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Chapter One

Amber Long stared into the policeman’s face. Her eye shadow and lip gloss made it very clear that she was giving Thames Reach Academy a miss that Friday, which wasn’t a drama day with Mr Pewtrell. But they weren’t sending the law round to the flats for skivers, were they?

‘Mrs Long?’ the policeman asked.

Amber snorted. ‘Do I look like Mrs Long?’ So what game was her stupid father playing in prison, getting her mum a knock-up at nine o’clock in the morning?

‘Is Mrs Long in?’

‘No, she isn’t’ Amber stuck out her jaw. Her mother Debra – Debs to her boyfriends – hadn’t been home for a couple of nights.

‘Do you know where she is, love?’

‘Do you know where Osama Bin Laden is?’

‘And your father?’

‘Ask the governor of Marwood prison.’

The policeman – young and pimply – was breathing deeply, and his face was going blotchy. From his looks this wasn’t a cat-and-mouse game he was enjoying, the way some of them would draw things out when it was a half-dressed teenage girl they were talking to. ‘I need to see your mother.’

‘Well you can’t. You’ll have to come back.’

The PC looked both ways along the walkway. He glanced down at his radio, but taking another deep breath he came out with it. ‘Have you got a younger brother? Connor?’

‘He can’t go to school. He got the boot. No one’ll have him.’

‘Can I come inside, Miss?’

‘You going to get your truncheon out?’

But the young policeman was already taking off his helmet and sliding past her into the narrow passage. As soon as they were in the kitchen, he said, ‘I’m afraid I’ve got bad news.’

‘What’s that?’ But Amber knew the answer as soon as she asked. She was bright. It wouldn’t be her father, and it wouldn’t be her mother – he’d asked where they were. And when he’d mentioned her brother he’d said his name. It had to be Connor.

‘Your brother … Connor Long … he’s dead.’ The policeman reached out a hand to her shoulder but didn’t touch. ‘He’s fallen off a balcony over at Riverview House. Paramedics said he died on impact. He didn’t suffer, love.’

And Amber crumpled, not onto a chair but down onto the floor. ‘The silly little toe-rag!’ she shouted into the tiles. ‘Oh, the silly little fool!’ But straight off she was kneeling up again. ‘No – he couldn’t!’ she screamed at the policeman. ‘He wouldn’t! Not my Connor! He’s too good a climber! He’d never fall off anything!’



Up west, a rough-haired youth with a drained face shivered on the pavement, awkwardly holding the sign pointing to ‘BEST SEATZ – TOP THEATRE TICKETS FOR TODAY’; while in his warm office above the ticket agency Radu Noica sat at a desk covered with a sheet of glass, beneath which was a map of London’s theatres. On top of the glass were listings magazines and a file of auditorium seating plans. On the walls were plans of Wembley Arena, the Hammersmith Apollo, the O2, and posters from current shows – mainly musicals. It looked like a typical ticket agency operation, which was the point, because although theatre tickets were sold to tourists downstairs, Radu Noica was really about something else altogether. The phone he mostly used wasn’t either of the two landlines on his desk but one of the mobiles in his pockets – while beneath the glass the map that really counted was the second sheet, spread beneath the theatre chart, visible with a quick lift. This was the map of Greater London where certain territories were marked in colour: blue for himself, the Romanian Noica operating on the north side of the Thames, and yellow for the South London suppliers – both territories drawn over with the changing jigsaw of the others, the Somalis, the Yardies, the Triads, and the British Boys. What he knew about the people who bought the drugs he imported was coded, and locked away in his safe.

Noica was listening to a message on one of his mobiles. He was a lean man, with a shaven head, heavy brows, watery eyes, bloodless lips, and a voice of the cold sea. ‘Understand.’ With no expression on his face, he snapped his mobile shut and leaned over to a 1950s Mayfair phone on which he dialled an outside number. ‘Get him this message. Nothing. He says nothing, understand? He must not forget he has family.’ He thumped the phone cradle to end the call, before buzzing an extension downstairs. ‘Get me one ticket for the James Bond film,’ he said. ‘Opening. Tonight. As well you have my photograph taken, Noica all top of the world, going into Empire Theatre . . ‘ Although from the tone of his voice he could still have been making threats.



Dimitris Papendreou’s Hertfordshire home sat sprawled along the Cockfosters Road. Two gates opened onto a curved gravel path leading to the front entrance of Acropolis. Pillars, porticos, a double garage, huge windows and stone lions spelt out wealth – and power, with the automatic gates, the guard dog, the swivelling security cameras and the tinted windows daring anyone to enter the property without good reason. But the Greek who owned it was not an imposing figure – no tall, tanned Theseus who might lift one of his own stone lions. ‘Mr P’ was slight, bald, and around sixty; his black-framed glasses seemed the most striking thing about him. Behind them, though, there was a stillness, a stare, a suit that dare not crease, the expensive skin of a powerful man; and there were never any raised voices or uninvited comment when he was in the room.

Right now he was in his study, which was at the side of the house where the sun spread itself across a splendid mosaic marble floor. He was alone at his long desk, with just a telephone and a demitasse of Greek coffee. He was listening to someone making a report, taking notes in a small leather book.

‘So,’ Dimitris Papendreou said, ‘Croydon is up thirty, Brighton is up twenty-three, but a big loss in Piccadilly . .’ His informant told him about a punter’s lucky run on one of the roulette tables. ‘So you axe the croupier. There’s no such thing as a long run of luck in Aristotle Casinos … So now what’s with the bookie shops and the smaller stuff, on the streets?’ This time he was told things that made him nod with some satisfaction. ‘And the football player in Marwood Prison? He can no longer exercise every day?’ When he heard his man’s response he retained his stillness, simply pursing his lips. ‘Why are some messages so hard to get across? I want a result. Get onto it.’ And he replaced the phone in its holder, just as his daughter Ariadne brought him another coffee.

‘This is fresh,’ she told him, ‘hot and strong.’

He looked up at her. ‘It needs to be’ He patted her on the backside, twinkled behind his thick glasses. ‘Can you believe – I am being disobeyed by a man who owes me?’

‘No, I don’t believe it!’

‘But not for long’ He drank his coffee in one hot gulp – and watched the shadow on the marble floor as the sun withdrew.



It was the usual scene. The police tape fluttering, the neighbours staring, the blue lights flashing, the photographers and reporters moving about. And within half an hour the first tribute flowers would be laid against the wall. Dermot Mark of BBC London News was there with a trainee assistant and a sound-camera operator, the first shot they agreed on being a pan of the fall down Riverview House. Fourteen floors. Later on, he’d send Sunil Dhillon to go knocking on doors to ask for a recent photograph of the young victim.

The police incident officer had been as helpful to the media as he could. ‘A young white boy, around ten years of age, fell to his death from a high balcony at Riverview House at approximately nine am this morning. At this moment in time we don’t know the exact floor he fell from, but we presume it would be the tenth, where a boy his age was seen earlier. He died immediately. A further statement will be made from Thames Reach police headquarters at a time to be advised. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen.’

‘Should he have been in school?’

‘Was he in school uniform?’

‘Where’s he been taken?’

‘Is his mother with him?’

‘Inspector, any details of witnesses?’

‘Can you name him?’

‘Address?’

The uniformed inspector waved a polite but firm hand. ‘We have yet to inform his next of kin. 020 8854 1212. Ring us there and we’ll give you the conference details, later today.’

Dermot Mark scribbled the number in his book. ‘Another kid’s death. No knife this time, no gun – but we could make the national news with this.’

Steve switched off the camera. ‘I’ll get some general shots, and go up to the top balcony for an aerial. Give us a call if you get anyone for an interview; the OB unit’s coming. Otherwise, ring in and see if they want us to cover the police station shout...’ He was director as well as sound-camera operator.

‘OK, I’ll stick around here …’

Steve went off, and Sunil was about to follow the inspector to the incident van when a loud wailing suddenly silenced the Barrier Estate.

‘Connor! Connor! Who’s done this? What’ve you been up to?’ Along the pavement Amber Long pushed a PC aside, ducked under the tape, and ran to where an officer was photographing a chalked outline on the concrete. It looked like a cartoon of a kid asleep. ‘Connor!’ she screamed, kneeling and pummelling the ground with her fists – raising her head to shriek ‘No!’ at the tower block.

Sunil Dhillon, the trainee reporter, wrote Connor in his notebook.

The evidence officer cased his camera. ‘Excuse me, miss...’ He put a hand towards her.

‘I’m his sister!’

‘I’m very sorry.’

The PC who had been pushed aside was with them now, helping his colleague lift Amber gently to her feet, passing her over to a female officer. ‘OK, OK, love, Susan’ll take care of you.’

‘Yeah – come on, sweetheart’ The officer led Amber to where a colleague poured a mug of coffee from a flask. ‘Were you the only one at home?’

Sunil Dhillon leaned as close to the tape as he was allowed.

‘Yeah.’

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Amber. Amber Long.’

Sunil wrote Long in his notebook.

‘Is your mother coming?’

‘She’s not there.’

‘Where is she, Amber?’

‘Out. Dunno.’

The inspector had come over and was nodding, followed by Dermot Mark who no longer had a camera available. ‘I’m very sorry,’ the inspector was saying. ‘Tragic. Would you be prepared to come down to the station and give us some more details? Get away from here …’

Amber stared at him. Couldn’t the man understand? ‘I don’t want to get away from here! Not yet. Then I want to see him.’ Determined, no buts. She handed back her mug, pulled out her mobile phone, and tapped in eleven fast digits. Her mother changed phones the way she changed her knickers – but this just might get to her …

‘Is that your mother you’re calling?’

Amber snapped the phone shut. Number not recognised. She sat on the low wall, along from the reporters.

‘Let me know when you’re ready and you can go in a car with the detective constable there.’ The inspector nodded towards a young man in a cheap suit.

Amber stared at him, through him. Who could she trust? What did she dare say to anyone? Because she knew something they didn’t. She knew something that opened up a whole different can of worms. She knew without doubt that Connor had not slipped. Her kid brother had been deliberately pushed, murdered. Some villain had killed him. When he was little, Connor had climbed before he walked – over the side of his cot, up into his high chair; and then as an infant up onto the garages at the back of the flats. From the off, being somewhere high was like a drug to Connor: the flat roof of the nursery, then the school, the community centre, the steep church; and there was nothing that gave him more of a laugh than some do-gooder turning out the fire brigade to save him; by which time he’d come down another way. He was king at it. Take him to Everest and he’d be up it like a shot – in flip-flops and a blindfold, if asked. So Riverview House with its window ledges and balconies and satellite dishes was a breeze to a climber like Connor. If he’d bothered with Riverview House that morning – and why in hell would he, with all the other new stuff being built around here? – he’d no more come off it than someone lying in bed would suddenly fall out for no reason. No. He’d been pushed, or thrown. There was murderous stuff going on! Amber’s eyes were dry now, and clear.

‘Sunil Dhillon, BBC TV’ Sunil started, from along the wall. ‘I’m very sorr–’

‘No – I’m sorry, sir!’ the inspector interrupted, putting himself between Amber and the trainee. ‘You know the form’ And he organised the reeling out of more incident tape, and the shunting back of the media.

The young detective in the suit had walked over.

‘I can understand you wanting to stay for a bit,’ he said to Amber. ‘Don’t come before you’re ready.’

Amber was caught on a sudden intake of breath. Wanting to stay for a bit? She shouldn’t be here in the first place! She should be at the O2 getting tickets for Half Past Yesterday! That was the real world. This was untrue! Crazy stuff! Connor – DEAD? What rubbish was that? What she wanted to be doing was cuddling him, and tickling him, and bouncing his bony body on the bed till the springs went, working him up to those shrieks and screams that always got their mum shouting. Connor Long was Amber’s baby brother – he’d always been: he was special – not some chalk outline on the ground …

So, yes, she wanted to stay for a bit – where he’d died.



They found Debra Long: with a male friend, Winston, standing smoking outside A Cuppa Coffee in Lewisham High Street. At the police station Amber had come up with some names her mother sometimes mentioned – one of which rang a bell with the detective constable, who’d arrested the guy three months before. This led him to Winston’s flat, where Winston’s pregnant girlfriend pointed them in the direction of Lewisham.

At the first sight of the law coming towards them Debra and Winston shifted to go; but it could only be back into the coffee shop, so they faced it out.

‘Debra Long?’ the female officer asked.

‘What?’

‘Well, I’m very sorry, Debra – but I need a word. Do you want to come over to the car…?’

Winston looked at his watch. ‘Gotta go, Debs. I’m serious late, babe’ And he went.

Debra trod on her cigarette and went with the officer and the young plain-clothes man, over to the police car at the kerb. The woman in uniform got into the back with her.

‘It’s Connor, isn’t it? You’ve pulled him for putting in a car window or something.’

‘I’m sorry to tell you -’ a hand on her shoulder ‘he’s dead, Debra. He’s had a fatal fall…’

‘Oh.’

No shriek. No tears. No head slumped onto her chest or raised to heaven. Debra simply stared ahead. At which the DC in the front of the car switched on the ignition and drove them towards Thames Reach and the King George VI Hospital: where Amber and another female officer were waiting for them, round at the back in the mortuary area.

Amber saw her mother get out of the car, still wearing the straight black coat she’d put on to go out three days before. ‘They told you? You know about Connor?’

‘Yes.’ Short, terse, dry-eyed as Debra hugged her daughter – but not for comfort, more like a handshake. ‘You seen him?’

‘Wouldn’t let me, till you got here. Once they’d found you.’

‘Yeah, well...’ Debra turned to the young man in the suit. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ She held her head erect, the modern haircut only slightly blown, leaving a strand across her left eye. She still looked young, considering the drink and stuff she did. Smelt a bit smoky, that was all.

‘This way.’ The DC’s voice was low and soft, had been for everything he’d said to Amber. They went inside the mortuary where in the centre a small body on a trolley lay covered with a purple shroud. The mortuary attendant in his dark suit went to its head.

Amber found it hard to breathe. The air in there smelt of a mix of disinfectant and incense; but it wasn’t that: it was the sickening fact that little Connor was dead. He would never again go out on one of his climbs, or sneak indoors with a pirate DVD, or bring her a vodka-kick, or bust his bed in a play fight. Amber couldn’t even swallow – and she thought she might throw up. But somehow she held on – for Connor.

‘Don’t worry, love, he looks OK,’ the attendant said quietly, reaching for the shroud and slowly drawing it back.

Oh God, wouldn’t it be great if it was some other kid? What if they’d made a mistake? If it could only be some other kid – just not her Connor!

But there lay Connor Long, ten years, three months, and two days old, cropped dark hair, eyes closed, looking the way Amber would see him some mornings when she rousted him out of his bed. Except this morning he’d woken early – and gone to sleep seventy years too bloody soon …

It was the holding of breath that could be heard. Until Debra spoke. ‘Yes, that’s him’ as if she were in some other reality. ‘That was him.’ And she turned away and walked out of the mortuary like a figure in a jerky film.

Amber stood staring at her brother as the shroud was replaced – and didn’t feel the DC’s comforting hand on her arm. Now she swallowed; and vowed to herself that Connor Long wasn’t going to be in the past to her – the fact that he’d ever lived and been her brother was going to be the future. Because she knew right now, standing here, that she was never going to sleep peacefully again until she knew who had pushed this climbing boy who would never have slipped.


Chapter Two

Marwood’s town centre traffic system could be clearly heard from the governor’s office in the eighteenth-century prison – every engine rev and impatient beep was a reminder of the world outside. 2703145 Prisoner Long was standing blowing out his cheeks in front of the sharp woman in a Jacquel suit, his head on one side, asking the question – what’s this for? Long knew that him being a category B prisoner, this sudden parade could mean a job in a different workshop, a wing change, or a transfer to some other prison, just to shake things up. Or it could be the governor wanted to know something about another con, not that she’d be lucky there. Or it could be bad news. All ways up, it wasn’t a parade he wanted – unless it meant a transfer out of here one day soon.

He stood to what passed for attention – heels loosely together, hands hanging at his sides and eyes reluctantly making contact across the desk. He was thirty-four, had fathered Amber at seventeen when Debra was still at school, and still looked more like a shifty kid than a dad. On those eyes alone he would never be a ‘trusty’ who was allowed to make the governor’s tea. He jerked his head at her; sort of, what?

It was bad news. The governor looked to the email and read out the statement she’d received from the incident officer at Thames Reach – bare facts about the fall and the death which, now that all of Connor’s immediate family knew, meant that the boy’s name could be used in news reports.

Jonny Long swore, looked about to spit on the floor, but twisted round at the prison officer behind him as if it was this man’s fault that he was banged up in the nick instead of keeping his boy safe. He flapped his arms helplessly against his sides while the governor signed, dated and timed the statement.

‘Keep yourself in line and we’ll let you go to the funeral,’ she ended, looking up.

Long said nothing. Without permission, he turned and faced the door.

‘Right, march off!’ the prison officer said. And the governor’s painful duty was over, always helped by not being too sympathetic. No prisoner liked walking along the landings with eyes red from crying.



In Thames Reach, DC Webber – ‘The name’s Ian’ – was escorting Amber to the hospital car park, and was going to give her a lift back to Bartram House in his unmarked car. He would have taken her mother, too, but she couldn’t be found; she wasn’t dodging among the vehicles and she wasn’t standing at the bus stop, either. Walking, it would take her a good half hour to get home.

Amber Rose Long was seventeen – sleek dark hair, green eyes, and the bone structure of a Rodin sculpture. Unlike her mother she held herself well, didn’t smoke, and to get her laughing and jumping on a night out all she needed were two Vodka Breezers, not six. She was fun enough. In spite of having a delinquent mother and a father in prison – whom she missed like malaria – she was bright, and made the most of life. She’d got enough ‘A’ to ‘C’ passes at GCSE to keep the school happy – with ‘A’s in Drama and English – but the same as a lot of her mates, school never stopped her enjoying a good night out at Camden Koko or Brixton Academy.

But all that was in another life. She sat in the front of Ian Webber’s Vauxhall, not interested in the bits and pieces of radio stuff that said this was used as a police car. All she could see was Connor’s face back there in the mortuary, with that bruise on his cheek they thought she hadn’t spotted, covered with a bit of clever make-up. She didn’t want to think what the back of his head was like, or his arms and legs. Under that cover he had to be broken like a dropped phone – shattered.

The car pulled onto the Barrier Estate and stopped outside Bartram House.

‘What floor?’ Ian Webber asked.

‘I’ll go up on my own.’

‘As you like. Will you be all right? Is your mother coming back soon?’

‘Doubt it’ In fact, Amber was pretty sure she wasn’t. Debs’ reaction to bad stuff was to take something for it – and Amber wasn’t thinking Anadin Extra. She’d go into Thames Reach and find a pub where she hadn’t been barred …

‘Want me to send a WPC around? Or is there an aunt, or a gran, or a neighbour you want me to call?’

Amber shook her head. ‘I’ll manage’ She desperately wanted to be on her own. She wanted to go into Connor’s room and make his bed – because the lazy little bugger wouldn’t have made it himself – then she wanted to throw herself down on top of it and cry her eyes out. She wanted to find a picture of him – and she knew the one, the day out at Margate, him standing on her shoulders in the sea like a circus kid, just before he dived off backwards. Wherever she went from now on she wanted that picture in her pocket.

‘I’m sorry, Amber. A tragic accident,’ the DC said.

And in spite of herself, in spite of her gut caution at ever letting anything out to the law, Amber snorted.

Ian Webber turned his head to stare at her. ‘You don’t think so? You think … he might have … jumped?’

Amber froze. This guy was sharp. She mustn’t even think anything in this car. She was shocked – but not at what he’d said. It was at herself, for not having thought it. Connor jump? It hadn’t been anywhere in her head. She found the car door handle, and her stomach suddenly turned over in a terrible twist of truth. A million years was how long he would be dead, which was only the start of it. And in all the years of eternity, the ‘for ever’ of the world, her little brother had been entitled to just ten. Which was the fiercest fact of all.

But, jumped?

She got out of the car. Already word was around, people were about on the landings, leaning over the walkways. Faces. Eyes. And she could imagine some of the quiet words slipping from the sides of those mouths.

Serve him right.

It had to happen one day.

Poor little devil! – but a bloody nuisance all the same.

Father in prison. And where was his mother?

That’s no way to go.

Or, perhaps, Gone to a better world.

Amber deliberately took the stairs, to show herself on every landing up to the seventh, let people see her with her head held straight, even though she couldn’t hold it high. Because whatever they were like, her mum and dad, they were Longs, and she was a Long, and Connor had been a Long.

And this Long was going to find out what really happened. And if it was something needing sorting, then Amber Long was going to be the one to sort it.



The BBC was on her doorstep as she reached to door. ‘Sunil Dhillon,’ the trainee reporter said.

‘You said before.’

‘I’m sorry to have to come and ask––’

‘Ask what?’ Amber put the key in the lock, but she wouldn’t turn it till the guy had backed off. She wasn’t having him pushing inside after her, the way reporters did.

‘For a photograph. Of Connor. One you like – they’ll put one up in the bulletins, and it might as well be one you like.’

She faced him. This was a job to him; like the man in the mortuary, reporters could hold their faces straight. She’d seen those pictures on the news, often school photographs. ‘Well, Connor didn’t go to school, so he never had one taken.’ And no way would this man see the one of Connor on her shoulders, and her in her bikini. ‘Haven’t got one.’

‘Ah.’ He half turned, came back. ‘Don’t think I like asking, because I don’t. I’ll tell them you were out…’

Now Amber frowned at him. He was a nice-looking boy, young, tallish, Asian with shiny black hair – he would never have pushed after her through the door, she decided. And not a bit like some of the hard old cases who’d pestered her mum when her dad was arrested.

‘It’s my first assignment on the road – with Dermot Mark.’

She knew the name, and the face: a tall blond guy.

‘He’s calling up the OB unit.’

‘“OB”?’ Did she care? But she’d asked.

‘Outside Broadcast. BBC London News. You know, the big satellite dish on the van, all that.’

Poor little Connor. Had got them sending a big satellite dish dish – when he was dead!

‘I can’t promise Dermot won’t come and ask…’

Amber hesitated. ‘Hold on. I’ll see what I can dig out’ Get this reporter off her back, she told herself, then she’d shut and bolt the door. Because she’d thought of a picture that would do. It was either that, or them knocking the door down later, or raking round the school he’d been excluded from, or the juvenile court who had to have a mug-shot on their files, so it was going to be something worth showing. She shut the front door on the BBC man and went into her bedroom, where there was a picture Connor took of himself at Christmas, smiling into the new mobile he was holding at arm’s length. Self-portrait. She picked it up from her bedside table and took it to the front door. ‘Here you are! And tell them he didn’t slip, he was too good for that.’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘I know so. And I want that picture back.’

‘I’ll give you a receipt.’

‘You won’t. You’ll clear off and leave me in peace. But if that doesn’t come back, I’ll come and find you!’

‘Be nice,’ Sunil Dhillon said, smiling. ‘That’d be nice..’

‘Clear off!’

And he went.



When Billy Dawson went anywhere it was in the back of a year-old Jaguar S-type in British racing green, top of the range. His south London nightclub Midnight Express was greatly sought after-literally. The venue changed every year or so from these premises to that, always in cheap-to-rent buildings awaiting development or demolition. This legitimate business kept both him and the police on their toes – he couldn’t be relied on to be anywhere for sure, not even at his Georgian house in the Kent village of Meopham, handy for the A2. He slept all over the southeast – but between his current club and the places he reconnoitred for the next Midnight Express, he always travelled in his Jag, driven by Denzel Benjamin, his minder, a big West Indian who was handy with any tool they carried in the boot.

Today Denny was driving Dawson along the Lower Greenwich Road, happening to pass by the Barrier Estate in Thames Reach. At the sight of police tapes and flashing blue Dawson gave a quick eyes-right through the tinted window as Denny drove on past, his car’s needle precisely on the speed limit.

‘Something gone off there?’ he asked his driver.

Denny shrugged. ‘Talked to my bruvver – don’ affect us.’

‘Good.’ And Billy Dawson – skinny-faced and head on one side, looking like a back-slash – resumed clipping his nails onto the Jaguar carpet. Denny would hoover it up later.



Amber didn’t know what to do. With herself, that was. She knew what to do about the nosy neighbours along the landing, and about the phone that rang all the time. She ignored them all. No one in this world could have anything to say to her that she wanted to hear. If there’d been the slightest chance it was the hospital calling to say they’d made a mistake, Connor had been in a coma all the time, he’d miraculously come back to life – God, she’d have been sitting by the phone. But she knew that wasn’t going to happen. Connor was gone. No one went that cold in a coma, his face had been like stone. In the flat she’d done what she wanted: made his bed, had her cry, and dug out the photo she wanted to have with her always. She’d drawn the curtains against the outside, and drunk so much coffee she’d run out of it and had to go onto tea. And now she sat, staring through the kitchen window, across to where Riverview House was a block-but-one away, knowing what else she wouldn’t do. She wouldn’t switch on the television. She didn’t want to see any local news with her Connor a ‘story’ on it. In fact, there wasn’t anything in life she ever wanted to see or do again except find his killer.

Her dad had never treated Connor right. OK, he loved him in his own stupid way – knocked about with him when he wasn’t off on one of his ‘jobs’, never showed him any of the violence he was known for: Jonny Long the hard case who’d nut as soon as look. They’d go to Rotherhithe Market and buy daft things, togs to wear and silly gadgets that broke first time they were used. They’d watch football on Sky and Setanta, betting between themselves on who scored, and who won, and who swapped his shirt with whom at the end. Because their dad lived his life at that level – till he’d gambled once too often, fallen foul of someone harder in trying to dig himself out, and gone down for five. But he’d been too stupid to see that Connor didn’t need some ‘big brother’ dad to hero-worship, he needed someone with a bit of common sense to look up to, not kick in the shin when he didn’t get what he wanted. Their dad would just ward him off like a spiteful dog that doesn’t bite indoors; or he’d laugh; when being the father was what was needed.

As for their mum … Well, she’d fallen for a baby as soon as their dad first looked at her, and that had been her, Amber. And she’d spent the rest of Amber’s life still trying to be a girl herself – clubbing, drinking, doing drugs – in the middle of which she fell for Connor one drunken night, and she was stuck with him, because their dad wouldn’t even think about an abortion. So she didn’t give the boy much time – and Connor became Connor.

But Amber had loved him. She’d loved him properly. If he ever had something nice to eat, it was Amber who’d cooked it. If he wore the sort of trainers he wanted, it was Amber bullying her dad or her mum to get them for him, or buying them herself out of her holiday job money. And when the second school kicked him out, it was Amber who went round and ran a key along both sides of the headteacher’s car, front to back and over the boot. It was Amber who cared. And Amber who right now in her grief wasn’t going to give anyone the time of day; no one except her Connor. Because there was thinking to do. Her little brother wasn’t going to be shuffled off out of this life with the story that he’d slipped, and served himself right. He had never slipped, no chance. And jumped? If he was scared out of his mind and he’d jumped, then it was the same as being pushed, wasn’t it? No way would he have committed suicide. Someone had done it. And Amber knew that she was going to find out who that was. Police, reporters, no one except her would bother after a couple of days. When the TV lights get switched off and the police files are stuffed into their drawers, it’s people like her who are left to go on living with the tragedy.

And with the anger.

Yes, always the anger.


Chapter Three

Jonny Long’s cell was a narrow two-up. The furniture was fairly modern, but not much could be done about the narrow window cut through the rag-stone wall, its meagre light about the only thing the two prisoners shared in there. Everything else was territory – my bunk, my chair, my cupboard, my half of the table: my bit of floor to clean, my day for the sink and taps and wiping down the door. With someone else it might be different, but Frank Lodge on the lower bunk was a small, quiet man who said little and shared next to nothing, not even what was on his mind. He was in for arson at a car dealer’s who’d sold him a highly polished heap – and then wouldn’t give him his money back when the wheels came off. He was private, bitter, obsessed, serving his time till he could get out and at the fly-boy again. He probably didn’t even know the man banged-up with him was called Jonny. He certainly never wanted any amusement like betting on a fly landing on this wall, or that; or a talk about the horses running at York; or a bit of arm wrestling to keep their muscles firm. Anyway, the man’s brain was dead to any thought except his revenge in three years’ time.

Jonny Long had been put away after a serious assault on a London City Airport baggage handler. Violence was in his genes, but the vice he’d grown into was gambling, and what kept him awake most nights was the price he still had to pay – and the man he had to pay it to: a London Greek whose grip could reach through prison walls, a tyrant who ruled by making examples of those who didn’t pay up. Dimitris ‘Punish’ Papendreou – ‘Mr P. And Jonny Long was one of those who still owed him. Not in a big way, compared to the sort of debts run up in a Papendreou casino in the West End or Brighton or Croydon. But it’s the smaller stuff the local punter gets to hear about, the unpaid debts on the backroom poker and the race nights; because no one looks more stupid than a man owed money who isn’t getting paid. So word goes out; and an arm is broken, a face slashed, or a shot fired; and the word on the street is that it’s a punishment: then people don’t mess with Dimitris Papendreou. They pay up next time.
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