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Prologue

‘Georgio shouldn’t be much longer now, Harry. Let me get you a refill.’

Donna Brunos took the Waterford crystal whisky glass from the small man in front of her and smiled at him tightly. He’d already had more than enough to drink; a few more whiskies and his nasty streak would surface.

She poured a hefty measure of ginger ale into the glass, topping it up with a small amount of Red Label whisky. She closed her eyes tightly for a few seconds, hoping to take away the ache behind them.

As she turned to face Harry Robertson, his wife Bunty gave one of her high-pitched laughs. Donna handed the drink to Harry and, using the excuse that she was wanted in the kitchen, moved through the lounge, stopping here and there to have a brief word with different people.

Donna was aware that they were all waiting for her husband, that they classed her a poor second as hostess. The only reason they were here, the men as well as the women, was because Georgio had invited them personally. Everyone was grateful for a little bit of attention from Georgio, she knew that, had always known that. Donna smiled ruefully; she felt that way herself and she was his wife. It was a knack he had. When Georgio looked at a person, he could make them feel as if there was no one else in the world and he used this to his advantage.

Inside the kitchen she leant against the wall and sighed.

‘He’s bloody cutting it fine,’ said Dolly, her housekeeper and friend.

Donna nodded and, pushing herself away from the  wall, she surveyed the work surfaces intently. ‘How’s the duck?’

‘Drier than a nun’s tits!’

Donna laughed gently, a laugh she didn’t think she had inside her. ‘You’re crude, Dolly, but then you already know that.’

Dolly flicked the ash from her cigarette into the waste disposal and shrugged good-naturedly.

‘It’s nearly half-eight - why don’t you sit down without him? The sooner they eat, the sooner they’ll go. When Georgio gets in, he’ll be grateful most of it is over. He can get down to the business in hand over the brandy and we can all be in bed for twelve.’

Donna pushed her heavy dark hair off her face; it was a weary gesture and Dolly smiled at her sympathetically.

‘You want to tear the arse off him when he gets home, love.’

Donna removed the cigarette from the older woman’s hand and took a long drag, holding the smoke in before letting it out heavily in a thick grey cloud.

‘I would, Dolly, if I thought he’d take any notice. Give him another half an hour then serve, all right?’

‘Okey doke. Get yourself in and join the fray. Sixteen of the town’s bigwigs to dinner and the golden boy doesn’t turn up! That’s him all over.’

This was said with a rough pride. Dolly Parkins loved her employers, and they loved her, and - more importantly - they trusted her. Dolly could be herself with them and she abused this shamelessly. Throwing the butt of the cigarette into the bin, she began putting the plates in the oven to warm.

Donna left the sanctuary of the kitchen and went once more into the lounge, where Betty Hawkins’s loud braying voice immediately hit her with the force of a sledgehammer.

‘Donna! Donna, get over here and tell this fool that your husband has a 911 Carerra with my name on it!’

‘When’s the delivery date, Betty? I’ve forgotten.’

Donna fixed a smile on her face and joined in the  conversation. In her mind she decided she would take Dolly’s advice. She would tear the arse off her husband when he finally arrived home.

 



The port and Stilton were on the table and Harry Robertson was holding forth on local government. Donna tried to look interested but her eyes were straying over the debris strewn across the table. Bunty Robertson had burned a cigarette hole in the Venetian lace tablecloth and it was like a magnet, drawing Donna’s eyes. She had always hated the woman; in fact, she realised, she hated everyone sitting around the table. In different degrees, maybe, but it was a form of dislike for each and every one of them. Yet, as Georgio was always saying, they needed them; or more to the point, he needed them. It was Georgio who had arranged this dinner, had even told her the menu and ordered in the wine specially, and who had not turned up - not even had the decency to ring and make his excuses.

Harry Robertson was now on his favourite subject - the courts, his role as magistrate, and the sentencing of juvenile offenders. With enough drink in him to knock out an Irish navvy, he began his monologue on the judicial system. One day, Donna promised herself, she was going to ask him how he felt about drunk drivers. She had lost count of the number of times he had wheelspinned out of her driveway, completely blotto, and gone zig-zagging down the lane towards the M25, his wife hiccuping beside him, both feeling they were a law unto themselves.

Donna heard the doorbell and sighed with relief. Georgio was home. He would take over in that easy way he had, and soon everyone would forget that he hadn’t turned up for the meal, and would all vie with one another to assure him they didn’t mind waiting for him in the least.

She stood up and Harry Robertson said snidely, ‘Now then, Donna, don’t you go giving him a hard time - at least not until we’ve all gone home.’ Everyone laughed dutifully. It was on the tip of Donna’s tongue to reply: ‘Oh, you are going home, then? That’s something to look forward to anyway.’

As she left the room she heard Bunty’s voice, as she knew she was meant to, saying, ‘Honestly - Donna!’ in that maddening tone she had. Closing the door firmly behind her, she met Dolly in the hallway.

‘It’s all right, I’ll answer the door.’

Dolly shrugged and went back into the kitchen.

Donna’s heart sank as she saw four large outlines through the glass of the double front doors. Georgio had brought people home on top of everything else. Her headache was heavier now, a migraine in the making. Putting her shoulders back and pushing out her narrow chest, she plastered a big smile on her face and opened the door. Georgio always liked her to be in control, or at least look as if she was in control.

‘Mrs Donna Brunos?’

The uniforms of two of the men registered in her mind and she felt the panic well up inside her chest.

‘Yes . . . I’m Mrs Brunos. My husband, Georgio . . . What’s happened?’ In her imagination she saw him in the twisted wreckage of his Mercedes Sports. Remembered all her warnings to him to drive carefully. She was totally unprepared for what she heard next.

The bigger of the men in plain clothes was mouthing words at her, she was shaking her head in denial, then they were actually walking into her home.

‘We have a warrant to search these premises.’

‘A what?’ She was aware that Dolly was beside her, and somewhere in the recesses of her mind, she registered loud laughter coming from the dining room.

‘Your husband was arrested today for armed robbery. He is being held at Chelmsford police station. I am Detective Inspector Frank Laughton from the Serious Crime Squad . . .’

The migraine was bearing down on her, jagged, probing. She heard the dining-room door open and Harry Robertson emerged, Council Planning Officer and pillar of the local community, asking in his strident voice what the hell was going on - and then, mercifully, she passed out.

As Donna sank down into oblivion, her mind flashed up images and memories to compensate for the shock just dealt to her. She saw herself as a child again, her face white and strained as she listened to her mother’s strident voice. Covering her ears with her hands, she froze, waiting for the noise she knew was to come.

The soft thud came through the wall on cue. She knew her mother had fallen against the dressing table. She had to have fallen. Donna’s father wouldn’t hurt her, not deliberately.

The room was cold; the house was always cold. Even in the middle of summer it had a damp, clammy feel to it that was more to do with the occupants than the weather.

She could once more hear her mother’s voice, goading her father on, telling him things about himself best left unsaid. She wished her brother Hamish was still at home, but Donna rarely saw him now he was married.

This was a strange household.

During the day, the almost clinical cleanliness could break a girl’s heart. Anyone entering the house automatically spoke in whispers, as if in the presence of the dead. Donna’s mother was pretty in an austere way, her face a beacon of righteousness. She and her husband were well respected; they ‘kept themselves to themselves’, a favourite saying of theirs, along with, ‘It’s nobody’s business but ours’.

The child waited for her father to go to his room, and sighed heartily as she heard the door shut softly behind him. She took after her father, everyone said so. Self-effacing, self-contained, anything for a quiet life.

Tomorrow, the incident would be over - never, ever to be mentioned.

Especially by a little girl who knew exactly how to be seen and not heard.

 



Her face was flaming, burning as if the skin would melt off it. Mrs Dowson was looking at her with a pitying expression on her normally dour face.

‘You should have told someone, Donna! Why didn’t you tell your mother?’ Mrs Dowson knew why Donna Fenland had not imparted the news to her mother, but she had to ask the question anyway.

Monica Fenland stood like a hefty wedge between her daughter and the door. Her eyes scrutinised her child, bored into her with a pale grey ferocity. ‘Come on, Donna, answer Mrs Dowson.’

Donna looked up into her mother’s eyes - eyes that were saying, ‘Keep in control, Donna. Don’t show any emotion at all, and talk yourself out of this embarrassing situation.’

‘My mother had already explained it all to me, and I didn’t see the need to bother her with any of it. Today was the only time I have ever felt remotely ill since I . . .’ She paused. ‘Well, since they came.’

Mrs Dowson saw Monica Fenland smile grimly and wondered why the hell she’d bothered.

‘I see. Now do you think you might be better off at home, just for today? Until the period calms itself down a mite, eh.’ She was gratified to see the girl’s obvious relief at the outcome.

Ten minutes later Donna and her mother drove home from the school in silence. Inside the house Donna was tucked into bed, given a hot water bottle and a copy of  Black Beauty to read.

Then Monica Fenland sat on the side of the bed and smiled at her daughter before saying, ‘You did well today, Donna. Your monthly visitor is private - Mrs Dowson had no right bringing it into the open like that. She should have popped you in a cab . . . But there, it’s done now. I was called from work, I had to travel to your school, and now I have to return to my work. Not that Mrs Dowson would understand that, I suspect. So you just lie back and relax, and if you’re feeling better later on, you can peel a few potatoes for me, eh?’ Standing up, she smoothed out the creases in her plaid skirt.

‘What happens now, Mum? Will it be like this every month?’ But Monica Fenland was already walking from  the bedroom, Donna’s words falling on deaf ears.

As she started up her car, Monica glanced at the neat detached house, at her daughter’s bedroom window, and sighed heavily. Not a natural mother, she cared for her daughter but knew she failed her. Monica had never experienced the rush of love other mothers talked about on first seeing their child after the delivery.

The birth of Hamish had been difficult and humiliating. It was an act she had refused to repeat. Then, just as she was convinced her childbearing days were over, along had come a baby girl. The embarrassment of her late pregnancy still made her face go hot fourteen years later.

Pregnant at forty-three.

Leaning on the cool leather covering of her steering wheel she felt the tears, because no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t really love her daughter.

And she knew that Donna Fenland was a child who needed a great deal of love.

Pulling out of the drive, she felt the familiar urge for a drink.

 



‘Donna, you’re so bloody boring! Come on, girl.’

Donna followed Jackie’s lead and together they looked through the motley collection of shoes displayed on the market stall.

‘Your mum can’t stop you doing anything now . . .’ Jackie’s voice trailed off. ‘Oh, Donna, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that how it came out.’

Donna looked into the honest blue eyes of her best friend and nodded.

‘I know.’ She shrugged lightly, her instinctive feeling that you had to be accommodating coming to the fore as she tried to pacify her friend. ‘I know what you mean, Jackie. My parents weren’t exactly hip, were they? Sometimes I wonder if they even realised I was in the house.’

The desolation in her voice, and the honesty of the answer, made Jackie’s eyes water. ‘Oh, Donna, I’m really, really sorry.’

Donna smiled widely. ‘Don’t be, they gave me a good  life in their own way. Now they’re gone, and I’m here on holiday with you so let’s have some fun!’

‘Do you miss them?’ Jackie’s voice was soft.

Donna nodded slowly. ‘Yes, I do. They were all I ever knew. I loved them, and now they’re gone I miss them.’

The Cockney stallholder grinned as he shouted at the two girls: ‘You keeping that shoe, love, or waiting for Cinderella?’

Laughing at his raucous voice, Donna replaced the black patent shoe on the stall.

As they walked off, Donna saw an apparition of manhood so excitingly gorgeous it made her breath catch in her throat. And the most amazing thing of all was, he was smiling right at her. Looking over her shoulder in case it was someone else he was staring at, she turned back to find him planted firmly in her path.

‘Hello, girls.’

His voice was rich and brown but Donna heard the cockney inflection in it.

‘So what are your names then?’

Georgio Brunos always talked to pretty girls, and giving the two friends a once-over with his practised eye, decided the blonde one was a little raver, and the dark one a challenge. He concentrated on the dark one, and was amazed to find himself staring into a pair of eyes so startling, he was nearly lost for words.

And on closer inspection, the face before him was one of the most beautiful he had ever encountered.

Still smiling jauntily, he switched his gaze back to Jackie. He took in her lipsticked mouth, jutting breasts and short skirt. She was his usual armload. Yet this slim, flat-chested dark piece intrigued him . . .

And Georgio Brunos didn’t know why.

He managed to get a firm date and her phone number, much to the chagrin of Blondie. The little dark piece’s absolute shock and bewilderment made him feel good.

She had potential.

A lot of potential.

As he swaggered away, he knew she was still watching him.

 



Donna stood in the doorway of the cramped living room, her heart hammering in her chest. The flat was a confusion of smells, noise and bustle. The worn furniture was covered in people and Donna felt an urge to run away.

A heavy-set woman in her forties, with a beaming smile, false teeth and red work-worn hands, came towards her with surprising agility, shouting, ‘Come away in. Oh Georgio, she’s beautiful. Like a little flower!’

Georgio laughed in delight.

His elder sister Mary got up from the battered chair by the fireside and offered it to the thin pale girl her mother was practically dragging into the cramped room.

‘Christ, child, your hands are like ice.’

Sitting Donna in the chair, she began chafing the slim fingers between her own, as if Donna was five instead of eighteen and a half.

‘Jaysus save us, would one of yous shut your galloping traps and bring the child a cup of tea?’

Nuala, the youngest, tripped gaily from the room singing: ‘Georgio’s got a girlfriend, Georgio’s got a girlfriend! ’ He chased her out and playfully slapped her bottom.

Ten minutes later, Donna had been introduced to everyone, had a cup of scalding tea balanced precariously on her lap and a plate of sandwiches and cake on the wide arm of the chair. In shocked silence she listened as everyone talked at once, shouting over each other to be heard and arguing playfully about just about everything.

Then a tall man walked into the room with a large covered dish in his hands and everyone fell silent.

Placing the dish on the table he smiled at one and all, saying in broken English, ‘My first-born son has brought home a girl at last! I have made a large pan of Stifado, and downstairs there’s a beautiful crispy plate of Baklava, full of honey and nuts, to enjoy on this special occasion.’

Donna’s eyes were drawn to the large handsome man before her, and as everyone in the room turned to look, Pa Brunos put his ample arms around her waist and kissed her gently on both cheeks. Always near to tears, an emotional man by nature, he then pulled out a large white handkerchief and wiped his eyes.

‘Oh, Jesus save us!’ snorted his wife. ‘He’ll be roaring after a few Ouzos, child. Ignore him!’

Donna laughed with everyone, and in those few seconds, amid the rich garlicky smell of the food and the chattering voices, Donna Fenland fell in love once more.

Georgio she already loved. She had loved him for six months, from the first day she had clapped eyes on him in the Roman Road market.

But now she realised she had fallen in love with a whole family.

A real family, full of real people.

Georgio winked at her and tapped his pocket, where he had a ring ready to place on her slim finger. They’d picked it that day. She was going to marry the tall handsome man with the deep brown eyes and the deep brown voice, and because of that, she would also gain this family.

This family who were enveloped in love, who were warm, spontaneously affectionate, and close.

It was something she would thank God for more than once over the next twenty years.

After her early experience of life without real love, she would thrive on the abundance of it, overflowing from her husband and from his family.

Especially his family.

As she looked around her at the smiling faces of the younger children, at the fond glances from his parents, and at the big handsome man she had somehow managed to capture, Donna Fenland felt as if, after a long and painful journey, she had finally and irrevocably come home.

‘I’m sorry, but I think you must have made a very serious mistake.’

Donna’s voice was high and breathless, her face a white strained mask that made even the most hardened of the policemen present feel a tinge of pity for her.

Donna heard Bunty’s refined tones and closed her eyes in consternation.

‘Do you know who my husband is?’ It was more of a shocked statement than a question, and even in her own distress, Donna felt a moment’s smugness that Bunty wasn’t getting it all her own way. The other dinner guests had left as soon as possible; only Bunty and Harry had stayed on.

‘We’re quite well aware of your husband’s standing in the community, madam. We would advise you that we have a warrant to search these premises and that is what we intend to do.’

Harry stormed into the lounge, his face grey-tinged, the alcohol he’d consumed lying heavily on his fat stomach. ‘Come along, Bunty, there’s no more we can do here. I would advise you, Donna, to get your husband a solicitor as soon as possible. Bunty, shut your mouth and let’s get home.’

She stared wide-eyed at her husband. ‘But surely . . . surely there’s been some mistake? I mean . . .’

‘Get your coat, dear, we’re leaving. I’ve been on the phone to the Chief Super and he informs me there is no mistake at all. Now can we please leave?’ His eyes warned against any further objection and Bunty, having always prided herself on being quick on the uptake, moved silently from the room.

In the hallway, Harry helped his wife on with her wrap. As he picked up the keys to his BMW a voice said hoarsely, ‘Going to call a cab for him, missus? I don’t think the local magistrate would be happy being stopped for drunk driving.’

Bunty and Harry both looked at Frank Laughton. Replacing the keys in his pocket, Harry picked up the  phone, a red tinge flooding his face as he dialled the number.

Laughton walked nonchalantly past them, a smile on his face. Going into the lounge, he shut the door noisily in Bunty’s face.

Donna was sitting on a small leather stool, her face devoid of colour and her whole body trembling. Looking at her, so fine-boned, so feminine, Laughton felt the full force of the woman’s attraction. Pushing her heavy dark hair from her face, she looked him in the eye. Tears were rolling down her cheeks, but she made no move to wipe them away.

‘This is all a ghastly mistake. My husband is somehow caught up in a ghastly mistake.’ She begged him with her eyes to tell her what she said was true. Laughton did not wish to witness her pain. Instead he said gruffly, ‘Your housekeeper is making some tea. I would advise you to put a drop of brandy in it.’

Helping her from the stool, he escorted her to the kitchen, ignoring Bunty and Harry as they passed in the hallway.

Dolly’s cockney accent could be heard even before they reached the kitchen door. ‘Get your ruddy feet off of my clean floor, and stop picking at the food! If you’re not careful . . .’

As Donna and Laughton walked into the kitchen, she looked at them and said loudly, ‘So! PC Plod has arrived back, has he? You’ve dropped the biggest bollock of your career tonight, I only hope you realise that . . .’

‘Hello, Dolly, long time no see.’

She snorted. ‘Not long enough for me, Laughton. Still fitting people up, I see.’

The three policemen in the kitchen smiled at the older woman’s choice of words. Dolly nodded at them all, her small black eyes sharp.

‘I know what I’m talking about. I had dealings with him when he was greener than the proverbial grass. Grass being the operative word with you, eh, Laughton?’

‘Shut up, Dolly. You always was a mouthy bitch and  you ain’t improved with age.’

‘How’s the wife, Frank? Still turning a blind eye, is she? Mind you, looking at you now, I’d bet me last penny you don’t get much luck from the blaggers’ wives these days.’ She nodded at the three policemen and grinned widely. ‘Oh, that’s true, all right. You could set your watch by him years ago. If the old man got a twelve at three in the afternoon, Laughton would be round the house by eight-thirty, suited and booted, fish and chips under one arm and a bottle of wine in the other. No prizes for guessing what else he had for them . . .’

‘Shut up, Dolly, and give your arse a chance.’ Laughton’s voice was hard.

‘Truth hurt, does it, Frankie? You ain’t worn very well, but then your kind never do, do they?’

‘You was an old boot then, and you’re still one now. How’s your old man? Grateful for getting banged up, I imagine. Anything has to be better than living with you. Now you’re with another blagger. I might have guessed I’d find you here.’

Donna put her hands to her ears and said loudly, ‘I can’t believe this is happening!’ She turned to face Frank Laughton. ‘You come into my home - my home! - and try to tell me my husband is a criminal, and then you have the audacity to stand there and harangue my housekeeper! You call my husband a blagger? Well, Mr Laughton, you had better prove your allegations or I will see to it that you pay for this night’s work. Now do what the hell you have to then get out of my home. Do you hear me? Get out of my home!’

Dolly pulled the distraught woman into her arms, glaring at the policemen as they trooped out of the kitchen.

‘Oh Dolly, what’s going on? What on earth is going on? There’s obviously been some kind of mistake. They won’t even let me go and see Georgio.’

‘It’s all a big mistake, darlin’. Before you know it, everything will be sorted out and back to normal. Look  on the bright side, love. It got rid of that load of ponces, eh?’

Donna smiled wanly. ‘Oh, Dolly. I don’t know what to do.’ Her voice was thick with tears.

Dolly held her close. She could smell the expensive shampoo Donna always used.

‘I’ll pour you out a strong cup of tea. This’ll all be over before you know it.’

Five minutes later they sat and listened as the house was systematically torn apart around them.

 



Detective Laughton was smiling widely. He was known as ‘Arsehole Laughton’ by criminals and his own men alike. He wasn’t what would be termed a well-liked man and he knew this; accepted it. Revelled in it, in fact. He prided himself that his men might not love him, but at least they respected him. It would have pained him to know that, in reality, the men he worked with had more respect for the majority of the criminals they captured than for their Guv’nor.

Lighting one of the eighty cigarettes he smoked a day, Laughton coughed loudly, a phlegm-ridden, hacking cough that made the young DC’s insides rise up in protest.

‘Cigarette, Mr Brunos?’ Laughton’s face screwed up as he fought to hold back another wracking bout.

Georgio shook his head in distaste.

Laughton let the cough go, spraying Georgio and the younger man with spittle and mucus.

‘Leave it out, for fuck’s sake!’ Georgio Brunos was disgusted and it showed in his face.

‘Oh, what’s the matter, Mr Brunos? Are we too, too sophisticated for all this, eh?’ Laughton’s voice was sarcastic and hard. ‘Does living the life of fucking Riley in a big drum, with flash cars and plenty of booze and skirt, make you better than everyone else then?’

Georgio shook his head slowly, wiping his face with a large brown hand. ‘Listen, Mr Laughton, with respect, a pig in shit has more sophistication than you!’

The young DC smiled, and hastily turned away from his boss.

Laughton stared down at the handsome man sitting before him, a wave of malice and temper washing through him. ‘I’ll have you, Brunos, you know that, don’t you? I’ll see me day with you, boyo, see if I don’t.’

Georgio shook his head sadly. ‘Why are you so determined to pin this on me, Laughton? Did I sell you a right steamer for the wife or something? Did I annoy you in another life and now you’ve been reborn to fucking haunt me in this one - is that it?’

Laughton took a rasping drag on his cigarette and smiled grimly. ‘I hear the whispers, Brunos, I hear everything. I know you’re not as white as you’d like everyone to believe. I know you was behind that blag, everyone knows . . .’

Georgio laughed out loud. ‘Everyone knows, do they? Well, I wish they’d let me in on it, mate, because I don’t even know what you’re talking about.’

Laughton stubbed out his cigarette on a saucer and promptly lit another. ‘Wilding, send in DC Masterson, please. And go and get yourself a cup of tea or something. I don’t want to see you for about forty minutes, OK?’

The younger man hesitated for a split second before Laughton bellowed: ‘You heard me, boy. Move it! Do you want it tattooed on your arse then?’

DC Wilding looked into Georgio’s eyes briefly and left the room. The silence was tangible, heavy on the air like electricity before a summer storm.

Five minutes later, one of the biggest men Georgio had ever laid eyes on walked into the room.

‘You wanted me, Mr Laughton?’ The man’s face was open, kind.

‘Sit over there, son. I’ll tell you what to do when the time comes.’

Georgio Brunos, a small tremor of fear inside him now, smiled at the man as nonchalantly as possible, then turning to Laughton he said quietly: ‘You wouldn’t dare, Laughton.’

The DI laughed loudly. ‘Oh, I’d dare, Georgio. You ask Peter Wilson. Bless his little cotton socks, even as we speak he’s nursing his wounds. Never the bravest of blokes Peter, but very eager to please. Does what he’s told, does young Peter. You could learn from him, Brunos. Tell the truth and shame the devil.’

Georgio stood up abruptly. ‘I want me brief, Laughton, and I want a break.’

Laughton’s voice was low and cold now. ‘Sit down, Brunos.’

Georgio stood firmly, facing the older man.

‘Sit down, you Greek ponce, before I put you through the fucking wall!’

Georgio stood his ground, refusing to be intimidated.

Sighing heavily, Laughton said, ‘Sit the man down, son, before we have a mutiny on our hands.’

Masterson stood up, his amiable face still half-smiling. Georgio couldn’t believe it when he was forced back into his seat with such force his spine felt as if it had been crushed. Humiliated, stunned, and losing his temper, Georgio said menacingly, ‘You’ll pay for this, Laughton. The lot of you will pay for this one!’

The policeman smiled, displaying his tobacco-stained teeth. ‘I don’t like you, Brunos. I don’t like your good looks, your charming manners, and your two-faced fucking way of life. I don’t like your money, your business, or your pretty little wife. I don’t like your family, or your friends. In short, as I said earlier, I’m going to have you, Brunos. I’m going to put you away. I’m going to put you away for so long, it’ll make Nelson Mandela’s sentence look like a stint in Borstal.’

Georgio stared into the manic face above him and felt real fear forming in his bowels.

‘I ain’t done nothing, Laughton. Three people saw me in my car lot today. Three people! What more do you want - a fucking signed statement from the Queen?’

‘I want you, Brunos, because you’re a piece of shite, you and Davey Jackson and the rest of them. You’re the dog shit on my shoes. I’ve got you bang to rights, Brunos.’

Georgio shook his head in exasperation. ‘You’re talking bollocks and you know it. You must be hard up for a face to try and pin this one on me. I’ve got more witnesses than the ascension into heaven!’

Turning to the large DC, Laughton said in a friendly voice: ‘Hurt him.’

The younger man stood up, and in stunned disbelief Georgio felt himself being dragged from the chair and forced onto the ground. He could smell the dirty floor and the polished leather of the man’s boots as he was kicked viciously in the stomach five times.

Eventually, the DI pulled the larger man away, knelt down and said quietly: ‘In a minute, I’m going to put on the nice tape recorder and read you your rights, because Peter Wilson gave us enough to put you away. No bail for you, Greek boy. You’re off to Chelmsford nick tonight. But first I’m going to have a cuppa and a fag and watch you squirm on the floor for a while. I hate your guts, Brunos, but don’t take it too personally - I hate everyone.’

Georgio held down the bile that was rising into his mouth, burning his throat and tongue. This was a nightmare, a bona fide twenty-two-carat nightmare, and inside himself he knew that if Wilson was telling Laughton what he wanted to hear, the nightmare could go on for months. Looking up, Georgio felt the fight leave his body to be replaced by a calmness that surprised him.

‘I never done nothing and you know it,’ he said. ‘I’m being fitted up and I’ll prove it.’

Laughton laughed again. ‘Yeah, course you will. Conspiracy to rob, conspiracy to murder, and aggravated assault on a police officer are only a few of the charges against you, but they’ll grow, Brunos. Like a cancer, they’ll grow - I’ll see to that. God, I wish we still had hanging! A young man died today. You know about it and you know where the dosh is, or my name ain’t Frank Laughton. You can deny it until the cows come home and the Second Coming arrives. I couldn’t give a flying fuck. You’re in this up to your neck, and for the widow of that boy, and for his kids, I’ll see you go away for it. You might  not have pulled the trigger, Brunos, but you was there in spirit. You set it up and I’ll prove it. With the help of Wilson, I’ll prove it.’

Georgio closed his eyes and coughed gently, a small trail of bile escaping from his lips. Looking up into Laughton’s face he said loudly, ‘Fuck you, Laughton. You can’t prove nothing.’

Then the kicking really started.




BOOK ONE


Dilige et quod vis fac  
Love, and do what you will—

 



St Augustine of Hippo, AD 354-430

 



All the privilege I claim for my own sex is that of loving longest, when existence or when hope is gone—

 




Persuasion Jane Austen, 1755-1817




Chapter One

Peter Wilson was frightened. As he looked into Frank Laughton’s face he sensed the full force of the older man’s determination and temper. Running his tongue around his teeth, he felt the looseness of two of them and the split on the inside of his cheek where he had bitten it.

‘Please, Mr Laughton, I can’t tell you nothing, see. I don’t know nothing.’

Frank Laughton sighed heavily and stared up at the clock on the wall of the interview room. ‘Did anyone ever tell you how dogs know you’re frightened of them? They smell your fear, see - like I can smell yours now.’ He took a deep drag on his cigarette and threw it to the floor, crushing it with his heavy boot.

‘You see, Peter, I want what you’ve got. That is, I want you to tell me what I want to hear. Now it won’t be the first time, will it, eh? Me and you go back a long way, don’t we? Remember the tellies a while back? I let you walk that one, because you were helpful. I like helpful people. I can be nice to helpful people. Whereas, when people are like you are now, annoying me, I want to hurt them and lock them away. I enjoy locking people away. It’s my job, and I get pats on the back and things like that, see? Now, at this moment in time, I am in a good mood, but I can feel that mood gradually slipping away and that ain’t good news for you, because it means I might really take it on myself to hurt you. Do you get my drift, shitbag?’

The quiet sing-song voice was more frightening to Peter Wilson than anything else Laughton could have done.  Peter had grown up in children’s homes and foster homes, each worse than the last. He was used to the worst. Abused by his father and others over a fifteen-year period, Peter was a small-time hood, small-time husband and small-time father. He could barely read or write, and used words of only one or two syllables. He was a gofer, nothing more and nothing less. He had a haphazard sort of friendship with the people who used him to do the little jobs they couldn’t be bothered with themselves. He was a drug user, an abuser of alcohol, and also a nonsense case, having three convictions for tampering with neighbours’ children and his own. He was a loser of the first water and inside himself he knew all this. Had first had it knocked into him as a child, then repeatedly since becoming a grown man. As he listened to Laughton he knew in his heart he would do as he was asked. Eventually.

‘But what about me, Mr Laughton? What will happen to me?’

Laughton laughed. ‘What usually happens to you, Peter? You get pissed on, of course, like always.’

‘Is there any money in it?’

Frank smiled. In his heart of hearts he hated Wilson more than he hated Brunos and the others he put away. At least Brunos was going after the big rents.

‘There might be.’

Seeing a quick few quid, Peter smiled craftily. ‘I ain’t got a very good memory, though. If it’s difficult like, what I have to say . . .’

Frank wiped a hand across his face and sighed heavily. Glancing at the big electric clock once more, he realised it was three-fifteen in the morning and he hadn’t eaten for over eight hours. He could taste the cigarettes and tannin on his tongue and suddenly, feeling a rush of temper, he crashed a huge fist into the boy’s face, sending him flying back against the wall with tremendous force, and knocking over the plastic chairs.

Leaning over the trembling form, he said quietly: ‘Don’t annoy me tonight, Peter. I have one difficult customer already, and you’re going to help me put him  away, as and when I tell you to - get it?’ Straightening up, he brushed down his suit jacket and tidied his hair.

Peter Wilson watched him from the floor. As Laughton reached the door, Peter said timidly, ‘Who’s the face, Mr Laughton? Tell me that at least.’

Laughton grinned, knowing the boy was his now, as he had known all along he would be. Turning, he said, ‘An old friend of yours, Peter. Georgio Brunos.’

He walked from the room, grinning.

Peter lay on the floor, his hands protectively holding his wedding tackle, and two big fat tears rolled down his face.

He was a dead man, and he knew it.

 



‘What do you fucking mean, what’s going on? Do you think I’m here for the beer or something?’

Georgio’s voice was high and indignant and Donna closed her eyes before answering him.

‘Don’t swear at me, Georgio, I’m not the enemy.’

He wiped a heavy hand across his face and sighed. ‘It’s a fucking setup, Donna, you know it is. What the fuck would I be doing at a blag, eh? Especially one with loaded guns and a fucking bunch of ice creams doing the actual blagging.’

Donna drew in a deep breath before speaking, trying to calm down the erratic beating of her heart. ‘Look, Georgio, all I know is, they’ve turned the house over . . .’

He pounced on her then, grabbing her thin arms above the elbows and shaking her. ‘Did they take anything? Say anything?’

‘Georgio, for God’s sake. Calm down! You’re hurting me.’

He stared down into the beautiful strained face of his wife, then, pulling her into his arms, he crushed her against his body. Burying his face in her hair he breathed in her scent.

‘Laughton’s after me, Donna. He wants my face in the frame and I can’t do a fucking thing about it.’

Donna hugged her husband to her, feeling for the first  time ever a sense of unease about the man she had married.

‘But why would this Laughton want you so badly? What have you ever done to him, Georgio, that he should do this to you?’ She pulled herself from her husband’s embrace and looked into his face. ‘It just doesn’t make any sense.’

Pushing her roughly away, he bellowed, ‘What do you mean? Do you think I had a tickle then, is that it? Fuck me, my own wife thinks I’m a blagger now! That’s all I need, ain’t it? Where you been then? Round me mother’s? I bet she’s loving this, ain’t she. Christ! I can’t believe you fucking said that.’

He stormed around the small interview room, his shoulders tense, his face a mask of hard energy and rage.

‘Will you calm down, Georgio, please? I am not trying to say anything. I just want to know what the hell is going on, why you should be blamed. That’s all.’

He bit on his bottom lip. His pupils were like pinpoints in the harsh lights of the room. He was agitated and Donna realised then that he was really in trouble. Serious trouble.

‘Get me a brief, love, a good brief. Phone that cunt Simpson - it’s about time he earned his collar anyway. Then get on to Davey and the others at the lot, tell them the score. Tell Davey I’ll be in touch whatever happens, all right?’

Donna nodded, then realised that she was being dismissed. He wanted her to leave! Standing straight, she pushed the strap of her bag over her shoulder.

‘I’ll go then. Leave you to sort this lot out, shall I? It’s seven-thirty in the morning and I haven’t slept all night, my home has been ransacked, legally ransacked, and you have the audacity to dismiss me?’

Georgio looked at her in consternation. ‘Leave it out, Donna. I’ve got enough on me plate without you crying and bawling. Laughton’s hauling me up the court this morning to get an extension, the way things are going I ain’t even going to get bail, so the last thing on my mind is  you. I’m sorry if that upsets you, love, but that’s the truth of it.’

He gazed into her face and sighed once more. ‘I’m looking at a ten stretch here, don’t you realise that, woman!’

Donna nodded. ‘I do now, thank you, Georgio. Only I didn’t think people got ten years for nothing. But there, you learn a new thing every day, don’t you? Now I’ll go and get you yet another brief, shall I? Only I got you one last night in case you didn’t notice!’

Georgio stormed across the room and grabbed her arm. Twisting her round to face him, he hissed: ‘This is the real world, Donna. I’m a builder, a used-car dealer, I’m fucking Essex Man, love. I ain’t got to do nothing, I just need to be implicated. I ain’t no angel, never pretended I was, but this is over my head, darlin’. Way over my head. I’ve never so much as nicked a penny sweet, but Laughton wants me. Yeah, Donna, come down into the real world. Think of the Guildford Four and the Birmingham Six. Think about the West Midlands Crime squad. Where do you suppose my black eye came from, eh? The dirt on my clothes? He’ll tell people I was trying to do a runner, or that I attacked them. It’s all part of the game, love. The filth fit people up all the time, and that’s why I’m so frightened, because on the big ones, they always get away with it.’

She swallowed back the fear that what he said was true. She said quietly, ‘But those people were released . . .’

Georgio hugged her to him, his laugh rich and deep and worried. ‘After how long, sweetheart? Think on that one. How long were they banged up in some stinking nick before they were earholed out, eh? That’s the frightener, love. That’s what frightens me.’

Looking up at her husband’s strained face, Donna felt the fight leaving her body. In his position she would be upset, she would be full of bitterness and agitation.

‘Oh, Georgio . . .’ The tears came then, hot and stinging, and she savoured her husband’s tight embrace and the words of love whispered in the stale confines of the  interview room that smelt of cigarettes and urine.

Georgio stroked her silky hair and said softly, ‘You don’t understand this world, Donna - you never did, that’s why I picked you. You had a bit of class, a bit of savvy. But you have to be my girl now, my clever girl, because I’m going to need you, more than ever before.’

He stared into her face, holding her head between his large, rough hands. ‘I’m depending on you, Donna.’

He saw the depths of his wife’s eyes, saw the perfect bow of her lips and the perfect arch of her eyebrows. He drank in her beauty then, wondering how long it was since he had really looked at her. Suddenly he saw her as another man might and the pain in his chest was brutal.

‘I love you, girl. I’ve always loved you, and together we’ll beat that bastard at his own game.’

Donna nodded, her lips trembling, unsure that she could actually speak the words he wanted to hear.

‘See, darling, this is what I want. What I need. You and me against the world, eh?’

Donna nodded again, licking the salty tears from her lips.

‘With you beside me, I’ll walk away from this, and then Laughton will never come near or by me again.’

Donna rested her head on his chest, the tears coming faster now, needing the feel of his hands on her tiny waist. He was hers, and she loved him, and any disloyal thoughts she might have had, she forced from her mind.

For the first time in nineteen years, Georgio needed her. It was heady stuff indeed.

 



The car lot was deserted, as if everyone had heard what had happened and were keeping away. Donna locked up her Mercedes and stepped carefully across the forecourt. Davey Jackson watched her from the office window and swore softly under his breath. His eyes swept the small office and registered the mess everywhere. He broke into the conversation he was having on the phone.

‘Yeah, all right, Paddy. I’ve got to go, her ladyship’s just turned up. I’ll ring you back.’

Donna walked into the office just as he replaced the receiver. ‘Hello, Donna. All right, love?’

She nodded, smiling slightly, and Davey wondered just how Georgio had landed a stunner like her and kept her all these years.

‘I suppose you’ve heard?’

Lighting a cigarette, he took a deep drag on it. ‘Slags they are, especially Laughton. He prides himself on being the dog’s gonads and everyone knows he’s a prize prat. He came after me a few years ago. He’s renowned for fitting people up.’

Donna sat on the edge of the desk. ‘Dolly says the same thing. Everyone does. But why Georgio?’

Davey shrugged nonchalantly. ‘He’s a face, Donna. He might have a little tickle now and again, nothing too elaborate like. It’s par for the course in this game, we don’t even entertain ringers. He’s done well, he looks like he does well. That’s enough for that ponce Laughton. Georgio knew it was only a matter of time before someone had a sniff, only we thought it would be the big boys, the Revenue. So there you go, love. What’s the score anyway?’

‘They’ve been to court and got the extension, another forty-eight hours, then they have to charge him or let him go.’

‘He’ll be home before you know it, love. Carol was only saying this morning, when he gets back we’ll have a night out, eh? Just the four of us.’

Donna nodded, wishing she was as sure of everything as Carol and Davey Jackson.

‘How’s his mother took it?’

‘I haven’t told her yet,’ Donna confessed. ‘I don’t know what to say. So far the News has only said they’ve pulled in two people for questioning. No names, nothing. I’ll wait until he gets home before I start worrying them. After all, what’s the point? If he comes home, we’ll be all right.’

Davey smiled sadly. This woman in front of him wasn’t geared up for all this. It was unfair.

‘He’ll be home, darlin’. Laughton’s a prat. Everyone has a bit of hag off him at some time or another - it’s par for the course.’

Donna smiled, a tiny restrained smile, and Davey felt his heart melt in his chest.

‘So everyone keeps saying. Georgio told me to tell you to carry on as normal.’

Davey swept out his arms in a gesture of good will. ‘That’s exactly what I am doing, my lovely.’

‘Can I do anything?’

Davey laughed then, a deep belly laugh. ‘Go home and get yourself tarted up for the conquering hero. That’s all you need to do, Donna love.’

She didn’t smile back. Instead she slipped from the desk and nodded. ‘Of course it is. Now why didn’t I think of that?’

Turning abruptly, she walked from the tiny office and slammed the door behind her. Davey watched her walk stiff-backed towards her car, and he tapped his teeth reflectively with the end of a biro. There was more to Donna Brunos than met the eye. Now why had he never realised that before?

Thoughtfully, he picked up the phone and began dialling.

 



Maeve Brunos was reading the Sun and drinking a large mug of strong black coffee. It was a ritual she enjoyed every day. Her husband was at work in the restaurant downstairs, preparing the evening meals, and her children were out and about. Bringing up six kids in a small flat made you very aware of quality time. And this was her quality time, her time alone. ‘Maeve’s half-hour’ they called it, and she loved every second of it.

She read the leader on the front page and tutted. A photograph of the young security man who had died the day before in an armed robbery was emblazoned across the front page. It had been taken on his wedding day; the caption read: FIND THE KILLERS.

Maeve sipped at the strong coffee and lit herself a Benson & Hedges Light. Drawing deep on the smoke she  began to read the story, her eyes darting continually to the photo of the young man and his pretty, plump wife. Tragedy was always a decent seller of newspapers and Maeve lapped it up, getting her excitement in the comfort and security of her own home. When the doorbell rang she sighed and heaved herself out of her seat, and lumbered down the steep staircase. Recognising her daughter-in-law’s outline, she smiled gently. Her heavily-lined face lit up at the prospect of a visit from Donna. Maeve pulled the door open clumsily, banging it against the wall.

‘Come away in, darlin’. Let’s see you. Jaysus, you’re looking terrible! What’s wrong?’

Donna silently followed her mother-in-law up the stairs, listening to her talk.

‘Is that bugger playing up, eh? He might be a grown man, but a slap across the arse wouldn’t do him any harm . . .’ Then followed the usual ritual of Maeve’s pretending her son was a nuisance to be put up with, when everyone knew she worshipped Georgio, as she did all her children.

‘Maeve . . . sit down. I have to talk to you.’

But Maeve slapped a cup of coffee on to the small, scratched drop-leaf table and carried on talking as if Donna had not even spoken.

‘Did you see the newspaper, about the robbery? What a crying shame. His wife was on Thames News last night, a pretty little girl, crying and bawling over her husband’s murder. What’s the world coming to, I ask meself? A young man shot down in his prime. For what, eh? Money. Always money. Have these people never heard of working for a living? Christ, I hope they hang the bastards by the balls, I do. Those tiny children left without a father . . .’

Donna closed her eyes as Maeve carried on, knowing in her heart that conversations similar to this one were going on all over the country at this very moment. It was a death to shock the nation, like that of PC Blakelock, the policeman from Muswell Hill who was killed in a riot on a North London housing estate. The papers were having a  field day, and the case would undoubtedly be dragged up time and again whenever something similar happened. It was political. Law and Order. Death and Destruction. Everyone calling for the reintroduction of hanging, birching, and anything else they could think of - everyone including the mother of the man who was likely to be charged with the murder.

‘MAEVE! Will you listen to me, please?’

Donna’s loud, agitated voice halted Maeve in mid-sentence.

‘What’s the matter, child? What’s happened?’

Donna hung her head, unable to look into the faded blue eyes of the woman in front of her. ‘It’s Georgio, Maeve. He’s been arrested.’

Maeve’s eyes opened to their utmost. ‘What’s he done now?’ This was said in a flat voice and Donna felt a moment’s anger, but it flickered and died. Maeve had loved her children wholeheartedly but she had never harboured any illusions about them.

‘He hasn’t done anything, Maeve.’

Mrs Brunos pushed her lank grey hair away from her face in a gesture of defeat. ‘Then why has he been arrested?’

Donna looked up into the older woman’s face. She pointed at the newspaper on the table and whispered, ‘He’s been accused of being behind all this.’

Maeve blinked a few times in consternation, then taking a deep breath, she said quietly, ‘I don’t think I grasp what you’re saying, child. Behind all what?’

‘Behind the robbery in Essex. The robbery yesterday where the security man died.’

Maeve sank down into her chair, her face pale and tightly closed like a nun’s prayerbook.

‘He’s what?’

Her mouth was open and a thin line of spittle was hanging from her top lip. Then Donna heard a loud keening, a thin high-pitched wail that gradually became louder as the seconds wore on. Putting an arm around her mother-in-law’s shoulder, Donna pulled her head to her  own breast, glad of the warmth of Maeve’s body against hers, glad to be doing something for someone else instead of waiting, waiting, and knowing that nothing she could do would change the situation.

Donna heard Pa Brunos’s steps coming heavily up the stairs and a minute later she relinquished the hysterical woman to her husband. Then, sitting back at the table she watched them both, dry-eyed. Unable to cry any more. Because the shock had worn off, and she was back again in what Georgio called ‘the real world’.

 



Georgio stood in the courtroom listening to the charges against him being read out. His black eye was evident, as was his broken finger and his dirty clothes, yet no one mentioned them, or indeed seemed to take notice. He smiled grimly at his wife and shook his head in a gesture of denial.

He was being accused of providing cars, guns and plans. Of conspiracy to pervert the course of justice.

Georgio’s solicitor, Henry Watkins, stood up and cleared his throat loudly.

‘Your Honour, this man has never been in trouble with the law before. He is innocent of any crime and I would like to propose bail on his own recognisance . . .’

Judge Blatley interrupted: ‘You will recall, Mr Watkins, that a young man died. That your client has been accused of conspiracy to murder because he allegedly told the perpetrators of the robbery to shoot to kill. I take it you  have read the statements?’

Henry Watkins nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but was once more interrupted.

‘You will realise then that I cannot be responsible for letting this man walk out of here on his own recognisance - or anyone else’s, come to that. I assume you read the conspiracy to murder charge?’ Blatley watched Georgio’s solicitor redden and then said smoothly: ‘The prisoner will be taken to Chelmsford prison. Bail denied.’

‘You what!’

Georgio jumped from his seat and Watkins tried to restrain him.

‘I never done nothing!’ he shouted. ‘You hear me? Nothing! This is a fucking fit up. I’ve heard better stories on Jackanory!’

Blatley peered over his pince-nez while Georgio was restrained by two officers of the court.

‘Mr Brunos, don’t you think you’re in enough trouble as it is, without a contempt of court charge against you?’

Georgio’s face was twisted in temper. Watching him, Donna felt her heart sink down to her boots.

‘Bollocks to you, and to Laughton, and the rest of you! I’ll prove my case, you just watch me. Call this British justice, eh? Three people saw me in my car lot - three people! You’re going on the word of a smalltime hood. I’m a businessman, I pay me taxes, I’ll see me day with the lot of you. When you’re paying out my compensation you’ll wish you’d never heard of Georgio Brunos . . .’

Judge Blatley bellowed across the courtroom, his face contorted, ‘Have you quite finished, Mr Brunos?’

Georgio stared at the men around him, as if memorising their features, burning them into his brain.

‘Yeah, I’ve finished.’

Peering at Georgio for a few moments, as if unable to believe what he was seeing, the judge said peremptorily: ‘Take him down.’

 



Jimmy Crossley was well-built and blunt-featured. He looked what he was, and he made a point of acting the part: a smalltime villain with dreams of the bigtime.

As he stepped out of The Bull pub in Hornchurch, he pulled the keys to his Renault out of his pocket. The six pints of beer he had consumed were lying heavily on his belly and he belched loudly, putting a large hand up to his mouth as if he was a fastidious person, which he wasn’t. As he lumbered towards his car, he saw a figure getting out of a dark blue Daimler.

Sighing loudly, he stood and waited for the figure to approach him before saying loudly, ‘Hello, Mr Laughton,  and what can’t I do for you?’

Frank Laughton laughed gently, showing his brown-stained teeth and a yellow-coated tongue.

‘How are you these days, Jimmy? Still taking it up the arse for the big boys, eh?’

Laughton grinned at the look of shock in Jimmy’s face. ‘You know why you’ll never make the big time, don’t you? You’re too open, too trusting. Only you would park your car away from the entrance to a pub. A big villain would have a decent car, not a French tart’s motor, and he’d leave it where he could keep an eye on it. See what I mean, eh? You got no class, Jimmy. Now put away your car keys and let’s me and you go and have a little chat.’

Jimmy frowned. ‘I ain’t going nowhere, Mr Laughton. You got a warrant for me?’

Laughton shook his head. ‘Course not. This is me, Laughton, not fucking Paul Condon, you prat. Since when did I need a warrant - or anything else, come to that?’

Jimmy took a step backwards, straight into the arms of two uniformed officers.

‘Bollocks, Laughton! I ain’t getting in no motor with you . . .’

Laughton spat noisily on to the tarmacadam. ‘Get him in the car, lads. I ain’t got all fucking night.’

Jimmy was sandwiched between the two officers inside the blue unmarked Daimler, while Laughton sat in the front seat. Leaning nonchalantly back he smiled into Jimmy’s frightened countenance.

‘I want the score on Georgio Brunos,’ he said. ‘And before you begin, Jimmy, if push comes to shove I’ll smash your face in without a thought for blood, AIDs, gristle or bone. Do you get my drift?’

Jimmy shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t know Brunos. I mean, I know of him, but not personally like. All I know is, he’s a face. But I don’t know anything about him. What’s he supposed to have done?’

Laughton lit up another cigarette and looked out into  the car park for a few moments, as if debating with himself over his answer.

‘Never mind what he’s done. I want you to tell me what he’s done. You, James Crossley, Grass of the Year and prize prat. Now tell me all you know about Brunos because I’m beginning to get annoyed. I’ve collared Wilson, and according to him you’re a bit of a face lately. So just open your fucking trap and we can all get home for a kip.’

Jimmy kept his eyes on the dashboard, not trusting himself to look at Laughton. The smell of the cigarette was making him feel ill. One of the uniformed men had been eating garlic, and the combination of odours was causing the beer to rise up in his stomach. He swallowed nervously.

‘Look, Mr Laughton. If I knew anything . . .’

Laughton sighed. ‘Belt him one, Stanley, the night’s drawing on.’

The policeman to Jimmy’s left jabbed him in the face with a short uppercut. Jimmy felt the man’s knuckles jar on his teeth. He could taste blood, and knew his lip was split and probably swelling badly.

Putting his hand instinctively to his mouth, he mumbled, ‘Fucking leave it out! I tell you, I don’t know anything!’

Blows were rained on him by both men now. Jimmy, trapped between them, was helpless as the two officers pummelled his face and head.

Laughton leaned over the seat, and the two men resumed their earlier positions. Neither was even breathing heavily after his exertions.

‘Don’t wind me up, Jimmy. I’m on the verge of losing it, believe me.’

Jimmy was nearly in tears. Laughton watched the changing expressions on the man’s face with a deep-felt glee. He hated this villain and all his counterparts.

‘Now Brunos’s arse is up for robbery, the big robbery that has even impressed the government. So you can imagine, I want as much as possible on our Georgio  before I get him to court, and that is where you come in, Jimmy. I want you to tell me what I want to hear, see? Even you can manage that, surely?’ Jimmy stared into the older man’s face. ‘You must be mad, Mr Laughton.’

Laughton laughed noisily. ‘Mad? Oh yes, I’m as mad as a hatter, my son, and don’t you ever forget it. Now, talk.’

Jimmy’s eyes were burning bright with malice. ‘With respect, Mr Laughton, if Brunos’s face is in the frame for that robbery, then quite frankly you can kick the shit out of me and I’ll just take it. Because I’m more inclined to be frightened of Brunos at this moment than I am of you. Do you get my drift? I ain’t putting no one down for a long one. No fucking way. Especially not Georgio Brunos. ’

Laughton smiled, a chilling little smile. ‘Would you get up in a court of law and say that then? That you’re too frightened to give information about Georgio Brunos?’

Jimmy closed his eyes. ‘That’s not fair, Mr Laughton, because I don’t know anything, you know I don’t. There probably ain’t anything to know. That’s why you’re here.’

Laughton lit another cigarette and grinned. ‘I just want a statement saying you refuse to give any evidence on Brunos, that’s all.’

Jimmy shook his head sadly. ‘You’re an arsehole, Mr Laughton.’

‘So I’ve been told, Jimmy. Many times, and by better men than you. Now let’s get to the station, shall we?’




Chapter Two

Donna stared around her.

The jury were filing back into the room. Eight men and four women. They looked serious, as they were supposed to. Donna was reminded of long-forgotten courtroom dramas from America, in which the suspect’s wife, knowing her husband is innocent, has to watch him being condemned. But now there was no amiable cop around to pip the jury to the post. She felt an insane urge to laugh, only knew it was not with humour but with hysteria. She fought the urge, and held her breath instead.

As she watched a reporter at work sketching Georgio, she expelled the breath in a long silent sigh. Six weeks ago at the start of the trial, Georgio had been jaunty, confident. He had sat upright, offering his profile to the young girl so she could draw him at his best. Smiling that engaging smile of his. Today, he sat slumped in his chair. He looked beaten. Donna felt her heart going out to him, this man of hers, this husband whom she missed so much, especially in the night.

‘Jaysus, they’re taking their time. Would they just get it all over with?’

Maeve Brunos’s voice was loud, her face, semi-obscured by a large hat, looked ferocious. Donna took her hand and squeezed it tightly. Pa Brunos was wiping his forehead with a large handkerchief. His enormous bulk was squeezed into a dark blue suit, and he looked out of place - a peasant once more in the company of his betters.

Donna felt her heart constrict with love for these two  kind people, both of whom were amazed and bewildered by the events of the last year. God-fearing, law-abiding citizens of their adopted country, they couldn’t comprehend what had transpired. Their eldest son, their pride and joy, had been accused of masterminding a bank robbery, a robbery that had been violent in the extreme. During the execution of it, a guard had died - a young man with a pretty plump wife and two innocent children. Another guard had been shot in the leg, wounded badly enough to be confined to a desk, his permanent limp a painful legacy of doing his job. He had lain beside his dead colleague while the masked raiders loaded up the money into a car, one that Georgio Brunos had reported stolen three months previously.

The evidence was all circumstantial. Georgio had been in the car lot the day of the robbery - three people had testified to that. Except that those three people were not reliable. One, a woman named Matilda Braithwaite, had been looking at cars; she had dropped in to inspect a small Mercedes Sports. A woman in the wrong place at the wrong time. Under oath she had been reduced to a quivering wreck, finally unsure if it had been on that day or the one before that she had called in at the lot; admitting that she often traipsed around car dealerships looking at different models. It was a kind of hobby with her, rather like those women who look at other people’s houses. The other two witnesses had been swiftly discredited because one was a convicted criminal, the other a well-known layabout already convicted of perjury.

The prosecution had brought forward a battery of men who said they would not, under any circumstances, give evidence against Georgio. It had been a farce, but an elaborate farce. No one had been able to get a straight answer from any of them. Only that they refused to give evidence either way. One man, a Jimmy Something or other, had mumbled his lines as if rehearsed. Which Donna had a sneaking feeling they were. Well-rehearsed.

Then out had come the reliable, and oh so plausible Peter Wilson, dressed in a nice grey catalogue suit with  his hair cut and blowdried. He told the court he was a wheelman, and had been approached by Georgio Brunos to drive the car on the day of the robbery. He said he had taken the car that was used for the job from the car lot three months previously, in order to get it ‘tuned up’. He too refused to name the other men in the robbery - men who were supposedly now on the run - for fear of his life. He was only telling the truth about Georgio because he understood it was his duty. As for the others, he did not know them personally; they were ‘outside’ men brought in by Brunos and known only to Wilson by sight: he had first seen them on the actual day of the robbery. He understood they had travelled over from Marbella for the job, and supposed that was where they were now. He would receive a reduced sentence for his part in the robbery because of his help.

As all this travelled through her mind, Donna became aware that the judge was being handed a piece of paper. He opened it, deliberately taking his time. Pulling herself back to reality, she listened intently to his words.

‘Has the jury reached a decision?’

A tall, emaciated man was standing up. He was wearing a dark green suit and Donna thought he looked rather like a tally man or insurance salesman. His nose was long and thin, like his body, and his nostrils flared as he nodded his head.

‘We have, Your Honour.’

‘And is it a unanimous verdict?’

‘It is, Your Honour.’

The judge’s eyes swept the jury before he said loudly, ‘How do you find the defendant?’

The man looked at the floor and said distinctly, ‘Guilty as charged, sir.’

She saw her husband’s head shake in denial.

In her mind’s eye, she had pictured him at this moment jumping from his seat and screaming at Peter Wilson, calling him a liar and a grassing bastard. Saw him being restrained by two policemen, then escorted from the courtroom down into the depths of the Old Bailey to the  holding cells, still protesting his innocence. She recalled his dignity and his calm demeanour during the first few days of the trial - a composure she had seen crushed as each witness that appeared helped put another nail into his already tightly closed coffin. Every day it had looked worse for him. He had stopped talking about how he was going to sue the police once it was all over, had stopped telling them all how he would be the victor in the end.

Now the moment of truth was at hand, her husband simply looked guilty, because all his credibility was gone . . . had vanished out of the door of the Old Bailey, along with Peter Wilson.

Peter Wilson, a man to whom Georgio had given generously, a man he had looked after, had set on his feet after a long term in prison. A man who had betrayed him without a second thought.

Donna was brought back to reality by Maeve’s voice beside her reciting the ‘Hail Mary’ in a monotonous undertone.

‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst women . . .’

The clinking of the rosary beads was loud in the hushed quiet of the courtroom.

‘Georgio Anthony Brunos, you have been found guilty.’

Donna gasped, holding her hand to her breast as if to stem her heart’s erratic beating. Her eyes flew once more to Georgio. His face, normally so handsome and dark-skinned, was a sickly grey.

‘You have been found guilty of conspiracy to murder and conspiracy to commit armed robbery.’

The judge paused to take off his glasses, polish and replace them. It was a theatrical gesture and Donna knew this, but the people in the public gallery were leaning forward in their seats, enjoying the spectacle. Revelling in the tension.

‘You masterminded a robbery in which an innocent man lost his life. Although you did not take part in the robbery, you were there in as much as you furnished the details to your cronies, as well as supplying them with cars  and guns - guns which you told the men to use at the first sign of trouble.’

His voice rose then. ‘Guns which were used to murder one guard and leave another incapacitated for the rest of his life. These were men with families, leading full and useful lives, which through your greed and viciousness were tragically cut short. As we have heard in this courtroom, you ruled your empire with terror, hiding behind the façade of a respectable building contractor and dealer in prestige cars. A man with a high profile in the community, an affluent man, a cunning man. You have refused to name those responsible for the robbery, insisting throughout this débâcle that you had no knowledge of it whatsoever, even though witnesses have sworn on oath that they are too terrified of you to give evidence against you. I can only hope that your conscience will trouble you in the future, when you think of Mr Thomas, who was a fine, upstanding and very brave man, and of his widow, who must now bring up two young children alone without the benefit of their father.’

The judge removed his spectacles once more.

‘Georgio Anthony Brunos, I would be failing in my duty as a public servant if I did not impose the maximum penalty possible, under the present law. It is my solemn duty to remove you from society, which I feel most strongly has earned a respite from you. I sentence you to life imprisonment, with a recommendation that you serve at least eighteen years. I can only hope you use the time to reflect on your life and put right the many wrongs you have done. Have you anything to say for yourself?’

Georgio stood up unsteadily, his face a mask of fear and shock. Pointing to Inspector Laughton, he said weakly: ‘This man has fitted me up and you fell for it, hook, line and sinker. You’re all fucking mad!’ Then leaning on the rail before him, he began to shout: ‘You’re all off your fucking heads! There’s nothing to put me away for, nothing!’

As Georgio was dragged from the court, Donna could hear herself screaming his name. It was only as he  disappeared down the stairs behind the holding box that she realised the voice was only inside her head. The tears escaped from her eyes; she felt a heavy hand drop on to her shoulder. Seeing the dark hairs on it, she recognised it as Pa Brunos’s. He pulled her up gently and all she could say was: ‘The world’s gone mad. The whole world’s gone mad. He is innocent, Pa. Innocent!’

 



Donna’s legs were trembling as the police officer opened the cell door.

‘You can have ten minutes, love.’

She gave him a tired smile and walked into the cramped coolness of the cell. Georgio was sitting on the small bed, his head in his hands.

‘Georgio . . . Oh, Georgio!’ The crack in her voice seemed to make him spring from the bed. Then she was in his arms and he was whispering to her, his voice drenched with tears.

‘I didn’t do it, Don Don, I swear to you. That bastard Laughton fitted me up, Laughton and Wilson. I can’t believe this is happening. Eighteen years, Don Don. Eighteen bastard years!’

Donna held him to her tightly, savouring the smell of him, the feel of him. He pushed his hands up under her skirt and caressed the flesh beneath. He was rough, urgent. All the time talking to her, at her. Needing to put into words what had happened as if that would make it real.

‘Oh, Don Don, what am I going to do, eh? They’ve tucked me up. I’ll see that Wilson dead! I’ll hear him screaming! That bastard lied through his teeth. He lied, Don Don. You believe me, don’t you? You believe me. If I didn’t have you, I’d die. I’d die inside, Don Don.’

She held him, remembering back over the years to when they had first met. He had called her Don Don then. He hadn’t called her that for years. In the still of the night, they had lain in bed together and he would whisper it to her, to make her laugh. Now it had an added significance. He was trying to hold on to the past, and it  was breaking her heart. Tearing her up inside.

‘You can appeal,’ she said desperately. ‘Everything is circumstantial. Once we know what’s happening, we can appeal.’

He stood before her, looking down into her face. It hadn’t changed much over twenty years. He saw the tears on her dark lashes, the pain buried deep at the back of her eyes, and pushing his hands into her thick brown hair, he pulled her face up to his, kissing her with a fervour, a deep passion. A mark of ownership.

‘Don’t leave me, Donna. I couldn’t go on if I thought I didn’t have you.’

She shook her head in denial, as if he had accused her of leaving him already.

‘Promise me you’ll stand by me, no matter what happens? Promise me that, Donna. So I can take it with me, to keep me alive. Give me something to hold on to.’

‘I’ll never leave you, Georgio, never. We’ll get you out of this. Home again. You’ll be home again. Once we appeal . . .’

He cut off her words with his mouth, forcing his tongue between her lips. They heard the cell door open.

‘Come on, love, your time’s up.’

She held on to her husband tighter, unable to break the embrace. Frightened to stop holding him in case she never held him again.

Georgio pushed her away from him gently. ‘Promise me, Donna? Promise you won’t leave me.’

She smiled bravely. ‘Never. I love you too much, Georgio.’

‘You’re a good girl. You were always a good girl.’

‘Come on, love. I’m sorry but you have to go now.’ The policeman’s voice was kind.

Donna turned and felt her skirt bunched up over her thighs. Hastily tugging it down, she sniffed loudly. ‘They’re taking you to Wormwood Scrubs. I’ll visit you as soon as I can.’

Georgio nodded, unable to speak.

Her head held high, Donna walked out of the cell.  Georgio had always liked her to look as if she was in control. At the doorway she turned and smiled at him tremulously. Suddenly he looked much smaller, vulnerable, and that was the hardest thing to take. Her Georgio, her big strong husband, looked broken. Something she had never expected to see in her lifetime.

The officer closed the cell door gently, but the sound of it was like a thunderclap. She followed the man slowly out of the cell area, her head low now, tears raining down her face.

Inside his cell, Georgio Brunos threaded his hands through his hair and pulled it hard, then he began to groan low in the back of his throat, the desolate sound gaining in volume as he pulled harder and harder on his hair.

Detective Inspector Frank Laughton opened the small metal window in the cell door. He smiled grimly as he watched the antics of Georgio Brunos.

‘Open the door.’ His voice was clipped as he addressed the young policeman beside him.

Stepping into the cell, he smiled widely. ‘Eighteen years, Brunos. Gutted or what, eh?’

Georgio stood staring at the man in front of him, his face hard. ‘I’ll see me day with you, Laughton, you see if I don’t.’

Frank Laughton stopped grinning. It was as if a hand had wiped the expression from his face.

‘I promised myself I’d give you a visit on the day you were sent down. It gave me something to look forward to. I’ve got you now, Brunos, and I won’t ever let you go. I’m still investigating you. I know you could hold your hand up to a lot more robberies, and when I have the evidence I need, I’ll haul your arse back into that court so fast you’ll burn a fucking great hole in the carpet!’

‘Tell Wilson he’ll be seeing me.’

Laughton laughed. ‘I think he’s sussed that one out for himself. Well, I’m off home. I’m taking my wife out tonight to celebrate.’

‘Did you book your trough in advance?’

Laughton chuckled gently again. ‘Still the bravado. Still the hard man. Did you know you’re to be Category A? You’ll be in Maximum Security with the scum of the earth, so you should feel well at home. I’ll be seeing you again soon, Georgio. Look after yourself for me. There’s a Dover Sole with my name on it, so I’d better get off home. I’ll be thinking about you tonight when I’m eating and drinking and making merry.’

‘I hope you choke, you ponce!’

‘I wouldn’t have expected anything less from you. How about a little bet then, before I go?’

‘Fuck off, Laughton. You’ve had your gloat, now piss off.’

The policeman carried on as if Georgio hadn’t spoken. ‘I’ll bet you a oner your lovely little wife is taking on all comers by Christmas.’

Georgio launched himself at the man before him, his face twisted in hatred, but three uniformed men were on him before he could throw one punch. On the floor of the cell, with his hands pushed up his back and his cheek pressed on to the cold concrete, Georgio felt the rage explode uselessly inside him as he heard the Inspector’s shoes clomping heavily along the corridor and his deep laugh reverberating around the cell walls.

 



Donna sat in the El Greco restaurant in Canning Town. The whole family was there. In the harsh daylight, the faded paintwork and scratched bar surfaces were mercilessly revealed. Pa Brunos looked on his restaurant as his life’s work. His sons had all been waiters there at one time or another, his youngest daughter Nuala did the book-keeping, he and Maeve did the cooking. As he watched his family drinking Retsina and Ouzo, observed their different degrees of disbelief, he felt a tightening across his chest. Taking a small bottle of heart pills from his pocket, he unobtrusively slipped one into his hand and placed it under his tongue.

‘Come on, Donna. Eat something, love.’ Maeve’s voice was tired, low.

Donna shook her head. ‘I couldn’t eat anything, thank you.’ Her eyes were red with crying.

Maeve pulled her chair closer and placed a large meaty arm around her daughter-in-law. ‘He’s my son, God love him, but we have to keep our strength up. Tonight me and Pa will open up this restaurant, we’ll smile at the customers and chat with them. Life must go on. You must tell yourself that once his appeal comes up, Georgio will be back home. That is what I keep telling myself.’

‘I can’t believe it happened, any of it.’

Nuala gave a loud snort as she shouted: ‘It’s the police, Donna. They wanted him - they got him. They needed someone and he fitted the bill.’

Mario, her elder brother, shook his head. ‘Georgio was a fool; he mixed with the wrong people. I told him so. A few weeks before it all happened, I saw him with Jack Black. I mean, who in their right mind would cultivate him, eh? Jack Black, the biggest villain in Silvertown! But no, our Georgio wouldn’t listen. He knew best.’ Mario’s voice was high, almost girlish, and full of anger towards his brother.

‘What do you know, Mario?’ Patrick Brunos spoke up. ‘In his lines of business he had to mix with all sorts, surely you can see that? Jack Black has the ear on the building everywhere. He also has a haulage business. It was sound economics for our Georgio to deal with him.’

Nuala pushed back her short black hair. ‘That’s true. He’s right, Mario. You’re too hard on Georgio. You’ve always been hard on him, just because he’s done better than you. He’s done better than everyone.’

Nuala was upset and Donna closed her eyes. This family fought like other families loved. Yet they were closer than most families could ever hope to be.

‘What do you know, Nuala? Running around with that no-hoper Dicky Barlow. If you’re not careful, you’ll be visiting him and your brother together . . .’

Pa Brunos banged his fist on the table in front of him, knocking over a glass of red wine in the process.

‘Be quiet! You all hear me? No more of this! We have  enough trouble as it is without you all arguing among yourselves. Where is my Mary? Why isn’t she here?’

Nuala’s voice was low now. ‘She had to get back. Geoff has to open his own restaurant tonight.’

Pa Brunos nodded, his eyes closed. ‘Of course. The businesses must be seen to. You will need to look into Georgio’s businesses now, Donna. We don’t know when he will be home. Will you be keeping on that Mark Hancock or will you get someone else?’

‘I don’t know Pa. I haven’t really thought about it. All the time I believed Georgio would be coming home.’

Maeve pulled her into her arms. ‘And he will, darlin’, I promise you. I could cheerfully smack his face for him, big as he is. Getting involved with all this . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

Pa Brunos poked himself in the chest. ‘If you need me, just call, Donna. I will personally see to anything you want me to. It is the least I can do for you.’

‘Thank you.’

Nuala poured out more Ouzo and said, ‘Why don’t you run the business, Donna? If nothing else it would keep you occupied. Then, when you visit Georgio, it will give you something to talk about. He’ll feel much better knowing you’re looking after things.’

Maeve nodded. ‘For once in your life, Nuala, you’ve opened that big galloping trap of yours and something intelligent has come out. After all the money your education cost, that bit of talk was like balm to me poor spirits.’

Everyone laughed at this. It broke the tension in the room. The second youngest Brunos son, Stephen, smiled at Donna.

‘I have a business degree, as you know. I’m quite willing to help you out in any way. We all are. As I see it, the building business is best put into the hands of a competent manager, then you can learn from them. As for the cars, Georgio is in partnership with Davey Jackson. Davey will keep that sorted until you can get actively involved. He only has a twenty-five percent stake in the company so you have what’s known as the controlling interest . . .’

‘Jaysus, Stephen, what did you have for breakfast, a company report? Leave the girl alone. There’s plenty of time for all that once the shock wears off.’

Stephen shook his head. Taking off gold-rimmed glasses, he began cleaning them on a table napkin. ‘All I’m saying is, there’s a lot of money involved, Mum. Our Georgio had many business interests; his accountant is a known face in the City. I don’t think it would be a good idea to leave it too long. It’s been left for nearly nine months as it is. The sooner someone starts sorting everything out, the better. Georgio can run his business from prison, through Donna.’

‘I don’t know if I could, Stephen . . .’

‘Of course you can, Donna. Georgio would be over the moon to think you were looking after things for him,’ Nuala said with finality. ‘We’ll all help in any way we can.’

‘Then once he wins his appeal, everything can get back to normal.’ Patrick’s voice was full of forced joviality.

‘I’ll drink to that.’ Stephen held up his glass of milky Ouzo, and everyone followed suit.

‘To Georgio’s homecoming.’

Donna lifted her glass and forced back the tears once more. She had these people, they were her family. With all of them behind her, things couldn’t really be that bad.

 



‘Eighteen years? The dirty bastards!’ Dolly’s voice was low, shocked. ‘I heard it on the local News. Nearly fainted away, I did. How’s his mum taken it?’

Donna sipped her tea. ‘Surprisingly well actually, Dolly. Maeve is strong. Stronger than people realise. Pa Brunos has taken it badly, but that is to be expected. Georgio was his pride and joy. Proof of all his adopted country has to offer. There’ve been a few phone calls from Rhodes. The papers there carried the story and, well, word gets round. I think he feels ashamed.’

Dolly shook her head. ‘Georgio was fitted up - he said so himself. Once we prove that, everything will be fine once more. Do you want a drop of scotch in that tea, love? You’re looking very white.’

She poured a good measure of cheap Tesco whisky into Donna’s cup. ‘You get that down your neck, girl. It’s going to be a hard few months. Before I forget, Davey Jackson rang. He’ll be round on Sunday morning.’

Donna sipped the warm tea, the bite of the scotch burning her tongue.

‘What am I going to do, Dolly?’ she asked hopelessly. ‘I feel as if my life is on hold without him. I hadn’t thought of him being sent to prison, I only thought of him coming home. How could they believe Wilson? Everyone knows what he is. Yet in a suit, with his hair all washed and cut, he looked so respectable. The things he was saying about Georgio! That Georgio had told them to shoot to kill, and threatened them all that if they botched up the job he would kill them. It was all kill, kill, kill. I know Georgio, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Christ Almighty, he cried when we had old Sam put down. He loved that dog.’ Her voice broke again, and she swallowed back her tears.

‘Wilson was saving his own arse, love. I expect Laughton did a deal with him for a reduced sentence. He’ll get his comeuppance in the nick. No one likes a grass.’

Donna smiled through her tears. ‘You sound so knowledgeable, Dolly, like an old jailbird yourself!’

‘After years with my old man, I know all the jargon, my love. Now if he had got eighteen years, I’d be celebrating me drawers off. How about I run you a nice bath, put in some Radox, and while you’re soaking, I’ll cook you a light meal? An omelette, say. You’ve got to eat, to keep your strength up. The appeal will take up all your time, and the businesses. Come on, I’ll run the bath while you get stripped off.’

As they stood up Donna grabbed at the older woman’s hand. ‘I’m so glad I’ve got you, Dolly. This house is so empty without him.’

‘I know my little love. Believe me, I know.’

 



Davey Jackson turned up at eight-thirty on Sunday morning. Donna was in her conservatory, drinking coffee and  smoking a cigarette, when she heard Carol Jackson’s strident voice. She closed her eyes wearily. Davey Jackson was all right, she could cope with him, but Carol Jackson was a different kettle of fish. Donna loathed her and she loathed Donna.

‘How you feeling, Donna? Gutted, I bet. Bags of shit, the lot of them, bags of stinking shit!’

Donna was surprised to see genuine concern in Carol’s face.

‘Sit down, Davey, you make me nervous looming over us like that. I tell you something, Donna, me and you have never seen eye to eye, but if ever you need a shoulder, girl, well, mine’s always there for the taking.’

Donna was inordinately grateful. Over the last nine months she had been gradually dropped by most of her friends. Bunty and Harry Robertson had looked right through her only a week previously when she had met them in the village. She had said hello and they had ignored her, leaving her deep red with embarrassment and hurt. Over the years they had both courted Georgio’s friendship. Now they wanted nothing to do with him or anyone connected to him. Even Donna’s neighbours had stopped waving if they drove past and she was on her driveway.

‘Thanks, Carol, I appreciate it.’ The truth of the statement came over in her voice and Carol smiled.

‘You find out who your mates are at times like this, girl. I remember when me brother got a big one. Twelve years. Mind you, he had done the robbery - got caught red-handed with the guns and the money. But all that aside, his wife really took some stick. Mind you, for saying that, she was batting away from home within six months. Takes some of the wives like that. Lonely, see. You keep your mind occupied and your legs crossed, girl. The filth will come out of the woodwork now. A few of Georgio’s mates would have liked a crack at you. Now he’s banged up they’ll think the field is clear. So be careful when men start offering you a bit of help. When is the appeal? I take it he is appealing?’

‘Oh, yes. As soon as we get a date I’ll let you know. Can I offer you some refreshment?’

Carol Jackson laughed her loud, cackling laugh. ‘ “Can I offer you some refreshment”! You’re a riot, Donna, if you only knew it. I’ll have a cup of Rosie. I’ll just pop in and see old Dolly for a bit. Leave you and Davey to sort out your business.’

Donna watched her plump frame, encased in skintight leather, wobble from the conservatory on impossibly high heels. Her long bleached-blonde hair, screaming with split ends, was backcombed into a mass of knots visible from behind.

Davey finally spoke. ‘She ain’t a bad girl really, my Carol. You’ve just got to know how to take her. She’s a good wife and an excellent mother.’

Donna nodded. ‘I realised that a long time ago. You don’t have to defend her to me, Davey. In fact, she’s one of the few people who actually seem concerned about me and Georgio.’

‘She’s right in what she says, you know, Donna. You’re an attractive woman, so be careful. Even Georgio’s mates are now suspect, remember that. That’s why I brought Carol with me this morning. Georgio will hear everything, who’s in here and who ain’t. Don’t ask me how he’ll know, but believe me when I say that he will.’

Davey paused for breath and drew on his cigarette before continuing. ‘If any of his business associates come round, make sure you’re not alone, or that they bring their wives. If possible, meet them in a pub or a restaurant. It’s the rules you live by when your old man’s banged up. Be especially wary of blokes who turn up on spec. Don’t let them over the doorstep. Georgio’s brothers will keep an eye on you, so don’t be too worried, just wary. You understand?’

Donna was stunned. Davey was talking as if she was some kind of gangster’s moll. As if Georgio really was a villain.

Carol tripped back into the conservatory with two mugs of tea. She gave one to Davey and sat down at the table.  Lighting herself a cigarette, she picked up Donna’s Sunday Times and began turning the pages.

‘What’s happening with the car lot, Donna?’

She shook her head. ‘I really don’t know, Davey. Stephen wants to look over the books and that. He thinks I should run it.’

Davey looked at Donna as she spoke. Her face was heart-shaped, her cheekbones prominent. Her thick brown hair fell loosely across her shoulders, and her deep-set blue eyes were framed with thick black lashes. Her full mouth moved gently. Economical with words and movement was Donna Brunos, and as Davey looked into her beautiful face he felt a stirring in his guts.

Carol Jackson watched her husband as he looked at Donna and sighed inwardly. She didn’t blame him one bit. She had always resented Donna’s looks, her poise, her natural grace. That’s why they had never hit it off. Now, though, poor old Donna was on her own, and she was as green as the proverbial grass. Carol would keep an eye on her, and at the same time keep an eye on Davey boy. He wasn’t much, she admitted that to herself, but he was all hers. Women were vulnerable when the old man was banged up for a long stretch, and Donna had never had to look after herself before.

‘I think you should learn the business, Donna,’ she said now. ‘We sell at least one car a month, that’s when business is bad, but with the cheapest car coming out at nearly twenty grand, that ain’t a bad living. You’ll need something to keep you occupied. Believe me, I know from experience. If I can grasp the business, I’m bleeding sure you can.’

‘Everyone keeps telling me I should take over where Georgio left off. But I don’t think I’m cut out for all that . . .’

Carol waved a hand at her. ‘No one knows what they’re capable of until they try. Your trouble is you never had to do a day’s collar in your life. Well, now you can have a go. Might find you surprise yourself. I mean, do you honestly want to spend the next twelve months looking at this  house, as nice as it is? You’ll soon go stir crazy. I’ll expect you at the car lot tomorrow morning at nine. Then, once you’ve had a look-see, I’d advise you to get on to a few of the building sites, show your face like. Georgio will be much happier finding out the state of play from the horse’s mouth. Think about that. You could run everything through him. If I know Georgio, he’ll want someone he can trust in the driving seat.’

Donna looked into the face opposite hers. It was a harsh face, yet at this moment Donna was also seeing it as a kind face.

‘I’ll see you in the morning then.’

With those few words, Donna immediately felt better. The decision had been made. She would look into the businesses. Georgio would be proud of her. At the end of the day, that was the important thing.

She would do anything for Georgio, and as everyone kept saying, he would feel much better if he had someone he could trust in the driving seat.

A decision, once made, makes everything seem much easier. For the first time in days Donna felt a stirring of life inside her. She would work for Georgio until his appeal was over. Then, when he got home, she could go back to being just plain Donna Brunos, wife.

Her biggest regret was that she couldn’t add the accolade of mother.




Chapter Three

Georgio stood under the cold water of the shower, and rubbed his body vigorously with a sliver of dark green soap. He gritted his teeth together in an effort to force away the goose pimples covering the whole of his skin. The white tiles were cracked and broken, the small crevices between them black from years of dirt and neglect. He closed his eyes for a few seconds and imagined that he was in his ensuite bathroom at home. He would leap out of bed for a hot shower, then downstairs to Dolly for coffee and croissants. If he told the blokes in here what he ate for breakfast they would assume he was a shirtlifter, a homosexual.

He was brought back to reality by the voice of Peter Pearson saying: ‘Crying shame, Georgio, eighteen bloody long ones. A crying shame. Should have shot the blooming lot of them.’ His voice was lost in a bubbling sound as he stuck his head under his shower nozzle, words still coming thick and fast. Georgio didn’t answer; there was nothing to say.

Turning off the shower, he wiped the excess liquid from his body and, pulling a towel around his waist, walked out into the toilet area. He was bending over the sink and cleaning his teeth when he felt a stinging sensation across his buttocks. Straightening up, he put his hand to his behind. When he looked at his fingers a second later they were red with blood. Clenching his fists, he turned and pulled off the towel, looking into the plastic-framed mirror above the washstands. He had a stripe about ten inches long across both buttocks. It was a fairly deep  wound, but he knew it wouldn’t require stitches. It would be sore for a while; he would not enjoy sitting down. That was the whole idea of it.

Mr Gantry the warder smiled and shook his head slowly. ‘I get the impression they don’t like you in here, Georgio. Now I wonder why that is?’ He turned to a young boy of eighteen who was shaving but watching the commotion, and shouted: ‘Want to kiss it better for him, do you?’

The boy shook his head in fright.

‘Then finish your shave and piss off!’

Georgio was holding the towel to the wound to stem the bleeding. When the boy picked up his shaving gear and rushed out, Gantry said through gritted teeth, ‘That’s a taster from Lewis. He asked me to tell you he don’t like you, and when they ship you to the Island, he wants a word.’

Georgio looked into the man’s face and said directly, ‘You know, a lot of accidents happen in these places, and not just to the cons either. You tell whoever striped my harris that I’ll be seeing them. And you can also lay money on the fact that sometime, in some place, Mr Gantry, I’ll also be seeing you.’

Gantry laughed loudly, showing expensive false teeth. ‘You’re finished, Georgio, the word’s already out.’

Now it was Georgio’s turn to laugh, and he gave one of his handsome grins. ‘Finished - me? I ain’t even fucking started.’

Gantry grinned back. ‘I’d say you’ve started. Eighteen years sentence, that’s what you’ve started. And you’ll have to look over your shoulder for the whole time.’

Georgio’s face was serious now, hard-looking. ‘In that case, Mr Gantry, then so will you. Tell Lewis it will take a bit more than a kid with a razor to scare me. If I’d been in his shoes I’d have had the razor wiped clean across my throat. In fact, I’d have done it myself.’

Pushing past Gantry, he went back into the shower room and took another towel from the rail. Tying it around his waist, he returned to his cell. He knew that  everyone was waiting for his reaction, so he whistled nonchalantly, smiling in a carefree way.

Once inside the privacy of his cell, he wiped a hand over his face in agitation. Lewis had come straight out into the open. His arm was long. He was doing a twenty in Parkhurst yet he’d arranged this welcome in the Scrubs within twenty-four hours of Georgio’s sentencing.

One thing was imperative: he had to get out. Whatever happened, he had to get out. Once he hit the Island he was as good as dead.

Petey Pearson walked into the cell and grinned. When Georgio didn’t grin back, Petey slapped his shoulder and said jovially, ‘Cheer up, Georgio. You’re like a con with a sore arse!’

Worried as he was, Georgio had to laugh.

The laughter was heard along the wing, noted and commented on. Lewis knew about the aftermath within an hour of the attack taking place.

He wasn’t in the least amused.

 



Donna dressed herself in a dark grey suit, low-heeled black shoes, and tied her hair back with a piece of black velvet ribbon. When she walked into the car lot, she was whistled at by a passing motorist and Davey shook his head. He was already regretting asking her here; she would be like an albatross around his neck. Even done up like this, all businesslike and covered up, she looked what she was: vulnerable. Her open face was the last thing he needed when selling cars. Especially the special cars, the ringers, which he supplied to bank robbers or even kidnappers on some occasions. He saw the crew in the workshop smiling at her and sighed again. The silly mare had smiled back and waved.

As she walked into the small office he commented: ‘You got here, then?’

Donna smiled widely, her innocent face devoid of make-up, and his heart ached for her.

‘Yes, I got here, Davey. Though what I’m supposed to do now I’m actually here, I don’t really know.’

‘I’ve just made a coffee, you want one?’

She nodded. Then, putting her bag on the floor, she sat at the desk, looking around her in bewilderment. The place was a shambles.

Ten minutes later, Davey was still trying to make conversation with her when the phone rang. After a mumbled discussion he said awkwardly, ‘I have to go out for a while. You can answer the phone and make appointments. If anyone asks something, just say you’re a temp - that’s what Carol does. They’ll call back if they’re interested. ’

Donna fixed a large smile on her face and tried to look in control. She failed dismally. As she watched Davey drive off her heart sank.

The office was a pit. There were papers everywhere, folders full to overflowing on the chairs, on the floor, even under the desk. Letters were stuffed into drawers that no longer shut, they were so full up. Walking into the small kitchen area to wash up the cups, she shuddered. Tea bags were piled in the sink and on the draining board, old milk cartons lay scattered everywhere. The smell was ripe. Going back into the office she nearly cried. Then, taking off her jacket, she hung it on a hook on the door and rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. She gritted her teeth. Her natural tidiness coming to the fore, she began clearing up, starting with the kitchen.

Two hours later when Davey came back she was in the office. He walked through the door and nearly passed out.

‘What on earth are you doing?’

After taking four calls from people who demanded to speak to Davey and had put the phone down on her in mid-conversation, then experiencing the fright of her life when she touched an old black bag in the kitchen and saw it move of its own accord, courtesy of a maggot-ridden sandwich, she turned on Davey. With two high pink spots on her cheeks she snapped. ‘What the hell does it look like?’

Davey, taken aback at her sharp tone, said gently, ‘I know where everything is. Carol never touches anything,  Donna. You should have left it.’

Near to tears and upset by his attitude she said, ‘This pile of letters here is for answering, this pile is for filing. These are bills - and incidentally they’re cutting the phone off tomorrow if that bill’s not paid. In the filing cabinet there are now files instead of old pizza boxes, and the notepaper and envelopes are all in this top drawer here. I found them under a pile of old brochures behind the door to the kitchen. Also, I have taken three appointments and actually put them in the diary. In addition I also took four calls from a man called Briggley, and I have ordered new binders and invoices from the wholesalers. On top of all that, I have cleaned out the kitchen, which was practically on the verge of being condemned by the health people. That, Davey, is what I have been doing. And, I might add, not before bloody time!’

Looking at her grubby face, her broken nails and white blouse covered in ink from the carbon paper he had stuffed into the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet, Davey began to laugh. Donna, to her surprise, began to join in. Only her laugh was high-pitched, on the verge of hysteria.

‘I’m sorry, Donna, I should have got Carol to have a sort-out here. She does that, now and again.’

‘Now and again being the operative words. It wasn’t like this when Georgio was here.’

‘I meant to employ someone, full-time like, but I never got round to it. You know what my Carol’s like.’

Donna wiped her eyes and grinned. ‘Well, I think now I’ve sorted this place out, I can keep it under control. To be honest it’s the first time in ages I haven’t been brooding over Georgio. I’ll take on the job of secretary, it might do me a bit of good.’

‘Whatever you say, Donna. You and Georgio own more of this place than I do.’

‘Don’t be like that, Davey.’ She put a hand gently on his arm. ‘Georgio respects you a lot. He’s over the moon at how you’ve kept the place running since he’s been away.’

Davey nodded. ‘You’ll soon learn the ropes.’

Donna walked through to the kitchen and began washing her hands. She shouted over her shoulder, ‘By the way, what’s a goer? A bloke rang up for an XJS. I told him I was a temp and he put the phone down on me.’

In the now tidy office Davey closed his eyes in distress and said lightly, ‘One thing at a time, Donna. You’ll learn it all soon enough.’

And that, he remarked to himself, was just what he was frightened of. He had envisaged her coming in and doing a bit of typing, maybe a bit of the legit book-keeping, but no way had he thought she would start to look through everything. If she had bothered to read the files under the desk . . . It did not bear thinking about. He would stay late tonight, and move them to the inner office. Thank God she had not gone in there; he kept it locked. Now he would have to keep a few more things locked up.

 



Donna stood up as Georgio was brought into the visiting room. She was smiling widely but as he kissed her, felt the familiar sting of tears in the back of her throat.

‘Hello, darlin’.’ His voice was gruff with emotion.

‘Oh, Georgio, it’s so lovely to see you!’

While he went and got them both a coffee and a KitKat, Donna looked surreptitiously around the visiting room. Women with children were sitting chatting to their husbands as if this was normal, and to the majority it was. They lived an ‘outside life’, their own lives. As Dolly always had. A small half-caste child of about two was running up and down between the tables, playing peek-a-boo with a huge Rastafarian, her father. He was grinning at his little girl’s antics.

As Georgio came back with the coffees he said casually, ‘That’s Big Black Joe, he murdered three men. He was a drug dealer - nice bloke actually, once you get to know him. Shot them in their house, three brothers, the McBains. Scum of the earth.’

Donna bit her lip at what Georgio was saying, and how he was saying it. He smiled at her. ‘My old mum used to say, “Show me the company you keep and I’ll tell you what you are.” I shouldn’t have told you that, Donna, I’ve  shocked you.’ He smiled disarmingly at her.

‘I hate the thought of you in here, Georgio, with these people. People like him, and sex offenders. Murderers.’ She was dangerously close to tears.

Gripping her small hand hard in his he said, ‘It won’t be for long, love. I’ll be home before you can say knife.’

‘The appeal will sort everything out, won’t it, Georgio?’

He grinned again. ‘Course it will. Now, shall I tell you my news first?’

Donna nodded; she didn’t trust herself to speak just yet.

‘I’m off to the Island in the next few days. As you know, I’m Category A, so there will be a three-ring circus to take me there. Even a helicopter following the prison van. I dunno. They squander the taxpayers’ money away.’

‘Why do you need all that? It was bad enough at the trial, all those men on motorbikes and everything.’

‘It’s to make you look bad as possible.’ Georgio sipped his coffee and shrugged. ‘When the Old Bill want to send you down, they pull out all the stops. If that piece of scum Wilson hadn’t done a deal, I’d be home with you. He’s in Camp Hill on the Island, in with the nonces and the gas-meter bandits, the slag! He fitted me up, Donna. They had nothing, it was all on his hearsay. Gordon Bennett, I can’t believe the jury fell for all that old fanny. Wilson’s a lying toerag if ever there was one. I could kill him with me bare hands. I could throttle the bastard!’

Donna shook her head in distress. ‘Stop it, Georgio, stop talking like that. Swearing and carrying on. It frightens me. I don’t like it.’

Georgio grabbed her hand again, gently this time. ‘I’m sorry, Don Don. It’s being in here, with all these.’ He swept his hand out dramatically. ‘It makes you like them. It makes you full of hate inside. I shouldn’t be here, you know that as well as I do. When they bang us up of a night, I could scream the place down.’

His face was like a little boy’s, bewildered, unable to take in what was going on. It was a painfully handsome face, one that had captured her heart when she was a  young girl, and her love and adoration of him had increased over the years. Until now, he’d been the very air she breathed. Without him, she felt she was nothing. With him, she was a somebody, Donna Brunos, wife of Georgio, the man everyone liked, wanted to be with, vied with each other to befriend. At least, they had until all this had happened . . .

As if reading her mind, Georgio asked: ‘Have you heard anything from the honourable town planner or the magistrate? My so-called friends.’

‘Not a word. Bunty and Harry cut me dead in the village.’ Donna shook her head sadly.

Georgio’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, they did, did they? I might open my trap about him yet - do what Wilson did. You ring him and tell him I want me stuff back. Say I have a buyer. Do that for me, will you? Say just that. Georgio wants his stuff, he’s got a buyer. Do that for me, Donna, promise?’ His face was dark, earnest.

‘What stuff? What are you talking about?’

Georgio waved a hand at her. ‘Never mind what stuff. When he tells you he’s got it, send Davey for it. He knows the score.’

Donna pushed her hair back off her face, a gesture she always used when agitated. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Georgio took a deep breath and held it, then kissed her on the cheek. ‘Forget what I said. It was temper talking. We had a few scams, nothing serious, but I was annoyed that he cut you dead like that. He has no right to judge me, he’s more crooked than a corkscrew. They all are. They make me sick.’

Donna watched her husband as he opened his KitKat. His big hands ripped the packaging apart.

‘Calm down,’ she said nervously. ‘Once we get to appeal, this will all be sorted out.’

Georgio laughed gently. ‘Oh, yeah, course it will.’

His attitude scared her; this new Georgio scared her. Never before had she seen him like this - beaten, out of control. It was a shock, a revelation. For the first time she  admitted to herself that Georgio didn’t hold out much hope now the trial was over. He had depended on an acquittal; Wilson had seen that he didn’t get one. She was aware now, fully and irrevocably, that Georgio was in an even more dangerous situation than she had thought. He had lost heart. She pushed these worries from her mind and attempted to change the subject.

‘I started work at the car lot . . .’ She was interrupted by Georgio choking on his KitKat.

‘You what!’

Donna smiled at his incredulity and said, ‘I started work at the car lot. Davey and Carol, everyone, even your family, said I ought to take an interest in the businesses. So that’s what I’m going to do. It was really funny. I tidied up the office and Davey nearly had a heart attack. I must have made an impression, though, because he cleared out the storeroom last night. It was all spick and span when I went in this morning.’

She was smiling at him, aware the smile was sticking to her face, frozen there with the need to have done the right thing. Then Georgio laughed out loud.

Shaking his head, he said jocularly, ‘Poor old Davey, I bet he didn’t know what was going on.’

On the defensive now, Donna said quickly, without thinking, ‘Look, Georgio, I am a part-owner of the businesses, as everyone keeps telling me. I thought you’d be pleased I was trying to help out. You can still run the businesses through me. I don’t know why you and Davey think it’s so funny.’ Her voice was hurt, she felt a fool.

Georgio hugged her tightly. ‘I’m sorry, but it seems - I don’t know, funny, to think of you in the car lot. I know you’re only trying to help, but forget it. I can run the businesses through my brothers. Patrick is coming in tomorrow, and Mario. I’ll sort it out with them. You forget all about it, love.’

Donna pursed her lips and said in a low voice, ‘Look, Georgio, I’m not being funny, but on the headed notepaper at the car lot, I’m down as Managing Director, and the same thing with the building business. I looked  through your desk at home last night. I’m on an awful lot of headed notepaper. If Carol can be trusted to work in the car lot, I don’t see why I am judged too stupid to be there. I didn’t even want to go but everyone was saying how I should take an interest, even your mum and dad . . .’ She was upset. Very upset. Over the years she had taken a back seat to Georgio, always had. It was expected of her. Now his cavalier attitude to her trying to help hit a sore spot inside her. A spot she had just realised had been with her for years.

Georgio closed his eyes and wiped a hand across his face. ‘I’m sorry, angel. Honestly, I’m deeply sorry. It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable, it’s just that you’ve never worked, you never had to work, and you certainly don’t need any money. Every penny we have in the bank was earned fair and square. They couldn’t prove the houses, the cars, or anything else was ever bought with stolen money. That’s the big joke of this situation. Every year I do will be on the say-so of Wilson. They couldn’t prove I had ever done a dodgy deal in my life. All my businesses were legit. So you just carry on as you have always done. Leave the businesses to me.’

Donna’s head was down now, and as Georgio looked at the glossy brown of her hair he sighed. She was such a child in a lot of ways. It was this vulnerability that had attracted him.

‘But what about me, Georgio?’ she said in a low voice. ‘What do I do all day while you’re in here? Our friends treat us as if we have contracted the plague. I’ll rephrase that - your friends. I never liked any of them. I keep getting lectures about men coming out of the woodwork - Davey’s expression, not mine. I am told by all and sundry to look out for my husband’s interests. So you tell me, Georgio, what do I do, eh? Do I sit at home like Cinderella, all dressed up and nowhere to go, or what? I realised yesterday that I need a job of some kind. I can’t sit in that house every day waiting for you to write to me or to come up here for a visit. You don’t come home any more, remember? I am alone, completely alone, except  for Dolly. I don’t even have a child to occupy me. Now I try and take an interest in the businesses and you laugh me off like I’m a silly girl. So you tell me, my love, what do I do?’

In twenty years Georgio had never heard his wife talk like this. Before, she had always told him what he wanted to hear. He realised that the nine months leading up to the trial had been a testing time for her. He suddenly saw how beautiful she was, how poised, saw her as others did: the lovely wife of Georgio Brunos. She was an ornament to him, the passion he’d felt, the real passion, having been smothered by familiarity. She had stood by him, and he was grateful to her for that. Other wives of her ilk would have lined their pockets and been batting away from home before the case had even come to trial.

He took a deep breath. His soft brown eyes boring into hers, he said gently, ‘I’m sorry, Donna. You’re right. I am so full of myself. I was always too full of myself. It’s a bad habit I picked up when I was a child. I know my faults, no one better. Forgive me. You do whatever you think you need to. I just didn’t want you to knock yourself out when there’s no need.’

She swallowed heavily, her throat full of tears. She seemed to spend her whole life crying lately.

‘I need to do something,’ she told him. ‘The house is so big, so empty without you. Before all this, I knew you were coming home, and I kept your home for you - not me. Now I feel like I’m in prison - a different kind of prison perhaps, but a prison just the same. I walk around the house, touching things. Dolly keeps the place like an operating theatre it’s so clean. I do a bit of gardening, maybe read a magazine or a book. I go to bed at nine, accompanied by a sleeping tablet and a glass of scotch. Is that what you want for me, Georgio? I’ll die slowly of boredom, worry and regret. For the first time in twenty years I’m on my own, really on my own, and I don’t like it. I hate it! But it’s how things are. Once you come home, we’ll get back on our old footing, but now I want to work. I think it would probably be the best thing for both of us.’

He nodded. ‘I’m sorry, girl, I open me mouth without putting my brain in gear. You do what you have to. In fact, once you get a bit more involved I’ll probably be glad. If I can’t trust you, then who can I trust?’

Donna smiled. She had a feeling she had won something. Just what, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was that her husband’s attitude had cut her to the quick. And another thing she’d realised was that she had power now. Power over Georgio. For the first time ever she was more or less her own woman. Even though the way it had come about hurt her deeply, another little part of her was secretly pleased. She would become expert at running the businesses if that’s what it took to get that look on his face once more. For the first time in years she had surprised him, he had really taken notice of her. He pampered her, petted her, but very rarely took a deep interest in her. Now he was looking at her with surprise, a grudging respect lighting up his deep brown eyes.

That alone was heady stuff.

 



Maeve drove into the driveway and screeched to a halt. She looked at the imposing residence belonging to her eldest son and sighed. Nearly a million the house was worth, though Georgio had had it built for next to nothing ten years before. Unlike most new houses, it had been constructed with character. A brick-built mock Georgian mansion, it sported a tennis court and swimming pool in the three-acre grounds. The house had six bedrooms, three bathrooms and a self-contained granny flat where Dolly lived. The conservatory on the back was fifty feet by twenty. That alone had cost more than her place in Canning Town.

She got out of her Lada and slammed the door. The car was full of rubbish - old ice-cream wrappers from the grandchildren, and cigarette ends overflowing from the ashtrays. It was tatty, rusting, and she loved it. Georgio had hated her driving it, offering to buy her a new car. She had always got a wicked pleasure from  screeching up his drive in it. The pleasure was gone now, gone with Georgio.

Slinging her worn leather bag on to her shoulder, Maeve crunched across the gravel, past the garage block towards the front door. Dolly was waiting for her and the two women embraced.

‘Hello, Dolly love, where’s your woman?’

Dolly’s face crinkled into a smile. ‘She’ll be in soon. I told her you were coming. I made us a nice casserole.’

They wandered through to the kitchen and the appetising smell made Maeve’s mouth water. Like most cooks, any food presented to her that she had not had to prepare was like ambrosia. Also, she grudgingly admitted, Dolly could cook.

‘How is she, Dolly?’

‘She seems better now. When he was first sentenced she was terrible, God love her. But this last couple of weeks, she’s picked up quite a bit. She works in the car lot during the day, though she has been seeing the fella who’s running the building sites. Everyone’s had word from Georgio to humour her. That’s the expression he used, Carol told me. But she seems all right. If it gets her out and about, then it can only be a good thing.’

Maeve nodded. ‘He’s me son and I love him, but Dolly, he never deserved that girl. Humour her, my eye! And him stuck in Parkhurst like a big galoot. He told Mario not to let on to her about too much. The girl’s a fool where my son is concerned. If he’s so clever, what’s he doing rotting in that prison, I ask meself?’

Dolly didn’t answer, just carried on making the tea. Maeve needed to sound off about Georgio and the only place she could do so in peace was here, provided her daughter-in-law was out.

‘You know it’s a terrible thing to say, and if my old man heard me he’d go mad, but I’m not so sure my Georgio was as innocent as he said. Over the years he came along in leaps and bounds, and even though the police could prove nothing much, I still feel in me gut there was more to it all than anyone knows or guesses.  Donna told me the other day that this house was in her name. Solely in her name. Now why would he have done that? That’s the puzzler. And she had known nothing about it! He gave her papers to sign and she signed them. She said that’s how it had always been.’

Dolly sighed heavily and said, ‘Look, Maeve, we both know Georgio was a ducker and diver. Whatever he’s done, he’s more than paying for it now.’

Maeve was stopped from answering by the front door opening and Donna’s cheery hello as she came in. She walked into the kitchen with a stack of books held against her chest.

‘Hello, Donna love. What’s all those?’

‘Hello, Maeve. Oh, these are the books from the car lot. I’m going to look them over, see if I can make head or tail of them. Hello, Dolly, how about a nice cup of tea? I couldn’t half do with one.’

Dolly poured her out a cup and listened to her chattering on.

‘I’m getting to like working there. I think it’s because I’m getting the hang of it. Even Carol’s started leaving me alone now to get on with it. I still don’t understand a lot of stuff, but I’m getting there. Also Carol has started taking calls at home, which takes the pressure off. Davey can concentrate on the buyers, and travelling round looking at motors. So really, I think it’s working out well!’

Maeve smiled. ‘What kind of calls is Carol taking? Surely there’s no reason for that if you’re there all day?’

Donna shrugged and sat at the scrubbed pine table. ‘I don’t know. I think it’s the regular customers - they think I might bodge it up or something. Once I get more experience I expect everything will be much easier for all concerned. I had a lovely letter from Georgio this morning. He’s settled in at Parkhurst and his appeal should be in about eight months. He sounded much happier than he has for ages.’
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