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To my new grandson Christopher Whiteside.

 



And also for my children, and my grandchildren, and my wonderful new Polish family.




For Timmy and Avril Petherick.
 (Or should that be Anvil?)
 With love.




Prologue

‘Will you stop looking out the window? You’re making me bloody nervous.’

Christine smiled. She knew better than to argue with her sister-in-law. Breda was a law unto herself; she could make the rest of the family look like choirboys when she got a temper on her, and that was no easy feat.

The Murphys were a dangerous crowd, and no one knew that better than Christine Murphy, wife of the sainted Phillip, and the mother of his sons. She was related to the local nutters by marriage and blood, and frightened out of her wits because she was sinking deeper and deeper into their world on a daily basis. Sometimes, like now, when she saw her children smiling and laughing together in her beautiful home, saw the love that they had from their father’s family, she envied them. That had been her once, caught up in their love, caught up in their excitement, their lust for life. It had been a heady drug to her then, had held her in its thrall for years. Until that day, that awful, terrifying day, when she had been forced to open her eyes and see them all for what they really were.

From her mother-in-law, with her ready smile and open arms, to her own husband, a handsome, romantic sociopath who saw her and everyone else in his orbit as his personal property. But worse than everything else was that her sons were clones of their father. Both had idolised him since they were small. Why  wouldn’t they? He gave them everything they wanted whether they needed it or not.

Recently she had inadvertently found out that her son had planned a murder. Planned it as if it was the most normal, most natural thing in the world. But then, in the Murphy family that  was natural. As were death, threats and violence.

All in a day’s work to them.

It had all gone wrong, but he would try again, she knew that for a fact. This was the legacy she had given them, this was the life she had brought them into. From birth they had been indoctrinated by this family’s so-called code of honour. It was something she had cherished once, long ago, when she had been young and foolish. When she had still believed nothing could ever harm her or hers.

But she had to be honest with herself, in the early days she had lived with it quite happily because she had closed her eyes to it all. She had enjoyed the lifestyle, had sought it even. Her mother had crushed her from a child, never let her have a second to herself, so she had learned quickly how to be clever. How to get out and about without her mother’s constant interference. But she had ended up embroiled in something she had been too immature, and too naïve to really understand. She had fallen for the first boy to give her the time of day, and she had fallen deeply. So deeply he was still the only man she had ever known.

Now it was all finally coming back to bite her, as her father had always said it would. He had warned her, begged her to get away from Phillip Murphy, but she had laughed at him. She had been so determined in those days, had been convinced she knew it all. Was more than capable of looking after herself.

Oh, hindsight was a wonderful thing.

She was chuckling to herself now, and she felt the eyes of Breda on her, even though she had her back to her.

‘Are you feeling all the ticket, Christine? You seem nervous.’

Christine turned to face her accuser, for it was an accusation.  Breda was like a bloodhound; she could suss out insincerity faster than she could draw on a cigarette.

‘I’m fine, Breda. What’s the matter with you? Are you trying to pick a fight with me? Because the mood I’m in, girl, you are liable to get one.’ Christine’s words caused a hush in the room. She saw her husband and sons stare at her as if they had never seen her before. Breda was so shocked she didn’t answer her for a few moments.

‘Keep your hair on, Chris, I was only asking.’

Christine walked from the room and made her way through the large entrance hall into the kitchen. The heat of the Aga hit her, and she went to the back door; opening it, she stood in the doorway and savoured the cold night air.

It was early December, and there was already a frost covering the vast expanse of lawn. It was glistening in the moonlight, making the whole place look like a picture from a fairy tale. It seemed incongruous that all this beauty hid the filth and the hate that was a part of the Murphy family’s genetic make-up.

Even her sons had not been immune, in fact they seemed to thrive on it all. Especially one of them, but she blamed herself for that. She had ignored the signs, had pretended that they didn’t exist. She had believed that her boys would somehow be untouched by it, would not be part of it all because they had been given a private education and everything their little avaricious hearts had desired.

Wrong again, as she had been about so many things.

‘Everything OK, Mum?’

Her elder son Phillip Junior made her jump physically. ‘You frightened me!’

He grinned, the living image of his father as he had been when she had first met him. All jet-black hair, and steely blue eyes. Despite being big and overpowering, he looked as if he wouldn’t hurt a fly. But as she had found out to her cost, looks could be deceiving. He enveloped her in his arms, a gentle bear  hug that belied his real physical power. He had broken another boy’s nose and ribs when he had been fourteen – he had underestimated his own strength apparently. His grandmother was good at making excuses for her boys. Then again she had had lots of experience.

‘Please, Philly, don’t do this tonight. I have a bad feeling on me. Think of Finoula, she’s the important one, she’s your wife.’

He laughed gently, but his voice had a steely ring to it as he said casually, ‘You worry too much, Mum.’

She knew it was futile to say any more; like his father before him, once he made up his mind there was no going back.

‘You know something, Mum, you need to chill out. Are you still taking the meds from the doctor?’

She nodded.

‘Good. What you really need is a holiday. We’ll sort something out, bit of the old currant bun and you’ll be as right as rain.’

She smiled in agreement, even though she felt as if her heart was breaking. ‘Perhaps you’re right. I just feel tired, that’s all.’

They both turned as Breda came into the kitchen; she had her grandchild in the crook of one arm, and a heavy-duty shotgun in the other.

‘Do me a favour, Philly, would you take this for me? I need to get it cleaned up and put away before the Clancys get here.’ She was holding it out as if it was the most natural thing in the world to have a child in one arm and a weapon in the other. Christine watched as Philly took the gun without a second’s thought. He was used to firearms and it showed. He checked to make sure it was empty of ammunition, and looked down the sight, almost by force of habit.

‘I’ll sort it, Auntie Breda, you feed the baby. He’s got a big appetite, look at the size of him already!’

Christine watched as if she was outside of it all, no more than an onlooker. The medication was responsible for that. It stopped  her wanting to take the gun and mow the whole fucking lot of them down once and for all. Finish this family off, take them out of the game, as her husband would say. Turning her back, she looked once more out into the garden. She didn’t see the shrug of despair from her son, but she heard the long, drawn-out sigh that told her Breda was losing patience with her.

Well, it would all be over soon; she had to keep it together long enough to make sure it was finally finished. She would try to ensure at least one of her sons would live long enough to understand why she had done what she was about to do. She feared her actions would make everyone hate her until the day she died. But that was a chance she was willing to take if it meant they would one day have a crack at a normal life.




Book One

From the deepest desires often come the deadliest hate


 


Socrates (469 BC-399 BC)


 



 


Seest thou a man wise in his own conceit? There is more hope of a fool than of him


 


Proverbs, 26:12




 Chapter One

1985

‘It must be love, look at his hair!’

Phillip Murphy laughed good-naturedly; his father was the proverbial wind-up, but funny with it.

He knew he looked good and was attractive to the opposite sex. Women and girls had been giving him the glad eye since he was fourteen years old. It was his size; he was what his mother termed ‘a fine figure of a man’. Broad shouldered, he stood three inches over six feet. His thick black hair coupled with his dark-lashed blue eyes spoke of the Irish in him. His thick-lipped mouth made him look amenable, friendly, hid the steel that lay beneath his easy smiles. He always got what he wanted, it was a mantra with him. He believed his mother’s advice: if you want something, you’ll get it, you just have to want it badly enough. Well, he wanted better than his parents, he wanted better than everyone around him, and he was determined to get it.

Phillip liked Christine Booth because she was clean; clean and innocent in every way. She looked at him as if he was a god, and actually to her he was the next best thing. The thought made him smile again.

His mother Veronica watched her favourite child as he grinned with happiness. She knew this was serious all right; he had never brought a girl home before, not like this anyway. He had brought them to his bed, late at night, and hustled them  out with the dawn, assuming she was too dense to work out what had gone on.

This one was different. All she had heard lately was Christine this, and Christine that. But, as pleased as she was that he was in love, she also knew the girl was only fifteen years old. Phillip was twenty-one, that was a big age difference to most people. But then again, five years from now, the difference between them would be nothing. It was the ‘schoolgirl’ tag that she was bothered about, and there was no getting away from it. Veronica knew that Christine had to be home by nine every night - not that that meant much in the grand scheme of things, people could have a bit of the other at five o’clock in the day. Early nights didn’t guarantee anything, she knew that from experience. Look at her Breda. Veronica loved her daughter but acknowledged that she had a voracious appetite for men. She worried Veronica with her attitude to sex. Breda was what they would have called ‘overfriendly’ in her day, these days she was just called ‘oversexed’.

Veronica had met her husband at the Shandon Bells Irish club in Ilford when she was fourteen years old; he had been eighteen and working on the buildings. Fresh over from Dublin Phillip Murphy had danced with her, seduced her, and married her three years later. Her father had not been thrilled but he had come round eventually, especially once her belly started to grow, and her mother had hastily arranged the wedding to save everyone embarrassment. The priest who had married them had christened their child four months later. Her father grew to love her husband Phillip and she had been blessed with a very happy marriage and a lovely family with her three boys and Breda.

These days it was different: girls were looking older, acting older than their years, but were still treated like children in their homes. In her day, a fifteen year old was out working and looking for the man of her dreams; a father for her children. At fifteen, she was assumed to be on the brink of womanhood.

This Booth girl worried Veronica. She was from a good family, well-to-do in comparison with her lot – Catholic too, so that was a bonus as far as Veronica was concerned. But she also knew that Christine’s mother was a hard-faced harridan who thought she was better than everybody else. To be fair, though, the father seemed nice enough. Veronica had been to his shop many times, and he had always been very pleasant to her.

Now her son was talking engagement rings and lifetime commitment. Veronica smiled; the way young people talked about their lives today was laughable. Not like in her day. Then, you married in the eyes of God and you took what came your way: the good, the bad and the indifferent. What else could you do? There was no divorce, not for Catholics anyway, not real ones.

Veronica Murphy surveyed her home; it was gorgeous. They had bought their council house and built an extension, so now the kitchen was huge. All melamine units and shiny work surfaces. The floor was her pride and joy, black and white tiles that looked like marble. She was proud of her home, and rightly so. In comparison to the houses around her, it was like a palace. And she had made a good dinner for them all that night. A big roast, with Irish pork and honeyed parsnips. She’d also made roast tatties like the boys loved, along with colcannon and buttered peas. The aroma coming from the oven was mouth-watering. The gravy was all she had left to do, and she knew just how her tribe liked it – thick and dark. A bit like her youngest son, God love him and keep him.

As Phillip Junior began singing along to the radio, Veronica smiled to herself again. He was smitten all right.




 Chapter Two

Christine Booth was sick of her mother’s voice, it was like a constant stream of irritating nothingness. The woman talked just for the sheer hell of it. She dreamed of the day she could leave home, the day she could finally shut the front door on her mother’s constant nagging. Eileen never stopped, her topics of conversation ranged from what Christine was wearing, to how she sat, to what she ate. Or more to the point what she didn’t  eat. Her schoolwork, her future, her lack of decorum were constant causes of criticism. It was as if Eileen hated her only daughter, was already disappointed in her at just fifteen. Every day of her life, Christine Booth had never felt she was good enough, had always felt she had failed somehow.

Even as a little kid she had been aware of her mother’s determination to better herself and, in the process, better the life of her daughter, whether she wanted it or not. Christine had never felt comfortable in her own home, always had to make sure she was what her mother wanted her to be. Needed her to be. Which was polite, intelligent, hard-working and, above all, respectable. Her mother made the word ‘respectable’ sound so important it frightened Christine at times. All her friends wore make-up, went out with their mates and had a good time, but not her – she was monitored constantly. It was like living with a huge burden, the burden being that she must never make her mother feel ashamed of having her. But from the way Eileen talked, the way she acted, it was obvious Christine already had.  She felt that she had already let her mother down, so she always felt as though she was having to make amends, even though she had never intentionally done anything to make her mother feel like she did. As her friend Joanie said, it was her mother who had the problem, not her. It was Eileen who read filth into the most innocent of conversations, Eileen who was so convinced her daughter was already gone to the bad, as she so succinctly put it. Was it any wonder Christine lied and cheated to get away from her? All she wanted was to be a normal teenager.

Christine looked at her reflection in the mirror of her dressing table; she knew she was pretty, knew she was sexy even, desirable. Phillip Murphy made her feel like she was the only girl on earth, like a woman. He was the only person to ever make her feel she was worth something, other than her dad, of course, but he didn’t count. He was her dad. He had to love her. But, like her, Dad was also under her mother’s thumb, he couldn’t have an opinion in his own home, it was more than he dared. Her mother would see that as tantamount to mutiny: it was her way or no way. How many times had Christine heard that over the course of her young life?




 Chapter Three

Eileen Booth was angry. She was always angry. As she pushed her daughter’s bedroom door open, she said in her usual demanding way, ‘Are you deliberately ignoring me or have you suddenly been struck stone deaf?’

Christine sighed audibly. She wasn’t going to take the bait, wouldn’t bite back. That was what Eileen wanted, she always wanted a full-on row, a reason to ground her daughter. Well, Christine wasn’t going to play into her hands.

‘I’m sorry, Mum, I was miles away.’ She was smiling at her, trying to look innocent, trying to make her leave her alone.

Eileen Booth narrowed her eyes in suspicion – was this a piss-take? She knew better than anyone that her daughter would need to be at least fifty miles away to block her voice out when she was at full throttle. ‘Where are you off to again?’

‘Round Joanie’s, we’re doing our history homework. The Elizabethan era, I told you last night.’ She saw her mother looking her over, determined as always to find fault. But there was none. She made sure of that.

Christine had on the minimum of make-up, she wore a plain black dress that ended below the knee and American Tan tights. She also wore her school shoes – black, clumpy school shoes from Clarks. She looked awful in comparison to her contemporaries, and she knew it. She saw her mother battling inside herself to find fault.

‘For crying out loud, I’m only going to Joanie’s! When have  you ever had cause to doubt me, Mum? When have I ever let you down?’ She had the hurt and misunderstood look down to a T.

‘Well, make sure you’re home by nine, and I’m ringing Joanie’s mum so don’t think you can pull the wool over my eyes, all right?’

‘Why would I bother, Mum? Answer me that one, eh?’ Picking up her schoolbag off the floor, Christine kissed her mother on the cheek dutifully and walked sedately from the room.

Eileen Booth listened to her daughter’s retreating footsteps and sat down on the bed. Why couldn’t her daughter see the danger her looks and friendly nature put her in? She was a nice girl, Eileen knew that better than anyone, but it was the nice girls who got caught out. She didn’t want her daughter to have a life like hers, making do. Christine was worth so much more than that, but she was too young to see it.

One day, Eileen was convinced her daughter would thank her for her love and the interest she took in her life. Until then she consoled herself with the knowledge that not only was her girl too shrewd to be caught out, but that Eileen herself was far too vigilant to let her daughter get into any position that could ruin her future. Her Christine was going to have every advantage, every chance to make something of herself. Whether the ungrateful little mare wanted it or not.




 Chapter Four

Breda Murphy opened the front door wide with a smile that was even wider and eyes that were merry. Christine liked her at once.

‘You must be Miss Booth.’

Christine smiled shyly, she had got this far so she was determined to make a good impression. ‘And you must be Miss Breda.’

Breda laughed, but it was a derogatory laugh. ‘Oh Jesus, he’ll eat you for breakfast. Come on in anyway. You’re expected.’

Christine followed her, disconcerted by Breda’s greeting.

Phillip’s street, she hadn’t been able to help but notice, was very run down. It was part of a typical council estate and it was alien to her. Her home was a large semi in a nice neighbourhood. It was quiet, and people kept themselves very much to themselves. Here though, there were kids hanging around in the street and curtains were left wide open so anyone could look in and see what was going on. See their lives as they really were without any kind of pretence.

Even Phillip’s home, which she knew he was proud of, and was nicer than all the others in the street with its double glazing and obvious extension, would only fit into the ground floor of her own home. She saw the house as her mother would see it, and that annoyed her. These were nice people, friendly people, and they had invited her into their lives without hesitation. She knew her mother would have a full-on coronary if she knew  where her daughter was, and she didn’t care. For the moment, she didn’t give a monkey’s.

Christine had to admit, though, that walking up the road had been like walking a gauntlet. She was new, she was suspect, and the people there had made her aware of that. When she had walked in the gate that was the entrance to the Murphy home, she had seen the young lads hesitate, watch her closely. She knew they were wondering what she was there for.

But now she was inside, she was amazed at the warmth, the size and the sheer goodwill that seemed to emanate from everyone and everything around her. This was a home alive with people and sounds. There was noise coming from every room and, as she saw Phillip in the kitchen doorway, his handsome face smiling and his obvious nervousness at her visit, she felt herself relax. She knew then that he was as scared as she was, and that made it suddenly all right.

Breda pushed her gently from behind and, laughing, she walked through to the enormous kitchen that was so obviously the pride and joy of Phillip’s mother. Smiling shyly, Christine looked around the table at his whole family but before she could utter a word his mother bustled towards her shouting, ‘Jasus, Phillip, she’s gorgeous and far too good for the likes of you.’

It broke the ice, and Christine Booth, for the first time in her whole life, felt like she had finally come home.




 Chapter Five

‘It’s only twenty past nine, are you sure you have to get going, child?’

Christine smiled nervously, embarrassed at her predicament. ‘To be honest, I’m already late, Mrs Murphy.’

Veronica grinned, her round face thrilled at the girl’s obvious decency. Her Phillip had chosen a good girl and, in this day and age, they were few and far between. She only had to look at her Breda to know that. And if not her Breda, then the papers. Young girls were like men these days, sex was everywhere, and girls were bombarded with so-called choices. The world had gone shagging mad, as her mother would have said.

‘My mum is a bit of a tartar about me being home on time. She worries about me.’

Veronica laughed easily. ‘And who could blame her? Sure, you’re a dote, that’s what you are, Christine, a dote.’

Veronica glanced at her husband for support and he winked at the girl, as thrilled as his wife with his son’s choice of mate. Like his wife he knew that his son was serious. Phillip had been attracting girls, and women, since he was a lad, and he’d got away with a lot over the years. Seeing him with this little one and knowing that if he had brought her to his parents’ house he had to be serious about her, pleased Phillip Senior as much as it did his wife. He knew better than anyone what the wrong mate could cause in a man. His younger brother had married a whore of the first water, and he was doing life for his mistake. She had  escaped his wrath – you didn’t hit women – but her fancy man had met a knife in the ribs, and none of them thought his brother had done the wrong thing. The whore had produced a child and the parentage had been very suspect. It had been blonder than a Swedish au pair, with nonexistent eyebrows and a harelip. As the old saying went, it was a wise child that knew its own mother, but it was a very wise child that knew its own father.

Who would take the chance on something like that? Why would you put yourself through it? If you chose wisely from the off, got them young and innocent, and never shat on your own doorstep, then you were guaranteed a happy marriage and peace of mind. Women were like horses, you stabled them and gave them a stud. If you did it right the first time and kept them close, you had a marriage that could only bring you children and lasting happiness. He had told his three sons that from the off, and it seemed his words had struck a chord. With this one anyway. His daughter, on the other hand, lay down for any man she liked the look of. His words of wisdom had seemed to send her in the opposite direction altogether; sure, she delighted in her loose ways. But she was his only daughter so he overlooked a lot in that respect. In any case, he saw it as his wife’s job to keep Breda on the straight and narrow. And he wished Veronica good luck with that. Breda was like his own mother: strong, capable and able to have more fights than John Wayne in the course of the average day. Plus, if he was really honest, he felt a small iota of respect. Breda’s voracious appetite for men, sex and adventure came from his side of the family. Strong women the lot of them and proud of it.

Phillip admired his daughter’s sense of self. She was eighteen, full-blooded and full-figured – a real beauty, and every man knew that beauty and brains were a lethal combination. His Breda was as savvy as any man he had ever known, and therefore he wanted her to have the same chances as his sons. He knew  what was in store for his Breda if she wasn’t careful, and though he was quite happy to see the likes of Christine get trapped by love, he still wanted a bit more for his own wayward daughter. She had already had one child, at fifteen no less. Who the father was no one knew – she refused to tell. He suspected she didn’t know, but he didn’t allow himself to dwell too much on that. Young Porrick was a handsome, strong boy and she loved him.

However she chose to love, Breda was his daughter, and that was enough for him. After all, if he didn’t look out for his own who would?

The hammering on his front door broke Phillip Senior out of his reverie and, like his three sons and his wife, he expected the worst. It was what was termed in their street ‘an Old Bill knock’.

As the Murphys crowded into the small hallway, Christine hung back in the kitchen, fearful of the way everyone had assumed it was trouble coming. In her home, a knock on the door was considered normal, no one would be worried about it or assume it was something dangerous. She was really scared. She wished suddenly that she was at home, and safely tucked up in her own bed.

This banging was sinister, and Phillip and his family’s reaction made her fears seem valid. All the things she had heard about his family were crowding her mind: that they were dangerous, that they were Faces. That no one messed with them, they were a law unto themselves.

That they were capable of all sorts.

Veronica opened the door while the rest of the family stood together like a human wall; the Murphys knew instinctively to stand close to each other, and make sure that nothing or no one could get past them. Each was determined to protect the others around them no matter what.

But it was only Joanie, Christine’s friend, and her presence  on the doorstep gave rise to a general sigh of relief. She peered around the Murphys to see Christine.

‘Your mum’s looking for you round ours, Chris, you better get a move on.’

Everyone turned to look at her then, all amazed that this little girl could have been the cause of so much fear.

Grabbing her coat and bag, Christine slunk from the house with a muttered ‘thank you’ and a heartfelt goodbye to Phillip, aware of the tension her friend’s presence had inadvertently caused them all. She hated her mother anew for making this night such a bloody abortion. She had been really enjoying herself but, as always, her mother had managed to ruin it. Christine was more determined than ever to get away from her.




 Chapter Six

‘Fucking hell, Phil, did you break into a nursery? She’s jailbait.’

Phillip Junior, who was normally very good natured with his sister, turned on her then, and everyone in the hallway was shocked at his words. ‘Shut your fucking trap, Breda, just because she ain’t a dog like you. She’s only fifteen, of course her mother is looking for her. We all looked for you at the same age if you remember. Not that it did us much good.’

Breda being Breda was not about to let that go. ‘What do you mean by that, Phil? Are you having a pop at me then? I was making a joke . . .’

Phillip turned to her and, poking a finger in her face, said quietly, ‘Well, I ain’t in the mood for jokes. So take my advice, and keep them to yourself.’

They were interrupted by the sound of crying coming from upstairs. Phillip looked at his sister and said sarcastically, ‘You better get up there, Bred, sort your boy out. Let’s face it, it ain’t like his father’s gonna turn up and help out, is it?’

‘You nasty bastard, how dare you talk to me like that! Just ’cos your little girlfriend done a runner with her mate. Don’t take it out on me.’

James, the youngest of the Murphy boys, stepped in then, seeing the hurt that Phillip’s words had caused not just his sister but also his mother.

The father of Breda’s child was what was commonly known as a wonderer – everyone wondered who he might have been.  Breda had never let on, and now at two years old, young Porrick was the darling of the household.

‘He don’t mean it, Breda, he’s on a love job.’

Phillip looked at his sister and felt ashamed at his words, even though he knew that there was a bit of him that believed she was in the wrong. Deep down inside he thought she was a fucking slag. A baby at fifteen, and no fucking answer to the who-did-it question? It was hardly rocket science. He knew what people were saying about her; it was only his reputation that stopped them saying it to her face.

His family loyalty, though, was stronger than his bigotry and, whatever he might really think, he would defend her to the death if necessary. Opening his arms wide in a gesture of forgiveness, he said seriously, ‘Come on, Breda, give me a break, me bird’s just run home to her mother, how do you think I feel? I’m sorry, mate, you know I don’t mean it . . .’

Breda wasn’t to be placated though and, shaking her head slowly, she said heavily, ‘I’ll give you a heads-up, shall I? Sister to brother. Christine is a lovely girl, but she will be trouble, Phil. You’ll never believe that, you will only ever see the good girl, the wilting virgin. How you were first in, and last out. Well, do you know something, bruv? We women are not as different as you all seem to think we are. And that child up there will always mean more to me than any fucking bloke. You lot included. He is my flesh and blood, so fuck the neighbours, and fuck you for your narrow-mindedness. Unlike men, we women know exactly what we have produced, and we do not have to rely on someone else’s honesty to convince us of our children’s paternity. So, next time you have a go at me about my baby being fatherless, remember this much. I know and he will always know who his mother is, there can never be an argument about that. And he will also know that he was more important to me than my reputation. You see, that’s something none of you ever quite got. At fifteen years old, I chose my own flesh and blood over  the neighbours and their gossiping. Over you lot, and your fear of what people might think. So anything you have to say to me is pointless. I made a decision against everything you all believed was right.’

‘Stop this now, Breda, it’s gone far enough,’ Veronica interjected, visibly upset.

Breda shook her head again, her lovely face smiling amiably, the hurt she had kept inside for so long hidden, until she said sarcastically, ‘Oh, Mum, how did it go when I told you I was pregnant? Oh yeah, I remember, “get an abortion, no one will ever know, you’re ruining your life, no one will ever want you if you have a baby”. And you hammering the door of the church down every Sunday. I nearly swallowed your crap and all. But you see, you never allowed for me and the love I already had for my child. None of you thought about me and what I might want. You had to get married, Mum. I chose not to.’

Breda pushed past her eldest brother, shoving him angrily out of her way. ‘I had my baby, I kept my baby, and for you to give me a tug because your little schoolie had to go home to her mum and dad’s . . . I ain’t your whipping boy, and you better get your head around that. And now I am going up to settle my  little boy, and you can go and fuck yourselves.’ She walked from the room then, her back ramrod straight and her animosity almost tangible.

‘What the fuck was all that about?’ Declan, the middle brother, was genuinely shocked at the night’s turn of events.

Veronica Murphy shook her head in despair.

Watching his sister mount the stairs, Phillip looked at his father and said honestly, ‘She has a point, I suppose.’

Phillip Murphy Senior looked at his sons and, pushing them gently back into the kitchen, he said loudly, ‘Well, that needed to be said. She did a brave thing keeping the child. These days you can flush the poor unfortunates away without a second’s thought. If she had done that, sure none of you would have  been any the wiser and she would still be like your one there tonight, who ran home to her mammy like a good girl. Can you blame your sister for feeling you all think wrong of her?’

Phillip looked at his eldest son in particular as he spoke, and Phillip Junior knew that his reaction to his sister had not only been uncalled for, but had also been seen for the hypocrisy that it was. He was suitably ashamed.

But Christine’s goodness, her family’s decent reputation, their standing in the small community they had to live in, had shown him just how other people really perceived them all. He knew that his sister’s child had been a slur on the family. It was a stigma to have a child and not be married. It was still seen as a terrible thing. Not for the fathers of course, only the mothers of the children. Their lives were more or less ruined. He understood that Breda was telling him this night, without fear or favour, that her child was not going to be apologised for in any way, shape or form. Especially not to the likes of Christine Booth and her family. Breda had tapped into his fear of what Christine’s family might think about his sister having a child out of wedlock. She had implied that his taking up with a fifteen-year-old girl who didn’t know her arse from her proverbial elbow was the reason Phillip suddenly looked down on his own sister, on his own flesh and blood.

Phillip knew that Breda had perceived his real feelings towards her. He looked at his two brothers, and saw their sceptical looks. They were as aware as Breda of his worries that her child might affect the Booths’ overall opinion of him and his family. Phillip was ashamed of his thoughts, and the fact that he had allowed Eileen Booth and her opinions to cloud his judgement.

But in his favour, he loved Christine with a vengeance. Realistically he knew that his family name alone would be enough for her mother to cause them aggro – on top of everything else, his sister’s unmarried state would be another thing Eileen would use against him. Already this young girl had  made him turn on his own sister, had made him want to be someone different, someone her family would be happy to welcome. Who her family would see as an asset, not as a liability. Christine was not like the Murphys; she was pure, she was good and decent and that meant the world to him.

Christine had never asked for anything in her whole life, not really, and he so badly wanted to be good enough for her he had nearly allowed himself to betray his own family. The strength of his feelings and what they made him do frightened him; he had never wanted anyone this way before, had never felt that kind of anger before. And it turned out Christine had not even told her family where she was going – that spoke volumes to him. That she had come to his home and lied to her parents about her whereabouts had really offended him, even though he understood the reasoning behind it.

But Phillip was going to get his girl, no matter what it took. He was obsessed with her, and he knew there would never be anyone else for him.




 Chapter Seven

‘I want to know where you were. And don’t you lie to me, Christine, I already know the answer.’

‘Then why ask the road you know, Mum?’

The two antagonists stared at one another, neither willing to be the first to look away. They were so alike physically – thick blond hair and dark blue eyes. Both were fine boned, with small hands and feet. Eileen saw herself in her daughter, a younger, prettier version, of course. Christine wouldn’t waste herself on a no mark; unlike her mother, this girl would use her looks and her brains to her advantage. Eileen would make sure of that if it was the last thing she did in this life.

She was heartbroken that it had come to this with her only child. A girl who had always done what she was told, who had made her so proud deep inside. Christine couldn’t see that her name being associated with a family like the Murphys was something she would one day regret with all her heart. She might be naïve, but she was certainly not stupid. Christine had seen the people who frequented their supermarket (Eileen never called it a shop, ever). She had seen how those people lived. She was nearly sixteen, she would be off to the sixth form soon and she would meet a different class of person. She would see that the estate was a dump for transients and no-hopers. She had seen them all her life, queuing up for their family allowance and their giros. She had to have seen that this was no life for the likes of her.

That the post office was a big part of their income Eileen never admitted. She looked on it with disdain as she did everything to do with the supermarket. With her husband’s working life. With the place that kept her in the manner she was still not accustomed to as a result of it not bringing in as much money as she would have liked. Eileen was bitter; she had once pictured them with a chain of small supermarkets, and she admitted to herself that if she had been willing to work side-by-side with her husband, a second one would have been possible and then a third. But she was too proud. She had been to teacher training college and had become a part-time teacher at the local primary school. But she now understood that the supermarket should have been a joint venture. That boat had sailed a long time ago though, and she didn’t plan to tell her husband he had been right. It was too late anyway, because he didn’t want her there any more – she only put off the customers they did have. If it wasn’t for him and the tick, the majority would leave and go to the new supermarkets springing up all over the place. Nevertheless, times were tough. They now depended on the giros, the family allowance and the car tax. They desperately needed another income, because they were finding it increasingly hard to make ends meet. The mortgage was crippling them, and Eileen was determined her daughter was going to contribute before she swanned off to marry and reproduce.

‘Are you going to answer me, Mum?’

Christine was fed up now. Being questioned every day, every week, so aggressively was not something she was willing to endure any more. She knew her association with Phillip Murphy was now common knowledge, and she had accepted that her mother would eventually get wind of it. She just wished it had not happened so quickly, had not happened tonight.

‘I was at Joanie’s.’ She knew she had said this to her mother too much recently, but it couldn’t be helped. ‘It’s not a crime to go to a friend’s, is it?’

‘No one said it was, but if it was so innocent why didn’t you say that in the first place?’

Christine closed her eyes and counted to ten; she had read a problem page once that said if you took a deep breath and counted to ten before you answered a question, it stopped you from blurting out things you might one day regret. That advice had stood her in good stead over the years with her mother. Not so much lying, as just not telling her the whole truth.

Her mother saw the bad in everything, in her eyes everyone in her daughter’s orbit was a potential threat. Even her school-friends and their mothers. Joanie’s mum had always sympathised with Christine, had seen the way her mother had demanded total control of her only daughter. Joanie’s mum had told her many years ago that she was always welcome to stay there if she needed a break. It had been a watershed for Christine hearing those words. She had known then that her feelings for her mother weren’t ingratitude, her mother was genuinely unreasonable.

‘Why didn’t I tell you? Do you really need to ask me that, Mum? You keep questioning me as if I have done something wrong, and the more you question me the more I don’t want to tell you anything. You’re supposed to trust me, trust what I say.’ Christine was so upset she was visibly shaking, not so much with anger, though that was a big part of it, but with sheer distress. Why was her mother always trying to catch her out? She had  been at Joanie’s, on the night she was being questioned about anyway. She didn’t get to see her friend much these days. Phillip didn’t like her for some reason.

Eileen Booth took a deep breath, and looked into her daughter’s eyes. Christine noted that her face was the usual mask of heavy foundation. She thought her mother’s make-up made her look like a doll. Made her look unreal. She came down to the breakfast table every day in full war paint, and for as long as Christine could remember, she had never once seen her mother  without her face on. Eileen never looked natural, had never looked approachable or friendly even. From her blue eye shadow to her pink cheeks she looked like a stranger. Like someone else’s mum. She was very attractive, Christine knew that, saw the way men looked at her. She knew instinctively that her mother’s make-up was for their benefit, not her husband’s. Eileen had disregarded Ted since Christine could remember. He rarely disagreed with his wife, she was far too aggressive, far too overpowering. Christine knew he had given up trying to make any kind of point long ago. He had been worn down by his wife’s constant complaints. Christine was determined that she would not have a marriage like that.

As Eileen Booth looked at her lovely daughter she felt the urge to cry. She couldn’t bear to see her lovely girl waste herself on a Murphy. And waste herself she would if Eileen didn’t step in and steer her in the right direction.

‘I’ve heard a rumour, Christine, and that rumour is that you are trailing after Phillip Murphy. The Murphys are the scum of the earth, darling. Now, put yourself in my position. If you had a daughter, and I want you to think about this seriously, would you honestly want her wasting herself on a no mark like that?’

When she was really angry, as she was now, Eileen resorted to the gutter speak. It showed her up for what she really was. ‘No mark’ was a common expression, and Christine knew that while her mother might believe she was better than everyone, she had been born over a newsagent’s in East London. The shop her husband now ran had been bought with the proceeds of that newsagent’s. That she still looked down on everyone around her was a constant source of irritation to her only daughter.

Looking squarely at her mother, Christine asked sarcastically, ‘What’s a “no mark”, Mum?’

Her mother’s hand shot out and physically knocked her across the room. Then, grabbing her daughter’s hair, Eileen dragged her into the downstairs toilet. Pushing her face against the  mirror, she screamed, ‘Look at yourself, you stupid girl! You could have anyone, do anything with your life.’

Christine was not going to cry, no matter what, so, pulling herself from her mother’s grasp, she said, ‘What, like you did, you mean?’ The words were quietly spoken, but the implication was there for anyone to hear.

‘You nasty little mare. After all I’ve done for you . . .’

‘That’s all I’ve ever heard, Mum, all me life, what you’ve done for me. Well, I wish you hadn’t bothered, because I want out of here. Sooner rather than later, and I know you don’t like Phil, but that’s half the attraction. I’d shag a tramp if it got me away from you.’

Christine knew then that she had finally gone too far.




 Chapter Eight

Phillip Murphy was really angry, but as usual he kept his feelings to himself. He understood only too well the value of blandness; in his job, the less people could gauge about you the less they could put away for future reference. Consequently, no matter what he was paid to do, he did it quietly, quickly and, most importantly, without expressing any kind of opinion whatsoever. He was already getting a reputation as a good earner. As someone who took the job on offer and didn’t ask questions either way and, more to the point, didn’t feel the urge to discuss it with all and sundry.

His attitude was it wasn’t any of his business and, for that reason, he had no interest in the history of the people involved. He wasn’t in the market for hearing grievances or explanations. He wanted his poke, and he would happily carry out what was requested of him to get it without a prolonged discussion. He prided himself on his knack for not caring about the people involved – not the people who paid him, and definitely not the people he was paid to visit.

Until now, that was.

It didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of the situations he had been asked to deal with. He always knew exactly what the score was, he just never asked the person concerned why they wanted his services. The fact that he expected a very nice fee for what he did spoke volumes. His price told the person who needed his expertise that he knew exactly what was going on, but that he  didn’t let it cloud his judgement in any way. If he wasn’t told  anything it was assumed he did not know anything. It was simple economics. He just wanted his money, he was not a fucking agony aunt. This endeared him to people because they knew he never discussed his work, and never felt the need to prove himself by running off his mouth. And his brothers were the same. But most petty Faces were banged up because they couldn’t resist opening their traps. They needed people to know who they were and what they were capable of. Liked to name-drop the people they were working for, liked the fact that they felt a bit of reflected glory. Real Faces were too shrewd to let anyone know anything, no matter how big or how small. It was enough for them to know they had done it and got away with it; they certainly didn’t feel the need to broadcast it to the fucking nation.

Now here he was, standing before Stan Barclay, a man he had grown up respecting, a man his father had always spoken of in hushed tones, and he was asking Phillip to do something that was not only against the grain, but an insult to boot. There wasn’t much Phillip wouldn’t do, but even he had his limit. He knew that Stan was relying on his reputation for discretion, and he understood that it was that reputation that had brought him to Stan’s attention. But he was not about to be used by him. Being given a job that Stan would be chary of giving to his regular workforce said it all as far as he was concerned. Even though it would enable Phillip to step up into the world of serious villainy, as Stan had repeatedly pointed out to him. What Stan didn’t realise, however, was that Phillip knew that Stan would make sure what he was asking him to do was never made public. That meant that Phillip himself would be a target once the job was completed. Stan was betting on his greed and that he would be too dense to work out the bottom line. Phillip was young and he was hungry, but Stan Barclay had made a mistake in thinking he was also stupid. This was a poser, this was a real dilemma. But he had to ask the question.

‘Are you sure about this, Stan?’

Stan Barclay nodded his huge head; he looked like an oversized shelf stacker, not a criminal mastermind. He had a huge workforce and a large slice of the pie that was London. He also had an Achilles heel, and now that Phillip knew what it was he knew he had to act quickly. Stan Barclay was not going to wait around for him to put two and two together. Even Phillip was secretly impressed; if Stan had him removed, who would even suspect he was a part of it? It would be assumed he had upset one of the powers-that-be and had been taken care of. It would not be seen as important. He was a young pup, and the word would be put round that he had upset the wrong person.

‘This is not something I was expecting. How much after the job’s done?’ Phillip said the words with the arrogance he knew Stan would expect. He was well aware that Stan had no intention of paying him a fucking brass razoo. Any front money would be reacquired after his demise.

Stanley Barclay smiled slightly as he opened his arms in a gesture of open-handed generosity. ‘Thirty grand after, ten in cash today.’

Phillip nodded, his face didn’t betray his real thoughts. ‘Where is she? Where’s the best place to find her?’

Stan grinned, happy in the knowledge he had sorted out another problem with the least amount of aggro and the maximum amount of camaraderie. He was sorry in a way; this kid was good but, like all good generals, Stan had to understand the term ‘collateral damage’.




 Chapter Nine

Veronica looked at her son’s girlfriend, saw the bruises on her face, and the sorrow in her eyes. If she was honest, she didn’t blame Eileen Booth for her reaction; she was truthful enough to admit she wouldn’t want her daughter to come home with men like her sons.

But Phillip loved this girl. Trouble was she was only fifteen. And now, she was on the doorstep refusing to go home.

Christine was battered and bruised, and she needed someone to look out for her. Eileen Booth was an eejit, she should realise she was driving the girl away. Everyone knew about Christine and Phillip. They were the talk of the estate.

Christine’s parents were well known too. Ted Booth’s supermarket was just down the road. Ted treated everyone with respect. He allowed tick to some people, and he had a knack of refusing others in a way that didn’t cause them to retaliate. He had always had a Christmas Club, and everyone knew he was meticulous about the money that was paid in. She herself had been a part of it for longer than she cared to remember. It was his wife that people had the problem with. Eileen Booth made a point of lording it over everyone who came into what she referred to as ‘her establishment’; she made sure that everyone knew she thought they were beneath her. So Veronica could be forgiven for finding a small measure of satisfaction in having Eileen’s daughter in her front room, determined not to go home for love nor money.

She made Christine a cup of tea, and held her hand until Phillip came home. She knew this girl didn’t have any idea of just how deep her son already was in the criminal world, didn’t know how deep they all were in that world. Herself included. She also knew that, like her at fifteen, this girl looked like a woman but, unlike Veronica, Christine didn’t have the brains she was born with. She had been too sheltered all her life, and as much as Veronica was fond of her, she knew Christine was far too naïve for her own good.




 Chapter Ten

‘Are you all right, Phil?’ James was not the most vocal of men, but even he had sussed that Phillip was not right.

Phillip shrugged. ‘No, not really, Jamsie. I think we need to talk to Billy Bantry, he’s usually at his gym about this time.’

Jamsie started the car, uneasy now. Billy Bantry was seriously big time, and no one went to him unless they had an invitation. He was not known for his light-hearted banter or his friendly personality. He was, however, known for his short temper, and his unwillingness to suffer fools gladly.

As they approached the gym in North London, Phillip said gently, ‘Park round the back, I don’t want to be seen going in the front door. Then I want you to go home and wait for me there, OK?’

Jamsie parked the BMW neatly then, turning to his brother, he said, ‘I ain’t going nowhere without you, Phil.’

Phillip smiled, pleased at his brother’s loyalty; Jamsie wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was someone you could depend on and he appreciated that.

‘This could all turn pear-shaped, Jamsie. I warn you.’

Jamsie shrugged easily. ‘Whatever. You’re me brother, I ain’t about to let you walk in on your Jack Jones, am I?’

‘I appreciate that, Jamsie.’

‘So what’s this all about?’

Phillip grinned then. ‘I can’t tell you. You’ll have to trust me.’

Jamsie didn’t even think about what had been said. He answered immediately, ‘Fair enough.’

Phillip took a deep breath, then opened the car door slowly. ‘Wish me luck, bruv.’

As he spoke the back door of the offices opened and two of Billy Bantry’s minders walked towards him. He was impressed by their speed. They had to have been looking out for someone acting suspicious, or more to the point someone who had the nerve to park in the car park and, even worse, who wasn’t invited, let alone welcome.

‘Is Mr Bantry about?’

The older of the two men answered him with a sneer. ‘Why, who are you, the fucking police?’




 Chapter Eleven

Billy Bantry was not a big man, but he was heavy-set and possessed what was known as an uncompromising personality. He was frightened of no one, and that came across within ten seconds of meeting him. He was a dour, dark-eyed Irishman. Unlike his compatriots he rarely drank, and he rarely had a tale to tell. His life revolved around his work and his family. He was a dedicated family man. His eldest son was halfway through a degree at Oxford University, and his eldest daughter was married to an idiot on daytime TV. He had two more children by his long-time mistress, and they went to Ampleforth; unlike him, the mistress was a devout Catholic.

As he stared now at Phillip Murphy he seemed devoid of any emotion whatsoever, and Phillip realised that this man could teach him more in a week than most men could in a year. Billy Bantry was that rare breed, the serious loner. He needed no one at all, except the people he employed, and they were paid far too well to ever be tempted away. Plus Billy would never forgive them leaving him, no matter what the circumstances. He owned them.

Bantry regarded young Phillip Murphy through slitted eyes. He had heard good things about him, and he was intrigued as to why the boy had come to him like this. He was not known as an approachable man, he had made sure of that over the years. He had no interest in small talk or gossip. Anything he needed to know he found out with the minimum of fuss and, if necessary,  the maximum of pain. So this boy coming to him like this out of the blue had to mean something. He hoped he wasn’t going to waste his time asking him for a job, but from what he had heard about Phillip he was too shrewd to try that old fanny.

‘Can I speak to you in private, Mr Bantry?’ Phillip was nervous, and he was sure the others in the room would pick up on it.

Billy Bantry looked at the lad; he was a lump, no mistaking. But he also seemed a decent enough kid in many respects. He didn’t sense any fear or skulduggery emanating from him. In fact, the boy seemed genuine. He was apprehensive, that much was clear. But Phillip was still there, and he had the balls to ask him for his time. That alone impressed Bantry. He waved his two henchmen away, and they left the small office quietly and unquestioningly. Phillip liked that, understood clearly they thought Bantry could take care of himself should the need arise. He knew he was lucky to get this far, but that was the chance he had taken.

‘So what do you want, Murphy, and make it quick. I have a notoriously low threshold for boredom.’

‘You know a girl called Lisa Mercer, right?’

Billy Bantry didn’t move a muscle. ‘So what, what about her?’

‘She’s five months pregnant by Stanley Barclay.’

‘And?’

‘He wants me to take her out, her and her baby. Offered me forty grand in all. Ten up front, I have that in the car, and thirty afterwards. But I know I wouldn’t live long enough to get the rest of the money. I also have no intention of murdering a woman, especially not a pregnant one. I didn’t know what to do, then I remembered that she had been rumoured to have had a friendship with you. Just a rumour, mind, and I wondered if you would be kind enough to give me some advice. I keep everything close to my chest and Barclay is relying on that. But,  Mr Bantry, I will do a lot of things for a lot of money, but murdering babies ain’t in my résumé.’

Billy Bantry was nodding his head; Phillip hoped it was in agreement with what he was saying. Bantry sighed heavily. ‘Barclay’s scum, always has been. Five months gone? She tried her hardest, but was never going to score the big one. Good-looking girl, though. Nice natured. You did the right thing, Phillip. Women and children have no real place in our world. They are off-limits. So you assume your reputation for never questioning a job was what he was relying on?’

Phillip nodded.

‘He must be desperate if he’s giving you ten grand up front. Have you ever killed anyone before?’

Phillip shook his head. ‘Not yet, no.’

‘Do you think you could?’

Phillip nodded, which made Billy Bantry laugh. ‘Keep the ten grand, you’ve earned it. I’ll sort out Barclay, the treacherous cunt. Lisa’s old man’s in Dartmoor, she had no real father figure, so I’ve always kept an eye out for her in me own way. But you knew that, that’s why you came to me.’

Phillip didn’t say a word in response. Bantry liked that the boy didn’t try and explain himself. He had heard good things about this kid, and he was happy to give him a helping hand.

‘Report to me here on Saturday morning, seven o’clock and don’t be late. I think you are worth a chance, son, but remember, with me, you only get the one chance.’

Phillip was thrilled at the turn of events. He had taken a big risk, and had known that it could have gone either way. But for all that, he was never going to kill a pregnant woman. Especially one who had friends in high places.




 Chapter Twelve

Ted Booth heard the bell in his shop, and walked casually out of his small office in the back. As he entered the shop he saw Phillip Murphy locking the door and turning the sign round to ‘Closed’.

‘What are you doing? It’s only six, I have another five hours yet till I close up.’

Phillip smiled at him as if he had known that all along. ‘Sorry, Mr Booth, but I need to talk to you.’

Ted Booth felt his heart sinking inside his chest, and for one split second he wondered if he was on the verge of a heart attack. It wouldn’t surprise him. He never felt one hundred per cent. His life was a series of minor irritations, the only things he cared about these days were his daughter and the shop. His daughter had her name up with this one here, and he wondered how long before it would all turn sour. He heard everything in this shop; it was part of his job to talk to the customers, listen to them, know their lives. He was frightened, but he tried not to show that. ‘What do you want? Make it quick, I’m losing money.’

‘It’s about your daughter . . .’

‘I worked that one out for meself.’

‘She’s round my mum’s, refusing to go home. Mrs Booth gave her a clump; she’s bruised and battered and determined that she ain’t going home.’

Ted didn’t know what to do. This boy, and he used that term loosely because he was a man in all the ways that counted, was  the reason his wife was nearly out of her mind, and why his daughter was happier than she had been in years.

‘She’s a child. Fifteen.’

‘She will be sixteen in three weeks and, Mr Booth, I need to tell you that she ain’t in the frame of mind for going home. I told her to, me mum and dad have told her to, but she’s adamant.’

Ted sighed. This man, this boy-man, had a hold over his daughter that he knew he would never be able to break. It had already gone too far. He could offer her freedom and excitement, and that was a heady mixture for his Christine. She craved love, craved attention, and the Murphys would give her that in abundance. He knew there and then that he couldn’t compete with them on that score, but he had to try.

‘I want her home, she’s still legally in my jurisdiction.’ Ted felt foolish even saying the words. He knew and Phillip Murphy knew that it was only a matter of weeks. Once Christine hit sixteen her life was her own. And the worst thing was that, in a strange way, he didn’t blame her for what she’d done. Eileen had suffocated her all her life.

‘Well, Mr Booth, that’s your prerogative. But I just want you to know that she’s safe. I would want to know that if it was my daughter.’ Phillip smiled his amiable, friendly smile. Then, shrugging his shoulders in a man of the world gesture, he said to change the subject, ‘This is a big space, ain’t it? Just out of curiosity, where do you get your alcohol? Only I know a bloke, and he could guarantee you a much better return for your money. He supplies most of the pubs and clubs around here.’

Teddy Booth felt his heart sink even further; he knew exactly where this conversation was going.




 Chapter Thirteen

‘You’re bright and early.’

Phillip was smiling at Billy Bantry, thrilled at the chance to work for a real crew. He knew he was on a winner; Billy didn’t offer his time to wasters, he was a man who only employed the best. Well, Phillip wanted to be the best, and if that meant he had to be a gofer for a while then so be it. He was willing, more than willing, to learn at the knee of a master, and Billy Bantry was a master.

‘I can’t believe I’m here, Mr Bantry. It’s an honour, and I mean that.’

He was sincere, Bantry knew that. He had done his homework on Phillip Murphy and had been proved right. The lad was willing and he was able, more than able, in fact, to take care of himself. He was a lump, but that in itself meant nothing to Billy Bantry. He had taken on bigger men than Phillip and won the war. It was never about size, physical strength, that is. It was about mental strength. The determination to harm your opponent no matter what. Bantry had always been possessed of a cold streak, even as a kid, and he had a big presence, which was more important in his line of work than anything. He was amazed to find that he actually liked this kid, liked his heart. He appreciated that he had come to him quietly and with the least amount of fuss. Lisa Mercer was a nice enough girl, but for Barclay to even think about taking out her and the child was beyond the pale as far as he was concerned. His own child and all! Barclay had had no qualms about offing  his own fucking baby. Well, he was now the proud possessor of a pair of cement boots. His disappearance might cause a stir for a few weeks, but unless someone decided to dredge the North Sea, he wasn’t likely to be turning up any time in the near future. It suited Bantry; Barclay was becoming a pest anyway, a nuisance, so a valid reason to remove him from the arena was always going to be handy. Plus he had the added bonus of doing his old mate a favour. Lisa’s old man would never forget what Billy had done for him, and he wouldn’t let him either. Everyone got out one day, and they were always welcome so long as they had something to bring to the table.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me what happened, then?’

Phillip was too shrewd to fall for that old fanny, but he kept his face neutral and feigned surprise. ‘I don’t care, Mr Bantry, it’s nothing to do with me, is it?’

Billy Bantry laughed, a rare, real laugh. ‘You’ll do. I want you out collecting with Keith Kenton. He’s big and quiet and he knows more about the grab than anyone else in the Smoke. He’s expecting you at the Bricklayers’ Arms in Hornchurch. Be there by lunchtime.’

He saw the confusion on Phillip’s face and he laughed once more. ‘Rule number one, son. Always sort business out on neutral ground. Never talk money on the premises. Demand the money, yes, but never drink in a place you’re earning from, it causes bad feeling. Can often be misconstrued as a piss-take. Let’s face it, going in and collecting is one thing, sitting around all day on the piss and reminding them of your primary function is something else entirely. That causes bad feeling. I like it all to be low key: in, collect and out. Now, have you any questions?’

Phillip shook his head.

‘Good. Now fuck off and get on the earn.’




 Chapter Fourteen

Veronica heard the hammering on her front door, and sighed heavily. This time she knew exactly who it was going to be. She walked up the hallway slowly and opened the door as if it was a normal caller, someone she wanted to find on her doorstep. Instead, she looked into Eileen Booth’s face and smiled sadly. ‘Come in quietly, let’s leave the screaming and the shouting for the young ones. Don’t be making a show of yourself for the neighbours. I’ll make a pot of tea.’

Eileen Booth was so furious she thought her head would explode. This woman was acting as if this was normal, as if young girls walked out on their families and their lives every day of the week. Was she mentally deficient or something? Couldn’t she see how her heart was broken with it all? Did she think that to lose your only child to a family of heathens was not something she should be worried about? Couldn’t she understand the fear a mother felt when a teenage child made such potentially devastating decisions without realising the consequences of them? She rounded on the culprit standing before her, the person she saw as responsible. The woman she felt was taking her child from her.

‘Have a cup of tea! Are you having a laugh with me? All I want is me daughter.’ The refined voice was gone, all pretence washed away; she was showing her East-End roots. Eileen Booth wanted her daughter and was determined she was not  leaving without her.

Veronica Murphy looked her antagonist over slowly, deliberately, and with hate in her heart at the woman’s assumption that the Murphy family was not good enough to mix with her brood. She took a deep breath and said haughtily, ‘Come inside, woman, for Christ’s sake. Don’t do this on the doorstep like some old slapper. My neighbours are very respectable people. They don’t need to be subjected to this. Have you no shame?’

Eileen was so incensed at Veronica’s words that she drew her arm back to strike. It was the worst thing she could have ever contemplated. Veronica grabbed her adversary by the throat, her hand like a vice, and dragged the taller woman into the hallway none too gently. She kicked the door shut behind her and, pushing the distraught woman roughly towards the kitchen, she shrieked, ‘As God is my witness, you have driven me fecking demented! One more word and I’ll annihilate you where you stand, lady. No wonder your daughter doesn’t want to be around you! On the few occasions I’ve met you, it’s took all me willpower not to knock your fucking brains in meself. You think you’re better than everyone else, don’t you? Well, I have news for you, you’re not. Now, I think you had better relax, lady, before this gets out of hand. Believe me, I am two seconds away from giving you a serious clump.’
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