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Chapter One

The two men strode through the door at precisely five o’clock, bringing with them an unwelcome rush of chill November air. They were both tall, in their thirties and dressed in smart dark suits. One was sporting a blue tie and the other a red. From the similarity of their sharp-featured faces, Iris guessed they were related.

Blue tie approached the desk and gave a cursory nod. ‘We’re here to see Lizzie Street.’

She returned the greeting with her recently acquired ‘professional smile’, not too slight, not too wide. ‘I’m afraid there’s someone with her at the moment. If you’d like to take a seat and—’

‘Who? Who’s with her?’ red tie interrupted rudely.

Iris gave him a look, her eyebrows lifting. She didn’t much like his attitude or his tone but was careful to keep her own response polite. ‘If you wouldn’t mind waiting, just for a few minutes?’ She gestured towards the shabby collection of chairs, the once plush fabric worn thin by years of use.

It was blue tie who replied. ‘Thanks, but I don’t think so.’ He  glanced deliberately at his flashy gold watch. ‘We’re a little short on time, darlin’. We’d like to see her now if it’s not too much trouble. Chris and Danny Street.’

‘Ah,’ Iris said uneasily. So these were the sons. She had heard of them, of course, but had never had the pleasure of meeting them before. They both had reputations, but the younger one, the red-tied Danny, was particularly renowned. The kindest description she had heard was ‘short-tempered’, the worst something she didn’t want to dwell on. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.’

Chris Street nodded again.

But the uptight Danny wasn’t quite so forgiving. ‘What’s the hold up, ginger?’ he said, leaning down to push his face aggressively into hers. He slammed his fist down on the desk. ‘We ain’t got all fuckin’ day!’

Iris jumped back.

Chris Street placed a restraining hand on his arm. ‘Cool it, okay? It’s not the lady’s fault.’ He stared at him and then looked back at Iris, his thin lips shifting into a smile. ‘I apologise for my brother. He’s a touch . . . upset about things.’

With her stomach shifting, Iris tried her best to remain calm. In her mind, however, there was ‘upset’ and there was just plain deranged. She’d been in the job three months and had never encountered anything quite as alarming as this. What was she supposed to do? As she reached for the phone, intending to pass the problem on to someone more senior, the two of them suddenly took off and headed down the corridor. Jumping up, she anxiously followed in their wake. ‘Hold on . . . you can’t . . . look, if you could just wait a minute . . .’

But it was too late.

They crashed into the lounge.

It was only ten minutes since she’d shown the man called Wilder in. He turned, frowning at the intrusion.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ Danny Street snarled at him.

As the two men advanced towards each other, Iris didn’t hang about. Rushing back to reception, she hammered on the door to the director’s office and quickly pushed it open. ‘Mr Grand? Mr Grand, we’ve got trouble!’

‘What?’

Without waiting to explain, she dashed back to the room.

By the time she returned, it had already kicked off. The three men were involved in a grunting, fists-flying, all-out punch-up. She had more sense than to try to intervene. At five foot five, and skinny with it, she was hardly likely to make much of an impact. Two against one was hardly fair, but Mr Wilder, at least for the moment, seemed to be holding his own. As they smashed against a table, she winced at the sound of splintering wood. Then all three of them, along with two large vases, crumpled in a heap to the floor.

Gerald Grand came storming in, followed by one of his gofers. His mouth dropped open. ‘Please, gentlemen!’

As they rushed to separate the brawlers, Iris glanced across at the woman who was clearly at the centre of it all. Elizabeth Anne Street, known to her friends as Lizzie, was in her late forties and was wearing a hip-hugging, silky blue designer dress, sheer stockings and a pair of Manolo Blahnik high heels. She had diamonds in her ears and her tinted blonde hair had recently been waved. As if more amused than disturbed by the bust-up, a hint of a smile played around the corners of her scarlet lips.

Iris shook her head. Lizzie Street was well known in certain circles - the kind of circles that it paid to keep away from. For the past ten years, ever since her husband had been jailed, she had been running, and rapidly expanding, his business interests. Perhaps ‘business’ was too respectable a word; if the rumours  were true, the Streets were behind most of the violent crime, drugs and prostitution in the area.

Still, even if she’d felt inclined, there was nothing much Lizzie could have done to prevent this particular row. Two weeks ago a bullet had passed clean through her heart. Now, laid out in a top-of-the-range polished coffin, she had no choice but to lie back and witness the consequences of her death.

Iris refocused her attention on the room, or the viewing lounge, as her boss always insisted on calling it. Personally, she didn’t care for the term. It reminded her of airports, of departure lounges and people flying off to foreign places. But that, perhaps, was the intention: the cold harshness of death being somehow tempered by the prospect of a warm, blue-skied, idyllic destination.

She sighed as she surveyed the damage. As well as the shattered table, a pair of heavy velvet drapes had been dragged down from the window. The jagged remains of the vases were scattered across the carpet, and the beautiful lilies lay crushed and scattered around them. There were even splashes of blood on the walls - not a good look for a funeral parlour. However, all the men were safely back on their feet.

Gerald Grand, his forehead gleaming with sweat, was fussing around the two brothers, his obsequious hands busily sweeping off the dust from their shoulders. ‘I can only apologise,’ he murmured. ‘I have no idea how this could have happened.’

Iris raised her eyes to the ceiling. Gerald had no idea either as to who had actually started the fight, and probably didn’t give a damn. Placating the Streets was his only interest. Not that she was surprised; the funeral taking place tomorrow was the biggest, and by far the most expensive, the firm had seen in years. As she glanced down again, she saw Wilder standing in the corner. He had a red-stained tissue pressed against his nose. She had the impression he was grinning but couldn’t be sure; his hand was obscuring his mouth.

Gerald Grand threw Iris a sideways, accusatory look as if this was all her fault. He jerked his bald head towards Wilder. ‘Get him out of here!’ he hissed.

Iris didn’t know whether he meant from the room or from the building entirely, but as Wilder was still bleeding she didn’t have the heart to show him the door. Instead, she led him out into the corridor and then through to the staff area. Her first act was to switch the kettle on. If there was one thing her mother had taught her, it was the comforting value of a cup of tea.

Wilder lowered himself on to one of the cheap plastic chairs and put his elbows on the table. ‘Sorry about all this.’

Iris took the first-aid box out of the cupboard, tore off a large wad of cotton wool and passed it over. ‘There’s no need to be sorry. From what I saw, it wasn’t down to you. That Danny was itching for a fight from the moment he arrived.’

‘Family reunions,’ he said wryly, dabbing at his nose.

‘Family?’ Iris could see no physical resemblance between those two crude dark-haired thugs and this sleek blond man. Well, admittedly not quite as sleek as when he’d first come in, but still a cut above the Streets.

‘Lizzie Street is my mother.’

She stared at him, amazed. He hadn’t mentioned it when he’d arrived for the viewing and his name had given her no clue. ‘They’re your brothers?’

‘Stepbrothers,’ he quickly corrected her. ‘She married their father, the delightful Terry Street. So no blood relation, thank God.’

‘I’m sorry. I mean, about your mother.’

‘Don’t be. She was a scheming bitch.’ He gave a laugh as he caught her expression. ‘Don’t be shocked. You wouldn’t be if you’d ever met her. She dumped me with my gran when I was seven and moved in with Terry and his three brats. That was twenty-five years ago. Still, I thought it only right to come and pay my last respects.’

Iris was sympathetic. She knew how it felt to be abandoned by a parent. However, she didn’t know what to say next, so turned away to make the tea. ‘Do you take sugar?’

‘Just milk, thanks. Are you sure you should be doing this? I don’t think your guvnor would approve.’

‘It doesn’t much matter what Gerald does or doesn’t approve of; I’m only working here short term. Anyway, I imagine he’s too busy sucking up to your . . . your stepbrothers to be worried about what I might be doing.’

‘True enough.’ He transferred the grip on the cotton wool to his left hand and held out his right. ‘The least I can do is to introduce myself properly. Guy Wilder. Nice to meet you.’

‘Iris,’ she replied, taking the hand. Noticing the grazes on his knuckles, she was careful not to shake too hard. ‘Iris O’Donnell.’

‘Irish, I take it.’

‘Historically,’ she said, ‘but I was born here.’

He smiled. ‘Irish Iris. I wouldn’t like to try repeating that too many times when I’d had a few.’

She smiled back, gazing into his eyes. They were blue, dark-lashed and curiously intense. ‘You don’t sound as if you’re from round here.’ His voice was as smooth as his appearance, not posh exactly, but . . . She searched in her mind for the right description. Seductive was the first word she came up with.

‘Well, that’s something I have to thank my mother for. “A good education, Guy, that’s what really matters.” So she paid to send me to the kind of school where you get your head shoved down the toilet until you learn to speak like everyone else. Fortunately, I’m a quick learner.’

Iris laughed and then, aware that she was still staring a little too intently into his eyes, quickly lowered her gaze. ‘Has your nose stopped bleeding yet?’

Guy Wilder took the cotton wool away, glanced down at it  and nodded. ‘Just about. Thank you.’ He sat back and looked around, taking in the peeling wallpaper, the stained counter by the sink and the general run-down nature of the room. ‘I’m still trying to figure out why Terry chose this place.’

Iris stirred the tea and put the two mugs on the table. ‘Why? You think he’d have got a better deal from the Co-op?’ Suddenly aware that it was his mother’s funeral she was joking about, she felt a deep flush rise to her cheeks. ‘Oh, I didn’t . . .’

‘It’s okay. You can skip the sensitivity. Consider yourself off duty for the next five minutes.’ He paused. ‘I just expected him to go for somewhere more upmarket, more ostentatious. This is hardly the Ritz of funeral joints, is it? And Terry always likes to make an impression, even when his heart is only theoretically broken.’

Iris sat down. She couldn’t tell how much of Wilder’s cynicism was bluff and how much for real. Since coming to work at the small family firm of Tobias Grand & Sons, she had witnessed many different responses to death; not the full gamut perhaps, but enough to inform her that the big, dramatic displays of tears and hand-wringing were not necessarily a reliable indicator of those who were grieving most. She thought of the pain she would be feeling if her own mother had died. ‘It’s not so bad. Maybe he wanted somewhere local.’

‘Or cheap.’

‘Not that cheap,’ she said, recalling the expensive coffin, the flowers and all the other fancy extras the Streets had ordered.

Wilder grinned at her. ‘It will be if he doesn’t pay.’

Now that he had moved the cotton wool, Iris had the opportunity to examine his face more closely. Despite the swollen nose, he was still what she would describe as classically handsome. His cheekbones were high and he had a firm if rather stubborn mouth. It wasn’t, however, an easy face to read. ‘I take it you and Terry Street don’t get along?’

Wilder sipped his tea. His eyes suddenly narrowed. ‘If you’re asking if I hate his guts, if I think he’s got away with murder - then yes, it’s safe to say we don’t get on.’

She felt a shiver run through her. Was he suggesting what she thought he was? ‘You mean . . .?’

‘Terry’s due out in less than a month and his whore of a wife didn’t even pretend to be faithful.’

Iris flinched, partly at the description of his mother, but also at the underlying accusation. Her voice was no more than a whisper. ‘You think he . . . he murdered her?’

‘Well, bearing in mind that he was safely behind bars two weeks ago, I can’t hold him directly responsible but, as the saying goes, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.’ He put down the mug and shrugged. ‘But then again, I could be wrong. Dear old Lizzie made plenty of enemies in her life. There were times when I felt like shooting her myself.’

Iris relaxed a little. Perhaps it was only the bitterness talking. ‘And what do the cops think?’

‘That she deserved all she got - although, naturally, it’s not the official party line. That leans more towards a gangland killing. Still, I doubt if they’re putting too much effort into the investigation. No point wasting valuable resources on the likes of my mother.’

There was a short silence.

‘I’m sure they’ll find whoever did it,’ she said.

‘To be honest, Iris, I don’t really care.’

But that, she suspected, was a lie.

Wilder pushed back the chair and got to his feet. ‘Right, I’d better get going. Thanks for the tea and sympathy. You’re an angel.’ He dropped the bloodstained wad of cotton wool into the bin by the sink. ‘Perhaps I can return the compliment sometime. I run a bar on the High Street. Drop in if you’re ever passing.’

She opened her mouth intending to ask what it was called, but then changed her mind. The offer was, in all likelihood, more of a polite gesture than any firm invitation. She stood up too. ‘Wait here a moment. I just want to check that the coast is clear.’

‘Don’t worry about it. I’m not bothered about those two morons.’

She laid her hand on his arm as he went to leave. ‘No, I’m sure you’re not, but you won’t be the poor sap doing all the clearing up when it kicks off again.’

His gaze slowly slipped down to her hand before his mouth curled into a smile. ‘Iris O’Donnell,’ he said, ‘you’re a very practical woman.’




Chapter Two

Luke Hamilton walked into the kitchen and dropped his briefcase on the floor by the table. He took off his jacket, threw it over the back of a chair and sighed. His afternoon meeting had not gone well - the client had ripped his ideas to shreds - and then there had been a problem with the trains at Liverpool Street. He had spent over an hour in the pub before finally forcing his way on to an overcrowded cattle truck.

Iris was standing by the stove, stirring one of her stews. In the past they had taken it in turns to cook but now, with him working longer hours, she usually had a meal on the table by the time he got home. This had been a novelty at first, but now he resented it. Or, more to the point, he thought that she should resent it. The old Iris, the sassy one with attitude and passion, would have told him to make his own damn dinner.

She looked over her shoulder. ‘Good day?’

‘Not especially.’

When he didn’t elaborate, she turned back to the stove. ‘Me neither. There was a punch-up just before we closed. One of the  lounges took a right battering. You should have seen the state of it. I had to stay and help clean up.’

‘Really.’ Luke wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t particularly interested either and made no attempt to hide it. Opening the fridge, he grabbed a beer and flipped off the lid. He couldn’t understand why she was still working at that place. A few weeks was all it was supposed to have been, a gentle introduction, after what had happened, back into the world of employment, but three months on she was still there. How anyone could bear to be surrounded by dead bodies all day was beyond him. It gave him the creeps just thinking about it.

‘It was Lizzie Street’s family,’ she said.

Luke leaned against the counter and shook his head. The name didn’t mean anything to him.

‘You remember?’ Iris prompted. ‘It was on TV, in the papers. She was shot in her house a couple of weeks ago.’

He snorted. ‘Hardly news round here.’ The borough of Kellston, for all its aspirations, for all its fancy new apartments and shops, was still fundamentally an East End dive full of villains, tarts and junkies. Hemmed in between Bethnal Green and Shoreditch, it also wasn’t far from the gloomy streets of Whitechapel, where Jack the Ripper had gone on his murderous spree. He wondered why he’d ever agreed to move into the area, although he already knew the answer - to please Iris. This was where she’d been born, where she had last seen her father and where, somewhere in the back of her mind, she undoubtedly hoped to see him again.

‘She’s being buried tomorrow.’

‘You shouldn’t be working there,’ he said. ‘It’s not safe.’

Iris lifted her slim shoulders and smiled. ‘It was a punch-up, Luke, not a massacre. I think I can just about handle the dangers of a funeral parlour.’ She caught his eye, saw the look in it and smartly returned her attention to the pan. What he really  meant, she thought, was that her job wasn’t suitable for the partner of an ‘executive’. Ever since his promotion, Luke had become increasingly pretentious. Everything now was about appearances, about money and status. He’d changed. She gazed down into the brown sludge of beef and vegetables. Or maybe she was the one who had changed.

‘You could do better,’ he said, refusing to let it drop. ‘I’ve heard there are vacancies at Cleary’s. With your experience you’ll get an interview, no problem. Why don’t you give them a call?’

Iris felt her stomach shift. The thought of returning to that cut-throat world, of working for yet another advertising firm, filled her with dismay. What did it matter what sort of tea you drank or what kind of washing powder you used? It was all so meaningless. She took a deep breath. ‘It won’t be forever. I’m only covering while their usual receptionist is away.’

‘But you’ll think about it?’

‘Yes,’ she lied. ‘Of course I will.’

‘Good. Your talents are wasted on that place.’

With a thin smile, Iris spooned the stew out into bowls and placed them on the kitchen table. That he believed the best use of her talents lay in persuading people to buy what they didn’t really need both saddened and confused her. She had only got the job at Tobias Grand & Sons by chance, but for the moment, it suited. Concentrating on other people’s grief had proved to be a surprisingly effective way of dealing with her own.

They sat down and ate in silence for a while.

‘Perhaps we should think about moving,’ Luke said. ‘A fresh start.’

A flutter of panic rose in her throat, giving her voice a tight uneasy edge. ‘You want to move away?’

‘Not out of London, just somewhere more . . .’ He took a mouthful of food and chewed. ‘I don’t know. Somewhere safer.’

Iris raised her head and gazed out of the window. From here she could see the floodlit perimeter wall and the locked, heavy-duty security gates. Silverstone Heights resembled an inner-city prison, the only difference being that it was designed to keep the less desirable locals out rather than in. The complex of apartments was exclusive in every sense of the word. It had been Luke’s idea for them to live in this splendid isolation; she would have preferred to be out in the real world, but occasionally compromises had to be made. ‘You mean somewhere with more ferocious guard dogs?’

‘You know exactly what I mean,’ he said irritably. ‘Kellston might be up-and-coming, but it’s taking a damn long time to get there.’

And it would take even longer, Iris reckoned, if the wealthier residents continued to segregate themselves from the general population. It was an opinion, however, that she chose to keep to herself. Luke often got grouchy when he’d been on the booze and he’d clearly had a few already. His brown eyes were bright and his cheeks were growing pinker by the minute.

‘Take what happened to that woman, for example,’ he continued. ‘It’s not right. People aren’t even safe in their homes any more.’

Iris was tempted to retort that from what she’d heard about the activities of Lizzie Street, the local crime figures, were likely to go down rather than up, at least temporarily. But that would only give him an excuse to start banging on about guns and gangsters and how ‘decent people’ couldn’t sleep safely in their beds at night.

Luke shovelled the stew into his mouth, barely tasting it. He took a swig of beer. The more he thought about moving, the more attractive the idea became. He was earning good money now and could easily afford to have an address that didn’t result in the lifting of his colleagues’ eyebrows every time he  mentioned it. And it would be better for Iris too. This flat, this whole area, held too many bad memories. Although he had, briefly, come to terms with the prospect of being a father, he felt a guilty relief that it wasn’t going to happen. Parenthood wasn’t what he’d planned for this stage of his life.

‘I don’t want to move,’ she said softly.

Luke didn’t reply. She wasn’t thinking straight and hadn’t been ever since the miscarriage.

Every conversation he had with her these days held undercurrents of tension; it was all about what wasn’t said rather than what was. He didn’t know how to change it and a part of him, although he wanted to be closer to her, dreaded being pulled down again into that whirlpool of emotion. How long was it supposed to take for a woman to recover? It was almost six months now and she was still a shadow of her former self.

Iris could see the frustration on his face. He had been patient at the beginning, loving and supportive, but had gradually grown more impatient as time passed by. She wished she could explain how she felt, but she couldn’t. She might only have been ten weeks’ pregnant, but the loss was so profound she was still struggling to come to terms with it.

Seeing her stricken expression, Luke felt a pang of conscience. ‘Why don’t you splash out and buy yourself something nice for Friday.’

‘It’s only a meal,’ she said. ‘I don’t think Michael’s expecting us to dress up for the occasion.’

‘Michael?’

‘His birthday.’ She paused, frowning. ‘Why, what did you mean?’

‘Oh God, not this Friday. It’s the Christmas do at Rufus Rigby.’

She groaned. ‘But it’s only November.’

‘They always hold it in November. Any later and half the clients won’t turn up. You know that.’

Iris blinked at him. She didn’t know any such thing. He had only been in the job for twelve months and this time last year they’d been too busy with the move to even think about parties. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I did. I told you weeks ago.’ He tilted his head towards the calendar stuck to the fridge. ‘I even wrote it down.’

‘Then why didn’t you remind me? I said last night that I’d booked a table.’ She realised he couldn’t have been listening to her - just as she had not been listening to him. It was symptomatic of the general breakdown in communication between them. ‘So what are we going to do?’

‘You’ll have to rearrange. Tell him we can’t make it.’

She shook her head, annoyed. ‘I can’t do that.’

‘Why not? We can change it to Saturday.’

‘It won’t be his birthday on Saturday.’

Luke shrugged. He could see she was upset, but refused to feel bad about making the suggestion. Michael O’Donnell was fond of a pint and, with nothing better to do, he’d probably spend most of the day in the pub with his mates; by seven o’clock he’d be completely smashed. Even if the dates hadn’t coincided, Luke wouldn’t have relished the prospect of spending the evening with him. As it was, there was no way he was going to pass over one of the most important networking occasions of the year for a cheap meal with a lousy drunk.

‘I thought you liked him.’

Luke stared at her. He could see the direction this was going in and tried his best to cut her off. ‘I do. Of course I do. For heaven’s sake, it’s got nothing to do with that.’

‘Hasn’t it?’ Iris narrowed her eyes and stared back. ‘You haven’t seen him in ages. Every time I go round, you make some excuse. You’re always making excuses and now—’

‘That’s rubbish. I’ve just been busy.’

‘You find him embarrassing.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he snapped.

But Iris knew it was true. She couldn’t deny that Michael could get a little loud when he was on the booze - it didn’t take much encouragement for him to burst into song or to start regaling total strangers with some of the more colourful stories of his life - but he had a good heart and was the nearest thing she had to a father. ‘He’s been good to me.’

Luke shrugged. When he’d first encountered Iris, he’d been completely bowled over by her. Infatuated, even. With her slim figure, long red hair and green-grey eyes, he had thought her the most stunning girl he had ever met. And it wasn’t just her physical attributes, or her zest for life, which had fascinated him so much: he’d also been intrigued by her association, if only marginal, to the villainous underworld of London. Back in Manchester, he’d even bragged to his pals about it. But things had changed a lot since then. Now he preferred to keep his mouth buttoned about some of the less savoury pastimes of her relatives. ‘This party’s important; it’s my job we’re talking about.’

‘Michael’s birthday is important too.’

‘I’m sure he’ll understand.’

Iris bridled at his dismissive tone. ‘Understand what? That I’d rather swig champagne with a bunch of overpaid, immature morons than spend the evening with my own uncle?’ She bit down on her lip. It was an unfair retort and she instantly regretted it. She had only spoken so rashly because she resented his presumption that Michael should take second place to his glittering career.

‘Well, if that’s how you feel,’ Luke said, abruptly standing up and snatching his jacket off the back of the chair. His eyes flashed with anger. He got as far as the kitchen door, glanced  along the hall and stopped. ‘I’m going to the study. I’ve got work to do.’

Iris pushed aside the bowl and put her elbows on the table. She knew he would have flounced out of the flat if he hadn’t been so worried about all the muggers lying in wait for him.




Chapter Three

Iris turned up the collar on her coat as she walked through the gates. She was glad to be outside; the atmosphere over breakfast had been as frosty as the winter air. Luke hadn’t come to bed, making a point by spending the night in the spare room. He was not a man who dealt well with conflict and for all his newly acquired sophistication was still more than capable of behaving like a sulky teenager. He had eaten his toast in silence, his eyes occasionally flicking up to stare at her accusingly. She had felt the tension between them like a thread pulled tight and about to snap. In the end, unwilling to have the argument hanging over them all day, she’d offered up another of those compromises.

‘What if I call Michael and see if I can arrange to take him for lunch instead?’

He had thought about this for a few seconds before replying, ‘I’ll be at work. I won’t be able to make it.’

‘I know.’

But even in victory, Luke was incapable of being gracious. ‘If you’d just listened to me in the first place . . .’

Iris frowned as she crossed the road. She was sure Michael would understand, but she didn’t want him to have to. He’d been good to her since she’d come back to Kellston.

Meeting the jailbird uncle she hadn’t seen in years, whom she only barely remembered, had been a daunting prospect, but he’d instantly put her at ease and made her feel not just welcome, but cared for too. Now a week didn’t go by without them seeing each other or talking on the phone.

As she cut down on to the High Street, Iris began to think about her father. She still automatically scanned the faces of every passing male of a certain age, hoping to catch a glimpse in their features of the man who had disappeared nineteen years ago. Would she recognise him? She was sure she would. Unlike her mother, she refused to believe that he was dead.

Kathleen O’Donnell hadn’t been happy about her only daughter moving back to Kellston. She had screwed up her eyes, put her hands on her hips and stared at her. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re both earning good money. There are plenty of nice places you could live.’

‘What’s wrong with the East End?’

‘It’s not safe, love. It’s full of . . . well, junkies and the like.’

Which had been pretty much Luke’s opinion too until Iris had managed to persuade him otherwise. She smiled wryly. That was back in the days when she could persuade him to do pretty much anything. She shoved her hands deeper into her pockets and tried not to think about the call she would have to make to Michael.

Iris gazed around as she walked, taking in the familiar landmarks: the infant school she had attended, the small expanse of the Green, the old sweetshop on the corner that was now an organic farm store. She passed Ruby’s, the jewellers, and noticed how smart it had become. Yes, things had changed in her absence, but not beyond recognition.

It wasn’t hard to explain the pull this place exerted on her; it was where she’d been born and where she had lived for the first seven years of her life. Most of her memories were happy ones. Having spent so many of the subsequent years moving around, shifting from one part of the country to another, she was desperate to find somewhere that would finally feel like home.

Iris stepped up the pace, feeling the cold start to bite. She took a deep breath. It was weeks since Bonfire Night, but she could still detect the lingering smell of fireworks. It was one of those smells that conjured up her childhood, her father’s fingers wrapped tightly around hers, that distant time - maybe the only time - when she had felt completely safe and secure.

Tobias Grand & Sons lay in the less developed, northern end of the High Street, the premises jammed between a florist and a charity shop. Here all the establishments were a little scruffier than their southern counterparts, and the exterior of the funeral parlour, like its neighbours, was in sore need of a lick of paint. As Iris approached, she noticed that a small crowd had already gathered at the entrance. Two plumed black horses, along with a Victorian-style glass hearse, were also standing in wait. Some of the people had probably been drawn by the spectacle - this was going to be a traditional East End funeral - others, including members of the press, by the prospect of seeing Terry Street come to bury his murdered wife.

Iris slid between the onlookers, opened the door and quickly closed it behind her. She shrugged off her coat. It was warm inside and the heady scent of lilies wafted through the air. The reception area was in the process of being cleared, all the furniture being pushed back against the wall to create a wide open space for the mourners to congregate before proceeding to the church. At the back there was another smaller room where the grieving widower, with his prison escort, would be able to spend some private time with his sons.

Gerald Grand, dressed in full funeral regalia, was strutting around, barking out orders. He gave her a brief nod as she came in. His long, rather hang-dog face looked even more lugubrious than usual and a pale sheen of sweat glistened on his bald head. It was a big day for Tobias Grand & Sons and the consequences, should anything go wrong, could be more than financial. He was right to be anxious. Neither Terry Street nor his offspring were the forgiving sort.

Iris took her coat and bag through to the kitchen area. She checked her reflection in the mirror, smoothed down her hair and hurried back to help. Within half an hour she had despatched the order of service cards to St Mark’s, made sure all the flowers had been delivered and sorted out the refreshments. As requested by the Streets, she placed a pot of strong ground coffee in the private room, along with a jug of fresh milk and a bowl of sugar. The best china was out on display. For the reception area, there were two large urns, one of tea, one of hot water. There was also water, orange squash and instant coffee for anyone who could be bothered to make it.

It was five to nine when Iris next checked her watch. Everything was quieter now, everything in place. A sense of calm had descended on the room. As she glanced around, she noticed Toby leaning idly against the wall with a Starbucks cup in his hand.

‘Keeping busy?’ she said.

He raised the cup and grinned. ‘Just steadying myself for the big event.’

Gerald Grand’s son was twenty-six, the same age as herself, but she always thought of him as younger. With his silky blond hair, pale skin and wide blue eyes he had the look of an overgrown choirboy. He was both feckless and charming, a combination that attracted countless numbers of female admirers. Iris, however, wasn’t one of them. Not that she disliked him. Far from it. For all his faults, he was still good company.

Although ostensibly a partner in the firm, Toby rarely spent much time there. Funerals, as he frequently insisted, were not his thing although he didn’t have any objection to picking up a pay cheque at the end of every month. This funeral, however, was different. Lizzie may not have been the most popular woman in the neighbourhood, but she was still the wife of Terry Street. And Terry had enough ‘celebrity’ friends to make this an occasion worth attending.

‘If you want your picture taken, you’d better get out there now before the paparazzi find someone more interesting to snap.’

Toby flashed his white-toothed smile. ‘More famous perhaps, but never more interesting.’

‘You wish.’ She glanced at her watch again. ‘We’ll be opening the doors soon. Think there’ll be a big turn out?’

‘There’d better be or Mr S will be none too pleased.’

Iris moved the Book of Remembrance into the centre of the table, opened it to the first crisp white page and smoothed out the sheet. Beside it she had placed a pen attached by a chain to a solid black holder.

Toby peered over her shoulder. She could smell the lemony scent of his expensive aftershave. ‘He’ll be reading that from cover to cover tonight. Let’s hope our guests can come up with a few good things to say about her.’

 



Terry Street arrived at ten o’clock, securely cuffed to one prison officer and accompanied by another. He was brought in amidst the flash of camera lights. By then the reception area was packed. For the past hour it had felt more like a party than a funeral, a gathering of old friends slapping each other on the back and exchanging stories.

Everyone fell quiet as he walked in and then a murmur of sympathy rippled through the crowd. He stopped to shake hands, to exchange a few words with the assembled mourners.  Iris watched from the other side of the room. A lean, gaunt man in his early sixties, Street was impeccably dressed in a dark blue pinstriped suit, white shirt and tie. His thinning hair was grey and swept back off his forehead. She saw his eyes flick quickly around, but couldn’t tell whether he was searching for one particular person or simply checking out the attendance figures.

As he grew closer, Iris heard his voice for the first time. It was unexpectedly soft and low but also slightly raspy as if he was suffering from a bad cold.

Toby leaned forward and whispered in her ear. ‘Shot in the throat,’ he said as if reading her mind. ‘Lucky to survive.’ He gave a chuckle. ‘Well, lucky for him. I’m not sure about the rest of us.’

‘Toby,’ she remonstrated. She was not so much concerned with the content of the comment - there was probably some truth in it - as worried that he might be overheard.

As she looked more closely, Iris noticed the ugly white scars extending up from beneath the collar of Street’s shirt. She glanced away, not wanting to stare and a few seconds later he entered the private room. The door was open and as her gaze slid back, she saw the cuffs being removed from his wrist. He stepped forward then and embraced his two sons.

Chris and Danny Street had arrived twenty minutes earlier. Chris’s other half, a tall leggy blonde with long straight hair down to her waist, had been hanging from his arm like the original trophy wife. There were no signs on the older brother’s face of the altercation that had taken place yesterday. The younger one, however, was sporting a split lip and some bruising to his cheek.

‘Shame I missed the fun at the viewing,’ Toby said.

‘Serves you right for skiving off.’

‘I prefer to call it working from home. I see Deadhead took a beating.’

‘Deadhead?’ she repeated quietly.

Toby lowered his voice too. ‘Danny Street,’ he murmured. ‘A full-on nutter if ever I met one. Crack, H, coke, booze - you name it, it’s all there swimming around in his bloodstream. He takes the bloody stuff for breakfast. That is one crazy guy. Twisted too, if you get my meaning.’

Iris was pretty sure she did. She remembered the man’s dark glaring eyes as he had slammed his fist down on the desk. A shudder ran through her. ‘He was none too pleasant yesterday,’ she said resentfully. ‘He even called me “ginger”.’

Toby laughed, his breath fluttering lightly against her ear. ‘So it was you, not Wilder, who landed one on him.’

She smiled, almost wishing it was true. Then, reminded of Lizzie Street’s son, she rapidly scanned the reception area. ‘Do you think he’ll come? Guy Wilder, I mean. Do you think he’ll turn up?’

‘Not if he’s got any sense.’

‘But it’s his mother’s funeral. Can’t the family put aside whatever grievances they have for just one day?’

Toby laughed again. ‘Ah, my sweet Iris,’ he said teasingly, ‘what a lot you have to learn. Families like the Streets don’t put aside anything, not even to bury their dead.’

She was prevented from making a reply by the approach of Gerald Grand. He was heading for the private room with a group of five serious-looking men in tow. Three of them she recognised as being old-school villains, the type who had been active in the sixties and seventies and were now eking out their pensions by writing and promoting their memoirs. The other two were younger, faces she hadn’t seen before. They were, perhaps, trusted members of Street’s firm.

‘The chosen few,’ Toby said, echoing her thoughts.

The last thing Iris saw, before the door closed, was Chris Street taking a miniature bottle of whisky from his pocket and pouring it discreetly into his father’s coffee.

She returned her attention to reception and did the rounds again, making sure everyone was happy - or at least as happy as they could appear to be in the circumstances - and that they knew refreshments were available. She made a few cups of tea and passed them to anyone in need. She also provided some gentle reminders about the book sitting on the table. Everything was running smoothly and she wanted it to stay that way. Any complaints would inevitably find their way back to Terry Street and his worryingly violent sons.

Iris knew the faces of a few other people who were present, mainly B-list actors and actresses. How well they had actually been acquainted with Lizzie, she could only guess at. She had the feeling they were there more for the publicity than through any genuine sense of grief. The men were all in sharp suits, the women in fashionable black dresses, veiled hats and gloves. If she hadn’t known it was a funeral, it could easily have passed for a rather sombre West End film launch.

It was ten-twenty when Terry Street emerged from the room again. He went, along with his prison escort, to see the body of his wife and reappeared ten minutes later. That he had not been allowed to spend any time alone with her might have struck Iris as tragic if Guy Wilder’s words hadn’t been revolving in her head. ‘He’s got away with murder . . .’

Street’s face was tight as he came out, closed down and impossible to read. Retracing his steps, he moved through the reception area, stopping again to accept the condolences of anyone who offered them. The prison officers nudged him gently forward. There was a schedule to adhere to.

Iris followed them outside. The crowd had expanded now, snaking down the street for as far as the eye could see. A long row of shiny Daimlers were lined up behind the hearse. Most had been hired for the occasion; Tobias Grand & Sons didn’t have the money to keep such a fleet on standby. The car at the  very front, however, was a blue Peugeot - this was the prison vehicle that would transport Terry to the church. As he climbed into the back, one of the plumed horses pawed at the ground and snorted out a steamy cloud of breath.

While the other mourners found their seats in the cars behind, the press leapt into action, grabbing sound bites from anyone prepared to give them. And there wasn’t a shortage of volunteers. Iris lifted her brows as she heard praise for Lizzie’s ‘charity work’, her strong family values and her contribution, through her various businesses, to the regeneration of the local economy. No mention, naturally, of any of the more dubious enterprises she had been involved in.

‘Makes you laugh, doesn’t it?’ a voice beside her said.

Iris turned, surprised to find Guy Wilder standing beside her. He was dressed casually in blue jeans and a leather jacket. Apart from a little pinkness around the base of his nose, his face, like Chris Street’s, had escaped relatively unscathed from yesterday’s incident. She gave a faint smile, not sure what to say to him.

‘My mother, the loving matriarch,’ he continued caustically. ‘If she’s listening, she’s going to be lapping it up. Saint Lizzie! Still, she probably deserves to be sainted, just for putting up with Terry for so many years.’

Iris left a short pause before replying. ‘You’re not going to the church then?’

He shook his head, his gaze fixed firmly on the hearse as it started to pull away. ‘I’ve already said my goodbyes.’

Then, without another word, he moved swiftly off in the opposite direction to the cortège. She watched for a while as he wound his way through the onlookers. His head was down, his shoulders hunched. She felt a pang of pity. For all his apparent bitterness, it still wasn’t right that a son should be absent from his own mother’s funeral.

Iris wrapped her arms around her chest and shivered. It was  cold and she didn’t have her coat. A chill wind cut through her thin blouse, boring into her bones. Time to go back in before she caught pneumonia. Time to start the dreary process of clearing up. She had been hoping for some help from Toby, but he was nowhere to be seen. Had he gone to St Mark’s? Perhaps he was hoping for an invitation to the gathering afterwards.

As Iris headed back inside, she experienced a peculiar pricking on the back of her neck.

Frowning, she turned and instinctively looked across the road. A small, wiry man, in his late sixties or maybe even older, was staring straight at her. Despite his age, his eyes were sharp and sly. It was not a casual or even vaguely leery kind of look. It was nothing short of confrontational. Even when she returned his gaze, he didn’t look away. It was as if he wanted her to know he was there, wanted her to feel uncomfortable.

For a few seconds their eyes remained locked and then he suddenly ducked his head and disappeared into the crowd.




Chapter Four

Alice Avery put on her green scrubs, her apron and a pair of thin latex gloves. She looked in the mirror and patted her stomach, aware of the extra weight she had accumulated since turning forty. Her face had grown plumper too and she pulled in her cheeks for a second, trying to recapture the more sculpted contours of her youth.

To avoid the crowds, Alice had used the back door and made her way down the old stone staircase to the basement of Tobias Grand & Sons. It was only here, in these cool sterile rooms, that she could truly relax. This was her territory, both familiar and comforting. She could not say for certain exactly when or why the world had become such a threatening place, she could only remember the frantic beating of her twenty-three-year-old heart as she walked through the hospital ward and her growing dread of having to deal with the demands of yet another living, breathing patient.

It was not that she disliked people - on the contrary, she had always had a burning desire to help them - but she somehow lacked the means to connect. Efficiency, she could do, hard  work was second nature to her, but that other necessary element, the ability to communicate, was missing from her personality. Her briskness, matched with her natural reserve, had the unfortunate effect of conveying a certain lack of compassion. Which was why, after numerous discussions with Sister Lewis, she had eventually been forced to accept that nursing was not for her. Although dismayed at the time, feeling herself a failure, she was grateful now for the well-intentioned advice that had propelled her into an occupation where she was both satisfied and happy.

Well, she had been happy until a week ago. And of course she still was in many ways, more so perhaps than she had been for years. But she was scared too. She knew that what she had done was wrong, that it went against everything she believed in. And if anyone found out . . .

A shudder ran through her.

Alice quickly turned her attention to the job in hand. She had to stay calm, to try and put it behind her. The cadaver had already been taken from the refrigerated unit and laid on the table. It was a male in his late sixties who had died suddenly from a heart attack. She was glad of that. Not that he had died, obviously, but that he hadn’t been the victim of a car crash or some other disfiguring incident that might involve a large amount of complicated restructuring. A run of sleepless nights hadn’t done much for her concentration. The more straightforward things were today, the better.

Sometimes she worked with the radio on, but this morning she wasn’t in the mood. After she had checked for evidence of a pacemaker - the guys at the crematorium didn’t need any explosive surprises - she got on with the cleaning. Alice was not the type of person who could completely disassociate herself from the corpse she was working on. Although she viewed the body as a shell or a skin that had been shed, and thus felt  no particular feelings for it, she respected the soul it had once contained. She also couldn’t help musing on what their life might have been like. Had the person been popular, successful or had they struggled like her? Had they loved, been loved? She searched for evidence of their history in the flesh and bones that were laid in front of her. She studied their nails and hair, their scars and imperfections.

As she massaged the limbs, working out the rigor mortis, Alice was already constructing in her head an image of the kind of life Joseph Bayle may have led. He had been a thickset man, jowly, with rough hands and knuckles. Not a white collar worker, that was for sure. His nose had been broken more than once and a fading anchor tattoo decorated his left bicep. He was a man who had travelled widely perhaps, but had chosen to return to the East End. Maybe he had lived in one of the little two-up, two-down terraces that were widespread in the area. There would probably be a widow, children and grandchildren too.

Alice made the necessary incision in the carotid artery and began the process of injecting the formaldehyde, watching as the fluid began to spread through the vascular system, plumping out the tissue. Soon the body would achieve a healthier colour.

People were either revolted or intrigued by what she did, usually a combination of the two. Back in the days when she’d still attended dinner parties - the few friends she had were always trying to matchmake, to fix her up with another ‘sad and single’ - the revelation that she was an embalmer had more often than not stunned her prospective suitor into silence. Had she told them she was a nurse, their reaction would have been quite different. That profession was acceptable, praiseworthy, even downright sexy in most men’s eyes. But working with the dead was just creepy. Most of the guys she’d met were too busy  worrying about where her hands had been earlier to even think about getting to know her better.

But none of that mattered now. After nine long years of celibacy, Alice finally had someone in her life again. She smiled as she picked up the trocar, a long metal tube with sharp blades at one end and a point for attaching a hose at the other. After putting the hose in place she connected it to an aspirator, a device for creating suction. Alice pierced the abdomen just above the navel and skilfully punctured each of the major organs in turn, keeping the instrument in place long enough for their fluids to be drained.


She thought of him gently touching her, caressing her. Of his lips lightly brushing against the nape of her neck, of his hands roaming down to cup her breasts, to touch her stomach, and then his legs sweetly forcing hers apart. No one had ever touched her quite like that before or whispered such seductive words. The kind of words she should have been disgusted by, but . . .

After death, the contents of the organs began to decompose, creating a build-up of gases and bacteria. All kinds of smells, including bile and urine, could emanate from the corpse. Once the draining process was complete, Alice connected the trocar to a bottle of cavity fluid. This was another important stage of the process. It was essential to cleanse the body as thoroughly as possible. Inserting the trocar again, she waited as the fluid flowed into the body, providing a fresher smell and quickly firming up the tissue.

When this was done, Alice carefully sutured the hole where the trocar had been inserted and checked her watch. Just over an hour and a half since she’d begun. All she had left to do now was the cosmetics, the part of her job as important as anything that had gone before. For those who came to view the body, what they saw in that time would leave a lasting impression. Which was why it was not just important but essential for her  to make Joseph Bayle look as peaceful as possible. And why she had to keep her mind on the job.

Was it wrong to feel so thrilled, so excited by him? The breath caught in her throat. She already felt like she knew every inch of his body. As if he’d been seared on to her skin, burnt into every inch of her flesh, he was as much a part of her as her own beating heart.

Alice shook her head, trying to concentrate. Joseph Bayle still had most of his own teeth, so she didn’t need to put in any dentures or pad the mouth out with cotton wool. She did, however, have to ensure that his mouth remained closed. She did this by threading a length of string through the lower jaw, into the upper, through the septum of the nose and back down again, tying the ends together. The eyes were the next thing she addressed.

She thought of his eyes, of how beautiful they were, how clear and enquiring. When he looked at her he saw the real Alice, not a dull, drab female heading towards middle age, but a woman of intelligence and sensitivity - a woman, most of all, who was still desirable.

Gently she placed the plastic lens-like caps under the lids, their textured surface, along with a dab of Vaseline, ensuring that the eyes remained closed. Some embalmers used glue, but she didn’t care for it herself. She cleaned the body again, then washed and dried the few remaining strands of thin grey hair. Next, she shaved his face and neck, removed a few stray hairs from the nostrils and tidied up his fingernails.

All that was needed now was a little light make-up. She turned and took the cosmetics bag off the counter. This was where she had to be especially careful: the trick was to add subtle shades to the bloodless face whilst keeping the appearance as natural as possible. She applied a layer of fine translucent foundation, blending it with her fingertips, and  then added a tiny amount of colour to the cheeks. A final dab of lipstick, massaged into the lips, completed the task.

Alice stood back and viewed her work. She was pleased by it, satisfied that she had done a good job. No, better than that - an excellent job! If there was one thing she excelled at, it was breathing life into the bodies of the dead.




Chapter Five

By midday, the reception area had been cleared of its debris and the furniture returned to its rightful position. Iris had swept the heap of polystyrene cups and plastic spoons into a black bin liner, run a damp cloth over all the surfaces and even given the carpet a quick vacuum. Although this fell outside the realm of her more usual secretarial duties, she wasn’t going to complain; her main priority these days was just keeping busy. And making sure she kept her job.

Like so many other small firms, this one was finding it tough in the present economic climate. There was no shortage of prospective clients - as Toby delighted in pointing out, people were always going to die - but getting them or their relatives to choose Tobias Grand & Sons above the competition remained a major problem. The funeral parlour may have stood in the High Street for over a hundred years, but tradition had ceased to count for much.

However, a large and very public funeral like Lizzie Street’s was always good for business. It would get Tobias Grand & Sons’s name mentioned in the local papers and even on the  regional news - the kind of publicity money couldn’t buy. This was probably why, after his return from Kellston Cemetery, Gerald Grand was looking so pleased with himself. Or maybe it was simply relief that everything had gone so well. Obviously no unexpected punch-ups or other graveside disputes had marred the smooth running of the ceremony.

He gave Iris an unusually wide smile, thanked her for all the cleaning she’d done, and then disappeared into his brother’s office. Whether he had gone to pass on the good news or, more likely, to start the joyous process of compiling the bill, was anyone’s guess. William Grand dealt mainly with the financial side of the business.

‘The Brothers Grimm’ was how Toby always referred to them, having little respect for either his father or his uncle. It made Iris laugh although she always felt guilty about it afterwards. Well, guilty about William at least, who was always scrupulously polite to her. Ten years younger than Gerald, he was the very opposite to him in personality: a reserved, grey man who never said more than he had to. He floated around the premises as quietly as a ghost. If it wasn’t for the invoices he periodically placed on her desk, Iris could easily forget he even existed.

Toby was convinced that William had the ‘hots’ for Alice Avery and teased the poor woman mercilessly about it. Her cheeks would blush bright red whenever Toby was on the attack, her shy shoulders hunching in defence, her eyes becoming liquid. Iris always did her best to deflect the worst of his onslaughts, either by glaring at him or trying to provide some diversionary snippets of gossip, but rarely to much effect. Once Toby got his teeth into someone he never let go.

‘You shouldn’t do that,’ Iris had remonstrated more than once, usually after Alice had scuttled back down to the basement.

‘Why not?’ he always retorted. ‘Those two are perfect for each other. They just need a shove in the right direction.’

But Iris wasn’t so sure. If, as the saying went, opposites attract, then William Grand was the last person Alice would be interested in.

 



The afternoon was quiet and at four o’clock, with no one else in reception, she took the opportunity to give Michael a ring. When he answered the call, she could hear the sound of voices and loud music in the background. He was, she guessed, in a pub somewhere. ‘Hi, it’s me. Where are you?’

‘What?’

‘It’s Iris.’

‘Hello, love. Sorry . . . sorry, it’s noisy in here. I can’t hear you too good. I’ll go outside, shall I?’

From the tone of his voice she could tell he didn’t really relish the prospect of stepping out into the cold winter air. Or was perhaps just unwilling to give up the comfortable seat he was occupying. ‘No, it’s okay. I need to talk to you but it can wait.’ It didn’t seem right shouting down the line that she wouldn’t be able to make it on Friday evening. Better to buy him a drink and do it face to face. ‘Where are you?’ she said again. ‘I’ll be finished in an hour or so. Can we meet up?’

 



Iris paused as she stepped through the door, her ears protesting at the noise. She couldn’t believe how crowded it was. The Hope & Anchor, situated close to Kellston Station, was not so much an old-fashioned East End pub as one that no one had bothered to redecorate for a decade or three. It had been neglected to the point where it now seemed almost deliberately retro. The brown lino flooring was scuffed and stained and pocked with cigarette burns. An old, scarred counter arced around the right-hand side. To her left were a couple of slot machines and a juke box that was pounding out ‘Mack the Knife’ by Frank Sinatra. Oh the shark has pretty teeth dear . . .

It was only as she was forcing her way through a sea of black designer clothes and recognising a few faces from the morning that she realised what was going on. This dingy backstreet pub was, amazingly, the venue for Lizzie Street’s wake. Of course, it wasn’t strictly a wake - these were supposed to take place before a person was buried - but she couldn’t think of what else to call it.

‘What are you doing here?’ she said when she eventually found Michael. He was at a table near the back, the last third of a pint of Guinness sitting in front of him. She bent to kiss his cheek, catching a pungent whiff of his alcohol-laden breath. ‘Isn’t this a private do?’

‘Nah, not that private,’ he said, shifting along the bench to make room for her. ‘Everyone’s welcome.’ He patted the seat. ‘Come on, love, sit down.’

Unconvinced, Iris remained standing. She was uncomfortable at the thought of gatecrashing such an occasion.

His smiling blue eyes gazed up at her. ‘I’m just paying my final respects, sweetheart.’

More like taking advantage of the free drinks that would have been on offer earlier, she thought. Michael O’Donnell could sniff out a freebie from a mile away. ‘You didn’t even know her.’

‘Sure I did. Me and the lovely Lizzie went to school together.’

Iris stared down at him, amazed. ‘You never said.’

‘Did you ever ask?’ he replied with a grin. He rummaged in his pocket and produced a grubby tenner. ‘What are you having?’

‘It’s okay,’ she said, waving the note aside. ‘I’ll get these.’

At the bar, she had plenty of time to look around. The three curvy barmaids were run off their feet; there was nothing like a good funeral to get the tills ringing. Especially if the old faces were present. Everyone wanted to ingratiate themselves, to ply the ‘boys’ with drinks and compliments. Terry Street might  have been returned to his lonely prison cell, but his attention-seeking cronies were more than happy to fill the gap.

Iris noticed Toby across the far side of the pub. So this was where he’d been all afternoon. He and the volatile Danny Street were standing together, knocking back shorts and laughing loudly. Since when had those two become so pally? Not that she was overly surprised. Toby was one of those typical, middle-class guys, resentful of their comfortable background and fascinated by the world of crime. Rubbing shoulders with the local sharp-suited villains was probably his idea of living dangerously. After a minute she spotted Chris Street too, deep in conversation with a pair of hard-looking bruisers. Neither of the brothers seemed particularly upset - nor, come to that, did anybody else. Of course, wakes were not supposed to be dreary affairs, but the degree of mourning in this room was so negligible as to be virtually absent.

One of the girls eventually took her order. Iris bought a pint of Guinness and a large red wine, elbowed her way back through the crowd and sat down beside Michael. ‘Why did they choose this place?’ As soon as she said it she was reminded of Guy Wilder’s very same question about Tobias Grand & Sons.

‘It’s one of her joints - or rather, one of Terry’s. The first place he bought after he made a few quid.’ He finished his pint and immediately started on the next. He nodded towards the bar. ‘No point letting all those readies drop into some other landlord’s pocket. They’ll make a decent wad today.’

Hardly the point, Iris thought, although not a startling revelation either. Villains like the Streets were not renowned for their sentiment, especially when it came to the cold hard business of profit and loss. ‘So what was Lizzie like?’

Michael lifted his broad shoulders and shrugged. She waited, but he still didn’t speak.

‘You said that you knew her.’

‘Ah, that was a long time ago.’

Iris sensed his reluctance, but it only fuelled her curiosity. ‘So what was she like back then? Come on, I’m interested. I’d like to know.’

Her uncle gave a soft sigh, glanced around as if to check that no one else was listening and then leaned closer to her. ‘Hot,’ he murmured in her ear, ‘the hottest girl I’ve ever met.’

She smiled. ‘And?’

‘And smart with it. That girl had looks and brains. She always knew exactly what she wanted.’

‘Did you two . . .?’

Michael sat back and laughed. ‘Are you kidding? We were mates, we used to bunk off school together, but that was all. Even at that tender age, the lovely Lizzie had ambition, and grubby little oiks like me didn’t fit into her plans for the future.’

‘Is that just a tiny hint of resentment I can hear?’

He took another swig of his pint and gave her a sideways look. ‘I’m way too old for regrets, love.’

Which provided Iris with a timely reminder of why she was here. She still had to tell him that she couldn’t make the meal on Friday. ‘You’re not old,’ she insisted. At forty-eight he was only two years younger than her father. Which, in turn, reminded her that it would be his fiftieth birthday soon. December 30. It was one of those landmark dates that would normally be marked by a family celebration.

‘I feel it,’ Michael said. ‘My bones are starting to creak.’

As Iris looked at him, she wondered how much of her father, how much of Sean O’Donnell, she might be seeing too. From the small but precious collection of photographs she possessed, they had clearly been physically similar when they were young: the same height, the same solid build, square jaw, blue eyes and black curly hair. Streaks of silver were running through Michael’s hair now, but it was still as thick as when he’d been  twenty. Although the booze hadn’t done much for his appearance, reddening his cheeks and thickening his waist, he was still a handsome man. There was every chance that her father - if he was still alive - might not look too different.

She was taking a sip of her wine, preparing herself to make the necessary excuses for Friday, when Michael put his pint down on the table and began to talk again. ‘Lizzie had big plans, starting with getting out of this Godforsaken hole, but it all went wrong for her. Got up the duff, didn’t she, when she was fourteen, got landed with a kid she didn’t want and . . .’ Then, remembering Iris’s miscarriage, he stopped suddenly and scowled. ‘Shit. Sorry, I didn’t . . .’

Iris laid her hand on her arm. ‘It’s all right. I’m not made of porcelain. I won’t shatter if you mention babies.’

‘I didn’t mean to . . .’

‘I know,’ she said, leaning affectionately against him. She sometimes thought Michael grieved more for the loss than Luke ever had. ‘It’s okay. As it happens, I met him yesterday. Lizzie’s kid, I mean. Except he’s all grown up now.’

‘Guy?’

She nodded. ‘Yeah. He came in to see her at Tobias Grand & Sons. Unfortunately, his timing wasn’t great. The Streets arrived ten minutes later and . . . let’s just say that the reunion wasn’t a happy one.’

‘Tore the place up, did they?’ He laughed. ‘I bet that arse-licking guvnor of yours was none too pleased.’

‘Not overjoyed, no.’

Michael laughed again, but then suddenly grew serious. He gazed almost mournfully down into his drink. ‘She really loved that kid, you know. Worshipped the ground he walked on.’

‘Did she? Only I heard that . . .’ Iris hesitated, in two minds as to whether she should repeat what Guy Wilder had said. She couldn’t claim that he had told her anything in confidence but  then again he had just been in a nose-bleeding scrap with a couple of thugs while he was supposed to be viewing the body of his mother. People came out with all kinds of regrettable comments when they were grieving or in shock.

‘That she was a heartless bitch who dumped him with his gran?’ Michael suggested, saving her the bother of wrestling too hard with her conscience.

Iris stared down at the table.

He saw the look on her face and nodded. ‘Well, Lizzie had her reasons. She knew what Terry Street was like, the kind of life he lived. There were things she wanted - money, power, the good life - but she wasn’t stupid. Nah, never that. She knew there’d be a price to pay. Terry’s world was hard and vicious. You know what I mean? Big risks, but with big rewards too. She was determined to give that kid all the chances she never had, but to distance him from all the bad stuff too. She was just trying to keep him safe.’

Iris thought of a confused seven-year-old boy separated from his mother whilst she chose to take care of another man’s kids. ‘He might not have seen it that way.’

‘At least he’s still alive - which is more than can be said for Liam.’

‘Who?’

‘Terry’s eldest. Shot, weren’t he? Same time as his old man. Got his stupid bleedin’ brains blown out when he was seventeen. ’ Michael took another gulp of his Guinness, his tongue sliding quickly across his lips to lick away the residue of foam. ‘So maybe Lizzie had a point after all. Trouble is, love, you can’t live in that world without getting infected by it. It eats into you, destroying anything good or decent. In the end she grew as cold as Terry . . . and as brutal.’ He paused again, shook his head and gave a soft cynical sigh. ‘The silly cow never learned; no matter how good or bad, she always had to be the best at everything she did.’

Iris, surprised at how much he knew about Lizzie, couldn’t resist asking the million-dollar question. She kept her voice low. ‘So who do you think killed her?’

‘Take your pick. The list of suspects is as long as your arm.’ He looked up, slowly scanning the crowd. ‘Half of them are probably here. She didn’t go out of her way to make herself popular. ’

Iris followed his gaze, her eyes eventually alighting on Chris Street again. Had Guy been serious when he’d made the accusation about his stepfather? Could one or both of Terry’s sons have been responsible for her death? She was about to ask more when Michael flapped his hand. ‘Anyhow, sweetheart, enough of all that. You didn’t come here to get the lowdown on Lizzie. What was it you wanted to see me about?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said reluctantly. ‘It’s about Friday . . .’




Chapter Six

Michael was as understanding as she’d guessed he would be. He laughed and shook his head. ‘So that’s what the long face has been about. You had me worried there. I was starting to think it might be something serious.’

‘It is serious,’ she insisted. ‘It’s your birthday. I’m really sorry - I’d get out of it if I could but . . .’

‘Lord, I have one of those every year. And that young man of yours has his job to consider. It wouldn’t look too good if he skipped his own work’s party, would it?’

He was, she thought, a lot more considerate of Luke than Luke would ever be of him. ‘We can still get together for lunch.’

‘That would be grand,’ he said, putting his arm around her and giving her a squeeze.

Toby chose that moment to bounce into view. His blue eyes were shining brightly and it was clear that it wasn’t just the drink he’d been on. He had the fast-talking, overconfidence of someone who’d been sniffing the white stuff.

‘Hey, gorgeous. How’s it going? Looking lovely as always. You should have told me you were coming. Not a bad turnout, is it?  There must be half of Kellston here.’ He looked at her breasts rather blatantly before turning to Michael. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’ Then, before she had the chance to reply, he put out his hand. ‘Hi, I’m Toby. I have the pleasure of working with Iris.’

‘Toby Grand,’ Iris said pointedly in case Michael chose that moment to make an ill-judged comment about Gerald. Not that Toby would be offended - he always enjoyed slagging off his father - but she had no intention of getting involved in a public exchange of insults about her employer.

‘Michael,’ her uncle said, shaking the outstretched hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise. I was just off to the bar. Can I get you another?’

Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, Michael nodded. ‘That’s very good of you, son. I’ll take a Guinness and Iris will have . . .’

‘Iris is fine,’ she said firmly, worried that if Toby stayed for much longer, his new best friend might decide to join them too. After what had happened yesterday she had no desire to renew the acquaintance.

Michael, eager for the pint but aware of a certain atmosphere, looked from one to the other. Then, either mistaking the ensuing silence for a cue to make himself scarce or simply in need of a pee, he stood up and headed for the Gents.

Toby slid into the space beside her. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘I could say the same.’ She picked up her glass. ‘So what’s with you and Danny boy? I thought you couldn’t stand him.’

‘Just doing my duty,’ he said, grinning widely. ‘Making sure I keep the punters happy. As Pa would say, you can’t overestimate the importance of customer service. We’re going on to a club later. Fancy joining us?’

Iris couldn’t imagine anything she’d like less. ‘No thanks.’

‘Come on,’ he urged. ‘It’ll be a laugh.’

‘Other plans, I’m afraid.’

‘What kind of plans?’ Then, before she had the opportunity to come up with anything even vaguely plausible, he threw a sneaky glance in the direction of the Gents. ‘Oh, right. I get it. Something you’d rather your better half didn’t know about, huh?’

Iris frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Well, you’d usually be at home by now, putting on the dinner and waiting for your loved one to return. Instead, here you are snuggling up to—’

‘Snuggling?’ she said.

Toby tapped the side of his nose with a finger. ‘Hey, your secret’s safe with me, darling. Everyone’s entitled to a little fun. I won’t tell if you don’t.’

Had it been anyone but Toby, she would have been offended. As it was, she knew that he was too much under the influence to be thinking even faintly straight. ‘I hate to disappoint you, sweetie, but he’s actually my uncle.’

‘Really?’ Hoping for something much more scandalous, Toby didn’t attempt to hide his disappointment. ‘You never told me you had relatives round here.’

‘There are lots of things I don’t tell you.’ She crossed her legs and glanced down at the glasses on the table. ‘I thought you were going to the bar.’

‘You said you didn’t want one.’

‘I don’t.’

It took a few seconds for the penny to drop and then Toby giggled. ‘You trying to get rid of me, Iris?’

‘God forbid,’ she said, smiling back. ‘But I need to talk to Michael. Family stuff. You don’t mind, do you? We can catch up tomorrow. You can tell me all about your great night out.’

Still laughing, Toby got to his feet. ‘It’s a date,’ he said, blowing her a breezy kiss before heading back across the room.

She took a few sips of her wine and wondered what kind of a mood Luke was likely to be in when he came home that night. Although it pained her to admit it, she wasn’t looking forward to seeing him. Recently, it had all been niggles and rows, minor squabbles that escalated into bigger arguments. She understood his frustration - he wanted the old Iris back, the fun one with drive and attitude - but she couldn’t fake what wasn’t there. They were both stubborn and the more he pushed, the more she resisted.

‘Pssst.’

Iris looked up at the sound, surprised to see an old man standing beside her. He was wearing a grubby grey overcoat and a red scarf pulled tight around his neck. It took her a moment to place him and when she did her heart gave a jolt. He was the same man who’d been in the High Street that morning, the one who’d been staring so determinedly at her.

‘Yes?’

‘Got the time, love?’

She gazed at him for a moment and then looked down at her watch. ‘Ten past six.’

‘Ta.’ Then he leaned down, getting too close to her face. His oily voice was hardly more than a whisper. ‘You and me need a little chat.’

‘Do we?’ she said, automatically shifting back. His breath was bad and his body reeked of stale sweat and tobacco. ‘What do you want?’

His thin cracked lips crawled into a smile. ‘It’s more like a matter of what you might be wantin’.’

Her eyes widened. ‘I’m sorry?’ Alarm bells were starting to go off. She had clearly been landed with the local nutter. Quickly, she looked around. She didn’t feel threatened exactly - the pub  was full of people - but she didn’t fancy spending any more time with him than she had to. Where the hell was Michael? It didn’t take this long to have a pee. Then, to her dismay, she suddenly caught sight of the top of his head in the middle of the crowd at the bar. Realising that Toby’s offer of a free pint was unlikely to materialise, he’d decided to buy the round himself.

‘I’m waiting for someone,’ she said, as if the old man might be in the process of propositioning her.

‘Don’t you want to know where your daddy is?’

Iris’s mouth dropped open. She could feel the blood draining from her face, a coldness running through her. The response, when she finally got it out, sounded thick and croaky. ‘W-what do you mean? Who are you?’
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