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Prologue


2003


 


Jen picked up a fearsome-looking bread knife and turned to face her sister, who stood behind her. She shook with fury. ‘This is your fault,’ she spat. ‘It’s all your fault. It was your bloody idea in the first place and now . . . now . . .’ Her voice broke with emotion, ‘And now they’ve taken my kids. You’re a bum and a crim, Tiffany; you always have been, and I must’ve been off my nut to think of listening to you. Now get out of my fucking way.’


She slipped the bread knife into her belt and put a smaller one in her handbag.


Tiffany moved closer to her. ‘No one’s been taken. It’s a—’


Jen pulled the knife back out of her belt so quickly her younger sister didn’t see it until it was waving like a sword in her face. ‘So where are they? Where are my girls? Answer me that.’


‘Let’s give Mum a ring.’


‘On what? Two tin cans with a bit of string?’ It was true, their mum didn’t own a mobile. In fact their mum thought a landline was a bit racy.


Tiffany was terrified. She’d never seen Jen like this before. ‘She’s probably taken them up Vicky Park or something, or down The Roman, you know. Please Jen, put that knife—’


Slap. Tiffany reeled from the impact of her sister’s open palm against her cheek. Pain and shock stung her face.


‘Victoria Park or Roman Road Market with all that’s going on? You stupid, silly bitch.’


A raging Jen left the kitchen and headed to the toilet. Moments later, Tiffany heard the chain being pulled and Jen emerged with a glint in her eye, heading for the front door.


‘Oi, where are you going?’ Tiffany followed her sister, her palm rubbing her reddening cheek.


‘To get my children. I know where they are.’


Tiffany’s stomach churned as she realised what Jen was planning on doing. ‘You can’t go up there, if that’s what you’re thinking. Those people are killers; you’ll come out in a box. The girls aren’t gone. Look, if you’re worried, talk to the cops.’


‘Talk to the Bill?’ Her sister didn’t stop her manic pace as she headed downstairs. ‘Why? What are they going to do? Those people you’ve just called killers have probably got the police on their payroll.’


The two women emerged from the damp, dark, piss-stained stairwell into the cool daylight. Jen pulled her car keys from her bag and got into her motor with grim determination. Unable to think of what else to do, Tiffany quickly slipped into the front seat beside her. ‘Please, think about what you’re doing.’


‘Get out.’


‘No chance.’


‘Please yourself.’


Jen turned on the ignition and the car lurched backwards before shunting forwards again, heading off towards the Mile End Road. When they reached the junction, she didn’t hesitate but put her hand on the horn and pulled out in front of the oncoming traffic. Cars braked and swerved to avoid her before sounding their own horns in response to her honking. Jen ignored them, attempting to nose in front of any vehicle in her way, flashing her lights and shouting abuse as required.


Tiffany realised that her sister meant it. She laid her head against the rest. She had an hour, maybe more, maybe less, to come up with a plan. Otherwise . . . She looked at her sister’s grim face and the tight icy grip she had on the wheel.


There was no doubt about it. Someone was going to get killed.










Part One: 1993


 


 


‘She’s going off the rails and breaking my mum’s heart.’










One


Tiffany Miller hadn’t picked up much at school, not least because she was never there, but there was one lesson she had learned: never show that you’re afraid. No matter how many people you faced, or how they were threatening to take you down, you never, ever showed fear. If you did, you were royally fucked. So when Tiffany headed into the Bad Moon boozer in Shadwell, East London, she moved slowly and kept her face straight, chewing on two sticks of Juicy Fruit and taking deep breaths to keep her heartbeat down. Although she had a reputation on her estate as a hard girl, she was scared.


One of her favourite tracks, ‘What’s Up?’ by the 4 Non Blondes, was blaring away inside, but Tiffany didn’t like this pub. It was a rat hole that looked like it hadn’t seen a mop and some Flash in years, packed with the type of low life who’d be patting your back as your best mate one day and selling you out on some scuzzy street corner the next. She knew the bloke she was looking for by sight, but didn’t know his name. She’d never spoken to him; she wasn’t allowed to.


She found him sitting on his own at a table in a dark corner, with two heavies sat nearby who were obviously there to make sure nothing stupid went on. The guy totally looked the part. Middle-aged, he wore the kind of flash clobber geezers in his line of work always wear, and was bling-bling with gold cufflinks, a fat belcher bracelet and a tie chain. A Scotch on the rocks topped off his ‘don’t screw with me’ image. His face was heavy and marked, like a boxer’s.


The man and his heavies took their time carefully looking her up and down, then finally he gave her the nod to sit her arse down.


He said nothing for a while but that didn’t bother Tiffany. She knew this silence was his way of letting her know who was running things, so she kept schtum.


Finally, he took a slug of his Scotch and said, ‘Do you want a drink, Tiffany?’


She popped the chewing gum out of her mouth and stuck it on the top of the table. ‘Yeah. I’ll have a vodka and coke.’


The man grinned at her but there was no warmth in his eyes. ‘Vodka? You old enough to be sampling the hard stuff, girl?’


Tiffany pushed her chest out slightly. ‘I’m nineteen.’


The guy’s smile vanished as scorn twisted his features. ‘You’re a lying bitch. You’ve just turned sixteen.’ He looked like he wanted to gob at her feet. ‘That’s not a very good start is it? You trying to piss straight in my eye? You’d better believe I know all about you little girl – everything there is to know and then some.’


Now you wouldn’t be interested in me if I wasn’t up for stretching the truth every now and again. But Tiffany didn’t say that; she kept it zipped. She almost grinned when he told one of his thugs to get her a V&C anyway.


He left another long silence before raising his glass. ‘So, a mate of a mate says you’re looking for work. Is that right?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Did he tell you what’s involved?’


‘Yeah.’


The man sighed and stalled for a while. ‘Well, I dunno whether you’re right for it. The way I hear it you’re a bit of a nutter.’ He paused for a long time before adding, ‘I dunno, I just don’t know . . .’


He was trying to rattle her cage, trying to get her to beg for a chance, to convince him that she fit his job description to a T. But because she knew that, she merely said, ‘Well, that’s up to you, isn’t it mister . . . ?’


He smirked slightly at this attempt to get him to tell her his name, but he didn’t give it. He nodded as if she’d passed the test. ‘You got that right, darling. I’ll tell you what, I’ll give you a try out.’ He said it as if he was doing her the bloody favour of the century. ‘Go up to that Pied Piper boozer on Saturday evening and pick up a little something for me. You keep it tucked away nice and safe and, if it works out, I’ll put some more business your way. You know where this pub is and where to put the gear?’ She quickly nodded. ‘You understand how messages get passed back and forth between us? You’ve got your cover story straight if you’re picked up the law?’


‘Sure.’


‘Alright.’ He looked at her again and with contempt snarled, ‘Drink up and piss off. I’m a busy man.’


Tiffany didn’t need telling twice. She knocked back her drink, pulled up the chewing gum on the table and popped it back into her mouth, then almost let out a scream as his big, hairy paw gripped her wrist like a vice and yanked her across the table. He had her so far forward he could whisper in her ear. ‘Listen up and listen good, this isn’t Disney World and we’re not playing Mickey Mouse games here. Don’t ever, ever try and get in touch with me. Don’t ever, ever muck me around and don’t ever, ever start blabbing to anyone – because if you do, you’ll pay the usual price and I don’t care that you’re sweet sixteen. I’ve had younger than you put in the ground for taking liberties. Do I make myself clear?’


Tiffany stared back, bug-eyed and trembling. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I’m no grass. I’m from The Devil’s Estate.’


He let go of her wrist and Tiffany drew herself to her feet. ‘Good. The Plod pick you up, you don’t know me.’


She laughed at him. ‘I don’t give a toss about the cops, I know how to deal with them.’


It was the first time she saw anything remotely like respect as he looked at her: ‘Yeah, I know, I’ve heard that about you.’


 


Tiffany Miller was so chuffed with herself on the way home that she forgot to bunk the fare on the bus. As she stared out of the window at the once grand houses on Mile End Road, long since gone to seed, she started to softly sing ‘What’s Up?’ Her voice grew louder as she sang the line about getting real high and some of the other passengers turned to look at her. Fuck ’em; let ’em stare. The East End was full of kids like her who wanted to get on the lowest rung of the gangster ladder in the hope that one day they might hit the big time. And now she – little ole Tiffany Miller – had managed it. But this wasn’t about her trying to be some East End hood; nah, this was all about the kicks – anything to break the mind-numbing boredom of life on The Devil’s Estate with her deadbeat mum and her wannabe snob sister.










Two


‘Please, take your sister with you, Jen; I don’t want her ending up down the cemetery.’


Eighteen-year-old Jennifer Miller slammed the hairbrush down on her dressing table by way of reply and then turned to face her mum in her bedroom doorway. Jen had the type of looks that had been attracting the lads on the estate for a long time; not that she had the time of day for them. She folded her arms, defiantly tilted back her head and looked down her nose at her mother. Babs Miller looked tired and weary; it was a look she reserved for when she wanted something, and it usually worked. As her daughter knew, her life was hard enough and Jen was too soft-hearted to make it any harder.


‘Please, Jen,’ Babs pleaded. ‘Take her with you – I’ll make it up to you, I promise. She won’t be any trouble.’


Won’t be any trouble? Who was her mum kidding? Tiffany Miller was built from lumps of trouble left lying around their estate. All Jen wanted was a peaceful Saturday night on the razzle, to spend a couple of hours letting her hair down. A bit of fun, was that really too much to ask for, for crying out bloody loud?


‘No way am I taking her anywhere,’ Jen continued stubbornly.


Her mum groaned. ‘Why not?’


‘Why not? For a start she’s only sixteen and that means the bouncers will keep me and Bex out of any decent bars and clubs. I’m eighteen and me and Bex have enough trouble getting in places as it is.’


‘Your sister could pass for eighteen, easy.’


‘Twenty-one, mum, she has to pass for twenty one – and the way she carries on, she couldn’t pass for ten.’


‘When she’s dressed up, she looks old enough. You know that.’


And it was true; Tiffany Miller did look all grown up, when she wanted to. The shame was that her mind didn’t usually follow, which is why her older sister didn’t want to drag her along. ‘Plus she’s got no cash which means she’ll be poncing drinks off me and Bex.’


‘I’ll give her a few sobs. I’ll take care of that.’


‘She swears, she fights and she’s a right show-up.’


Babs sounded hopeful. ‘I’ll have a word with her – tell her to behave.’


Jen shook her head in disbelief. ‘Have a word with her? She won’t listen to anyone. You know that. She don’t listen to you, she don’t listen to me, she don’t listen to teachers, cops, neighbours, shopkeepers. She wouldn’t even listen to the Queen or her flippin’ corgis.’


Babs Miller looked properly washed out. She had nothing to say back; she knew her eldest girl was right.


Jen sighed. She hated it when her mum looked like this – like the weight of the whole, nasty world was on her shoulders. It wasn’t her fault that she’d given birth to a Class A teenage nutcase. Jen got up, walked up to her mum and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. She whispered, ‘And you want to know the main reason why I’m not taking her up West with me and Bex? Because she doesn’t really want to go: she’s only saying she does because she knows it will wind me up and fuck my evening out.’


Babs sighed, squeezed her daughter’s hand as she sat on the bed. ‘I know,’ she said weakly, like all the life had drained out of her.


Satisfied, Jen went back to her dressing table, picked up her brush and began combing her long blonde hair, which was styled exactly like supermodel Cindy Crawford’s, all blow-dried volume with a large wave on one side kissing her cheekbone. She wore a knock-off Dior little black dress, from The Roman. The stallholder had promised her the dress was the real deal. Perhaps he was right and it really was; it certainly looked authentic. Together with a pair of designer heels that someone on the estate had sold her – ‘don’t ask me where they came from; it’s against my principles to tell lies’ – she looked the part, ready to strut her stuff in town.


‘The thing is,’ her mother wasn’t giving up, ‘the Old Bill dragged your sister home again the other evening when you were out. They rounded up Tiff and her mates down the cemetery and found some leaf in the girl’s pocket, a car radio in her bag, and she was tanked out of her head. They’re going to let it go this time but if they catch her again, it’s going to mean the courts and social workers, probation officers and the rest of it. We don’t need that lot poking their snouts in our business, do we? She’s only a kid after all. If you take her into town, at least you can keep an eye on her and keep her out of trouble.’


Jen turned on her mother in fury. ‘Where is she?’


‘Downstairs.’ Babs followed her daughter out and shouted after her, ‘Don’t have a go. She’s only a kid.’


 


While her mum and sister were going at it upstairs, Tiffany was in the front room. A boy who lived on their landing had rung the bell five minutes before and passed her a piece of folded paper. He’d told her that the note had come from a friend and she knew at once which ‘friend’ it was. She took it off him, stuck it down her top and returned to the sofa to watch Blind Date. She had one hand in a bag of salt and vinegar crisps and was using the other hand to play with her Mod style short hair and flat fringe. She had a huge, smartass smile on her face. She’d heard the shouting upstairs and knew what was coming next.


Until her job interview with the guy in the Bad Moon, Tiffany didn’t have many pleasures in life. But then, as she often thought, not many sixteen-year-old girls on The Devil did. She liked a slug of something hard and a smoke, pinching stuff and the odd fight, but none of these compared with royally winding her sister up.


Jennifer had ideas above her station. She was constantly giving the bum’s rush to the local lads looking for a date, because they had no drive or ambition. Drive and ambition? Where the bloody hell did Jen think she was, talking bollocks to the judges at Miss World? She was always moaning, ‘I’m better than this’ when something bad happened on the estate. She had all these big, fairy-tale bollocks dreams. Just because she was studying part-time on a fashion course in that college in Whitechapel, it didn’t make her better than anyone else. Tiffany loved dragging her straight back down to earth, reminding her she was just another no-mark from the East End of London, like all the other tuppenny birds.


When her sister came stomping through the door, Tiffany looked at her, pulled a face and then shook her head. ‘Oh no, sis, I’m not going out with you if you’re going to be wearing that. Supposing someone sees us?’


Jen stopped suddenly, as if someone had whacked her over the head. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘That dress – it’s a bit slaggy, ain’t it? Haven’t you got something else? I suppose not; you’re too much of a tramp.’


Her big sister’s eyes gave Tiff a scornful once-over like she was something in the Sally Army shop window. But Tiffany didn’t care. She was proud she didn’t go around like Jen in pretty-me-girlie gear. None of that shit make-up for her; a tracksuit was way better than a dress that hardly covered your fanny.


Jen took a handful of her sister’s hair, pulled her head towards her and hissed, ‘You’re not coming into town with us so there’s no danger of anyone seeing you – and you’re not going down the cemetery with your crapster mates either. You’re going to stay in and watch telly with Mum. Do you understand?’


Tiffany had the same look on her face that a cat has when it brings a bird into your house – it knows you’re disgusted but there’s nothing you can do about it.


She faked a pout and wailed, ‘But Mum said you’d take me. Otherwise, I might sneak out of the flat and hang out with all the boys and who knows what will happen to me then?’


Jennifer Miller tightened her grip on her sister’s hair. ‘You ain’t coming.’


 


Unlike most minicab drivers, the one taking Rebecca ‘Bex’ Blake to meet her friend Jennifer actually drove her onto the Essex Lane Estate – known to all those in the know as The Devil’s Estate – rather than stopping on one of the roads that ran by it and refusing to go any further. Perhaps he was braver than the others or perhaps he was new to the job, wasn’t from the area and didn’t know its reputation. But the fact that he’d asked for the fare upfront suggested that he knew the full S.P. about The Devil’s Estate. He skated down one of the estate’s drives, beneath the looming dark blocks, and dropped Bex off near the lift that led up to the Millers’ flat. Then he drove away at high speed, like a getaway driver in a gangster movie. The local kids weren’t above building barricades out of wheelie bins and then demanding a ‘parking fee’ from any driver that they’d forced to stop.


Bex pulled her Gap coat tighter around herself, making her high-end bra pop up even further (not that her 40C boobs needed more assistance). It was summer and warm but her coat was full length to cover her fake tan legs. No girl walked around The Devil in a short number if she wanted to avoid trouble: filthy catcalls being the least of it. She put her head down to avoid eye contact with anyone who might be hanging around and hurried over to the block’s entrance. The door had had its window put through. She opened the door and nearly jumped out of her skin when a man emerged from the shadows.


He held a can of brew in his hand and swayed towards her. ‘You looking for some action?’ In his boozed-up slurred voice the words came out as, ‘You ’ookin’ for slum ashion?’


Bex ran past him and belted for the stairs, which she knew wasn’t a smart move – all sorts went on in the stairwell of the block Jen lived in, and right enough she ran into a group of three boys smoking joints halfway between the first and second floor. Luckily they were too stoned to make the usual threatening and rude comments so she side-stepped them and kept going until she reached the third floor. She hurried along the landing and pressed the bell on Jen’s door.


As she waited, she looked out, over the balcony wall, across the long line of darkened, deck-access flats and blocks that looked like prison wings rather than homes. In the shadows that the buildings threw, dirty deeds were done most nights. Not for nothing was it known as The Devil’s Estate for miles around. Bex lived on the other side of Mile End and The Devil made her estate look like a palace. Sometimes she considered asking her friend if they could meet up at Mile End Tube or up West, to spare her this journey. But that would remind poor Jen what a proper dump she lived in and Bex didn’t want to do that. Her friend had enough problems. And she knew what kind of a place she lived in, anyway. Bex totally got why she wanted out, a good job and an honest fella. Getting off this estate might not have been much of an ambition, but it was the only one that counted, until you did.


When Bex knocked on the door, it was Jen’s mum who answered it. Mrs Miller smiled and greeted her but avoided making eye contact, which wasn’t like her. Babs was always so open and friendly that sometimes Bex wouldn’t have minded nabbing her and taking her home to replace her own mother, who never had much time for her, but plenty for the Bingo.


She shouted her daughter’s name and Jen came to the door. Bex couldn’t help but be gobsmacked at what a knock-out her mate was. She was slim and trim, unlike Bex who carried a muffin top around her middle, currently squeezed into a panty girdle that was hurting so much it made her eyes almost water. It didn’t matter how many diets she tried, she just couldn’t shift the fat. Big-boned, that’s what her mum claimed she was, but Bex knew she was a gut-bucket with a sweet tooth that went berserk come midnight. Still, she could always count on Jen to make her feel like a million quid, telling her that men liked something to hang onto: a nice bit of plump ’n’ grind.


The girls gave each other a quick peck on the cheek and that’s when Bex noticed that the devil’s offspring, the gum-chewing Tiffany, had appeared at the door too. Bex stared daggers at the little bitch. She despised Jen’s sister; a mega headache that even a box-load of Anadin couldn’t make go away.


‘Alright?’ The thing next to Jen had the cheek to speak to her, before resuming that cow chewing, her arms folded.


It was only when Jen called out goodbye to her mum and the front door slammed shut that Bex realised that Tiffany was now standing with them on the block’s landing, all sulky mouth and slightly hunched shoulders in an Adidas fur-lined hooded parka that was a couple of sizes too big. She also sported a pair of mauve-tinted Lennon style shades. Who wore sunglasses in the dark for fuck’s sake? And her Doc Martens were a crime against fashion that Bex wouldn’t allow herself to look at. Jen’s sister looked like a wannabe Liam Gallagher ready for a ruck. The girl took out a piece of paper and started reading it. I’m surprised she can even read, Bex thought bitchily. She looked at her mate who avoided her eyes as her mum had done a few moments earlier. She looked back at Tiffany who had a smirk on her face and then she turned back to Jennifer in disbelief.


‘No way Jen – please tell me we’re not taking this little slapper with us . . . ?’


 


Tiffany didn’t respond to Tubby Guts’ insult. Instead, she screwed up the note the boy had given her earlier and lobbed it over the balcony wall. She didn’t need the handwritten note to remind her what it said: Don’t fuck up.










Three


The huge bouncer studied Bex and Jen hard before announcing, ‘Well, you two aren’t twenty-one for a start, but no one’s going to pull me up for thinking you are, so you can come in. But her . . .’ He looked at Tiffany who was staring at him with her arms folded and hatred in her eyes, ‘I mean, come on; she don’t even look like an eighteen-year-old pretending to be twenty-one. Be fair girls – I’m not being unreasonable here, am I?’


This was too much for Tiffany who shouted, ‘Sod off you prick, I’m twenty-five. What are you, blind?’


Jennifer swiftly moved in-between her sister and the bouncer to stop Tiff from trying to deck him, then turned on the charm. This was the third club they’d queued for already that evening and things weren’t getting any easier.


‘Alright, this is it straight up, we’re all twenty-one, but my friend here’ – Jen gestured backwards at Tiffany with her thumb – ‘she’s never looked her age. Come on mate, help us out; we’re just three girls who want to dance. That’s not a crime, is it?’


The bouncer was sympathetic but couldn’t help. ‘Seriously girls, if it was up to me, I’d let you in, but the cops and the council are busting everyone’s balls on the underage thing at the moment. One sniff that we’re letting kids in and that’s our licence gone. Seriously . . .’


He was distracted for a moment by a man with Beckham good looks, dressed in an expensive, slim-line powder blue suit, which made his already piercing blue eyes even bluer. The stranger playfully punched his arm and said, ‘Alright bruv, what’s occurring?’


‘Just another boring night in the life of an underpaid doorman. At the moment I’m trying to explain our club’s very, very strict policy on age to these young ladies.’


The young guy laughed. ‘You’re barring three lovely birds like this? Have you gone gay or something?’ Then he drew close to the bouncer: ‘Have you seen Dandy? I want a word.’


The doorman jerked his head to the inside of the club and the hottie in the suit swaggered in: ‘Catch you later, yeah?’ Clearly he didn’t have to queue or pay.


As he went up the steps, he caught Jennifer’s eye, held her gaze and smiled at her until she looked away, her heart beating like the clappers. He was sporting a pricey diamond earring and his gelled hair was dyed bleach blonde. Tanned, slender and tall, he had confidence in spades.


Behind her, Jen heard Bex whisper, ‘Cor, I would . . .’


The bouncer was getting impatient. ‘Sorry girls, I can’t help. Now move it along please.’


While Tiffany worked up a strop, Jen studied the young man from her vantage point at the door. He was deep in conversation with a shifty-looking guy and whatever they were discussing was obviously serious. There was a lot of nodding, shaking of heads and shrugging of shoulders. Then the sleazy-looking one noticed that Jen was eyeballing them and dug the gorgeous one in the ribs. He turned to look at her, turned back, whispered something and the two retreated into the club.


‘Ladies, please,’ the bouncer sounded narked now. ‘Could you stand aside?’


The two older girls admitted defeat, but Tiffany Miller never admitted defeat. Ever.


She shoved her sister out of the way and tried to get into the guy’s face, even though he was at least a foot taller than her. Her voice went stereo. ‘Do you know who you’re dealing with here? Do you?’ Jen and Bex took an arm each and tried to drag her away but Tiffany wouldn’t let up. ‘I’m from Mile End, dick brain. I know people. I could have you shot, no problem! Watch your back, you little fucker! People will be coming for you, you six-foot wanker . . .’


The bouncer shrugged his shoulders and grinned at them. Like most door staff, he could never understand why people behaved like they’d just been released from some nut house. It only confirmed he’d made the right call to bar them.


‘You need some help, gorgeous?’ a voice said near Jen. She looked around to find a group of three lads, the one who’d spoken giving her a thorough once-over. He obviously liked what he saw because his tongue licked his bottom lip. ‘I can get you into the club and then . . .’ he stepped closer to her, ‘me and you can get better acquainted.’


Jen wasn’t in the mood. She kneed him in the groin. He groaned as he bent forwards, much to the amusement of his friends. Jen knew that she needed to hone the skills of a proper lady if she was going to make it off her estate, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t able to dip into her bag of Devil Estate tricks when she needed to.


She turned her attention to her wayward sister and gripped her arm. Kicking and struggling, Tiffany was dragged down Charing Cross Road until finally she broke free. She stared at the two other girls with the same look she’d used on the doorman and then hissed, ‘Screw this, I’m off.’


Swaggering, Liam Gallagher style, she was soon lost in the Saturday night crowds. But although they could no longer see her, the two friends were not spared hearing her as she shouted over the crowds, ‘Oh, and you were right Jen. I never wanted to come in the first place. I only did it to fuck you off. West End? Wanker’s End, more like.’


Bex made a half-hearted attempt to go after her but Jen took her by the arm. ‘Don’t bother; it ain’t worth it. She’ll find her own way home . . . eventually.’


‘Your sister keeps shouting the odds and she’s going to be in real bollocks bother one of these days.’


‘Yeah, I know,’ Jen agreed, grasping full well that her sister was going to mouth off at the wrong person soon enough and live (or die) to regret it. She might bitch about her sister, but in her heart she loved her really. As far back as she could remember, she’d tried to look out for Tiffany. That’s what you did when you were the oldest; you made sure that the rough stuff never touched the young ones. Of course you would expect to get into a bit of verbal with each other, every now and again – that’s what happened in families – but at the end of the day, loyalty was everything. Everything.


‘She’s going off the rails and breaking my mum’s heart,’ Jen continued softly, ‘but what can you do? I’ve tried having heart-to-hearts with her, but it goes in one ear and comes out the other. The worst of it is, Mum blames herself. She thinks the stupid girl would have grown up straight if she’d known our dad, instead of him doing a flit when she was a baby.’


‘Your dad?’


But Bex should have known better than to ask that question. She’d asked it many times without ever getting an answer. All anyone knew was that Stanley Miller was long gone and the family never talked about it. And as far as Jen was concerned, that was the best way to keep it. Her dad had left the family home when she was a toddler. She didn’t really remember him, but what she did recall was their flat being freezing, very, very cold indeed. How she could remember this when she’d been so young she didn’t know, but then it was funny what stayed with you from your childhood.


Arm in arm, the two young women wandered up Charing Cross Road until Jen suddenly jerked Bex to a stop outside a clothes shop. She hadn’t expected to see one here; Charing Cross Road was famous for its bookshops. Jen looked longingly at the mannequins dressed in such pretty clothes. That’s what she wanted, to be a fashion designer; it was going to be her way of getting off The Devil. After leaving school at sixteen, it had taken her a whole year before she got the confidence to enrol at college part-time on a diploma foundation fashion course. She’d left school with no qualifications, so her dream was to one day hold a certificate in her hand.


‘How’s it going up at college?’ Bex asked.


‘My tutor says my work’s really good. Next time you come round I’ll show you my portfolio.’


‘Portfolio?’ Bex nudged Jen playfully in the side. ‘Is that the name of a new cocktail?’


Both girls looked at each other and burst out laughing. Bex dragged her away from the shop. There was talk of a club in Leicester Square they could try, but they both knew the evening was a dead loss. Too much had gone wrong already for them to have a good time now. Besides, Jen wanted to get home and let Babs know that her youngest had escaped from her cage and was out in the wild, with no zookeepers to look after her. That meant it would be a long night, just like all the others, until Tiffany either came home juiced-up and stoned or was brought back by the cops (with a ‘final’ warning). Or she wouldn’t come home at all until the next day and then claim she’d been kipping at ‘friends’. Sometimes, Jen wondered if the tabloids weren’t right and kids like her sister didn’t need banging up, or a wake up dose of National Service.


They decided to wrap the night up with a drink and then head home. As they stood together outside a pub, smoking and deciding whether it looked like their kind of place, a hand appeared on Jen’s shoulder. Then the other hand appeared on Bex’s. Startled, both turned around to find the tasty bloke in the blue suit standing, up close and personal, behind them.


‘Hello, girls. Your evening looks like it could do with a shot in the arm from a top geezer – and believe me, ladies, I really am a top geezer.’


 


Tiffany loitered in the forecourt of a jam-packed Leicester Square tube for ten minutes until she was sure that Jen and Bex had given up on coming after her. Then she walked up the steps to get on with her real business that evening. She’d only tagged along with her sis to cop some spending money from her mum and give herself an excuse to go up West. Now the coast was clear it was time to drop any pretence of what she was doing here. Although she’d promised the geezer in the Bad Moon that she knew the place she was picking up from, the truth was that she only had the haziest idea. She weaved through the streets of Soho and saw a lot of boozers, but none of them were the right one. In the end, frustrated, she decided to do what any lost teenager should do – she asked a cop who was standing with another Bill, getting ready for a long night.


‘The Pied Piper?’ He looked at her with a mixture of amusement, disgust and alarm. ‘Now then, what would a respectable young lady like you want in the Pied Piper?’


Tiffany had a sinking feeling that asking a boy in blue had been a big-time mistake. ‘I’m meeting someone there.’


The cop gave her a long look. ‘You know what kind of an establishment that is, don’t you?’


Establishment? She didn’t like the word; it made the place she was meant to go to sound like boring school. But she brazened it out and nodded.


The officer looked at his colleague who shrugged his shoulders. He turned back to the respectable young lady. ‘Next left, halfway down the street.’


Tiffany scuttled away as quickly as she could. When she reached the pub, she stood outside and checked it out for a few moments. It seemed normal enough and it was difficult to see what the cop had a problem with. She walked up to the door, but her way was barred by a bow-tied bouncer. ‘Sorry love, over twenty-ones only.’


‘Oh flamin’ hell, not you ’n’ all . . . I’m twenty-six.’


The bouncer started laughing. ‘Seriously love, I don’t care, but the council and Old Bill do.’


‘Please,’ Tiff pleaded, knowing if she didn’t get this job done she’d probably end up pushing up daisies.


The bouncer raised his hands and looked Tiffany up and down. ‘You do know what kind of pub this is, don’t you?’


Tiff was getting totally ticked off with everyone treating her like a six-year-old. What did she have to do to prove she was a big girl now? Flash her bleeding knockers?


‘Yeah.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not stupid.’


‘Whatever, I don’t really think you’re dressed for it anyway. I’m doing you a favour by barring you.’


Tiffany couldn’t believe it. She was in trouble and she knew it. If the guy in the Bad Moon discovered she couldn’t even get into this pub, never mind pick anything up for him, her career would be over before it started. But she was curious too. The pub sounded like a bad place and she was a bad girl, a very bad girl.


When the door swung open to allow someone out, she could hear a woman singing karaoke. She didn’t know the name of the song, but she’d heard her mum play that tune. The singer was making a right racket, wailing about standing by your man. The place couldn’t be all that bad if it was playing crap music that her mum liked.


Tiffany moved into the side street next to the pub and waited. The bouncer couldn’t stand there forever and he was on his own. He’d have to take a piss sooner or later and then she was in. But as she waited, she had a better idea. On the side wall the pub had a series of frosted windows and one of them was open at the top. She walked up to it, gripped the frame and hauled herself up. She looked up and down the street to make sure no one was looking and poked her head and shoulders through. She was skinny and knew she would make it. But as she did so, she came face to face with a man standing at a urinal.


He didn’t seem in the least bit phased. Instead he smiled. ‘If you’ve been caught short, the window for the ladies is next door.’


When she got over her initial shock, she said, ‘Yeah, you can help actually. Can you help me get in this joint? I had a problem with the bouncer – he thinks I’m too young.’


He looked her up and down. ‘Well, you can see why he might have thought that.’


‘Oh come on mister – you’re not a cop or from the council are you? What do you care?’


The man shook the last drops off his little friend. Tiffany couldn’t help looking at it. Weren’t they meant to be bigger than that? His would’ve lost in a competition with a chipolata. He hesitated for a moment before lifting his arms and helping her wriggle her way through the window. He took her by the waist and lowered her to the floor. He looked baffled. ‘Are you sure you’re in the right place? Only you look like you’re dressed for a night out in Romford, love, rather than a pub like this.’


She straightened herself up. ‘I’m here to see a man about a dog.’


That must have tickled him because he smiled again at her. ‘Well, give him a pat on the head for me.’


‘The man or the dog?’


‘Either suits me . . .’


There were two bars. One was full of fit and trendy men while the other was crowded with women who seemed to have dressed to avoid the ‘night out in Romford’ look. The karaoke tunes weren’t the sort that filled a dance floor in Romford either. It was then that the penny dropped for Tiffany. She rolled her eyes and whispered, ‘Oh hell . . .’


A gay bar. Not that she had a problem with gay people. She was in favour of anything that narked other people off – shoplifting, gayness, whatever else – as long as someone, somewhere, didn’t like it, she was happy. It was just that back on the estates, you didn’t meet gay people; you only heard about them as figures of fun or hatred. She’d never met any and this pub was rammed with gayness. She’s never seen this stuff up close before, especially the women. A few were dancing, most were just chatting, but Tiff’s breath caught when she saw a couple tonguing each other in a corner. She dragged her gaze away, suddenly feeling pissed off that she hadn’t been forewarned by the boss man in the Bad Moon. Perhaps it was his idea of a little joke. But it took more than a pub like this to get a laugh at the expense of Tiffany Miller.


‘I want an absinthe cocktail,’ she ordered when she hit the bar.


The trendy barmaid with the gelled back sides and quiff, and Love Heart stud earring, was at a loss. ‘A what?’


An absinthe cocktail was the code words she’d been given by the man in the Bad Moon – but this female Elvis lookalike serving drinks didn’t seem to get it. So Tiffany repeated her request and added, ‘You know what I mean . . . ?’ to make her point. The barmaid looked even more confused.


That was until a man, who’d been loitering in the background, enjoying the singing, realised what was happening. What a total Man-donna, Tiffany scoffed as she checked him out – buffed, tanned, good-looking, and he bloody well knew it.


He tapped the barmaid on the shoulder. ‘I’ll look after this one, Julie. Why don’t you refill the optics?’ He turned to Tiffany. ‘So, you want an absinthe cocktail do you? Follow me and I’ll get you one.’


The man, who spoke in the same la-di-da voice as her bore-me-M&S-knickers-off maths teacher, rang the till and took out some notes before leading her to a storeroom at the back of the pub. He ferreted his way through a huge pile of invoices, letters and receipts that no cop or taxman would ever be willing to work through until he found a dog-eared beige envelope. He checked inside and then handed it over, together with a twenty quid note.


Tiffany looked at the score in disbelief. Someone’s having a laugh. ‘Is that it?’


She’d busted a flipping gut to get in here and all she had to show for it was a piddling Demi Moore.


‘’Fraid so honey. Here’s a little tip in life, my dear; always negotiate the fee before signing the contract.’


Smug bastard. Like she needed life lessons from some dick who uses moisturiser.


Tiffany flashed the twenty at him. ‘This can’t even get me back home.’


‘Give over, how much were you expecting? You’re not one half of Bonnie and Clyde, are you?’


Tiffany scrunched the note up and shoved it with disgust in her pocket. She tried to flatten the envelope but it was full of bulky paper; at least she assumed it was paper. She tucked it down the front of her grunge, flannel dress, although she was upset to see it made her look a bit fat; she’d be giving Tubby Guts Bex a run for her money. Man-donna chuckled, amused by her amateurish attempts to hide her wares.


‘Why don’t you stop by the bar and have an absinthe cocktail before you go?’


Tiffany recoiled like he’d gobbed in her face. ‘No chance. I ain’t hanging around to be eyed up by a bunch of lezzas.’ That didn’t stop her from looking lingeringly at the ladies part of the bar.


The man looked wistful rather than outraged. ‘My, my, you really are from the back end of nowhere aren’t you?’


‘Mile End actually.’


‘Whatever.’


As she made her way out, the guy grabbed her by the collar and dragged her back. ‘There’s just one other thing.’ He tapped the envelope under her clothing with his knuckles. ‘Don’t lose this or try and sell it on. It’s worth a lot of money and if our mutual friend finds out you’ve let him down, he’s going to be very upset. And his employer in turn is going to be even more upset. I’d hate to see your new career ending in the foundations for a motorway flyover. This isn’t selling a few pills or nicking stuff from Woolworths, you’re playing with the big boys now. Do you understand?’


There was no anger or threat in his voice. He really did sound just like her maths teacher telling her that if she couldn’t do long division she’d never amount to anything. And perhaps that was why, for the first time since she’d been hired, she felt a chill in her backbone and butterflies in her stomach.










Four


‘Nuts is the name ladies. Not,’ Mister Blue Suit hastened to add, ‘because I am nuts, but because I’ve got lots of them.’ He raised his eyebrows and winked. ‘You know what I mean?’


Hell’s bells, Jen thought, I’ve got a real plastic Casanova on my case. Slowly she checked him out, from head to toe, with a cold, hard look before turning away and dramatically whispering, ‘Oh dear, look what the cat’s dragged in . . .’


Bex gave him a girlie giggle and fluttered her lashes to show she was into it, but Nuts hardly seemed to be giving her the time of day. His hand was casually draped around her shoulder while he was holding on tight to Jen with the other. Then he seemed to realise that there were only two girls, where there had been three down at the club. ‘Where’s the girl with the gob on her gone?’


Jen explained. ‘She went home.’ Then she added, ‘She thought there were too many nerky guys in blue suits hanging around; it was creeping her out.’


Nuts leaned into her face with a smile and she caught a whiff of his aftershave as he whispered, ‘Woah – hard girl. I like it.’


Jen had already decided that this boy-man was a complete prat but he had in-your-face confidence and wasn’t easily deterred; she had to give him that. Nuts gently guided the two women forwards. Bex went eagerly, Jen not so much.


He explained. ‘You see, the thing is, my beauty queens, it breaks my good heart to see a couple of classy-looking birds like yourselves being turfed away at crap clubs. You know what I mean? Crap clubs, crap people, crap clothes, crap music; it’s insulting.’


All his attention was focused on Jen and he obviously liked a challenge. If she’d been doing the whole hyena giggling routine like Bex, he’d have probably lost interest by now. He needed putting in his place. ‘You seemed happy enough to go in there. Perhaps you’re a bit crap as well?’


Nuts shrugged his shoulders. ‘Had to, babe— Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’


‘Simone.’


Nuts looked unconvinced by her lie but went with it. ‘Had to, Simone; it’s part of my job to knock around in some of these places.’


‘And what is your job?’ Jen’s sarcasm was as thick as butter on the bread of someone with too much cholesterol. ‘Only it looked to me, down at the club, like you were some kind of minor league drug pusher; offering a special deal to the staff, were you?’


Nuts’ face went stone white. His patter dried up as his arms dropped right away from both women, like he was going to catch something nasty and incurable. ‘What are you then, some kind of undercover cop?’


Seeing his look Jen wanted to laugh her head right off. He didn’t look so piss confident now. She should prolong and twist his agony by introducing herself as Detective Simone of the Yard’s ‘Get Men To Keep it in Their Pants’ special squad. But she didn’t. Not that she felt sorry for him or anything, but she did like the way he smelt, and his eyes.


‘No, just a lady who likes to keep her eyes open.’


‘So – not a cop then?’


‘Don’t worry blue eyes, your little secret is safe with me.’


Nuts recovered himself and pressed on. ‘Drugs? Oh come on, babe, do I look like an ice pusher?’ He looked at his suit as if realising that he did. ‘Drugs isn’t where the money’s at, darling. I work in the City, in finance, loads of lovely spondoolies, and all totally legit. We lend money to the entertainment industry so all these places want to keep me sweet. Obviously, I don’t socialise in them coz they’re a bit crap. I’m actually a member of a private members’ club in Soho. You know, showbiz types – that kind of thing. That’s where I like to hang out when I’m off-duty. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you let me take you down there? Rub shoulders with some stars? There was that bloke from EastEnders in there the other night, you know the one who tried to off his missus and set up his brother to take the fall.’


Jen had had enough; she didn’t even watch EastEnders; she was a Corrie girl. ‘I don’t think so, Nuts. We’re a bit choosy about the kind of blokes we hang out with. We only do designer, not off-the-peg shite.’


Now it was Bex’s turn to have had enough as she glared at her friend. ‘Could you excuse us for a moment, Nuts?’


She took Jen by the arm, led her a few yards away, into a shop doorway, and hissed, ‘What’s the matter with you? I’m starting to think your sister’s right – you really are a bit up-your-own arse. He’s seems a really nice fella. OK, he’s a bit flash and full of himself, but so what? He’s offering to take us somewhere different and you’re acting like Lady Muck. What have you got to lose? You can get the tube back to Mile End if you want, but I’m going with him.’


She flounced off. Jen watched while Bex explained to Nuts that he was only going to be taking her to the club. He looked over in her direction like a cocker spaniel who’d been kicked in the stomach. He looked so disappointed that she began to feel a bit sorry for him. There went her soft heart again. She was also a little worried about her mate. While the guy seemed harmless enough, she didn’t want Bex going off on her own. And if she was being honest, at the back of her mind was the nagging doubt that, under the surface, perhaps this young man really was worth fancying, and she might be missing out. It was clearly her he liked, not Bex. As the two of them turned their backs on her and began to walk away, she called out after them, ‘Hold up, I’m coming.’


After all, what did she have to lose?


 


Tiffany jumped the ticket barrier at Charing Cross underground and then bolted down the escalator as two members of staff set off in hot pursuit. Coming from the East End, Tiffany knew that genuine criminals are among the straightest people going, when they’re not actually committing crimes. You make sure all the lights on your car are working so the Bill can’t pull you over at random. You make sure your books are all in order, so that the Revenue don’t start snooping around. You don’t get into rucks in pubs, so the law doesn’t have a chance to arrest you and get nosey with your business. You keep a low profile and you keep it clean – apart from whatever your crime of choice happens to be. Tiffany knew all that in theory but she had forgotten it when she got into the business of dodging her fare back home.


Pausing only to kick a man who’d told her to be careful when she pushed him and his girlfriend out of the way, she shot off down the escalator and onto the platform. She knew there was no chance of being caught in the heaving, Saturday night crowd. After a short search, the two jobsworths did an about-turn. She couldn’t understand why people like that bothered; it wasn’t like it was their money. At Mile End station she did the same again but there was no chase this time. A woman in an underground vest merely shouted at her as she vaulted the barrier and disappeared onto the street.


A hundred yards down the road, she went inside a cash and carry to stock up on supplies, but as soon as the guy on the counter clocked her face, he shouted, ‘Get out! Get out! You’re banned! You’re banned! You and your no-good friends . . . !’ He ferreted about under the counter, emerged shouldering a baseball bat and came around to confront her.


He looked like he meant business, so Tiffany decided to move on, flipping him the finger and yelling, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, your shop’s full of out-of-date shit, anyway.’


The shop bell jangled behind her and she carried on down the road until she reached another store. She was banned from that one too but that had been three months back and she was hoping there would be no staff there who remembered her mug. She peered in through the window. The guy on the counter looked familiar but she decided to chance it. She was all smiles and seriously Miss Prim and Proper as she walked up to the counter.


‘Two bottles of vodka and twenty Benson please – my nan does love a tipple and a fag on a Saturday night.’


It was true what her mother said to her. She could be a lovely girl when she wanted to be. But then Babs would plead, Why can’t you be a lovely girl all the time? And Tiffany would roll her eyes and think, Because I’m not a lovely girl and I don’t want to be one. She needed excitement not lovely girl syndrome.


‘Are you sure you’re eighteen?’


It took a huge effort on Tiffany’s part to stay a lovely girl and not yell, ‘Oh bloody hell, mate, not you too.’ Instead she answered sweetly, ‘Yes, I’m eighteen; I’m doing business studies at East London College.’ She always claimed she was doing business studies in these situations; it sounded so respectable.


He looked doubtful but he fetched the voddy, put it on the counter and then turned to pull the B&H off the shelf. An amateur would have grabbed the bottles and run while his back was turned but she wasn’t an amateur and she wanted the ciggies. As the guy rang up the register, Tiffany pulled her dress up to her waist to expose her underwear and then put her hand down the front of her drawers. She pulled out a flick knife from its hiding place, released the catch and, as the blade sprang, she pointed it at her supplies. ‘What’s this lot come to? Twenty squid? Not worth getting shanked for is it?’


The man’s expression reminded her of her mum’s when she was acting up: the same weariness and resignation. After a few moments, he raised his hands by way of surrender and Tiffany gleefully grabbed her loot and ran for it. As the door closed, he’d recovered enough to yell, ‘You’re banned!’


Doubling back, she walked through side streets to get to the local cemetery, a place that she often felt was her real home. The youths who gathered there never asked why she hadn’t been to school, they never told her what to do and, most importantly of all, they never, ever asked her if she was sure she was eighteen.


The wrought-iron gates were permanently chained shut while the council tried to work out what to do with the disused site. But further down, the high Victorian wall had been caved in where a lorry had hit it. The local authority had half heartedly filled the gap with wire fencing and tape but kids had soon found a way through and made the rambling and overgrown wasteland Mile End’s premier nightspot for teenagers who had nowhere else to go and couldn’t stomach being lonely.


For despite all the mates she had here, Tiffany was lonely, and bored. Bored, bored, bored. There was nothing to do, so what alternative did she and the kids like her have but to make up their own excitement – create their own, private place. She liked the booze and the occasional puff because it gave her an adrenaline buzz; it made her feel like she was living a life. Now she had this job going from East London to West, her life had moved up the excitement scale.


In the distance, obscured by gravestones, monuments, trees and undergrowth, she could hear shouts and laughing voices, mixed in with the pulsing beat of Livin’ Joy’s ‘Dreamer’ from an ancient ghetto blaster. For those who wanted to come out and play, it was just a case of follow the noise and you can’t go wrong. But Tiffany had another reason for coming out this evening. She had a job to do with her envelope, and there was someone she needed to see there who could help.










Five


Babs popped a couple of Benzos as she watched Dale’s Supermarket Sweep on the VCR, but she couldn’t settle. The pills were for what her doctor called ‘anxiety’. Sometimes Babs felt like her whole life had been one long stress trip. Some would say that she’d brought that on herself, but no one had the brass balls to say it to her face. She sat down, got up, tidied the room, sat down again. Five minutes later she was back on her feet. She made a brew with a splash of Gordon’s, tidied the kitchen and sat down again. Babs was house proud. No one was going to come into her drum and say she was bringing up her girls in a doss house. The dross on the estate might be happy to have folk think their living quarters deserved a visit from the environmental health, but not her.


Still, she knew that tonight’s spring cleaning blitz had nothing to do with being house proud. When she was feeling antsy, she tidied up; not that there was anything left to do. Her nerves were shot to pieces by one thing – worrying like crazy about her youngest, Tiffany. She had that awful, unsettled feeling in her tummy, the one she always got when she knew her Tiffany was up to no good.


Her girl had a heart of pure gold, but she was trouble. Whether it was in the West End or Mile End, if there was a problem, her Tiff was smack-bang in the middle of it. It had been a crazy hope to ask Jen to keep an eye on her. Jen couldn’t control her sister, and she had her own life to lead anyway. Babs suspected she had been a bad mother to even think that her youngest would be safer in the adult world of bars and nightclubs with Jen than with that bunch of teenage no-hopers who hung around in the cemetery. But the awful thing was she might be right. At least she had her sister with her in the West End, to stop her falling prey to any bad ’uns and the places they went to were policed by staff and bouncers. No one policed the cemetery, not even the police.


When teachers, neighbours and the coppers told her to get a grip on her kid, her answer was always the same. ‘What can I do? Please, tell me, what can I do?’ She couldn’t keep the girl under lock and key 24/7. She couldn’t force her to act proper. She couldn’t warn her where this behaviour might end. Plus, she just got a mouthful for her trouble. Jen’s theory was that Tiff would have to learn from her own mistakes, but Babs was afraid that by the time she did, it would be too late; that had been the story over the years for so many of the local kids walking a wonky line. They’d wake up one day in their twenties or thirties and realise they were in a dead end with nowhere to go – if they weren’t already banged up in Holloway or The Scrubs. Babs was desperate for that not to happen to her youngest but she didn’t know what to do to put the brakes on it.


They had been a close family once. Tiffany had adored her big sister, trailing after her every chance she got. Once upon a time those two had been as thick as thieves. Then Tiffany had gone to that piss-poor secondary school and nothing had been the same again.


She drifted to her kitchen and peered out of the window onto the communal balcony, willing her girl to magic out of thin air. Fat chance of that happening. But she did see one of her neighbour’s kids who knew Tiffany well, walking along past the window, his head bobbing up and down as he went. She went to her front door and called out to him. ‘Have you seen my Tiff tonight?’


The kid paused too long before saying, ‘No.’


Right. Babs went onto the balcony. ‘Is she down the cemetery?’ That horrible, sick sensation in her gut told her Tiffany was in the one place she didn’t want her to be.


The boy didn’t make eye contact this time but stuck like a rat on stinking rubbish to his story. ‘No.’


Satisfied that at least she now knew where her daughter was, Babs got her coat, popped another happy pill and headed out across The Devil’s Estate, taking care not to catch anyone’s eye.


 


On a side street in Soho, Nuts led Jen and Bex down a narrow flight of steps to a basement entrance guarded by a solid oak door. He rang the bell, a slot opened and two eyes peered out.


‘Welcome to the Alley Club,’ Nuts said to the girls, as the slot closed and the heavy door was unlocked and opened to reveal an entrance hall and, beyond that, a badly lit space that seemed to roll back forever. The girls could see a bar and a small dance floor where a few couples were grooving to M People’s ‘Moving On Up’. Nuts made a great play of knowing everyone as he weaved his way through the crowd, proudly whispering to Jen, ‘That guy’s a singer . . . she’s in movies . . . he’s an actor . . .’


Jen didn’t recognise anyone, but she had to admit that this fella was putting in a real effort. Bex meanwhile had looped her arm through Nuts’ arm. He may be after her gorgeous mate, but she figured he’d soon get tired of Jen’s snob-with-a-gob attitude and settle for her instead. She’d got used to playing second fiddle to Jen over the years. Bex was good-looking and her curves looked shit-hot in her outfits, but Jen always went one better. That was how it was and they both knew it.


When they got to the bar, Nuts decided he wasn’t waiting his turn and waved his hands in the air and called out to one of the girls serving. ‘Hey, darlin’, how’s it hanging? Can you sort us some snorts here? Being glamorous is thirsty work – you know what I mean?’


Flash git. But Jen smiled. She did like a confident man. He insisted on buying some over-the-top cocktails that looked more like something raided from the Amazon Jungle with fruit and leaves hanging off them. He produced a large wad, which he was careful to make sure that Jen saw.


‘Is John in tonight?’ he asked the barmaid.


The barmaid didn’t look comfortable, but she quietly answered him. ‘Yeah, he’s around.’


‘Cool, I’ll catch him later.’


As they left the bar area to look for a seat, a waitress bumped into them and spilled a lime-coloured drink down Nuts’ jacket. He shouted at her with such blistering venom it shook Jen up: ‘Oi, darlin’, do you know how much this suit . . .’


But when he caught the fierce expression on her face, he quickly snapped his mouth shut. The woman was a stunner. Black – well, mahogany brown really – with a Naomi Campbell style full-length weave on. The owner of the club thought uniforms were naff so the waiting staff could wear what they wanted, and this one was decked out in a scarlet leather cat suit and heels that only someone with a perfect body and perfect kiss-my-behind attitude could pull off; this woman clearly had both. One hand was studded with bulky rings on four fingers. There was a flash of dark green in her mostly brown eyes and a piss taker might have said that that flash of green, along with the scarlet leather, made her look like a set of traffic lights. But it was clear no one would dare take the rise out of this chick.


She looked Nuts up and down, curling her royal plum-coloured lips before snarling, ‘You got a problem?’


Nuts didn’t have a problem; in fact, he promptly apologised, although the incident hadn’t been his fault. He used a silk hanky to wipe his suit. The waitress looked at him like he was dirt under her kitten heels. She looked at Jen, gave her a knowing smile and shook her head to show what she thought of the guy. Then she was gone.


Nuts looked over his shoulder and whispered, ‘Bitch’ as she went, although he took care to make sure she didn’t hear him. But he was also unable to resist the temptation to watch her pert, tight backside for a few seconds as he did so. My oh my, that booty knows how to work the room.


Nuts escorted his guests over to a sofa where he sat down between them. He was now anxious to get rid of Bex but wasn’t sure how to do so without looking too obvious. ‘John’s the owner,’ he explained, ‘a good mate of mine actually.’ He looked around to make sure he wasn’t being overheard. ‘Although, if I’m being straight, he’s well dodgy. A major league Face, he runs his crew out of this club. He’s got a finger in everything: you know, motors, naughty deals, the works. He’s tried to persuade me to set up shop with him, but I’m not interested, I’ve got other plans.’


Jen nodded, took a sip of her drink and asked pointedly, ‘So, are you well dodgy too then?’


‘Me? Dodgy?’ Nuts crossed his heart. ‘Are you pulling my chain or something? I’m as straight a winner as Oxfam’s ‘‘straight guy of the year’’ award.’


He was pleased to see her smile. Not ear-to-ear like a moron, but just a smile that tilted the corners of her delicious mouth. He might not have her hook, line and sinker but at least she was looking at the hook.


‘No, I’m going to the top alright,’ he carried on, ‘but I don’t need to break any laws to do it. I’m starting my own firm.’ He looked around the club with pride. ‘And when I’ve made my pile, I’ll probably come back here, buy this place and get John to work for me.’


Nuts waited patiently for Bex to go to the ladies and when she did, he seized his chance. He snuggled in close to Jen and suggested, ‘Listen, why don’t you and me lose your mate and head off somewhere a little more cosy?’


He felt her body stiffen. ‘I don’t think so. Actually we’ll be heading home soon.’ She performed a yawn for him and explained, ‘It’s past my bedtime.’


His lips were only inches from her cheek. ‘I’m glad you mentioned bedtime, it saves me having to do it.’


‘Sorry, it’s not your night, I’m afraid.’


‘OK, how about I call you then?’


‘I’m not on the phone.’


‘I could meet you somewhere?’


‘I’m very busy at the moment.’


He pleaded with a smile, ‘Oh come on, babe, gimme a break. I’m working my arse off here. I’m fully house trained, Scout’s honour.’


She turned and gazed into his big blue eyes that looked like a puppy desperate for a pat on the head. And she did kind of like him. It didn’t seem to matter how often she knocked him back, he kept bouncing up and that’s always flattering. He seemed determined to make something of himself and if you took things at face value, it appeared he was already on his way. He was good-looking and a cut above the caveman East End yob she was used to, who she refused to go out with. Her dreams didn’t include having a yob as a daddy to her kids. But there was something about this bloke that wasn’t quite right; she couldn’t put her finger on it. It was like her mum had always warned her: the flasher the mouth and clothes, the lamer the heart and soul. But when he took a lock of her hair between his fingers and rubbed them together and whispered again, ‘Gimme a break . . .’ she nearly weakened.


Their moment was broken by the sound of shouting over on the dance floor. They both turned to see the Naomi Campbell-wannabe waitress in a violent argument with a man and his friends.


‘You grab my arse again and you’ll be leaving minus your fingers,’ she growled.


The man let out a raucous laugh, winking at his mates. ‘Come on, black beauty, you should be grateful for my attention. It’s a step up from being a waitress.’


Without another word, and as other revellers scattered, she clenched her fist and threw a right-hander that caught the well-built man square in the face and sent him reeling backwards. He crashed into a table and chairs where he collapsed in a heap, clutching his bleeding nose and face where her multiple rings had gouged out his skin. As a group of the club’s heavies emerged from the shadows to restore order, the woman turned on her victim’s friends.


‘Do you want some too, eh? Do ya?’ She kissed her teeth – the Caribbean equivalent of tutting, with knobs on – dripping derision and disdain.


It seemed they didn’t want some. They backed off and raised their hands. The woman turned and delivered a violent kick to the arse-grabber’s ribs. ‘Learn some fucking manners, you damn fool.’


‘Come on, we’re out of here,’ Nuts said alarmed and grabbed Jen’s palm in his. ‘John doesn’t like trouble in his club and that bird looks like proper trouble and no mistake.’










Six


‘Oi, Miller?’ the woman growled. ‘I want a word with you.’


There were only two reasons anyone walked around The Devil’s Estate after dark – either they were looking for trouble or they wanted to avoid it. As soon as Babs heard the voice, she knew she’d found trouble. She stopped walking down the slip road off the estate, that led to the cemetery, and stared hard at the middle-aged woman coming towards her in a right huff.


The woman was Melanie Ingram. She lived in a block on the other side of the estate – thank God – and looked like a reject from the 1980s: big shoulder pads, even bigger teased hair and huge, wild, gobstopper-sized eyes. This mad bitch saw herself as the Joan Collins of The Devil’s Estate. Christ almighty, Babs didn’t need this now. There had been bad blood between both families since Babs’ husband, Stanley, had been around. Really bad blood.


Babs stood with her arms folded while the other woman crossed over. They stared each other out for a few moments before Melanie snapped, ‘Keep your skank kid away from my girl or there’s going to be a blow up.’


This fat slapper didn’t scare Babs Miller. Her husband would have done, but he wasn’t around anymore. ‘Oh really? From what I hear, your daughter’s well trouble on her lonesome and don’t need no one else. Is it true that she’s got her own team of social workers now? That’s a shame, isn’t it?’


Melanie Ingram drew closer. ‘Whoever you’re hearing those fuck-off stories from, you want to tell them to shut their lying gob. But it’s gonna be true if she hangs around with your thieving, smacked-up kid. So you tell her straight from me, if she doesn’t stay away from our Stacey I’m going to come around your gaff and show her what it’s like. Do you understand?’


Babs tutted. ‘Hmm – the slacker the bird, the harder the patter. I’ll tell you what, sweetheart, any time you feel like coming around and showing anyone what it’s like, feel free. We’ve all got our problems and I fancy taking mine out on an old trout like yourself. By the way, how’s that old man of yours? Still popping home from time to time, well bladdered, and giving you a kicking, is he? Or is he too busy now with his much younger piece of snatch?’


Melanie Ingram shook with anger. She was so close now that Babs almost passed out from the stale beer fumes coming off her. ‘I mean it. Keep her away from my Stacey.’


‘Why don’t you get back on your broomstick and fly away?’


Bab stood her ground. She wasn’t going to bottle it. She wasn’t scared of this sorry excuse for a woman who’d been beaten left, right and centre by life. If she put one finger on Babs – one little touch – everyone would find out who put the name Devil in this estate: she would beat the living daylights out of her.


But she was saved from having to roll up her sleeves when Mel stomped off. In all the years they’d been scrapping, Babs and Mel had never actually come to blows; it was almost as if they had an unspoken agreement not to go there. And there were times when Babs realised how stupid their feud was; both women were in the same boat really, with two tearaway teens who kept head-butting life. But then again she and Melanie Ingram had a history. A bad history.


Babs shook off the past as she continued her journey to the cemetery. Her heart sank and her pace quickened when she saw two cop cars parked by the entrance. The police had unlocked the gate and were trying to manage the growing crowd of teenagers inside who wanted a ruck and were goading the boys in blue with insults from all sides:


‘Fuck off, we ain’t doing no harm.’


‘Why don’t you go and help some old dear cross the road.’


‘Do you want a drag on my spliff officer?’


When she drew close enough, Babs surveyed the crowd of youths. No sign of her daughter. She slipped past the police and grabbed the arm of a girl she recognised. ‘Have you seen my Tiffany?’


The kid shook her head. Babs gripped her arm more tightly and pleaded, ‘Help me out.’


The girl gestured with her thumb in the direction of the winding, shadowy paths that led deeper into the cemetery. ‘I think she went for a walk with someone.’


Babs tensed up. ‘What someone?’


The kid shrugged. ‘Dunno.’


Babs let the girl’s arm go and started trembling. Someone? Who could Tiff have gone off with? How many times had she warned the stupid girl not to come here at night; there might be pervs and kiddie fiddlers lurking in the bushes. Jesus, when was her girl ever going to learn?


She moved quickly down the rambling tracks that led past graves with white angels and harps mounted on top. Above her, the wind blew through the treetops. The voices and shouts behind her faded as she pressed on. She knew Tiffany would go mental when she discovered that her mum had come looking for her. She anticipated the scream – ‘I’m not a fucking kid’ – but knew too that she had no choice.
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