




[image: ]










[image: ]









In memory of Jackie Lee Rainbow.
May you rest in eternal peace.









BEFORE


She could hear the sound of her own running footsteps on the wet earth, but she could also hear his. He was getting closer now. Nearer. She could almost feel him. She knew if he caught her this time, he’d want to keep her. She also knew what he’d do to her, but if she could just get to the road, then maybe, maybe someone would see her. Help her . . . Save her. How many others had there been? She knew there’d been a lot – he’d told her, and she heard them screaming. What she didn’t know was if any of the others had got away . . . Panting now, she glanced around. She didn’t know the woods like he did: at night the whole place looked the same: creeping and twisting shadows moving in between the dark tunnel of trees. She needed to go faster but she was tired. Though she daren’t stop, maybe she could hide? Yes, over there by the tree. She could hide there . . .


She hurried across, a creeping terror following her as the wind and the rain got up, muffling the sound of his footsteps. She crouched and, shaking, she tried to quieten her breathing. Quiet, she just had to be quiet . . . A noise made her turn her head. A branch breaking behind her. She tried to make herself smaller, pushing herself further against the base of the tree. She listened again . . . The silence told her he was there. Still, she had to be still . . . Her eyes darted around in the darkness, and she watched. Just waiting . . . Nothing now, only the sound of the rain hitting the leaves and the branches above her . . . Had he gone? Was it safe to move? . . . But then she screamed as she felt her shoulder being grabbed. A hand slammed over her mouth. She turned her head and stared into his eyes . . . It was over now; she knew that it was over . . .









PART ONE









LAST NIGHT


The burn. He always thought that was the best part of it. That first hit. That moment the coke hit the back of his nostrils. That bitter cutting taste at his throat: it was what he’d been waiting for all week . . . Oh God, yeah, this was good shit.


Sniffing deeply, he held his nose closed, making sure none of the specks of coke dropped out and went to waste.


‘You want me to do it how you always like it, hun?’


Her voice ground into his thoughts, putting an irritating edge to his high. And as he sat on the edge of the bed, legs wide apart, he looked down at her, inwardly disgusted at her dirty fingernails around the shaft of his erect penis.


‘What is it about you, Holly, you can never just stop talking,’ he snapped.


Pouting, Holly stared up at him with doe eyes, then licked her lips suggestively. ‘Just want to please you, baby.’


He bent down to her, his penis starting to droop, and grabbed hold of her thin blonde hair, his gaze darting all over her face. ‘If you want to please me,’ he hissed, ‘then you’ll shut that mouth of yours.’ She was spoiling his buzz and he didn’t want to start to come down already, especially after the week he’d had.


‘Baby, I just—’


‘What did I say?’ Glaring at her, he gripped her hair tighter and forced her mouth over his penis, ignoring the sound of her gagging. Stupid little bitch; he wanted to relax, not have her chewing his ear off . . . Fuck. This was pointless. Now, it felt like she was chafing his foreskin with her teeth. Jesus!


Furious, he pushed her off and stood up, using his foot to barge her out of the way.


‘What did you go and do that for?’ Back against the wall, she rubbed her head, her naked body marked with self-harm scars. ‘That frigging hurt, you bastard.’


Lowering his voice to a menacing growl, he took a step towards her. ‘I’ve had a really hard week and the last thing I need, Holly, is you giving me backchat – any chat, for that matter. So, if you’ve got any sense in that empty head of yours, take that as a warning and keep it zipped.’


She snuffled loudly, tears welling in her eyes.


Ignoring her tears and needing another hit, he walked naked across the room. He leaned over the chopped lines of cocaine, snorting vigorously, chasing the high which had now been ruined.


Moving his neck from side to side to relieve some of the tension, he looked around the shabby, overheated room. A stale odour hung in the air and dirty clothes and shoes were piled up in the corner. Empty burrito wrappers and takeaway cartons, as well as a pack of nappies and a bundle of kids’ clothes were stuffed in the broken cot by the window. The place was a pigsty.


His phone buzzed and he flicked a glance at it, watching it spinning around on the top of the dresser, which was propped up with a pile of magazines. He recognized the number. Fuck. He didn’t want to, but he knew he needed to take this.


Swiping up the phone, he answered, trying not to let paranoia creep over him. ‘Yes, what is it?’ he slurred.


‘It’s Tony. We’ve got a bit of trouble.’ The voice on the other end didn’t sound confident. ‘Sorry.’


Glancing in the mirror as he spoke, he noticed how bloodshot his green eyes were. ‘I hope for your sake, Tony, it’s more than a bit of trouble.’ The cocaine made his tongue feel heavy and he rolled it around his mouth before adding, ‘It’s Saturday night, so like I say, this better be a whole lot of trouble for you to disturb me when I’m with my family.’ He looked at Holly, rolling his eyes as she took the last of his cocaine.


‘Sorry, I realize that, and I wouldn’t have—’


‘Just get on with it, you know it pisses me off when people don’t get to the point.’


‘Sorry . . . There’s been an incident, and it might be best if you come—’


‘Fine. I’m on my way. Oh and, Tony, just for the record, I’m not happy. I’m not fucking happy at all that my weekend is going to be messed up.’ He sighed and, before the caller had a chance to respond, hung up.


He rubbed his temple, a headache beginning to form. There’d been trouble brewing for the past week and, as much as this phone call wasn’t wanted, it wasn’t entirely unexpected.


Grabbing the half-empty whisky bottle, he took a swig, wiping a drip off his chin with his arm. Then he took another. One for the road. After all, he had a two-and-a-half-hour drive in front of him.


Angry at that thought, he put on his watch and wedding ring, pulled on his boxers, trousers and top, checking his hair and clothes in the mirror. He looked at Holly, who now lay back on the bed, her eyes looking heavy.


Shaking his head, he threw the money at her. ‘Tidy this fucking mess up, it’s a shithole.’


She squawked at him. ‘I’m a hooker, not a frigging cleaner . . . Same time next week, hun?’


Without bothering to answer, Governor Phil Reed marched out, slamming the door behind him.
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TODAY


HMP Ashcroft: 20 miles outside London


‘You ain’t fucking going to take my baby, you hear me! You ain’t going to take him! I won’t let you. He’s mine. Mine!’ Ness Davis sat on the grimy floor of the cell, hugging her large pregnant stomach, tears streaming down her cheeks.


‘Listen to me, Ness, this isn’t going to do you any favours. There are other ways to go about this. The official way.’


‘And when’s that done any fucking good in this shithole, hey?’


‘Ness, open up, the sooner you do the better, then we can talk and get this all sorted out.’ There was a tinge of impatience in the prison officer’s tone as she spoke from the other side of the thick metal cell door, raising her voice to be heard over the banging and shouts of the other women.


How fucking long are you going to keep us in here


Tell that stupid bitch just to open up


If I lose my visit because of her, I swear, I ain’t going to be responsible for my actions


I’m going to rip her a new one if I’ve got to be in here another hour . . . You hear me, Ness, I’m going to rip you a new one!


Ness listened to the yelling from the other women. She didn’t blame them. She knew she was pissing everyone off. After all, they’d been locked up for over twenty-four hours due to the stand-off between her and the prison officers, but what else was she supposed to do? ‘I ain’t going to do anything unless I speak to the governor. You said he was coming, where the fuck is he, anyway?’ Banging the door with her fist, she screeched back. ‘You hear me, I want to see him, now!’


‘He’s on his way, but I really don’t think you’ll win any brownie points with him. Now stop wasting everyone’s time and open up.’


Wiping her tears on the sleeve of her tracksuit top, Ness yelled so loudly she felt the words cut at the back of her throat. ‘I said, I want to see him, and I ain’t going to change my mind. So just go and get him, yeah . . . I ain’t going to speak to anyone else. Pointless wasting my breath on you lot. Bunch of fucking muppets!’


She screamed the last part, then sighed angrily. She hadn’t actually met the new governor, but if he was anything like the last one, he’d sort things, listen to her, unlike the officers. The only thing they cared about was clocking off and slacking off.


‘. . . Ness, look, you aren’t giving us any other choice, we’re going to come in. OK? So stand back.’


She heard the rattle of keys from the other side of the door and immediately shouted back again, banging on the door once more. ‘If you do . . . if you do, if you even try to come in here, I’ll kill her! You hear me, I’ll slice her up proper!’


The jangling of keys immediately stopped, and through her tears, Ness smiled to herself. She knew the screws wouldn’t risk it. No one wanted a bleeder on their hands. Not because they cared – there was just too much damn paperwork.


In fact, she had no intention of killing anyone, least of all Maureen, her cellmate. Though they suspected that was the case, none of the screws could be certain of it as she’d jammed the hatch and covered the peephole on the door.


Calming down slightly, she yawned and flicked a glance at Maureen. ‘I’m sorry, Reenie. I never wanted to put you in this position, but I don’t know what else to do,’ she whispered, not wanting the officers to hear.


Maureen’s grey eyebrows snapped together, a look of concern on her lined face. She spoke quietly: ‘Sweetheart, you know me – you could do a rain dance on the roof for all I care. I’m only worried that all this shouting and screaming won’t do the bairn any good.’ She smiled warmly at Ness, who smiled back. Feeling her baby kick, she rubbed her stomach and closed her eyes.


Since she’d arrived in Ashcroft in mid-October, almost seven months ago now, Maureen had looked out for her: fussing and caring, making sure she ate, helping her not to fall into the group of spice guzzlers on the wing, who were so off their head most of the time they didn’t even know they were banged up, which she guessed wasn’t altogether a bad thing.


But Maureen had kept her well. Clean. It was the longest she’d gone without snorting or shooting anything up since she was a kid. And quite frankly, she didn’t know what she’d have done without Maureen. Her head had been a mess when they’d brought her in. She was looking at ten years in this shithole and the truth was, if it hadn’t been for her cellmate, she probably would’ve topped herself by now.


Maureen – or Reenie as she always called her – felt more like a mother to her than her own had ever been. Though that wasn’t hard; Ness’s mother had been nothing but a crackhead who loved the gear more than she’d ever loved any of her seven kids. And if there’d been any doubt about that, it had become evident when her mother had given her a handful of uppers and put her on the game at thirteen to pay for her habit. Fast-forward twenty years, and that was still the only career she knew.


Opening her eyes and wiping her running nose on her grey tracksuit sleeve, Ness glanced up at Maureen, who continued to knit – an illegal pastime in Ashcroft after too many women had used the needles as weapons, or worse. Tess, who was celled up on the next landing and saw herself as top dog of the wing, used them to sexually assault the women who dared cross her.


She breathed out heavily and turned her attention back to Maureen. ‘Reenie, what do you reckon – should I hold out for the governor? I don’t want Lynette to miss her visit, she hasn’t seen her kid for a few weeks now, and I know she was supposed to come today. She couldn’t wait to see her.’


‘For feck’s sake, will you look at that?’ Maureen, cursing slightly at the dropped stitch on the yellow baby bonnet she was making, looked up. She beamed, the lines around her eyes becoming deeper as her soft Irish accent filled the air. ‘You’re a good girl, Nessie, so you are, and I think maybe the kindest thing to do—’


Before Maureen had managed to say anything else, the door was flung open, sending Ness sprawling across the floor as six officers in full riot gear barged in.


‘Get back! Get back! Put your weapon down!’


‘She hasn’t got a weapon, you fecking eejits!’ Maureen shouted in horror.


Ness screamed as the officers continued to yell their orders. They pinned her down and Maureen rushed over, her face pinched with anger. ‘What the feck are you doing, you know the girl’s pregnant! Get off her! For God’s sake, get off her, you lumps of fuck! You’re going to hurt her, get off! You could do her and the bairn an injury.’


Maureen started to take another step towards Ness, who was sobbing and crying out in pain, but she was immediately blocked by a tall figure strolling casually into the cell. ‘Enough! This is a prison, not a zoo.’ There was an authoritative tone to his voice.


‘Try telling them that! What did they go and barge in here like that for?’ Maureen stood to her full five-foot height.


‘They were following my orders. Problem?’ Governor Phil Reed, dressed in a freshly pressed suit, threw a glance at Ness sprawled on the floor.


‘Who the feck are you anyway?’


Reed smirked. ‘It depends how you want to play it. I’m either your saviour or I’m your biggest nightmare. In other words, I’m your new governor.’ He winked at the old woman with the mass of white hair tied up in a bun who stood defiantly in front of him. He’d read a lot of the women’s notes when he’d arrived, but most of them had just merged into one big mess. To him they were all the same: druggies, whores, child abusers, husband killers, shoplifters, wasters of society and taxpayers’ money. But Maureen Flaherty, well, she was different from the others. Her notes had fascinated him: an ex-nun, who’d refused a defence barrister, had been given life, but was now a model prisoner, trusted by all the women . . . Someone who might be very useful to him.


Much to his silent amusement, Maureen looked taken aback.


‘Now move it. I want a quiet word with Vanessa on my own, see if we can’t sort this little problem out between us.’


At first Maureen didn’t move, her gaze darting to where Ness still lay.


‘Go on, get out. She’ll be fine, I’ll look after her,’ Reed said disingenuously. ‘Oh, and Maureen, I can rely on you not to stir up the other women, can’t I? As far as you’re concerned, this matter is closed.’


Without a word, she nodded, and he watched her shuffle out of the cell. He turned and glanced at the riot officers. ‘That means you lot too . . . Now get out.’


The officers looked at each other uneasily before Officer Sharps, a small stocky woman, spoke. ‘Sir, are you sure? It’s not—’


‘It’s not what?’ Reed cut in. ‘You wouldn’t be so stupid to start to question my authority already, would you, Officer?’ He glared at her. ‘I’m sure I can handle Vanessa on my own – let’s not make this bigger than it is already. You’ll learn very quickly my approach is often different to other people’s, but I get results, and I also have the women’s best interest at heart. And creating a bigger drama out of this isn’t in the interest of anyone, especially Vanessa . . .’


Reed trailed off, wincing at the sharp bite of his headache, which he’d had since last night despite having taken several painkillers and a tumbler of brandy. It was one of the reasons he hadn’t come straight to the prison. Instead, he’d gone home, laid down on the couch and woken up this morning to several missed calls and frantic messages from Tony Earle, his deputy, who in the short time he’d known him had proved to be more of a hindrance than anything else.


He rubbed his temples. The constant noise in the prison wasn’t helping. It was one of the things that a lot of women never got used to, and the biggest reason they dished out so many sleeping tablets and antidepressants. Night or day there was no real peace.


Without a word, the officers walked out, leaving Reed to gently close the cell door behind them. He looked around. The metal toilet and sink plumbed into the corner were hidden slightly by a screen made by draping towels over two plastic chairs. An attempt, he presumed, at achieving some kind of privacy. But there was no privacy here. Every sound, every stench, every bowel movement, every tampon change, was in full view.


By the side of the kettle, there was the usual array of personal items: all of them tat. He inwardly smiled at the small wooden cross hanging above the bottom bunk: what good that would do inside Ashcroft, he wasn’t sure. Amused, he moved his gaze to the few photos of a life left behind. But the handful of possessions couldn’t compete with the desperation crammed within the chipped magnolia walls of the three-by-two-metre cell.


Reed sighed and his stare fell back on Ness, who was now sitting up and rubbing her stomach. She looked a mess. Her hollow face, her scraggly thin brown hair and her skinny body with the large protruding stomach looked comical.


‘I’m the new governor. I hear you’ve been asking for me, Vanessa.’ He stretched out his hand to Ness, who took it gratefully. ‘You wanted to see me.’


Ness nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’ She sounded relieved.


‘It must be urgent for you to take such drastic action.’


Ness spoke quickly, her words tumbling out: ‘It is . . . I was told by one of the prison workers that I ain’t going to be able to keep my baby once it’s born, cos there aren’t any spaces in the mother and baby unit. That ain’t right. It’s not fair. I should be able to keep him with me until he’s two – other women are keeping their babies. I can appeal, but that could take months, which is no good. So, the last governor promised me that he’d sort it, that he’d find a way for me to keep him.’ She paused, fiddling with her hands, her voice breaking with emotion. ‘I’m clean now, so there ain’t any reason why I shouldn’t have him with me.’


Reed nodded and paced slowly around the small cell as Ness continued to talk.


‘So, you see, I need you to help me, like the last governor was going to do. But that’s the only reason why I’ve done all this. I was never ever going to hurt Reenie; I wouldn’t do that, she’s like a mum to me, she’s like a mum to a lot of the women. I only said that shit cos I wanted someone to listen. I wanted someone to understand that . . . that . . .’ She stopped and her eyes filled with tears.


He turned to look at her. ‘Go on.’


‘. . . Well, after he’s born is the only time I’ll have a chance to have him with me. I didn’t even realize I was pregnant when I came inside. I don’t think I’d have gone through with it if I’d known before I was banged up. But here I am, and thing is, I’m looking at a ten stretch. I’ll get out in seven, six if I’m really lucky, but by that time, it’ll be too late. He won’t know me from frigging Adam. But I reckon, if I can have those first two years with him in the mother and baby unit, social workers will be less likely to put him up for adoption; he’d probably just go into long-term foster care. It ain’t great but at least I’d be able to see him that way, on visits and stuff.’ She shrugged miserably. ‘Like I say, I just want to have a chance to be his mum.’


Reed stared at her. He paused, watching as a large black fly crawled along the bars of the window. ‘So let me get this straight, Vanessa, all this . . . stand-off, was because you wanted to be a good mum?’


Ness gave a small smile. She nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yeah . . . yeah, exactly that.’


Without warning, Reed smashed her against the wall. Pressing his finger hard against her lip. So hard it split.


‘Well, maybe you should have thought about being a good mum before you drove a knife into your pimp’s chest.’ He smirked. ‘But, if it’s any consolation, Ness, that kid you’ve got growing inside you . . .’ He put one hand on her stomach, slowly stroking it. ‘. . . Well, it’ll be better off without you. No kid wants a drug-addicted whore as a mother.’


Shaking, and with blood trickling down her chin, Ness went to open her mouth but immediately Reed slammed his hand over it. ‘Don’t scream. Understand? Otherwise, I will rip that baby out of you.’


Eyes wide and looking terrified, Ness nodded, her stare darting all over the governor’s face, which was screwed up in disgust. He leaned into her, inches away, and she recoiled from his bad breath.


‘Now this is how it’s going to go from now on, Vanessa: you are never, never going to cause trouble in my prison again.’ He grabbed her hair and banged her head hard against the wall and she let out the tiniest of squeals. ‘If you ever as much as think about doing something like this again, your life will be such a living hell, they’ll end up carrying you out of here in a body bag.’ He tapped her stomach and smirked. ‘And don’t think about telling anyone about this little chat we’ve had, all right?’


He stepped back, then reached out and stroked her face, wiping the blood away from her chin with his thumb. ‘So now we understand each other, how about you go and enjoy your visit, and we can put all this behind us?’


And with a wink, Governor Reed stalked out, leaving Ness shaking as she glanced miserably at the calendar: only nine years and three months to go . . .
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VISITING TIME


‘What’s with the delay, darlin’? I’ve been frigging sardined up here for the past couple of hours. Either let us in or let us out.’ Ollie Jones glared at the prison officer in the corner of the grey-painted holding room, who looked as hot and uncomfortable as he felt. He glanced around angrily. It was early May, but heat was pumping out from the vents in the ceiling like it was mid-winter, and there were at least twenty-five . . . twenty-six people jammed up close together with the only seat being the one the prison officer had her arse stuck on.


Usually, they’d be in and out of the holding room within minutes: bags checked, jackets checked, shoes checked, anywhere they felt like checking was theirs to open up and poke around in, but for some reason they’d been stuck in this room with no one telling them what was happening.


Ollie sighed and his gaze snagged on a girl. He winked at her, aware she’d been flashing her eyes at him since he’d got here. She blushed and quickly looked away, which made him smile, though it didn’t surprise him. Maybe it was arrogance, but he knew he had that effect on women, always had done, ever since he was a teenager. He’d learned that his looks and turning on a bit of charm could get even the hardest-faced cow to whip off her knickers.


He saw her trying not to look and this time he chuckled out loud, causing the prison officer to glance across and frown. The girl was certainly a sort. Though she looked no older than eighteen, which always spelt trouble. They always turned out to be the clingy ones. The ones that started professing their love right after they’d given a blow job.


But in fairness, if the circumstances were different, he might have cracked on with her. Blue eyes, auburn hair, a tight, curvaceous body in proportion, what was there not to like? But he’d be a fool to go there; he didn’t want to complicate his life any more than it already was. Not that he wanted to think about all the shit he had going on right now, and besides, the girl was one of the usual faces he’d seen here at Ashcroft while he was visiting Amy.


He had a feeling her name was Mina. Amy had mentioned her a few times – or rather, Amy had told him some story or other about her mother, who apparently was up the duff and on the same wing as her. Though in truth, most times his missus started bunnying on about the other women, he tuned out: there were only so many stories of prisoner cell block H he could handle. The sooner she was out of here, the better.


Undoing another button on his expensive black shirt, hoping somehow it would help with the oppressive heat, Ollie thought back. He’d had five long years of coming here. Five long years without Amy. Shit. Of course, in that time he’d been with more hookers than he’d bother remembering, and of course he’d fucked a few of her friends, as friends so often do. But random pussy was not the same as having her next to him in his bed. Even thinking about his wife gave him the beginnings of a hard-on, though that soon disappeared as the image of the hooker he’d been with last night came into his mind. She’d looked the part – nice ass, pert breasts – but she’d ruined the effect by spending the whole time chewing on her gum noisily and looking bored.


He sighed, bringing his thoughts back to Amy. She’d taken the rap for him, and he certainly regretted it. Not because he felt guilty – this was just another part of marriage: for better or worse, shit happens. No, he regretted it because he hadn’t realized how much he needed her around. But then, that had always been the case. Since the very first time he’d met Amy, he just knew. He’d always known she was his, and his alone.


He’d picked her up when she’d been an escort, a stripper, in one of his mate’s clubs. And the thought of that, even after all these years, still sent rage surging through his body. The idea that Amy was flaunting her tits, and her ass was for sale for some other geezer, made him want to kill. Within a couple of weeks of meeting her, he’d seen to it she was hardly out of his sight, or at least, if it wasn’t his sight, it was one of his men’s. He knew he couldn’t ever be too careful, especially with someone as beautiful as Amy: long wavy chestnut hair, piercing green eyes, and her body always trim and tight . . . shit, he would be a fool to have her on anything but a short leash.


Ollie liked to know just what it was his woman was doing. He was old school like that. None of this women’s lib crap. Seriously, he didn’t get what the big need was for women to have all this freedom. What the fuck was freedom anyway? What would they do with it? It was just some daft idea they’d got into their heads. Something for them to complain about when they had nothing else to moan about. Because, in the end, if they had money in their pocket, a bit of designer gear, fuck-off wheels to drive about in, not to mention all the pedicures, manicures, all that beauty shit, as well as holidays in Marbella, what the fuck did they need freedom for? Christ, they wouldn’t even have time for it.


He yawned noisily, thinking about the one thing that had always puzzled him, though maybe it was just a sign of Amy’s strength. But she had never once complained about the sentence they’d thrown at her. Most women he knew, and even men for that matter, would’ve had a hissy meltdown: five years for money laundering, which wasn’t too bad as it went, but certainly bad enough when it wasn’t her rap, it was his.


However, Amy had just accepted it. Though he had thought she’d get out before now, each time she was up for parole, some ruck, some bad behaviour from her, some breaking of the rules, had caused it to be cancelled. Thankfully, there was no chance of that happening now. Unusually, she’d served the whole five years, which meant within the next two weeks or so she’d be home, right by his side. Where she belonged. And this time, there was no way in hell he was going to let her go anywhere again.


‘OK, ladies and gentlemen and whatever else you like to call yourself these days.’ The prison officer smirked, placing her radio in her wide black belt before heaving herself up and continuing: ‘We’ve got the all-clear, so visiting can go ahead.’


What the fuck was the hold-up anyway?


An irate voice came from the back of the room, but no one bothered turning around or answering as they were led from the holding rooms back into the fresh air and across to the next block. Across to his Amy.
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AMY


Walking into the bleak visiting room, Amy Jones automatically felt herself tensing. Each and every time she hoped it wouldn’t show on her face, but the problem was, Ollie had a way of knowing what she was thinking, or at least, he had a way of getting out of her what she was thinking. The Ollie Jones way.


‘Hey baby.’ Seeing him at one of the small metal tables which were securely fastened to the floor – a precaution in case any of the women decided to start throwing them about – Amy plastered on a smile and purred at Ollie, the way he liked it. She’d learned very quickly that everything was about the way Ollie liked things.


The minute she sat down on the broken-backed blue plastic chair opposite him, Ollie reached across the table and grabbed her hand – a little bit too hard, as always.


‘Hello, darlin’, you all right? I thought I’d never get in here to see you today. I tell you what, that geezer-bird of a screw over there thought it was OK to fuck about with us.’ Glaring, he spun round to look at the prison officer. ‘I don’t think she knows who she’s playing with. I ain’t one of her bitches.’ He raised his voice at the end of the sentence, loud enough for the other visitors to turn and look at them.


Not wanting Ollie to wind himself up, but knowing that was exactly what he was doing, Amy put on a soothing voice. ‘There was a bit of trouble of the wing. One of the women decided to have a protest or something.’ She smiled as he turned back to her and stroked his face, continuing to talk. ‘Anyway, you’re here now, baby, that’s all that matters, ain’t it?’


He ran his fingers through his thick black hair and stared at her, his hazel eyes dark and brooding. ‘Yeah, and you’ll be home soon, that’s all that matters.’


With the sun streaming in through the bars on the windows, Amy clasped her hands together to stop her trembling. The hum of noise in the room, like on the wing, ever present. She glanced around. She winked at the kids playing with the stained and broken toys from the box in the corner, the prison to them as normal as going to the park. The whole room was full of families snatching precious moments with their loved ones, and she watched as a tall man became frustrated with the drink and snack machine, which had never been refilled for the whole of her sentence.


She nodded at Maureen, who sat with the priest who often visited her. She had a feeling Maureen had said his name was Jack, although apparently, he was on a sabbatical. Though Reenie had told them he wore his clerical collar anyway, on account of getting better treatment wherever he went.


She smiled inwardly at the thought, and absent-mindedly continued to stare until she suddenly realized he was glancing across towards her. She quickly averted her eyes, not wanting Ollie to catch her looking at another man, even a man of the cloth. Amy knew her husband well enough to know that wouldn’t make any difference; he’d kick up a fuss, especially as the priest was nothing short of astonishingly good looking.


Noticing Ness walk into the visiting room, she smiled at Mina sitting alone at a table, who smiled back shyly. Then she brought her gaze back to Ollie, who for some reason seemed distracted by Tess – D wing’s self-appointed top dog – strolling in.


Amy’s eyes darted over her husband’s handsome face. The face that had made her think he was her prince in shining armour. Unfortunately, armour soon gets rusty.


Ashcroft was a dump. There were so many things wrong with the prison, though the one thing that prison life had given her above all else was safety. She was safely locked up, away from Ollie. Away from the life she hadn’t been able to escape from. But now they were about to let her out and there was nothing she could do. And with dread in her heart she dug her nails into her palms and smiled at him as he turned his attention back to her. Hoping that her voice wouldn’t crack and betray her, Amy took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s all that matters, ain’t it, darlin’? Home sweet home.’
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NESS


‘Where’ve you been? What’s happened to your lip?’ Tears pricked at Mina’s eyes. ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’


Ness touched her mouth, which was still sore. She was feeling shaken from her encounter with Reed. She’d been in and out of prison a few times for small things – shoplifting, prostitution – and she’d come across the governor’s type before. A bully who could get away with treating the women like shit because he was answerable to no one. She knew men like him deserved their comeuppance, though she wasn’t about to start blowing the whistle. Even if she wanted to grass him up, she couldn’t because who would listen to the likes of her? They’d laugh and see her as a troublemaker, an inmate that bore a grudge.


No, all she wanted to do was serve her time and get out early on good behaviour, which meant taking whatever Governor Reed handed out. Look on the bright side, she told herself, it could’ve been worse: she could’ve lost her visit. She supposed she was grateful for that. But none of it stopped her worrying about what was going to happen to her baby. She couldn’t, she just couldn’t give him up. The thought of that made her feel sick. But it felt like she’d run out of options before she’d even been given a chance.


Forcing her attention back to Mina, Ness smiled and gave a shrug. ‘I didn’t think I was coming either. I didn’t think they’d let me, there was a bit of trouble. But it’s all sorted now.’ Holding her stomach and sliding herself into the hard plastic chair, she studied her eldest daughter.


Mina had just turned seventeen, and she couldn’t be more beautiful: the bluest and biggest eyes, red pouting lips, long dark lashes, and high cheekbones . . . but she also couldn’t look more like bait if she tried. Her daughter didn’t even realize how attractive she was, but she had the sort of looks which attracted trouble, which attracted the sharks, the dogs . . . the pimps. Ness took a deep breath at the thought, knowing only too well how that ends.


They’d circle around a young kid like Mina, trying to take advantage of her. It had been bad enough before, but now Ness was banged up, there was no way she could protect her daughter like she wanted to, like she’d promised to, like she’d hoped to when she first held her in her arms at the hospital . . . before social services had taken Mina away within hours of being born and put her into their care.


Angry at the memory, angry at herself, at the mess she’d got into, Ness tried to ignore the familiar waves of anxiety. ‘Do you have to walk around looking like that?’ she snapped, hating herself for being harsh. All too often her words came out before her brain jumped into action, but it was hard not to react when the make-up her daughter had piled on made her look so much older, and the clothes she was wearing made her look like a mini version of Ness . . . A tart . . . A whore. She fought the tears. After all, wasn’t she the one who’d told Mina to ditch her jeans and bright-coloured sweaters, the sneakers and puffer jacket, because she hadn’t wanted anyone questioning Mina’s age. She’d wanted her daughter to look older. She needed her to. She couldn’t afford any busybodies phoning the social to report that her daughter was on her own in the bedsit. On her own, looking after Flo.


Flo was Mina’s little sister. Their fathers were obviously not the same. Actually, she wasn’t entirely sure who the father was. Her pimp or one of her clients. Though that didn’t matter. All that mattered was social services didn’t get their hands on Flo, which they would’ve done if they’d known about her. Which they still would do, if they found out.


She’d gone to a lot of trouble to hide Flo away from the authorities. Not bothering to go to any of the antenatal clinics during her pregnancy, and when she’d been seven months gone, she’d moved from Essex to Soho. Running away from her violent pimp, only to get involved with a worse one.


Still, at least she and Mina had started afresh, even if it had meant renting a shitty bedsit for cash and no questions . . . as well as the odd blow job for the landlord when she was short of the rent. And when Flo had been born, she’d used her sister’s name, not that she’d seen her for the past ten years, but that was another thing that hadn’t mattered either. What had mattered was that she’d been able to take Flo home the next day.


During those three years she hadn’t been the perfect mum to either Flo or Mina, though she’d tried, she’d tried to get off the drugs, but the drugs always managed to find her. And she’d tried to get herself a different sort of job, a different kind of life. But no one had wanted to employ her, after all there was nothing on her CV apart from blow jobs and turning tricks.


But however dysfunctional, it had worked. The three of them had ticked over; actually, they’d done more than that. They’d been the three musketeers, and apart from her using, it was the first time in her life that she’d been anywhere near content. But then that night had happened which had started off so normally: the punters, the sex, the money, the usual Monday night. Only it had ended up with her pimp lying on the floor in a pool of blood, a six-inch blade sticking out of his chest.


She sighed and rubbed her temples, the anger, the worry churning inside her. ‘You look like a cheap tart, Mina.’ And once again, the minute Ness had said those words, she regretted them as she saw the hurt rush across Mina’s face. This place was doing her head in, it felt like she was either being too defensive or on the attack, and her daughter often got the hard edge of that wedge.


Self-consciously Mina pulled up her low-cut red top. She knew her mum was being hard on her, but she also knew the reason: she couldn’t bear that her sweet girl would end up like her. Mina had had a hard enough start in life. She’d been born addicted to crack, and between coming back to live with her mum and bouncing back to foster carers over and over again when social services swooped in to take her away because Ness was back on the drugs or had neglected to care properly for her daughter, Mina’s childhood had been only a fraction better than her mother’s. Yet somehow Mina had kept her loving nature.


The difference between Ness’s childhood and Mina’s was that she loved her daughter so much, but she just didn’t know how to show it, no one had ever taught her. So, the only way she could show her love was by being hard on her, that was all she knew how to do. Ashamed of herself, Ness quickly changed the subject: ‘Anyway, where’s Flo?’


‘With Doreen.’


‘Doreen? Are you stupid, what have I said about leaving her with people? Do you want her to be taken by social services?’


Nervously, Mina chewed on her chipped painted nails. ‘What was I supposed to do, Mum? You were the one who told me not to bring her here.’


Ness leaned over the table, lowering her voice. ‘That don’t mean you can leave Flo with anyone. You should know better.’


‘Doreen’s not anyone. She helps me out. Anyway, she’s your mate, so I don’t know why you don’t want her to look after Flo.’


Ness sighed and instinctively rubbed the side of her stomach as the baby began to kick. ‘Just pay for the babysitter like you were supposed to do.’


Mina’s face flushed. ‘With what?’


‘What the fuck do you mean, with what? You had that big bag of dough. Oh, please, please don’t fucking tell me you’ve rinsed through it already?’ She glared at her daughter. The money had belonged to Steve, her pimp, and when he’d been lying there bleeding to death, instead of calling an ambulance, she’d taken the opportunity to take his money, or rather take back what he’d earned from the likes of her. ‘Ten grand, Mina. Ten frigging grand. Tell me you’re joking. That was your security. Yours and Flo’s.’


‘It ain’t all gone . . . well, not entirely. There’s a bit left . . . Not much.’


Ness covered her face with her hands for a moment then, dropping them, she shook her head. ‘Go on then, where’s it gone? And it better not be on frigging drugs and partying, I’m warn—’


‘On the rent, Mum,’ Mina interrupted. ‘You were behind by eight, nine months.’


‘It was fine, I had a deal with him. You didn’t need to cough up all that.’


‘No, Mum, it wasn’t fine. He threatened to kick us out. And your deal was something that I wasn’t going to do.’


Ness felt her cheeks burn. A wave of anger rushed through her. She also felt humiliated, which was crazy; she’d always been open with her daughter about being on the game, but she didn’t need to be reminded, not like this. The stark reality of how she earned her living and what she had to do to get by felt like a curveball had hit her.


Although it was true, the deal she had with her landlord before she’d been banged up was something she wouldn’t want her daughter to do; in fact, she’d kill her if she did. Giving blow jobs, being pawed over and having sex with a man who was old enough to be her grandfather, all to keep the rent down, certainly wasn’t her finest hour.


‘How much are we talking about, Mina? How much have you got left?’


Mina shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I don’t know. There was the rent, Flo’s clothes – she needed them – and . . . and food . . . and the babysitter is expensive and there’s only so much time I can take off school to look after her. I needed stuff for my exams, Mum, books and . . . Look, I’m trying my best. It’s not easy.’ Tears began to run down Mina’s cheeks.


Guilt washed over Ness, but as so often happened, it turned to fury. ‘What do you think it’s like for me in here, hey? Do you think I’ve just booked myself into a frigging Airbnb for the next ten years? What are you going to do now, Mina?’


Trembling, Mina shrugged miserably. ‘I don’t know. We’ll manage, I’ve still got a bit left.’


‘A bit ain’t going to last. Jesus, Mina. It’s not like I can get any more money for you, stuck in here, is it?’


‘Well, you wouldn’t be in here if you hadn’t brought Steve into our lives,’ Mina muttered under her breath.


Ness leaned over the table and grabbed Mina’s hand. ‘What the fuck did you just say to me? What the fuck did you say? How dare you. How fucking dare you.’ Incensed, Ness raised her voice, causing the other visitors to look across.


‘Everything all right, babe?’ Lynette, one of the women who had a cell two doors along from her, smiled, her black skin shining with the coco cream she always used. There was a tinge of sadness to her, though, and Ness had a feeling she was trying not to cry. By the looks of things, her daughter, Evie, yet again hadn’t bothered to show up, something Ness knew Lynette found painful.


Feeling her baby kicking, Ness took a deep breath, and nodded. ‘Yeah, you know what kids are like, Lynn.’ She gave a quick, cold glance at Mina, who was silently crying. ‘Drive you mad, don’t they?’


‘Well at least your kid turns up. I thought Evie would be here today, but my sister just told me that she still doesn’t want to come. I ain’t seen her in nearly a month now. I don’t know what I’ve done to her; she won’t even pick up the phone to me . . . but then again, I guess I don’t blame her . . .’ Lynette trailed off and shrugged, before glancing at Mina. ‘You all right though, hun? How’s school?’


Mina wiped her tears on her jacket. ‘It’s OK. We’ve got exams next week.’


‘Make sure you work hard for them, yeah? I was always shit at exams, never bothered with school. Maybe that’s why I ended up in here.’ She grinned and, getting up to walk back to the wing, she rubbed Mina’s back as she passed. ‘Promise me you’ll work hard, girl, get out there, see the world. You don’t want to end up like me . . . or your mother – especially not your mother.’ Lynette winked at Ness.


Mina giggled. ‘Thanks, Lynn . . . see you later.’


‘Time please, everyone.’ The prison officer suddenly came to life, shouting unnecessarily loud.


As Mina went to get up, Ness kept hold of her hand, her voice icy. ‘You owe me, Mina. You owe me that you’ll look after Flo, you hear me . . . Cos I might have brought Steve into our lives – and God do I fucking regret that – but let’s face it, so much of this mess, this shit, is because of you.’
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MINA


‘You want a lift, babe? I’m driving past your manor.’


Standing miserably in the prison car park as it started to rain, Mina gazed at Iris sitting behind the wheel of her new ice-blue Range Rover. Still upset by the way her mum had treated her, she wiped away her tears. She hated arguing with her, especially as she knew she wouldn’t see her mum for another week. She missed her and everything seemed such a struggle.


They were always at loggerheads now, and it upset her because they hadn’t argued when Ness had been on the outside. Yeah, they’d had their disagreements, but not like this, it was like everything was falling apart. And she wasn’t sure how to stop it. The truth was, she was terrified. She couldn’t see a way out, and the problem was, her mum’s sentence was really only just beginning.


‘Come on then, unless you’re trying out for the wet T-shirt competition. You hoping to impress someone?’ Iris winked and giggled.


‘Hey baby, how are you, darlin’? Long time no see!’ Roz Watson, Iris’s friend, waved from the passenger seat at her before elegantly clambering out.


‘Yeah, I’m good thanks,’ Mina said quietly, feeling even more self-conscious about the way she was dressed. Roz and Iris were everything she wasn’t.


‘I’m in a rush sweetheart, got a little bird to catch.’ Roz winked, laughing, as if somehow Mina was supposed to be in on the joke.


Hurrying to her side, Roz – smelling of expensive perfume, and as loud and dramatic as always – gave her a kiss on the cheek. Her eyes sparkled as she said, ‘We must get together soon, go for a drink or something, yeah? All three of us. Don’t be a stranger, hun.’


Before Mina had a chance to reply, Roz tottered off in a towering pair of heels, across the car park towards the main road.


‘Mina, move your beautiful arse and get in,’ Iris hollered again, and this time Mina moved towards the car.


She shivered slightly, trying not to feel envious of Iris’s life, or Roz’s for that matter. She liked both of them, but especially Iris. From the very first time she’d visited her mum, Iris had reached out to her and shown her nothing but kindness, which she had to admit, had surprised her. She never thought that someone like Iris would bother with the likes of her. After all, she had nothing, owned nothing – apart from cheap clothes and an even cheaper fake Louis Vuitton bag – and she lived in a dive which she called home. Whereas Iris seemed to have everything.


She was graceful, tall, a model figure, beautifully kept long flowing corkscrew blonde hair with golden highlights running through it. A pretty face. And she wore all the latest designer gear along with the obligatory diamond Rolex watch. But even though Iris had a life which Mina could only dream of, their differences hadn’t stopped them becoming friends, because in spite of everything, there was one similarity that had thrown them together. One similarity which couldn’t be denied: they were both COPs: children of prisoners.


Mina had initially found the whole of prison life, of having a parent inside, totally alien and overwhelming. Frightening even. She’d never felt so alone – which was saying something, given that she’d been in and out of care throughout her life. And she hadn’t been able to confide in any of her friends. What was the point? They wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t know how it felt to wait in line in the cold week after week to undergo a body search, a bag search, personal belongings search, just to be able to sit opposite their mum for a couple of hours. To Mina it felt like she was as much a prisoner as the women in Ashcroft.


But Iris, well, she’d understood. Her mum, Steph, had been inside for the past six years for murder, though she was looking at a life stretch. Iris had told her that her mum had sliced up some guy she’d been doing business with, and ever since, Iris had to come and visit her mum here at Ashcroft most weekends.


Roz, on the other hand, had been banged up herself, along with her sister, who still had six months of her sentence to go, for buying and selling stolen designer goods. Though neither of them had been locked up in Ashcroft. They’d served their sentence at a prison outside Nottingham, where Iris’s mum, Steph, had originally been sent while on remand.


Iris had struck up a friendship with Roz, starting first in the visiting room, and it had continued after she’d been released. She wasn’t entirely sure what Roz had been banged up for, but she did know that Iris’s mum didn’t like her hanging out with Roz for some reason. But she also knew that it just made Iris more determined to be mates with her.


As much as she liked Roz, Mina always felt slightly intimidated by her. It was the confidence she walked around with. The opposite to how she always felt.


‘Mina, you’re well soaked.’ Iris, her blue eyes lighting up, giggled again.


‘You sure you want me getting in your car like this?’


‘Of course I am. I ain’t going to leave you to walk, am I? Hurry up, you look like a drowned rat.’


They both laughed as Mina climbed in, but as she did, she glanced behind her.


Iris saw her looking. ‘Were you hoping for a better offer?’


Mina tilted her head and grinned as she put on her seatbelt. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘You know what I’m talking about.’ Iris gestured with her hand. ‘I saw you looking at him.’


Immediately, Mina blushed. She could feel her cheeks burning. ‘Who?’


Putting the car into drive, Iris headed for the exit. ‘That Ollie geezer.’ Iris glanced at Mina. ‘And don’t try to deny it, you’re always looking at him . . . Well smitten, ain’t you?’


‘No,’ Mina shrugged, then squealed with embarrassment and pushed herself down into her seat as Iris beeped her horn as they drove past Ollie, who was stepping into his large, blacked-out four-by-four.


‘Oh my God! I can’t believe you just did that! Do you think he saw? Did he see us?’


‘Er, yes! Duh!’ Iris hooted with laughter, turning towards the motorway that would take them back to London. To Soho. ‘I don’t know what you see in him, Meen.’


‘What, you wouldn’t if you had a chance?’ Mina looked at Iris, smelling the brand-new leather of the cream seats.


‘No, I frigging wouldn’t. He’s a creep. Well muggy. He reckons he’s God’s gift. Yuk! He once tried to chat up Roz, but she was having none of it. Evie, though, God, she was well into him.’


Irrationally, Mina felt a streak of jealousy rush through her. She didn’t really like Evie, who was around the same age as them, though Iris was slightly older; she’d just turned eighteen. The flashy new Range Rover a present from her mum, Steph. Roz was older still, twenty-five, twenty-six. Mina didn’t know much about her background, but she hadn’t ever seen her without a Louis Vuitton bag hooked on her arm and a pair of Louboutins.


‘Evie’s got no chance,’ Mina replied sullenly. ‘As if he’s going to look at her, have you seen the way she dresses? It’s like she’s got shares in an old woman’s shop.’


Iris spluttered, showing off her perfect white teeth. ‘Meow . . . You have got it bad, ain’t you? Anyway, I haven’t seen Evie for ages, so you don’t have to worry about the competition, he’s all yours.’


‘I wasn’t worried . . . What’s happened to her, anyway? I saw Lynette in the visiting room.’


‘I dunno, maybe she just doesn’t fancy coming anymore. I swear down, I wish I could swerve this place. If I miss a week, my mum’s right on my case, she’s such a fucking bitch. And she’s giving me proper grief about Roz coming down to see me. I swear that cow doesn’t like me to have any mates, apart from you, that is.’ Overtaking a lorry too quickly as she hit the motorway, then sticking her middle finger up at the driver, Iris continued in a snarl: ‘Even though she’s inside, she really thinks she can still run my life. Like she’s got this mobile phone she keeps stashed away, and she always calls, checking where I am, checking what I’m doing, who I’m seeing. She’s on it all the time.’


‘Then don’t answer,’ Mina suggested.


Iris raised her eyebrows. ‘I wish. If I don’t, she sends one of her goons around to the house, to check on me.’


‘What about your stepdad though, is he still away?’


‘I told you already that he can’t say nothing, and besides, he’s well under her thumb. And anyway, this past year he ain’t really been around. He spends most of his time sunning it up in Marbella on her money, but she doesn’t really bother with him anyway.’


Mina remembered that Iris had told her that her real dad had been stabbed to death when she was only little, and her stepdad was one of life’s ponces.


‘But I’m telling you, Mina, I ain’t going to put up with it much longer. I’m sick of her trying to control me. She’s a part-time mum, so she ain’t entitled to get a full-time say. I’m eighteen now, and I’m going to find a way to earn my own money, then I’m going to leave everything behind and just fuck off out of here.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah, really, I’m going to walk away from it all, every single thing . . . well maybe not this car, maybe I’ll take this baby with me.’ Laughing and relaxing, Iris quickly glanced at Mina before concentrating again on the road. ‘You can come with me, if you like. Maybe we could go to the States or . . . or Australia or Germany even. Apparently, German men are well fit. Let’s fuck them all off and leave them to it – what do you say?’


Mina turned and looked out of the window, watching the rain slink down the outside of the car. The idea of being able to leave it all behind, leave behind all the responsibility, never having to answer to her mum, or to her conscience, was something she could only dream of. But then what about Flo? What would she do with her? She hadn’t actually told Iris about Flo, and although she trusted her, Mina knew she couldn’t have anyone finding out about her little sister. She’d been in care herself and it had been tough; the memories of the abuse she’d suffered never went away. And there was no way she was ever going to let her sister go through what she had. But that didn’t stop her wishing that life was different.


Speaking in almost a whisper, and knowing her reply was just a pipe dream, Mina smiled wistfully. ‘Yeah, I’d like that. I’d be well up for it.’


For the next half hour, they drove in silence, swerving through the heavy traffic of central London, both in their own thoughts. Eventually they drove down Shaftesbury Avenue and Iris indicated right, turning into Greek Street before pulling up outside the French Tavernier.


Swivelling round in her seat to look at Mina, Iris frowned. ‘I’m being serious. I ain’t doing this no more. I have to work a few things out first, but then I’m gone. If you’re serious, then we can go together. What’s stopping us? It’s not like we’ve got kids, is it? Your mum is looking at ten years, and mine, thank fuck, is in there for life. So why not? It’s not our crime, so why should we have to serve a prison sentence too? I’m breaking out, Mina, and if you’ve got any sense, you’ll come too . . .’
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