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‘Just in time, I see.’ He put the tray on the draining board. He was very softly spoken, with a smooth London accent. ‘You must be Daisy?’ He held out his hand, but Daisy’s were all wet. She quickly dried them on a tea towel and shook his hand. It was warm, firm.


‘This is Ron Kray,’ said Violet.


‘You didn’t ’ave to tell me. I recognise ’im from the photo.’ Daisy gestured towards the photo frame. She rolled up the sleeves of her white blouse where the cuffs were damp, just for something to do, because she didn’t know what else to say to him. He spoke to Violet but she couldn’t catch what he said.


‘Goodbye, Daisy. I’m sure we’ll meet again,’ he said softly, before closing the kitchen door behind him. Her knees were trembling. I’ve just met Ron Kray, she kept thinking. I’ve just met a real live London ganster. Then the kitchen door opened again and Roy came back in.




June Hampson was born in Gosport, Hampshire, where she still lives. She has had a variety of jobs including waitress, fruit picker, barmaid, shop assistant and market trader selling second-hand books.
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All the world’s a stage,


And all the men and women merely players:
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts.



WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
As You Like It Act 2, Scene 7




CHAPTER 1


5 August 1962


‘What the fuck … You planned this. Daisy, you bitch!’


She lifted the heavy hammer drill and pointed it at his head.


‘Eddie, you deserve it,’ she said, depressing the trigger. The machine whirred into life. The noise was deafening and the thing bucked in her hands but she was ready for it. What he’d done had sickened Daisy. Her brother-in-law kicked and strained uselessly at the nylon stockings that bound his wrists and ankles tightly to the iron bedstead. She could smell his fear and it mingled with her own.


Her heart was beating fast and as noisily as the drill. Never before had she attempted anything like this, but it was necessary. Necessary to frighten him into submission before he took charge of her life like he ran everyone else’s.


His head was thrashing from side to side. Daisy could feel sweat running down her back and between her breasts as she moved the drill nearer to his temple.


‘Don’t fuck with me, Eddie.’ He suddenly stopped writhing and looked her full in the eyes.


‘You won’t hurt me.’


‘You don’t know for sure, do you, though? Susie’s fifteen. Too young for you, you bastard.’ The noise and the vibration of the drill were making her nervous, let alone the man on the bed. What would happen if Eddie wouldn’t promise? If he didn’t stop making life difficult for her? She knew she couldn’t go all the way with this but she daren’t let him know that. Seconds ticked slowly by. Who would break first, she wondered, him or her?


‘For fuck’s sake put the thing down before you bloody drop it.’


Daisy pulled back, relief coursing through her.


‘You’ll leave her alone?’ How she kept her voice steady was a bloody miracle. He nodded. ‘This caff ain’t no knockin’ shop, understand?’


‘I understand. Now switch the fuckin’ thing off!’


She released the trigger and laid the drill down beneath the bed where she’d hidden it earlier. The minute it was out of her hands Daisy felt a whole lot better.


‘Give you an inch an’ you take a fuckin’ yard.’


A huge sigh came from the man on the bed. ‘You’re clever, Daisy. I’ll give you that. Luring me up here. Now untie me.’


‘You didn’t need much luring, Eddie Lane, an’ I’ll leave you for a bit longer to ponder on keeping promises.’


He laughed then. That laugh which melted women’s hearts like they were ice creams on a hot day. Only it wasn’t working on her. She had too much to lose, this time.


‘I should be the one with a smile on my face.’ She nodded towards his spread legs, his shrivelled penis. ‘Not such a big man now, are you, Eddie?’


‘Untie me.’


Ignoring him she looked around the bedroom. Cheap, scuffed furniture. A dressing table, double bed, wardrobe and chair. A window scanning the panorama of a grey, muddy, ship-filled Portsmouth harbour. The room smelled of stale cabbage and sweat, mixed with Jeyes fluid. Cold, unlet. A spare room. And when Daisy had cleaned it up she was going to ask if Susie would like to move in. At least she could watch over her then.


Susie was at present keeping an eye on things downstairs in the cafe and Daisy knew instinctively she could trust her. Doling out cups of tea, black like treacle, wasn’t that difficult and Daisy knew the girl wouldn’t dip her fingers in the till. And if she did? Then Daisy herself was to blame, not Susie.


This room was identical to Eddie’s across the hall, except his housed expensive suits and smelled of cologne and had pictures of Marilyn Monroe in pin-up poses stuck over one wall. It was also a hell of a lot cleaner. Eddie didn’t like mess or clutter in his life.


‘There’s another thing,’ Daisy said.


‘Something else I’m not doing right, Dais?’ He was certainly back to his cheeky self.


‘Bert left the management of this place to Kenny; he was Kenny’s ol’ mate, not yours. You made sure Kenny’s banged up in Winchester for two years. You’re Kenny’s brother, I’m his wife. So it’s my job to look after this caff and its rooms, okay? Me, not you.’ She jabbed her index finger first at herself then at him to underline her point. ‘So you get no say in anything, okay? You want to stay here, fine. That’s what Kenny wanted. But this place is my responsibility.’


A frown crossed his features, hardening his steel-blue eyes. He was a good-looking bastard – and he knew it. But there was evil in him. Her eyes flicked over his hard-muscled body.


‘How could you do this to me, Dais?’


‘Didn’t take much persuading, did you? You thought because I slept with you once when I was feelin’ really low, I’d do it again. Well, I made a mistake and that won’t fuckin’ happen again. From now on I’ll tolerate you, but touch Susie again and believe me, if I don’t fuckin’ kill you when you’re awake, I’ll get you when you’re asleep.’ A look of determination bloomed in her clear eyes. ‘This shithole of a caff is gonna be made into somethin’ worthwhile for when my Kenny gets out. I’ll make sure of that even if I nearly slog meself to death doing it. An’ it’s gonna be a clean place. You ain’t gonna bring no scandal or coppers to this place, see?’


‘I understand. You gonna untie me now, please, Dais?’


She moved to the foot of the bed and released the knot on one of his ankles. He didn’t move but watched every action she took. Then he calmly flexed his foot by circling his ankle.


‘Much better,’ he said.


Daisy unplugged the drill and began coiling the frayed flex around it. Opening the bedroom door, she stepped into the wooden-floored hallway. Before closing the door again, she turned back to Eddie and said, ‘If you can’t get free now, you ain’t worth shit! An’ another thing.’ This was going to be a cruel jab at him, knowing how much he idolised his favourite film star pin-up. So did Daisy. And it had stunned her when she’d heard the news on the wireless earlier. She flung at him, ‘Marilyn Monroe was found dead in bed this morning.’ She didn’t wait to see his reaction to the news.


Daisy hadn’t shown it, but she was still trembling when she reached the top of the stairs. Thank God she’d pulled it off. It was never going to be any good appealing to Eddie’s better nature. Most of the time he never had one. He was a selfish bastard. She had to start as she meant to go on, keep the bastard in line. She pushed open the door to her room. Two large bedrooms were on this top floor, one Daisy’s and one Vera’s.


Vera was a prossie. But she never brought anyone back to the cafe or her room: ‘This is my little nest, ducky. I conduct my business outside. This is my home. Mine and Kibbles’.’


Kibbles was the biggest tabby cat Daisy had ever seen. He seldom left Vera’s room, where he had a tray to do his business in and a food dish always filled with tasty morsels. Vera left her window open and if he wanted to roam he sometimes appeared in the cafe or in Daisy’s room to sleep like a furry doughnut on her bed. He was sitting on the windowsill now.


‘Come on in, then,’ Daisy said, pushing up the sash-corded window. Kibbles stepped daintily inside, purring loudly. ‘Wish all blokes were as easygoing as you.’ He jumped down from the sill to twine himself in and out of her legs as she put the drill safely away in the cupboard. If Eddie was going to come after her, it would be soon. It wouldn’t take him long to free himself and the last thing he’d want was for anyone to know how she’d tricked him. Somehow she didn’t think he’d bother, though. He knew which side his bread had marge on, did Eddie.


She tugged at the cotton curtains on their plastic wire. It was raining and she wanted to shut out the sight of the water running down the window panes. She could see the ferry boats in the harbour, like black beetles crawling across the stretch of water that separated Gosport from Portsmouth, the lights of Portsmouth and the Dockyard glittering through the deluge. If she’d left the window open she could almost have tasted the silt and mud oozing from the slimy Solent waters. Even on a fine day the seas were grey, not like the blue they painted them in the magazine adverts. From the cafe below came the mellow voices of The Everly Brothers, soothing her yet reminding her of Kenny.


Two fuckin’ years Kenny had got. She sighed. If he’d only waited another couple of days his future would have been settled. But no, they’d gone out on a job together. Him and Eddie. Some un-thought-out tinpot caper that had ended in a chase across the allotments for Kenny, and a cell for the night. And Eddie home and clear.


Breaking and entering. Two years. Another of Eddie’s bright ideas that always worked for him and which left someone else to carry the fuckin’ can. And while her husband was on remand, Bert goes and dies and leaves the cafe and building to be managed by Kenny. He wasn’t even conscious enough beforehand to be told Kenny might not be around to do the job. The place opened early for working men’s breakfasts and normally closed around seven after cooked teas. If there were still customers willing to spend money, Bert never bothered to close up on time.


Bert had liked Kenny. Well, who wouldn’t? As unalike as chalk and cheese, the two brothers. Kenny soft and fair with hair that he was forever pushing back from his forehead. And he teased Bert a lot, made him laugh. Not watchful like Eddie, who reminded Daisy of a black crow. Nice to look at but ever mindful of a chance to peck at whatever he could get for his own comfort. Daisy shuddered at what she’d just accomplished. Who would have thought she, a mere woman, could put the wind up Eddie Lane?


Kibbles meowed so she picked him up, burying her face in his mackerel-coloured fur. He smelled of Californian Poppy, Vera’s perfume. She smiled to herself. Vera was one of the best.


‘Milk, is it?’ she whispered into his warmth.


There was a bottle of sterilised on the draining board so she set Kibbles down and poured him a saucerful. ‘I’ve got to go down and see if Suze is okay,’ she said, scratching Kibbles behind one ear. The rain would make it a slow evening in the cafe.


Leaving cat and milk on the sink top, she went over to patch up her make-up.


Her reflection stared back from the mirror. Short blonde hair, blue eyes, and large even white teeth. She knew she wasn’t especially pretty. Not like Susie with her doll-like features or striking like Vera, pushing forty but with a good figure. Vera was like one of them movie stars. Hedy Lamarr, perhaps? All dark hair and gypsy looks with red lips. Daisy thought herself too skinny. She remembered her mum used to say she never stayed still long enough to put the weight on. Well, she was now in her middle twenties so what she saw in the mirror was what she was stuck with. She’d never be taller than her five-foot-two but she thought if she had a best feature it was her eyes. Joan Collins eyes, she’d once been told. She spat on the mascara brush and rubbed it across the block then caked it on her lashes. She was lucky they were already quite thick and dark for a blonde. She knew she had no right to moan about her looks. Or anything else, now. A place to live, money coming in, and apart from Kenny being inside for sixteen months – time off for good behaviour – she was better off than she’d ever been in her life before. Thanking her lucky stars and leaving the door ajar for Kibbles, she went out and down the stairs.


The house had five rooms in all, two at the top of the building. They were large rooms with butler sinks and gas stoves, though Daisy never cooked on hers. She didn’t even know if the stoves were safe to use or not. And three rooms on the floor below, all supposedly furnished. Bert had been canny. It was easier to evict undesirable tenants from furnished accommodation. Even if the furniture consisted of only one chair and a manky bed, it was classed as furnished.


The lavatory was downstairs in the yard at the back of the cafe and used by the cafe customers as well. High on her list of priorities was to whitewash the fuckin’ thing and give it a good scouring. It stank to high heaven, no matter how much Jeyes fluid she sluiced around. She must do the passageway too that ran the length of the ground floor from front to back of the place. The street door opened on to the passage which also led upstairs. No access for cafe customers but it could be reached through its kitchen this way. The double door of the cafe encompassed the corners of North Street and North Cross Street.


As she walked down the stairs she saw the room Eddie had been in was now empty.


Bert had slept in this room, but since his death and Daisy’s moving in she’d slowly erased most of the old man’s stuff. She’d kept a photo of him and Kenny and herself taken one day in the cafe by an enthusiastic punter with a new camera. Bert had stood that photo by his bedside. Until the heart attack claimed him. The photo was now down in the cafe on the top shelf where customers could see it – to remind everyone that Bert’s Cafe would remain Bert’s even though Daisy had been in residence for a couple of months now. She’d never change the name. Never. He’d been a decent bloke and well liked. And made a bloody good cuppa.


Daisy could hear muffled noises coming from Eddie’s room opposite and decided to leave well alone.


At the bottom of the stairs, near the kitchen, someone had knocked over the metal mop bucket that always stood on the cracked lino and the water had swilled over the floor. The smell of disinfectant was strong. Daisy set the bucket upright, squeezed out the mop and soaked up the grey water. When she’d finished, she let herself into the cafe.


‘Hi, Dais,’ rang a forced cheerful voice, accompanied by a shy grin.


‘All right, Suze?’ Without waiting for a reply she added, ‘Slow tonight?’ Susie nodded. The smell of bacon frying reminded Daisy she hadn’t eaten since this morning. Susie nodded towards three men lounging over by the jukebox. ‘Wheel of Fortune’ was playing now. An old record but it was Eddie’s favourite. Kay Starr was singing her heart out.


‘Just making them lot bacon sarnies.’


‘Make me one?’ Susie added more rashers to the pan, where they sizzled and spat enticingly.


‘They’re waitin’ for Eddie. He said he’d meet them half an hour ago. You don’t know what’s ’appened to him, I suppose?’ Daisy shook her head. She had the feeling Susie was glad she’d joined her. The girl was nervous around men and with good cause. She’d only agreed to be in the cafe because there was a counter between her and the customers, poor little sod, thought Daisy. Susie forked the rashers over in the pan.


‘Perhaps he’s been a bit tied up,’ Daisy said. ‘I know he’s upstairs.’


Truth to tell there had hardly been any real violence in the cafe since Daisy had taken over a few months ago. This corner of the town was run down. Bomb damage had left scars, waste grounds where purple fireweed blossomed amongst the old prams and dumped mattresses. Bert had ruled the cafe with a fist of iron and Daisy hoped she was going to be able to do the same. But she did need Eddie while Kenny was inside.


The Lane brothers were well known in the area. Especially the dark one with the temper. Bastard Eddie might be but he didn’t tolerate anyone shitting on him or his own.


‘That’s making my mouth water,’ Daisy said. Susie was forking the fragrant rashers onto the marged bread.


‘You want brown or tomato?’ She nodded towards the sauce bottles.


‘I don’t expect you to wait on me, Suze,’ Daisy answered. She upended the brown sauce bottle, slapped on another slice of bread and cut it crossways.


‘Here you go,’ Susie called out. One of the men ambled over.


‘Put ’em all on one plate, ducks,’ he said. He had bad skin and a dated Elvis Presley hairstyle that didn’t curl properly at the front. He wore the usual uniform of leather bomber jacket and jeans. ‘No sauces.’


Without a word Susie complied and he slouched back to his mates, clutching the plate. Daisy felt Susie freeze beside her as the kitchen door opened and Eddie came in.


‘Evening, girls,’ he grinned. His eyes found Daisy’s. She always forgot how tall he was until he stood near her.


‘Some mates of yours here,’ she said. ‘I was going to tell ’em you was tied up but you’re here now.’


‘Bitch,’ he muttered, picking up one of her sandwiches and taking a large bite. Then he put it back on her plate. ‘Mmm, nice that, Dais.’ He then glared at the men.


‘C’mon, let’s get outa here.’


‘Aw, Eddie, I only just started eating,’ said the youngest-looking of the three.


‘Fuckin’ bring it or leave it. I ain’t waiting.’


‘You look nice tonight, Eddie,’ Daisy said. And meant it. He had on a dark navy suit, new, and it fitted perfectly across his broad shoulders. ‘Shame such a good-looking bloke can be such a shit.’


He grinned. It was to Eddie’s credit that he never bore a grudge. He usually paid back a grievance straight away. Then forgot about it. He never even glanced at Susie.


Eddie swept past Daisy and opened the street door. One of the blokes, the auburn-haired, good-looking one, said, ‘Goodbye, Mrs Lane.’


‘Get a move on, Bri,’ Eddie snarled at him. ‘You too, Cal.’ They followed him into the rain, and Daisy turned to Susie, who looked uneasy.


‘It’s going to be all right,’ Daisy told her. ‘I had a bit of a word with him. He won’t touch you again. I promise.’ Susie looked like she didn’t believe her.


‘I want you to come and live here with me, Suze. I don’t want to think of you sleeping on the moored-up ferry boats, understand?’ Susie gave a half-smile at Daisy which never reached her light blue eyes. The cut on her lip had stopped bleeding but it was still swollen. Daisy guessed that had come from the gold signet ring Eddie always wore. Tomorrow the swelling would be more pronounced. The bruises on her upper arms and legs which she’d reluctantly showed Daisy earlier would still be there in the morning too. She was just a fuckin’ kid, for Christ’s sake. Daisy walked over to the cafe door and slipped the top and bottom bolts into place, then she turned the red cardboard sign round to ‘Closed’.


‘No arguments, Suze. I’ll make us a nice cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’




CHAPTER 2


‘I didn’t encourage him, Dais, honest.’ She wanted Daisy to believe her.


‘I don’t think for one minute you did. That bugger doesn’t need encouragement. Are you a runaway?’


Susie’s heart plummeted. She grabbed hold of Daisy’s wrist.


‘Don’t tell the coppers. I can’t go back.’


‘I wasn’t going to turn you over to them. But you must be honest with me.’ Daisy extricated her hand.


Susie wanted to tell Daisy about her mother who had shacked up with a sleazeball. There had been plenty of men in Doreen’s life but Ray had to be the worst.


‘Mum could never cope on her own,’ she said, as Daisy set a mug of strong tea in front of her. Susie stared hard at her. This woman was a really nice person and she wanted to confide in her, but what if Daisy blamed her?


‘Go on,’ said Daisy.


‘I thought when we got the council flat in St Mary’s Street in Southampton everything would change. Mum promised it would. She said she’d stop looking at problems through the bottom of a glass of gin. Well, we moved into this flat and it was real nice. Just me an’ her. Mum got a job cleaning on the liners at the docks. You know where I mean?’


‘Sure I do.’ Southampton Docks was one of the biggest employers in that area. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’ Susie could see she had Daisy’s full attention. That was another nice thing about Daisy, she listened. Really listened. She didn’t chime in and try for a bit of one-upmanship like some people who, if you had a black cat they had a blacker one, and liked the sound of their own voices.


‘There was only the two of us. Mum was “between fellers”. I didn’t mind rushing ’ome from school to get the dinner on and keep the place looking nice. We went out together on Saturdays and got bits and bobs from Kingsland Market and the flat got really nice.’


Aware of the silence, punctuated only by the driving rain on the windows, Susie got up from the stool she’d been sitting on. Lifting the wooden counter flap, she went round and started collecting fag-filled ashtrays. She wasn’t going to let Daisy see her cry. Not again. She’d done a lot of crying lately and some of the worst was when Daisy had found her huddled on the stairs with her blouse torn open.


‘Leave that. We can do it in a minute.’


Susie piled some of the ashtrays on the counter but, instead of going back to where Daisy was sitting with her feet up on the rungs of a chair, she went and slumped on a seat facing the rain-spattered window, and began talking again.


‘That’s where she met Ray. The market. He was doing house clearances, collecting the stuff during the week and flogging it at the market at weekends. Couldn’t bloody lose. He charged to shift the stuff from the houses then charged the punters to buy it. So he ’ad a bit of money to flash about.’ A huge sigh escaped her. ‘He took Mum out a few times and then he moved in.’ Susie turned her head towards Daisy who was watching her thoughtfully. ‘I didn’t expect Mum to live the life of a saint, without a bloke in her life, but even I could see he was scum. That’s ’ow it started. Him pressing himself up against me when he had to get past me. Then making excuses to be alone with me. You know the sort of thing. “Why don’t I walk up and meet Susie from school, Doreen? So you know she gets ’ome safely? Don’t want her hanging around with any boys, do we?” Well, at first I thought, give him the benefit of the doubt, perhaps he don’t realise what he’s doing. But he knew all right.’ She felt the anger rising and tried to hide it from Daisy by asking nervously, ‘D’you think I could have another cuppa?’


‘’Course.’ Susie made to get up. She wasn’t used to anyone waiting on her, but Daisy was already on her feet and waved her away with, ‘I’ll do it. You carry on. That’s if you want to, of course, I don’t want you to upset yourself.’


‘I want to tell you,’ she said, watching Daisy refill the kettle. ‘In fact, Daisy, it’s a relief to talk to someone who don’t think I’m a slag.’ Alarm rushed through her body as she felt a sudden rush of panic. She ran her fingers through her tangle of hair. ‘You don’t think that, do you?’


‘’Course not! Do I seem the kind of person who’d judge you?’


Susie looked at her and smiled. No, she could imagine Daisy would find some good, even in a killer. A small woman who, because she was slim, looked more like a girl. Her cropped blonde hair framed a face that sometimes seemed sad and yet, when Daisy smiled, it was like a dark room that had an electric light suddenly switched on. She was sort of illuminated from within, yeah, that’s the word, illuminated, thought Susie. But you knew you could trust her. Because she had the kind of eyes that never wavered when they looked at you. Large sincere eyes that saw right inside a person. Susie realised, if you had Daisy for a friend you were all right. And she’d give you the benefit of the doubt. But if Daisy made an enemy – well, she wouldn’t like to be Daisy’s enemy. That could be scary.


‘What about your mum? Didn’t she twig …’


‘The first time ’e came into my bedroom was when Mum was cleaning cruise ships, working nights. I was thirteen. He said if I didn’t let him, he’d leave Mum. Well, she was happier than she’d ever been and still off the sauce, though she was using from time to time. He’d started her on that. But I ’ad some silly notion that if she didn’t have a bottle of gin to ’and everything would be all right. I didn’t know what he meant by “let him”. But he said lots of dads “cuddled” their daughters. I’d never ’ad a proper dad, so I didn’t know about that but I did know that Aisha, my friend, she came from a big family and they was always cuddling each other and laughing and larking about.’


‘So that’s how it started?’


Just then the whistle blew on the small kettle and Susie jumped to her feet.


‘Stay still. I said I’d do it.’


Susie sat down again and examined her bitten nails. She watched Daisy’s quick body movements as she bustled with the brown earthenware teapot and produced Bourbon biscuits from a high cupboard and shook them onto a plate. Presently she brought the whole lot on a tray round to where Susie sat near the window.


‘Don’t get the idea I liked it. Or him.’ Susie watched for the telltale look of disgust to form in Daisy’s eyes. But nothing happened. All she could see was genuine concern.


‘Go on,’ Daisy said softly.


‘He said it would be our little secret and that I was helping to keep Mum happy. An’ how could little cuddles hurt anyone? But I got so I was scared to go to bed when Mum wasn’t there. At first that was all it was, the cuddling. Then ’e wanted to get under the covers with me. I hated the smell of him, Daisy. The hairs on his body. And then ’e made me touch him. You know, down there. Until in the end ’e was doing things to me that I know now only married people should do, and it hurt. It hurt me so much.’ Susie couldn’t help herself, she started to cry.


Daisy let her sob until the girl wiped her nose along the sleeve of her pink, grubby cardigan and said, ‘I stopped going to school. This was a few months back. I thought all the kids could see inside my heart and know the filth in there that had been going on for so long.’ She felt her lower lip tremble again, but she carried on. ‘He said if I didn’t go back to school he’d tell Mum it was me who started it all. If Ray did that, Mum would start drinking again. And the heroin was bad enough as she was spending a lot of time on the nod and taking time off from work. I couldn’t go to school where Aisha and the others were droolin’ over boys because I felt so sick about them behavin’ like silly kids. I had to get away from Ray. So I ran. No clothes, no money, but he won’t make me touch him ever again because I won’t go back.’ She’d made her mind up about that. No, she’d never go back. Never. Daisy pushed tea towards her. ‘You know, nobody’s waited on me since Mum did when I was small and had the measles,’ Susie whispered.


‘Better make the most of it then, Suze,’ Daisy said with kindness. ‘If you take the room I’m offering, it goes with a job. Helping in the caff can be monotonous and hard. And the smell of fry-ups gets into your clothes something terrible. Anyway, I think you should still be at school.’ A frown had crossed Daisy’s face.


‘Please …? Let me stay here. I’ll work hard. I promise.’


Daisy said nothing for a few moments. She pushed the plate of biscuits across the table, then answered, ‘I can’t afford to get in trouble with the authorities.’


‘In a few months I’ll be sixteen.’ Susie could see Daisy was having problems coming to grips with this. Trying to work out dates in her head, probably, she thought. And who could blame her? But Susie had told her the truth. ‘I don’t have to go to school,’ she insisted. ‘Fifteen’s the leaving age. And if you turn me over to the cops they’ll take me back home to Ray and what ’e’s got lined up for me. Or they’ll put me in a children’s home until I can get a job. And I’ve been in a couple of ’omes when Mum’s been on the bottle before and believe me you learn more stuff in them places than ever you do on the streets—’


‘Okay, okay,’ Daisy cut in. ‘You can stay.’


‘Oh, Daisy, you won’t regret it, I promise you. Anyway, they’d be sure to put me in care for a while. Now that Mum’s pregnant.’


‘Oh, you poor kid!’


‘Don’t feel sorry for me. I don’t want nobody’s pity. It’s Mum as deserves pity. Losing ’er proper job was on the cards before I left. Ray started her in on the heroin, gave her the habit so he could put her on the game. Most of the time she don’t know where she is or who she’s with now.’


‘Have you—?’


‘Don’t be stupid. I ’ad enough trouble keeping out of the way of Ray. In the end there was so many blokes coming and going in the flat in St Mary’s Street that I couldn’t ’andle it no more.’


‘Did you tell your mum?’


‘At last I had to. I came home one afternoon an’ there was this old bloke sitting in ’is underwear in my room. I knew what ’e wanted all right. But he wasn’t getting it from me. But Ray? He denied he knew anything about it. Said the bloke was pissed and just went for a lie-down. Then ’e dangled a fix in front of her and told her I was trying to split them up. She can’t help ’erself. Can’t see no further than the next fix.’


‘So she believed him?’


‘Yeah, and that hurt like hell. I knew then it was her or me, though I didn’t want to leave ’er, specially not with the little one coming. But I knew it wouldn’t be long before … He’s a fuckin’ shithouse, that Ray!’


‘So you ran away and came down here?’


‘Got a lift with a lorry driver at Bargate in Southampton. He was deliverin’ roofing tiles to a Gosport contractor. I wasn’t bothered where I went as long as it was away from Ray and his wandering ’ands. Nice old bloke the driver was …’


‘… Then you fell into Eddie’s clutches?’


Susie nodded at Daisy. Her forehead was creased into a frown and she was looking tired, very tired. She’d dipped a biscuit into her tea and it had broken off, falling into the cup. Daisy tried to fish it out with a spoon and gave up.


‘I was kipping on the moored-up ferry boat ’cause I was skint. He saw me coming off to go to the public convenience near the ferry. I thought he was a good-looking bloke who really wanted to be nice. He bought me a meal in that Dive caff on the ferry terminus. When he said ’e could get me a more comfortable bed for the night with no strings attached, I believed him.’


‘Yes, well,’ said Daisy. ‘He can charm the fuckin’ birds out of the trees, that one.’


‘You’d ’ave thought I’d learned a lesson or two already, wouldn’t you?’


Daisy shrugged. ‘Eddie can be nice when he wants to.’


‘Yeah, well, I know that an’ all now, don’ I? He told me he owned a caff further up in the town. I thought it was a bit funny he didn’t take me there straight away ’stead of buying me a meal in another caff first. He said there was some rooms above his place and I could ’ave one.’


‘Oh, he did, did ’e? Well, he doesn’t have a say in how this place is run.’


‘And I know that, now, as well.’


‘So he eventually sneaks you in here?’


Susie nodded. ‘I guessed I’d have to pay somehow and he is good-looking. All I wanted to do, Daisy, was have a bit of a wash and go to sleep in a proper bed …’ She paused.


‘Get on with it.’


‘He got rough. I couldn’t let him.’ She started to cry. ‘I’m not a slag …’


Daisy got up and gathered her in her arms.


‘There, there …’


‘Don’t let ’im touch me again. I’ll work here but don’t let him near me again, please, Daisy? I don’t want any man ever to touch me again.’


‘Suze!’ Daisy was shaking her, trying to stop her outpouring. ‘Look, you are underage. Get it? Underage for sex. Sex with your stepfather, sex with fuckin’ Eddie. I understand you don’t want to go back to Southampton and maybe into care. But what about Eddie? Do you want me to report him for what ’e tried to do?’


Susie stopped sobbing, sniffed, and said quietly, ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t want no coppers involved. If you get them buggers round I’ll ’ave to tell them everything. I can’t do that. It was hard enough telling you.’


‘Okay, then. What if I said I can promise Eddie will leave you alone?’


‘How?’


‘Ask me no questions an’ I’ll tell you no lies.’


‘Promise?’


‘It’s a promise. You’ll be safe with me.’ Daisy stared out at the rain. Susie could see that the shadows beneath her eyes had almost completed a full circle in the small pale face.


She sat thinking about Daisy’s words. About her kindness. About the trust this woman was offering to a complete stranger. After a while she got up and took the tray back to the counter. She lifted the flap and said, ‘I’d better earn my keep.’ It was as though some unspoken agreement had been reached between them and Susie had decided to take the initiative.


‘I wouldn’t ask you to do nothing I wouldn’t do myself,’ Daisy said.


She showed her how she liked the stairs and floors mopped down every night with disinfectant. How she cleaned the surfaces of the tables, chairs and counter tops, wiping them with diluted bleach to kill the germs. How all the rubbish had to be wrapped up in newspaper and taken out the back to the big metal dustbins to keep away rats and mice.


‘I can’t abide dirt. There’s enough cockroaches in this place without encouraging them.’


Susie was tired out but she worked with a will. She thought Daisy must have had a hard life to understand what other people went through. She wondered what her husband was like. Was he like Eddie? She didn’t think so. She’d studied the photograph of him in the cafe. He looked a good laugh, easygoing.


Later they had another cup of tea and then Daisy produced clean sheets and blankets.


‘These’ll do for tonight. Tomorrow we’ll get the room sorted properly. The room next door to yours is empty, I’m going to use it for bed and breakfasts. Eddie is across the hall.’ Susie must have frowned for Daisy snapped, ‘Don’t look like that. It will be all right. Trust me.’


When Susie finally climbed into bed she honestly thought she’d worry herself sick about Eddie. But she’d slipped the bolt on the inside of the door and dragged a chair and propped the back of it beneath the door knob and felt a little better after that. Before she slept she thought about how Daisy had taken a chance on her and promised herself she was going to prove she was worth the risk.




CHAPTER 3


12 October 1962


Kenny Lane opened his eyes. Shit, he thought, I’m still alive.


He hurt like hell. His body felt as though it had been repeatedly slammed against a brick wall. And in a way, it had. The fuckin’ wall had been Big Eric, and what that fucker wanted he got. He’d wanted Kenny. And he’d had him.


He tried lifting his head from the block of prison concrete that masqueraded as a pillow. A groan involuntarily escaped.


‘You all right, mate?’


Bill Hammond, aka Casanova and in for bigamy, peered down at him from the top bunk.


‘What you fuckin’ think?’ He felt sick and the smell of piss and farts in the cell was making him gag. He tried to shut out the memory of what had taken place last night before lockdown. But he knew it was going to stay with him long after his body had healed. He remembered clearly every terrifying detail. It had started in the showers.


‘Ain’t you the pretty one?’


Big Eric had stepped up close to him just as he was soaping himself. Kenny had glanced towards the doorway where two of Eric’s men stood guard. Kenny’s heart dropped like a stone. He’d tried to laugh off rumours that Big Eric fancied him, that Eric had even started calling him Golden Boy to his mates. All he wanted to do was keep his head down and do his bird and get out of the fuckin’ place without any trouble.


‘C’mon, make yourself nice and slippery, you’re gonna need it.’


‘Get away from me, cunt.’ Already Eric had a massive hard-on.


‘Don’t be like that, sweetie. You got two choices, Kenny. Either you give in and take it like a man. Or you struggle. An’ I like a bit of spirit. Makes no fuckin’ odds. I always gets what I fuckin’ wants.’


Eric’s fist had come from nowhere straight into Kenny’s gut. While he was doubled up, gasping as the breath left his body, Eric had twisted him around and slammed him from the shower stall to the nearby sink and rammed into him. Kenny had screamed with pain but Eric’s huge hand had found his mouth, practically cutting off his air supply. He’d struggled, but that had excited Eric and while Eric grunted, humiliated and ripped into him, his cronies had kept one eye on the scene before them and one eye on the corridor outside for screws.


Afterwards when Kenny lay huddled back in the shower stall, bleeding and sobbing with the water running down over him, Eric had said, ‘Now you know why they call me Big Eric. Don’t worry, you’ll get to like it, Golden Boy.’


For what had seemed a lifetime, Kenny had crouched there, huddled on the cracked white tiles. He knew the water was never going to wash away the filth. He’d been invaded. Degraded. The mental anguish hurt just as much as the pain from his body. He was still crying when Casanova had furtively crept in looking for him.


‘You can’t stay in here.’


Kenny didn’t give a fuck. But Casanova turned off the shower and dragged him to his feet.


‘If the screws find you in here there’ll be questions asked, and if you give any answers, right or wrong, you’ll get done over by just about everyone. Nobody tolerates a fuckin’ grass. Can you walk?’


Casanova had miraculously got him back to the cell with no one being any the wiser. As Kenny had collapsed onto the bunk he’d asked Casanova just one question.


‘Why?’


‘Because Big Eric can. An’ you ain’t the first. Shouldn’t be so good-looking, mate. Though he ain’t never fancied me!’


Kenny had blessed the fact that it was time for lockdown for the night. Had even grunted as the screw did his nightly pilgrimage checking cells along the corridor. But it had taken him a long time to drop off for a few troubled hours of sleep. Now he was awake again and thanked God it would be a while before the buzzer sounded for the day to start properly.


‘Thanks,’ he said gruffly. Casanova’s dark curls lay sweatily flat against his forehead and his brown eyes showed concern.


‘Forget it,’ he flung back at Kenny and disappeared from view.


Kenny stared at the wall. He had one photograph. It wasn’t framed. They weren’t allowed glass frames. It was a copy of him, Daisy and Bert in the cafe. Daisy and Bert were smiling down at him. He wished he was home.


Up beside Casanova’s bunk there was hardly room for the green paint to show through. He liked women. That’s why he kept marrying them. Only thing was, he forgot to bother with divorces first. Casanova wasn’t even that good-looking but he was a nice bloke and he certainly had the charm. He’d confided to Kenny, ‘I takes a bird out for a drink, whispers a few sweet nothings in her pretty ears and before you knows it her knickers are in ’er ’andbag before we leaves the pub.’


Usually of a morning Casanova was chirpy. But today he was quiet and Kenny respected him for it. He felt as though he never wanted to laugh or make idle conversation ever again. He thought of what there was to look forward to after slop-out and again thanked God he worked in the kitchen and that Big Eric worked in the machine shop. He felt tears rise and forced them away.


He liked working in the kitchen. Repetitive work, and done on a grand scale because the prison was overflowing with cons and screws. He didn’t mind scraping carrots or peeling spuds, or even washing mountains of dirty plates and greasy dishes. He just didn’t think about it. He let his mind wander instead. Oh, they could lock him up all right but they couldn’t lock his mind up. His body was the prisoner, wasn’t it? Not his mind.


He wondered if he’d have liked working in the library. Casanova had told him he was a fool to turn that job down when it had been offered to him as it was a prized job. Said it was a doddle there. But what did Kenny want with books? He’d never read one right through in his life, and at twenty-five he thought he might not want to bother to start now. He wanted to do things, not read about them. Anyway, that was Daisy’s department. She always had her nose in a book from the library. Bloody Eddie as well. But Daisy was always scribbling things down. One day he’d asked her what she was writing and she’d told him her hopes and dreams. She passed the notebook over for him to read but he declined. Told her they were her own private thoughts. She’d liked him for that. Kissed him and told him he was a ‘sweet’ man. Well he didn’t feel fuckin’ sweet this morning.


He felt used. He could smell the bastard all over him. Even though he knew he was clean, the water had run over him for so long, the bastard’s smell wouldn’t go. And he certainly wouldn’t tell anyone. This was his secret, what happened with Big Eric. Casanova wouldn’t talk. And Eric’s cronies? Well, he had to take his chances on them opening their big gobs, didn’t he?


As for Daisy, it was one secret he wasn’t going to share with her. She had enough on her plate running that cafe and keeping an eye on Eddie and his demanding ways. He knew Daisy was never sure about Eddie. She said at times he could be cruel, but Kenny knew Eddie cared about Daisy a lot more than he ever let on. Was he worried about this? No, not really. Because Eddie was a good man to have about when things weren’t too hot. And with Eddie living in the cafe at least he knew no harm would come to Daisy.


When Kenny was small Eddie, who was two years older, had often taken the blame and the beatings that Pappy had regularly doled out. Pappy was Eddie’s dad. Thought he was Kenny’s too, but Kenny didn’t think so. Why, he didn’t look a bit like him. Kenny didn’t know who his dad really was. Not that he cared. Portsmouth and Gosport being naval places with moving populations meant that many kids never knew who their true fathers were, especially after the war when the Poles, Americans, Italians and Turks went back to their own countries. So many different nationalities had been billeted in the area to swell the army and navy and the air force. The word bastard was used regularly when Pappy was knocking their mum about. And Kenny distinctly remembered one particularly violent fight when Pappy had knocked his mother down the stairs and she couldn’t move because her leg was all twisted underneath her. Pappy was mouthing off about three bastard boys. But he must have made a mistake because there was only him and Eddie.


He didn’t remember much about his mum, except she smelled nice. Of clean clothes. And she’d been warm and soft. But that had been a long time ago. Eddie had looked after Kenny, always been there for him. What did Kenny care about real fathers? Maybe he was Pappy’s kid but perhaps Pappy just never liked him. After all, it was possible, wasn’t it, to have a child and not like it? Pappy, in his own way, had much preferred Eddie. Kenny had seen it in the man’s eyes. But Pappy had a funny way of showing it. When Pappy wasn’t sober Eddie got twice as many beatings as Kenny, probably because Eddie always stuck up for his little brother. Eddie looked just like Pappy, with his gypsy dark looks and smooth-talking ways. Eddie had once told Kenny that because he looked so much like his father Pappy needed to beat it out of him. But the times Eddie won his father’s approval mattered even more to Eddie, and he swore one day he’d have Pappy beholden to him for a change. One day Eddie had vowed to him he’d have the upper hand. Kenny had laughed and said, ‘You really love the old bastard, don’t you?’


Eddie had blushed like a little kid and said, ‘Yeah. He’s my dad, ain’t he?’


But it was himself that Daisy had gone for. Even if he wasn’t as broad-shouldered or as tall, or as smart with his reading and writing as Eddie, Daisy loved him. And he loved her. And he liked to make her laugh.


And soon he was due a visit because he’d sent her a visiting order.


The buzzer sounded. Another short day had officially begun. Short because the cons rose early and went to bed early. But it was going to be a long and painful day for him after last night.


‘C’mon, mate, move yerself,’ said Casanova.




CHAPTER 4


14 October 1962


Daisy gave a final spray with the hair lacquer. She needed to look good for her Kenny. Last night had been the ordeal of peroxiding her roots and now she stood back to survey the result of her endeavours. She’d put some pan stick make-up on to disguise the shadows beneath her eyes. The hard cafe work was beginning to take its toll. On her feet from morning ’til night, peeling spuds, washing pots, and all the while keeping a smile on her face for the customers, it wasn’t easy. Best of a bad job she reckoned, wrinkling her nose at her reflection in the mirror.


On a wire hanger on the back of the bedroom door hung her new red slub-weave two piece, bought in the market off Big Al’s stall.


‘You’ll catch your bleedin’ death in that.’


Susie had wandered in and was nosing around. She was more at ease with herself these days, thought Daisy, and had gained a bit of weight and a bloom to her cheeks. Her short black skirt and white top looked good on her. She kept out of Eddie’s way when he was around, which wasn’t often these days. ‘Business afield’, he called it. Daisy didn’t know where he was and didn’t much care. After that time in the bedroom back in August when she’d dared to get the better of him, he seemed less sure of himself. And on odd occasions she’d catch him looking thoughtfully at her. One thing was certain, he would be up to no good wherever he was.


‘I want Kenny to be proud of me an’ it’s not raining,’ Daisy told her.


‘But it’s freezing out there.’


Outside, the sky was blue and clear and it was cold. In the mornings you could feel that first nip of winter in the air and the trees were well into shedding their red and gold leaves. Autumn smells different, crisp and of bonfires, Daisy thought. Not that there were many bonfires in the town. No proper sodding gardens for a start. Daisy hated the winter. Hated being cold, despised the dark mornings and short days. The summer was her time, when perhaps she could take a walk down Stokes Bay beach. Maybe paddle in the Solent waters. She liked to think that the scent of the salty air had been blown in from lands of spice and colour. Kenny had said it was only Smith’s crisp factory she could smell. But life seemed easier in the summer.


She slipped on a white blouse, then took the skirt from the hanger and wriggled it up over her hips. She loved the smell of new clothes.


‘You’ll look so good that the other cons’ll ogle you an’ Kenny’ll get jealous.’


‘Kenny’s not like that. You’re thinking ’e’s like Eddie and that’s not fair,’ said Daisy.


‘Ain’t you putting a coat on?’


‘No, just this jacket.’ She pointed to the short jacket, picked it up and slipped it on to survey the result. That’ll have to do, she thought. She grabbed her new white clutch bag and stepped into new white stiletto-heeled shoes. ‘I think I’ve got everything I need. Money, visiting order, make-up, compact, hankie …’


‘You takin’ him something?’


‘Yes, sweets and ciggies.’


‘You goin’ across on the ferry to catch the train at the Harbour Station?’


‘What are you, a bloody policeman with all these questions?’


Susie’s face fell. In fact it looked like a smacked arse.


‘I was only askin’,’ she mumbled.


‘An’ I was only jokin’, you silly cow!’ Susie’s face immediately brightened.


‘Well, I like to know everything is taken care of,’ she said.


‘I know you do. An’ I also know you’ll be able to cope today on your own.’


It wasn’t the work, or the customers, that worried Susie, it was Eddie. Daisy realised this. If he was around she was like a bleedin’ jelly on a plate. ‘Eddie’s gone to the race course, Goodwood. Somethin’ special going on there today, he said. He won’t be back ’til late tonight, if at all. An’ I’ll be home around six.’ Daisy watched Susie’s face brighten.


‘Okay,’ she said. Daisy could see she was glad she’d shared that bit of information with her. Eddie was out of the way. If it wasn’t for Kenny, Daisy wouldn’t have given him house room.


‘I’m walking down to the ferry, catching the bus to Fareham then the train. When I get to Winchester I’ll get a bus to the ’ospital ’cause it’s at the top of the hill opposite the prison. It sounds better to ask for a ticket to the ’ospital than the prison, doesn’t it?’ Susie nodded vigorously and her blonde curls bounced around her pretty face despite the clip which was supposed to hold them in place.


So far no one had been bothered by her sudden appearance behind the counter. Customers liked her. Daisy had casually mentioned she had a cousin down for a while and let the white lie, and the gossip, take its course. She knew Eddie would never mention anything about Susie appearing in the cafe. Suze was a godsend. She was someone she could bounce ideas off, almost like a younger sister. And Daisy had never had a sister. And the poor kid had been through such a lot she had an old head on young shoulders. She hoped Suze would stay around for a long time.


The cafe wasn’t doing such great business that she could afford to pay huge wages but Susie seemed satisfied with room and board and money in her pocket. She’d got herself a few clothes, mostly rose-flowered dresses, which she looked good in, and tops and skirts for wearing in the cafe. She’d also had a go at back-combing her hair in the latest bouffant style but the curls wouldn’t let it stay where she wanted, not even with loads of hair lacquer.


Susie was now straightening Daisy’s bed.


‘You don’t have to do that,’ Daisy said.


‘You can make mine while you’re about it, ducky.’ Daisy glanced towards the voice. Vera was poised in the doorway.


‘I’ve come on the borrow, Dais.’


Californian Poppy wafted into the room along with Vera, who was clad in a black silken dressing gown, cinched in tightly and showing off her neat waist.


‘I need your curling tongs. I’ll bring ’em straight back when they’re cold. I left mine too long on the bleedin’ gas ring and when I went to use them they was so ’ot I dropped them an’ they come away at the ’andles. Got a fuckin’ great ’ole in me new Persian rug from Charlie the carpet man as well. I wasn’t ’alf cross.’ Vera’s vermilion mouth cracked into a big smile. The cat was at her ankles. ‘An’ you don’t have to come chasin’ after me, Kibbles. Just because you want some milk.’ She bent down and picked up the daft big lump and the cat started purring. The sound filled the room.


Daisy looked over towards the draining board.


‘No problem,’ she said. ‘And there’s milk over there. I know you’ve only just got up an’ there won’t be any in your room.’ Though she seldom used the ancient gas stove that stood near the sink she did like to keep tea-making facilities handy. Nothing better than a nice cup of tea when you fancied it.


‘Thanks, Dais,’ Vera said. ‘I’ll use yours an’ get some more later. I ’ad the last of mine for a cuppa before I went to bed.’


‘How many times do I have to tell you there’s always milk in the cafe you can use.’


‘I know my place.’ Vera’s face took on a haughty look. She was so bloody independent, was Vera. Sometimes she couldn’t see how she hurt other people by declining offers of help. ‘I wouldn’t take without asking, you know that.’ She sniffed the top of the bottle then took a saucer from the top cupboard, filled it and set Kibbles on the draining board where he began lapping noisily.


‘Best thing about cats,’ she said, folding her arms across her breasts in their pointed bra, ‘is that they’re more dependable than men. A cat stays out at nights and treats the place like a bloody ’otel, so what do we women want men for?’


‘Well, I’m sure if you don’t know, then I can’t help you,’ Daisy said, giving Susie a wink.


‘Good answer, Dais. Though cats don’t ’ave any money, do they?’ She looked down at Daisy’s shoes. ‘They new?’


‘Yeah. I’m off to see Kenny.’


‘Thought you looked especially nice.’


Vera stared at Susie, who was busy trying to make hospital corners with the candlewick bedspread.


‘If you could just spare a bit of bread for some toast?’ Vera looked again at Susie who never raised her head from her task.


‘’Course,’ said Daisy, giving Vera an old-fashioned look. ‘Come on downstairs.’ She picked up her bag. ‘’Bye, Suze,’ she called, giving herself a final glance in the flyspecked mirror before walking out onto the stairs. Vera followed closely, the tongs clutched in one hand, her wedge-heeled fluffy mules click-clacking down the stairs behind Daisy.


‘Love the nail varnish,’ Daisy said, nodding towards Vera’s red toenails when they stood together in the kitchen. She lifted the lid off the big enamelled bread bin but Vera laid a red-tipped hand on her arm.


‘Bugger the toenails an’ I don’t want no bleedin’ bread. You should know by now I don’t eat breakfast. I just want to talk to you.’


‘Oh?’


Vera was speaking softly and looking towards the stairs as though willing Susie to stay away.


‘Come on then, what’s the matter?’


‘It’s your Eddie.’


‘He ain’t my soddin’ Eddie. What’s ’e done now?’


‘That’s just it. We don’t know.’


‘Who’s “we”?’


‘The girls, the local toms.’


‘I thought if they saw him coming they ran a mile?’


‘That’s true,’ said Vera. ‘He’s a cruel bastard an’ no one wants to take him on. It’s only when a naive new young girl goes with him … an’ you know he can charm the birds off the bleedin’ trees.’


‘So? We all know he likes them young, Vera.’


‘That’s as maybe, but he was in the Albert during the week and whispered something to the landlord as made old Bill Tanner nearly shit himself with fear.’


‘What?’


‘Dunno. But he was too scared to have Eddie thrown out. Well, he’d most probably have had the place trashed if he did that. He kept giving Eddie black looks, an’ it looked like Eddie was just waiting, biding his time. Well, you know Eddie don’t ’ardly touch the drink, so why did ’e spend so long in the Albert? All I’m saying, ducks, an’ you never ’eard it from me, is that he’s up to something an’ I don’t want anything to come back on you or this place. I know how ’ard you works.’


‘When ain’t he up to something?’ Daisy said wearily. She put her arms around Vera and hugged her, the familiar poppy scent comforting her as usual. ‘Between you and me, eh?’ she asked, looking up the stairs where they could hear Susie singing tunelessly. They smiled at each other.


‘She’s all right, ain’t she, that Suze? I’ll ’ang around today in case the girl needs any ’elp,’ Vera said, opening the street door and pushing Daisy through, out into the cold. Daisy shivered. ‘An’ you should ’ave a coat on. It’s enough to freeze your bloody drawers off out there.’ She slammed the door.


Daisy walked down to the ferry and caught the bus, shivering all the way. At the station she saw the woman on the opposite platform just as her train drew in. She was not much older than Daisy and reed thin. She was real class. She wore a white wide-brimmed hat over immaculately permed blonde hair. Her finely arched brows and dark eyes were set off with lips red as holly berries. A white swagger coat, patent high heels and a black clutch bag completed the effect. It was unusual to see such a mystifying creature on Fareham Station, someone who’d have been perfectly at home shopping in a high-class London store.


Daisy had felt the bees’ knees back at the cafe in her new suit, but this woman here made her look dowdy. Why couldn’t she have that same self-assured elegance? She glanced along the platform. Everyone was looking at the vision, especially the men. Leering and licking their lips, knowing she was way out of their reach but wanting her anyway. She obviously didn’t have to run a cafe, keep an eye on a brother-in-law who worked the wrong side of the law, and have a husband who was in the nick, Daisy consoled herself. She looked down at her ankles and breathed a sigh of relief. At least they weren’t swollen today like they usually were from standing for hours behind a counter serving teas. Be grateful for small mercies, Dais, she told herself.


As she boarded the train she saw the woman hurrying along before disappearing from view across the bridge that connected the platforms.


Daisy liked sitting and watching the fields and villages pass by. There was an elderly gentleman in the carriage immersed in his newspaper and, though he didn’t light up, she could smell the pipe tobacco clinging to him. A harassed young woman in a thick jumper and jeans had the whole of the opposite seats to herself and her two very small and boisterous children who were attempting to run her ragged. The packet of digestive biscuits she was using to bribe them to silence wasn’t working. The carriage smelled of dog ends and was none too clean. But it was a train ride and a day out for Daisy, and her high spirits weren’t to be dampened.


She thought about Kenny and what they would talk about. He was funny, her Kenny, she thought. Like a child really. Not too great in the brainbox department but his heart was in the right place. And that was what counted with Daisy. But if only Kenny didn’t idolise Eddie so much. That was his trouble, really. He wanted to be like Eddie, couldn’t see Eddie was a shit. Daisy sighed. Why on earth was she thinking about Eddie Lane when she was out on the loose for the day? And she hated to admit it but she was cold. There was practically no heating in the compartment. When she got back she’d give both Suze and Vera the satisfaction of being able to say, ‘We told you so.’ As she left the station and began the walk to the bus, a black taxi overtook her with the glamour girl sitting in the back.
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