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Prologue

The sweatbox was humid inside. The heat of the summer day seemed to be amplified by the metal casing. Susan Dalston felt a trickle of sweat drip between her breasts and raised her hands to her face in a tired gesture.

‘Any chance of a cold drink?’

The prison officer shook her head.

‘We’re nearly there, you’ll have to wait.’

Susan watched as the woman took a long swallow from a can of Pepsi and then smacked her lips deliberately. Forcing herself to stare at the floor she fought against an urge to slap the supercilious bitch’s face. It was what the woman wanted, Susan Dalston on a charge, her appeal fucked by one rash move. Instead she looked the PO in the eye and grinned.

‘What’s so amusing?’

She shook her head sadly.

‘I was just thinking, poor old you, stuck in here on a day like this. Unfair really, ain’t it? Now you’ve got all that journey back to Durham again. Long old day, eh?’

The PO nodded.

‘Aye, but tonight I’ll be lying in my nice bed, watching telly and playing with my old man’s cock. What will you be doing? At least I’ve got something to look forward to.’

The sweatbox lurched to a halt. Susan’s handcuffed  wrists were aching. She knew the PO could have removed them, but also knew that she wouldn’t. Danby was a hard screw, everyone said so, and Susan wouldn’t give her the opportunity to refuse. As a lifer, a murderer, she had long ago resigned herself to just how difficult people like Danby could be.

It was as if they enjoyed lording it over the prisoners. In a way Susan understood this. She knew from gossip that Danby’s old man had a wandering eye, that her kids were always in trouble at school, that her house was always on the verge of being repossessed.

Screws gossiped like inmates.

And she understood the woman’s need to belittle everyone around her. It was human nature after all. How Danby coped with her crap life and her crap job.

The sweatbox began moving again and Susan breathed a sigh of relief. The London traffic was horrendous, especially early-afternoon. She had been cooped up in the van since five-thirty that morning and only once had they stopped for her to go to the toilet and have a bite to eat. Danby had brought a picnic with her and had eaten and drunk to her heart’s content, knowing that Susan, handcuffed and cramped, could do nothing about it.

The viewing grille opened and a male voice boomed, ‘Nearly there, girls. About ten minutes and we’ll all be able to stretch our legs.’

He left the grille open and Susan could hear the strains of David Bowie singing ‘Life on Mars’. She closed her eyes again and sighed heavily.

Danby watched her, a closed expression on her face.

‘Dalston!’

It was an urgent whisper.

Susan opened her eyes and just moved her face aside in time as the last of Danby’s Pepsi was aimed straight at  her. The dark liquid went all over her prison whites.

‘They ain’t letting you out, madam, not if I have anything to do with it.’

It was an empty threat and they both knew that.

She held her head down and stared once more at the floor. They travelled in silence until the van pulled into the main entrance of Holloway prison. The door was finally opened fifteen minutes after their arrival. Susan was half dragged out by Danby, and as she stood in the startling daylight, feeling a fresh breeze on her face, a sense of futility washed over her.

The grim façade of the prison was a stark reminder of what life held in store for her here; the closing of doors, the clanging of gates, the sound of keys in locks, all she could expect from now on.

Even though she had lived like this for two years it was the move for her appeal that had finally brought it all home to her; this brief glimpse of freedom had heightened her awareness of prison life.

Susan knew that unless she co-operated she would never get out and, equally, that she could never let on what had happened to her, could never tell anyone the truth. It was too frightening, too real still, to be talked about. Some things you kept inside.

She smiled at the irony.

She was registered and the handover went without a hitch. Danby kept up a constant stream of invective but the Holloway PO didn’t bother to answer her. She had heard it all before.

Interrupting in mid-sentence she said quietly, ‘Go back to main reception and you’ll be taken to the canteen with the others. You can’t go any further than here.’

Susan allowed herself a slight smile as the door was clanged firmly shut in Danby’s face. Looking through the  well-spaced bars, she winked at the other woman.

‘Be seeing you, Dalston.’

‘Not if I see you first, Mrs Danby.’

The screw unlocked her handcuffs and, rubbing her wrists, Susan followed her along a dusty corridor.

‘Northern arsehole! It’s Durham that does it to them - think they’re better than all the other POs ’cos they run a hard nick there. Well, they want to try this shithole for a while. Twenty-three-hour lock up on remand . . . even the shoplifters get a bit shirty after a while, let alone the real cons.’

The PO unlocked yet another door.

‘You eaten?’

Susan shook her head.

‘Not since this morning. I had a drop of Pepsi, though.’

She laughed but the screw didn’t return her smile. She didn’t understand the joke.

‘Make it easy for yourself here, Dalston, we know all about you and your sock trick. Now I heard through the grapevine that the other bird was asking for it, and that’s fair enough, but don’t try it on here. We all have enough to do without babysitting you, okay? You want to give anyone a kicking, you do it in the comfort and privacy of your own cell. Nothing seen. Understand me, eh?’

Susan nodded, serious now.

‘Remember, there’s lesbians coming out of the woodwork here, and they’re not all inmates. You take care of yourself. You do anything, do it discreetly - that’s the only advice I can offer you. Your rep has preceded you but you guessed that much. The way you slaughtered your old man goes against you from the off. Take my advice, love, keep your head down and your nose clean and we’ll all feel the benefit.’

They were silent until they came towards the wing. The noise made by hundreds of women was deafening, growing louder and louder as they approached.

Once on the wing Susan was assailed by smells as well as sounds. The deep stench of overcooked cabbage from lunch was everywhere, in between sharper smells like sweat and cheap soap and deodorant. Wirelesses blared and people talked louder to compensate. Susan knew they were watching the new arrival and held herself straight, pressing her bundle into her chest. The women were the usual prison mixture: prostitutes with outrageous hair and make up; mousy kiters - credit card thieves; hard-faced prison junkies. Same faces, different prison.

It was all so depressing.

As she walked up the stairs to the first landing she heard a loud laugh and turned to stare into a pair of lovely green eyes that seemed to be open to their utmost. The owner of the eyes was tiny and doll-like. She smiled widely at Susan who nearly smiled back.

The PO pushed the girl away.

‘One of the baby killers, Dalston. Watch out for her. Looks like an angel but she’s madder than a rabid dog. She dropped her baby on to the gravel from her council flat - she was sixteen floors up. Post-partum depression. She’ll walk. But until then we’re stuck with her.’

She followed the PO until they came to an open cell. The PO walked inside and Susan followed her, a feeling of apprehension washing over her. You never knew who you were to be celled up with, and until you’d found out, sussed them out and knew you could relax, it was a difficult business.

Lying on the top bunk, her hair immaculate, her make up perfect, was Matilda Enderby. Dark-eyed, with masses  of chestnut hair, she sat up and gave Susan the once over. Then, turning to the PO, she said gently, ‘You’re putting this in with me?’

The voice was deep and husky with a middle-class accent.

Susan looked the woman in the eye and attempted a brief smile.

The PO ignored her, saying briskly, ‘Listen, Enderby, you don’t pick and choose in here, love. You gave up that right the night you murdered your old man. And as you’re both in for the same thing I think you two might have more in common than you think.’

She left the cell and pulled the door to behind her.

Susan placed her bundle on the bottom bunk and pulled it open. The first thing she did was take out the photos and letters from her children. Then she quickly unrolled the few belongings she had and put them into the empty drawer of a small bureau.

Matilda Enderby watched her every move.

When Susan had finished she slid on to the bunk and, lying down, gazed at her children’s faces. Especially the baby’s.

Matilda left the cell and came back with two large mugs of tea. She opened a packet of Digestives and placed a few on the bunk beside Susan.

‘Did you really hit your old man . . .’

Susan interrupted her acidly.

‘One hundred and fifty-two times with a claw hammer? Yes, I did, I counted the blows, it gave me something to focus on.’

Matilda nodded. Even her face seemed still now. Gone was the perpetual eye movement betraying someone who was carefully observing what was going on around her. The two women were quiet for a while.

‘What happened to you then?’

Matilda half smiled.

‘Don’t you recognise me? I’m the focus of a lot of media attention at the moment. I’ll be out of here soon. Mine was one stab through the heart, and the bastard deserved it after what he put me through.’

Her voice was full of bitterness as she asked, ‘Why did you do it?’

Susan shrugged.

‘Who knows?’

‘Well, you know, surely, even if you’re not telling.’

Susan didn’t answer her.

Instead she lay back on the bunk and tried to empty her mind. She had never told anyone what had led up to the murder and she didn’t think she ever would. There were too many people involved, too many secrets to keep.

But then, that was how she had lived her whole life: one lie on top of another lie, one secret on top of another secret.

Later that day, as the prison noise calmed down and the cell door was finally clanged shut until the morning, Susan was left to her own thoughts. The same thoughts she had night after night. It was only in her own head, in the dark of night, that she could allow herself to think about what she had done and, more importantly, why she had done it.

She knew that to understand her own actions she had to go way back into her early life. That held the key to everything that had happened to her later. After the last two years of listening to psychiatrists repeatedly trying to find out the reason behind her crime, Susan finally understood why she had done what she had to Barry.




BOOK ONE 1960

‘Nothing begins, and nothing ends.
 That is not paid with moan;
 For we are born in other’s pain,
 And perish in our own.’


 


- Francis Thompson (‘Daisy’, 1913), 1859-1907


 



 


‘Oh! how many torments lie in the small circle of a wedding ring.’

- Colley Cibber (The Double Gallant, 1707), 1671-1757




Chapter One

The girl opened her eyes. Sleep was sticky in them and she wiped it away with one small hand. She could hear her sister’s steady breathing, little muffled snores that reminded her of a puppy’s. The bed was warm and enveloping. She snuggled into her sister’s back, the two little bodies fitted together like a pair of spoons, and drifted back to sleep.

The crash woke them both.

Susan knew she had not been asleep long because her arm wasn’t dead yet and it usually was when she slept all night cuddled into her sister’s bony frame.

Their father’s shouting was reaching a crescendo.

Debbie giggled.

‘Silly old bastard! I wish he’d go to sleep.’

Susan laughed too.

The fight, which had been going on for two days, was because her mother had got a job in the local pub. Their father was convinced she was only working there because there was something funny going on between her and the landlord.

He was always convinced their mother was having an affair and usually he was right.

That was what made the two girls smile. Even at eight and nine they knew the score and it amazed them that  their father hadn’t quite sussed it out yet. Their laughter stopped when they heard a loud slap, followed quickly by their mother’s heels clacking down the lino-covered passage.

‘You fat bastard! I’ll fucking knife you one of these days.’

‘Knifing, is it, eh? Always stabbing someone, you. Getting stabbed with that fucker’s prick is all you’re good for, lady.’

The battering was really starting now. They heard the thud as their mother’s head hit the wall and both girls winced.

‘You get up, Sue, I went last time.’

She sat up in bed and shook her head.

‘No way. He hates me, you know he does.’

A loud smashing noise told the girls the fight had moved into the small front room.

‘There goes the new lamp - that’ll send Muvver off her trolley.’

Debbie was right. June McNamara screamed at the top of her voice: ‘You fucker! You rotten bastard. Why must you always destroy everything?’

The fight was in full swing now and they knew their mother was holding her own. They could hear their father saying, ‘Give over, you stupid cow, for fuck’s sake.’

He was laughing now, and his laughter was infuriating his wife even more. Which was exactly what he wanted.

The girls sat up in bed, eyes wide.

They knew the next step would be Joey McNamara beginning the real hammering that would blacken his wife’s eyes and possibly break some bones.

Debbie leaped from the bed. At nine she was tall for her age and very pretty. In these scruffy surroundings she looked too beautiful for the life she lived. Opening the  bedroom door gingerly, she stepped out into the hallway.

June was on the floor of the lounge, her face a bloody wreck. Her husband was leaning over her, his breath coming in deep gulps as he ripped clumps of hair from her head. Susan followed her sister nervously. They both breathed a deep sigh of relief as the police banged on the front door.

‘Come on, Joey. Open up, mate. We know you’re in there.’

Susan ran down the hallway and opened the door. Sergeant Simpson bowled in with two other uniforms, knocking the child out of their way. She watched as they pulled her father off her mother while he tried unsuccessfully to kick her in the head.

‘Calm down, man. You’re already nicked for a D and D. Do you want to add assaulting a police officer to that as well?’

‘She’s a whore . . . an old whore! Shagging the fucking landlord of the Victory now, if you don’t mind. And him as black as nookie’s fucking knockers. You bastard!’

Once more he tried to attack his wife.

‘Making a laughing stock of me she is, everyone knows about it.’

June vomited on to the orange and green shag-pile and one of the younger PCs heaved with her.

‘Come on, Joey, you’re on an overnight. It’ll all sort itself out in the morning. Sleep it off, lad, come on.’

He nodded then but as they walked him from the room he took back his booted foot and crashed the heel down on his wife’s hand.

June screamed. Getting rapidly up off the floor, she attacked him once more.

The two girls watched it all round-eyed.

Sergeant Simpson looked at Susan and shrugged.

‘Get your arse round your granny’s. Tell her the score and come back with her. Your mother needs to go to the Old London, he’s hammered her senseless.’

She nodded and went back into her bedroom. She pulled on her wellies and an old coat. Because she was heavier than Debbie and not as pretty she got all the shit jobs. Everyone always assumed she was the eldest too.

When she came out of the bedroom her mother was sitting on the sofa, nursing her injured hand, and Debbie had one arm around her shoulders trying to comfort her. Susan saw her mother shrug the arm off and sighed.

Debbie never learned to leave things well alone.

She slipped out of the front door into the coldness of the winter night and began the walk along Commercial Road to her grandmother’s.

It was four in the morning and Ivy McNamara was not going to be pleased to be dragged from her warm bed. Quite frankly Susan didn’t blame her.

Her feet were numb by the time she arrived at her granny’s and tapped on the front door gently. Hopping from foot to foot, she waited for the inevitable shriek.

‘Who’s that at this time of night?’

Susan didn’t like Granny McNamara. No one did. Ivy was a vindictive, mouthy old bitch - and that was what people said when they were being nice about her.

The front door was thrown open and she stood before her granddaughter in all her splendour. Bright yellow rollers surrounded her head like a crash helmet and her toothless mouth had spittle in its corners. She had lines of age and sleep in abundance and her hands were dirty claws, hygiene never being one of her virtues.

She was only fifty-seven years old.

‘Come on in then. You’re letting out all the heat!’

Susan followed her into her bedroom where Ivy pulled  an old fur coat from the wardrobe and slipped it on.

‘Find me teeth, I can’t go without them.’

Susan looked around the bedroom until she saw the teeth in a glass by the bed.

‘Here you are, Gran.’

Ivy slipped the teeth into her mouth and immediately years dropped off that caved in face.

‘What’s happened now?’

‘The police took me dad. He was belting me mum.’

Ivy laughed loudly and broke wind at the same time.

‘Found out about her and the macaroon from the Victory, ’as he?’

Susan nodded.

‘Fucking whore she is! I don’t know why he married it, but he wouldn’t listen to me, would he? Oh, no. Had to have her - the biggest slapper this side of the water. You’ll rue the day you poked that, I told him. And he did.’

Susan went on to autopilot. Her granny ripped her mother to pieces regularly and she had heard it all before. As her grandmother ranted the girl stood by the bedroom door and watched her.

Ivy put on her stockings then a pair of socks and her fur-lined ankle boots. A large knitted hat finished off the ensemble. Picking up a huge black leather handbag stuffed with everything from old ration books to her children’s birth certificates and special offer vouchers, Ivy nodded to let her granddaughter know she was ready.

And without a warm drink, a decent jumper or a scarf, Susan walked all the way back home in the crippling cold of an icy London winter.

Back at the house Debbie was making tea. Their mother’s face was destroyed and both girls avoided  looking at it. Granny McNamara immediately took over and that made them feel even worse. She gripped her daughter-in-law’s face tightly and moved it from side to side.

‘You’ll live. Though one of these days he’ll fucking do for you, and who could blame him? Everyone’s talking about you and that black mushy from the pub.’

The two little girls made faces at each other. Mr Omomuru, as they called him, was nice. He gave them lemonade and crisps and made them smile by telling them about Africa and his family.

Once the blood was washed away June’s face didn’t look so bad but it was still very battered. Getting up unsteadily, she walked to the mirror propped up on the windowsill and groaned.

‘That rotten bastard! Look what he’s done.’

Ivy laughed raucously.

‘Your soot won’t want to see you for a while - not with a boat like that. Anyway Joey will finish you when he gets back.’

She seemed to relish this thought and, fortified with tea and brandy, June turned to face her and shouted, ‘Bollocks to you, you dried up old bag!’

Her hand was swollen to three times its usual size. Emptying the bowl, Susan refilled it with icy cold water. Her mother plunged in her hand and sighed.

‘That feels better. Time you fucked off, ain’t it, Ivy? Or will you hang around for your darling son to be released and see the end of the drama?’

Ivy shut up. She knew when she’d pushed things too far. June was quite capable of slinging her out of the house so Ivy kept her own counsel for a while. There was no way she was missing her son’s return from prison; it would give her something to talk about at bingo.

‘You in, Junie?’

Maud Granger’s voice was loud as she walked into the tiny flat later that morning. She stepped into the kitchen and, seeing Ivy, nodded in her direction.

‘I seen the Old Bill taking him - it’s a fucking disgrace the way that man treats you. Look at the state of your face.’

June put the kettle on once more and winced as her hand throbbed.

‘He’ll be home soon, they normally kick him out about lunchtime, then it’ll all start again. He’s convinced I’m having an affair. As usual.’

‘And as usual you are,’ Ivy chipped in.

June turned to her and sighed heavily, trying hard to keep her temper. ‘I am not having an affair. If you must know he pays me, Ivy, and without the money I couldn’t survive as your darling son drinks anything that comes into this house. So now you fucking know, don’t you?’

June quickly wished she had not been so outspoken because her friend Maud’s mouth was like the Blackwall tunnel and that remark would be all over the estate by two o’clock.

Maud’s eyes were like saucers as she breathed, ‘Oh, Junie, you are a one.’

Ivy mimicked her.

‘Yeah, and a right one at that, eh, Junie? My boy will boil your eyes, love, when I tell him this.’

June sat at the kitchen table and felt the sting of tears. Her face was decimated, swollen and black. It would take weeks before she looked even remotely like her usual self. Her hand was killing her and her back felt as if it was going to break. Her whole body was sore. But she was used to that. It was knowing that her husband was not  going to let this one go for a good while that really bothered her. She liked her new man. He was lovely, gentle and kind, treated her with respect. He was generous as well.

June had been moonlighting as a prostitute for years, as did most of her neighbours. It was part and parcel of their lives. Kids needed new shoes? Off you went and no one was any the wiser.

What you didn’t do was mouth off about it, and you certainly didn’t open your trap when Maud was about. She could find gossip at a prayer meeting.

Susan and Debbie came into the kitchen as their grandmother started her tirade once more. According to her June was totally useless. Susan asked her mother if it was okay for them to go out and play.

Before June could answer, the front door nearly came off its hinges under a mighty banging.

She sighed.

‘Get that for me, will you?’

Susan opened the front door and saw the biggest black man she had ever laid eyes on standing there.

He smiled at her gently.

‘Is your mother there?’

Susan was nonplussed. She liked this man, he was nice. But she knew his presence would be like a red rag to a bull so far as Granny McNamara was concerned.

Debbie ran into the kitchen, squealing, ‘It’s the black man, Mum, he’s at the door.’

June rolled her eyes to the ceiling and stifled an urge to scream against the injustice of it all. Pulling herself from her seat she said sarcastically, ‘Close your mouth, Maudie, you might miss something juicy.’

As she walked out of the kitchen her heart was pounding. Jacob Omomuru was basically a very kind man as  she well knew. That was what made it all so much harder. The chances were her old man was going to kill her over Jacob, and deep down she knew that if she had an iota of sense she’d run off with him. But she also knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t cope with real life, couldn’t cope with Joey hot on her trail because that would be the upshot.

Jacob was standing on her doorstep in front of all the neighbours in a smart navy blue suit with toning shirt and tie. The gorgeous crinkly hair that she loved was cropped close to his head; his wide almond-shaped dark eyes were pleading with her. Jacob Omomuru loved her and secretly that knowledge made June a very happy woman. But her life was set and nothing would change it.

He was folding her in his arms, exclaiming over her face. She winced as he pulled her against him. She could smell his special scent of sandalwood soap and cigarillos. She pushed him away just as her mother-in-law came to the door, her face like a white mask, mouth set in a large and ugly O.

‘Leave her alone, you black bastard! My boy will cut your throat when he finds out about this lot.’

Jacob stood there, a large and intimidating figure among the women and girls. Maud was nearly wetting herself with nervous excitement. This was better than the telly, as she would inform people later in the day when she dropped in on anyone she could think of for a cup of tea and a fag. She had never heard of the expression ‘keeping mum’.

‘Come on, June. Come with me now, darling. Let me take good care of you and the girls.’

June looked up into his handsome face and shook her head.

‘You better go, Jacob. Joey’s home soon and if you’re  here there’ll be hell to pay.’ Her voice was low, no emotion in it whatsoever.

Another neighbour walked past, a young mother of twenty-three with four kids, enough stretch marks to be used as a railway timetable and more mouth than a cow’s got udders.

‘Here, Junie, you bringing work home now or what?’

June ignored her.

Jacob stared down into the face he loved so much. He knew June McNamara’s reputation, everyone did. She was a ‘sort’ as the East Enders called it. June used the only asset she had. ‘Sitting on a goldmine’ was the way he had heard other women refer to their bodies. But nevertheless he had fallen for her heavy soft breasts and the accommodating moistness between her legs.

He was pussy whipped and he knew it.

He also knew that the chances of a mixed race relationship working out in 1960 were practically impossible. Especially in their neck of the woods.

But June had given him something he had never expected to find in the coldness of London. She had given him a little happiness. He took so much working in the Victory - he took their insults dressed up as jokes, and he took their money - but he knew that each and every day he walked a fine line. It was only his size and the fear factor that kept him alive and well in East London.

Jacob used his dark brooding looks to good effect in the pub and knew that was the edge he had over the white men. The women liked him. In London, especially the East End, powerful men were sought after. It was a trophy thing. ‘My man can batter your man’s brains out.’ It was almost tribal. He allowed himself a secret smile at the thought.

June was pushing him towards the stairs as her mother-in-law screamed at the top of her voice, making sure she called people to their doors.

Turning from Jacob, June screamed back at her, ‘Shut up, you dried up old bag! Will you shut your trap and give your fucking arse a chance for once?’

Then, turning back to Jacob, she pleaded with him.

‘Will you go? You’re just making things worse. He’ll swing for me when he finds out you’ve been round here. Just go away and leave me alone!’

Her voice was husky with emotion and Jacob felt the sinking sensation of a man who realises that he has not only lost the battle but the whole war as well. He looked down into her battered face.

‘You’re a fool, June. I’m offering you a way out. I’m offering you a life.’

She laughed nastily.

‘I’ve already got a life, Jacob, and it’s fuck all to do with you and your kind.’ She knew she had hurt him and whispered more kindly, ‘Let it go, mate, just let it go.’

He tried to put a hand around her waist. She shrugged him off.

‘Look at me, Jacob. This is it for me. It can’t be any other way. If my old man comes home and finds you here, one of you will be doing time, okay? And quite frankly I ain’t worth it. Now will you go?’

Before he could answer, a bucket of cold water hit the pair of them.

Ivy was in her element. All the neighbours were out and her boy was due home so she could really let her hair down now. If June slung her out she knew one of the neighbours would gladly take her in so she was guaranteed a cuppa and a ringside seat while she waited for her son’s return.

June turned on her mother-in-law like a demented cat.

‘You vicious old bitch! What did you have to do that for?’

She chased her back into the little flat, could hear laughter from the neighbours as Ivy screamed with fright and excitement. If her mother-in-law would just drop dead her life would be so much easier. Susan and Debbie watched wide-eyed as her mother set about their granny. June gave her a few resounding slaps around the mouth and head. Ivy dragged at her daughter-in-law’s hair.

‘You whore! He’ll fucking paste you round the estate when I tell him about this. A wog, is it? Bleeding coons now, is it? By Christ, you’re lower than the dock dollies you - you’d take on anything. Even they think twice about a black man.’

Dragging her mother-in-law by the hair and throwing her into a chair by the TV, June bellowed, ‘He’s a decent man! A bloody decent man. Too good for the likes of me. If I had half a brain I’d go on the trot with him, I would. But I know that between you and that ponce of mine we’d never know a day’s peace. Your son has taken everything from me - everything. Look around you, look what we are, then pat yourself on the back, Ivy. You did a fucking great job with your boys. A really great job. We’ve got nothing, even less than you.’

Both women were worn out now, by the fighting and the screaming. The room went quiet, the two protagonists staring at one another like trapped vixens.

‘Shall I make another cup of tea?’

June turned to her friend and neighbour and barked, ‘Oh, fuck off, Maudie. Ain’t you seen enough today? Go home and look after your kids. You’ll hear it all through the wall, love, you normally do.’

‘I’ll make the tea, Mum.’ Susan’s voice was low and her mother stared into her daughter’s face sadly.

‘I’ll put a drop of Scotch in it, shall I? Clear your head.’

She closed the front door after Maud had left then put the kettle on. Five minutes later she took two large steaming mugs of tea in to her mother and her granny.

Both women were whacked out though neither would admit it. Now that Joey was due home even his mother had gone quiet. No one ever knew what mood he would be in. He swung from laughter one minute to searing anger the next.

The flat was so quiet they could all hear the ticking of the clock on the Belling cooker in the kitchen.




Chapter Two

It was an hour later when Joey put his key in the front door. As they heard him fumbling, Ivy looked at her daughter-in-law and whispered, ‘Now don’t wind him up, right? Just agree with him. Whatever he says, just agree.’

June didn’t even bother to answer her.

Joey walked through the door quietly, his narrow dark face closed and impassive. Picking up Debbie, he kissed her on the lips.

‘How’s my best girl, eh?’

Debbie snuggled into him, kissing him back. Susan watched. He winked at her and then walked into the kitchen. Looking at his mother, he sighed.

‘Hello, Mum. Come round to pour trouble on oily waters, have we?’

Ivy kept her body still, her mouth firmly closed. Joey turned his gaze to June, taking in her battered face and hand. He blinked a few times as if unsure whether he was seeing right.

‘What happened to you then, June? Had a tear up with a bus, love? You look rough, girl.’

No one said a word.

This was par for the course with Joey. He could go either way and enjoyed making the women in his life wait to see what he was going to do. Was June going to get a  kicking, or was he going to forgive and forget and make long-winded declarations of love? It was a good game, one he enjoyed.

Ivy’s eyes were shining with expectation and excitement. This was more like it. This was exactly what she had waited for. Suddenly she was a young woman again and Joey was his father.

What a man! Her husband’s namesake was just like him.

Susan put on the kettle again, quietly this time. A loud noise could cause all sorts of trouble when her father was like this.

He grinned at her.

‘Good girl, make the old man a cuppa. Calm him down after your mother had him nicked.’

Still no one said a word.

Joey looked at them all individually, drinking in the fear, the excitement and the tension. He sat at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette, taking a deep drag on it.

‘I reckon a cup of tea and an egg sandwich and I’ll be right as the mail.’

The two girls let out a sigh of pleasure at the sound of his calm voice. Disaster had been averted, Dad was going to let it all go and they could relax. ‘Then, after my brekker, I’m going to go and shoot the coon. I nipped into Jonnie Braithwaite’s on the way home and got a nice little handgun. I’ll shoot his nuts off and be home for lunch.’

Joey pulled an ex-Army revolver from the pocket of his bum freezer jacket. It was large, shiny and looked menacing.

The girls’ eyes widened. Ivy’s face paled and June slumped in her seat.

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid, Joey. They’ll bang you up  good and proper, then what will you do, eh?’

Joey, who until this moment had not considered the possible consequences, stayed quiet.

His little pig’s eyes gleamed.

‘I’ll worry about that afterwards. The soot is dead, mate.’

Everyone in the kitchen kept quiet.

‘I put up with a lot from you, June, but fucking soots is one step too far. A big hairy-arsed wog now, is it? What’s wrong with everyone else then? Had your fill of white blokes, have you? Fancied a bit of black pudding?’

He caressed the barrel of the gun then placed it under his wife’s chin. The metal was cold, icy cold. June closed her eyes.

The tension in the kitchen was palpable.

Joey was quite capable of shooting her then dissolving into tears of remorse. He would play the wronged man, the husband cuckolded by a flighty wife who had a penchant for black men.

As usual he was living in his own fantasy world.

Everyone in the room waited, breath held, eyes trained on the gun.

Susan went to her father and put her arms around him gently.

‘Don’t shoot me mum, I’ve got me school play on Wednesday and I’m the Angel Gabriel.’

Joey stared into his daughter’s face.

But was she his daughter? Was either of the girls his?

That was somewhere he definitely didn’t want to go.

He looked at his golden child, his Deborah, the elder girl with whom he always felt a special affinity. Mostly because she had the same selfish streak as him, the same lazy way about her. Everyone loves seeing themselves in their children, and the more of their parents’ failings they have the more they are loved.

It was human nature.

Deborah was her father from head to foot. Pretty in a petulant way, she always made sure she got the lion’s share of everything that was going. She would hold out her hand and take all her life, never once giving anything back. Deborah, like her father, faced a very lonely existence as an adult.

Even now, she was more worried about what would happen to her if her father shot her mother than the fact that June was in mortal danger from a man who didn’t understand that human life was for enjoying, for giving and for loving. Not for making everyone do exactly as he wanted.

Being a weak man, Joey made a point of threatening, fighting and hating because he thought that made him look strong. He hated June and Susan at times because he knew they saw through him. Saw him as he really was: a loud-mouthed bully.

And that was why they were all so worried.

He would not shoot the black man. If anyone was getting shot it was going to be June because she was an easy target and today’s events would give him more creds with the neighbours, the people he thought were important.

It never occurred to Joey that there was a big world beyond Roman Road market and that people outside the area cared little if he lived or died.

He wanted to be a big fish in a little pond.

People would be wary of him coming around their houses. He would get lots of drinks in the pub. Old whores and local slappers would give him the adoration he craved. But June, his June, would still look at him with those empty eyes and laugh at him behind his back. Because she knew him for what he really was: a coward, a storyteller, a liar.

Deep down Joey was nothing. He knew it, and worst of all his wife did too. She was his Achilles heel because deep inside he loved her, really loved her, and he knew that once she had loved him. Adored him even. Until she had sussed him out.

He cocked the trigger, the noise shocking in the quietness of the kitchen.

June swallowed noisily, her voice dead as she said, ‘Do it, Joey! Fucking get it over with, I’ve had enough.’

He stared into her ravaged face, saw the swellings and bruises that would have put a normal woman into the Old London for a week, and felt the sting of tears. He envisaged blowing her face away once and for all. Blasting off the top of her head. But the moment was gone.

She was standing up now and making more bloody tea.

‘I’ll do your breakfast and then you can get bathed.’

He stared at her, the gun still aimed at her, only now it was at chest level.

June smiled sadly.

‘Get it over with, Joey. You’ll do it one day. Might as well be now while I don’t give a flying fuck.’

Susan took the gun from him gently as Debbie cuddled into her granny’s arms. Ivy’s face was a white mask. Not because her son was going to murder his wife but at the thought of him going down. Joey was what gave her licence to be the vindictive old bitch she was. People allowed her access to their homes and lives because they were too frightened not to.

Susan quietly took the gun to the bathroom and dropped it down the toilet bowl. She had seen a film once where a gun had been immersed in water so it didn’t work.

She hoped that was true.

As she slid it into the toilet the trigger went off. The gun was totally silent. She sighed heavily.

It wasn’t even loaded.

Her father had put them through all that for nothing.

After putting the toilet lid down, she went back to the kitchen. Debbie was on her father’s lap now and her granny was pouring him a large Scotch. Hair of the dog, they called it.

The kitchen was full of good-humoured camaraderie from the release of tension. Putting on her old coat and wellingtons, Susan slipped from the house. She was supposed to be the Angel Gabriel in the play this week and she had no real costume, nothing. Her teacher had made her some wings and she had promised to make herself an angel costume.

What she really needed was a sheet . . .

As she walked down the steps to the street she saw the lines of washing hanging out even on a crisp winter’s morning. There before her was a lovely white sheet, pristine and shining.

Susan smiled to herself.

She sat it out all afternoon, watching the sheet, making sure no one took it in. As soon as it was dark she whipped it off the line and under her coat. One last glance to see whether anyone had clocked her and then she ran like the wind back to her house.

Inside, everything was rosy. Her mother was on her father’s lap on the settee, her granny had gone and Debbie had the right hump because she had been chief tea maker and sandwich filler for the afternoon.

‘What’s that under your coat?’

Her sister’s voice was loud. She tried to pull the sheet from Susan who pushed her away heavily.

‘Piss off, Debbie, it’s mine.’

Debbie ran into the lounge, her petulant voice at full pitch.

‘Mum, Dad, our Sue’s stolen someone’s washing. It’s under her coat. I saw it and she won’t let me have it.’

Joey looked at his daughters.

‘What you got, Sue?’

His voice was bored-sounding.

‘I nicked a sheet, Dad, to make me angel costume for the school play. I told you, I’m the Angel Gabriel.’

‘I thought angels were supposed to be good-looking? What’s the matter, they run out of kids up the school?’

She didn’t answer him.

‘Whose fucking sheet was it?’

Susan shrugged.

‘I dunno, but no one saw me take it or nothing.’

June sighed.

‘Leave her alone, she nicked it fair and square. It’s hers.’ She smiled at her daughter. ‘You go to your room and I’ll come in and make you a toga, like the Romans wore. That will be like an angel costume, mate.’

Susan grinned.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Lying on the bed, she lost herself in dreams of being an angel, albeit an ugly one.

But, as Susan reasoned to herself, you couldn’t have everything.

What she had at the moment was enough for her.




Chapter Three

Susan McNamara was laughing, really laughing, and her form teacher Miss Castleton was watching her, amazed at the change in the dour, quiet thirteen year old she was used to.

It was Christmas and the class were watching cartoons. They had started with Snow White and were now finishing with Tom and Jerry. All the children were laughing but Susan’s face, for once open and displaying enjoyment, held the teacher’s attention. She looked radiant, or at least as radiant as someone like Susan could look.

Although well dressed, the girl had a forlorn air about her all the time, as if she was constantly waiting for something. What she was waiting for was unclear, but it was as if she got dressed, brushed her hair, then went about the serious business of the day: waiting.

For what? Karen Castleton asked herself over and over.

Every time a door opened Susan turned a half-frightened, half-eager face expectantly towards it.

Especially lately.

In the last few weeks she had been quieter than usual, and Susan McNamara was already quiet to the point of silence. Only today had she been even remotely animated.

Miss Castleton put that fact down to the Christmas holidays approaching and the change in routine. A solitary child, she usually kept to herself, lost in the library, in books and music. The librarian, a rather masculine-looking woman called Gloria Dangerfield, thought the girl was a frustrated academic, suffering from some kind of word blindness.

Everyone else thought she liked the library because no one else in the school could be brought near it without threats or as a punishment. It was just another place for her to hide, to bide her time until she had to go home.

Karen Castleton was middle-aged, pretty in a severe way and hampered by her privileged upbringing. St Jude’s Secondary School had been a shock to her. A big shock. Until then she had not been aware that children swore and cursed as part of their everyday language, that telling a child off could result in a big burly-armed woman threatening to rip your lungs out, or that spelling a simple word could be like climbing a mountain for the majority of her pupils.

In short, Miss Castleton was herself being educated and it was doing her the world of good. Which she admitted to herself. Seeing this all first hand had been a boon. One day she would write about it all, she quite fancied herself as a novelist. But until then and the statutory two point five children, the house and the big fluffy dog, she decided to watch and learn about this strange East End environment where girls were simply told to bide their time till motherhood or marriage (whichever came first), and boys were taught they could work either in factories or warehouses.

It was all so depressing.

Miss Castleton looked at her class of thirteen year olds and instinctively knew that most of the girls were sexually  experienced in some way. They plastered themselves with make up, they smoked and they drank if they could afford a bottle of cider, which most of them could by all accounts.

As they packed their few belongings into well-worn carrier bags the teacher watched Susan McNamara take her Christmas cards from her desk. She herself had given out no cards, overlooking the cardboard box on her desk.

She knew Susan’s home life was considered deprived even by East End standards. Her mother lived with a notorious villain and her father brought up his two daughters aided by his wizened mother and monetary help from the mother’s new amour.

As the class emptied Miss Castleton saw Susan pretending to sort through her bag while wishing everyone Merry Christmas.

When the classroom was empty she called to the girl, ‘Merry Christmas, Susan.’

‘Merry Christmas, Miss Castleton.’

Her voice was low and husky.

‘Are you looking forward to it all? The celebrations and the jollity?’

Susan McNamara looked at her as if she had just appeared in a puff of green smoke.

‘Are you?’

The question coming back at her like that threw her and she struggled to answer. Then, smiling, she said honestly, ‘Not really, no.’

This seemed to cheer the girl up. Sitting on the edge of her desk, Miss Castleton said to her, ‘I have to travel all the way down to St Ives where my parents retired a few years ago. They both paint, it’s a sort of painters’ paradise. Neither of them is very good, mind, but they enjoy  it. For myself, I find the place boring and full of ancients. What will you do?’

Susan thought about this for a second before answering. ‘I’ll go to me mum’s and me Uncle Jimmy’s on Christmas Eve for a few hours, then I’ll go home and have to start preparing everything for Christmas Day. I do all the veg and that now. Me granny says she’s too old to be chasing around after us two.’

‘And what will your day be like - Christmas Day?’

‘Well, I’ll go to midnight mass, and when I get back I’ll make sure everything is going how it should. You know, the turkey in the oven to cook all night, the parsnips steeped in brandy to give them a bit of a zing. Then I’ll get up Christmas morning, open me presents and read, I suppose. I’m hoping to get The Hobbit. Me mum promised me she’d track down a copy for me. I love that book. I borrow it all the time from the library. How about you?’

‘I’ll be waited on hand and foot actually. My parents miss me so much. I’ll let you into a small secret: they hate the thought of my working here. They saw me as one of the mistresses in Bunty instead. You know, all jolly hockey sticks and lashings of ginger beer!’

Susan didn’t smile with her but nodded solemnly.

‘You can’t blame them, can you? This place is a bit of a shit hole. But then, you choose to be here, don’t you? None of us had a choice. I quite fancy living like the girls in Bunty. That would do for me all right.

‘Merry Christmas, Miss. Hope you have a good journey to your parents.’

Karen Castleton realised she had just been dismissed and the knowledge unnerved her. She watched the dumpy little girl with the enormous breasts walk from the room. Mr Reynaldo, who had been watching the proceedings from the doorway, walked in and laughed.

‘You’ll never get close to any of them, love, they see us all as the enemy. I’ve been forcing my knowledge on these kids for ten years and it’s a waste of time. They know more about life than we ever will. They can’t help it, all human existence is around them from the word go. Anyone in authority is an enemy, whether it’s us, the police or a shopkeeper. It’s how they’re brought up. She was putting you in your place. You described the type of parents she’d cut off her own arms for and you mocked them. In her eyes you’re a spoiled mare, as they say in these parts. See, I’ve even picked up the lingo.’

Karen’s dark hair and merry blue eyes had attracted him, as they had attracted most of the male teachers, but her reserved nature and failure to see a joke had eventually put them all off. He was enjoying her humiliation and she knew it.

Karen felt defeated and more out of place than ever. He walked from the room without saying goodbye.

She opened her desk and saw an envelope. Opening it, she found an expensive Christmas card, all glitter and robins. It was from Susan McNamara. Her rounded laborious handwriting stated: All the best for Christmas and 1966, Susan McNamara and family, xx.


Looking at the card Karen felt an enormous lump constricting her throat. He was right, Mr Reynaldo, she had ridiculed something Susan McNamara would have given her eyeteeth to possess: a normal family.

She had a feeling she would not be back in the New Year. Suddenly St Ives seemed a lovely place. Saving the world by working in an inner city environment had lost all its glamour. Closing the desk, she put the card in her bag and left the room. She would never come back here again.

Patronising bitch! was all that kept going round in Susan’s head. She had really liked Miss Castleton, liked the way she kept herself to herself, the way she dressed. Had thought of her as an ally, a friend.

Instead she was just like the others. Saw Susan as this deprived little girl with big knockers and no brain. Well, bollocks to her and all.

Two and six, that card had cost. Half a bloody crown. The woman in the shop had checked the money carefully, as if she knew that people like Susan would only buy a card of that calibre once in a lifetime.

Well, bollocks to that old bag as well.

The swearing in her mind was getting worse and she knew she had to stop it, but it released the steam from her brain, released the anger in a small way.

She was well aware of what she was but reading had shown her another world and Susan wanted a part of that other world so badly . . . but she knew it was just a pipe dream.

‘Penny for them?’

She turned at the sound of the harsh Scottish accent and saw Barry Dalston. He was a new kid in town. His mother had recently arrived with him and his brothers back from Scotland. A gang there had murdered Barry’s father; it had been the talk of the neighbourhood for weeks.

All the girls liked Barry because he was a hard man with the rep of a nutter. Susan liked him because he always smiled at her. Now he was actually speaking to her and it practically made her swoon with shock, embarrassment and gratitude.

‘I just tipped old Castleton bollocks, I was just thinking about that.’

Barry grinned, impressed.

‘I’d have no trouble giving that one myself, but I’d have to tape up her gob first. All those long words would be very offputting.’

Susan laughed at the picture he had conjured up. Him and Miss Castleton? People like her didn’t have sex, they made love. Susan wasn’t sure what the difference was between these two things, she just knew there was a difference.

She knew it wasn’t what her father did to her. Sweaty grabbing of breasts, biting and whispers of: ‘There’s a good girl. Daddy’s girl knows what he wants,’ somehow didn’t fit in with Miss’s skirts and jumpers. Or her crappy sensible shoes.

Susan turned her thoughts away from the teacher and she and Barry walked together in silence for a while.

‘Do you fancy a bag of chips?’ he asked.

Susan nodded delightedly.

‘I’d love a bag of chips, I’m starving.’

Barry grinned, a feral little grin that heightened his good looks. And Barry Dalston was good-looking, everyone knew that. He raised his eyebrows and said gently: ‘Have you any money?’

Susan nodded. She always had money, thanks to her mother.

He laughed.

‘Well, put it away, these are on me. And I think we might swing enough for maybe a nice saveloy too, eh?’

Susan nodded; her cup was really running over tonight. As they made their way to the high street they chatted about their lives. Actually, she realised, Barry did most of the chatting but that suited her down to the ground. Every now and then his eyes would linger on her breasts and she would pull her coat tighter around herself as if warding him off. This made him laugh.

‘You’ll no hide them away, my little love. How old are you by the way?’

Susan stared into his face.

‘Nearly fourteen.’ This wasn’t true, she had just hit her thirteenth birthday a few weeks before, but she knew it was a lie any woman would have told to keep the interest of the likes of Barry Dalston.

‘I’m eighteen . . . nineteen in the New Year. I always think it’s better if the man is older than the girl, don’t you?’

Susan nodded. Her heart was banging like a ceilidh in her chest. He was talking as if they were a courting couple. Susan thanked God, Our Lady and every other saint she could think of for bringing her this boy.

Barry for his part stared down into that plain face saved only by her nice teeth. She looked clean, she looked ripe, and she was really a child, he knew that deep inside. Yet she intrigued him, with her snooty ways and her book reading. He had heard from the other kids about her family set up and there lay the real reason for his interest. Her Uncle Jimmy and those big breasts were the beacons that drew him to her.

She was in with the real villains, and that was what he was after. An in with the real gangsters.

He smiled at her and Susan smiled back. He actually liked her in a funny sort of way. She looked at him with utter adoration and who could resist that?

 



June was over the moon to see her daughter smiling and laughing on Christmas Eve. Though Debbie was always a happier girl, in her own way Susan had a quiet sense of humour and a good appreciation of a joke.

Over the last few years this seemed to have deserted her and June had blamed it on the girl’s not having her  mother around. Now she seemed to be full of it.

June herself was not having the time of her life as she had first thought she would. Jimmy, her Scottish laddie, had turned lately, driving her hard, criticising her dress, her hair, everything. June was kicking thirty and had the distinct impression that he was trumping something younger, something different.

She was waiting for the bad news but until she got it would sit it out.

As she walked through East Ham market, her usual Saturday jaunt with the girls, she saw an old friend, Bella Tambling. Bella was big, loud and brash but such a laugh you couldn’t resist her. Today she was wearing a wide blanket coat and a woolly hat. She looked fifty, talked like a navvy and had a laugh that could cut through dense undergrowth.

‘Hello, Junie me old mate, long time no see.’

June smiled at the effusive greeting.

‘Come and have a cuppa in the pie and mash shop. Me feet are fucking strangling me and me mouth feels like the bottom of a budgie’s cage.’

The two girls laughed as they followed their mother and Bella inside the steamy shop. Susan hated seeing the live eels in a bowl on the counter even though she ate them. Sitting down, she let Debbie get the order and listened to her mother and Bella catch up.

‘Got seven kids now, but I had two misses. That was His Lordship and his fucking great boots. But in a way it was for the best - they’re a crowd of little bastards. I gave them all money and dropped them off at Crisp Street this morning. Hopefully the lot of them will be run over by a fucking bus come tonight.’

June laughed, knowing that her friend loved her kids really, it was just the East End way of going on. As she  removed her long leather coat she saw two men looking at her in appreciation and this cheered her.

June knew she had to sort out something with Jimmy and soon. He wasn’t even bothering to come home nights.

As two steaming cups of tea were placed in front of them Bella began to talk and for a few seconds June didn’t realise she was talking about her Jimmy.

Wiping her mouth with a tissue, June asked her politely to repeat what she had just said.

Bella looked at her friend sadly.

‘You don’t know, do you, mate?’ She wiped her nose with a well-used hankie and began again. ‘It’s some posh sort he’s took up with - everyone’s talking about it. Though what’s posh about a nice motor and a few good suits, I am fucked if I know. She runs the Dynamo Club. Fuck me, June, I’m sorry, love. I assumed you knew. It’s common knowledge around these parts. It’s my big fucking trap again, ain’t it? I open me gob and stick me foot straight in it, boots and all. I take oath I wouldn’t have sprung it on you like that.’

June smiled.

‘I had an inkling, Bell. Just tell me what you know - and I mean, just tell me. I don’t want the whole place hearing it.’

‘It’s Maureen Carter, her who lived over the back of us as kids.’

June’s eyes widened.

‘But she’s older than me. Are you sure?’

Bella blew out her lips loudly.

‘Of course I’m sure. And in fairness she do look good, Junie. She must be forty if she’s a minute but she’s like a man in a lot of ways. She earns good wedge and does what she wants. That’s most likely the attraction. Men  like these new-fangled birds, don’t they? Even my eldest, Marie, was saying she wanted a career the other day. I slapped her fucking face for her and all, little whore. I says to her at first, “Good on yer, girl, get a life.” And you know what she says to me then, quick as a flash? “Well, I ain’t ending up like you, Mum, more kids than handbags and never driven a car.” “I have driven a car,” I tells her, “one your dad stole when we was kids. I crashed the fucker and your father banned me from even getting in a driving seat again unless it was me old bike.”

Bella’s scream of laughter burst from her mouth and even June laughed, though inside she was shaking.

The dirty stinking bastard! Maureen Carter . . .

Maureen who was a force to be reckoned with in her own right.

Maureen who knew everyone and lived by her own set of rules.

Maureen who dropped the takings from the bookie’s round every Saturday as a favour to Jimmy.

Maureen who came and drank coffee with June . . . who’d had absolutely no idea she was shagging her old man.

Closing her eyes, June felt devastation wash over her. She was truly on her way out.

Jimmy had had a dabble before and she’d cocked a blind eye to it, knowing it was the nature of men to pursue anything that breathed and looked remotely shaggable. But she also knew that Maureen was serious competition.

Maureen would be talking with him, having conversations about business and life. That was what nicked men away from their women, not sex.

Sex was relative. Men fucked, wiped it, bought the old woman a bunch of flowers and gave her one to compensate. But if it was someone like Maureen and he was  staying out nights then it was serious.

Jimmy felt he was going up in the world and wanted a partner he could take with him, one he could respect. One who would give him a run for his money. And Maureen would do that as well; she could fight like a fucking man when the fancy took her. She already thought like one and talked like one.

Only the other day she’d been saying how she had just bought herself another house and like a prat June, Jimmy’s live in girlfriend, had congratulated her.

She must have been laughing up her sleeve.

June swallowed down the last of her tea and stood up.

‘Thanks for telling me, Bell. I do appreciate it, mate.’

Bella grasped her hand.

‘What you going to do, give her a dig? I hear he’s already moved clothes and that into her drum. I heard that from old Cathy Davies. She does Maureen’s cleaning so as you can imagine it will be all over the place by now. Always the last to know, eh, girl? I’m so glad my old man’s an ugly fucker - no one else would want him. His breath would put off a two-bob whore, let alone a normal person!’

Once more Bella was laughing and June, watching the gaping mouth, with the missing teeth and the yellow-coated tongue, envied her friend at that moment.

Bella’s life was her kids and that was it. Why couldn’t June herself have just been happy with that? Why did she always want more?

Debbie and Susan had listened to it all in silence. As they left the warmth of the shop Susan placed her hand in her mother’s. June squeezed it tightly, holding back the tears of frustration and rage that were welling up in her eyes.

Flagging down a cab, she kissed the girls and told them to get along home, she would give them their presents  tomorrow. The cab pulled away and she watched them go with a heavy heart. This had to be sorted and as it was Christmas it had to be sorted delicately.

As she stood on the pavement Bella came out, puffing and panting as she did up her coat and pulled on her hat.

‘If it’s any consolation, mate, I’ve always got a bed for you at my place if you need it.’

The kindness was too much and now the tears started.

‘The rotten bastard, Bella! The rotten, filthy, stinking wanker.’

Bella, laughing as usual, cried with her.

 



Jimmy watched as June put his meal on the table. He sighed.

‘Not for me, hen. I grabbed a bite earlier. Listen, why don’t you go out tonight, eh? I’m tied up, really hard at it . . .’

June looked at him and smiled.

‘You’re a lying bastard. You’re tied up all right but not with work - though trumping Maureen could be classed as manual labour, I suppose. What’s the matter then, cat got your tongue?’

Jimmy had the grace to look ashamed.

‘Who told you?’

June sighed.

‘You’re not denying it then?’

‘Even I cannae deny the truth.’

‘Why not? It never stopped you before.’

‘Come on, June, you know how it is. I never thought it would be serious. But it is - I love her.’

June sat at the table and shook her head.

‘So where does that leave me, eh? You love her and you live with me. Or, more accurately, I live with you. I left my husband and children . . .’

Jimmy flapped his hand at her.

‘With respect, Junie, you’d have left your husband for anyone. And as for those poor lassies . . . Christ, I think you’d have left them with Battersea Dogs’ Home if they’d have taken them, so let’s not go too over the top here.’

‘I loved my girls.’

Jimmy took a deep breath before continuing.

‘Listen to yourself, June. You loved them. And you dinnae love them now, is that it? I thought you were the bee’s knees once and that’s the truth. But not any more, sweetheart. My tastes are running a little bit higher than you these days. Christ almighty, you barely clean the house, you cook this shite constantly and you’ve no conversation. Please, June, don’t make this harder than it already is by asking me what went wrong and all the rest of it. Let’s just say you and me are over, hen, and I’ll see you all right. I was going to tell you after Christmas anyway.’

‘That was big of you, but there’s one thing I need to know. Why Maureen Carter? What’s she got that I haven’t?’

Jimmy wiped a hand over his face, irritated. She had put him on the spot and he didn’t like it one bit. Annoyed, he retaliated.

‘A fucking brain, Junie, and she has nous, a mind of her own and doesn’t need constantly looking after. How’s that for starters or would you like me to carry on?’

June felt as if she had been punched in the solar plexus.

‘No, I get the picture now, thank you.’

Picking up his plate of steak and chips, she emptied it into the bin.

‘So when do I go? Or should I say, where do I go?’

Jimmy was sorry to the heart but the feeling he had for Maureen was like a cancer, constantly eating away inside him.

He wanted to be with her all the time, wanted to watch her, see what she was doing. He knew that men liked her, that she attracted them, especially well-to-do men with businesses and careers. He couldn’t quite believe she had chosen him. Now she had he intended to keep her just for himself.

He admired, respected, loved her.

Really loved her.

Poor June couldn’t compete with that.

‘I’ll leave, sweetheart. You can stay here until we arrange something for you, okay?’

June nodded sadly, unable to talk she was so upset.

‘I love you, Jimmy.’

The words forced their way out of her mouth despite herself.

‘I know, Junie, and believe me I’m heart sorry, lassie. I really am.’

‘I could change, try and be different . . .’

Jimmy shook his head at her.

‘You’re lovely as you are, Junie, and someone will love you for that, you’ll see.’

She grinned sadly.

‘Like you did, you mean? What a thrilling thought.’

He walked from the room. She heard the front door open and ran after him, calling his name. As he looked into her face she smiled and said, ‘Merry Christmas, Jimmy.’

Without answering her he left the house. June collapsed on the doormat and cried until she was aching.

The tragic thing was she was telling the truth. She did love him. Still.

 



Debbie was out, her granny was out and her father was out. Susan savoured having the flat to herself.

As her mother let herself in with her key her heart stopped in her breast.

‘Hello, Mum. What’s brought you here?’

She knew already but she would never say so. It was up to her mother to sort it all out and then tell Susan what she wanted her to know.

‘I thought I’d pop round and see me girls, and give them a cuddle.’

Susan hugged her tight.

If all Bella said was true then she might be able to go and live with her mother somewhere. That thought had been keeping her going ever since it had entered her head. To be away from her father was such a wonderful prospect that she felt as if she was having all her Christmases and birthdays together.

As her mother sipped a Scotch Susan prepared the vegetables and they chatted about nothing in particular. An hour later Joey walked in.

Seeing his Junie sitting at the kitchen table made him start. He looked around hastily in case she had brought Jimmy with her and it meant trouble.

Slipping Susan a fiver, June asked her to go out and get her some cigarettes. Susan went with a heavy heart. She already knew what her mother was going to do and it grieved her. Grieved her and destroyed any hope she’d had of getting away from the man in the kitchen. June was going to try and re-enter her husband’s life and if she succeeded all Susan’s dreams would go out of the window.

As she walked from the house she heard the peculiar note in her mother’s voice that meant she was after something. It wasn’t exactly a whine, more of a low gurgling sound that made her seem girlish, childish even.

Shutting the front door Susan sighed once more.

Life was never what you wanted, Susan McNamara already knew that much.

Joey looked his wife over and smiled. She was all right, his June, he should have looked after her; she was a one off in many respects.

No other woman seemed to want him these days; his drinking, his temper or his lack of money seemed to put the kibosh on everyone he spoke to. He accepted that his June must have cared about him to put up with all that. Fuelled by drink, it seemed a logical as well as a romantic assumption.

Ever since he had first laid eyes on her, she had affected him like no other woman. He knew she was a whore and that bothered him but also excited him. In a strange way, it was half her attraction.

June’s personality and body were overtly sexual and that was the nub of all her man problems. It was what had attracted Jimmy, until he had seen her for what she was. Villains didn’t have to have molls hanging on their arms any more. This was the sixties and people like Johnny Binden and his ilk could take any kind of woman they wanted. Jimmy Vincent wanted this too.

June knew she was now an also ran and she had to salvage something. If it meant that she had to take back her husband then all the better really. At least she would be in an environment she knew, with people who knew her and accepted her for what she was: June McNamara, slag extraordinaire. Battered wife, haphazard mother and Jimmy’s ex-bird.

As her husband made them both tea and toast and they chatted about the girls she felt herself relax. When Joey was like this she loved him. This was the man she had fallen for, this was the man she had wanted more than anything once.

Now she knew that if he took her back there would be a subtle shift of position. After all, she had crossed into the real world of villainy and her husband was aware of that.

She would let him think that she had left Jimmy. That she had gone off him. Joey would believe her, would want to believe her.

She began to talk to him, her voice soft, her eyes moist. As he responded with shy smiles and little gestures, lighting her cigarettes, pouring her more tea, she relaxed.

This was going to be easier than she’d thought. But she would miss her Jimmy, miss him very much. After all, he had shown her another way of life and for that alone June would always be grateful to him.

 



Jimmy walked out of his new amour’s house a happy, happy man. He was glad Junie had taken it all so well. He’d hated hurting her but what could a man do?

She was old news, like a newspaper read from cover to cover. Why keep it?

He would see her off with a couple of grand and promise he would keep an eye on her. And every now and then, when he felt the urge for a bit of strange, he would call on her.

Junie was like that.

He realised now she was as mercenary as him. You didn’t make respectable women out of the Junes of this world. You shagged them, used them, had a few laughs then tossed them aside when the next one ambled into the pub.

But he had loved her, at least for a while he had, until he had seen a different way of life, a better way of life. Realised that women could actually think as well as shag.

As the baseball bat hit him on the back of his knees Jimmy was nonplussed for a few seconds. He thought for  a moment he had fallen over. As he hit the pavement and the gun was shoved into the back of his head he realised he had been set up.

And who better to do that than his new woman?

His last conscious thought was that, if he survived, he would take a baseball bat and crack it over Maureen’s head until it was smashed to pieces.

 



Maureen Carter watched the commotion from the bedroom of her house, grinning to herself. Jimmy really thought she would want him? It was laughable.

The phone rang. She picked it up, her heavily varnished nails glinting in the half-light.

‘Yeah, just now. It’s over.’

She replaced the receiver. Then, deliberately smudging her mascara, she walked sedately down the stairs and into the street. Her screaming and carrying on brought everyone to their doors. In a respectable area, the murder of a known villain was unheard of. Maureen was hysterical, the police left her alone, and afterwards her son made her a nice stiff drink. All in all not a bad day’s work.

Jimmy’s death had earned her thirty grand.

Maureen sipped her drink and planned a nice holiday with the money the Davidson brothers had promised her for setting up her new boyfriend. It looked like 1966 was going to be her year.




Chapter Four

June was in shock, complete and utter shock. Even though he had been leaving her, she still couldn’t believe her Jimmy was really dead.

Inside she felt glad, and that frightened her.

The police had knocked just after she’d arrived home from Joey’s, full of Scotch and camaraderie, fuelled with the knowledge that if push came to shove she was home and dry with her husband. She had let him cop a quick feel while pretending she was still staying faithful to Jimmy.

She had reminded him that walking out on a big-time villain was not something she could do lightly, and even Joey had had to concede that one. Finally she had hinted that Jimmy was playing around on her and that maybe she had made a big mistake . . . With a parting shot about how she missed the children, she had left.

Though she knew and Joey knew that the part about the girls was pure fabrication, while they were still getting on friendly terms he wasn’t about to pull her up on it. All in all June felt it was a good night’s work.

Now Jimmy was dead, murdered in the street. And she could hold her head up, tell everyone he’d been giving Maureen the elbow and was still her beau. After the police had left, June set about the serious business of the night.

Looking for his money.

Jimmy always kept large amounts around the house and June knew where most of them were. She had arranged to identify his body in the morning, saying she was too distressed at this time. She was hoping she could pick up his effects at the same time then she would have the key to the safe and that was what she really wanted. In there he’d kept his address books, everything. They would be worth a pretty penny to the right person.

Smiling, June poured herself a large Scotch, for her shattered nerves, and then after a long hot bath set about tearing the house apart.

By Christmas morning she had found over two thousand pounds in notes bundled up and stuffed in wardrobes, drawers, even the electric cupboard. She placed it all on the bed and looked at it for a long time.

It was a small fortune.

Stretching like a long-limbed cat, June looked at herself in the mirror. She could do with a make over really but that would have to wait.

Going to the safe, she was amazed and euphoric to see that the key she had found in the bedroom drawer fitted perfectly.

The shock caused her to start trembling all over.

Inside was more money, a few pieces of jewellery she knew she couldn’t pawn in the usual way and his address books, account books and a gun.

Settling herself on the bed, lying on over three thousand pounds, June began to read his books and his simple system was so easy to understand she realised even she could have run it if she’d wanted to.

Jimmy had lent money out then dragged it back with violent threats and intimidation. He’d kept a book with all the debtors’ addresses, phone numbers, and details of family members.

As she lay on the money she began dreaming about what she would do with it. And Joey was in the equation now, only not as he would like to be. That was something she would sort out as time went by.

What she really needed now was Joey’s reputation for violence. After all, no man but Jimmy would have dared to take her on under normal circumstances.

It was all about front and June knew this.

If Joey had had even a bit of nous he could have been a Jimmy himself. God knew he had the other attributes. But Joey’s biggest failing was his complete lack of any ambition or brainpower. He was a thug, simple as that. People paid him to do their dirty work.

As an armed robber he’d been a disaster. He had actually gone into a local bookie’s in the sweltering summer heat to rob them. He had put on a balaclava but forgotten to hide his tattoos, so everyone knew it was him.

Wearing nothing but a pair of trousers and a string vest he had displayed tattoos saying ‘Junie and Joey’ in a large red heart, and ‘ACAB’, meaning All Coppers Are Bastards, on his hands. On top of this he had a large dragon on his belly which he liked to make dance by moving his stomach as a party piece.

Everyone had sussed him immediately, especially the bookie who had given him five hundred pounds and told him to go away.

Joey had taken the money but that night had had a visit from the Davidsons who were paid to protect those particular premises and had had to swallow his knob and go round and apologise.

Even Davey Davidson had laughed.

For weeks afterwards every time Joey went in there to put on a bet everyone fell to the ground as if he was  robbing them and laughed their heads off. Even Joey had seen the funny side of it, and that said it all about him as far as June was concerned.

He was as much use as a chocolate teapot.

Still, she would sort out Joey because now she had the money, she was in charge, and if she looked after him then he would look after her.

Finally she hid the money and went to bed.

 



Susan took communion at midnight mass and prayed again to Our Lady to make her father be asleep when she got in. If possible, she beseeched, could he please be paralytic and unconscious too?

She didn’t ask for him to be dead because that might be too much even for Our Lady of Perpetual Succour.

After mass she walked up to look at the nativity scene. It was lovely. As she admired it a hand came down on her shoulder and, turning, she saw Father Campbell smiling down at her.

‘You’re a grand child, you know. You never miss the mass, do you?’

Smiling radiantly, she nodded.

‘Only if I’m very ill. I love coming here.’

‘And how’s your mother? It must be a terrible night for her, God love her, what with the murder . . .’

Susan looked into his face in shock. Was her father dead at last? Her heart constricted in her breast. She could hear her pulse hammering in her ears.

‘What murder?’

As she looked into the priest’s face and he informed her that her Uncle Jimmy had been shot in the street Susan sighed.

Life was so bloody unfair.

Poor Uncle Jimmy. She had always liked him, he had  been kind to her and Debs. Giving them a few minutes of his time, asking them about school, their lives. Things it would never have occurred to June to ask.

Now he was dead and it was inevitable her mother would take up residence back at home. Susan didn’t want that.

She didn’t want that at all.

Bowing to the inevitable as usual, she smiled sadly.

‘He was a nice man, me Uncle Jimmy. I’d better get home and see if me mum needs me.’

‘You do that, child. Sure you’re a boon to your mother, a boon.’

The priest watched her hurrying from the church on dumpy little legs and smiled sadly. She was a lovely little thing, plain as a pikestaff but with a huge heart that was crying out for a bit of affection.

Now the man was dead, God rest him and keep him, perhaps that whore of a mother might get herself home and take care of her children as nature intended.

 



Davey Davidson was over the moon. He knew his biggest rival was finally off the scene and that pleased him.

What wasn’t so pleasant was the knowledge that a lot of people would now be after his blood.

He would deal with that when it came up.

What he wanted now were the notebooks and ledgers of the man he had killed. To get them he needed access to the house and that was where Joey came in. After all, his old woman was the bird in the know, as he had explained to them when he had set all this up.

Joey was shrewd there, very shrewd. He’d wanted that woman of his back and had laid the foundations for this night’s work with the Davidsons. Davey wondered idly if Joey would tell his wife that he was the reason her new  boyfriend was lying on a mortuary slab.

He had wanted to do the actual murder but had been clever enough to see that he was going to be the prime suspect. So he had arranged to be at home with his children when it took place.

Where any decent man would be on the night before Christmas.

He had also paid a big mouth called Bella to collar his wife in East Ham market, where he knew his wife would be that Saturday with her two daughters. In effect he had masterminded a murder and had got what he wanted from it. His wife would give up the man of her dreams and he would get back a woman most men would have hung, drawn and quartered.

Davey shook his head sadly at the way some people lived their lives.

 



Maureen Carter was up and out early on Christmas morning. She was dressed in a blue Oscar de la Renta suit with matching shoes and bag, her hair expertly set. She looked calm and collected as she knocked at the door of Jimmy’s house.

When June opened it she nearly died of shock.

‘It’s six o’clock in the morning, for fuck’s sake!’

Maureen wriggled past her, smiling.

‘I’m well aware of that but I need to pick up a few of Jimmy’s things.’

June, annoyed and still half asleep, sneered at her.

‘And what things would those be?’

Suddenly her mind was as clear as a bell. She knew exactly what this woman was after and she also had an idea why Jimmy was dead.

Maureen looked sadly at her. Changing tack she said quietly, ‘I have a few things here. You know, things Jimmy  was looking after for me. After all, we were in business together.’

June laughed outright at this then said sarcastically, ‘You were in bed together, I know that much. Tell me then, what are you after? If it’s within my power I’ll give you just what you want, lady.’

Her words were loaded and Maureen knew this. She looked June up and down, considering whether she would have to fight her at some point. Maureen could fight like a man. It was one of her assets and she knew it. She also knew that June was smarting at this particular moment in time and the chances were she would be angry enough to give Maureen a real up and downer.

She changed tack once more. Standing in the lounge, she looked her adversary in the eye and said honestly, ‘Come on, June, he was a wanker. A good-looking Scottish wanker who kept the two of us for months.

‘Now I don’t know about you, but Old Bill will be sniffing around soon and I don’t want to be implicated in anything. So let’s have a cup of Rosie Lee then get to work sorting out all his stuff.’

June nodded without a word. She made the tea. As they sat at the kitchen table, Maureen lit a cigarette with a gold lighter. Her nails were long and painted a delicate shade of pink like her lips.

She looked gorgeous.

Taking in her hair and her clothes June could see the attraction for Jimmy but that didn’t make it hurt any the less. In fact it just depressed her because she knew she would always be second best in any comparison with Maureen and knowing that didn’t make her life any easier.

But she had a trump card and she knew it even if Maureen smart-car Carter didn’t as yet. Lighting a Number Six she sighed heavily.

‘What are you after then?’

Maureen waved one well-manicured hand.

‘Just his address books, things like that. Things that could incriminate us, really.’

June nodded solemnly, her expression unreadable as she smoked.

‘His little black book, eh?’ She smiled. ‘I’ve always wanted to say that to someone. Sounds like one of them old films, don’t it?’

Maureen stubbed out her cigarette impatiently.

‘It sure does. So where does he keep it?’

‘Up his arse so far as I know. That book was always with him. Never let it out of his sight.’ June sounded convincing and she knew it.

Maureen sighed heavily.

‘Don’t fuck about with me, June. I’m warning you, some very heavy people want that book and I intend to get it for them. I have a lot of money riding on this and neither you nor anyone else will stand in my way. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Loud and clear. But, be fair, what would I know about anything like that, eh? Unlike you I was strictly for shagging. Whereas you, as I understand it, were for talking to as well. I bet that was thrilling after sex - a good old chinwag about his business dealings! Beats a graphic description of what he was going to do to me the next time we was at it. The nearest I got to his business was him asking me to pass him over the phone. So there you have it. The book must be with his effects at the hospital, unless the filth or someone else has got their hands on it.’

Maureen’s face drained of colour.

‘I understood from Jimmy that the book was kept here in his safe at all times. It isn’t good business practice to carry everything around with you . . .’

June laughed as she interrupted.

‘What Jimmy said and what he did were two different things, as we both know now. So all I can say is, have a look about if you want. The safe is locked and closed and he had the keys. Unlike you, I had no idea what he was up to half the time.’

Maureen was livid and she didn’t try to hide it.

‘The Davidsons will be after you, Junie, you realise that, don’t you? And unlike me they’ll literally stop at nothing to find out what you know. I am not threatening you, mate, I am just stating a fact.’

June looked into her eyes.

‘So that’s who was behind it, is it? Davey Davidson, the poor man’s friend, Jimmy’s mate and business partner to be or so I understood. You set Jimmy up, didn’t you? You never wanted him, you just blew my life apart on a whim. Because you, Maureen high and fucking mighty Carter, wanted something he wasn’t prepared to give anyone. You were after his business. Poor Jimmy. He thought the sun shone out of your arse. And me? Well, I was just good old June. Use and abuse her, give her a couple of grand and then forget she ever existed. Well, girl, looks like you fucked up this time. Should have got your hands on his dewberries before you had him topped.’

Maureen’s face was hard, her cheekbones standing out like beacons in the whiteness of her skin.

‘Looks like you’ve dropped the proverbial bollock, girl.’

June enjoyed the other woman’s discomfiture.

‘I bet Davey Davidson will love you, won’t he? Murder done, Old Bill all over the place, and no one any the wiser so far as Jimmy’s contacts are concerned. I’d say this was an almighty fuck up. Well, the safe’s in there and you can tear the place apart if you like, but I tell you now, you’ll find nothing.’

‘You seem very sure about that, Junie. Is there something you’re not telling me?’

June shrugged.

‘What’s not to tell? All I know is, Jimmy’s tucked you all up by the sound of it. And I’m glad he has. Because for all he dumped me, Maureen, he still deserved better than you.’

Fifteen minutes later Maureen had trashed the place. June had watched her, drinking tea and smoking all the while. She’d allowed herself one or two little grins as she saw Maureen becoming more and more desperate as time went by.

‘Found anything yet?’

Maureen pushed one sweating hand through her now unkempt hair.

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’

June grinned.

‘Well, I did try to tell you. Jimmy used to say, “You can trust everyone but still trust no one, June. It’s the only way to get on in this world.” I didn’t really know what he meant till now.’

‘If you’re lying to me, June, I’ll find out and then you’ll wish it was the Davidsons coming after you because when I get annoyed I can give anyone a run for their money. You should listen to what they say about me and take heed, girl. I’ll rip your fucking heart out and laugh while I’m doing it.’

June shrugged nonchalantly.

‘I can’t tell you what I don’t bloody know, can I?’

Maureen leaned across the table and sighed.

‘Listen to me, June. Half of me believes you, but I tell you now - if you’re lying you’ll be sorry. And that is no idle threat. There’s money to be pulled in and it has to be pulled in soon, right? The Davidsons want their bunce  and so do I. There’ll be no auction of Jimmy’s stuff because we’ve already paid a high price for it. Remember that, keep it in the forefront of your mind. If you keep information close to your chest, there’ll be more than one unhappy punter looking for you, June.

‘It’s not just the Davidsons and me involved in this, it’s also the Bannerman family. Now Mickey Bannerman wants what Jimmy had and so do the Davidsons. You think about that and if and when you want a chat, come and see me, okay? Because I know what the score is and I walk in these circles every day of my life. They respect me, understand me, and want to work with me as much as Davey Davidson does. If you take anything to Mickey Bannerman, even through word of mouth, you’re a dead woman, June. So have a little think, and if you come up with anything, knock on my door.’

Maureen walked from the house, shutting the door quietly behind her and feeling the urge to cry.

This was too complicated now, far too complicated.

Even she was frightened.

June looked at the clock. It was just after nine on Christmas morning. But that would not bother the Bannermans or the Davidsons. It would be a normal working day for them. Going into the bathroom, she stood on the toilet seat and pulled open the heavy lid of the toilet cistern. Taking out the water-soaked plastic bag, she removed the documents inside and placed them inside her panty girdle.

After she’d finished dressing she plastered her face with make up. Then she picked up the rest of the kids’ presents and began the long walk to her old home. Inside she was trembling. The Bannermans were the most terrifying family in London and she had something they wanted.

Inside her bag was a huge amount of money and she  knew that if she had any sense she would walk to the train station and disappear.

But she also knew that wasn’t an option.

Wherever she went they would find her.

What she had to do now was think clearly and decide what to do next. Damage limitation was on her mind now, not money.

Mickey Bannerman had practically beaten to death a man who had complained about his dog barking. Mickey lived in a nice road in North London, the man he had beaten was a banker. He had walked away from the Old Bailey on a charge of attempted murder because the victim had refused to give evidence.

Even a well-heeled banker had seen the error of his ways, so where would that leave June McNamara? Up shit creek without a paddle was her final decision and June knew that it was the right one. She would talk to Joey, see what he knew. He worked for the Davidsons, he might be able to sort it.

All along the roads Christmas trees stood in windows, their coloured lights cheerful in the darkness of the cold winter’s morning. Children were opening presents and women were preparing breakfast and Christmas dinner.

June felt ill with worry now, a physical sickness inside her because she realised she had taken on something she could not hope to pull off.

There was no escape and nowhere to hide.

 



Susan was so pleased to see her mother she nearly cried. After two hours spent with her father she felt fit to scream. Joey was still in bed and the stench in his room of stale sweat and alcohol had made her feel sick.

When he had finally fallen into a light sleep she had attempted to move from the bed but an arm like a steel  band had pulled her back. Lying there in the early-morning light she wondered what had happened to him to make him do these things to her.

By focusing on Barry Dalston, schoolwork, and finally just blanking her mind completely, she managed to get through the night. In her mind’s eye she kept thinking of poor Jimmy being shot and the picture affected her, made her want to cry. He had been kind to her, had Jimmy. Had always given her a bit of his time.

No wanting her to sit on his lap or give him kisses she didn’t want to give. He’d treated her as an older man should treat a girl.

As she had finally slipped from the bed at five-thirty she had felt a terrible urge to go into the bathroom, run a bath and slit her wrists while lying in the warmth. Then Debbie had woken up and started her usual morning moans and it had taken all Susan’s will-power not to slam a fist into her sister’s face. With the arrival of her grandmother, she’d felt as if God Himself had turned His back on her.

The old witch had driven her hard for hours: preparing more vegetables, making a trifle and cups of tea. It was a never-ending spiral of work.

Debbie as usual was asked to do nothing but look pretty and chatter about her little life. When June arrived it was as if the light infantry had knocked on the door to save Susan. She was kissing and hugging her mother for ages until June, laughing, said, ‘All right, Susan. Relax, love. I’m here now so stop your carrying on.’

Deep inside June loved it, loved all the attention after her night of worry.

‘I’m sorry about Jimmy, Mum, really sorry. He was a nice man.’

Joey heard this just as he emerged from his bedroom.

‘Fuck Jimmy! Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.’

He walked into the kitchen and shouted, ‘Merry Christmas to one and all.’ He kissed his mother and his daughters then taking his wife in his arms, cried gleefully, ‘You coming home then, girl?’

The kitchen was quiet now as the three other occupants waited with bated breath for her to answer.

‘Of course I am, I told you that last night.’

Granny Mac screamed with derision.

‘You’d take on that Scottish ponce’s leavings? You would and all, wouldn’t you? Where the fuck I got you, Joey, I don’t know. Any other man would take the teeth from that whore’s head with his fist after all she’s done over the years.’

June bowed her head. Her hair was mussed, her make up smeared. She looked like a smudged painting about to dissolve in front of their eyes.

Turning on her mother-in-law, she bellowed, ‘Right, that’s it. Out! I want you out - now.’

She looked at Joey then, her face hard, and he realised the change in his wife. Gone was the old June. Here was a much stronger character.

‘I want that out of my kitchen unless she can keep a civil tongue in her toothless old head.’

Joey looked at his mother and suppressed a smile. Inside he knew it was time someone put the old bat in her place and if it was June who did it then so much the better.

He knew that his wife’s coming back after all that had happened would be a nine-day wonder in the street and he would have to front it out. But he wanted her back; Junie was in his blood somehow. No matter what she did he still wanted her.

He looked at Susan’s devastated face and felt shame  creep over him. If June found out about her there would be murder done.

Inside he knew he’d been wrong but his daughter was there, she was available. He could dominate her.

Debbie would have screamed the place down. She was too spoiled, too sure of herself, whereas Susan was born to be used and used she would be all her life. He was as sure of that as he was of his own name.

With a face and countenance like hers, there wasn’t much else in store for her. Not around these parts anyway. She did what she was told, did Susan. It never occurred to her not to. He attempted to smile at her and she froze.

His mother was still in her chair, her face white with anger and incredulity. Her son was taking his wife’s part in this and the knowledge made Ivy doubly aware just how precarious her own position now was in this household.

She hoisted up her bust with her forearms and snarled at them.

‘After all I’ve done for you, you treat me like this?’

June laughed gently.

‘Sit down, you old hag, you can stay. But you keep your mouth shut and your head down, you hear me? One word out of place and you’ll go out that door like nobody’s business, do you get my drift? If, and I mean if, I come back there’ve to be a lot of changes here. And you, lady, are among the first of them. No more coming round here giving out with your vicious tongue. No more interfering in my business or the girls’, right?’

Joey gleefully watched the changing expressions on his mother’s face. If this new Junie was going to shut her up, he was all for it.

Susan and Debbie were watching closely too, both as  interested as their father to know whether their granny would swallow this lot, especially as for once she had a point.
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