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Steph Barker can’t forget her past. A single mother, Steph runs a women’s shelter for local prostitutes while coming to terms with a tragic loss. And it’s people like Joseph Potter, battling with his own grief, who keep her going.


When Hennie, one of her friends from the shelter, goes missing, Steph’s convinced Hennie’s violent pimp Artie Rogers has something to do with it. Steph and Artie go way back, but his reign of terror throughout the Medway towns is out of control and even she can’t do anything to stop him. Then another prostitute disappears and it’s time to find out who’s guilty.


Everyone has their secrets - but one of them is getting away with murder.
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Prologue


Kent


1987


February




Vengeance is in my heart, death in my hand, blood and revenge are hammering in my head.


William Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus












Steph Barker stared at her hands. She stood in her small lounge, unable to move as her gaze took in the scene in front of her. There was blood everywhere. Bloody fingerprints smeared the floral wallpaper and her new yellow cushions were stained a dark red. Her blouse was soaked in the stuff, and the coppery smell of death filled her nose.


She closed her eyes, swallowing down the urge to vomit. Her chest felt tight and it was all she could do to breathe. What the fuck had just happened?


Somewhere in the distance, she could hear music playing. Only a few days ago she’d been dancing around the kitchen table to some song on the radio, and now . . . Fuck, she needed to get out of here, but where could she go?


Steph forced herself to open her eyes. She’d hoped the darkness would hide it, but the glow of the fairy lights hanging from her mantelpiece lit up the body that lay motionless on the floor.


Almost in a trance, Steph turned and staggered out of the room on unsteady legs, closing the door behind her. But there was no escaping the blood. There were red splatters on the walls and a trail of smeared blood led from the hallway to the kitchen. Gripping the hallway table for support, Steph felt her stomach cramp and she began to vomit.


Still retching, she wiped her mouth, grabbed her car keys and raced out the back door. Her only thought was to pick up her daughter from her mate’s house and get as far away from here as possible.


But at the thought of what would happen to Stacey if the Old Bill caught up with them, she stopped in her tracks.


What the fuck was she thinking? Every copper in the country would be looking for her, and if she got sent down, her daughter would be taken into care. Steph had first-hand experience of children’s homes and foster parents. She couldn’t put Stacey through that.


So for the next half hour, Steph scrubbed floors and washed walls, filling bowl after bowl with hot water and sluicing every surface, even the blood-splattered path by the back door. Then she went to the sink and held her hands under the flow of scalding water, scraping all the blood from her nails and scrubbing until her skin was raw.


Finally, she took the stairs two at a time and ran into her bedroom. The flames on the gas fire reflected off the silver tinsel she’d wound around her bedframe for a bit of glamour, giving off a weird glow as she rolled up the large rug beneath the window and dragged it downstairs.


At the lounge door she paused to steady herself before turning the handle. As the door opened, her gaze immediately went to the body. When she stepped gingerly towards it, she sensed movement and glanced up to be confronted with her own reflection, caught in the mirror above the sofa. Her face was drawn, her green eyes wide with panic and circled with dark shadows. She rubbed at the blood smeared across her cheek. The cut was deeper and angrier than she’d realised.


Fighting off another wave of nausea, she wiped away her tears and unrolled the rug next to the body. Then she wrapped her hands around the handle of the knife embedded in the torso. She was trembling so hard, the body began to shake beneath her. Come on, come on, she told herself. You can do this. Squeezing her eyes shut, she began to pull. As she did, a noise came from behind her. Startled, she let go of the knife and spun round, her heart dropping as the front-room door opened . . .









Book One


Kent


1986


December




Hell is other people.


Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit












Chapter One


Steph Barker took a sip of her strong sweet tea and sighed with contentment. She’d bought the old council house a couple of months ago, but the novelty of owning her own home had yet to wear off. She kept the place spotless. Having everything spick and span was important to her. The smell of beef casserole wafted from the oven, filling the room. The dishes had been washed and put away, the tea towel lay folded neatly on the side and the polished pine cupboards sparkled with silver and gold tinsel.


She loved Christmas with a passion, from the carol singers, to the brandy butter she got half price from Safeways in Chatham, to the six-foot tree that only just managed to fit into her tiny lounge. When it came to decorations, the tackier the better in her view. Even when it wasn’t Christmas, Steph always kept a few sparkly bits and bobs on display.


Not everyone was so cheerful about it, mind. Only yesterday her neighbours had complained about the giant inflatable Father Christmas she’d got her mate to put on her roof. Not that she gave two fucks what they or anyone else thought. Steph had long since stopped worrying what people thought of her. She was who she was, take it or leave it.


Finishing off her tea, she gave the cup a quick rinse and put it on the draining board. She grabbed her packet of Benson and Hedges off the side, lit one and stared out into her front garden, admiring the life-size plastic reindeer and sledge. It was going to cost her a bloody arm and a leg on the electric, but she’d been putting a bit of money away every week, so she wasn’t overly concerned.


It was a far cry from how things used to be. She was sober, for a start. Apart from that dark time five and a half years ago when she’d fallen off the wagon big time, she hadn’t touched a drop since she’d found out she was pregnant – and her daughter was thirteen now.


Steph smiled. She always did when she thought of Stacey. From the moment she’d first held that tiny baby in her arms, she’d loved the bones of her. When things had been tough, it was the thought of Stacey that kept her from falling back into her old ways.


A face suddenly appeared at the window and Steph jumped, stifling a scream. ‘Fucking hell, Pete, what the hell are you trying to do, give me a flipping heart attack?’ Stubbing out her cigarette, Steph scowled at her ex-partner. ‘What do you want?’ she demanded, making no move to let him in.


‘Oh, that’s a fucking nice welcome, ain’t it?’


‘I’m not here to give you the red-carpet treatment – just tell me what you want.’


Pete Brown’s face twisted into a sneer. ‘Just let us fucking in, Steph. I haven’t got all day.’ Conscious of his lack of height, he made up for it with bad attitude.


She folded her arms. Already he was getting on her nerves. ‘That’s not going to happen.’


‘I want to see Stacey,’ he yelled.


‘She’s not here. You know very well she has swimming every Monday.’


When Pete disappeared from the window without a word, it took Steph just a beat to realise what he was about to do. She grabbed the key off the hook and rushed to lock the back door.


Too late.


She threw all her weight against the door, but Pete planted his foot in the doorway making it impossible for her to close it, then began ramming the door with his shoulder. It was a routine they’d been through hundreds of times before. Whenever Pete broke up with a girlfriend or things didn’t go his way, he’d be straight round to make sure Steph had a shit time of it too.


‘Just leave it, Pete.’


‘Steph, come on, stop pissing around,’ he huffed. His nasal whine made him sound like he had a permanent cold.


Not for the first time, she wondered what she’d ever seen in him. She’d known from the start he was a wrong ’un, but the estate she’d grown up on was full of wrong ’uns – including her own father. Her earliest memory was of dear old dad battering her mum to a bloody pulp. She spent her childhood in and out of care while her mum’s boyfriends came and went, leaving their mark in more ways than one – on her as well as her mother. So she’d known enough bad men to recognise the type, but she’d told herself Pete was different. It was only when he shifted from piling on the charm to piling on the punches that she realised what a vicious bastard he was.


She’d put up with him until Stacey was born. Determined to give her little girl a better life, she’d done a runner, trading Bethnal Green for Gillingham in Kent, where she had a mate. After a few peaceful years, Pete tracked her down. He hadn’t been happy that she was thriving without him, especially when he’d found out that she was with someone else. But by that time she no longer feared him. She saw him for what he was: a pathetic waste of space she could do without. Despite relentless pressure, she refused to take him back.


Even when Pete set up home half a mile away, she stayed put. She wasn’t about to spend the rest of her days running away from him. Besides, she’d made a life for herself here. She had good mates and a job, and Stacey was happy in school.


Surprisingly, Pete turned out to be a decent enough dad – when he wasn’t in prison, that was. Though she suspected him of using Stacey as an excuse to hang around, Steph never tried to deny him access. She didn’t want her daughter to end up blaming her for keeping them apart, or imagining the father she’d never met to be some sort of hero. Steph had no doubt that regular contact would allow Stace to see for herself what a wanker Pete was.


‘Pete, I’m busy. Standing here playing bleedin’ tug of war with my door is not my idea of fun.’


Pete seesawed between hating her and being unable to live without her. When he’d found out that she was shacked up with someone else, it had messed with his head. For a while he’d hung around, spying on her, unable to let go. Soon as he realised the other bloke was off the scene, he’d celebrated with a couple of grams of coke, convinced that now she’d welcome him with open arms. Instead, she’d shut the door in his face. And here she was, doing it again.


‘Pete, don’t you ever get tired of this?’


She was using that weary tone of voice again, as though she was too good for him. It made him laugh how respectable she tried to be these days: her tits were put away now, her arse was no longer hanging out of her skirt and her face was scrubbed clean of make-up, unlike when they’d been together and she was on the game. Christ, she’d trowelled it on then.


Steph sighed. ‘Well, let me put it another way, then: can you just piss right off, Pete.’


Pete’s temper flared. ‘Who the fuck d’you think you’re talking to?’ He was tempted to give her a good hiding like he used to do. But there was something in her eyes these days that told him she wouldn’t put up with it.


He jabbed his finger at her. ‘Just because you don’t spread your legs any more, doesn’t mean you ain’t still a whore, so you can stop with this high and mighty act. We both know you’ll come crawling back to me eventually.’


Steph rolled her eyes. There was a time she’d have taken the bait, but she was tired of fighting with him. They’d been at it for years and it got them nowhere. She wasn’t sure if it was his bruised ego or if he genuinely thought he could wear her down to the point she’d take him back. Either way, she wished he’d bugger off and leave her alone.


‘Anybody would be too good for you, Pete. All you’re doing now is reminding me why I shouldn’t go near you with a fucking bargepole. Either you leave now or I’m calling the Old Bill.’


He snarled. ‘And say what?’


‘That I’ve got a fucking Christmas elf on my doorstep that needs locking up.’


‘One day, Steph, you’re going to push me to the fucking limit, and then you’ll really regret it, darlin’ . . .’


She jammed the door further on his foot making him wince and stumble backwards. ‘Not unless you push me to the limit first, Pete, and you’re the one who’ll be feeding the fish at the bottom of the Thames. Now piss off.’ She slammed the door.


The letter box immediately flicked open.


He peered through it. ‘Steph—’


She kicked it shut, nearly trapping his fingers in the metal flap. ‘I said, piss off, Pete! Oh, and don’t forget it’s parents’ evening tomorrow at Stacey’s school.’


Taking a deep breath, she reached for the ashtray and re-lit her cigarette. Although she wasn’t scared of him, he still had a knack for winding her up. Taking a calming draw on her fag, she glanced across to the photo on the fridge and smiled. It had been taken seven years ago, when she was pregnant with Andy. She’d been so happy then.


Jerking away from that thought, she stubbed out her cigarette, got to her feet and grabbed her black plastic mac off the back of the chair. No way was she going to let that miserable fucker spoil her first Christmas in her new home. Right now she had more important things to do, like visiting her son . . .









Chapter Two


Hennie Matthews had seen enough dicks to write an encyclopaedia on them. Short ones, fat ones, crooked ones, skinny ones, shrivelled ones – she’d seen them all. She had no particular preference. A dick was a dick, and as long as the owner of said dick paid up, she didn’t care.


She’d been on the game since she’d given her first blow job on her thirteenth birthday. There’d been a time she could remember that day vividly, but years of heavy boozing had blurred her memories.


As far as she could remember, her mum had taken her for a drink in a working-man’s club near the docks in Chatham. It had been rough as fuck and the punters came in their droves. It was where her mum went most evenings.


She was clear on only one thing: when one of mum’s punters – a stinking old pervert with a beer belly and a saggy ball sac – had offered extra for the mother and daughter duo to give him head, they’d been so drunk they’d agreed.


It had all been over quickly. Afterwards, she’d used her share of the money to buy a quarter of sherbet lemons from the dusty sweetshop in Gillingham High Street. Hennie found it strange that she remembered the sweets but not the way she’d felt. Then again, she’d been told that a whore’s feelings didn’t matter. She supposed her feelings died along with her childhood.


Forty years and nine STDs later, she’d been in the business long enough that she knew how to take care of herself. She’d abandoned her old patch in King’s Cross for the relative safety of an abandoned car park down near the Thames and Medway canal. Most of her punters were regulars and, with the news full of the AIDS epidemic, she never agreed to unprotected sex – except when she was pissed, high or desperate for cash.


‘Jesus Christ, be a bit gentler, will you?’ Detective Sergeant Fred Walker growled, shifting uncomfortably. His sweaty arse was stuck to the pages of the Sun which he’d spread across the front seat to protect his brand-new Toyota. The bright-blue motor was his pride and joy, and he didn’t want stains on his velvet upholstery even though his bitch of a wife wasn’t around any more to mouth off about it.


‘Oh, sorry, love.’ Hennie smiled up at him, and went that little bit harder, pulling down the foreskin of his flaccid dick with a tug. She’d been working all day, and her shoulder was aching from the number of bastards she’d jerked off. None of them wanted to pay for the full works and were happy for her to get cramp all for a measly three quid.


‘Fucking hell, what are you trying to do, circumcise me, you stupid cunt?’ Fred’s lip curled in disgust; the ugly bitch was far too old to be flashing her enormous tits. Only reason he used her was because she was cheaper than the younger girls his colleagues went to for a bit of light relief between shifts.


Hennie opened her mouth to say something else, showing off her last remaining stained teeth, and Fred caught a glimpse of a smirk.


‘You think it’s fucking funny?’ He wiped the condensation from the window and cranked it open.


Hennie shook her head. ‘Oh, wind your neck in, darlin’, stop the bleating – it’s not my fault if you can’t take a bit of rough.’


‘You want some rough?’ He raised his eyebrows mockingly. ‘I’ll show you fucking rough!’ He reached over and shoved his hand hard between Hennie’s legs, trying to rip off her panties, twisting his fingers to grab her pubic hair.


She let out a high-pitch yelp and leaned over to bite his arm, sinking her teeth in.


Caught off guard, Fred bellowed, ‘You fucking cunt!’


The slap he gave her broke the top layer of skin on her cheekbone and Hennie could taste her salty blood trickling into her mouth. She went to claw at his face, but he ducked out of the way and reached across her again, this time grappling for the door handle. He pulled it open and kicked her out of the car, sending her face-first into the wet gravel. ‘Now fuck off, you old hag.’


‘Oi, where’s my money? Where’s my fucking money.’


‘I should be charging you,’ Fred screamed out of the open passenger door. Then he pulled it shut and drove off, spraying gravel over her.


Hennie watched the car’s headlights disappearing into the night. She got up slowly, muttering to herself. ‘Fucking bastard! Think you can treat me like shit? Well, think again, darlin’.’


She stuck two fingers up, brushed the gravel from her legs and pulled down her white skirt, not realising her hand was dripping blood.


Fuck, that skirt had cost her a tenner and now it was ruined.


She let out a sigh and wrapped her fake-fur jacket tighter around her. Fur coat and no knickers. That was her. She chuckled to herself. She’d always wanted one just like Elizabeth Taylor wore. Though she reckoned Liz didn’t have to give a year’s worth of blow jobs to afford hers. She laughed again. One thing Hennie Matthews didn’t do was take herself seriously.


‘Hennie . . . Hennie.’


Hennie looked up and smiled as she saw Joseph Potter rushing towards her.


‘Hennie – my God, are you all right? I saw what happened.’ Joseph glanced in the direction of the car. ‘What a bloody animal.’


‘Par for the course.’ Hennie shrugged. ‘Fucking Old Bill are the worst.’


Joseph towered over her. He wasn’t an attractive man; the thick-rimmed glasses did him no favours and, judging by the ginger roots, that mane of jet-black hair was a dye job, the beard too. But he was tall and well built, with weathered skin like a fisherman’s that made his steely grey eyes stand out all the more. Right now, they were full of concern. ‘I know I’m wasting my breath, Hennie, but you should report this.’


That was the other thing about Jo: he was far too naive for his own good.


‘Report it to who? He’s a copper – half the force is down here most days. You think they give a shit about women like me? Forget it, sweetheart. It ain’t gonna happen.’


Joseph’s jaw clenched, but then he forced a smile and said, ‘At least let me give you a lift home.’ He gestured towards the white Citroën van he used for his Meals on Wheels deliveries. ‘Your carriage awaits.’ He winked at her. ‘It might not be a limousine, but there’s a flask of tea if you fancy some.’


‘Listen, if it’s got four fucking wheels and will get me home in one piece, I don’t give a shit what it looks like! What brings you out this way, anyhow?’


He rolled his eyes. ‘Nothing exciting . . . One of the other drivers is off, so they extended my route. I thought this would be a good short cut to get home.’ He paused, looking slightly embarrassed. ‘And now I’m glad I did.’


‘Me too.’


They both stood there looking awkward until Jo nodded at Hennie’s knee, which was trickling blood. ‘That cut looks nasty. Come on, I’ve got some tissues in the van.’


Hennie was touched by his kindness. ‘Thanks, Jo.’ She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on his cheek.


When he flushed bright red, she cackled. ‘Fucking hell, Jo, you need to relax a bit. If that’s what a little peck on the cheek does, fuck knows what a blow job would do to you. You need to tell your missus to give . . .’ Hennie slammed her hand across her mouth. She’d forgotten his wife was dead; some sort of terminal illness, according to Steph. It was obvious, whenever it cropped up in conversation, that he was struggling to deal with the loss, especially with two teenagers to bring up single-handed. ‘Sorry – I didn’t mean that. Ignore me, doll.’


Joseph put his head down. ‘It’s fine . . . it’s fine.’


She shook her head. ‘It’s not fine. I’ve got a big fucking mouth, and I don’t think before I speak . . . I’m sorry, Jo.’


Instead of responding, he just stood there, fiddling with the zipper of his grey anorak. He looked so uncomfortable Hennie was afraid he’d change his mind about giving her a lift. She gave an inward sigh of relief when he said, ‘There’s no need to apologise. Come on, let’s get you home, eh?’


‘Yeah.’ Hennie grinned again. ‘And I’ll have that cup of tea if it’s still on offer.’ She linked arms with him, and they began to walk towards his van.


‘HENNIE!’


Hennie didn’t have to turn round to know who was shouting her name. She quickly removed her arm from Jo’s and pushed him away. ‘You need to go—’


‘But—’


‘Go, just go,’ she hissed. ‘Unless you want to spend your Christmas in hospital, get in your van and get the fuck out of here now!’


Before he could say another word, Hennie turned and trotted towards the man who’d called her.


No one ignored Artie Rogers, not if they valued their life.









Chapter Three


Artie Rogers was tall and powerfully built, his skin covered in tattoos – most of them acquired while he was high on coke. He had a reputation as a ruthless bastard – a reputation he’d spent years building, establishing himself a nice little empire in the process.


He’d started out running a few girls, Hennie being one of them. Then he’d got into money-lending – ‘with menaces’, as the judges like to say. Not that he had to worry about being brought before a judge. Much as local residents and respectable businesses hated the way he was flooding the area with whores and drugs, not to mention the loan-sharking, it was well known he had the Old Bill in his pocket. After all, they were his toms’ best clients, and he kept them sweet with gifts of nice cars and holidays for services rendered. Any pricks who went up against him could count on a one-way trip to hospital, or everything they owned burning down around their ears. And the only action the Old Bill would take was to look the other way.


The last fucker to take him on was Danny Denton, one-time king of the Medway, currently serving an eight-year stretch for armed robbery. He’d taken issue with the way Artie ran his girls, and declared his turf a no-go area for loan sharks. With him out of the way, the Medway had a new king and there was fuck all anyone could do about it.


The only person Artie cared about apart from himself was his older brother, Rob, who he idolised. A hit-and-run five years ago had left Rob in a vegetative state. Despite Artie’s best efforts, the culprit had never been found. So the only thing Artie could do for him now was to see that he got the best care available, which meant paying extortionate fees to a private hospital in Dartford. Anything that messed with Artie’s cashflow therefore equated to messing with Rob. And that was something Artie would not tolerate.


He glared at Hennie as she rushed up to him, breathless with fear.


‘Guess who I’ve just seen,’ he snarled.


‘Father Christmas?’ Hennie giggled, clearly hoping chirpiness would win Artie over. The narrowing of his eyes told her she’d got it wrong.


Artie clumped her hard around the head, then rapped his knuckles into her eye. Immediately, she felt it begin to swell up.


‘Shut the fuck up, you stupid cow . . . I’ve just seen Fred. He pulled over and told me what happened. And if I say he was fucking steaming that’s an understatement.’


He clipped her around the head again.


‘Who cares what Fred says,’ she huffed, determined not to let on how much it hurt. ‘He’s a tight bastard anyway. They all are. Just cos they’re Old Bill doesn’t mean they shouldn’t pay the going rate.’


‘Who cares?’ Artie echoed in disbelief, poking her hard in her chest. ‘Are you having a bubble? I fucking care, that’s who. He’s a client – a good one – so you treat him with respect, right?’


Artie grabbed Hennie’s bag, tugging it so hard the strap broke. He rummaged through the contents, pulled out a wad of cash and shoved it in his pocket.


‘That’s my fucking money!’ Hennie whined. She’d been hoping to skim some of the money off before giving Artie his cut, so she could buy Christmas presents.


Artie tilted his head. ‘Whose money? Whose money?’ He threw down her bag and shouted into her face. ‘I said, whose money?’


He kicked her hard in her thigh.


Hennie gasped from the pain. ‘Your money, Artie.’


‘Exactly. You work for me, so anything you earn is mine.’


Hennie nodded. She knew better than to argue with him. Last thing she wanted was to end up in hospital.


‘You can piss off now, and think yourself lucky you got off lightly.’ Artie pushed his face into hers, wrinkling his nose with disgust. ‘Look at you, you’re nothing but a drunken slag. You’re supposed to be turning tricks – not frightening them off.’ He grabbed the back of her hair, accidentally pulling off her wig to reveal thin greying wisps. Life hadn’t treated Hennie Matthews well. She looked much older than her fifty-three years.


Artie threw the wig in her face. ‘The state of you! You’re well past it – too old to spread your legs, and a fucking liability besides. I don’t want to see you around here again.’


Hennie’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Artie, please, I need this job.’


‘Go home, grandma,’ he hissed.


‘Artie, don’t do this to me. I swear I won’t mess up again . . . This is my life. I haven’t got anywhere else to go . . . I’m begging you.’


Artie continued to stare into Hennie’s face. Her packed-on foundation was caked into the creases of her wrinkles. The thick blue eyeliner she wore was smudged, and sat in the bags of her eyes. She looked more like a ghoul from a horror show than a good-time girl. Seething with rage that she didn’t have the good sense to leave when told to, he slipped his hand round her throat. ‘Stop fucking whining! You’re doing my head in – haven’t I just told you to fuck off?’ He shoved her hard and Hennie lost her balance, toppling to the ground. Artie pulled out his penis and began to urinate into the gutter inches from her face.


On her hands and knees now, Hennie quickly scrambled away.


‘You make me sick; you know that?’ He dipped his knees quickly as he tucked his penis back in.


‘Go on then, clear off!’ he roared, the steroids and coke surging through his veins, making him feel like a god. ‘And don’t let me see you around here again.’


A freezing gust of wind blew across the car park, sending used condoms skidding across the gravel. It never ceased to amaze Artie that punters would risk freezing their bollocks off in an abandoned car park just so they could get a quick hand job – not that he was complaining, long as they paid. But only the ones with a pensioner fetish would pay for Hennie’s services, and that was a specialised gig – one he wasn’t into. It was definitely time for her to go.


Time for him to go too. He needed to have a word with Fletch about the number of clients falling behind with their payments. It was the same every December: people thinking they could stiff him and spend the money on Christmas presents. What they needed was a visit from Fletch to remind them of their obligations.


With that thought, he shoved his hands in his pockets and stalked off to his car.


Hennie stayed in the gutter until he was gone, then she picked up her bag and got to her feet. Feeling a bit wobbly, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting the icy rain fall on her face. Look on the bright side, she told herself, at least he didn’t get piss on your fur jacket. Chuckling to herself, she set off across the car park. Hopefully, by tomorrow Artie would have calmed down. It wasn’t the first time she’d been given her marching orders. He’d done it to all the toms he ran; she shared a house with seven of them – she’d heard the stories. She just needed to lay low for a couple of days, earn some money for him, then he’d let her back.


As she walked, her thoughts wandered to Joseph. She’d always fallen for men like Artie: hard, nasty, handsome fuckers, but maybe there was something to be said for the Joseph Potters of the world. What did looks matter so long as he was kind? At least she wouldn’t have to worry about him raping her and battering her black and blue.


She let out a sigh. Thanks to that bastard Artie taking her money, her daughter and grandkid would have to do without the pressies she’d planned to buy them. After not having been in touch for a while, Carol had sent her a Christmas card inviting her to come and stay with them in London. She’d sent a card in return – her mate Julie had a big box of them and let her pick out a nice snow scene – accepting the invite. She hadn’t been the best mum, what with the boozing and the gear, but she planned to make up for it by being a good nan to little Bobby. He was eighteen months old now and it had been over a year since she’d seen him, or Carol. All that lost time she needed to make up for . . .


She pulled a packet of fags from her pocket, along with her lighter, and lit up. ‘You’ll get there,’ she told herself. Already she’d managed to wean herself off the gear, with Steph’s help. If it hadn’t been for her, Hennie didn’t know where she’d be, probably in the cemetery by now. But with Steph’s support she believed she’d be able to stay off it permanently. Carol deserved to have a better mum than she’d been, and Hennie was going to make her proud.


Smiling, she pulled out the photo-booth pic of Carol and Bobby she always carried in her bag. Giving it a quick kiss, she slotted it back into the inside zipper pocket before it got wet.


The canal path was muddy and treacherous underfoot, especially in her four-inch heels. The street lamps that were supposed to light the way had either been smashed or were so overgrown with ivy that they gave out a dim glow at best. Further along, the lights disappeared completely.


Though the rain was coming down heavier now, Hennie was feeling better. Fucking bastards the lot of them. Well, she was sick of being treated like she was nothing. ‘Bastards, all of you!’ she yelled, and laughed, careful not to lose her footing on the uneven path.


Hearing something behind her, she stopped and looked over her shoulder into the twilight. It had sounded like someone approaching. She paused to listened, then set off again, walking faster now.


She couldn’t shake off the sense that someone was watching her. One of the girls who turned tricks by the canal had been attacked here a few weeks ago. The other women reckoned it was an attempted mugging, probably some of the lads who occasionally hung around here, thinking they’d be on to some easy money. Whoever it was clearly didn’t realise what would happen if Artie caught up with them.


The girl, a junkie, had been too out of it to remember what had happened. She hadn’t seen who it was who’d bashed her over the head; she’d been too intent on getting away. It had shaken up the rest of the toms; a lot of them had cleared off elsewhere, not wanting to work by the canal after dark. It was only the ones like Hennie who still risked it. Much as the place creeped her out, work was work and she needed the money.


Hurrying up the steps to the bridge, Hennie felt a sense of relief when she caught sight of Steph up ahead. Whatever the weather, she made a point of checking on the working girls, making sure they were all right.


‘Steph? Steph . . .’ Hennie hurried across the street to join her. Immediately, she saw that Steph had been crying.


‘You okay, hun?’ Hennie smiled and wiped away Steph’s tears with the back of her hand.


‘Not really. But I will be – you know me.’


Hennie knew there was only one reason why Steph would be upset like this. As much as the woman loved Christmas and all that came with it, it was also a difficult time of year for her. ‘Have you been to see your boy?’ she asked.


Steph nodded and opened the transparent dome umbrella she was carrying, holding it above their heads. ‘I keep telling myself that it will get easier, but it never does.’


‘I know, and I’m sorry.’ Hennie couldn’t imagine what it felt like to lose a child, and Steph’s Andy was only a toddler when he’d died. ‘You fancy some company? I could do with some myself – I’ve just had a run-in with Artie.’


Steph studied Hennie’s face. ‘Did he do that to you?’


‘This was DS Walker’ – she pointed to her cheekbone – ‘but, yeah, the shiner’s from Artie . . . Come on, how about we go to yours and you can show me that tacky fucking Santa you’ve put on your roof.’


As they set off, arm in arm beneath Steph’s umbrella, Hennie listened to her friend’s usual pep talk about finding a different line of work and someone who valued her, and wondered whether Joseph Potter might be that someone . . .









Chapter Four


Joseph was at home with his two children. He’d hurried back to change out of his work clothes before heading off again. ‘Make sure you fold your uniform properly, Bel, and put it away neatly.’


Thirteen-year-old Bel stood in her bra and pants, hands behind her back, against the far wall beside her single bed. Her dad insisted on inspecting her bedroom every day to make sure she was keeping it clean and tidy. Aside from the bed, there was only a wooden chair and a large wardrobe. The only light came from a bare bulb that flickered on and off. The windows had been covered with sheets of cardboard.


When he was in a relaxed mood, he’d take the cardboard down so Bel could see out to the large garden. But such moments were rare. Usually he’d leave her locked in her room for hours, unable to tell whether it was day or night. It was the same for her brother, Zack.


One time, that hot summer when they’d first moved in, condensation had made the cardboard so damp a tiny gap had opened, letting in a chink of light. Peering out, Bel had seen a postman delivering letters. She’d been so thirsty that day it was all she could do not to shout out or bang on the window for his attention. But her dad had taught her and Zack never to call for help, so she hadn’t. By the time her dad came home the following day, she was so dehydrated that she’d fainted.


‘We don’t want your clothes getting dirty, do we?’


‘No, Dad.’ Bel shook her head. Her auburn hair fell over her eyes.


Joseph crossed the room and swept her hair back with his hand. He stared into her eyes and gave her a long, hard hug, while she tried to hide her revulsion. Finally, he let her go, and asked, ‘Have you been a good girl, Bel?’


‘Yes, Dad.’


‘You haven’t had any bad thoughts, have you?’


It was the same thing he always asked; Bel had no idea why. ‘No, Dad.’


He looked her up and down. ‘You haven’t been thinking about doing things with boys, have you?’ He stroked her face.


‘No, Dad . . . Never.’


Joseph smiled. ‘I’m pleased to hear it. I don’t want you ending up like those tarts. You wouldn’t want that, would you?’


Bel shook her head again. ‘No, Dad.’


‘You really are my angel, Bel.’ He sighed and ruffled her hair. ‘I’ll be back later . . . Goodnight, darlin’.’ Then he walked towards the door, reaching into his pocket for the padlock key to lock her in.


‘Can I have some water, please, Dad?’ Bel spoke quickly. She’d thought she’d have time for a drink before he locked them in their rooms for the night, but today he’d been in a hurry and sent them up early. And they never knew how long he’d be gone for – sometimes a couple of days would go by before he released them.


He frowned. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. You don’t want to wet the bed, Bel.’


She chewed on her lip. ‘Maybe . . . maybe you could leave the door unlocked tonight, then I can go to the toilet if I need to?’


Joseph’s face darkened. ‘I lock you in to keep you safe,’ he replied through gritted teeth. ‘What would happen if I let you and Zack roam around the house and you fell and hurt yourself while I was out? It’s easy to have an accident in the dark.’ Bel lowered her eyes, unable to meet his intense stare. ‘I thought you’d know that.’


‘Sorry, Dad.’


‘Do you think I lock you in because I want to?’


‘No, Dad.’ Bel clenched her fists into balls, wishing her dad would go and never come back.


Joseph nodded in approval. ‘That’s right . . . I do it because I love you and your brother.’ He smiled again and began to pull the heavy wooden door closed, but stopped halfway. ‘Maybe later, when I get home, we could have another cuddle, and I’ll show you how much I love you. You’d like that, wouldn’t you . . .’









Chapter Five


Cheryl Brown slowly opened her eyes. She must have dozed off after smoking that bit of heroin. She’d been planning to save it till later, but after seeing Artie lay into Hennie, Cheryl had headed for the toilet block to lie low for a while. He never took kindly to seeing her, or any other toms who didn’t work for him turning tricks, down by the canal. She’d once made the mistake of telling him he didn’t own the car park, and he’d given her a kicking that left her with a fractured cheekbone and a couple of broken teeth. When he was in one of his moods, the only thing to do was get out of his way.


To think she used to fancy the bastard! There was a time when he’d rely on charm and his good looks to get what he wanted, but that was before some fucker ran over his brother and left him brain-damaged, his little boy dead in the road beside him. Artie had torn up the manor trying to find the bastard responsible, but no one knew who it was. Now it was as if Artie hated everyone. These days, he was almost as unpredictable as his business partner, Fletch. Now there was a proper psycho. Everyone was terrified of him.


Cheryl knocked back the remains of the can of Diamond White and glanced at the cheap Casio watch she’d nicked from one of her punters. She was late as usual, but it couldn’t be helped.


Standing up, she straightened her leather miniskirt and checked herself in the broken mirror over the handbasin. She was still an attractive woman, despite eight years working the streets. Big blue eyes, clear skin and a figure that hadn’t changed much since she was a teenager. If it wasn’t for her addictions, Cheryl might have landed a bit of catalogue modelling. As it was, giving blow jobs and spreading her legs seemed her only option.


She’d promised Steph that she would call in at the refuge, but she couldn’t face it. Right now, what she really wanted was to head for the Bell and Anchor so she could get completely off her nut on booze – some of her regulars hung out there and could be relied on to buy her a drink or two. But that would have to wait. First, she needed to get to the STD clinic in Chatham to sort out her latest herpes flair-up. The blisters had burst and every time she went for a pee it was like someone had set a fire between her legs. If she didn’t catch the seven o’clock bus, she’d miss her appointment, and she couldn’t put up with another day of agony.


Wrapping her coat around her, she set off along the short cut through the woods that would take her to the bus stop. The path underfoot was slick with mud, and she cursed as her white stilettos sank in, slowing her down.


‘Hello.’


Cheryl jumped at the sound of a male voice behind her. The near darkness made it impossible to see who it was.


‘Over here.’


She took a few steps towards the voice, then stopped, not recognising who it was.


‘How are you?’ he asked.


Cheryl looked him up and down, but the effect of the drugs and booze made it hard to focus. Was he one of her clients? Most of the time she didn’t bother looking at their faces – it was their dicks she was interested in. But even through the heroin haze there was something about the way he was staring at her – all the while keeping his hand out of sight behind his back – that made Cheryl uneasy.


She started to back away, then turned and set off down the path as fast as she could. She just had to make it through the trees to the concrete steps that led up to the bus stop, then she’d be safe.


But he was closing in on her.


‘Where are you going? There’s nowhere to hide,’ he taunted. ‘It’s pointless trying to get away . . . Don’t you want to know what I’ve got for you?’


Terrified, Cheryl broke into a run. He was so close now she could feel the heat of his breath against the back of her neck. Her heart pounded as her legs began to give way. Next thing she knew, she was on her knees.


She screamed as the first blow landed on the back of her head. The ground came racing towards her as she fell face first, then he brought the claw hammer down on her head a second time, and a third . . .


He stared down at her in disgust. There was a temptation to go on pounding the hammer further and deeper, enjoying the crunch of her skull with each blow, crushing her brain into a bloody grey pulp. Instead, he stood there and studied her lifeless body as his breath formed a hazy mist in the cold night air.


Soon the flow of blood from her wounds would cease. Then the rain would wash it away.


He turned her over.


Her expression was frozen, twisted in agony. He felt himself getting aroused, his erection growing until the sticky warmth exploded into his pants. He let out a groan, savouring the image of her lying there. Then as the rain began to fall harder, he scooped his hands underneath her armpits, dragging her body through the undergrowth towards his van. He was quite certain no one would miss her. After all, she was just a filthy whore.









Chapter Six


Seven o’clock in the morning and already Bill Lacy was out of his mind with worry. Yet again, Janey hadn’t come home.


He’d let her know he was fucked off about it, but she didn’t seem to care, not since she’d started hanging around with that arsehole Artie Rogers. The guy was taking advantage of her, but she just couldn’t see it. If Bill got his hands on him, he’d wring the bastard’s neck.


Not wanting to wind himself up by thinking about Artie, Bill focused on pushing the Silver Cross pram that he and his mates had nicked from Mothercare in Oxford Street. After screaming her head off most of the night, his six-month-old daughter Holly was out for the count and would probably stay that way for the next few hours. Dealing with her – and his prick of a neighbour who’d come round to complain about the noise – had left Bill knackered too. But there was no point trying to sleep it off, because the speed he’d taken had left him so wired he now had the shakes. He didn’t know if it was the crap Janey was putting him through or the speed ‘comedown’, which he knew could last for days, but he felt so weighed down by sadness it was an effort to put one foot in front of the other.


‘Cory – hold up, mate,’ Bill called out to his three-year-old son as they hurried past a dilapidated block of flats on the east side of Melville Court, Chatham. ‘Cory, be careful.’ He broke into a jog as his son started to clamber up the wall that ran around the sorry excuse for a playground.


Catching up with him, Bill pushed the pram with one hand, and used the other to help Cory keep his balance.


‘Where’s Mummy?’ Cory wriggled free of his dad’s hand, stretched his arms out to the side, and walked gingerly along the wall.


Bill glanced at his son.


It was the same question Cory asked most mornings, and as usual Bill didn’t know the answer.


‘Is she coming home today?’ The poor kid had suffered so many knock-backs in his short life Bill’s heart broke for him.


He knew only too well what it was to have a shitty childhood. His alcoholic parents had dragged him up until the age of ten, when he’d gone to live with his aunt – who was only marginally better. He’d been determined that it was going to be different for his kids, but here he was, making almost as big a mess as his parents had. The only difference was he loved his kids more than anything in the world.


Bill lifted Cory off the wall and swung him round, which set off a fit of giggles.


‘Fancy going to see Auntie Sarah?’ he asked.


‘Can I show her the picture I did for Mummy?’


‘You bet you can, mate.’ Bill grinned and started to push the pram again, but the moment his son turned away, the smile faded.


Five minutes’ walk was all it took to get to Sarah’s flat on Queen’s Estate. The place had only been built a couple of years ago, but it had already been forgotten by the council. None of the flats had been completely finished, and the residents had all but given up enquiring when they would be. The only thing it had going for it was that, unlike the estate where Bill lived, it wasn’t overrun with smackheads.


Bill knocked softly on Sarah’s graffiti-sprayed plywood door, not wanting to wake Holly and set her off screaming again.


There was no answer so he knocked again, louder this time. After several minutes, during which he could feel his toes going numb in the cheap trainers he’d got from Woolies, the door was eventually answered.


Sarah’s thin, boyish figure was draped in a long-faded T-shirt. There was sleep in her eyes and her long brown hair hung lank and greasy from a pink scrunchie. Although she was Janey’s cousin, she’d missed out in the looks department. Bill had always got on with her – the three of them were the same age and had hung out together as kids – but she looked way older than her thirty years.


‘Fucking hell, Bill! It’s not even seven thirty. What you doing here?’ She broke off scowling to crouch down and smile at Cory. ‘You all right, hun?’


‘Look.’ Cory thrust the picture he’d drawn into her hand. ‘It’s for Mummy.’


Sarah glanced up at Bill, who shrugged.


‘It’s great, Cor. Let’s hope she gets to see it, eh.’ With a shake of her head, Sarah turned and walked back into her flat.


Bill followed, pushing the pram into the hallway.


‘Have you seen her?’ he asked. ‘She ain’t been home for a couple of days.’


‘What’s new?’ Sarah didn’t bother turning round as she mooched into the kitchen. She filled the kettle, switched it on, then tossed a packet of malted milk biscuits to Bill. ‘Fancy a brew?’ she muttered, taking a half-smoked joint from the silver ashtray.


‘Yeah, go on, then.’ Stepping into Sarah’s flat was a welcome relief. Even though she was on benefits – topped up with a bit of shoplifting – she managed to make her place a home, unlike his gaff. It was always warm and tidy, and smelled of Haze lavender air freshener.


Bill didn’t know how she did it. He tried to keep his maisonette tidy, but the housework grew like a fucking fungus. There was no keeping up with the laundry, the dirty dishes, the piles of toys and baby bottles. It made him feel like a fucking loser, living in squalor, but it all felt too much for him to manage.


Sarah handed him the joint, which he took gratefully. She flicked the radio on and Billy Ocean crooned out.


‘You look fucked, mate.’


‘Cheers for that.’


He gave her a lopsided grin, and his blond good looks and baby-blue eyes had their usual effect on Sarah. In her opinion, he was wasted on her cousin. Janey was a selfish bitch who didn’t deserve him. Somehow, Bill was the only one who couldn’t see that.


‘Did Holly keep you up?’


‘Yeah. Me and the whole estate. Geezer from next door came round moaning. I’m telling you, Sarah, he was lucky he didn’t get a fucking slap.’ He took a deep drag on the joint, hoping to kill the buzz of the speed.


Over the next few minutes they sat in silence as Bill smoked the joint down to the point where it was burning his nicotine-stained fingers. ‘Are you sure you haven’t seen her, Sar? I’m worried something’s happened to her.’


Sarah pulled a face. ‘No, I told you I haven’t seen her. I wouldn’t lie to you – you know that.’ She frowned. ‘Right now it would suit me if I never saw her again. That money she nicked from me—’


‘I said I’d sort it, didn’t I?’ Bill interrupted. ‘I’ve already paid you back half of it.’


‘That’s not the point. Who wants a fucking thief in their house?’


Bill bristled, but said nothing. He watched Sarah open the cupboard, grabbing the loaf of Mother’s Pride she’d bought yesterday from the corner shop, along with a jar of strawberry jam. ‘Has Cory had breakfast?’


‘Nah, I was going to get him a butty from the caff.’


‘He needs to eat, Bill. I know you’re worried about Janey, but she’s a grown fucking woman, she can look after herself, whereas Cory and Holly can’t. They need you to put them first, not be running around at the crack of dawn looking for Janey. She might be my cousin, but I’ve got no time for her any more. I’m sorry to say it, Bill, but she’s a sneaky little bitch and she proper mugged me off.’


Trying to keep his temper, Bill shook his head. ‘I don’t want to fall out with you, doll, but don’t call her that, all right?’


Sarah dropped a teabag into his cup, poured in the boiling water, sloshed in some milk and stirred angrily.


‘Janey has always taken the piss, and she’ll keep on doing it so long as you’re chasing after her. You need to sort yourself out.’ She slammed the tea in front of him, then set about buttering a couple of slices of bread and jam for Cory. She then left Bill to drink his tea while she carried the food to the lounge, where Cory was watching TV.


‘You know what your problem is, Bill.’ Sarah stomped back into the room, snatched up a Charles and Diana royal wedding tea towel, and started drying off last night’s plates.


‘No, but I’m sure you can’t wait to fucking tell me.’


‘You can’t see what’s right in front of your face. Actually, no, you can, but you refuse to believe it. You’re wasting your time with Janey. Take my advice and move on, if not for yourself then for the kids’ sake.’


Bill stood. He didn’t need to hear this shit. He knew that Sarah meant well, but he was sick of unsolicited advice – he got enough of that from his mates. No one seemed to understand. Then again, how could they when he didn’t understand himself?


‘Look, I get how you feel.’ Bill’s voice was tight. He rubbed his face, feeling the rasp of stubble. He badly needed a shave.


‘I’m here for you, Bill – we all are. But Janey—’


‘Can you keep an eye on the kids for me?’ he cut in.


‘No, Bill, I can’t.’


‘Come on, Sar, don’t be like that, please. I need to go and find her.’


‘I would if I could, but I’m up in court for nicking that joint of meat, remember? Fucking joke – I mean, who the frig makes an example of someone over a leg of poxy lamb? Although, I’m not going to lie, it was proper tasty.’


As he headed for the lounge to collect Cory, Sarah grabbed his arm. ‘Listen to me, Bill. Do yourself a favour and go home. You and I both know Janey’s probably hanging out at Artie’s place. If you show up there, him and Fletch won’t be too pleased to see you.’


‘I’m not going to let them get away with this.’


‘There’s nothing you can do, Bill.’


He shook his head. ‘That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve sat about long enough watching Artie walk around like he owns the fucking place. He destroys people’s lives, and I’m going to make sure he’s stopped.’


‘Christ, Bill, he’ll have you for dinner! You need to stay well away from him and Fletch. Please. Your kids need a dad, and if you’re not careful we’ll be going to your funeral before Janey’s.’


But the only response was the slam of the door behind him.
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