d been left a raspberry, he would not have given a flying fuck. But then you know that, don’t you, deep down in your fucking so-called heart. He could have crippled you or me in his heyday. Kicking and punching us, shouting the odds. He put his fag out on your face, I saw him do it. So bollocks to him, and bollocks to you and all.’


He stepped towards her then and, for the first time, she felt in fear of him; he could almost smell it off of her. It didn’t make him feel bad, it just reaffirmed his belief that without him this family would have sunk without trace. This woman, his own mother, aggravated him nowadays: she just made him more aware of how base and how untrustworthy most women could be. She thought he was a live one, a fucking Greebo. Thought he was cunt enough to swallow her old crap and let that leech back into all their lives as if nothing untoward had happened. He, Danny Boy Cadogan, had taken on the mantle of man of the house, had taken over the bills, everything. He had been forced to. That they had never been so well-off in their lives was a bonus, yet she would still rather be at the mercy of that ponce, his so-called father, than be with her own kids. Be content with her children, her real family. She wanted the man who had destroyed them all in one way or another. It was a real eye-opener for him.


And it hurt him to know his mother still felt the need of the man who had almost brought about the family’s downfall.


All this aggro for a bunk-up, for a shag, because that was all that this could be about. His father had given them nothing all their lives except a harsh word or a good hiding. His mother, on the other hand, had spent her life trying to avoid all of that, had tried to protect everyone, herself included, from his drunken assaults. Now she was acting like they were a fucking perfect match, a love job. He had sacrificed his childhood for her, for his family, and she was asking him to forget the past, act like it had never happened. She was asking him to pretend they were all hunky-dory; it was a fucking diabolical liberty on her part.


She was obviously missing him in some way. But how? She couldn’t be missing his silver tongue, that was for sure. Nor his fucking humungous wallet. They had only seen him when he was borassic lint, when he had spent his wages, had one bet too many. Pissed up and itching for a fight was when they finally got him. Then he would come home to them like the avenging angel of Christ. All fists and terror, bad-mouthing her, beating her up, then taking her to his bed with a threat and a punch, his kids left to listen to it all as they huddled under the covers waiting for him to start on them.


This latest thing though was all about her, her needs. Was about her getting her fucking end away. Gnawing the bone. It was a disgrace as far as he was concerned. For the first time ever she had enough money, she didn’t have to scrub anyone’s house, didn’t have to kneel on anyone’s floor, and it still wasn’t enough for her. He couldn’t provide the main ingredient she needed. Heating, light, food, drink, a bit of bingo when she fancied it, was second rate, all she seemed to want was her old man back in her bed, no matter what he had done to her kids, or to her, for that matter. Women, he now realised, were not to be trusted. All his life his mother had run his father down to him, all his life he had heard nothing except how fucking useless he was and how he should never be like him.


And he had listened to his mother for years; she was the fountain of all knowledge, especially where his father was concerned. Plus he had seen it with his own eyes. Seen what a useless cunt for a father he had been lumbered with. Consequently, none of them had any time for him, except their little sister, but she didn’t count. No one begrudged his love for her, that was expected, that was the only decent thing he had going for him as far as they were concerned.


Now though, it seemed, if you listened to their mother, this father of his was on a par with the Second Coming. He was now more sinned against than sinner, a poor man who had been trying to fight the odds all his life. What fucking drainhole did she think her sons had climbed out of?


He paid all the bills, something his father had been loath to do all his life. Ergo, as far as he could see, that meant that he

 now ran the whole fucking shebang. Just because his mother was once more a wife, it didn’t mean they had to jump on the bandwagon with her.


A raspberry ripple, a fucking cripple, and that was all thanks to him. She only had her husband home with her because he couldn’t

 go anywhere else, even if he wanted to. But that didn’t mean they had to fucking kowtow to him. They had long memories; even if she chose to rewrite history, it didn’t mean they had to. He would use the old coot, but if she thought they were going to start playing happy families she could think again. He had to make that plain to her, make her see that she was getting the old man back, but it didn’t mean that he was once more the dog’s gonads. ‘I’ve said he can stay, Mum, for you. But don’t you ever

 fucking try this old fanny with me again. The kids are my responsibility now, as you are. You and him made sure of that much between you. I ain’t got nothing on my fucking conscience where you’re concerned. I wish you could say the same about us kids. He means nothing to us, fuck all. We know him too well, Mum, and there ain’t nothing you can say that will make us care for him now. It’s too fucking late.’


His mother’s white face was not affecting him any more; his anger was overpowering in its intensity. He was sick of her, sick of her turnaround, of her trying to make out her husband was someone he wasn’t. ‘Don’t push me too far, Mother, because you can’t look out for your kids, so I have had to do that for you. You forget all about that part of it, don’t you?’


Ange was looking at this son of hers, wondering where this anger came from, yet all the time knowing it was to be expected. In her heart of hearts she knew, as always, that she was letting them all down, that her kids knew she was putting her husband over them once more, putting her marriage over their well-being. She knew they were right, but it didn’t change how she felt.


‘I’m warning you, Mum, don’t ever make me choose, and don’t ever make me angry like this again. Unlike you, I have what is known as loyalty. Something that you and that ponce who calls himself my father would know nothing about.’


She nodded sadly. ‘But he can stay?’


He nodded, his clenched fists apparent and his utter disgust at her actions telling her this was final. There was no more talk left for them. This was the end of it. It was only when she turned away from him that he saw she was pregnant again, and the realisation of her utter betrayal was such that it nearly sent him over the edge.


Louie knew something was bothering the boy but no amount of careful questioning could make him confide what it might be. He had wondered if it was a girl: he knew the boy was active in that department and he knew the girls liked him, they walked past the yard in their finery, smiling at the boy and, more often than not, getting no response whatsoever. He was a treat-them-mean, keep-them-keen type of lover. At least that was the impression he gave. As Louie watched him talking to a totter, and doing a deal for some scrap copper piping, he knew that whatever ailed him was colouring his whole life. He looked older, as if he had the weight of the world on his young shoulders. And Louie knew that this state of affairs couldn’t go on for much longer. The last few weeks had seen a great change come over the boy and it wasn’t for the good either; that much was apparent to anyone who knew him.


And he knew Danny Boy better than anyone by now. For all his bravado and his fighting nature, he knew that underneath he was still a kid, a kid who was keeping his whole family from penury, and making sure that his siblings had a better chance at life than he had. And, if the gossip was true, another child was on the way, and the father was masquerading as a cripple so the chance of him ever doing an honest day’s work was about as likely as the Pope giving lessons in contraception. As Louie waved the boy over, he wondered how he was going to ask him what was going on, what his reaction would be to his queries, and whether or not he had any real right to interfere in the boy’s private business.


Michael was working out how much they were earning from their new businesses; in the last few weeks they had been handed a lot of smaller debts that were seen as far too cheap to be called in with serious violence. Danny Boy was seen as a new up-and-coming young Face and the men who were owed the money knew that any business they passed over to him would also be seen as a gesture of kindness. After all, the boy needed a few quid for his family’s welfare, so it looked as if they were just giving him a heads-up. In reality, people were collecting money they would normally write off until serious damage was called for. That would generally involve the borrower asking for more dosh at some point, and then the rest would be history. All in all, it was an earner for everyone involved.


And Michael knew that if you looked after the small amounts, the pennies, then the pounds seemed to multiply at an alarming rate, especially when, like them, the pounds were still important.


They were the new rude boys, the answer to everyone’s prayers. Danny Boy Cadogan would hammer the fuck out of someone for a score; in everyone’s eyes that made him a winner. He got to keep the poke, and the person owed the money was suddenly unwilling to let the debt ride the usual course.


It was a win-win situation once again and Michael, like Danny Boy, was all for making the most of it. Exploiting a situation was their mantra, and it seemed to be catching on. They were also being asked to supply puff to a new clientele and that pleased them. They were being talked about, were sought after, they were like the new kids on the block and they were loving every second of it. Every Face in the Smoke was aware of them, liked them, admired them. They were kids, no threat to anyone yet, but useful if a small job came their way. This was what they had talked about, prayed for. Little acorns.


It was dark, the night air was cold, and the distant sound of a police siren broke the silence. Danny was seriously drunk and the cold night air cut through his lungs every time he took a breath.


He had left the scrapyard hours before; guessing that Louie was going to give him one of his fatherly talks, he had gone on the trot. As much as he liked the man, there was no way he was going to discuss this situation with him. The shame was too much to bear; it was bad enough that everyone knew his father had more or less dumped them all, leaving them up shit creek without the proverbial paddle.


As he walked towards Shepherd’s Market he felt the anger building up inside him all over again. He was fifteen and he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. But he would use his father to better himself, make himself look the big man. The generous son. He was, after all, his flesh and blood. Then, when the time was right, he would take great pleasure in aiming him out the front door once and for all.


Tonight he had had a meet with a Face from Silvertown, Derek Block, and he had agreed to collect a few debts for him in the coming weeks. Then, after they had concluded their bit of business he had gone on the piss big-time. Derek Block had found his drunkenness highly amusing and had actively encouraged it. Danny Boy decided he liked Derek Block more than he had thought possible. Considering the man was a fucking cretin of the first water, he had been pleasantly surprised at how much he had enjoyed getting pissed with him. Now he was once more alone and, though full of alcohol, he still managed to walk a straight line and look relatively sober.


Danny Boy was dressed smartly as always, a nice dark suit and heavy overcoat making him look older than his years. His mother and her pregnancy, her disgusting betrayal of them all, was at the forefront of his mind as he strolled through Shepherd’s Market.


It was late, so he eyed up the last few working girls surreptitiously, they were the dregs of their tight-knit society and that caused his anger to boil to the surface once more. He took deep breaths, determined to get his anger and his temper under control. He liked the brasses, they were easy pickings. He knew where he was with them, and he didn’t have to be nice if he didn’t want to. They were nothing more than a commodity to him; they scratched his itch without him having to pretend he liked them. His sexual appetite was enormous and he knew that it was far bigger than all his contemporaries’ put together. Most of them wouldn’t know a shag if it fell out of a tree and hit them on the head. They had to be content with talking about it, all the time making sure their right hands were in perfect working order. But he needed to release his pent-up aggression regularly, and the sex act did that for him.


The market was nearly empty and he walked on briskly now, wishing he had not left it so late. Then he saw a young girl in the shadows; she was obviously new to the pavement, her skin was still clear and her eyes didn’t have the feral glint that came with experience and the overuse of her body for monetary gain.


She smiled at him sheepishly, and he motioned with his head for her to follow him. He could hear the clacking of her shoes on the pavement as she struggled to keep up with him, and he grinned to himself. He was leading her away from her comfort zone and it was late; she was obviously in dire need of money. She was wearing a short satin skirt, a tie-dyed shirt and an Afghan coat that had seen better days. Her long, slim legs were bare, and the high-heeled shoes she wore only served to hinder her progress. He stopped in a doorway and watched her as she teetered towards him. Her heavily made-up face showed her nervousness, and her clothes made her look ridiculous. He smiled as she sidled up beside him.


In the dim light he saw she was actually really pretty, no more than seventeen years old, and seriously stacked. Her smile revealed small white teeth, and a trust that was completely wasted on him.


Danny Boy stared down at her for long moments. She had thick blond hair, wide-spaced blue eyes and a tiny, heart-shaped face. Her creamy skin was still smooth, without the tell-tale lines that street walkers seemed to acquire at an early age. Her garish make-up made her look even younger than she was and her wide smile was genuine. And she was devoid of the usual banter and chat that heralded the request for money in exchange for sexual services. She was a brand-newey all right.


‘How much?’


She shrugged, her slim shoulders making her look even more vulnerable. ‘I don’t know. What do you normally pay?’


She had a quiet voice, and her breath was evident because of the cold. He didn’t answer her. Instead, he pulled her towards him and, grabbing her, he began to feel her all over. As he squeezed her breasts roughly she closed her eyes tightly, and he forced her legs open with his knee. Pushing her backwards against the shop door, he kissed her. Forcing his tongue into her mouth, he explored it as if she was a real girlfriend. She tasted of Wrigley’s chewing gum and cigarettes. Danny never kissed brasses; this was a one-off for him. As he fingered her she sighed, then he kissed her so violently she couldn’t breathe. She tried to pull away, but he held her there by grabbing a handful of her hair, pulling her head back until she thought her neck would snap. Then, panicking, she realised that he was determined to hurt her. He bit down hard on her bottom lip and she cried out in pain. Danny tasted her blood and it only served to make him more excited. He had released her breasts from her top and he lowered his head and sucked and bit at them until she was crying with the pain and humiliation. Picking her up in his arms he positioned her so he could thrust himself inside her and as he felt the tightness of her, he knew that this was what he had been missing out on: that she was relatively unused so her body was still firm and exciting. The fact she was dry, sore and in agony didn’t enter his mind, he was lost in the feelings she had created in him and, pulling her legs around his waist, he pummelled her until he felt himself coming.


‘You fucking slag, you fucking whore.’


He repeated those two sentences over and over again, and she realised he had no idea he was even saying anything.


As he groaned loudly and came back to reality, he heard her voice telling him to stop. She was fighting him now, her pain and hurt making her stronger. Grabbing her wrists he slammed her hard against the wooden door. The force knocked the wind out of her and her little face screwed up in pain and bewilderment. She looked at him and knew then that he was really dangerous, knew his good looks hid a demon. She stopped trying to fight him, and waited for him to finish, knowing then that any kind of resistance was useless. When it was finally all over he held her close, his breathing loud and ragged in her ears.


The burning inside her was real, and she knew he had hurt her, really hurt her. Her legs had been pushed so far apart that she felt as if her hips were about to break, and her back was raw from being slammed into the brass handle of the shop door.


Danny looked down at her once more, he had never felt like that before. Her youth and inexperience had excited him in a way he had never believed possible.


The pain was unbearable and, as he placed her gently onto the ground, she winced. She couldn’t stand up, and she grabbed at him then. Her legs buckled and she dropped onto her knees. The pain was overwhelming: she knew she was bleeding, that the warm wetness between her legs was not just from him.


Danny watched the girl’s face and, as his head cleared, he knew he had fucked up, knew that he had really hurt her. She was doubled over, and he hastily rearranged himself until he was decent once more. Then he looked around him, checked in case someone was in the vicinity, had been witness to his actions. The road was empty, and the girl was now attempting to stand up. She was clutching at his overcoat, trying to drag herself upright. Her pretty face was screwed up in pain, and he could see the terror in her eyes at what had befallen her. He could smell her now. It was a bitter, sweaty smell and it made his stomach heave. He saw her legs, blue and mottled from the cold night air, and the dirt that was ingrained around her ankles. Her thick hair was greasy and, as her fingers clawed at his coat, he was aware of chipped nail varnish, and nicotine-stained fingers. Now he had sated his appetite the reality of what she was hit him. She was filthy, her eyes sunken, a junkie’s eyes. She was a runaway, the scum of the earth and he was ashamed to admit he had shagged her.


‘Please . . . I can’t get up . . .’


Her mouth was a dark cavern now, and he had kissed her, with her custard teeth and smudged lipstick. He felt the bile rise inside him and swallowed down the urge to vomit. His fist was loud when it connected with her forehead and, as she collapsed onto the dirty floor, he kicked her. The blow was so powerful it lifted her off the ground and Danny felt her ribs crumple as they came into contact with his well-polished brogues. He stepped back and looked down at her as she writhed in agony on the cold pavement, her cries high-pitched and her eyes screwed up with pain. He kicked her again, this time in the back of her head. The force of the blow sent the girl sprawling across the pavement and Danny watched her as she attempted to crawl away from him.


She was quiet now, unable to scream or talk, her instincts telling her she couldn’t defend herself, all she could do was try and get away from the person who was hurting her. As she tried to absent herself from the terrible situation she had found herself in, she knew in her heart that it was futile.


Danny looked around him. The street was still empty, and most of the lamp posts had broken bulbs, the older women on the game saw to that; the darker the night the more likely they were to earn. He stared coldly at the girl again, her suffering was evident, and yet it didn’t affect him one iota. He watched her as if he was outside, looking in on the whole situation, as if it had nothing to do with him at all. He walked to where she was lying and, kneeling down, he looked at her closely. She was bleeding profusely, something he had not noticed until now. She was lying on her back, her mouth opening and closing as she tried to beg him to leave her be. But nothing was coming out of her mouth except blood.


Danny wondered briefly why he didn’t care about her, didn’t feel anything about her obvious suffering, then he wondered if anyone could place them together. It was like watching a scabby dog dying. And he was sure that she was actually dying. No one could survive the blows he had inflicted on her. But, as he tidied himself up, brushed down his overcoat and ran his fingers through his hair, he wondered at a girl who was so base she would give herself to anyone with the cash needed. Fuck her, and fuck all women like her.


The alcohol he had imbibed liberally earlier on was wearing off now, the shock of his anger and the consequent outburst was sobering him up. As the girl slipped into unconsciousness he stamped on her head repeatedly, making sure she wouldn’t see the light of the new day that was rapidly approaching.


Afterwards, as he walked home he saw the first rays of light, and marvelled at how beautiful the world could be, even though it was peopled with women like his mother and the nameless girl he had encountered that night.


He knew that by letting his father stay he would get more than a few Brownie points and he would concede that much to further his burgeoning career. That his mother was prepared to defend the man who had almost destroyed her family he found hard to digest. That she wanted him more than her children was a real eye-opener, a real learning curve. Even though he was still half-cut, the hurt he felt inside was still raw enough to bring tears of self pity to his eyes. He had worked his arse off to put food on the table and clothes on their backs, minimise the damage his father had caused, and his mother didn’t care about any of it. She was more interested in the ponce she had married than the kids she had birthed.


As he walked home, Janet Gardner, a sixteen-year-old runaway from Basingstoke, died all alone on the pavement, the imprint of Danny Boy’s shoe on her face as her boyfriend-cum-pimp was wondering where the fuck she had got to with his money.


Ange was still up when her son finally came home. Her biggest fear was that he would leave them to get on with it; she knew that would mean her once more working all the hours the good Lord sent, even though she was full of baby. As he walked into the flat she was standing in the kitchen doorway, her tubby body and thick greying hair showing her age.


They looked at each other then and, smiling gently, she went to this son of hers, this man who had emerged suddenly from out of nowhere, and she hugged him. ‘Where have you been? I was worried about you.’


Danny Boy shrugged gently. ‘I had a bit of business, Mum. Don’t worry, I am over the worst.’


‘Can I do you a bit of breakfast, son?’


He shook his head sadly. ‘Nah. I need a few hours of sooty and sweep, get me head together for the day ahead.’


‘There’s blood on your coat, take it off and give it to me, son. I’ll sort it for you.’


Danny looked down and saw that the girl’s blood had been sprayed all over the front of his overcoat. It was still fresh, deep-red in colour, and he felt the urge to vomit once more. He could smell her again, the rancid odour of an unwashed body that was never evident before he slept with them, but always seemed to linger afterwards.


He slipped his overcoat off and she gently folded it over her arm.


‘Try and see it from my point of view, eh?’


He didn’t bother to answer her, his brother had got up and was watching them closely.


‘Had your look?’


‘Fuck off.’


Danny was still laughing at Jonjo’s front as he went to his bed, all the while listening to his mother berating his little brother for swearing.









Chapter Eight


‘She’s got a heart that’s harder than a whore’s handbag and, let’s face it, I should know.’ Big Dan gave his usual shrug as if to imply his wife was the Devil Incarnate and then, craftily, knowing that what he was saying was tantamount to blasphemy because of his son’s reputation, and also knowing that the men around him admired his courage in saying it all in the first place, said, ‘But keep that under your hat, boys. Remember the war, careless talk cost lives.’


Big Dan listened with satisfaction at the scandalised laughter all around him. He knew it was really more a case of sycophantic laughter. Knew that in the real world, their world, he was only tolerated these days because of his son. But he milked it for all it was worth anyway. That his son had no real interest in him wasn’t something he was inclined to dwell on, but the fact that his boy relied on his intimate knowledge of the local Faces and local folklore was what was really important. It was because of that that he still had a role in life of sorts. He was tolerated by Danny Boy all the time he was useful to him. So he made a point of gathering as much information as he could, in the hope that it would eventually be of interest to his son. This was what he craved though, the company of other men, the warmth of the pub, and the centre stage. He was still classed as a raspberry ripple, Danny Boy had seen to that, but on the upside he would never have to work again. He couldn’t, even if he’d wanted to, which, in all honesty, wasn’t an issue as far as he was concerned. He was not capable of any kind of manual labour any more, and that was all he had been fit for, even at his best. In fact, sitting in his local with the resident no-necks was as good as it was going to get for him, and he was sensible enough to know that. He earned his keep though, not only did he keep his eyes and ears open for any titbits that might be of interest to his son, he made sure that anything he heard was factual before repeating it. But he also helped enhance the boy’s reputation with skilful innuendoes and half truths. Over the last year, since Ange had lost the baby, he had made himself as indispensable as was humanly possible. It had been hard graft, but he had persevered and liked to think he had accomplished at least a mutual tolerance, if not respect.


There was no love lost between the two of them, but there was a truce of sorts, except for the occasional bout of unfriendly fire. Namely when his son came home drunk and took the first opportunity available to cunt him into the ground. He never rose to the bait though, he just sat back and waited for the boy to run out of steam. He knew that he was deserving of most of it anyway, and at least Danny didn’t bring it out of their flat and into the public domain. In front of people they were civil to each other, and he knew Danny Boy was respected for his treatment of a man who had, in effect, destroyed and abandoned his family. That Danny had gimped him good and proper was common knowledge, that Danny Boy had then welcomed him back into the fold had now become part of the local folklore.


It made him look big, look magnanimous when, in fact, he was just another vicious little fucker masquerading as a nice guy. He should know, the boy took after him. Big Dan knew his boy was going to be a Face, he was halfway there already: hence the welcome wagon wherever he went. No one wanted to antagonise the boy, and if he

 could find it in his heart to forgive his old man, then most people were willing to follow suit. After all, whatever Danny might have done to him in the heat of anger and retribution, it didn’t mean he would stand back and let anyone else get away with it. After all, he was still his father, and that counted for something in their world, no matter how useless the person in question might be.


He was earning as well, the boy was earning serious money these days, and he was on speaking terms with everyone who was anyone. No mean feat considering his tender years. He was a prince-in-waiting all right. A vicious, hateful, and devious prince who had the knack of making people like him. It was his open face; he looked for all the world like an angel, as if butter wouldn’t melt.


Well, they would learn and, when they did, it would be too late. That much his father knew, even if they didn’t. They would rue the day they gave this son of his permission to hunt on their territory, because hunt he would. It was second nature to him. He would take everything they had acquired away from them, one by one, piece by piece, that smug smile of his still on his face. He was a natural-born scavenger, fucking carrion.


If anyone needed a job doing these days, then Danny Boy was always available, and his sheer size, coupled with his quiet and respectful demeanour, had endeared him to everyone in the criminal community. He could handle himself, that much was evident. Even he couldn’t dispute that, and the fact that he had the knack of controlling his violence and, when it was deemed necessary, could even prolong it, was an added bonus. His youthful exuberance was part of his overall charm.


Danny Boy was becoming known for his drug dealing and also for his ability to sort out problems discreetly. He could collect a debt, arrange a firearm, or deliver a message when necessary. He could also charm anyone with an ounce of brainpower, while making sure they never forgot him. He knew instinctively how to manipulate any situation for his own benefit, and he was sensible enough to make it look like everything he did was for the good of whoever was paying his wages at the time.


This boy he had bred made Big Danny realise just how useless he had been for the best part of his life, and it made his current situation all the more apparent because he was now reduced to poncing drinks by trading on his association with his own flesh and blood. Forced into acting all the time, as if what had happened to him was of no importance, was insignificant in the great scheme of things. As if being crippled by his own flesh and blood didn’t affect him one iota.


As his elder son walked into the pub Big Dan felt the usual sickness in the pit of his stomach, felt the breathlessness as his heart started beating rapidly. He feared him more than most people; he had far more reason to.


Danny Boy walked into the warmth of the public house with his shoulders back and his head held high, as if he owned the place. He strode across the dirty floor of the bar, his youth and expensive clothing immediately marking him out as different. He had the polished appearance of someone twice his age, and he also had a presence that was reminiscent of the old-style villains. He looked what he was, a serious handful.


People made a point of acknowledging him, and he acknowledged them back; depending on their ranking in the world of criminality, he either nodded, shook hands or slapped backs. He knew the game, and he could already play it like a veteran. His handsome face, as always, belied his real emotions. He looked pleased to see everyone, made them feel as if they were important, had a smile and a wink for any females in his line of vision. The women loved him, he had the animal attraction that all seriously violent men possess. Certain women were attracted to it, loved the idea of being with someone so dangerous, even though it was normally the end of their lives as they knew it. It was once the men had been bagged that the real trouble started. Getting them was one thing, keeping them was another thing entirely. But the kudos of having them as their beau was enough to keep them interested, make them work overtime so they could reap the benefits of such an association. And the benefits were huge for a young girl with nothing more going for her than a good figure and a keen sense of fashion. Such an association was a passport to a life of ease and, in most cases, luxury, especially if the man married them. A few kids were the equivalent to money in the bank, providing the man in question didn’t get his collar felt of course. As most of the girls in the pub were still technically schoolies Danny Boy was in his element. He stood at the bar, all bravado and brooding good looks, and waited for the girls to approach him. As he ordered a drink he turned to where his father was sitting perched on a stool and said pleasantly, ‘Another one?’


Danny smiled as his father nodded nervously. He loved the stir he created wherever he went, loved the fact he was a someone now, a fucking handful, that he had a rep. The fact he was treated with respect by his elders was like a balm to his tortured soul. He needed it, and the more he experienced it, the more he craved it. He also loved the fact that it drove his father to distraction, he knew just how hard it was for him to keep up the pretence and live with the knowledge that he was only a part of their world because he, Danny Boy, allowed him to be. One word from him and the old bugger would be outed without a second’s thought. But seeing the respect his father got because he was

 his father was like a salve to Danny Boy. It was further proof of his own importance, and the old man was handy at times: he had a nose for the pavement that was spot on, so they both benefited from their public truce. He looked at his father with mocking eyes and then proceeded to ignore him: he could feel the atmosphere he had created with his presence and enjoyed it. He saw the way people glanced his way surreptitiously, afraid to catch his eye yet, at the same time, hoping he would single them out and, by doing so, enhance their own reputations. It was a powerful feeling, and he thrived on it.


Lawrence Mangan was a man of few words. He was a quiet and seemingly inoffensive man who was friendly to the point of embarrassment, generous to a fault, and as mad as the proverbial hatter. He was tall, well-built, and had deep-blue eyes that were always smiling, and always on the lookout for a mark. He was a man who was known all over the Smoke, and who was respected by everyone and anyone. Even the Old Bill had a grudging respect for him because he was always in on everything that went down, yet they had never once

 been able to prove anything against him. He had never even had a caution, or a fine.


Lawrence Mangan, Lawrie to his friends, had a loyal workforce who knew better than anyone how dangerous he could be. The few people who had been stupid enough to upset him had a habit of disappearing off the face of the earth. Never to be seen again.


Lawrence Mangan knew how to keep himself out of trouble, and he also knew that his only chance of survival was to recruit the best of the best. He made a point of only dealing with people he trusted implicitly, people he then made sure earned a good wedge and who were intelligent enough to understand that he was not a man to trifle with. He had dispatched people without a second’s thought many times in the past, knowing that the only way to be really safe was to do his own dirty work. He was hardly going to grass himself up, was he? People, Filth included, could think what they liked about him, about his lifestyle, it was proving it that was the hard part.


Now though, he was faced with a quandary. One of his oldest associates, a good friend, had been unfortunate enough to have got his collar felt. Not something that would normally bother him too much. What was bothering him was the fact that the man in question had been given bail. What’s more, the bastard was sitting right here in the same bar, looking for all the world as if nothing had happened.


Jeremy Dawkins had been captured fair and square by the plod with a boot full of guns and enough ammunition to take on the British army, or at least give them a run for their money. In fact, a few of the guns had once been owned by said army.


Now, to anyone in their world and, given his previous form, he should have had more chance of getting a wank off Doris Day than making bail. Hence Lawrence’s suspicious thoughts on the matter in hand. Jeremy was one of only a handful of people who were capable of doing him any real harm, and that meant he had to make sure Jeremy didn’t get that chance. If Jeremy was about to serve him up, and there was a good chance he was seriously considering that because another capture would guarantee him such a hefty sentence that he wouldn’t come back home till his great-grandchildren were in their dotage. That fact meant he had to make sure that Jeremy didn’t get the opportunity. If he had already talked the big talk with plod, and that was a given as far as he was concerned, then they would be on the watch. So he had to make sure that if anything did happen to Jeremy he couldn’t be implicated in any way. He knew he had to assume that Jeremy had already given them enough information to whet their interest in him personally. The man wouldn’t give them anything really important until he had brokered himself a decent deal. He had enough sense to know that when dealing with the Filth you never gave them anything too edifying until you had your guarantees in place. They were not known for being fair-minded when dealing with known and habitual criminals.


There was a chance that Jeremy had indeed had a touch, and that he was telling the truth when he said his brief was a miracle worker; however, that wasn’t a chance Lawrence was willing to take. Jeremy was living on borrowed time, even though he wasn’t aware of that fact yet.


As he sipped his glass of port, Lawrence decided he was more than likely living on borrowed time as well, thanks to this treacherous bastard. Though he couldn’t prove anything, he had found through experience that it was always better to be safe rather than sorry. Smiling happily at Jeremy he raised his glass in a toast, and watched as the treacherous bastard smiled happily back at him while returning the gesture. He needed to box clever with Jeremy, he was an old hand and would be on the lookout for anything remotely suspicious; that ruled out using anyone in their immediate circle to solve this problem once and for all. Not that he would feel comfortable with that scenario either.


Jeremy was far too shrewd to let anyone he knew near him, he would have to be taken out by someone he wouldn’t suspect. Like now; Jeremy didn’t suspect that he

 had sussed him right out, knew that there was no way he would get bail, get a cab home from the Filth’s local hangout. He had done too much bird, had too much form: his only get-out-of-jail-free card was to put someone else in there instead. Well, that someone wasn’t going to be him.


He needed a new Face, a young buck, someone looking for a chance to make the transition from a good living to a fuck-off way of life. Someone who would be sensible enough to keep their trap shut, yet who was also strong enough to take Jeremy on without too much thought. In fact, he had to find himself a brand-new Jeremy to replace the old one. The thought made him smile and, as he listened to the banter and talk around him, he was quietly planning his old friend’s demise. This was a job that needed to be done sooner rather than later. As his old Granny always said: either shit, or get off the pot. He knew just the bloke to solve this problem for him, and he decided to sort it sooner rather than later.


As Danny watched his father giving it the big one at the bar, he wondered why he didn’t feel anything for him any more, not even anger. Didn’t feel anything for anyone, in fact. His mother he loved, on one level, but she had disappointed him too much: he looked after them all for no other reason than how it looked to the outside world. He was seen as the good guy and he wanted it to stay that way. People admired his loyalty, even though he didn’t really have any. Didn’t suffer from his conscience, didn’t have trouble sleeping at night. His life now consisted of making money and proving to the world he was a somebody. In fact, how he was perceived was of paramount importance.


The smell of cigarettes and stale beer was assailing his nostrils: it reminded him of his father. The pub was overheated, exacerbating the stench of cheap perfume and even cheaper clothes. He wanted better than this for himself, much better.


He saw Louie walk through the bar then, a welcome breath of cool air heralding his arrival, and he knew that tonight was going to be a watershed in his life. He swallowed his drink and went into the back room of the public house quietly, unobtrusively, all the time knowing that he was being watched by everyone in the place. Especially by the girls who frequented this shithole of an establishment. As he slipped through the door he felt the power of having all eyes turned on him.


‘You’re a fucking poser, do you know that?’


Danny laughed at the accusation.


The room was small, it had peeling wallpaper, a threadbare carpet and the universal stench of hopelessness that seemed to permeate even the nicer boozers in east London. There was money to be made, but it was not wise to advertise that fact.


‘You look well, Lou, what’s all this about?’


Louie could see the difference in the boy and part of him was sorry at the change in him. He was a man now and, after tonight, if he took on the mantle being offered to him, he could never walk away from this life. If he did as requested, he would become a fixture, a permanent part of their society. In short he was going to offer him the credibility he knew this young man craved. For him it was a win-win situation: for young Danny Boy it would seal his fate once and for all. Be careful what you ask for, eh, you just might get it.


Ange Cadogan was sipping her tea, and listening to Mystery Voice

 on the radio when her son came into the kitchen. As always, he brought in the smell of the pavement. It was peculiar to him and, even with his aftershave and his expensive clothes, she still associated it with him. He was opening the drawers and removing things, his movements precise and, as always, quiet.


‘What you after, son?’


He looked over his shoulder at her and grinned. ‘If anyone asks, right, I was home in bed by eleven.’


She didn’t even bother to answer such a ridiculous statement. ‘What do you want that lot for?’ She saw her boning knife, bread knife and apple corer being wrapped in a clean tea towel.


Danny didn’t answer her. Instead, he said, ‘When the old man gets in, tell him you saw me go to bed, right?’


He placed the package inside his coat, and turned towards her fully. ‘He’s still in the pub, pissed out of his head. Don’t you dare let on about any of this, right?’


Ange nodded at him, her eyes heavy with accusation.


‘There’s money in the top drawer of my dresser, take a oner and do whatever you have to, take the kids out, and stay well away from here until I tell you otherwise. OK? Just keep them away from here and keep your trap shut.’


She didn’t say anything, and that annoyed him.


As he left the flat a few minutes later, she sighed heavily, wondering what new trouble he had landed himself in now. She didn’t move from her seat: the truce was still in place, but these days she gladly overlooked her son’s behaviour, preferring to pretend that everything was hunky-dory. She was actually more interested in when her husband would finally arrive home, and what condition he would be in when he arrived. It was the only way she could cope with it all. If she didn’t dwell on it all too much and concentrated on the other kids, she found that her life was at least bearable.


Michael knew that what he was about to do would catapult him into the real world; so far he had been the brains of the outfit. Now though, he was being asked to actually take part in Danny Boy’s quest to conquer their world. He knew that if he had refused, he would be finished. And that Danny was depending on him to make this night’s work go smoothly, without a hitch of any kind. He also knew that Danny was drawing him in, making sure he couldn’t back out of their partnership because, after tonight, he would finally be a fully fledged member of the criminal fraternity. This was serious business; this would ultimately make or break them. But, in his heart, he understood that nothing would go wrong, because Danny Boy Cadogan wouldn’t let that happen. And that there would be no going back after this. But he was not geared up for this kind of scam; in fact, he had made a point of stepping back from the actual day-to-day running of their little firm, even though said firm was only successful because of Danny Boy’s reputation. He was seen as no more than the partner, the mate. It was Danny Boy who had the real rep, and he had earned it. And, in fairness, he had made a point of enhancing it at every available opportunity. Michael knew how to work out the financial side, but it was Danny who made sure the money was available to them in the first place. Michael’s family depended on him now, as did Danny’s: he had made a deal with the Devil and that ponce demanded his pound of flesh.


That was why he was sitting in a damp cellar off the Bow Road, waiting for Danny Boy to deal with his latest victim. Only this time, the victim was not going to be allowed to leave with a broken limb and a stern warning: this time they were being paid to make someone disappear.


It was a daunting task, and only his fear of Danny’s anger, and his need to take care of his family, was keeping Michael from running as far away as possible.


‘He’s still out for the count.’


Danny sounded relieved, even though Michael knew he was not going to renege on his promise to Lawrence. There was no way this could be stopped now, it had gone too far. The man lying on the floor would never let them get away with this, it was now a case of do or die. And he, for one, was terrified of what they were going to do

: knew that if it all went pear-shaped it was the end for them.


Danny Boy looked down at Jeremy as he lay on the cement floor. His hands were tied behind his back and his face was already a swollen wreck. He knew that once he came to, the pain in his shoulders and neck would be unbearable agony. He was also bleeding from his eyes and ears. None of these things bothered Danny; he had no sentiment any more, for anyone. If anything, he was intrigued by it, by the human spirit. And anyway, Louie had provided this safe haven for them; all the screaming in the world would not bring anyone knocking on this door. So, unlike Michael, Danny Boy didn’t fear the arrival of the Old Bill. Lily Law was the least of their problems. His fear comprised not being able to execute the job he had been given properly, not displaying the correct amount of finesse. This was the decider as far as he was concerned.


He lit a cigarette and pulled on it deeply. ‘You all right, Mike?’


It was a genuine enquiry and Michael answered him with equal seriousness. ‘Not really, but I’ll survive as always.’


His answer made Danny laugh.


‘Fuck him.’ He knelt down then and stubbed the cigarette out on Jeremy’s face. The burn brought the man back to consciousness and he groaned loudly.


‘Awake, are we?’ Danny spoke as if he was addressing a small child in his care; his voice was friendly, his open face devoid of any kind of emotion. Picking up the apple corer from the floor, he held it over the man’s right eye.


‘This is your last chance. Have you to talked to Old Bill about our mutual friend?’


The man looked at the handsome young man leaning over him and, pulling his lips back over his teeth, he said angrily, ‘Fuck you.’


Jeremy knew he was a dead man and he was determined to go with as much dignity as he could muster. He knew all of this would be discussed at length with everyone he had ever dealt with in his life and at least he wanted the satisfaction of knowing he went out with a bit of aplomb. A bit of respect.


Danny sighed again and, looking at the man’s terrified face, he said sadly, ‘I am going to take out your eye in a minute, and then, if you still insist on being a hero, I’ll take out your other eye. I’ll dismantle your boat-race inch by inch until you tell me what I want to know. So don’t be a fucking mug, you’re a dead man anyway.’ Then, before Jeremy could answer him, he slammed the apple corer into his eye socket, wrenching out the eyeball, and a large percentage of his cheekbone. The scraping of metal against bone was sickening. The screaming seemed to go on for an age, and the blood was everywhere. Michael watched in horrified fascination then, feeling the vomit rising up into his mouth, he emptied his stomach over the floor.


Danny stood up and, lighting himself another cigarette, he ignored his friend’s dilemma. Instead, he went to the small table by the door and poured himself a large whisky. He placed the apple corer onto the table, with Jeremy’s eyeball still stuck inside it and, picking it up once more he poked it out with his index finger, watching as it dropped on to the dirty floor. He stamped on it, grinding it into the dirt.


Picking up his drink, he downed it quickly then, pouring another one, he took the glass over to Michael, who was still heaving. ‘Drink this, you fucking tart.’


Jeremy was quieter now; the excruciating pain, and the realisation of what was actually going to happen had finally hit him. He was squirming in his own blood, and aware that he really was in trouble. He knew now that Danny Boy Cadogan was that rare breed of man, a sadist who actually enjoyed this kind of job. A man who enjoyed inflicting pain on people and was willing to do whatever was necessary to make sure that he had answers to any questions he deemed important.


Michael swallowed the whisky in two gulps. The sweat was pouring off him, Danny could smell it, even though the stink of blood was heavy in the air. He could also smell victory, knew that Jeremy was going to tell him whatever he wanted to know.


He walked Michael to an old typist’s chair and made him sit down, fussing over him tenderly. Michael was staring at the remains of a perfectly good eyeball and feeling the nausea once more.


‘You all right, mate?’


Michael nodded eventually, his belly still determined to empty itself of its contents.


‘You’re so chicken-hearted, the bloke’s a fucking grass for fuck’s sake.’ Winking gaily, he went back to where Jeremy was groaning in agony and knelt beside him once more.


Jeremy was babbling incoherently, trying to release himself from his bonds. He was delirious with pain and nearly insane with the knowledge that this boy wasn’t going to talk of his death with respect, he would joke about it, enjoy his final moments by making him beg for an end to the torture. He was beaten, and he knew it.


Listening intently, Danny finally learned what he wanted to know. ‘See, you know it makes sense.’


Then, smiling happily, he proceeded to torture Jeremy anyway, watching the way his body writhed in agony, studying the terror in his face, listening intently to the guttural groans he forced out when actual speech became impossible. Danny Boy was fascinated by this death. He knew he was going to see, up close and personal, someone leave this earth, leave not only all they knew, but also everyone they knew, behind them. He felt the power of his position, of knowing this man’s life was his to give back or to take away. Eventually he became bored with his games, and fed up with Michael’s pleas for him to stop what he was doing, and he finished the man off once and for all.


It was a learning curve all right, but the recipient of the lesson wasn’t the dead man on the filthy floor, it was Michael. He knew this was the first of many such nights, and he also knew that Danny could never let him walk away now. He was as much a part of this event as Danny was, because he had allowed it to happen in the first place. As he emptied his stomach once more, Danny’s laughter at his friend’s obvious weakness rang in his ears.


‘Get a fucking grip, Mike, the cunt was a grass, he had this fucking coming.’


Danny Boy lit a cigarette and poured himself another drink. His hands were thick with dried blood and, toking deeply on his Embassy, he said gaily, ‘Did you see Caroline Benson’s tits tonight? She is definitely on my to-do list.’


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


‘No one will ever find him, Mr Mangan.’


Lawrence nodded almost imperceptibly, pleased with the boy’s respectful demeanour and the aura of someone who knew they had done a blinding job.


‘Well done, son. Now I know what the treacherous cunt told the Filth, I can get it sorted.’


Danny didn’t say any more. He knew when to keep his trap shut.


Mangan had seen the body before they had disposed of it, and he appreciated the fact that Danny Boy had washed and scrubbed himself up before making an appearance before him to get his well-earned lump of wedge. He didn’t insult the boy by reiterating how important it was that what he had done was not to be talked about, ever

. He knew that wouldn’t be an issue. Once he was on the firm, people would put two and two together anyway. But wondering and knowing about something were two completely different things.


Filth would be placated as usual, with money, and the opportunity to pander to whatever vices they might favour, whether that was gambling or women. It was a pointless exercise for them now; without Jeremy and his testimony they were fucked. It was now a damage limitation exercise all round. But Mangan would never be mentioned personally, no matter what.


Lawrence threw a large brown envelope across the desk and Danny Boy Cadogan marvelled at the thickness of it, and knew that one day this would be him. He was determined that Lawrence would be his equal, not his employer.


‘There’s twenty grand in there: ten for your wages, and ten as a retainer. You work for me now, son. But you keep that to yourself for a while. I will pay you every six weeks, and when I need you again I’ll be in touch, all right?’


Danny nodded and picked up the envelope. He placed it inside his overcoat without opening it. ‘Thank you, Mr Mangan. Sir.’ He spoke with the respect he knew the man’s reputation demanded.


Lawrence watched him leave, saw the strength of him, the solidity of his young muscles and the viciousness of his personality. Danny Boy Cadogan would be an asset all right. He had the ability to do what was requested without the urge to discuss it at length. This kid had, after all, taken on the Murrays and crippled his own father. He knew how to play the game all right.


Hearing him leave the premises, Lawrence Mangan walked casually through to his other office. Then he looked at his old friend and said happily, ‘You put me wise there, Lou, the boy’s a card all right. A hard little fucker.’


Louie shrugged nonchalantly. ‘He’s a good kid, but take my advice and keep him in check. You saw the condition of Jeremy when he’d finished with him. If I know Danny Boy he enjoyed every second of it. He’s like a vicious dog; keep him fed and watered and he’ll be all right. Starve him or aggravate him, and you’ll have trouble on your hands.’ Louie was sad as he spoke, remembering the young lad who had first come to work for him at the scrapyard. That lad was gone now, and he would never come back. That was the downside of the world they lived in, and Danny Boy Cadogan, thanks to the man who had sired him, now fitted into that world perfectly.









Chapter Nine


Michael opened his eyes to the bright daylight and, feeling the burn, he closed them again. He felt the afternoon all around him; knew, without looking at the clock ticking loudly beside him, that it was at least four or five. The day was already gone.


The girl stirred, and it alerted him to the fact that he was not alone. Squinting, he opened his eyes once more and sought her out, saw that she was curled up in a ball, her tight body touching his. He was relieved to find that he didn’t know her from Adam. She had long blond hair and a baby face: from what he could see she had slim shoulders and good legs. He racked his brains trying to remember something, anything, about her. He couldn’t.


He slipped from the bed quietly and unobtrusively and consoled himself with the fact that he wasn’t in his own home so he could maybe fuck off before the usual talking started. Birds amazed him at times. They fucked you, a complete stranger, then expected you to treat them like visiting royalty. He loathed them all.


As he pulled on his clothes he glanced at her again. She was a nice-looking little thing, a bit flat-chested for his liking, but definitely not a barker, and he had woken up with more than a few of them. Right sights some of them: dogs in fact. Then, to add insult to injury, they had been under the mistaken apprehension that, because he had fucked them, they had some kind of rights over him. It was embarrassing, sometimes they even approached him in public, all chewing gum and mascara, their over-familiarity making them the enemy before they had even opened their traps. This had to stop, it was becoming a fucking joke. As he slipped his feet into his loafers he noticed, with a sinking heart, that she was now wide awake and watching him.


‘You going, then?’


It was a question, no more, no less. He nodded, determined not to get into any kind of discussion with her unless absolutely necessary.


‘OK, will I see you later on?’


She was cute in a young girl-next-door turned slag kind of way: her whole body now tensed up with regret. He realised that she was as much in the dark as he was about the previous night’s events.


‘I’ll ring you later.’


She laughed. Then, sitting up, she stretched languidly, her taut young body on full display, suddenly making him sorry to be leaving her so soon, before saying innocently, ‘I ain’t got a phone, mate, but leave your

 number and we’ll see, eh?’


He nodded, all the while wondering where he was, and how he had got here in the first place. It smelled like south London, why that was, he didn’t know, but it was the impression he got from the surroundings.


He was halfway down the narrow stairs before he realised that he was in some kind of squat, and nearly at the front door before he noticed Danny Boy leaning against the door jamb that led into the front room of the house, his usual grin on his face.


‘You all right, Mike? I was worried she had fucked you to death.’


He still looked tidy, he still looked fresh. Michael envied him his ability to snort amphetamines all night before drinking himself sober, all the while looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.


‘I feel like shit, Dan.’


Danny grinned then, ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Mike, but I sort of worked that one out for meself.’


He motioned for him to follow him through to the kitchen, and Michael knew he had no choice but to do as requested. The front room was empty except for a dark-haired girl who was asleep on the floor. She was still wasted, but her long black hair struck a chord in his mind. He stepped over her prostrate form, and walked into the tiny kitchenette. The stench of rubbish and unwashed bodies assailed his nostrils and he placed a hand over his mouth to stop himself throwing up. ‘What a shithole.’


Danny was still grinning as he opened the back door and walked out onto the scrap of concrete that masqueraded as a garden. There was an old sofa out there that had seen far better days, but it was available and looked comfortable enough, so they sat on it together. The sounds and smells of a usual Sunday afternoon were all around them. Radios blared and the aroma of roast meats filled the heavy afternoon air with promise. Suddenly they were both ravenous.


‘You were out of your nut last night, do you remember anything?’


Michael shook his head slowly. ‘Not really, no. Is the car outside?’


‘It better be, there’s thirty grand in the boot.’


Danny was laughing once more and Michael closed his eyes as the memory of the night before’s events filtered into his consciousness. Placing his head in his hands, Michael groaned loudly. ‘We didn’t, did we? Oh fuck, Dan, tell me we didn’t!’


Danny was roaring with laughter now, and his laughter was infectious, making Michael laugh with him. ‘Lawrence is going to kill us, Dan.’


‘No he ain’t, he asked us to do something and we did it. The money is in the car, the debt has been settled and we have bunced ourselves in the process. Everyone’s a winner.’


‘But thirty grand . . .’


Danny was deadly serious now, his laughing demeanour gone. ‘We earned that money, fair and square, and no one will deny us a bit of spare cash. It was there and we took it. End of.’


Michael knew that his friend was talking the truth. They had collected a gambling debt for Lawrence, a usual occurrence these days, and the man they had been sent to shake down had been fortunate enough to have finally experienced a big win that afternoon. In fact, he had more than enough to pay what he owed, and set him up for future losses. They had taken Lawrence’s money first, as was to be expected. Then they had decided to remove the rest of the man’s winnings as an example. At least, that’s what they had told each other anyway. High as kites, they had robbed him really; they had even used a gun. But they had seen his stash and decided that they were entitled to a percentage of it to compensate them for all the trouble they had gone to chasing the slippery fucker all over the Smoke.


The man, Jimmy Powell, who had a rep as someone who did not make friends easily, had made the hiding they were to have delivered for his tardiness somehow turn into a vicious beating, not only because they had decided that they wanted his money, but because he had laughed at them and fucked them off. He had made the fatal mistake of not taking them seriously as now he had the poke to pay them off, he had thought he was home and dry. More fool him.


It had been a robbery all right, but it was also an easy earner. They felt that they had only exploited an opportunity that had presented itself to them, now where was the harm in that? They weren’t the first, and they certainly wouldn’t be the last men to take advantage of a chance to line their pockets and settle a score at the same time. And the man in question wasn’t really in a position to complain, was he? After all, he was the reason they were there in the first place. The fact that he had a few quid extra on his big day was his bad luck. Fifteen grand was not to be sneezed at, and the man was a lying piece of shit who had happily given them the run around for weeks. They felt they had earned the extra bunce for their dedication to their job; and the simple fact he had tried to mug them off. But they both knew that this went much deeper than that, that this was really about Danny Boy letting Lawrence know they were not happy with the situation any more. He was using them as gofers, and making it a point to remind them of that fact at every available opportunity. He made the mistake of thinking that a few quid in their bins would guarantee their loyalty.


They were testing him, they

 knew that and, more to the point, they knew that he

 knew that. In the last few years he had used them for many a dirty job and they had obliged, willingly. But, at twenty, they were real men and they wanted more than he was offering. Money was easily obtained, it was something they both had the knack of gathering. Danny was champing at the bit though, wanted free rein to do what he wanted, when he wanted. Michael had a feeling he would get that and, as usual, he would be dragged along for the ride. This wasn’t the first time they had stepped over the unwritten line, and it would not be the last. It was, though, the first time they had taken a large amount of cash on the side; this was serious money, gangster money.


All that was left now was seeing how their latest escapade would pan out. It was a melon scratcher; they had taken a chance, a fucking big one, and now they had to wait and see how it played out.


Michael, like Danny Boy, had a feeling they would either be trounced when they least expected it, or they would finally get the approbation Danny so desperately craved. Either way, they would know before the day was over.


Mary Miles was fifteen and she already attracted attention wherever she went. It was the wrong attention and she knew that because, somehow, her mother made her feel guilty about it. She acted as if Mary could personally stop it at any time, if she really

 wanted to. Men looked at her, young and old, and she felt their interest in her as if it was a tangible thing. Even though she did nothing to encourage them.


By the time Mary was twelve, she had developed a huge bust, almost overnight; it was the envy of all her school friends. But her mother made her feel as if it was just another thing she had done to disappoint her. The lovelier she became, the more she felt responsible for her mother’s obvious upset, and the less she felt any kind of self-respect. She thought her body was grotesque, and she listened to her mother’s warnings about how she would end up going to the bad with serious disbelief. While drunk and vicious, her mother destroyed her at every available opportunity. She had became a by-word where they lived; her capacity for alcohol was legendary, but she was still cute enough to make sure her daughter never got the chance to wander the streets with her mates. Michael, who Mary adored, was a worse jailer than her mother in many respects, but at least he had her best interests at heart.


As she knelt in the church she could feel the eyes of her mother boring into her back. She was praying hard, as usual, and she was praying for the same thing she always prayed for: freedom. Not just from her mother, but from the environment she lived in. Freedom from the drink, the squalor, and the constant vigilance needed to survive in their world. Mary hated the way she was coerced into doing what was expected of her, yet she knew she allowed it to happen because it was easier that way. Her mother had a knack of making her feel a despondency that would have taken other girls, so-called more experienced girls, years to comprehend. Mary knew why men looked at her, she even enjoyed the feeling it created sometimes, after all it was the only real power she had in her life. Plus, it annoyed her mother, which was a bonus as far as she was concerned.


Mary looked like her mother. Beauties, both of them, but whereas Mary wanted the chance to embrace hers and enjoy it, her mother was determined to make sure she didn’t go the same way as she had. Determined to make sure she didn’t waste it on someone who would never see beyond it. Religion had been her solace, and she had embraced it with a fervour that had aggravated her parish priest and given her a certain cachet in her circle of friends. No matter how pissed she was, she always went to early Mass; it was how she justified her behaviour. No matter what she was accused of, and as she remembered little of her drunken escapades, accuse was a word she knew was used often, she attended mass religiously. The pun always made her laugh, but the hypocrisy of her life was lost on her.


She was going to watch this one like a hawk though, and personally make sure that she didn’t throw herself away on a useless ponce at the first available opportunity. If she used her loaf Mary could make a good match for herself, but only if she was watched over closely and counselled wisely. The sap was already rising in her; men were already interested, and she in them, and Mrs Miles was determined to personally make sure that her daughter went to someone who could give her more than children and heartbreak. Someone who would look after her and who would bring her, not just a few quid, but respect on her family. She wanted her to realise that once the so-called love wore off there was nothing left for most women except existing. Once the looks went and the body grew fat and sagged, there was nothing left for them except trying to get by; only, by then, you had a handful of kids hanging on your breasts and suddenly existing was all you could focus on for any length of time.


She should know, she had been existing for years and now she depended on her son for her daily bread. Michael was a good boy, but without Cadogan he would have sunk without trace a long time ago. Like his father before him, he lacked balls and, if he fucked up, then this girl, this beautiful child, was going to be her golden goose. With Michael making a name for himself she should make a good match; she would be honoured because of her brother. Without him she was fodder for the first good-looking boy with nice teeth and a way with words.


Love and lust, two completely different things, only you didn’t realise that until you grew up and had a few kids under your belt. By then, of course, it was too late to rectify your mistakes; you were saddled with a man who you had not only lost respect for, but who you still needed, albeit for all the wrong reasons. Money, being the main one; fear of poverty and making the rent was suddenly the driving force in your life. Well, that was not going to happen to her Mary if she had anything to do with it. She was keeping her in reserve, and daily Mass was part of her master plan. Well-stacked and virginal, she was already making waves and, though Mary wouldn’t thank her just yet, she would one day in the future. After all, life was hard enough as it was without throwing herself away on someone who would only let her down.


As the Mass commenced she lowered her head and prayed for the guidance she so sorely needed. God was good, and so was her daughter, and she was going to make sure she stayed that way. Her life was not going to be repeated by this girl of hers; she was going to have all the things a good man could provide, and she was going to make sure that she also benefited from her daughter’s good fortune. She had earned that much, whatever anyone else might think.


Ange had dressed the kids in their finery and taken them to the cinema; her son had asked her politely to take them out for the day. It was a rare treat for them, even though she was never short of money any more. In fact, she had found that she didn’t really want to take them anywhere now she finally had the wherewithal to do so. Promising them things had been one thing, doing them another.


That her son made sure they were all right for money suited her right down to the ground, that her husband was constantly vilified and abused in his own home distressed her. But she had swallowed because the thought of going back to the old days terrified her, yet now the rumour was that Danny Boy had blotted his copybook with Mangan, so once more her thoughts turned to revenge.


Danny was a force, a serious force, and she was ashamed to admit that she was frightened of her own flesh and blood. But, if she was honest, even she didn’t know what he was truly capable of. That he was now a name and that that name had given her the prestige she had always craved was forgotten. It was amazing how easy it was to forget what her husband had really been like in his heyday. How simple it was to totally rewrite history in her own mind and make him out to be a saint, convince herself he was nothing more than a misguided man who was widely misunderstood. Since his run-in with his son, he had become the husband she had wanted him to be. He was no good to anyone really, not any more. Not in the true sense of the word anyway. In fact, he was incapable of anything even resembling lovemaking, and she told herself she was glad about that. He said he was impotent, but she knew that was because he didn’t want her any more. Not since she had miscarried the last child, and Danny Boy had made his feelings clear about the situation. Since then their physical relationship had gradually dwindled until, now, there was nothing between them. She consoled herself with the fact that there was nothing going on with anyone else, either. Not only was her husband crippled, his fear of Danny made him keep himself to himself. And who would want him, anyway? Now they talked, had the relationship she had dreamed of all those years, and it wasn’t what it was cracked up to be. His philandering had often been the cause of the fights between them, fights where she had never been the victor, but where the making up had been impressive. Now she wanted that back again, only it wasn’t going to happen, and she was left with a son who tolerated his father and, if she was honest, frightened his own mother. He had changed so much, and not for the better.


As she looked at her younger children she wondered at a life that had promised so much and delivered so little.


Michael Miles was tired out, and as he sat in Ange’s spotlessly clean kitchen he yawned loudly. Danny Boy was already on the way. He was striding around, his pent-up anger visible to anyone who knew him. He was bristling with annoyance because he knew that Mangan was going to give him a tug. He saw it as a personal affront, and was already seething with anger because he was convinced people would know what was going down. You could do a lot of things to Danny Boy Cadogan but showing him up publicly was a definite no-no. It was the one thing that anyone who really knew him would be sure to avoid.


But Mangan didn’t really know him, so Michael was certain that today was going to be another memory that he would have to file away for future reference. Danny was a star in so many respects, he was a good mate, a generous friend and he would kill for him, he was sure of that much. Unfortunately, he had found out to his dismay over the last few years that Danny was capable of killing on a whim. He enjoyed his notoriety, and was determined to make the most of it. He was also unable to cope with criticism of any kind, even from someone like Lawrence Mangan, who not only provided him with his daily bread, but was also known to put the fear of Christ up most people of his acquaintance.


‘Keeping you up, am I?’


Michael grinned, but his heart wasn’t in it. ‘’Course not, but I am fucking cream crackered.’


Danny Boy nodded, and began his pacing again. His tread was heavy on the linoleum and his hands were clenched into fists. He was ready for whatever calamity might befall him.


‘Relax, will you? Mangan ain’t a cunt, Dan, he’ll understand the economics of the situation when we tell him what happened. But promise me you won’t cause any unnecessary aggravation, start shouting your mouth off? Remember, we need him more than he needs us. For the time being anyway.’


Only Michael could say that to him, and they both knew it. Anyone else saying it would have been demolished on the spot. It was part of Danny’s charm as far as the older men were concerned. He lived by the old codes, naturally, and that was always going to stand him in good stead. He had the arrogance of the old-time villains, the need to be appreciated for what they were, and the determination to be treated how they felt they should be treated, not only by the general public, but also by their contemporaries. He was, in a lot of respects, a thug who expected even straight people to live by the criminal code. It was a tribal thing that Michael believed went back to the Dark Ages. Respect was all some people had and it was important to them, more important in fact than anything else. It stroked their egos, and their egos were, more often than not, all they had to keep them above the common herd.


‘I’ll be OK, as long as he don’t fuck me about. But we are entitled to an earn and he knows that, at least he should know that by now.’ It was said with his usual certainty. Danny was old school and, as it never occurred to him that not everyone lived by the same code as he did, when he found out different, it always disappointed him and caused him and everyone around him untold grief.


Michael was saved from answering by the quiet knocking on the front door. Mangan had arrived at last and he answered the door with a sick feeling in his guts. Danny was capable of taking offence at a moment’s notice, and Mangan was of a similar disposition. Michael’s nerves were shattered already, but he swallowed deeply and plastered a friendly smile on his face; it was the least he could do.


Lawrence Mangan looked at the two young men who he knew were going to be a problem to him sooner rather than later if they didn’t get what they saw as their due. He smiled that easy smile of his. He could feel Danny Cadogan’s animosity and, in a strange way, admired the boy for his front. Admired him for his complete belief in himself and his actions, no matter how over the top they might seem to others.


Danny was arrogant and Lawrence knew that he was being talked about by everyone who mattered. That was actually Danny’s main weapon at this moment in time. He was being courted by more than one Face who saw the opportunity to utilise his natural antagonism. The boy also knew exactly what he was capable of, and he revelled in that knowledge. It was in his stance, his demeanour. It occurred to Lawrence that Louie’s prediction was spot on; the boy would eventually make the grade and, when he did, woe betide anyone who had tried to stand in his way. He would have to make sure he felt more appreciated in the future, let him off lightly for this latest escapade. Watch his back and, when the time was right, he would know instinctively what to do about him. The boy was an anomaly and he would make good use of him until such time as he made a decision on how to proceed.


He had underestimated this kid and, as he stood in the boy’s home, he understood why his need to be noticed was so great. It was a shithole, a very clean shithole admittedly, but a shithole all the same. Danny Boy Cadogan had seen off his own father, so anyone else wouldn’t seem too much of a problem in his mind. He wanted to be a Face, a serious Face, and he was determined to make that happen, no matter who he had to destroy to achieve that end.


The silence was heavy, thick with menace until finally it was broken by Michael, who said quietly and respectfully, ‘Can I get you a drink, Mr Mangan?’


It broke the atmosphere, and the tension evaporated as Lawrence smiled again and nodded his head in agreement. Then he said jovially, ‘You lairy little fuckers! Jimmy Powell is in a right two and eight.’


Danny knew then that he had got away with his latest piss-take and that felt good. He liked to push the boundaries and Lawrence Mangan was the first in a long line of people whose boundaries he would make a point of obliterating. He had stepped over the line and got away with it; he was amassing money at every turn and he would now be used to his full potential. Mangan had no other options left open to him. Danny would work hard and wait patiently for the next opportunity to present itself. Money was crucial to his plans, and he was determined to amass enough money in his lifetime to cure any ills that might come his way. That included this man standing before them. When the time was right he would take him out and take what he had from him. He would do it with the minimum of fuss and the maximum of aggravation. He would use this ponce as the springboard for his career in villainy but, until that time came around, he would do as he was asked, and he would fulfil his obligations with a smile and a respectful demeanour.


Life was going to give him everything he had ever wanted or craved, that much he was determined on.


Big Danny Cadogan knew all about his son’s latest escapade, and the knowledge annoyed him. In fact, it was the main topic of conversation wherever he went and that disturbed him more than he’d like to admit. The boy was a legend in his own lunchtime and the jealousy was eating at him like a cancer.


As he drank his tea and scanned the Racing Post

, he surreptitiously watched his younger son as he hung on to his elder brother’s every word while, at the same time, asking him for a favour, as if he was the real man of the house which, of course, to all intents and purposes he was.


‘What you telling me all this for, Jonjo?’ Danny Boy’s voice was low, full of friendliness and brotherly affection. Jonjo was close to him, at least as close as anyone could be anyway.


‘Please, Danny, everyone’s getting one this Christmas.’


Jonjo was staring at Danny, open-faced and convinced that if he asked enough times for what he wanted, eventually he would get it.


That was the usual scenario, especially if he asked for whatever he wanted in front of their father. Jonjo knew that Danny Boy liked to show off his largesse in front of him. Liked to show him that he could more than provide for the family. It gave Danny immense satisfaction to see his father belittled by his younger son’s demands. This was what made Danny Boy feel good, at least for a short while, anyway.


‘I reckon you might be in with a good chance of getting what you want this Christmas, Jonjo, but only if you help Mum around the house, and look out for your little sister. We have to take care of each other in this family, we’re all we’ve got, mate.’


Jonjo breathed a sigh of relief, a heavy, heartfelt sigh that told him and everyone around him that his new racing bike was more or less in the bag, subject to him making sure he made no major fuck-ups, of course.


‘But I do look out for them, Danny, I always try to do my bit.’ This was a smart dig at his father and, as he knew it would, it made Danny Boy grin.


Ange listened to the conversation with a heavy heart. While she was pleased that her life wasn’t the hard round of grafting it had once been, she was sorry her husband had lost out on the love and respect of his children. Even if it was for no other reason than he was a lazy bastard. But he was her lazy bastard and that was the main thing as far as she was concerned.


Danny Boy was getting a bit too above himself, and she didn’t know how to curtail his behaviour any more. Since the loss of the last child he had been distinctly offish with her, and she knew she would have to fight hard to regain any kind of relationship with him before she fought once more for her husband’s place in the household. Life was hard, and getting harder by the day. The wheels of God grind slow, as her mother always said, and she was getting tired of waiting for the outcome.


Her daughter waltzed into the kitchen all shiny hair and perfect teeth and she saw Danny Boy’s face light up. This girl was the highlight of his days, and she knew it, and she made sure her parents knew it too. She was a little madam who needed taking down a few pegs and Ange would wait until that time was upon them, then God help the little mare. She would enjoy smacking the smug look off of her lovely face.


As Annuncia looked at her mother with her usual irritating haughtiness, Ange had to stop herself from lashing out there and then. Instead, she waited till the girl was seated and then she placed a plate of bacon and eggs before her, the tension between them almost palpable.


Danny Boy was observing the usual morning ritual between mother and daughter and, leaning forward in his seat, he barked out loudly, ‘Where’s the thank-you for your mother, then?’


It was said with such anger that both mother and daughter literally jumped with fright.


‘She just cooked you a breakfast, and you waltz in here like the Princess Royal without a word to throw to a dog.’


‘I’m sorry Danny . . . Thanks, Mum . . .’ She was looking at her mother now, her eyes huge with fear and her voice trembling with emotion. She didn’t look in her father’s direction as she was more than aware that he wouldn’t be sticking in his two pence to defend her.


Ange tried to diffuse the situation, her sorrow for this daughter of hers making her earlier annoyance forgotten. ‘She’s only a child, Danny, sure she’s grateful enough, aren’t you, girl?’


Jonjo pushed his empty plate away and sat back in his seat, hoping this latest upset didn’t nause up his chance of getting a racing bike. Trust his sister to fuck up as usual. Danny Boy had once more turned on a coin, reminding everyone sitting round the breakfast table that he was not someone to be taken for granted.


Even Danny Boy was sorry now, sorry for upsetting his little sister, but if there was one thing he couldn’t abide, it was disrespect. And his mother, whatever he might think in the privacy of his own thoughts, was still his

 mother and, as such, she should be treated with respect if only for no other reason than that.









Book Two










Chapter Ten


1980


The casino was not too busy and Danny Boy scanned the few remaining customers with a practised eye. He smiled and nodded at some of the clientele and deliberately disregarded the others with his usual disdain. He knew who to keep onside and who to studiously ignore, this had become a part of his daily demeanour. People expected this behaviour from him. He had created a persona; he was friendly to anyone with a name or connections, but not overly obsequious. He treated them all the same, and was quick to reprimand if he thought they had stepped over his imaginary line. Anyone else was below his radar and therefore not worthy of consideration.
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