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Tears swam in Daisy’s eyes. She tried to blink them away. Eddie never had the chance to know about his son. Never had the chance to hold little Eddie in his arms. Roy Kemp had seen to that. Daisy didn’t even know where Eddie’s body was. Only that he was dead. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Determination swept over her once more.

While she’d been in Greece awaiting the birth of her child she’d planned her revenge against Roy Kemp. She’d waited until her baby was old enough to be left with her Greek friend Maria and, although it cut her to the heart to leave him behind, she knew he would be safer in Kos than with her in Gosport. Not one hair of her child’s head would be harmed by that London thug, she’d make sure of that.
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‘Wherefore hast thou despised the commandment of the Lord, to do evil in His sight? Thou hast taken His wife to be thy wife.’

Samuel 12.7




PROLOGUE

‘Tell me what you want me to do to you.’

‘You’re doing great,’ he said.

He ran his hand over her smooth stomach and let his fingers play in her damp curls before he flashed her his little-boy grin. His eyes lingered a while on the satin blouse pulled up over her heavy tits, then he bent his lips to her dark nipples. Cheap perfume mingled with the musky scent of her skin. She moved, impatiently unbuckling his belt, and he raised his arse so she could ease down his jeans. His boxer shorts came next, releasing his erect cock. She smoothed her hand over the length of it and, despite the confined space of the car, wriggled down and took him in her mouth. Every muscle in his body seized up, suspended as her tongue probed. When he could hold back no longer he drove himself into her warm mouth.

When it was over she lifted her head, her eyes glittering in the moonlight. She smoothed her blouse down over her breasts as he wrestled himself back into a sitting position and adjusted his clothes. Again he smiled.

Then he grabbed her with his right hand and squeezed her neck hard until she was squirming and  choking. He smelled the acrid stench of piss combining with her sudden fear. He let her go, only to raise his fist again and punch her with a quick right hook to the jaw. She slumped against the leather upholstery with a peculiar gurgling sound until dark blood ran from her mouth and his hands slipped back around her neck to finish the job . . .

In the beech forest the clearing was quite still until some small scampering creature broke the silence. Satisfied there was no human presence, the man climbed back into the driver’s side of the car and examined the seat where the girl had sat, gratified that no trace of her remained except the keepsake he had taken which now resided in his inside pocket. Even her cheap plastic handbag lay locked in the car’s dark boot with its owner.

‘Fuckin’ slag,’ he muttered, and turned the key in the ignition. Soon the lights of the city beckoned and he was driving down familiar back streets where the traffic was minimal. He was humming and tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. The miniature black leather boxing gloves hanging above the rear view mirror were swinging gently when he pulled up outside the double metal gates of the breaker’s yard. He got out, leaving the engine running while he unlocked the gates and pushed them wide open. He drove the car in, past the wooden office with the weight ramp in front, past the parked silver-grey Mercedes, and towards the rear of the yard where four cars, two of them undrivable wrecks, awaited Jock’s attention tomorrow with the crusher. Parking his car next to the others, he unhooked his good luck charm from the rear view mirror, pocketed it with the keys and walked to the office.

Once inside he switched on the light and scribbled a note for Jock, careful to make the writing large and legible. Jock’s eyes and hearing weren’t what they used to be, and the man knew he valued his job at the breaker’s yard.

He glanced in the oval wall mirror and ran his fingers through his wavy dark hair, pulling a few strands back over his forehead exactly the way he liked it. He stared at his reflection: the broken nose that only made his boyish looks more rugged, the finely arched eyebrows and the grey-green eyes that oozed sincerity. He smiled at the small dimple in his chin that women liked to touch, then he carefully adjusted his coat collar, pulling it up at the back. Satisfied with his looks and himself, he took the keys to the Mercedes from his inside pocket and turned off the light.

There had been no need for him to enter the car’s registration number and particulars in the ledger. The vehicle he’d returned had already been detailed to be mashed first thing in the morning. In a matter of hours the car - and the girl - would be a neat metal square.




CHAPTER 1

‘Lovely veg. C’mon missus, two marrows for the price of one. Can’t be fairer than that, can I? Eat one today an’ save the other for tomarrow!’

Daisy Lane laughed but shook her head at the cheeky stallholder’s spiel.

‘No thanks, mate,’ said her friend Vera, winking at the man.

It wasn’t fruit and veg Daisy was looking for but a second-hand book stall. Gosport market was crowded with bargain hunters and stallholders willing to give a bargain - at a good profit. Everything has its price, Daisy thought. Blaring out from the Black Cat cafe was ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ sung by the Beatles.

‘Too right money don’t buy love, eh, Vera? What d’you think of the Fab Four?’

‘Dunno, Dais. If I was a few years younger maybe I could give you a better answer but I certainly wouldn’t kick that dishy John Lennon out of me bleedin’ bed, that’s for sure.’

Daisy linked arms with the small woman at her side whose dark hair framed her strikingly attractive, heart-shaped face. Vera’s eyes, fringed with false eyelashes, lit up as she turned her head and smiled.

‘It’s good to ’ave you ’ome again. I ain’t ’alf missed yer.’ The Californian Poppy perfume that was Vera’s  trademark teased Daisy’s senses. This was her best friend.

‘I couldn’t come back before, you know that. But I was bloody glad to see you when you came to Kos. The villagers thought you was lovely.’

‘I ’ad to come to Greece to be with you, didn’t I? Couldn’t let you ’ave Eddie’s baby on yer own.’ Daisy broke away from Vera, sidestepping as a very large, determined woman staggering beneath the weight of two overflowing carrier bags barged between them. ‘Mind out, missus,’ called Vera. ‘You could ’ave bleedin’ said, ’scuse me!’ Then to Daisy in a softer voice, ‘Everything all right back there?’

Daisy nodded and warmth flooded her body. Her sensible self told her that little Eddie would be fine with Maria and Aristo, her good friends. They both spoke excellent English and their Taverna Asfendiou had a telephone so Daisy could keep in constant touch. And she certainly wouldn’t have left her child unless she knew for certain he would be looked after and loved by them just as much as they cared for their own happy brood. Her worrying self had wanted to get right back on the plane and return to Greece immediately she’d landed at Gatwick Airport. She didn’t want to be apart from little Eddie any longer than was necessary.

She adored being with her son and living in their white stone house with the blue painted windows. The house that Eddie, the man she had loved with every fibre of her being, had bought for her. Sadness filled her heart. Being back in Gosport made her remember Eddie even more vividly. His smile, his glossy dark hair . . . why, she could almost smell the citrus tang of his cologne . . .

‘Bloody cold, ain’t it, Dais?’

She snapped back to the present.

‘Tell you what, Vera, it’s a bleedin’ sight colder ’ere in Gosport for November than over there. You need your fleecy lined drawers on.’

Daisy’s eyes continued searching the colourful stalls lining the High Street. She’d almost forgotten how welcoming the market was. Smells issuing from the wet fish stall reminded her of the sea, the Solent waters that surrounded Gosport and divided it from Portsmouth just a short ferry ride away. Then there was the sharp tang of disinfectant overlaid with cheap perfume coming from the household goods stall, along with a transistor radio playing ‘Do Wah Diddy Diddy’. Manfred Mann was a local group and the stallholder had turned the volume up. Everywhere she heard the noise and bustle of people and the flap-flap of colourful cheap clothing swinging from market rails in the light wind.

‘Look at the price of this!’ Daisy stopped and picked up a can of Johnson’s Baby Talcum Powder. ‘It’s half the cost ’ere to what it is back home.’ Daisy’s heart constricted and another wave of longing for her son engulfed her.

She thought of his smile, the way he chuckled after his bath when she would wrap his chubby, talcum-powdered body in a warm fluffy towel, leaving a small corner to cover his head and face, then carefully lift up the corner and say, ‘Boo!’ And his face would break into a huge smile and he’d laugh, and that laughter would warm the very cockles of Daisy’s heart. Then she would gaze into his big serious brown eyes, which stayed unblinking as she moved her face closer and closer to his until his eyes went out of focus and  became as round as juicy brown currants, and he would giggle anew and grab at her hair.

Vera sniffed loudly and stared at her, almost, Daisy thought, as though she could read Daisy’s mind.

‘You calling that place ’ome now, Dais? Deserted your real ’ome in Gosport for a Greek island, ’ave yer?’

Daisy turned to Vera. ‘You know I ’aven’t. But because Eddie got me that little house I feel safe there and imagine, he’s there with us.’

Vera made the kind of noise a camel might make as it sneezed, Daisy thought, before she said, ‘Fair enough, girl, but there’s been a lot going on ’ere just lately an’ I might just as well let you catch up on some local news. Remember that poor girl they found dead in the boatyard a couple of years back? The one with the nail through ’er skull?’

Daisy nodded. ‘The murder Vinnie Endersby tried to pin on my Eddie?’

Vera stared at her. ‘The very same. They only gone an’ found another woman in almost the same spot. Poor bitch ’ad needlemarks.’

‘Like she was a druggie?’

‘No. Well, she was that an’ all, but these was like holes in ’er skin. All over her body. An’ they found a nail ’ad been driven into one of ’er titties. And she’d been strangled.’

‘How come you know all this?’ Vera was always a mine of information on what went on around Gosport, thought Daisy. Bit like the News of the World but Vera’s interpretations were usually spot on.

‘Gloria told me. She said it was a new girl from the Forton Road brothel. She’d only been there a few weeks.’

‘’Ave they got anyone for it?’

‘Nah.’

‘If you ain’t buyin’, ladies, move away from me pitch. You’re blockin’ me goods from the view of me potential customers . . .’

Vera turned to the luckless stallholder.

‘Shut your gob, Timmy Jenkins. You ain’t ’alf the costermonger your father was. I knew your daddy when . . .’ Daisy pulled Vera away so that the rest of her words were lost in the noise of the crowd, but still Vera managed to slip away from Daisy’s grasp and yell back at the man. ‘And I’ve changed your stinkin’ nappy!’ The red feather on Vera’s hat wobbled ferociously as, with a last look at Timmy’s crimson face, she said triumphantly, ‘That told ’im. ’Is father used to come round to me every Friday night regular as clockwork for a quick one.’

Daisy put her hand up to her mouth to stifle her laughter. ‘Vera, you are funny, you know everyone, ’specially the blokes.’

‘Well, when you been on the game most of your life you get to see all sorts of people,’ replied Vera. ‘Certainly these turds round ’ere.’ She waved her arm, jangling with jewellery at the wrist, to encompass the crowds.

The bitter scent of chrysanthemums and winter foliage coming from the flower stall ahead couldn’t quite smother Vera’s perfume, but Daisy was revelling in it, and in being with Vera. The street vendors’ cries were music to her ears. There was nothing like this in Kos, she thought. The sky above was a clear, icy blue and both women were dressed for the cold.

Or rather Daisy was, with a black scarf wound warmly around her neck and her black belted wool  coat tied firmly at her waist. Vera wore a suit the colour of holly berries, its skirt so tight she could only take small steps on her five-inch heels. The blouse beneath was of black silk and low cut so that the swell of Vera’s breasts was on show for all the market to see.

‘No wonder you’re cold. Why don’t you cover up a bit more?’

‘I’m like the market traders, Dais. Got to set out me stall.’ She glanced down at her neat figure with all its curves in the right places. Vera had the eyes of every man with breath in his body looking at her. ‘See what I mean, Dais? You either got it or you ain’t. And while I ’ave, I’ll make the buggers gag for it!’ Vera waved at the bloke on the pot stall.

Daisy yanked on Vera’s arm to stop her dawdling and laughingly pulled her further into the crowd. ‘When you catch pneumonia don’t ask for my help,’ she said.

Vera suddenly stood stock still. Daisy looked at her small, pained face. ‘What’s the matter? You got a face like a bag of spanners.’

‘If I was really poorly, you would ’elp me, wouldn’t you, Dais?’ Daisy realised that beneath the bold exterior her friend was as vulnerable as she was. She took a deep breath.

‘Vera, next to my little Eddie, you are the only person in this world I truly care about. I would trust you with my life and my son. And with my last fucking breath I’ll keep you as safe as I can.’ She looked into Vera’s eyes and saw they were swimming with tears. ‘Don’t you fuckin’ start that! I couldn’t bear it if I made you cry.’ Then, more briskly, ‘C’mon, you daft old tart. We got a red-haired bloke to find.’

She grabbed Vera and pushed her ahead through the shoppers.

The stallholders, too, were muffled against the bitter weather. Daisy knew they had arrived at four in the morning to unload iron bars and erect stalls on their pitches. The street lamps and a heavy white frost had been their only light to help them set up in readiness for the day’s hard work. Fingerless gloves and layer upon layer of shapeless clothing and endless cups of tea from flasks kept the traders warm as they unloaded boxed goods from vans.

‘There he is, Dais!’ Vera pointed ahead. ‘Yoo, hoo, Bri,’ she called. She tottered towards the second-hand book stall. The man finished serving an elderly lady with four popular romance novels, grinned at Vera, and then unexpectedly popped another slim volume into the woman’s open shopping bag.

‘For good luck, darlin’, he said. The old woman smiled up at him.

‘God bless you, son,’ she replied.

‘Hello, Vera.’ His eyes quickly moved towards Daisy who had to peer upwards because Bri towered above her. She saw the instant recognition in his sea-green eyes even though they’d met only for a fleeting moment once before. That had been when Bri had lounged against the jukebox eating a bacon sandwich in Bert’s Cafe. He had been one of Eddie’s henchmen. Daisy’s heart thumped against her ribcage.

Eddie, she thought, why did you have to go out that night? If only you’d stayed with me, you’d be safe now.

‘Hello, Daisy.’ Daisy pulled herself back from her grief. Now Bert’s Cafe belonged to her and she was back in Gosport to avenge Eddie’s death. She hoped  that finding Bri could be the start of a union that would bring about the downfall of Roy Kemp, the gangster who had killed her man. She took Bri’s outstretched hand which was firm and warm.

‘Hello,’ she said. When he let her go she casually glanced at his stall. She wanted to gain the measure of the man before she put her plan to him. He’d worked with Eddie, had liked Eddie - and Eddie had trusted him. Vera had said good things about Bri Deveraux. But Daisy had, after all, met him only once.

Bri had set the tables to make the most of the space within the twenty-foot pitch. The canvas sheet covering his stall was raised and pegged so the punters had an all-round view of the books. From Russia with Love by Ian Fleming, books by the up and coming Catherine Cookson, and Nicholas Monsarrat’s The Cruel Sea were treasures Daisy spotted, and at the back John D. Macdonald’s Travis McGee mysteries. Bri knows his stuff, Daisy thought, noticing that if it rained the sheets could be let down quickly to protect the stock. Bri must have sensed Daisy’s thoughts for he said:

‘Wet books don’t sell.’

‘How did you know that I was thinking about your stock?’

He laughed and briefly his eyes held hers.

She gazed at the titles, most of them by popular authors, all stacked for easy customer selection and very reasonably priced.

‘Lovely selection,’ she said.

‘Glad you approve.’

Books were her weakness and she knew she could have browsed for ages. But his bookstall wasn’t the reason she had searched for him.

Freckles rode the bridge of Bri’s nose, and his skin was tanned and weathered from being in the open air. He wore blue jeans and a navy wool donkey jacket around which a dark blue canvas money bag was tied. A polo-neck sweater kept his throat warm and a knitted navy pull-on hat almost hid his vibrant hair. Almost, but not quite. His hair was as red as a fox’s brush.

He took the money offered by an elderly man from a leather half moon flip-up purse. Bri slipped the crime novel into a brown paper bag and held it out. The man was struggling with stiff fingers to fasten shut the purse.

‘Ta, mate,’ Bri said, waiting patiently.

Without warning Daisy and Vera were pushed aside.

‘Oi!’ shouted Daisy, colliding with Vera who careened into a freestanding wire rack containing more best-sellers. Suddenly Bri was out of his pitch and chasing through the crowded market. Vera, upright on her high heels, again tried to straighten her hat. Its feather had slid sideways across her face.

‘Has ’e got ’im?’

‘You fucking bet he ’as.’

‘The little toe-rag.’ This last from the opposite stallholder, a woman dressed more for warmth than fashion with a thick woollen hat pulled well down on her blonde hair which fell to her shoulders.

The frail old man was gripping on to an upright metal pole on the stall. He was shaking but was being comforted by the blonde, who’d left her flower stall and produced a stool for him to sit on. She had also picked up the circular metal book stand.

Out of the commotion further down the market, Bri appeared, firmly clasping a struggling, swearing, stringy-haired blond boy by the scruff of his zipped windcheater.

Bri marched him up to the old man.

‘Thanks, Jacky,’ said Bri to the flower seller. He gave her a grateful smile as she wrapped the old man’s hands around a warm mug of dark brown tea. Daisy saw Jacky colour up.

‘God bless you,’ said the old man.

Daisy couldn’t fail to notice that Jacky had the hots for Bri and he’d have to be thick as a bleeding plank not to know it.

In a calm voice Bri spoke to the wriggling kid, who couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

‘What you gonna say?’

From the boy’s agonised face, Daisy thought Bri might have been squeezing the lad’s neck a little too firmly.

‘Go on,’ Bri insisted. The hesitant reply came quietly.

‘Sorry, mister.’

The old man stared at the lad. The boy’s sullen gaze dropped from the man and he looked up at Bri.

‘Go on,’ urged Bri. The lad put his hand in his pocket and the purse emerged. The old feller’s eyes lit up.

‘That was the last of me pension in there,’ he said softly.

Bri squeezed the boy’s neck. ‘Oww!’ came the strangled cry. ‘I said sorry! You got cloth ears?’ He reluctantly handed the man the purse.

‘Say it an’ mean it.’

‘I’m sorry.’ The lad looked into the gutter. Daisy saw the old man smile.

‘Thanks, lad,’ he said. The boy shifted from one foot to the other then stumbled as, without warning, Bri let him go, giving him a short sharp clip around the ear with his other hand to send him on his way.

‘Don’t let me catch you around ’ere again or it’ll be the police I tell next time.’

The lad scrambled up then disappeared in the crush of shoppers.

‘Thanks, son,’ said the old man.

Bri smiled at him. ‘No worries.’ He grinned at Jacky, who shrugged and went back to her own stall to serve a customer.

Vera nudged Daisy’s arm.

‘Good bloke, eh, Daisy?’ Daisy nodded.

The old feller had finished his tea and left, clutching the paper bag containing the book he’d paid for and another, a free gift. Daisy said, ‘You shouldn’t go giving your stock away even though that was a real nice thing you did for that old bloke.’

‘Weren’t nothin’. I don’t like injustice, that’s all.’

‘’Ave you got any Monica Dickens?’ Several punters were now clamouring for attention. Bri had to go to the back of the stall to find some copies of the requested author’s books before serving a young woman with a crying baby in a pushchair. She’d picked up a couple of romantic novels.

‘’E’s got a livin’ to make,’ said Vera, tugging at Daisy’s arm and nodding towards Bri. ‘Let’s come back later.’ Bri must have heard for he shouted across at Daisy:

‘It’s even busier this afternoon. Fancy a drink in  The Black Bear on the corner? Around eight this evening?’ Daisy grinned back at him and waved goodbye.

‘See you, then.’




CHAPTER 2

Daisy and Vera sauntered on to the relative quiet of North Street. Outside Bert’s cafe Daisy paused. She looked up at the top rooms of the neglected red brick building where she, Susie and Vera had lived. And where she’d loved Eddie.

‘Empty and cold lookin’ as the fuckin’ morgue,’ said Vera. And momentarily Daisy was transported back to when she’d re-opened the place a few years ago.

Her husband Kenny had been in prison for robbery then and Daisy had tried and succeeded in making a go of the place after the old man who’d owned the cafe died and passed the management to Kenny. She remembered how she’d slogged her guts out working all hours of the day and night to make money for when Kenny’s two-year sentence ended so he could have a good business to come home to. Eddie, Kenny’s older brother, and Vera, whose home had always been the cafe, were fixtures in her life. Then she’d taken in a young, abused girl, Susie. Together the four of them, along with Vera’s beloved cat Kibbles, had become a sort of family. Daisy smiled at the memory.

She remembered the visit to see Kenny in Winchester prison where she’d met Moira, wife of the  South London gangster Roy Kemp. Moira had become her friend and that’s how it had all started. High-flying Eddie had wanted to make money. Big money. And he did so by running prostitution, extortion and drugs. That he was poaching on Roy Kemp’s manor he either didn’t know or didn’t care. Eddie was fast becoming a big fish in a small pond. Not that Daisy knew anything about that at the time because she’d made sure Eddie never brought any of his work home to her doorstep. But Daisy, against her will, had fallen deeply in love with Eddie and Eddie had paid the price of his crimes with his life. But not before Kenny had died in prison, murdered by another con who was subjecting him to repeated rape.

Tears swam in Daisy’s eyes. She tried to blink them away. Eddie never had the chance to know about his son. Never had the chance to hold little Eddie in his arms. Roy Kemp had seen to that. Daisy didn’t even know where Eddie’s body was. Only that he was dead. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Determination swept over her once more.

While she’d been in Greece awaiting the birth of her child she’d planned her revenge against Roy Kemp. She’d waited until her baby was old enough to be left with her Greek friend Maria and, although it cut her to the heart to leave him behind, she knew he would be safer in Kos than with her in Gosport. Not one hair of her child’s head would be harmed by that London thug, she’d make sure of that.

‘You got the keys to the caff, Dais?’ Daisy left her trance and stared at Vera’s upturned face.

‘I have. But it’d ’ave to be a bloody good reason to make me set foot in there again.’ Daisy shuddered.

‘Don’t be daft. It’s only an empty building. We ’ad some good times . . .’

‘An’ some bloody awful ones. I can’t put meself through it yet. There’ll be memories of my Eddie clinging to every part of that place.’

‘Neither Kenny nor Eddie actually died in the caff . . .’ Vera’s voice was soft. ‘It ain’t the caff’s fault, Dais.’

‘Ain’t it? Bert died there. Moira’s baby was snuffed out there. After Eddie’s death, I died a death meself there. I don’t want the place no more, Vera. I’m selling it. An’ I’m getting even with Moira’s old man.’

‘Daisy, I ain’t never seen you like this before.’

‘I ain’t been shat on so many times before. Roy Kemp’s got to pay for Eddie’s death.’ There. She’d said the words. Given vent to the feelings that were consuming her. ‘I loved Eddie. Fucking loved the bones of him . . .’ Vera put her arms about Daisy.

‘I knows you did, Ducks. I knows you did. C’mon, Dais, let’s get you back to my place.’ She cocked her head to one side and gave a sort of half smile. ‘I got a surprise back at me flat for you. Should be there about now.’

Daisy shrugged her away. ‘It ’ad better be a good surprise.’ She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief and tried a smile. ‘I’m all right, really. This hate ’as festered until it just has to come out. Roy Kemp tricked me. That bastard needs to be taught a lesson.’

‘An’ you, a mere woman, is goin’ to do it?’ Vera raised her pencil-thin eyebrows.

‘Too fucking right I am. Look, I’m not asking you to get involved if you don’t want to. Finding Bri for me was the only thing I needed. And it seemed he wanted to find me an’ all. The years of graft you’ve  put in to open that massage parlour on the High Street is all you got to worry about, Vera. But one thing I do ask is, whatever ’appens, will you go on being me mate?’

‘Dais, I’ll always be your best friend. I reckon you’ve ’ad long enough to think about this so you knows what you’re doin’. We left the bleedin’ fifties long behind, girl. It’ll soon be nineteen sixty-five. No woman ’as to live in a fuckin’ bloke’s shadow no more.’

‘Too right.’

‘You’ll stay at my place as long as you like?’

‘’Course. If you’ll let me.’ Daisy had spent her first night back in Gosport in Vera’s flat, tucked up in the spare bedroom with Kibbles, Vera’s beloved cat, purring his fishy breath all over her. And she had revelled in it.

‘Well, you ain’t got nowhere else to go until this place is sold, ’ave you?’

‘You know I ain’t short of a bob or two, Vera.’

‘But you don’t want to broadcast that about, do you?’ Vera grabbed at her arm.

Daisy shook her head. It certainly wouldn’t do for people to know Eddie Lane had left her well provided for. Money going into the bank from house lettings in Gosport, and another large house in nearby swanky Alverstoke, rented out to a naval couple, provided the money for Pappy, Eddie’s senile father, to live in relative luxury in The Cedars, a rest home. There was cash in the bank and Daisy owned outright the small property in Kos.

Remembering Kos, Daisy fancied she could still smell the exotic scents of jasmine, oleander and gardenia which surrounded her house from early  spring onwards. It was a simple life there and she couldn’t wait to get this business over with so she could return to little Eddie. She was even beginning to speak a few words of the Greek language.

‘You’re bleeding right. Let the buggers here think I’m so hard up I ’ave to stay with you until I get cash from the sale of the caff. Good thinking, Vera.’

‘Stay with me as long as you like.’ Daisy put her arms around her friend and gave her a fierce hug.

‘I don’t want to be in the way of your clients.’ She grinned.

‘Garn,’ Vera said. ‘I keeps me favourite punters ’appy the way me girls do, down in the massage parlour. You should know by now, no man ever invades my private livin’ quarters. Except one, that is.’ Daisy knew she was referring to Kibbles.

‘Fucking fleabag.’

‘I noticed you didn’t push ’im off your bed last night. An’ don’t forget the separate entrance means you’ll not come into contact with the girls, neither. Unless you’ve a mind to pop in on them for a cuppa.’ She fished around in her handbag. ‘’Ere, take this.’ She handed Daisy a key from which hung a wooden cat-shaped fob. ‘Just so’s you’ll feel at ’ome.’

Daisy took the key. The key fob cat was striped grey, black and white. Just like Kibbles.

‘C’mon,’ said Vera. ‘Let’s get back an’ ’ave a nice cuppa tea. You can see me surprise then.’ Before they began walking up the street, Daisy took a last look at the cafe window.

The once white net curtains were now yellowed. Eddie had helped her thread and hang the freshly washed nets on the plastic wires. It seemed an age ago, now. Laughing and joking they’d been that morning.

She sighed out loud. Stop it, Daisy, she warned herself. That part of your life is over. She had a new life now. A score to settle. And hopefully someone with a bit of muscle to help pull it off. She thought about Bri. He’d been a mate to Eddie. Would he be a mate to her?

Opposite the cafe, facing North Cross Street and North Street, was the vacant shop Daisy hoped to buy. She was pleased with the terms she’d negotiated with the agents. It had been a bicycle repair shop with living accommodation above. It wasn’t as tall as the cafe, but Daisy knew there would be a fine view of the creek from the side and back windows, and further along, of the pontoon and the ferries which ran every fifteen minutes across the muddy harbour to Portsmouth.

Vera pointed up to the windows above a tobacconist’s shop. ‘Jacky lives there. You know, ’er what we’ve just seen in the market. The flower girl.’

‘The blonde trollop that fancies Bri?’

‘You’re in a nice mood,’ Vera said. ‘I’ll ignore you an’ go on with what I was tellin’ you about me shop, Heavenly Bodies. Did you know I got a fortune teller? She’s a nice lady. Bit long in the tooth for bein’ on the game now. She’s a bit mystical.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Tells fortunes by palms, tarot, tea leaves and so on. She’s really good. Mind you, since she was born in Gosport an’ slept with ’alf the husbands of the women who wants their fortunes told, she’s very accurate. My girls is qualified beauticians as well. They only look after the blokes at nights.’

‘Only at night?’

‘Well, sometimes durin’ the day as well.’ Vera’s eyes twinkled.

‘Anyway, Madam ZaZa reckons she makes more money inside my shop than she ever did outside in the cold. You’ll like ’er. Per’aps she’ll tell your fortune?’

‘Per’aps,’ said Daisy. ‘You must be coinin’ it?’

Vera looked pleased with herself.

‘Got a feller, too.’

‘I’m hearing things,’ said Daisy.

‘Straight up.’ They were walking back through the market now. The Animals were giving full voice to ‘The House of the Rising Sun’ from Sam’s Electrical Stall.

‘Mostly durin’ the day we cater to women who come in for aromatherapy.’

‘Aromawhat? What’s that?’ Daisy shouted.

‘Oiling the body. Massage with natural plant oils. Soothing away the stresses of everyday livin’.’

‘Bugger me, you sound like a cinema advert,’ Daisy said. ‘You mean women pays for this from other women?’

‘Oh, yes. But more especially when a good-lookin’ bloke does it to ’em. That’s what I meant when I said I got a feller.’

‘You crafty cow.’

‘His name’s Robin and he’s very much in demand. He’s BIG in demand, if you get what I mean? And after a nice massage if they wants any little extras . . .’

‘An’ this is all above board?’

‘All above board. I run a respectable place. I’m Authority Accredited.’

‘You can’t even spell that,’ Daisy laughed.

Vera looked pained but Daisy knew she wouldn’t  take it to heart. They could both dish it out and take it back.

‘At Heavenly Bodies we’re in to all the hippy stuff.’

‘Hippy?’

Vera puffed out her cheeks and tried to look important. With the feather on her red hat nodding in the breeze she wasn’t doing a very good job.

‘People think it’s all modern but it ain’t. Eighteen seventy-five it all started. Some woman called Madame Blavatsky or something. She reckoned all kinds of goings on from mystical feelings to aromatherapy, crystals, relaxation, alternative healing and such are the answers to spiritual exploration. A sort of new age religion.’ Daisy looked at Vera.

‘Bugger me, our Vera!’

‘Nah, listen, Dais. Most of what she believed come from the East. That we are one with the universe. Even the Beatles ’ave been talking about it. I’m just getting in first like, before some other bugger starts selling the gear. Tell you what,’ she went on, ‘your Eddie believed in it, though ’e didn’t know it.’

‘What d’you mean?’ Daisy was on the defensive.

‘Wasn’t his favourite song “Wheel of Fortune” by that Kay Starr? And wasn’t he always tellin’ you what goes around comes around? An’ I ’eard ’im mention the word “karma” more than once. Your Eddie was canny. Didn’t ’e try to get out of the bad business to be with you? He knew ’is card was marked, Dais.’

Daisy pondered Vera’s words. She was right on all counts. If only Eddie had got out of the business sooner . . .

Vera walked quickly towards the fish stall.

‘Just gonna get a nice bit of cod for Kibbles’ tea,’ she called.

‘Wait for me.’ Daisy caught her up. ‘That’s what I like about this market. You can get practically anything you’ve a mind to.’ She eyed the fish, the piles of sprats, the glossy grey trout and oily mackerel. Pink shrimps bigger than a man’s thumb. All smelling fresh from the sea, set in white enamelled trays and decorated with fresh green bits of parsley.

‘What you doin’ for Christmas, Dais?’

‘Dunno,’ she replied. ‘I ain’t going back until I done what I came for.’

‘Not even for . . .’

‘If I go back to see little Eddie I won’t want to leave again. I only been away from ’im for a day and already my heart feels like it’s split in two. No, I want to get this over and done with as soon as possible. I know what I’m doing!’ Daisy’s voice held a sharp edge to it.

‘Hello, Daisy Lane. Buying a nice bit of Dutch eel for your tea?’

Daisy spun round and came face to face with Detective Sergeant Vinnie Endersby, dressed in a dark brown suit under a fawn raincoat. His hat was set jauntily at an angle. He was so close she could smell the soapy freshness of him.

‘Fancy seeing you? It’s been a while, but then we was always bumpin’ into each other in the market, wasn’t we? Apart from the few times you called in the caff.’ She was struck anew by his odd-coloured eyes of chocolate and amber that only heightened his attractiveness. His curly dark hair helped a lot as well, thought Daisy.

‘Per’aps because only the most discerning Gosport people come here. Eddie not shopping with you then?’ He was looking at her strangely. He knows something, she thought.

‘Why are you always so sarky? No. Eddie ain’t with me. As you can see, my mate Vera is.’ Vinnie tipped his hat to Vera.

‘I take it Eddie’s not going to make an appearance?’

Daisy stared into his eyes. Please don’t let me cry, she prayed, please? Her voice was as steady as she could make it.

‘No.’>

A frown crossed Vinnie’s face. He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘You don’t have to pretend with me, Daisy Lane.’ There was kindness in his tone. ‘I don’t know everything but I do know one thing, that you’re very much on your own. For what it’s worth, I’m truly sorry Eddie’s gone . . .’

Daisy’s emotions suddenly erupted. ‘How could you be sorry? You’re a fucking copper!’

He broke in with a voice like velvet, squeezing her shoulder gently as if she was a child who’d fallen and grazed her knee and needed consoling. ‘Eddie and me went way back. Once upon a time he was my hero, Daisy. As a boy, I worshipped him. He was everything I wanted to be. But life dealt him a bad hand of cards ...’

‘Don’t tell me about my Eddie. You know fuck all!’ Daisy turned, shrugging away his hand. She couldn’t help herself, tears were streaming from her eyes. Then blindly she ran through the market, bumping into people and apologising in her haste to get away from the detective. At the entrance to Bemisters Lane she paused for breath, realising Vera wouldn’t know where she’d gone and would be worried. She wiped her eyes with her fingers and then took deep breaths, pretending to look in the window of Bishops, the shoe  shop. He knows, she thought. He knows Eddie’s dead. But how?

‘You gonna see the estate agents to put the caff on the market, Dais?’ Vera was breathing heavily, her shoulders rising and falling, but she held on to the piece of wrapped cod like it was gold-dust. ‘Take no notice of Vinnie Endersby. He’s a good bloke at ’eart, for a copper,’ she gasped, taking a very deep breath. ‘An’ he could be just fishin’ because he is a copper. An’ next time bloody wait for me,’ she chided. ‘Nearly give meself an ’eart attack runnin’ through the market after you with me titties jiggling about like two jellies on a plate. Good thing I gets enough regular exercise. Well, we goin’ into the estate agents?’

‘No.’ Daisy’s eyes widened. ‘I already have a buyer for the caff.’ Vera’s forehead creased.

‘Who?’

‘Roy Kemp, who else?’

The look on Vera’s face was a joy to behold.

‘Shut your mouth, you look like you’re catching flies,’ Daisy said.

‘You got the cheek of the devil, you ’ave, to get ’im to buy that place. I bet he don’t even know he’s gonna do it yet!’ Daisy shrugged. She looked about her.

‘I could do with a cuppa, Vera. Let’s get back to your place. And what’s this about a surprise for me?’




CHAPTER 3

Vera waltzed along the pavement and into an alley at the back of the High Street shops. The alley was more like a small roadway, wide enough for vehicles to park and unload goods. Eventually she came to a high black wrought-iron gate beyond which Daisy could see the scrolled metalwork of the stairway leading to Vera’s flat above her premises. The front of Heavenly Bodies faced the noisy main road of Gosport High Street but here at the back it was relatively quiet. Sitting on the inside window sill was a huge tabby cat. He blinked at them as they climbed the stairs.

‘Yoo, hoo!’ cried Vera. ‘Look, ’e’s waiting for us.’ She put her key in the lock and immediately scooped up the weighty animal. Someone was already in Vera’s flat. The kitchen door opened and arms were flung around Daisy. It all happened in a blur of red rose fabric, 4711 eau de Cologne and blonde curls.

‘Suze!’ And then the three of them were talking at once and hugging and kissing each other until Vera said, ‘For fuck’s sake get in the living room and let me shut this bleedin’ back door. All the heat’s gettin’ out!’

‘I just ’ad to come an’ see you, Daisy. Is little Eddie with you?’ Daisy shook her head. Seeing Susie was a wonderful surprise which, obviously, she and Vera had planned between them.

‘How long you staying? An’ where’s Meggie?’

‘Only overnight. My darlin’ daughter is with ’er proud father an’ bein’ spoiled bloody rotten by her nan and grandad an’ the rest of ’em. Though I shouldn’t say it, it’s nice to ’ave five minutes to meself. But anytime you’re Devon way you pop in and see me and Si, promise? Why ain’t little Eddie with you?’

Daisy smiled at Susie, whose sparkling eyes showed her happiness. Susie’s baby girl was named for Daisy. Meggy was short for Marguerite, after the tall daisies.

‘I don’t know what’s going to happen, Suze. I didn’t want any harm coming to ’im. He’s more settled where he is at present. I don’t half miss him though. He’s grown ever such a lot since you saw him last. He was just a scrap then.’

‘It was lovely of you to send me an’ Si the money so’s we could visit you.’ Susie’s eyes were shining.

Daisy marvelled at the change in Susie. From the skinny girl, abused by her stepfather, she’d befriended, Susie had got herself together and married Si, the delivery lad who’d worked for The World’s Stores in Gosport High Street. Now, within a couple of years, she’d grown into a ‘mumsy’ woman with confidence oozing out of every pore. ‘Married life don’t half suit you, Suze.’

‘So it should. Si loves me to bits, and we got a nice little rented place in Devon, ain’t we? I got me baby - you know she’s toddling about now? - thirteen months old, who’d ’ave thought it? And because Si’s mum and dad only lives up the road we all go out a lot together. Si’s got the gardening bug and is forever growing veg an’ stuff so I eats really well.’ She patted her ample curves.

Daisy asked, ‘You get on all right with his family,  then?’ Susie put her hand on Daisy’s arm and stared into her eyes.

‘You was my family when I was at the caff.’ She nodded in the direction of the kitchen where Vera was busily clattering crockery. ‘You an’ Vera. But Si’s mum an’ dad an’ Si’s brothers and sisters treat me like one of their own. You know what my mum was like, pissed out of ’er skull all the time on drugs and drink an’ that bastard of a bloke of ’ers crawlin’ into me bed? Now every day I wake up with Si beside me and our baby in the cot an’ I’m laughin’, yes laughin’ at me good fortune, Daisy. An’ it’s all because you took me in ...’>

‘Shut up.’ Daisy felt a lump rise in her throat. ‘I can’t be doing with all this. You’re a lovely person, Suze, an’ you deserved better. Thank God you got it.’

‘’Ere we are.’ Vera swept in and set a tea tray on the coffee table. Daisy took a bourbon biscuit and bit into it. ‘Ain’t you gonna dip it in yer tea, Dais?’

‘What, Vera, and have you bloody laughing at me when the biscuit breaks an’ it falls in me bleeding cup?’

Susie kicked off her high heels and curled her legs beneath her, next to Kibbles.

‘Push up, miss,’ said Vera to Suze. ‘You ain’t so bleedin’ big yet you needs all the sofa.’ She squeezed down beside Kibbles and smoothed his mackerel-coloured fur. ‘Right, girls, I’ve poured out the tea. We’re all cosy with no-one to disturb us. An’ I for one am dyin’ to know ’ow you thinks you can get one over a big shot like Roy Kemp?’

‘Why didn’t you just tell the coppers he hurt Eddie?’ Susie stirred the dark brown liquid in her cup.

‘For a married woman you can be so thick at times,  our Suze. I’m no grass.’ Daisy frowned at Susie’s pout. ‘Besides, what would they have done? There ain’t no body. Can’t have no murderer if there ain’t no body. An’ Roy Kemp has got someone he’s giving a backhander to over in South Street nick . . .’

‘Not Vinnie . . .’ Susie looked horrified.

‘I’d bet my life Vinnie Endersby is as straight as a die.’

‘So would I, Vera, so would I,’ Daisy said.

‘So what are you goin’ to do, Daisy?’ Susie was staring at her.

Daisy set her cup back on the saucer.

‘I’m going to set Roy Kemp up as the boss behind a series of long firm frauds.’

Vera looked at Susie. Both were silent until Susie said, ‘What’s a long firm when it’s at ’ome and how d’you know about such things?’ Then she caught Vera’s eye again and together they chorused, ‘From Eddie.’

Daisy nodded. ‘He told me the kings of the long firm frauds are Charlie and Eddie Richardson. Mind you, the Kray brothers are in it up to their necks as well, but separate manors like.’

‘But what is it?’ Vera was impatient.

‘I’m gonna get Roy Kemp to set up fraudulent businesses. He’ll need a bank account in ’is own name. He’ll go to warehouses all over the place and buy goods, loads of goods which at first he’ll pay for. He’ll be such a good payer that the warehouse people will be falling over themselves to offer ’im more business and credit. He’ll ’ave money coming into the bank in such large amounts that his overdraft won’t ’ave no ceiling to it.’

‘Sounds like you’re doin’ ’im a favour.’

‘Let ’er finish, Suze.’ Vera glared at Susie and Daisy pushed the plate of bourbon biscuits towards her knowing she wouldn’t be able to resist.

‘Pretty soon, after he’s been paying ’is bills, establishing himself as a bloody good payer, he’ll then start paying ’is bills at the end of the month after he’s got the invoice, like everyone else. The warehouses won’t worry about the amounts of gear he’s taking away or ’aving delivered to various venues because he’s good for the money. Ain’t he already proved this? Meanwhile his money is going in an’ out of the bank. Big amounts. He’s always in the black. Sometimes though, he might have to go into the red to cover his bills. But the bank don’t mind. He’s good for it, ain’t he?’

‘I still don’t see . . .’

‘Sshh!’ said Vera.

‘Then comes the crunch. He takes all the wholesalers for as much gear as he can. Electrical stuff, washing machines, fridges, kettles. He takes ’em for clothing and fancy goods, small stuff that goes in markets. An’ he don’t pay ’em. He don’t pay no money back neither to the bank what’s financed the buying of all this gear. And the sale of the goods leaves Roy Kemp with bloody good pickings. Then he goes off into the sunset.’

Daisy saw Vera and Susie’s foreheads pucker.

‘’Ow can you be sure Roy Kemp would do a thing like this?’ Susie asked.

‘Ahh, well, he wouldn’t, but if he had a double . . .’ Daisy grinned at the two amazed faces.

Vera spoke first. ‘’Ang on, won’t money be needed to set this up? An’ where you gonna get another Roy Kemp?’

Daisy said, ‘One thing at a time. And I got money, Vera.’

‘How do the wholesalers and banks get over this? Won’t they involve the police?’ Susie picked up Kibbles and set him on her lap. He looked pained at being moved.

‘Yes, eventually. Insurance should cover most of the money and goods involved.’

‘But it ain’t just the money is it, Dais? If the Krays find out Roy is movin’ into their manor, taking business away from them on their side of the river Thames, so to speak, they won’t like it.’

‘No, they won’t, Suze. That’s the point. I can’t think the Richardsons’ll give Roy Kemp their blessing, neither.’

‘So Roy could find his greedy ways might be his downfall?’

‘Exactly.’

‘But the real Roy Kemp wouldn’t do that, Daisy. He’s too clever to start up long firms on their patches. And why “long firm”?’

‘Because it takes a long time to set the firms up, Vera.’

Vera shook her head. ‘I don’t know . . .’

‘There’ll only be four people who know I’ve set Roy Kemp up. Three of us are round this coffee table. You two I trust with my life. The other person will be the man who’s going to impersonate Roy Kemp. This man will get half of everything I make off the long firms. He’ll make enough money to be on easy street for quite a while. And when the Krays decide they’ve had enough of Mr Roy Kemp he’ll be dealt with in the same way he dealt with my Eddie. I told that bastard I owed him and I’m goin’ to fucking pay him back.’

‘It’s a bleedin’ good idea, Dais, but couldn’t you just stick a knife in ’is guts or something? Sounds much simpler to me.’

‘Vera, that would do me a lot of good, wouldn’t it? I’d be bloody hanged like Ruth Ellis and my little Eddie would grow up knowing ’is mother was a murderess.’

‘You know Daisy can’t even kill a bleedin’ spider, Vera. She ’as to set it free in the yard.’ Susie picked at her nails. ‘This could work, Daisy. But if this ain’t really gonna be Roy Kemp but someone else pretending to be ’im, who will it be?’

‘Too right,’ said Vera. ‘Roy Kemp is good-lookin’. He’s over six feet tall an’ he’s got a tan from spending time out in Spain with ’is dopey wife, that Moira. An’ he’s got gypsy dark hair. Who d’you know fits the bill, Dais?’

‘Yes, c’mon,’ said Susie. ‘Who you gonna ask to impersonate Roy Kemp, who you can trust to keep ’is mouth shut and do a good job? Dick Barton, Special Agent?’ She started to laugh and Vera joined in. Daisy waited patiently until their giggling quietened.

‘If you’ve both stopped taking the piss, Bri Deveraux’s my man. All I got to do after I’ve convinced ’im, is to get ’im to dye his gorgeous hair.’




CHAPTER 4

Bri had intended to go to the barbers for a hair cut before he met Daisy that night, but decided against it. After all, wasn’t it the thing nowadays for a bloke to let his hair grow? Look at the Beatles and their mop heads. That George hadn’t seen a barber for ages, Bri was sure of that. And what about them Rolling Stones? All the young kids were copying their strange hairstyles and clothes but Bri didn’t think he’d go as far as that Mick Jagger did with his skintight trousers.

Timewise he was adrift because he’d had a cup of tea and a bit of his favourite seed cake with blonde Jacky after he’d put the stall away and stored his van at the back of her flat in North Cross Street. This had led him to changing a light bulb on the stairs for her, after which he’d fixed her dripping kitchen tap. So now he was rushing against the clock to have a wash and change before meeting Daisy Lane.

Mind you, he thought, it was bloody good of Jacky to let him store his gear and van at the back of her place. She even insisted on doing his washing for him. She had a bit of garden and a rope line with a prop.

He really had to think about getting a flat of his own. Staying at The Black Bear pub had its disadvantages. He couldn’t get to sleep until the punters had left the place at half past ten. Sometimes it was after  midnight before he slept. When he had to get up at four o’clock in the morning for work, that wasn’t funny, though he blessed the fact he didn’t have to go through the pub to get to his room at the top of the building. A separate door at the side led up from the street. But if he wanted a pint, he didn’t have far to go. He didn’t only work the Gosport market but Fareham, Portsmouth and Waterlooville as well, so he needed his kip. What was it Jacky had said? Come and stay at my place? Yeah, he thought. That really would be bed and breakfast, her bed! She was all right though, was Jacky. Comfortable to be around, and easy to talk to. But not the sort of woman he had in mind to settle down with.

He’d always fancied Daisy, ever since he’d seen her in the cafe that time, but Eddie had a prior claim. Now she was back in Gosport - and alone by the look of it. He needed to know where Eddie was, which was the reason he’d asked Vera to get in touch with her. He’d thought Eddie and Daisy were rock solid when they decided to make a go of it together and live in Kos, so why was she here by herself? And why had she been asking after him? Well, he’d find out later, wouldn’t he?

Daisy was better looking than ever. She’d filled out a bit and let her hair grow so that it hung round her face in a sort of bob, a bit like that film star Julie Christie. She also had a maturity about her now that suited her.

He was whistling as he walked up the deserted street towards The Black Bear. The council cleaners had made a good job of sweeping the road so the market debris was long gone. It was winter dark but the street lights cut through the blackness showing up  the frost on the pavements; he blew on his hands and rubbed them together for warmth. A few of the shop windows were already decorated with tinsel and filled with Christmas stuff, though it wasn’t December yet. People liked to shop early. His mum was the one for that, she loved Christmas.

He breathed deeply, his breath white in the cold air. He could smell the sea and a north wind was blowing briskly. Tomorrow would be another cold one. One of these days, he thought, I’m going to have a regular eight ’til five job and throw the fucking alarm clock out the bleedin’ window. But what would he do? He’d tried most jobs, even fish farming in Scotland. Trouble was he liked the books. Really loved buying and selling them. He put his key in the side door of The Black Bear and the sound of Louis Armstrong singing ‘Hello, Dolly’, the fug of fag smoke, and the smell of beer drifting into the passageway swallowed him up.

Within half an hour he was washed and changed and on his way down to the public bar to meet Daisy. Not expecting her to be on time he was pleased to see her sitting in the alcove, waiting.

He nodded then called over to her, ‘Want a drink?’

She shook her head and pointed to the half-pint glass in front of her containing what looked like shandy. She was wearing a black belted woollen coat and black high-heeled shoes. She looked good in black, he thought. Eddie had told him once he liked Daisy to wear black. In that tawdry bar, with her blonde hair, she stuck out like a princess in a pig pen. She smiled at him and his stomach did a backflip. He carried his pint over to her table.

‘You’re on time,’ he said, sitting down next to her.

‘Don’t sound so fucking surprised. I have got a clock. You smell nice,’ she added.

‘Some stuff they was flogging off cheap in the market. Probably fell off the back of a lorry, but who’s complaining?’

‘Reminds me of pine forests.’

‘Ain’t many of them round ’ere, Daisy.’ He watched as she leaned forward and picked up her glass to take a sip. Her hair fell forward and she pushed it back with her other hand. ‘So?’ he asked, when she’d returned the glass to the ring-stained table. ‘Why were you looking for me?’

‘Way I heard it, you wanted to get in touch with me, an’ all?’

He smiled. ‘I asked first.’

‘Okay. I’ll get straight to the point. Vera reckons you can be trusted and from what I seen today you seem a good bloke. Did you like Eddie?’

That question caught him unawares and he took his time in answering.

‘I worked for Eddie. Both him and Kenny were pretty close to me.’ He could see this wasn’t quite the answer she expected, so he carried on. ‘And before he left with you, he saw me all right.’ He stared at her and saw she was trembling. ‘There’s something I’m not sure about. You said “did” I like Eddie? Past tense. Something’s happened, hasn’t it? Has he left you?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘I never thought he’d do that, Daisy.’

Her face had gone grey. He thought she was going to cry and if she did he wouldn’t know how to comfort her. He decided to change the subject to one less distressing for her but she beat him to it.

‘Thought you’d gone to live up north?’ She seemed to have composed herself. Bri took a good pull at his beer.

‘I did. Along with my mate, Pat. Up to Scotland, Sutherland, it was. In the fish farming business. I thought we were set for life. A little stone house to live in set in a nice bit of ground. Right near the sea. Mountains to the back of the place. Lovely part of the country. Only things I didn’t like were the fucking midges and the rain. You’d get bitten by a single bloody midge, slap it dead and three thousand midges’d come to its fucking funeral. We could see the Orkney Islands from the house. There’s a saying up there in the village, If you can see the Orkneys across the sea, it’s goin’ to rain. If you can’t, it’s already bloody raining.’ Daisy laughed. He decided he liked to hear her laugh and it had eased the tension between them.

‘Me and Pat was goin’ on all right at first but Pat couldn’t stand the solitude. He started drinking again.’ Bri felt a lump rise in his throat. It was too early in their relationship for him to spill his guts to her, and no doubt she had secrets which she’d prefer to keep hidden. He swallowed and it took a moment for him to continue. Daisy put a hand on his arm.

‘Don’t go on if it’s too painful,’ she said. He looked into her eyes and saw the compassion there.

‘Some of it needs to be told,’ he replied gruffly. ‘Pat ran his fucking truck off the road and killed himself. I carried on for a while, even met a girl, but the goin’ got too tough for me and then I fancied a change from all that heather. I wanted to walk down a few dog-shit-filled alleys instead of them mountain passes with deer droppings.’

‘But that ain’t all the truth, is it? I can tell.’

‘You’re right. But you ain’t gettin’ no more until you tell me why you came looking for me?’ He saw the determined tilt to her chin, her brows creased to a frown.

‘Okay.’ She took a deep breath.

‘Will I be needing another pint?’

‘I’ll pay,’ she said, opening her clutch bag and taking out a ten shilling note. ‘What do you want? I need a large brandy and lime, myself.’

But he left her protesting and having to put her money away again for he was already on his way to the bar. The Black Bear was unusually quiet and he was back sitting next to her again in no time at all. He saw her take a good slug of the double brandy, like she needed the confidence the alcohol would give her.

‘Eddie’s dead.’

Bri set down his glass. His heart was hammering against his chest. Fucking no! He couldn’t speak.

Daisy’s head was bowed. When she looked up her eyes were glittering as though she was bravely trying not to cry. She asked in a quivering voice, ‘Can I trust you?’

‘You wouldn’t be sitting here if you thought you couldn’t.’ His words came out too quickly. He could understand why Eddie had fallen for her in a big way. Daisy was a good woman. It was a pity he’d never got to know Kenny and her as well as he’d have liked. His mum would have loved that, an’ all . . . But Eddie dead?

‘How? How did he die?’

‘He never left Gosport. He was killed.’

He mustn’t show his emotions. Whatever his  feelings, whatever was in his heart he’d be no use to Daisy if he didn’t keep himself in check.

‘You’ve heard of Roy Kemp?’

She was watching him, waiting for his answer.

‘Roy Kemp, Eddie and Charlie Richardson, the Kray twins - ain’t much to choose between them, is there? Hard bastards every one of them.’

‘Roy Kemp killed my Eddie. And if you help me set up a business there’ll be money in this for you. Big money, Bri.’ Now she was brittle and businesslike. ‘I can’t do it myself because it would give the fucking game away, but now it’s payback time for Roy Kemp.’ She paused so he could take in the information. ‘I promised myself I’d get even with ’im for killing Eddie.’

It didn’t surprise him that Eddie had got mixed up with the London mob. He’d been sailing pretty close to the wind with some of the stunts he’d pulled around Gosport.

‘Wait a minute, Daisy. You know this gangster? This Roy Kemp?’

She nodded. ‘We go back a while.’ She didn’t elaborate. He didn’t dare ask more. He could see if this relationship between them was going to work it had to be built on trust, so he let her continue, ‘You’ll be able to do what I can’t. The likes of Roy Kemp treat most women like they’re playthings, to be looked after some of the time, but women mostly without a brain in their heads. But I can use that to my advantage because he’ll never guess it was me who planned his downfall. And the best of it is, the plan is fucking foolproof. I can’t go down for this. Neither will you, I promise you.’

Bri thought for a moment. Then he picked up a beer  mat and tapped it on the wooden surface of the table. Already he’d made up his mind her offer was too good to turn down; besides, didn’t he owe it to himself and Eddie to help her?

‘If Eddie was killed before you left for Kos why’s it taken you so long to decide Roy Kemp needs to be taught a lesson?’ He cast the beer mat aside.

He thought he’d thrown her on that question but she was ready for him.

She leaned across the table and took his hands in hers. A gold bangle glittered at her wrist. He could smell her perfume, warm and subtle.

‘I’ve ’ad stuff to sort out. It wasn’t the right time then but now it is. I’ve ’ad long enough to work this out, Bri. It will work.’

She gripped his hands, her knuckles turning white. Then just as suddenly she released him and reached for the remainder of her drink, downing it in one go. After setting her glass on the table she ferreted in her clutch bag and withdrew the ten shilling note.

‘Drinks on me, this time.’

‘Keep your money,’ he said.

‘Take it.’ Her voice was sharp. ‘If we’re to work together as equal partners I pay my way.’ His instincts told him to do as she wanted even though he didn’t agree with women buying drinks for blokes.

After bringing back the drinks he said, ‘Right, let’s stop fannying about. What do you want of me?’

He saw her body slump with relief. She gave him a big smile. ‘I’m selling the caff to Roy Kemp. With the money I’ll buy the empty shop opposite. You can have the shop when all this is over. And half the money we’re going to make from this scam.’ Was he hearing right? His heart did a double take as he  listened carefully to her words. ‘Vera tells me you’re lodging here. If you’re willing to carry on for the present eventually you’ll have decent living accommodation, the yard at the back of the shop, well most of it, for your van and gear. Open the shop as a bookshop if you like, you won’t need to work so many markets then. I know how hard it is travelling about in all weathers trying to make an honest bob an’ being on your bleeding feet all day.’
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