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Highly acclaimed for her hard-hitting, uncompromising and haunting writing, as well as her phenomenal success, Martina Cole is the only author who dares to tell it like it is.
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‘Martina Cole again explores the shady criminal underworld, a setting she is fast making her own’ Sunday Express


 



‘Martina Cole pulls no punches, writes as she sees it, refuses to patronise or condescend to either her characters or fans’ Independent on Sunday
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For Natalia Whiteside, my first granddaughter, the heart of my heart.

I have been blessed with my children, and with my grandchildren, and also with my daughter-in-law Karina.

Life, I realise, is all about what you leave behind, and the people you leave behind, when you go. God is good, and nobody knows that better than I do. My mum always said that God pays back debts without money, that what goes around comes around. I have the family I dreamed about all my life, and it’s growing larger and stronger with each passing day.

I wish love, luck and happiness to all my readers, and I thank God for all the good in my life and for the happiness I encounter on a daily basis. It wasn’t always like that, but I do know that the secret of real happiness is enjoying the good times while you can, and making the most of the time you spend with the people you love.

 



And for a special friend, Eve Pacitto. A wonderful woman.

She was always there for anyone who needed a friend, and she was a good friend to me over the years. She was kindness itself, and she always put others before herself. I’ll miss her and our lovely lunches. My heart goes out to the two Peters.

 



For nanny Donna never to be forgotten.

It was a privilege to know you and to be your friend. Life will be so much poorer without you. God bless you and keep you, a star among stars.

And a very special mention for dear friend Diana, she  really is my No. 1 fan, as I am hers. A real mate, a real character and a much-loved woman. She has a wonderful family and a wonderful personality, and I feel honoured to be your friend. Chin up, mate, and love and hugs.

And also for Delly, a sister we would all love to have.




Prologue

December 2006

 



Mary Cadogan was lying on her bed. She was frightened, but then she was always frightened. Frightened her husband would get nicked, and even more frightened that he wouldn’t.

She didn’t want to advertise the fact that she was lying here, fully dressed, on a freezing December night, waiting for the man who was more than capable of ending her life, physically as well as emotionally. Mary’s breath was heavy in the room; it had the rancid smell of the habitual drinker, it was sour, it was disgusting, but no one ever mentioned that. Her drinking, like everything else about her life, was not something to be talked about openly. But everyone in her orbit was aware that no amount of breath mints or chewing gum would ever really mask it. Mary’s life made them all feel inadequate, especially Mary herself.

Danny Boy Cadogan could make the most hardened criminal nervous and paranoid, especially if Danny decided he wanted to talk to them about something. Danny could make the most innocent of statements sound  like a declaration of war, and the most innocuous of comments into a terrifying and threatening reality.

Mary Cadogan felt the usual tightening in her chest that always accompanied the mentioning of her husband’s name. The fact that he had the same effect on everyone did little to calm her nerves. She had seen him in action, close up and personal, for years, and she knew that anyone with an ounce of brain tissue would not attempt to thwart him without at least some kind of powerful weapon, even if only to turn it on themselves rather than face his wrath. Mary could see her reflection in the mirror opposite her bed. It amazed her that she always managed to look so serene, so well groomed, not a hair out of place no matter what turmoil was going on around her; no matter what was happening to her. It was a knack she had, a persona she had created over the years to make sure her husband and the father of her children did not know what she was really thinking. In fact, she had up until recently made sure that no one in her orbit knew what she was thinking; it was a survival tactic that had kept her from going out of her mind.

Living, as she did, in a minefield, with a man who saw any kind of disagreement as a personal affront, she had learned many years before to just agree with everything and anything he said. She had to agree, it was what you did with someone like Danny Cadogan. And you had to make it look like you really believed what he was saying was right, that you could suddenly see how much cleverer he was. Whether it was about a large issue, such as where they would live, or a smaller issue, such as what the kids should have for breakfast. That’s how petty and childish it could get.

At first, she had believed his love for her would be enough to change him, change his domineering ways, but  she had all too quickly been disabused of that notion. If anything, he had just got worse and, as the years had gone on, she had shaped a calmness and a believability that made her life if not happier, then at least bearable to the outside world.

Mary put a perfectly manicured hand up and instinctively patted her perfect hair into place. Her brother Michael had tried in his own way to make it better for her, but she suspected that he knew he had failed her, as he had failed them all, including Danny. But at least he could keep him in line, at least as much as anyone could anyway. Danny had always been a law unto himself, everyone knew that within a few seconds of meeting him. Even as a boy he had been possessed of a fighting spirit that had kept older, stronger boys away from them all and, where they grew up, that made Danny Cadogan an asset. He had been a natural-born leader and, in fairness, he had led them all in the right direction; they had all done well out of him in their own ways. But now he had put them into such a difficult position that there seemed to be no way out.

Danny’s mother was downstairs with the kids, and even she was subdued, quietly listening to her godforsaken radio as always. Humming along to tunes long dead, and remembering things long past.

 



Michael Miles, Mary’s brother, sighed loudly. ‘Do you think he’ll do it, really?’

‘Who knows. He never lets anyone know what he has in mind. I don’t think he knows what he’s going to do himself, until the last fucking second.’ Jonjo heard his own voice. It was, as always, neutral.

‘Wait until Eli gets here, and then we’ll go from there. Stop fucking acting like a child. It’s all in place, now shut the fuck up.’

Jonjo knew then that this was over, even though he believed that nothing would happen tonight, or any other night. It had been for nothing. Danny would do what he wanted as always, why should that change, why did they even think they could stop him? Might as well try to stop a bullet with a tennis racquet.

Michael understood Jonjo’s trepidation, had experienced it so many times over the years himself, even though he was the only person alive who Danny Boy treated with any kind of respect or decency. Danny Boy actually liked him and, against all the odds, he loved the man back. But enough was enough, for all of them. He started the car then. ‘It’s time.’

They drove away quickly, the realisation of what they were going to do making them both quiet.

 



As far as Danny Boy was concerned Mary Cadogan had no private thoughts. But she did, and she had let them get the better of her. She had actually allowed herself to believe that something good might actually happen. She’d allowed herself to dream that Danny might be taken out and for no other reason than that she couldn’t take this life any more. It was like living in a vacuum: Danny controlled her every move, her every thought, he even chose her friends. And now she had shown her hand to his brother, Jonjo, had let him know the truth of their marriage, and he would always have that over her, and the same thing would happen with her poor brother Michael, and Jonjo, she knew now, was not a great one for loyalty. Tonight had proved that much.

As she lay there she wondered if it would be better for everyone concerned if she just got up, went to her car, a brand-new Mercedes, after all Danny Boy’s wife had to be seen in the best, and, revving it up, whether she should  just aim it at the nearest wall. Now that would put an end to it. The other scenario was to aim the car at Danny Boy himself. She smiled at the audacity of the thought. If the Serious Crime Squad didn’t have the bottle when it came to Danny, what chance did she have? She would be dead within seconds if her husband survived which, knowing that bastard, he would.

Danny was always checking up on her; not directly of course, but he would make a point of going round where she had allegedly been, normally her sister-in-law’s, joking around and having a laugh, then dropping the question into the conversation, as if making conversation. ‘What did you two girls talk about last night, then?’ Waiting to see if she had actually been where she had said. As if she would dare to thwart him.

She could hear him, his voice full of interest and artifice, could see his eyes watching Carole closely for any hint of subterfuge. Could see his hands clutching the coffee mug tightly, his knuckles white, his anger at her daring to go out without him making him irrational. Deciding whether Carole was telling him the truth, or whether she was covering up for her friend, and wondering what other agenda she could possibly have. If he chose to believe his own suspicious nature over his wife’s friend it would cause aggravation for months. But one thing that Carole had going for her was that she was overweight. Her life was her kids and her husband, and she had no other interests in anything outside of her home and her family. Danny, Mary knew, approved of Carole Miles. She was one of the few people he allowed her to see on a regular basis. Carole wasn’t a threat to him, he saw her as someone who would not lead his wife astray. Who didn’t dress well or feel the urge to go to a gym. Carole was the woman he should have married, and now she  wished, with all her heart and soul, that he had done just that. She realised she was crying, a slow, quiet crying that was as controlled as everything else in her life. She had not allowed herself one normal reaction for over twenty-five years.

How had she ended up like this? How had her life, a life that most women envied her, become so bereft that she fantasised about killing herself? But she knew how it had happened, she knew that better than anyone. Tonight had been her swan song, her last chance at breaking away from him, of making a proper life for herself and her girls. But it wasn’t going to happen, it would never happen, and she should have known that before she had put herself in such a stupid and pointless position. Hindsight, she decided, was a fucking wonderful thing.

 



‘Nana, can I have another lolly?’

It was nine thirty at night and Leona Cadogan had no intention of going to bed. Her nana, Angelica Cadogan, had no intention of sending her there either. ‘Sure, you can have what you want, darling. Now go and settle yourself on the sofa and I’ll bring it in.’

The little girl preened happily, her long black hair and wide-spaced blue eyes so like her father’s. Angelica opened her new acquisition, an American fridge, and removed another lolly with pride. Her son made sure she wanted for nothing. She gave her granddaughter her lolly and, placing a blanket over her, she kissed the top of her head.

Leona had the remote control for the TV clutched tightly in her hand, and she watched her programme without even giving her nana a second glance. Her sister Laine, known affectionately as Lainey, was already asleep on a chair. Leona was watching over her younger sister, as  she was expected to do. This was a family who watched out for each other, and her nana made sure that is exactly what they did.

Angelica saw the child was watching Little Britain and shook her head slowly. Even at six years old Leona understood that humour. Her heart told her to turn it off, but at her age she couldn’t be bothered with the aggravation. Unlike her own children, her grandchildren got away with murder. These two girls especially, it was as if Danny had fallen in love all over again when these two had arrived so late in the day. The other children had never been enough, but then they were not with his lawful wife. She could understand that, to an extent, Mary was a martyr to put up with him, but then he was a man any woman would be proud to call her own. If Mary had only produced sooner, after her first daughter had died, he would never have strayed. Angelica was sure of that much.

As she watched Leona open another bag of crisps she waved her hand in dismissal at nobody in particular and left the room. The sight of a man dressed as an old woman and vomiting all over the place was more than her stomach could bear. Bring back Little and Large, at least they were an act the whole family could watch. This new humour was way over her head. Even Jimmy Jones was preferable to this shower.

Leona was chuckling loudly, and Angelica sighed once more as she walked into the kitchen; she felt safer in there. It was, after all, her domain, the place she had spent over half her life in. It was a sight better than the kitchen she had first encountered as a bride, and just the gleam off the tiling made her happy.

As she lit a cigarette she poured herself a small whisky from the secret stash she kept under the sink, behind the detergents, where she was sure no one in the family would  ever think of looking. She opened the paper and, happy that she had at least some of her family around her, she read Ian Hyland’s hilarious take on the TV shows she hated, but ultimately found herself watching.

Loneliness was a terrible thing; it ate into you and, if you weren’t careful, it could cause a body to become bitter. You birthed them, you brought them up, and then you stepped back. It was the way of the world, but it was a hard road for someone like her, someone who had been everything to her children, and had made sure they knew it. At least, that was how she saw it now; the truth was a different thing altogether. The past was often better viewed through rose-coloured glasses.

Now she was older and greyer, and had been forced to take a back seat and it galled her even though a small part of her was relieved to have had the burden of them lifted from her. She had a fine house, a house that would knock the eyes out of anyone she knew, and she had a good few quid to do with as she liked as well. And, more importantly, she had a family who had all done well for themselves in one way or another. She missed the old house though, and her old friends: this place was like living in a prison camp. Everyone kept themselves to themselves, and no one thought to knock unless there was a valid reason to. No cups of tea and a quick gossip here, it was all lawns and fencing. Garages and barbeques. Radio 4 and documentaries. She was like a fish out of water, but she knew her Danny thought he had done the best for her, and she couldn’t tell him otherwise, could she? Not after everything he had given her, everything he had provided for her. If he had not paid her phone bills she would have gone doolally tap, as her mother used to say, without a friendly voice now and then. For an Irish immigrant she was living like a queen but even though she missed her  cronies, she couldn’t bring herself to admit that to her son. So she talked to them for hours at a time, even though she knew that they were long past her and her new life, that she was different now, and it was only her son’s reputation that kept them from mugging her off once and for all. She even missed that drunken bastard she had married. At least with him she could have a conversation without having to think it through thoroughly first, in case she offended him. Having a conversation with this lot around here was like a military operation, what with their ‘Good Mornings’, and their pleasantries.

At least the church afforded her a few friends, anyway, but even they were intimidated by her family though, in fairness, they were chatty enough when she did see them. Maybe she would go on one of the coach trips the church was always arranging for the older people, do her good to have a break from cleaning the house and waiting for the kids to come round and see her. God was good, she knew that, and God himself knew she had sacrificed a lot for her children. The shame was that she wasn’t sure if her children realised that. Especially her only daughter.

As she sipped at the whisky she suddenly had a terrible feeling of foreboding wash over her; it left her breathless with its intensity, and with a layer of sweat that left her clammy and cold. A wave of sickness came over her, and she saw the broken body of her dead husband in her mind’s eye. Her son had beaten him nearly to death, left him a cripple and had then proceeded to terrorise the rest of his life. Yet, she still loved her son, still watched over him. Even though she knew he was a bully, a vicious bully. Life had seen to that much. Life had broken them all in one way or another.

She had an awful feeling that Danny Boy was in  danger, but then, he lived in a constant state of anger and danger that put him in the frame on a daily basis. The feeling was now gripping her heart, she could feel an invisible hand squeezing the life out of her. She clutched the back of her chair, unable to call out with the pain. She attempted to rise, tried to stand. Poor Mary was lying in her bed upstairs, sleeping off her day’s alcohol consumption, and the girls were in the lounge watching their shite on television. She had to try and attract someone’s attention, she knew that much. She was in serious trouble.

 



‘Stop it, Danny, you’ll cause more trouble than you’ll prevent. Losing your temper and getting hot under the collar will gain us nothing.’ Michael poured them both a generous measure of Chivas Regal Scotch before he spoke once more. ‘Crystal meth is going to destroy everything we’ve grafted for if we don’t distribute it properly and with due thought, you know that. We’ve already been through this, timing is key and you know it. We need to see what the demand is like before we start to supply it. For all we know, it might not take off over here. America is a different market, and they have a much larger proportion of junkies per capita than we do.’

Danny took his drink and sipped it, waiting for his friend to finish what he had to say and using the time to gather his thoughts as well as his temper.

‘At the moment it’s a gay drug: they always get things first. Let’s pick and choose our distributors wisely because this is going to hit the streets with a fucking big bang and we have to make sure that the reverberations from that don’t come back to bite us. It’s not like coke and it is definitely not like grass. This is like the brown, the big H mixed in with a nuclear warhead, and it’s going to make a major fucking hole in our society. We can sell it all right,  we can sell anything, but even we won’t be able to walk away from this if we ever get a capture.’

Michael was sitting with the man he wanted dead, and it was not something he was surprised about. In fact, he had known deep inside that it would not have come to anything because, without a break, such as a gangland murder, or a car crash, Danny Boy Cadogan was not going anywhere he didn’t expressly want to go. But there was still time to make the break, time was all they had now. Michael sipped his Scotch slowly, thoughtfully. He had thought this through with his usual caution. He had a bad feeling about crystal meth. He knew it was going to either take off like a Jumbo Jet on speed, or die a death overnight. The secret was to wait and see how the preliminary findings worked out before committing themselves. But Danny, as always, saw only the pound signs, and the power that a major distributor of such a product would wield.

‘This has to go out through a trusted subsidiary company, and it can never lead back to us. All our tame Filth and contacts will run a fucking mile if it does. So just wait a bit, hold your hand, and let’s see what develops, eh?’

Michael was speaking as quietly and as sensibly as he always did, in fact it was one of the things that Danny liked most about him. He always thought things through; Danny often joked that Michael spent a fortnight weighing up the pros and cons before he had a wank, let alone anything else. But there were a lot of people interested in this product and, at the moment, there was a growing sense of excitement in their community. Like crack before it, this was a drug that appealed to the useless, and ended up being taken by the foolish. It could be a licence to print money, and that was something that attracted them both. So Danny nodded his agreement, as Michael had known  he would. It was talking Danny down that was the easy bit. As long as it was about the business, Michael knew he would be heard. If it was about grudges, however, or the slights that Danny seemed to see all over the place, then that was a different ball game. But Michael allowed for that, it let Danny get rid of some steam and it calmed him down, at least until the next time, anyway.

‘Anyone in mind?’

Michael shook his head and smiled. ‘Not yet, but we’ve plenty of time for all that. Let the drug filter through to the straights, let it hit the pavements first, see how it is welcomed, then we’ll be in a much better position to make an informed decision. Until then we’ll keep our options open and not rush into anything. The Russians are fucking useless at distribution and so are the other Eastern Europeans, fucking useless ponces the lot of them and, more to the point, they don’t know how to work together on anything, and that will eventually be their downfall. They live big and they die young but, on the plus side, they have a large army of disposable people. We’ll make a decision eventually and, when we do, it will be the right one, as always. The Colombians are still in the running, as are the fucking Blacks. Let’s see who comes up with the goods first, and then wait and see how the weekend dance mob takes to it. After all, Es are so cheap now, and are easier to get than aspirin and a line of coke is cheaper than a glass of wine. Crystal meth is a tenner a time, and it keeps people going for fucking days; it could be the new drug of choice just because of its price, let alone its other benefits. That gives us the council estates and the hoorays. We need in on the beginning, for the big bucks, but we need to be out of the game well before it becomes the new social problem.’

Danny nodded his head sagely, as Michael knew he  would. ‘Yeah, you’re right, Mike. As always, you’ve done your market research.’ He grinned, showing expensive and intricate bridgework. The smile was warm, it was bright, and it hid the fact that it barely touched his eyes.

Danny had no finesse, and he knew it. He spoke and people jumped. And, as far as he was concerned, that was how it should be. No one was allowed to question him except this man in front of him. His best mate, his business partner and, most important of all, the person whom he called his other half, his sensible head, in private. The only person in the world he actually trusted.

Michael had always been the voice of reason and somewhere in Danny Cadogan’s brain he knew that. Mike’s voice had always been the only thing that could cause him to question his own actions. Even as boys, kids together, that had been the case. They were of a size, both large men, both well made, and both had the good looks that money and prestige could only enhance. But whereas Danny had a dangerousness that had been apparent from an early age, Michael had been blessed with a reasonableness, a quietness that in its own way made just as big an impact. People listened to Michael because of Danny, then, if they had any kind of nous, they listened to him because he made a lot of sense. Women loved them, especially the kind of women Danny actively sought out. Good looking, well stacked and with a haphazard approach to romance. No questions, no demands and, certainly, no intention of refusing a request, no matter what it was, or what time of the night they happened to turn up. These women kept themselves clean, smart and well groomed, and they waited on the off-chance they might get a visit from their provider.

Both men dressed well, fucked with ambivalence, and they both liked kudos. And they saw the world as an  oyster created especially for their needs. The difference between them was that although Danny had an innate shrewdness and a viciousness that had made him someone of note, it was Michael who possessed the actual acumen needed to make them as rich legally as they were from their other, less legitimate enterprises. Everything they owned they could account for if necessary, from their large houses to their diamond Rolexes. Everything they possessed had been bought on the up and up, was insured properly, and they paid their tax and VAT without a murmur. They were, to all intents and purposes, Diamond Geezers, Faces.

But to anyone in the know, they were far more than that. Theirs was an operation that was more global than the United Nations, and more local than a kebab shop. No one did any kind of business without their express permission and goodwill. Whether it was ringing a motor, or selling a snide DVD, they were involved somewhere along the line. But there was such a hierarchy involved, it would take decades of intense investigation before their names were even mentioned. Danny was far more of a threat than a twenty-year stretch could ever be and, if that was ever the case, if an accident did occur at any time and a capture came out of it, the person involved knew without a shadow of a doubt that their family would live a life of luxury and private education that most MPs could only dream about. Loyalty cost money, but it was a small price to pay when you weighed up all the other options. It was their generosity towards even their lowliest of workers that had got them this far in the first place. As Danny always argued, Tony Blair should have remembered who had put him in the hot seat in the first place, and then maybe he would still be the dog’s gonads as far as the electorate were concerned. Danny had admired Blair at  first, but the war had finished him as far as he and New Labour was concerned. What real leader would sacrifice his own people, his own countrymen, in a war that was not only pointless but, ultimately, unwinnable? What leader would put his own people in jeopardy because some Yank told him to? What leader would expect such loyalty without giving it back in some way? Blair had tucked them all up and, thanks to him, Danny knew that he and all his ilk would thrive. Thanks to him, the criminals were given the opportunity to expand and unite without even having to jump on a plane. Thanks to him, they could ply their trades with much more ease, because the police were far too busy hunting down terrorists.

Now Danny Boy Cadogan was the biggest Face in the United Kingdom, dealing with the rest of the criminal world on a daily basis and getting far more respect than his own prime minister. He ran an enterprise that would put the Wellcome Foundation to shame, but at least he sold his drugs at a reasonable price and ensured that they were accessible to everyone who wanted them. Such was the mindset of Danny Boy Cadogan, a man who saw himself as above everything, and everyone, especially the law.

From small acorns, as his old man had always said to him. The same old man who couldn’t keep a pound in his pocket if the pubs were open and his kids were starving. A man who would have applauded the new licensing laws and robbed a pensioner without a second’s thought, to make sure he had enough poke to make use of them. Who would never have seen his kids if he had not been forced to by the fact that once the pubs had shut, there was nowhere else to go but home. Danny had never forgiven him for that, for the fact he would rather get pissed with his cronies than see his kids taken care of properly. It had been his father’s complete disregard for anyone other than  himself that had made Danny so determined to make something of his own life. He had his own father crippled and not felt a smidgeon of guilt. The bastard had asked for it and, after a while, he had got it.

They had started out small-time, him and Michael, like every big business, and now they were not only as rich as Croesus, they were also untouchable. They had money everywhere, all over the world, and they had a lifestyle that was good by anyone’s standards, but not even half as good as it could be if they used their real money. And Danny would have done just that if it had not been for, as always, Michael’s warning voice bringing him back down to earth. Danny accepted that he was still around, and still without a real nicking, and he also accepted that this was because of Michael, and Michael accepted that, without Danny, he would not have lasted five minutes in their world. He didn’t have the killer instinct, the need for violence that Danny did. He was also basically straight; he was always far more interested in the economics of their deals than the deals themselves. Danny knew Michael loved the creating of the wealth far more than he enjoyed the spending of it. Michael thrived on the making of the deals, whereas Danny thrived on the excitement and the danger of their various ventures. They were a good team because of that, and they both knew it.

One day they would retire, and the world would be their playground, and then they could spend their hard-earned dosh in any way they saw fit.

Not any more though. If Michael had his way, Danny would be retiring to the big score in the sky. ‘I’ll meet you later in the warehouse, OK? We’ll sort it all from there.’

Danny nodded absentmindedly.

Jonjo was quiet, the marks from his brother’s angry attack still livid on his face. Jonjo wanted it all over, but for a very different reason than the others. Danny was his brother, and they were close all right, but not as close as everyone thought, at least not from his side anyway. This had seemed like the perfect opportunity to get Danny out of his life once and for all. Unlike Michael who, in fairness, was looking out for his sister and her children, he was looking only out for himself.

‘It’s make-your-mind-up time.’

Michael shrugged. The cold night air seemed to have brought them both back down to earth with a resounding thud.

Jonjo shook his head sadly. ‘It’s Mary I feel sorry for. We let her get involved. Then we let her down.’

‘She loves him you know, Jonjo. In a strange way, we all did once. Without him, what would we be?’ Michael was silent then for a few seconds before starting up the car and driving them out of the breaker’s yard.

As they drove away Jonjo wondered how it had come to this, how their lives had ended up bereft of anything even resembling normality. He had been so close to his brother once, and he knew that his brother still felt a connection with him. Danny would give him the world on a plate if he could, he just never understood that not everyone was like him, not everyone wanted that much. As kids it had all been different, and Danny had been the only real constant in his life. Not only had Danny been his hero, his role model, but he had also been the only thing that stood between him and his father’s colossal anger. Then, of course, he had needed his brother’s strength, had welcomed it even. Little had he realised it would eventually be the thing he hated most about him. Be the thing that made him determined to bring him down.

Danny was completely out of control now, but after the night’s events all Jonjo could think about was his childhood, and the fact that without his brother, he would never have survived it.

Now the man who had protected him, bullied him, and destroyed him, was finally going to die. At least he hoped that would be the case, though knowing his brother he would turn this around to his advantage and that would be the end of them all.

Either way though, tonight was the end of it, whatever the outcome. It would finally be over.




Book One

Every night and every morn
 Some to misery are born.


 


-W. Blake, 1757-1827 ‘Auguries of Innocence’




Chapter One

1969

 



‘Am I, by any chance, keeping you up, Cadogan?’

The boy didn’t answer, the fear of saying the wrong thing making him wary. He shook his head violently in denial instead.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, child, did I interrupt your praying then? Only you close your eyes for two things in this life, sleeping or praying. Or am I a fecking eegit, and there’s a third reason that I don’t know anything about?’

‘No. Of course not . . .’

The priest looked around the classroom, his arms outstretched in a gesture of complete innocence. He looked, for all the world, like a man interested in what a young fella might have to tell him.

‘I mean, child, if you have something to share with the rest of us mere fecking mortals, if you have some kind of fecking phone line to the Almighty Himself that we don’t know about, feel free to share your good fortune with those of us not deemed important enough to have the like ourselves.’

Jonjo still didn’t answer him, knowing that anything he  said would be misconstrued, distorted and then used against him.

‘So, were you praying then, maybe to a saint, or the Blessed Virgin Mary herself. Or were you just fecking sleeping away the shagging morning? Now, I personally feel that the latter was probably the case. So, come on then, Cadogan, which is it to be?’

The priest was a short man, not much over five foot, with a slight stoop and a drinker’s gait. Grey before his time, his sparse hair was possessed of a life of its own. He always looked like he had just got out of his bed. His watery grey eyes were deep set and already had the shadows of cataracts on them. His breath was foul, all the boys who sat at the front desks complained about it. His tongue was a furry black point, and it snaked in and out of his mouth as he shouted at them. He was a fascinating chunk of human tragedy who they would remember for the rest of their lives. He was always angry inside and, as always, he vented his spleen on the nearest target he could find. His sarcasm was not only meant to demean and wound, but was also expected to be found highly amusing by the other children in his class. All the boys hated him, but they learned off by heart whatever he told them they had to, and they never forgot any of it either; he could go back to it at any time to try and catch them out.

‘Were you asleep, lad? Praying to our Lord Himself, Him being such a grand friend of course, were you asking Him for a Special Intention maybe?’ He looked at the sea of faces and said, with sarcasm, ‘I know what you were doing, Cadogan, with your eyes closed and your mouth open like a gormless fecking mental retard, you were asking a favour of St Jude himself.’

He looked around the classroom, his eyebrows raised as if in wonderment, and he saw the relief in each and  every pair of eyes that it wasn’t them who had been singled out by him. Deep inside him the shame was overwhelming; after he demoralised a child in his care he always hated himself for his bullying. But the pettiness and discontent poured out of him as the boy he was singling out did nothing at all to defend himself from his vicious onslaught. That made him worse, made him feel they deserved everything they got. He started mimicking a little girl, a cockney girl at that, and this did manage to raise a few smiles from his class.

‘Oh, Saint Jude, Patron Saint of no ’Ope, could you help me find me brain at all?’ He sniggered then, enjoying his own wit, enjoying the boy’s embarrassment more.

‘Well, was that why you had your eyes closed tight while I was attempting to instil a modicum of education into that thick head of yours?’

‘No, Sir, I mean, Father . . .’

Jonjo’s voice was shaking with fright, but that didn’t make him seem any less in front of his school friends, they would all have been the same had they been the one on the receiving end. Father Patrick was a hard case and they knew that. He was capable of bodily dragging a lad from his seat and thrashing him with fists and feet, for no reason other than he felt they were looking at him cross-eyed. That was a favourite expression of Father Patrick’s, looking at him cross-eyed and, as most of the boys in the class were from Irish stock they knew exactly what that meant; it meant they had looked at him without respect, without giving him what he saw as his due. What it really meant though was that he was half pissed and looking for someone to take his anger out on.

The boys knew they had to accept his punishment, none of their parents would take a child’s word over a priest’s. None of the children there would have expected  their parents to do that anyway, after all he was a priest. Christ’s emissary on earth. He had his own creds as far as they were concerned. The fact that he had given up his chance to have a family, indulge in the sex act, and had dedicated his life to the betterment of others was enough for them. Who wouldn’t get the arse now and again after that kind of promise? So they took what he had to give with a stoic calm that actually enraged him even more.

‘Sleep was it then, you were having a fecking nap! A quick bit of shut-eye! Do your parents not make you go to bed at all? Are you up half the shagging night to be so tired during the day?’

He had already dragged the boy from his seat and, feeling the solid weight of him, the priest knew that soon he would be too big for this kind of treatment. He was a lump, like his brother before him, another fecking thicko who had driven him to distraction on more than one occasion, and he set about Jonjo with a renewed vigour, knowing this was probably the last time he would get the opportunity to do so. Once they could look him in the eye he left them alone and Jonjo was big for his age. Thank God he was still so in awe of the church that he wouldn’t even consider fighting back.

These children were the bane of his life, they were the scum of the earth. He knew that what he did to them was wrong, but he couldn’t help himself. In fact, the more they let him, the worse it seemed to make him. As he saw them watching him with a mixture of terror and acceptance, the more he wanted to beat the living crap out of them. They were a class of criminals in the making, none of them would ever amount to feck all. He was teaching them for nothing, filling in their time and his, until they hit the factories and he was finally put out to grass, and that galled him. These boys were able to  get one of the best educations in the world for free, and none of them understood the importance of that. No wonder he took a drink. These children, poor as they were, had the opportunity to better themselves, and it cost neither them nor their families nothing, and they still didn’t want to take advantage of it. Didn’t understand how lucky they were to have that handed to them on a plate. To have the choice, a choice that was not offered to most of the world’s population. And he was stuck here, teaching this shower of shite, because he was not deemed good enough to be put somewhere his learning would actually be of some practical use. If they were the bottom of the scrap heap then where did that leave him? And then they wondered why he took a nip to get him through the day.

Jonjo took his beating with quiet resignation and the priest, his anger now spent, his bony hand aching, went unsteadily back to his seat. ‘Open your bibles, go to the Revelations of Saint John the Divine, and make sure you all know it inside out and back to front by the morrow, because I’m going to question you on every fecking word he wrote down and woe betide anyone who doesn’t know the answers to my questions.’

The boys did as asked, confident in the knowledge that they knew it far better than he did. Revelations was his usual request and they obliged without any fuss.

Jonjo was dying to rub his aching shoulders, but he knew better than to do anything like that. Father Patrick would see him, and that would just start the whole bloody thing off again. He gritted his teeth and prayed to the Holy Virgin, asking her with every ounce of sincerity he possessed, to please stop him from wishing the priest dead at every available opportunity.

Father Patrick saw the boy’s face and said angrily, ‘You,  you little fecker, can serve at the Mass for a week. The early one.’

‘Yes, Sir. I mean, Father.’

The six o’clock Mass was a bastard, he would have to be up and out by five thirty but, on the plus side, his mother had always attended, so at least he would have a bit of company on the journey anyway. Something he knew she enjoyed as well. Plus, if he took communion he was guaranteed a decent breakfast; fried egg and fried bread at least. His mother rewarded them richly for their sacrifice, she dreamed of them all accompanying her to early Mass. It was only really to make the other women there feel inadequate because their children weren’t beside them. His mother put a lot of store on what other people thought, especially when it involved religion and the church itself. It was just a shame that they only accompanied her when they were in trouble. Not that she let a little thing like that spoil her enjoyment, of course. To see them serve at mass was enough for her, and she had so few good things in her life that, like his brother, Jonjo was happy to do it, just to see her pleasure and then to bask in her goodwill.

He was brought back to reality by the priest turning his vitriol on to a small Italian boy with huge dark eyes and an asthmatic’s cough.

‘Is this whole fecking class suffering from a plague of galloping narcolepsy? Is a sleeping sickness taking over from the usual boredom and ennui that I encounter every single day, or is it that, once more, the deadliest scourge of all has reared its ugly head, that old enemy of mine, hereditary stupidity? An English kind of complaint, not something I ever encountered in all my years in Ireland.’ Father Patrick was on familiar ground now, this was something they listened to on a daily basis and it was also  something that Father Patrick didn’t ever expect an answer to. He was talking for effect, happy just to hear his own voice.

Jonjo relaxed, rubbed his shoulders surreptitiously, and wondered if his sister was all right as this was her first day at school and her first day alone in the world without either of her brothers to look out for her. Even at eight years old he understood the ties of family and about taking care of his sister: his mother had made sure of that much.

 



‘I want my money, Mrs Reardon.’

Mrs Reardon looked at the tiny woman standing on her front step and she smiled with an ease that belied her usual demeanour. All innocent now, she said quietly, ‘And what money would that be, Mrs Cadogan?’ She sounded genuinely interested in whatever answer she might be given, her heavy arms were crossed over her ample chest, and her feet were planted slightly apart, giving her the stance of a street fighter. She was not a woman to cross, and she knew that, had made sure of it, in fact. And this little thing with her thick black hair and pink-cheeked anger was about to find that out the hard way.

If push came to shove she would give her the battering of a lifetime before sending her on her way with a flea in her ear and the threat of the police. The Irish were renowned for their temperament, idle wasters, who wanted a day’s pay for doing fuck all.

‘You know full well what money I am referring to, and I’m warning you now, I’ll get me due and you’ll rue the day you tried to spite me.’

Elsie Reardon was impressed, despite herself. She often tendered work out and then collected the money owed, keeping it for herself. These women were ten a penny; as she watched one walk away another fifty were willing to  take their place. Cleaning was hardly rocket science, and even the scruffiest of them were able to scrub a floor or a window. She had found that the first few weeks were when they worked their hardest, showed the most willing. So the householder would be thrilled at the job done, and she would be guaranteed a regular stint. The high turnover of staff was rarely noticed by the people who were employing them, so she was able to keep most of the money earned for herself.

‘Look, love, I gave you a chance and you didn’t make the grade. The lady of the house requested that I send someone else in your place.’ She smiled again, her meaty arms lifting her pendulous breasts up as if to emphasise her point.

Angelica Cadogan was angry but, like her elder son, it wasn’t evident to anyone around her. She had a slow burning anger that she could unleash at will and, when she did let it go, the results were spectacular.

‘You’re a fecking liar and you know it. Mrs Brown has asked me to stay on permanent like, and I’ve said I will. So give me my money.’

Elsie Reardon was aware that most of her neighbours were watching the performance on her doorstep with anticipation. A fight was always a crowd pleaser. ‘Do yourself a favour and fuck off.’

Angelica looked at the large unkempt women before her, she took in the grubby clothes, the hair still in its rollers from the day before, and the bright-red lipstick that was applied without any kind of finesse. Putting her large shopping bag carefully down on to the pavement, she squared up to the woman and said quietly, ‘This is your last chance to pay me what you owe. I need that money, I earned it, and I won’t leave until I have it safely in my purse.’

Elsie Reardon laughed then, really laughed. It was a nice laugh, in fact, in any other circumstance it would have made Angelica join in, share the joke. Instead, she drew back her fist and, smashing it into her antagonist’s face with more force than expected, she quickly grabbed at the head full of rollers and, using them as a lever, dragged the protesting woman onto the pavement. The fight was over quickly, and with the minimum of fuss. Angelica could fight, could really have a row if she needed to, but that was the difference between the two women. Elsie Reardon could talk a good fight, but she couldn’t actually have one; she depended on her bulk and her mouth to win the day for her.

Angelica, however, was a natural fighter. She took a child’s sock from her coat pocket, a long white school sock she had filled with stones from her garden, then she set about battering the woman with gusto. Angelica knew that she would get her money, and she also knew that she was a fool to have trusted this woman in the first place. But this had been easier than she had believed possible. Reardon had had a fearsome reputation and she had taken that from her.

She’d had no choice. Her old man was once more on the missing list, and she hadn’t even enough money to buy a loaf of bread. So, either way, she had to call in the debt owed her. She had tried asking politely and it had been futile, the hammering had been the decider. Finally, the money was paid over and she thanked the woman and walked back home with her head held high. In Bethnal Green market she bought a few bits and pieces for the kids’ dinner, and worried once again how the hell she was going to pay the mountain of bills she had indoors. Big Danny, as her husband was known, had been gone for three days and now she knew she had no hope in heaven  of getting any money out of him. It was Monday and she had last clapped eyes on him on Friday morning as he had left for work. She knew she had more chance of getting the Pope’s inside leg measurement than getting any money out of the man she had married.

But what really hurt was the fact that she had been reduced to brawling in the street for a paltry fifteen bob, and that was something she would never forget and, as her husband would find out soon enough, she would never forgive, either.

 



Big Dan Cadogan was a seriously worried man. He was in a pub in north London drinking a pint bought with his last few bob. He had been on the missing list for three days and he was not only skint, he was now the proud possessor of a very large gambling debt.

He could vaguely remember getting into a card game with some heavy-duty players, and that was about all he could remember for certain. That he had been had over was a given; when under the influence of the toxic shandy he was an easy mark. But the worst thing was that he knew he had been the orchestrator of his own downfall - as usual. When drunk he was convinced he was the poker king of east London. He had more than likely bluffed away the six hundred quid he now owed on a pair of twos or an ace high. Cards were his downfall; one game was never enough and, coupled with the drink, he was a real liability. He had no recollection of any of the hands he had held, or the people he had played with. All he knew for certain was that he owed the Murray brothers six large and, like many a man before him, he was not stupid enough to argue the toss over the finer points of his predicament. Not only was he unable to recall actually losing the money in the first place, he also knew that they  would have witnesses to all that or, worse, that they would not even give him any kind of real timescale in which to pay them. They had already told him that he had one week to bring them their money before they would come looking for him. On their first call he would lose a finger or experience a broken bone or two, after that it would be open season.

But knowing that didn’t make him feel any better. In fact, it made him feel worse because he knew that whoever he had played with had taken a major advantage. The bottom line though was that a gambling debt was still a gambling debt, so it had to be paid - even if that meant that his family went without. You could owe fortunes to a tallyman, even a debt collector, but a bet was a different ball game. It was a matter of honour to see that it was paid in full. The threat of violence aside, he would rather chop his own fingers off than be seen as a welsher. What he needed was a plan, something that would get him enough money to honour the debt and save his reputation.

Ange, as he called his wife, was going to cut off his balls and serve them up in a casserole when she heard about this, and he knew that he would be honour-bound to let her do just that to keep the peace. As hard as he could be with her, as handy as he was with his fists when the fancy took him and her fucking big trap was open, which, they both knew, was more often than not her downfall, he also knew that this time he had gone too far. His usual blarney and aggressiveness would not be enough to shut her up this time, she was in the right, and a woman with right on her side and three hungry kids was a woman capable of murder. Ange had a temper and, unlike him, she didn’t need alcohol to fuel it.

He owed a fortune and he had no way of paying it off. For the first time in his life he was genuinely frightened.  For the first time in his life he knew he was going to have to run.

 



Danny Cadogan was nearly fourteen, but he looked much older. He was already touching six foot and his body was filling out nicely; his mother was already despairing of ever keeping him in a pair of shoes that actually fit his enormous feet. Today he was in agony because even his father’s old boots were tighter than a vicar on a pub crawl. He was a big lad and that was a plus most of the time, especially when it came to getting a bit of work. His main bugbear was that he seemed to be growing bigger by the day. This would have been a welcome development if he had been born into a family with a regular wage, especially if that wage had gone into the household instead of over a bar or across a card table. But that was not something he could do anything about; his father was a law unto himself. Danny Junior had always put himself about, earned a few bob in whatever way he could so that when his mother was at panic stations over his father’s absence, as she was now, he could allay her fears a bit by putting some food on the table.

As Danny shifted the scrap metal for a local merchant, he saw that the man was watching him again. Louie Stein was always on the look out for good earners, and this kid was a grafter if ever he had seen one. He worked without a break, his young arms straining against the weight of the lead as he piled it neatly against the far wall. It was out of sight if Filth came around, and yet it was near enough to the front gates for a quick removal if that was required.

Louie walked over to Danny Cadogan and smiled, his gold teeth glinting in the weak sunshine, reminding Danny of a shark he had once seen in a picture book.

‘Why aren’t you at school?’

Danny shrugged and carried on working.

‘Answer me, boy. If someone asks you a question you should at least attempt an answer, even if it’s just a fabrication. A lie.’

Louie’s words were clipped and Danny knew he had annoyed him. So he stopped what he was doing and, looking into the small man’s wrinkled face, he said seriously, ‘I need the money. What other reason would there be for doing this all day?’

He said it respectfully, but Louie knew he was also trying to be sarcastic. He understood that, liked the boy for his spirit. He weighed him up; he was very young but he acted like a boy much older than his years. He had the arrogance that extreme youth seemed to command, still sure in the knowledge that he had many years ahead of him in which to live his life and achieve a few of his dreams, his goals.

‘Why do you need the money so badly?’

Danny looked at the older man with a mixture of pity at his obvious stupidity and a natural cunning that made him want to see how the conversation progressed in case he could use it to his advantage. ‘Me mum needs a few quid in her bin, she’s skint.’

Louie nodded, as if expecting the answer he had received. ‘You’re Big Dan Cadogan’s boy, aren’t you?’

‘Why ask me when you already know the answer? It’s not a secret.’

Louie grinned once more. ‘A little bird told me that he is into a couple of hard cases for six large.’

Danny forced his face to remain neutral, and he shrugged theatrically, as if this news was nothing to get wound up about. ‘He’ll pay them, what are you fucking telling me for?’

Louie shrugged back, his shrunken body lost in the  folds of his gabardine suit. Then, laughing, he wiped his nose on a dazzling white handkerchief he pulled from his trouser pocket with a flourish. It was like a magician’s movement, exaggerated and over the top, and Danny knew he was paying him back for his overstated shrug.

‘Forewarned is forearmed, my boy. Remember that, it will hold you in good stead all your life. Now, shift that lead, Filth will be scrabbling around soon; they know it’s here but they don’t like it if it’s on display. I pay them to look the other way and they take the money, as long as they don’t feel I am extracting the urine, if you get my drift.’ He laughed once more, his bony shoulders shaking with his idea of mirth.

‘Out of sight, out of mind. Another great saying to add to your collection.’

Danny rolled his eyes in annoyance. ‘I’ll bring a pen and paper next time, shall I? Write everything down in case I forget it.’

Louie walked away, his laugh louder than ever, and Danny watched him with anger and shame in his heart. Six large, that was a lot of money. The few quid for his day’s collar seemed like nothing now. He shook his head at the shock of the man’s words, at the realisation of what they actually meant to him and his family. Six large. It was enough to buy a house, and his old man had gambled it away when they couldn’t even pay the rent on the roof over their heads, let alone buy it. And he was reduced to wearing a pair of boots so dilapidated that even his father had abandoned them. His mother was dressed like someone from the good old days, and his brother and sister were both far too young to understand about the intricacies of money and what you actually needed it for. And yet, despite that, his father, his fucking useless waster of a father, had lost a small fortune on the turn of a card.

Louie watched the lad as what he had told him sank in. He saw how he picked up the heavy lead and swung it as if it weighed nothing. He knew he would work out his anger before going on his way. He knew the boy was upset and he was sorry for that, but Louie knew that if it had been him, he would have wanted to know about it sooner rather than later.

He had five daughters himself, five lovely girls with great personalities and no real looks. Danny would have been a blessing for someone like him, someone to leave his business to, someone to carry his name on. Life was unfair, but then you played the hand you had been dealt, as his father had always said. But, if you were really unlucky then you found yourself playing the hand the Murrays dealt you. Fucking gamblers, losers every last one of them. And this boy and his family would be branded as losers along with their old man; a debt like that was owed by everyone even remotely related to the debtee.

Young Danny Cadogan could feel old man Stein watching him, and the shame of his situation made his face burn. The six large was still in the forefront of his mind and he knew that what Louie had told him was the truth. The old boy was trying to soften the blow, better it came from him than hearing it from a hairy-arsed debt collector one Saturday morning. He wondered if his mother knew, and whether he should be the one to tell her. Life was hard, and this growing-up lark was not all it was cracked up to be either. He went back to stacking the lead, hoping the physical work would help take his mind off his troubles.

 



Annuncia Cadogan, known as Annie, was in her element; for the first time in her life she was alone. No mammy watching her every move, and no brothers making sure  that she didn’t do anything to make their mammy angry. She sat in the small classroom and beamed a wide and pretty smile at all who looked in her direction. It was the smell she had noticed first, a mixture of floor polish and fresh paint. Now though, added to that was the musky scent of thirty small children, some bathed for the first time in weeks. Most of the children were wearing their older siblings’ hand-me-downs, and a few others, like herself, were in painfully new uniforms that caused them to stand out even more than the Asian kids, who were still new to the area and spoke English with an accent.

Like many of the children around her, Annie had a working knowledge of the Bible, and of the church itself. A lot of the children were from parents who educated their offspring in the Catholic religion, even though they weren’t beating a path to the church door themselves. They just didn’t have the time or the inclination after a hard week’s work. Work took precedence over a lot of things in England and, unlike Ireland, where most of their parents hailed from, the church, though still a big part of their lives, didn’t dictate their every waking hour.

Carole Rourke was sitting next to her and Annie held her hand tightly as she listened to the story of St Francis of Assisi. She loved hearing about him because she prayed to him nightly that she might be allowed a pet of some kind. Her mother had refused her requests for a dog or a cat, but she was sure a rabbit or a hamster might be within the realms of possibility.

As her first day at school passed she felt the weight of her home life being lifted off her shoulders, and she hoped that this feeling of excitement would not leave her. By home time she had decided that this place was not going to be the bane of her life as her brothers seemed to believe it was theirs, and she was looking forward to coming back  the next day - much more than she was looking forward to her father’s eventual return to the family home, even though she knew she was his favourite.

Trouble was brewing there and she knew it would come sooner rather than later. Her father was a man who was either terrorising the life out of them all, or making them laugh their heads off. There was never a happy medium where he was concerned. But this new school lark would guarantee that she was out from under her mother’s watchful gaze for a few hours at least.

 



‘Oh, Jesus fecking cross of Christ, six hundred pounds! Are you sure, Dan? Surely even that fool I married wouldn’t be that stupid?’ But even as she spoke she knew it was the truth.

‘I’m sorry, Mum. Louie Stein told me about it today; I think he was trying to be helpful. I know he’s a front wheel, but he’s always been straight with me. He’s offered me some more work this week and all.’

Angelica wasn’t listening to him now, she was reeling with the news her son had just imparted. The consequences would be dire; that much she knew. There was no way they would be able to raise that kind of cash. If they had been able to get their hands on six hundred pounds they would have been living the life of Riley and eating like a gladiator on his day off. Her husband had pulled some stunts over the years, but this was a blinder - even by his standards.

Danny watched his mother as she digested the information, and he knew that she had not even noticed the two pound notes he had placed on the table. His father’s debt had made his contribution to the household look paltry by comparison. He was working when he should be in school, he was dressed like a tramp when how  he looked was all important to him, he had few friends because he couldn’t afford to take part in any of their teenage high jinks; even the Saturday morning pictures was out of his league. He was an outcast among people who were classed as the poorest of the poor. He was trying to make a difference for his brother and sister, ease his mother’s burden, the same mother he knew, who was not even aware of the sacrifices he made to try and lighten her load. Turning from her he went into the bedroom he shared with his younger siblings and, lying on the bed he shared with Jonjo, he forced back the tears, because he knew they were a luxury he couldn’t afford.




Chapter Two

Danny was quieter than usual, but no one noticed. He was living on his nerves, waiting for his father to come home and, at the same time, hoping that he didn’t turn up. His younger brother and sister were both feeling the tension in the household and he was past putting their minds at rest. His mother, however, gravitated from cursing her husband over hill and dale, to crying because she was convinced he was dead somewhere. Stabbed or beaten to death over six hundred quid. Then the reminder of the amount he had foolishly gambled away would set her off on a tirade of cursing once more.

Everyone knew about it now, so, on top of everything else, they were a talking point for the whole estate. Something his mother, always a proud woman, found very difficult to cope with. It was as if their whole life was now under scrutiny, and they didn’t know how to react to it. His father was becoming smaller and smaller in his mind, his absence making Danny resent him, even though he knew that, until his father could pay his debt off, it would be madness to come anywhere near this estate, let alone his family.

As Danny made a pot of tea, he heard a hammering on  the front door and, turning down the gas underneath the boiling kettle, he walked out into the small hallway. Pushing his mother into the bedroom with his younger siblings he shut the door firmly on them all. The terror was already enveloping him, this was the knock he had been waiting for and, now that it had finally arrived, he knew his courage was deserting him.

‘Open the fucking door, we know you’re in there.’ The voice was full of hate and the knowledge that whoever was listening to it was already frightened. It was a debt collector’s voice, the voice of someone who had said those same words over and over again, and yet meant them more each time.

Danny stood in the small hallway gritting his teeth as he willed the shaking that had suddenly attacked his body like an ague to stop. Then, swallowing down his fear, he opened the front door, just as the hammering started up once again. ‘Relax, what do you want?’ His deep voice and irritated demeanour was not lost on the visitors.

Danny was looking at two men; one tall and thin, the other short and fat. He saw a facial similarity and assumed, rightly, that these were the Murray brothers of local legend. They were both blond, with thin straggly hair and small brown eyes. They had the same flat bone structure and rounded, Slavic-looking features that they had inherited from their mother. They looked like a pair of simpletons, an act they had perfected over the years to make people think they were harmless. An act that they dropped when they had achieved their objective, which was either entering someone’s home or playing the police for fools if they were called out.

‘Is your dad in, son?’ The smaller one spoke in a friendly and amiable fashion.

Danny shook his head. ‘ ’Course he ain’t. He’s hardly  going to come back here knowing you are after him, is he?’

Walter Murray, the elder of the two brothers, and also the taller, nodded in agreement at Danny’s answer. He seemed thrilled at the response, as if the words had been exactly what he had wanted to hear. ‘Fair enough, son. So now, you understand we have to enquire as to whether you know where he might be.’

Danny shook his head once more. ‘He can fuck off as far as I’m concerned and, if you see him before I do, you can tell him that from me.’

Danny knew that his conversation with the Murrays was being overheard by most of the neighbours. That was the downside to these flats; nothing could ever be kept private, no matter how personal. Even the neighbours’ sex lives were a topic of conversation, they could be heard copulating by everyone who shared a wall, floor or ceiling with them. You got used to it, as you did hearing their toilets flushing or their baths running. Now that the gossip was about them he understood why people got so angry about it.

Walter Murray looked at the large young man before him, took in his wild-eyed fear and boxer’s stance. He was game, the kid, if nothing else.

‘Look, son, if we don’t locate him in the next few days and collect the dosh owing, then we will remove everything from this flat; beds, chairs, the lot. Then we’ll come back again and take whatever else we can find.’ The threat was evident and open.

Danny looked into his eyes with genuine bewilderment. ‘Why do you want to hurt us? My old man is the one who owes you the money, and you’ve more chance of being paid in Bulgarian luncheon vouchers than getting six large off him.’

Wilfred Murray, the shorter of the two brothers grinned, and it was a calculated and deliberate movement of his face. There was nothing there to make an onlooker think he was actually enjoying himself. ‘Are you a bit thick, mate?’

Danny swallowed down his anger and, forcing his face into a mask of innocence he said quietly, ‘Well, I must be. As far as I’m concerned you have done us lot the favour of our lives; the old man disappearing was a bonus for us, mate. But I warn you now, you come near my family again and you’d better come mob-handed, because if I survive your next visit I’ll make it me life’s work to hunt you two down and obliterate you.’ It was said without anger, and with a quiet dignity that made the large young man in front of them seem almost menacing.

‘Hark at him! Fucking Harry Dash! Are you having a tin bath, son?’ Wilfred’s laughter was loud and laced with sarcasm.

Danny didn’t make any kind of movement, he just stared at them. He saw that he was much bigger physically than the pair of them put together. He was a big lad, he knew, and he also knew that, thanks to his father, he was having to act the hard man and face down two notorious thugs. But he knew that if they threatened his family he would have to do what he had threatened. He put his hand up then, an instinctive movement, and pointed a warning finger at the two men.

‘I mean it. If you come near my family I will not be responsible. If it takes me the rest of my life I’ll find you and I’ll kill you. See, my father is the one you have the fucking argument with, not us. And, while you’re at it, ask yourself what kind of person really believes that someone who lives here could have six large sitting in his back pocket. You’ve got more chance of getting a wank off the  queen than recouping that money, and you know it.’

Walter knew the boy spoke the truth but they had collected debts from poorer people than this over the years. It was amazing what people were capable of when under pressure. Walter’s fist shot out and connected with Danny’s face, sending the boy flying backwards. As Danny hit the brown-tiled floor he saw his mother fly out from the bedroom with a small axe that she had raised above her head and, before he could stop her, she had brought it down, with all her might, onto the smaller man on her doorstep. Danny saw him drop like a stone, and then he saw his mother wrench the axe from the man’s chest and aim it at Wilfred’s head. It connected with his shoulder and his scream was heard all over the estate.

‘You fecking touch my kids and I’ll fecking destroy the pair of you.’ She was hacking at the two men now, and they were both bleeding profusely from their wounds. As she hit them, and screamed her anger into their faces, Danny pulled himself to his feet, grabbed his mother around the waist, and pushed her into the kitchen. Seeing the kettle, and hearing the two men coming into the flat, their shock now giving way to anger, Danny picked the kettle up and slung the contents into both their faces. Their screams were loud and long, but his mother’s shrieking seemed to drown them out.

As Danny looked at them, the scalded skin on their faces, the open wounds from his mother’s attack, he wondered if he had wandered into a nightmare. His father had a lot to answer for and, when he finally showed up, Danny would make sure he knew exactly what he had caused.

He shoved the two men out of the flat. As he grabbed hold of Wilfred his hand took off a layer of skin and he knew that had to hurt like fuck. Then he slammed the front door and, leaning against it, he waited until he could  breathe properly once more and the urge to vomit had passed. Then he went to his mother; she was still in the kitchen, clutching the axe in her arms as if holding a baby.

‘What have we done, son?’ She was shaking her head, and he noticed just how tiny she actually was.

The noise outside had died down, and he assumed the Murrays had taken themselves off to the local hospital for treatment.

He could hear his sister Annie crying, and after he had pushed a wardrobe against the front door, he calmed his mother down and hugged his sister to sleep. Then, taking the bloodied axe from his mother, he sat on the floor and waited for the next instalment of the drama that was suddenly his life. Jonjo came and sat beside him, the fear in his eyes almost tangible and Danny knew that if his father was to come home now, when he had finished with him, the Murrays’ wounds would look like they had been on a day trip with the WI. Six hundred lousy quid. Their lives had been destroyed over a poxy six large, and the man who had caused all this upset was, as always, nowhere to be seen. He had been left alone to protect his family while his father was on the trot, and he was terrified that he wasn’t strong enough to do the job. His mother was white-faced with fear and shock, and he knew that she would never get over the day’s events and, in all honesty, neither would he. His fourteenth birthday was only five days away and he wondered if he would live long enough to see it.

 



The Murrays’ reception at the Cadogans’ spread like wildfire. Louie Stein shook his head in sadness and made a point of being seen going to the boy’s flat on a regular basis. He knew that his presence would be duly noted and passed onto the people involved. He had a certain kudos  inasmuch as he was good friends with a lot of the Faces around and about. In fact he made a point of telling everyone he spoke to about the young man who worked for him having to take on the Murrays to protect his little sister and brother. The mother, he laughed, was a Face in her own right. Angelica the Axe Woman, as he called her, was soon part of urban legend. But the Murrays would eventually want some kind of revenge; that was only human nature. That they had not called in the police was not remarked on. After all, if they had, they would never have been able to hold their heads up again. It was tantamount to grassing, and the fact that the police had not come to investigate, even though the facts were common knowledge to all and sundry, spoke volumes as well.

Even the Cadogans’ parish priest, Father Donovan, a huge surly man who saw his flock’s daily fight for survival as a personal affront, had made a point of visiting two or three times a day. His presence had been appreciated by Danny as well as his mother. It had given them the seal of approval, said they were the injured party and that brought a lot of people round to their way of thinking, seeing as the Murrays were Irish Catholics as well.

But Danny was unable to relax, wondering constantly when the Murrays were going to arrive and exact some kind of revenge. He wouldn’t leave his mother and the kids alone, and when he was at work he made sure they were safe and surrounded by people. That was the easy bit. The hard bit was the waiting and, after two months, he knew that the time was near for a visit, and he accepted the inevitable.

His father was still on the missing list, and Danny found his hatred and distaste for the man growing by the day. He was a big lad, but since working for Louie he had  developed muscles that had not been there before. He was broadening by the day, his shoulders and chest had become more pronounced, and his hands were rough and calloused. He knew he looked much older than his years, and he made a point of dressing up. While his peers were wearing cheesecloth shirts and baggy flares, he dressed in shirts and tailored trousers. He was already looking like a gangster, and he knew it was a style that suited him. His build and his natural swagger were suddenly a familiar sight in Bethnal Green, and the eyes that never seemed to show any emotion made the girls swoon at his approach. He was a local hero, and he milked it for what it was worth. He knew that when the Murrays finally surfaced he would need all the help he could get, and he made a point of cultivating anyone he thought might be an ally. His natural cunning was all he had going for him, and he was lucky enough to have it in abundance.

 



Angelica was still trying to locate her husband, and so far it had been a fruitless and frustrating two months. No one seemed to have seen or heard anything about him. To all intents and purposes he had dropped off the face of the earth. But she knew him better than anyone, and she was convinced he was shacked up with one of his birds, waiting it out, letting his family take the heat for him. Angelica had always known he was not the most trustworthy of men, but this latest stunt was out of order - even for him.

She knew her daughter had been badly affected by that night. Annie had always been excitable, but the Murrays’ visit had unleashed a nervousness that was apparent to anyone within five minutes of being in her company. She was unable to sit still, and her chatter was constant and without any kind of structure. She could have three  conversations at once, and her nervous laugh was enough to bring tears to her mother’s eyes. A daddy’s girl, she was the only person in his orbit he actually seemed to genuinely care about, and she believed her father was the greatest thing since the ascension into heaven of our Lord himself. It was painful to watch Annuncia pine for her father, and even harder for Angelica to stop herself giving the child the facts of life before she was ready to hear them. One day, Angelica knew, she would work him out all by herself; she didn’t need it spelled out for her - no matter how tempting her mother found it. The Murrays were enough for her young daughter to worry about, and worry about them she did.

And what kind of men were the Murrays? Who in their right minds terrorised women and children? And anyway, what would their revenge be now, seeing they had come off the worst in their initial encounter with the Cadogans? It was Danny she was really afraid for, she knew he was likely to be the one targeted. She also knew that was exactly what he hoped would happen. He had taken to dressing like a thug, suited and booted now, he was earning a few quid, though determined not to pay his father’s debts for him, and assuming the role of head male in the household. A role Angelica was happy for him to fulfil, even though she knew it was wrong; that he was a child when all was said and done. But he was also the only thing keeping them from penury and the pavement. He had even paid off the back rent, and obtained items of furniture she had only dreamed of possessing. He was a good lad, a kind brother and son, and now she knew he was also a very capable boy. Big Dan Cadogan had left a void in their lives, and this youngster was trying to fill it, trying to take the onus off her and his siblings. Christ himself knew it was a hard road for him, and a harder road  for her, his mother, because she was witness to it all, and she took whatever he managed to give her.

Her Danny Boy, her first-born son, the love of her life, had skipped adolescence and commenced straight to adulthood. He had taken to walking home through the back roads, knowing that he would be an easy mark for anyone who wished to pick him up in a car, or savage him on the quiet. He wanted the reprisal over and done with so they could get on with their lives.

The violence of her own part in the Murrays’ attack had shocked her. A fighter all her life, she had never before used a weapon; she had never had to. Her children’s safety had brought that part of her fighting spirit to the fore. She knew in her heart though that the Murrays would not, indeed could not, come back at her over it. That would not be tolerated, in fact, if she ever even got mugged, the finger of blame would be pointed firmly in their direction. They knew that as well as she did. Even their own mother, a heavy-set Yugoslavian woman with pink cheeks and a wrinkled neck, had voiced her displeasure over her sons’ actions. Mothers were out of bounds, as were kids, and it had taken her family’s trials and tribulations to get that point across to the Murrays. But, like her son, she would be relieved when the Murrays finally made a move; at least then they could get on with their lives.

 



Danny was taking his tea break with Louie and, as they sat side by side on an old crate, they were both aware of the easy camaraderie that had developed between them. Danny was grateful to his employer for standing beside him, for making him feel there was at least a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel. He knew Louie was watching his back and, since no one had ever done that for him in his short life, the gratitude he felt was pitiful.

The breakers’ yard now had a tidiness that was only apparent to those who actually worked there. Over the last two months Danny had systematically sorted through pile after pile of scrap metal, separating the copper, lead and iron into piles of their own. The cars, their main source of income, were everywhere, and the crushed remains of them were piled up like a huge metal wall. Once the carcasses were stripped of parts they were useless, and therefore disposed of quickly and cleanly in the huge crushing machine that Danny could now operate in his sleep.

When the totters came in these days their scrap was easily disposed of and placed on to the appropriate pile, and anyone who wanted car parts was now able to go straight to whatever they wanted without half a day’s search. Louie was thrilled with what the boy had achieved. Even though the yard was really a blind for his other businesses, he was pleased at how much more efficient the place was now, thanks to this young lad’s hard graft. He had also taught the boy how to barter the totters for their scrap, and Danny had turned out to be a real natural. He had a feel for the place, knew instinctively what was worthless and what would make a few quid. He was not only as strong as an ox, but he was also shrewder than people realised. He was able to do a good deal while letting the other party think they had got the best of the bargain. In his game that was an important part of the job.

Danny had even started to ferret out and salvage a lot of the stuff for himself. Louie paid him a finder’s fee, of course, and he saw the thrill that Danny got from making a few quid on the side. It was a necessity in their world, that need to make a good deal, make a few quid over the odds, even when you were rolling in it. The cars were a separate business altogether, but Danny was like most  young fellows and loved anything with four wheels, he was even able to distinguish which make of car a part was from. Passing trade was often young men looking for an exhaust pipe or new gearbox for their car and, before Danny, Louie would have had to stand there and watch them while they searched, to make sure they didn’t half inch anything else while they were there. Now though, Danny would accompany them, chat to them about their needs and wants and, nine times out of ten, lay his large hands on the item in question within minutes.

All in all, it was a much easier life for Louie, and the company was also welcome. He liked the boy, admired his work ethic, and the fact that he was keeping his family fed and housed without making a song and dance about it. In fact he never mentioned it, just got on with the job in hand, took his wedge, and turned up the next morning. He was all that any man could wish for in a son, and yet his father had left him without a word, even though he had to have heard what had gone down with the Murrays. After all, it had become the talk of the Smoke, even the Faces from north London had mentioned it to him.

Still, he had done his bit for the lad, made his case with anyone and everyone he dealt with, and he was sure that the Murray boys wouldn’t want a repeat of their last outing with actual grown men. They were renowned for their scamming of people and, as long as they stuck to conning the likes of Big Dan Cadogan, they were safe enough. In the real world, however, the serious criminal world, they would be hard-pushed to get past Go, let alone collect two hundred or, in this case, six hundred. It was all relative anyway. Five quid was a lot of money if you didn’t have it.

The fucking pair of shitters had asked for it and, for once, someone had given it to them. The fact that it was  a young lad and his mother must gall them, but then such is life. A low profile and a rethink of their business practices would have been sufficient for most people after a debacle of that magnitude.

Danny was the one people were siding with, because he was an innocent, just defending his family, and he hadn’t run away, he was still waiting for a meet of some sort to try and resolve the situation once and for all. The boy was a fucking dream, any man other than Big Dan would have been tempted out of hiding by the intimidation of his family. Danny’s old man was still AWOL though, and that was something no one would ever forgive, or forget. Especially not the young man sitting beside him.

 



Svetlana Murray was as worried as her Irish counterpart. She knew that if everything went pear-shaped again, she could easily find herself on the receiving end of a similar attack. It was like the law; once a precedent had been set and accepted into common usage, it could easily become the norm. Women and children were off-limits where violence or debt collection was concerned, and her sons had transgressed that particular unwritten law and made to pay the consequences of their actions. They were being cold-shouldered, and they knew they were. Even so-called friends were suddenly blanking them. It seemed that the boys had gone too far this time and public opinion was that they had crossed the line. Well, they had paid a terrible price for that, they were scarred for life. Her younger son had taken the brunt of the boiling water and she was sure it was only his hate that was keeping him on his feet. Walter, she knew, was willing to swallow his knob and let it go. It was Wilfred who seemed unable to let the matter drop. Like a lot of short men, his father included, he was forever trying to prove himself, and her warnings  about the public sympathy the Cadogans were receiving seemed to be falling on deaf ears.

It was the Irish in him, she could only use that as an explanation for her younger son’s absolute denial of any wrongdoing where the Cadogans were concerned. Walter had always been the peacemaker, even as a boy, whereas Wilfred had been the one to bear a grudge. Even as kids she had seen that trait in him; if they argued about something Wilfred would bide his time and, when he was ready and no one was expecting it, he would pay his brother back, more often than not with interest. Now though, his natural gift for holding a grudge could easily become the whole family’s downfall, and she was not about to let that happen. She loved her boys but, like most people in their orbit, she didn’t actually like them.

 



Michael Miles waited outside the scrapyard until it was dark. He was smoking the last of his Dunhills and he wished he had brought another pack out from their hiding place. As he stamped out the glowing butt, he heard his friend calling out his goodbyes and, fixing a smile on his face, he prepared himself for what he had decided to do.

Danny saw him immediately and stopped in his tracks. Michael could see the anger in his friend’s face and tried to diffuse it by saying gaily, ‘What? Have we fell out and I don’t know about it?’

Danny sighed heavily. ‘Do me a favour, Mike. Get on your fucking bike and leave me be.’

It was an expression that they had used all their lives, get on your bike, or drive home will you. It should have been amusing, not a serious criticism. The nearest they had ever got to any kind of conveyance was if they nicked one for the afternoon. Even then they put it back rather than sell it on or dismantle it. Both were agreed that  thieving someone’s wheels was not a kosher nick. In fact they had agreed that if they had been lucky enough to have been furnished with bikes they would have both understood someone borrowing it for a few hours. But actually to be in possession of the said vehicle, and then to lose it, would have been too much for them to bear.

The two boys looked at each other, neither of them willing to back down and neither of them able to make this situation right. Since the Murrays had turned up at Danny’s home he had studiously ignored Michael, believing it to be for the best. It had hurt.

‘You’re me best mate, Danny. Your problems are my problems.’ Michael saw his best friend close his eyes tightly in anger but carried on talking anyway, ‘I just want you to know you ain’t on your own, you’d do the same for me, surely?’

It was a question that they both knew needed an answer.

‘I wouldn’t need to do this for you. This just wouldn’t happen to you, Mike. When this all comes on top, and it will, you’ll be sorrier than shit if you are dragged into it. Use your fucking loaf.’ He looked at his best friend. Like him, Michael Miles was dark-haired; he had an easy way about him and a knack for ferreting out anything he wanted to know. Unlike Danny, he wasn’t a natural fighter, he wasn’t a natural antagonist. Together, they were a team.

Then Michael smiled, and it changed his whole face. His smile was his best asset, though he wouldn’t be aware of that fact for a good few years.

‘That’s as may be, Dan, but we’ve been mates since Infants. If you blank me again I’m going to get a complex.’

Danny laughed despite himself. ‘Look, Mike, you know the score.’

Danny held his arms out in a gesture of supplication.

Michael grinned again, knowing he was halfway home. ‘Fucking Murrays. They’re only half-Irish anyway, so what’s to worry about?’

They laughed together, both pleased their friendship was back on, and both worried at what might befall them because of that.




Chapter Three

‘Do you think maybe he’s dead?’

Danny sighed heavily and stopped himself from answering his mother’s question honestly. Personally, he hoped the old bastard was dead. At least if he died the debt died with him and all this shit would be over. It was the waiting that was doing his head in, the apprehension; he was at a stage where he would almost welcome the Murray boys and their retribution, just to get it over with once and for all. But he didn’t say that, of course. Instead he answered her with quiet anger, his voice higher than usual and laced with the general feeling of annoyance and irritation that her questions seemed to generate in him. ‘ ’Course not, Mum. He’s keeping a low profile, that’s all. You know me dad, once it’s safe he’ll sneak back in here like nothing ever happened, and you’ll make sure no one ever talks about it to him in case he gets offended or, God forbid, has to explain why all this shit happened in the first place.’

The disgust in her son’s voice was not lost on Angelica Cadogan, and it was only her son’s new status as head of the family that stopped her from boxing his ears for him. Without him they would have sunk without trace, she  was more than aware of that, but his hard work made her feel so guilty and useless that she actively disliked him at times. It was unnatural having to kowtow to such a young boy, a boy she had birthed and brought up, a young boy who was suddenly the scourge of the household. In the months since her husband’s disappearance, Danny had not only paid off all their debts and put them on to a decent footing, but he had also, somewhere along the line, become a bully. He now queried every aspect of her domain, from the cleanliness of her home and children, to her squandering of the money he now provided on a regular basis. He was so young, and his youth was why he couldn’t give to them all without expecting something in return. His new role as head of the household was all an act. And a frightening act at that, because he was portraying what he thought a father should be and, as he had never experienced a real one in his life, it was causing no end of problems. He was like a caricature of what a parent should be, and there was not a lot she could do because she needed the money he was providing for them all.

In all honesty, she had never been so well off in her life. The fact that she had a good idea of what she would receive as her housekeeping each week had changed everything, but her son’s insistence on knowing what she had done with every penny was starting to wear thin. He made her feel inadequate, made her feel nervous around him. He made her private little purchases seem wrong, shameful. Who wouldn’t need a small nip now and then when they were as plagued by troubles as she was? Who wouldn’t need a stiff drink to face the lonely nights without a man to warm her, and that man her legal husband, the father of her children? She conveniently forgot that Big Dan was useless, had never once taken on  the mantle of fatherhood except to beat the boys or her, depending on how drunk he was.

Sighing, Danny forced a kind and gentle note into his voice before saying reasonably, and with as much truthfulness as he could manage, ‘If he was dead, Mum, we’d have heard by now. Think about it, Old Bill would have informed us, wouldn’t they? It ain’t like he wasn’t known to them, was it? Fuck me, Mum, he was always on the nick, they knew him better than we did. They certainly saw more of him than we did, anyway.’

She didn’t answer him, the truth of his words penetrating even her pig-headedness. She sat down at the kitchen table and said sadly, plaintively, making her son feel even worse than he already did, ‘I worry about him, Danny. He’s still my husband, your father.’

Her son stared at her for long moments and she knew he was disappointed because she wanted her husband back with her, even though he was the reason for their current predicament. If only Danny was wise enough to understand how marriage and commitment worked for her generation.

Danny Cadogan smiled sadly. ‘Well, if he does come back, he’d better toe the line this time, Mother, because I won’t fucking stand for any more of his nonsense.’ Finally he vented his pent-up anger. ‘This is your last chance to put your kids first and, if you don’t, then I swear to God, I’ll walk out that door and leave you all to it. If, and that’s a big if, your old man does come back, he will have to come through me first and, believe me, I won’t be making it easy for him. He’s a liar and a ponce and an easy mark and I won’t forget what he’s caused, even if you choose to. To be truthful, if I knew where he was I’d serve him up to the Murrays meself, without a second’s thought, just to get them off our backs. People only do to you what  you let them, that’s what you’ve drummed in my head all of my life. Well, watching you and him, I’d already learned that much at an early age.’

Ange didn’t answer him, she didn’t know what to say.

 



Louie Stein was pouring himself an early morning snifter, the large brandy he swallowed after his morning coffee, which he referred to as his eye-opener. His wife saw what he was doing and rolled her large brown eyes at the ceiling but she didn’t make any kind of comment. He could feel her annoyance though, and that just made him pour an even larger measure than usual, reasoning that if his actions were going to annoy her, then why not give her something to be annoyed about?

She placed his usual breakfast on the table, a small poached egg and a slice of bread and butter. He then did what he always did, pushed it away and lit a cigarette. He loved his wife, she was a good woman, but he also understood that they were at a point in their marriage where the only excitement either of them felt was when they were at loggerheads. He understood that, welcomed it even. Their youthful silences had taken its toll on them both; a decent row, they had found, cleared the air for a while and gave them both a good laugh afterwards. After all these years all they had in common were their grievances, real and imagined.

‘Are you going to tell the lad?’

He shrugged nonchalantly, flicking his ash onto the poached egg, something that was normally guaranteed to cause ructions. This morning though, Sylvia Stein ignored it, knowing her husband was trying to steer the conversation onto something else entirely. Well, she was not about to let that happen, she was genuinely interested in how he would react to what she had told him. She refilled  his coffee cup, and then, for the first time ever, she refilled his brandy glass. Sitting back down she put her elbows on to the table, then she placed her head onto her hands and, raising her eyebrows comically, said loudly, ‘My God, Louie, would you put me out of my misery?’

His laughter was genuine, and she knew he would sound her out, see what she thought he should do with the knowledge he now possessed. Knowledge she had imparted because her sister Irene heard everything and, unfortunately, repeated it all.

 



Walter Murray was on the mend, he knew that because for the first time in months he had woken naturally and not because he was in pain. He studied his reflection in the mirror on his dressing table and admitted that he didn’t look much worse than he had before. Unlike Wilfred, he understood the economics of their shared situation and, like his mother, he knew that all that was left for them was damage limitation.

The boy, Cadogan’s son, had only been protecting his own, and the fact that he was only a kid had tempered his anger, whilst that same fact had inflamed his brother. Wilfred wanted to annihilate him. He saw the boy and his demise as their only saving grace, couldn’t see that any kind of retaliation would only make their lives even harder than they already were.

Their reputation had preceded them. All the time they had scrounged a living off no-hopers and the dispossessed, they had been tolerated. Now, thanks to that boy, and his fucking bum chum Louie Stein, they were suddenly public enemy number one. So, other than tracking down the father, and that would happen sooner rather than later, ponces always shat in their own nests eventually, they could only try and make amends. This was a concept his  brother was having serious difficulty in taking on board.

Walter stared at his reflection, marvelling at the livid red marks that would always be a reminder of that fateful morning, not only to him, but to anyone who happened to gaze upon them, and he swallowed down the urge to cry. They had been brought down by a fucking kid, a teenager who was being talked of as the new Face in town, who people discussed as a serious contender for future skulduggery. The boy’s stand had placed him in the path of greatness and, worse than that, had put him into the psyche of every Face in the Smoke.

The boy had a fucking career before he could even shave, a serious rep was his reward for standing up for his family. The eyes of everyone would be on him; he was a lump, he had an attitude, and he was respectful to those in the know. Now Wilfred needed to understand that before this all got completely out of hand.

 



Big Dan was not feeling such a big man these days. His decision to go on the trot had not worked out quite as he had envisaged. Even though he had known it was wrong to welsh, he had seen himself leaving all his woes behind, his wife and kids included. He had seen himself as a single man, going out into the world without the ties and the problems of a married man. Saw a gorgeous flat for himself, a few quid in his bin, and a new lady to take care of him. But, like everything else in his life, nothing that he yearned for had come to pass. He couldn’t bring himself to stop the gambling, he couldn’t bring himself to settle in Liverpool, and he still couldn’t find it in his heart to walk past a public house without blessing himself.

Now he was back in the Smoke, and his amour of several years’ duration was finding out, like many a mistress before her, that the fantasy of someone else’s  husband was far better than the reality, when the said husband finally landed on their doorstep. And, to top it all off, it seemed that his son, the useless bastard, had taken on the Murrays and, through that one act of bravado, was now some kind of fucking local hero. It would be laughable. If he had a laugh in him, of course.

 



Louie Stein watched Danny as he operated the crushing machine. His old friend and employee Cedric Campbell had trained the boy up and passed over the reins with a willingness that made him realise just how old the man had become. Really he was paying him a wage out of habit, and Cedric, he knew, turned up for work every day for that exact same reason. But what could he do? Age had a habit of creeping up on you. One day you were part of the in-crowd, the next thing you knew, the in-crowd were planted or in homes. It was brutal but it was a fact of life.

Now he had word, on very good authority, that this boy’s father was skulking in a flat in Hoxton, waiting for the opportunity to launch himself once more into polite society. That time being, of course, when he would feel at his safest, and when his son had smoothed the way for him. The skulduggery and disloyalty of family would never cease to amaze him. How the people closest to you could tuck you up without a second’s thought, and with a smile that would make Orphan Annie look like a wide boy, had been proved to him over and over again.

That Danny’s father was once more back on the scene, and it was only a matter of time before he made a personal appearance, was hard for Louie to understand. He didn’t know what to do for the best, tell the boy, forewarned and all that, or keep schtum and wait to see what happened. Maybe, just maybe, Big Dan Cadogan would go on the trot once more and a major calamity might be averted.

He sighed and, winking at Cedric, he waved to Danny, indicating that he wanted him in the office. Danny shut down the crusher quickly and made his way over to the dilapidated shed that served as their sanctuary from Old Bill, errant totters and, more often than not, the outside world in general.

Scrap metal was not a business that encouraged friendliness with rivals in the same game, or had any kind of glamour that might attract the opposite sex. Scrap was an earner, but only to people who knew how to offload it, respected it, and were willing to put in the time and the effort that would then warrant some kind of trust. A scrapyard had to be up and running for a good few years before it was designated a walking trust fund for the criminally minded. It had to be around long enough for people to see and accept it as an established business. A scrapyard owner needed the knack of being able to talk to all walks of society and, more importantly, Lily Law, without arousing suspicions from anyone they might be involved with. It was a fine line that needed to be drawn, and it was also a difficult position for someone who, for whatever reason, was not a people person.

Scrap was serious bunce, scrap was a serious earner, and scrap was a cash business that left a lot of room for creative accounting and afforded the time and effort that was often needed to ensure a long and happy partnership with a variety of different businessmen. In short, scrap was a fucking earner, but that earning potential could only be fully utilised by someone with the brains and the acumen to know a good deal within a nanosecond, and who would offer a decent scotch a nanosecond after that. Young Danny was a natural, he looked at home in the yard, and could spot a good deal a mile away. And, most important of all, he wanted the wedge.

Now Louie had to decide whether to keep his trap shut, or steer the boy onto a course that was even more crooked than the man, and he used that term lightly, who had sired him. It was a melon scratcher all right, and Louie wasn’t sure what the best course of action might be.

 



Angelica Cadogan was sitting at her kitchen table, the new table, provided by her son, who took great pains to remind her of that fact at every given opportunity. She wished her daughter was still at home, wasn’t at that school where all she seemed to be learning was rudeness, and a knack for annoying the life out of everyone she came into contact with. Angelica was fingering her rosary, she often asked for a small Intention during the course of the day, convinced that a minor request would not be ignored. She had never trusted the power of prayer enough to ask for her husband’s return or, before that, his fidelity. She knew that a miracle of those proportions would be about as likely as a win on the pools. But she was unsettled in herself, couldn’t seem to relax at all. It was a feeling like no other in her life to date. As if she was waiting for something, but she didn’t know what that something might be.

The knock on the front door was almost welcome, it gave her something to do, and she launched herself out of the chair and into the tiny hallway within seconds. Opening the door she was struck dumb at the realisation of who was standing there. Wilfred Murray grinned at her, displaying his large, yellowing teeth, and an almost indecent amount of gum. The health service in this country was free, and that included dentists, and yet she had never seen so many sets of harrowing choppers in her life until she had got off the boat at Fishguard.

Wilfred was inside the flat before she had time to wish him a good day, a feck off, or to even scratch her arse.

 



Michael Miles came into the scrapyard at just after three twenty, early even for him. Louie Stein waved nonchalantly at the boy. Knowing he was a good friend of Danny’s he was now used to seeing him around the place. Michael was a nice lad, he had an analytical brain that would always earn him a living if he had the sense to turn his thoughts to such a thing. He was a natural robber, but a book robber rather than a bank robber, a difference that quickly became apparent to anyone who dealt with him. The boy could add up in his head faster than a calculator, and he liked the mathematics of everyday life, a bonus for anyone out to earn a wedge without the benefit of tax and insurance. Between them, he knew Danny and Michael would one day make a winning team. He hoped that, if and when that day arrived, the team they played for would be his. Danny, he knew, had the front needed to get on in their kind of business. Michael, on the other hand, had the acumen that should take him into an office but, because of his personality, would definitely bring him into the criminal fraternity at some point in his lifetime. He had the nous but not the staying power needed for the big wages. His idea of a pension fund would be an off-shore account and a flat that even his wife didn’t know about.

These two young men were Louie’s lifeline to the real world; watching them grow up and helping them to mature was the only thing that stopped him eating one of the guns he rented out on a daily basis, or leaping into his own crusher. He was a natural depressive, and he knew that. But a man in his position needed a son to make his later years worthwhile. He was now looking at leaving his life’s work to one of his daughters’ husbands, while  praying for a grandson in his spare time. To have a son and waste the opportunity was a crying shame, was criminal as far as he was concerned. He saw the serious look that passed over Danny’s face as Michael talked to him and decided that the matter of the boy’s father’s emergence once more into the world of the hoi polloi had been taken out of his hands. He was liking young Michael more every time he saw him.
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