




[image: images]










[image: images]









To Wayne Brookes, editor extraordinaire.
Thank you for believing in me. It means the world. J x









Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead . . .


Benjamin Franklin
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A hand-drawn map of the area of Soho, London


Noel Street, D’Arblay Street, Livonia Street, Beak Street, Brewer Street, Old Compton Street, and Shaftesbury Avenue are parallel to each other. Poland Street, Berwick Street, Greek Street, Frith Street, Dean Street, Wardour Street, Hopkins Street, Ingestre Place, Lexington Street, Great Pulteney Street, and Bridle Lane are parallel to each other. Poland Street is west of Noel Street and D’Arblay Street. Berwick Street is south of D’Arblay Street and east of Livonia Street. Ingestre Place and Hopkins Street are south of Livonia Street. East to west from Hopkins Street are Wardour Street, Dean Street, Frith Street, and Greek Street. Lexington Street, Great Pulteney Street, and Bridle Lane are south of Beak Street and north of Brewer Street. Soho Square is north of Fifth Street and Greek Street. Golden Square is south of Beak Street.















TEN YEARS AGO









‘Move it now! Come on . . . Martin, move yourself!’


Groggy, Jo Martin pushed herself up on her elbows in the single metal bed, feeling the springs of the stained mattress digging into the back of her thighs. She flicked a gaze at her alarm clock; it was only six a.m. From underneath her fringe she stared in bemusement at the screw standing in the doorway of her cell. ‘Ain’t you ever heard of good morning? Or better still, how about a little morning kiss . . . Oh that’s right, I forgot – you don’t swing my way, do you, officer? Though as I keep telling you, the offer’s always here if you ever change your mind. Once you’ve tasted pussy, there ain’t no turning back.’


She winked and Officer Barrow’s cheeks flushed red. ‘Move it, Martin. I haven’t got time for your filthy mouth today.’


Noticing a dribble of egg yolk on the lapel of the officer’s uniform, Jo licked her lips, tasting the sticky dry spit at the corner of her mouth, a side effect from the medication she’d been put on. She smirked. ‘Fucking hell, someone’s got out of the wrong side of bed, ain’t they? Or have you found out that your old man has been playing away? Is that it? Has he been dipping his dick where he shouldn’t?’ Still smirking, Jo could hear the venom in her own voice.


She knew full well anything other than a yes miss, no miss would get right under the skin of Officer Barrow and no doubt there’d be consequences. There always was. But she didn’t care, not anymore. Or rather, she did care, she cared so fucking much it was untrue, but there was no way she was ever going to let a fat, spiteful, bitter bitch like Barrow ever know that.


Swinging her feet onto the cold floor, Jo glanced away from the officer, watching the rain dripping down the rusting bars of the window. Barrow had made her life a living hell for the past four years, ever since she’d arrived here at Granger Hall. For some reason she’d never quite worked out, the officer had made it her personal mission to try to fuck her over, break her: solitary confinement, keeping her banged up for days on end, turning a blind eye when the other women on the wing had added crushed-up bits of glass to her food. Once, she’d even found a used tampon mixed in with her plate of ravioli. Though, like she’d told a grinning Barrow at the time, the prison food was so bland, it probably had added to the taste.


Oh God yeah, she’d had it all, thanks to Barrow, who’d always reminded her of a hyena, waiting hungrily for a reaction. But she’d never given her one. Never. And so far, much to Barrow’s fury, it hadn’t broken her; she’d survived everything the officer had sent her way . . . Just.


She’d even managed to get through last summer, sharing a cell with some crazy mare who’d killed her father while he’d been watching football: twelve, deep bloody blows with an axe to the back of his skull. The killing hadn’t been the problem; in fact Jo had actually enjoyed hearing how the man squealed like a pig when the axe split his head in half. She’d giggled about that for a long while afterwards. Truth be told, Jo wished she’d done the same thing to her own family . . . It was a shame she’d never taken the chance.


No, the problem had been, at least once a week when the temperatures soared well into the eighties and the heat had crept in through the window like it was looking for shade, the woman had dirty-protested, smearing her own shit all over the walls. And Barrow, well, she’d made Jo sit there in the cell, surrounded by crap, hour after hour, the stench climbing into her nose and seeping into her pores . . . She’d felt like an animal. But that’s what the public had wanted, hadn’t they? Taking away her freedom hadn’t been fucking enough for them. They’d wanted to strip her of everything . . . and they’d almost succeeded . . . Almost.


Four years ago, when some snotty journalist had found out she was serving her sentence in a cushy closed condition prison, after a series of public outcries, she’d been moved here, Granger Hall, a CAT-A jail where she’d been ever since.


Looking back, it’d seemed the whole country had wanted to know she was suffering. Somehow, she reckoned it had made them sleep better in their beds, knowing she was locked up with the real scum of society. They’d even discussed her on TV, on some breakfast chat show; tea and toast along with a slice of public opinion.


Everyone was out for her blood after reading what the newspapers had written about her. It had made her laugh what they’d said: vicious, heartless, wicked, depraved, nefarious (that one she’d had to look up). If she had it her way, all of them, all those people who ever judged her, would end up squealing like pigs, because they didn’t know. They didn’t know her and they certainly didn’t know what had really happened that day. No one did, except for her . . . and him.


Quickly, Jo inhaled, feeling like her chest suddenly had a crushing weight on it. She wasn’t going to go there, and she hurriedly shut down her thoughts. One thing she’d learnt not to do in a place like this was think too hard.


Turning back to stare directly into Officer Barrow’s dark, shrew-like eyes, Jo shrugged. ‘Then what’s all the drama about, officer?’


‘I’m not here to play games. For some reason the powers that be have been fooled by your lies.’


Jo scowled. ‘What?’


‘Seems like this is your lucky day . . . You’re getting out of here . . . You must have done a good job on the parole board. What did you do, Martin? Cry? Apologize? Show them your social reports to let them know how bad you’d had it as a kid? Well, whatever you did, it worked . . . So well done, Martin, well done.’ Officer Barrow began to clap slowly as a sneer scraped across her face. ‘Oh, don’t pretend you’re shocked, Martin; life clearly doesn’t mean life anymore, but we both know you should be locked up forever and burn in hell for what you did to those poor, innocent children.’


Internally, Jo flinched, but she knew the only expression Barrow would see was a stone-cold face. No emotion. Nothing. It was something she’d practised since she was a kid.


‘But I thought you couldn’t leave here without a parting gift,’ Officer Barrow continued. ‘It was the least I could do.’


‘What you talking about?’


Officer Barrow stepped back and nodded to the side of her. Within seconds three inmates that Jo had never seen before stood at the door.


The sneer was still on Barrow’s face. ‘Nothing to say, Martin?’


Jo’s heart raced, her gaze darting between the women. ‘Yeah, actually I have . . . Fuck you.’


The officer’s fury was evident. She turned to the three inmates, hatred spitting out of her. ‘She’s all yours, girls . . . Enjoy.’


The night bus trundled along and Jo leant her face against the dirty window, watching the world go by. The cool of the glass soothed her left eye, which was so swollen it refused to open. Her probation officer had offered to drive her to the flat which she’d be staying in for the next couple of weeks, but she’d refused. She needed to remember what it was like to walk along the pavements and get on a bus and taste the evening air.


Jo shifted in her seat to try to get comfortable. Jesus, she was hurting; she could hardly swallow from the cuts in her mouth, her ribcage felt like a dozen boots had trampled on her and she was bleeding quite heavily. Before she’d left the parole office, she’d even had to shove a handful of paper towels down her knickers, but she wasn’t going to worry about it, not this time, because she’d won the lottery . . . She was free.


She laughed loudly at the thought and the bald-headed man opposite looked up from his book, staring at Jo inquisitively. She glared. ‘You got a problem, mate?’ Her words slurred out; her tongue was split and she winced from the razor-sharp sting which shot through her. Pale-faced, the man hurriedly shook his head and shifted his gaze back to his book, causing Jo to snort with laughter again.


No matter what Barrow had said, her release had come as a shock to her. Yes, she’d had all the interviews with doctors, social workers and the parole board, but her solicitor and everyone else involved had kept quiet about the outcome, not even telling her what was happening.


She supposed they hadn’t wanted the papers and the public to get wind of the fact that she might walk free. They hadn’t wanted anyone to fuck it up for her. And this time, even the courts had come through. They had granted her anonymity. An opportunity to start again, because as the social worker had apparently told the courts, she’d been born into a living hell and never really stood a chance.


Her solicitor had told her most people sentenced for the crimes the stupid, fat-face jury had found her guilty of would be locked up forever. And so there were only a few people, half a dozen in the country, maybe, who’d been granted lifelong anonymity. And now she was one of them.


She’d never felt special before, but she guessed she was.


She was important.


Jo giggled, delighted at that idea, but her joy quickly faded as she thought about him. What he would say if he knew she was free. What he would say about her being special.


Jo dug her fingernails into her palms as hard as she could, forcing herself to think of something else. She wasn’t going to let him spoil today. This was a happy day.


She turned her thoughts back to her solicitor and what else he had said; only a small group of senior officials in the public protection unit at the Ministry of Justice, up to two probation officers and one police officer of commander level working the area of where she’d eventually choose to live, would know of her original identity. So the likes of that bitch Barrow would be kept in the dark.


There weren’t any photos of her really, which was good. There were certainly none from her childhood; her family hadn’t exactly been big on sentiment . . . Then Jo suddenly remembered, the newspapers did have one. It’d been on the front of all the papers. The photo had shown her being led out of a police van like a dog when she’d first been arrested. But she wasn’t worried. It had been too grainy. Even she wouldn’t recognize herself from it. And besides, it had been taken twelve years ago when she’d been only fourteen.


So, she could really make a go of this new life. Start again. She’d have a new name, she’d dye her hair and even her date of birth was going to be changed for her. She didn’t have to be Jo Martin anymore. She could kill off her old life, all without getting any more blood on her hands, and no one would know who she was going to become. And when all the paperwork had been sorted, well, she knew exactly what she was going to do. She was going to go back to London, back to the Streets . . .
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‘I’d have got there faster if I was being driven in a fucking milk float,’ Ned Reid growled as he sat irritated in the passenger seat of his blacked-out Range Rover as it cruised along Duke’s Road.


Cookie Mackenzie cut a sideward glance at Ned, hoping it didn’t look too obvious that she was trying to waste as much time as she possibly could.


They’d left their large townhouse in D’Arblay Street, Soho, over forty-five minutes ago and they were still only passing Midford Place, a journey which normally would’ve taken them fifteen minutes. But after finding out what Ned’s plans were, she’d hurriedly texted ahead to give warning before making sure she turned up every street with roadworks and got stuck behind every lorry she saw.


‘Put your foot on it, darlin, I ain’t got all day.’


‘It’s cos it’s Friday lunchtime, it’s always busier. The traffic round here is a nightmare.’


Ned started drumming his fingers on the armrest. A habit which usually signalled the beginning of trouble. ‘If I didn’t know you better, Cooks, I’d say you were deliberately going slow. And if that is what you’re doing, it ain’t going to work, you know that? Not only that, you’ll piss me off – and neither of us wants that, do we?’


Ignoring the underlying threat, Cookie saw the traffic lights ahead turn red at the junction of Euston Road. She breathed out a silent sigh of relief and glanced at the clock. She needed more time. ‘That’s ridiculous, babe, why would I want to go slow?’ she scoffed.


‘You know why.’


‘I have no idea what you’re on about.’ Turning to him, Cookie watched Ned absent-mindedly rubbing the long knife scar that started at the corner of his mouth and finished at the top of his ear. The Glasgow smile. Not that anyone had been smiling or laughing when it had happened; even now, it was a subject off limits.


Ned’s green eyes flashed at Cookie, his handsome face – paradoxically enhanced by the scar – darkened. ‘Don’t play innocent, sweetheart.’


Cookie shrugged, hoping her voice didn’t betray what she was feeling as the knot in her stomach tightened. ‘It’s hardly my fault if everyone chooses to do roadworks today, is it? Maybe next time you should drive.’


Ned gave a quiet chuckle under his breath and immediately Cookie felt her shoulders stiffen. She spoke as calmly as she could. ‘Look, Ned, I’m sorry, OK. I never . . .’


At that moment, a call came through, keeping Cookie from what she was going to say. Ned glanced at the car screen as the name popped up on the large display.


‘It’s Simon Draper.’


‘I can fucking read,’ Ned snarled again.


‘You not going to answer it?’


‘Do I look like I am?’


‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ She knew what Simon Draper was like if Ned didn’t jump at his beck and call. Not that Ned would ever admit that’s how it was. He liked to think he was his own boss, untouchable, and to a point he was . . . until it came to Simon, a big-time drug dealer who’d earned his millions and his place as gangster number one through violence and sheer terror. There was a long history between Ned and Simon, something Simon never let him forget.


Still stuck at the traffic lights, Ned locked eyes with her. Though Cookie tried to smile, she couldn’t quite manage it. He turned and glanced out of the window. ‘Fuck,’ he muttered, more to himself than her, then banged aggressively on the side of the door with his fist. ‘Get out of the car, Cooks.’


‘What?’


‘You heard me: get out.’


Cookie’s gaze darted around. ‘Come on, Ned. It’s raining, and besides, it’ll take me ages to walk back, and Louboutins ain’t exactly known to be the hiker’s boot of choice, are they?’


He brought his face inches away from hers, until Cookie could smell the peppermint gum he’d eaten earlier. He traced his finger over her cheek. ‘I ain’t asking you to walk home, sweetheart. I want to swap sides. I reckon if I drive, we can get there in less than five minutes. In fact, you can fucking count on it, Cooks.’


At the rumble of menace in his voice, Cookie felt as if her heart was leaping into her throat. ‘Don’t be silly, I might as well get us there now.’


‘Do I look like I’m the sort of guy to be silly?’ Ned whispered.


It was Cookie’s turn to lower her voice into a hush. ‘No, of course not . . .’ And with those words, she reached for the door handle.


Stepping out into the road, she looked up to the grey February skies, feeling the light drops of rain on her face. She took a deep breath to steady herself but suddenly jumped at the sound of the car behind them, beeping its horn.


Instinctively, she spun round to Ned, then glanced at the driver before drawing her eyes back. ‘Leave it, yeah, Ned?’ she said, her tone placating. ‘Ned, please.’


Paying no attention to Cookie, Ned opened his arms wide, staring into the Ford Fiesta. He gave a lopsided grin and his voice was unnervingly menacing. ‘If you’ve got something to say to me, mate, why don’t you get out and we can have a little chat?’


Behind Ned’s back, Cookie gave the tiniest shake of her head to the driver of the Fiesta. The man caught her eye and, maybe picking up her sense of concern, he took his hands off the horn, looking like he was visibly shrinking down into his seat.


Fleetingly, Cookie held her breath, but Ned soon turned his attention back to her. ‘Get in the fucking car! I said, get in the fucking car!’ Stomping to the driver’s side, Ned roared his orders to Cookie and, knowing better than to argue when he was in this mood, she did as she was told. Over the years she’d learned to pick her battles.


Barely giving her the chance to put on her seat belt, Ned flicked the Range Rover out of automatic and into manual, ramming his foot down hard.


Barely missing the elderly cyclist dressed head to toe in reflective wear, Ned sped aggressively across the junction, heading along Hampstead Road. Then he took a sharp left, the car bouncing at sixty miles an hour over the speed bumps. He turned right into Cumberland Market and halfway along, in front of a rundown block of flats, he pulled up.


Glancing at the clock, he winked at Cookie. ‘Two minutes, forty-three seconds. Not bad, eh? . . . Right then, I reckon it’s showtime, don’t you?’


‘Ned . . .’ But she trailed off, realizing there was nothing she could say that would make the slightest difference to what was about to happen . . .


Feeling the north-west wind cut through her, Cookie pulled up the collar of her brown suede jacket. She shivered. It was freezing, and this truly was the last place she wanted to be, but it was better that she was here. To leave Ned to deal with it on his own would be like letting lambs go to the slaughter.


As she made to follow him, a London cab drove past, zooming through a large muddy puddle and showering Cookie with black streaks of water. ‘You’re having a laugh, ain’t you, mate? Do you know how much this jacket cost?’ Getting some of her tension out, she shouted after the cab, knowing the driver couldn’t hear but making her feel slightly better.


‘Are you coming or what?’ Ned spoke with his back to her as he made his way to the entrance of the flats.


‘Oh, don’t mind me, will you? It’s all right for some cabbie to drench me designers’ with stinking water, but anyone beeps the horn at you for causing a traffic jam and you’re ready to string them up.’


Turning round, Ned waited, grinning at her. ‘You love to exaggerate, babes. And if it makes you happy, I’ll buy you some new gear. Take you shopping tomorrow, how about that? See, problem solved.’


She rolled her eyes at the same time as trying to take a sneaky look at her watch. ‘What would make me happy is if we went back home. I don’t even know why we had to come.’ She sighed, hoping the warning text she’d sent earlier had got through.


Ned’s grin turned into a wry smile. ‘Why you looking so jumpy, Cooks? Is there something you want to tell me?’ His eyes danced. He knew her too well, but her motto with Ned was always deny till you die. The irony certainly wasn’t lost on Cookie.


Ignoring the cold water dripping down her legs, she scoffed. ‘No, no, of course not.’


‘There better not be. And let’s pray for your sake that the look on your face, the one which screams to me that you ain’t telling the truth, is only a figment of my imagination, eh, Cooks?’


He turned away again, but Cookie grabbed hold of his arm. Desperate. ‘Ned, listen to me, no violence, OK? Promise?’


Pushing back her long, chestnut hair away from her face, he kissed Cookie on the cheek roughly, his three-day shadow scratching at her smooth skin. ‘I promise . . . or I would if I was a fucking priest. Now are you coming with me or what?’ He moved away from her but immediately she ran in front of him, blocking his way.


‘They’re just kids, Ned.’


He glared at her. ‘This past year, since we came to Soho, I reckon you’ve become soft. What happened to the stony-faced cow you used to be?’


‘Am I supposed to take that as a compliment?’


‘Take it any way you want to.’


As was her habit when she was irritated but trying not to show it, Cookie chewed on the inside of her cheek. ‘I ain’t soft, Ned, you know that. I’m only saying they’re kids.’


The rain began to get heavier and the icy winds whipped up. ‘Well don’t. Keep that beautiful mouth of yours closed.’


He spun away from her and, using his knuckle to avoid the dirt and lumps of dried chewing gum stuck to the intercom unit, he pressed every single buzzer.


There was no answer from any of the residents.


‘Maybe they’re not there,’ Cookie said hopefully.


Frowning, Ned stared at her. ‘What? The whole of the block ain’t in? You wish.’


Trying a different tactic, Cookie cuddled up to him. ‘Look, let’s go home, shall we? I can run you a nice bath, light some candles, give you a massage and we can come back another day. What do you say?’ She moved in towards Ned, kissing him sensually on the lips, but he drew away and continued to glare.


‘I say, don’t act like a fucking little whore, Cooks. I thought them days were behind you.’


Anger flashed through her, but she stayed calm. ‘Who said romance was dead, eh?’


‘Look, whether you like it or not, I ain’t going anywhere until I get what I came for.’


‘But—’


Before Cookie could get the rest of her sentence out, Ned grabbed her chin, squeezing her face hard between his hands. ‘What did I tell you? You need to watch that mouth of yours. There’s only so much I’ll take.’


Cookie hit his arm away and glared back. ‘Anyone tell you that you’re a prize wanker sometimes?’


‘Yeah, and they ended up taking a trip to A and E. What of it?’


At that exact moment, the entrance of the flats opened and a man, looking very stoned, stumbled out, allowing Ned and Cookie to dip inside.
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The entrance hall stank. The concrete floor was strewn with rubbish, cigarette butt ends, discarded needles and empty flattened lager cans. A used nappy was rolled up in a ball on the bottom stair. Misspelt profanities were graffitied over the walls as well as a capitalized threat to kill someone called Davey. And by the lift, which had an OUT OF ORDER sign taped to it, there was a large pool of ageing vomit.


Cookie shuddered, but not because of the smell, although that was bad; it was the fact that these flats, this place, reminded her of how her life had been after . . . No. She immediately blocked that thought before it had a chance to fully form. Right now, she needed to focus on dealing with Ned; later, when she was alone, then maybe she’d allow herself to open that box in her head, no matter how painful.


So many times she’d desperately wanted to share those thoughts – the ones which woke her up in the middle of the night – with anyone who would listen. She wanted to scream out the truth. Tell everyone the reason why she was really here in Soho. But she couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe never. Because who could she trust? There was no one.


Trying to ignore the images beginning to play in her mind, Cookie let out a long sigh as she traipsed up the stairs after Ned. Some things were best kept as secrets. In any case, there was no way, after all this time and everything she’d had to put up with, she was going to let anything spoil the moment she’d waited all these years for . . . ‘It was number thirty-six, wasn’t it? Cooks?’ Ned shouted, his voice echoing around the dank stairwell as he made his way to the first landing.


Cookie shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’ She could hear the lack of willingness in her voice.


Leaning over the banisters, Ned stared down, the vein in the middle of his forehead prominent. ‘I won’t ask you again: was it number thirty-fucking-six?’


Cookie gave Ned the tiniest of nods. ‘Yeah, it was. But, Ned, please go easy.’


Ned Reid didn’t bother replying.


Flat 36 was located at the end of a draughty corridor on the top floor of the small block of flats. Kicking a torn-open rubbish bag out of his way, Ned turned to Cookie and winked. Not bothering to knock, he raised his leg and smashed open the door with a hard kick.


‘Ned!’


Paying no attention to her, Ned charged through the dilapidated bedsit, followed closely by Cookie. Once again, he raised his leg and kicked open the only door which was shut . . . The look on the young couple’s faces were a mirror image of fear and shock.


Ned stared coldly at the naked, spotty, skinny youth who looked no older than eighteen and was midway through getting a blow job from a girl who was similar in age and also naked.


He smiled wildly, though it didn’t meet his eyes. ‘Hello, Zee, surprised to see me, darlin’?’


The girl let out a tiny whimper and Ned chuckled, his glare fixated on her. ‘What’s that? Oh, take him out of your mouth, will you, I can’t hear what you’re saying.’ Then his stare swept up to the boy’s. ‘Sorry to spoil your fun, mate. You see, I’m here to collect her, so you’ll have to finish yourself off when we’ve gone.’


But it was too late; the young boy trembled and Cookie watched his knees shake as he climaxed with a loud, humiliated groan.


Looking bored, Ned continued to stare at the youth, who by now was red-faced and sweaty, causing his acne to look inflamed.


‘Feel better now, do we?’ was all Ned said before he turned back to Zee – a pretty Asian girl – who was busy picking a long ginger pubic hair out of her teeth at the same time as wiping her mouth.


Crouching, Ned poked Zee hard in her chest, then, like he’d done with Cookie, he swept her long, black hair away from her face, holding it tightly and pulling her head back. ‘I told you that you could fuck him, Zee, not fall in love. Now get dressed and say goodbye to your little mate, cos you won’t be seeing him again.’


Zee’s hollow brown eyes, which had dark circles underneath them like ink smudges, filled with tears. Then, much to Cookie’s despair, Zee proceeded to purse her lips, looking defiant. ‘I ain’t going nowhere, Ned.’


Smirking and letting go of Zee’s hair, Ned gave a small shake of his head and stood up. ‘Is that right?’


‘Yeah, it fucking well is.’


Seeing Ned’s fist open and close, Cookie stepped forward. ‘Ned, let me handle it, hey?’


He shoved her aside, though she knew better than to push back. All she could do now was watch and hope that Zee would keep her mouth shut.


‘So where were we, Zee . . . Oh, that’s right, you were telling me how you ain’t coming back with me?’ Ned’s laughter unnerved even Cookie.


Zee, who didn’t look as confident as she had before, got up as well, and Cookie thought how tiny she looked standing in front of Ned’s six foot plus, muscular frame. He tilted his head to one side, slowly licking his lips, but remaining silent. This had the effect of causing Zee to start to talk. Her strong cockney accent mixed in with her slight lisp. ‘I love him, Ned. So like I say, I ain’t going nowhere with you. I don’t care what you do. Stuart makes me happy, that ain’t a crime, we’re going to get married and start a family. And I know you took me in an’ all, but I’m sick of the life. I ain’t doing it no more.’


Casually looking at his nails, Ned sniffed. Then he grabbed her throat, squeezing it easily in one hand. ‘Get dressed, Zee, and stop wasting my time.’


With her face turning red, Zee scratched at Ned’s hand, trying to release his grip. She gasped her words as she struggled to breathe. ‘No. Ain’t you heard what I said? I love him, but then you wouldn’t know what that is. And anyway, you ain’t my dad, I can do what I like.’


‘Ned, let go . . . Ned, please,’ Cookie implored him.


‘Shut your fucking mouth, Cooks – unless you want me to break her neck here and now.’


Cookie shrank back, watching Ned turn his attention to Zee again. ‘No, I ain’t your dad, it’s even better than that . . . I own you, Zee, and until you pay me back everything that I’ve spent out on you over the past couple of years, you ain’t going nowhere. Now get fucking dressed.’


‘You heard her, mate. She don’t want to come with you.’ Stuart stood with his hand on his hips, his flaccid penis dribbling with saliva and the last drops of sperm.


Without bothering to look at Stuart, Ned pointed at Zee. ‘You better tell your boyfriend to keep his mouth shut unless he wants me to slice that limp dick off and shove it down his throat.’


Cookie stepped in front of Ned and, not for the first time that day, she could feel her heart racing. ‘Do what he says, Stuart. You don’t want any trouble.’ Her voice was soft and quiet, then she turned to Zee. ‘You need to tell him that Ned’s right . . . You know he is.’


Zee glanced at Cookie, then at her boyfriend. Stuart shook his head. ‘Ned ain’t right – we can do what we like.’


‘I thought I told you to keep your mouth shut. Did you think I was joking?’ Ned reached into his grey Savile Row handmade coat and casually pulled out a flick knife. A quick press of the button and the large jagged blade sprang out hungrily, then Ned lunged for the young man, who let out a high-pitched shriek as he was grabbed by the scruff of his neck before being dragged into another room.


‘Please, Ned, please! No! No! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I’ll come with you. I’ll come with you, but leave him alone . . . Ned, please.’ Cookie held Zee back as her hysterical screams mixed in with Stuart’s. They cut right through Cookie, and she tried to block them out, trying to remind herself yet again why she still was here as she winced at the sounds coming from the next room. Though why the hell she flinched, she didn’t know. By now, after almost ten years, she should’ve been used to it.


Nose running and eyes streaming with tears, Zee buried her head into Cookie’s shoulder. ‘I fucking hate him, I hate him, Cooks!’


Cookie drew Zee away from her. ‘Stop talking like that, understand? You’re in enough trouble already.’


‘How did you know where I was?’


‘Did you really think that the other girls wouldn’t tell Ned where you’d gone once he started putting the pressure on? Now get dressed – come on, I’ll help you.’ She passed Zee the pair of skinny off-white jeans which had been lying discarded on the floor.


Waiting for Zee – who hadn’t stopped crying – to get ready, Cookie glanced around. Smoke-stained flowery green wallpaper was peeling off the walls, exposing large damp patches and electric wires. The threadbare carpet looked like it was crawling with dirt and bugs, and the tiny kitchenette and stove was filthy. But she guessed Zee was too loved up to notice and was looking through a very large pair of rose-tinted glasses.


When Zee had met Stuart – another runaway – last year in the arcade in Soho, the girl had seemed genuinely happy. She’d fallen in love and Ned had eventually let them see each other twice a week. But now Zee had blown it. There was no way, no way at all, Ned would ever let her see Stuart again.


‘What were you playing at? I told you to get out of here. Didn’t you get my text?’ Cookie whispered.


Zee, looking absolutely terrified at the sudden silence after the screams, wiped her running nose on the back of her hand. She shook her head. ‘No, the signal’s shit here.’


‘Let’s go . . . Now.’ Barking his order, Ned stalked out of the other room as Cookie glanced at his bloodstained hand, then, without saying anything, she grabbed Zee’s jacket.


‘Come on, you heard him.’


Wide-eyed, Zee looked at Cookie. ‘We can’t! What about Stuart? We’ve got to go and check on him. What if Ned’s—’


‘Leave him, Zee,’ Cookie interrupted. ‘It’s for the best. And listen to me, you’ve got to stop crying; it’ll only wind Ned up.’


Zee’s gaze drifted towards the room Ned had left Stuart in. ‘Do you think Stuart will get in touch with me?’


‘Not if he’s got any sense.’ And with those words, Cookie wrapped the jacket tightly around the girl’s shoulders, leading her out of the bedsit.


Hurrying after Ned, Cookie and Zee made their way outside to the car. It was raining hard now and the February chill bit through Cookie’s clothes. As she was about to step into the car, Zee’s phone buzzed. Her face, despite being puffy and red from crying, lit up, delighted.


‘Tell me it ain’t that wanker texting you already, Zee. Fuck me, I must be losing my touch. The way I left him, I’d be surprised if he even knew his name. He’s got some front, I’ll give him that . . . Pass me your phone.’


The phone wasn’t forthcoming.


‘I said, pass me your fucking phone.’ Ned stretched out his hand and, reluctantly but quickly, Zee, visibly shaking, gave it to him.


Snatching it out of her hands, Ned glanced at the text, then he brought his eyes up slowly to smile at Zee; a dead, cold stare. ‘Well, well, well. Shall I read it?’




You need to get out now! Ned and me are on our way. Cooks x





Ned turned to Cookie, putting the tips of his fingers under her chin, raising her head up. He kissed her slowly, then suddenly bit down on her bottom lip, drawing blood. Letting out a tiny squeal, Cookie pulled away, feeling the blood trickling down her chin as Ned glared at her with the same dead, cold stare. ‘I’d say, when we get home, you and me need to have a little chat.’
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It was well into the afternoon, and on the corner of Berwick Street, Lorni Duncan was sitting in the small Soho cafe opposite her son, hugging a warm cup of milky tea into her chest. She gazed out of the window, watching the rain lash down and the blue tarpaulins on the market stalls flap about in the wind like flags in a storm. People hurried by, looking like they all had somewhere important to go, and Lorni felt more invisible than ever. A homeless man sat huddled in his sleeping bag in the doorway of the Greek restaurant, and a cat dragged out a chicken bone from a discarded box of KFC.


She let out a long sigh, took another sip of tea and, exhausted, sank herself back against the orange plastic chair, counting the coins in front of her while mentally calculating whether she’d have enough money to buy herself another cuppa . . . £3.62; that was all she had. It was a joke. But then, that was exactly how her life felt at the moment; one big, sad joke. And right now she had no idea how she was going to get it back on track.


‘Can I get you anything else, love? What about a nice bacon butty? You can’t beat one on a day like this.’


Lorni gazed up at the elderly cafe owner, who’d begun to hum quietly to some country and western song which was playing on the radio. Even though the smell of old cooking oil sat in the air and the egg on toast the old man across from her was eating looked slimy and under cooked, Lorni’s stomach still rumbled at the thought of a hot sandwich. It had been two days since she’d eaten.


‘We’re fine, thanks.’


‘You sure, love? You both look like you could do with a bit of home-cooked.’


‘No, it’s fine. We only had our lunch a couple of hours ago,’ she lied. ‘Thanks anyway.’


Shrugging, the woman wandered off, and for some reason the reality of her situation hit Lorni harder. She inhaled, feeling a wave of sadness crash over her. If anyone had told her this was how her life was going to turn out, she wouldn’t have believed them. But now all she wanted to do was close her eyes and not wake up for a very long time.


Hating feeling sorry for herself, she absent-mindedly touched her black eye. Things had to change. This time round it had to be different. She was determined to make things better, if not for herself, then for her son.


‘Mum, can we go now?’


‘Five more minutes, eh, sweetheart? We don’t want to be standing around in the cold, do we? Look at that rain, we’ll get drenched, and where we need to go is only a few minutes’ walk from here. We’re not supposed to meet the landlord until half past anyway. Then after that, we’ll be able to settle into our new home. Exciting, isn’t it?’


Her son gave an exaggerated shrug, his shoulders almost touching his ears while his brown eyes looked dull. ‘It won’t be like the last place, will it?’


Picking up the paper serviette in front of her, Lorni reached across the table and wiped away the chocolate doughnut crumbs from her son’s mouth. ‘Of course not, don’t look so worried.’


‘Promise?’


Lorni smiled as she gazed at him. His freckled face carried so much anguish, and once again the guilt she always felt began to wash over her. ‘I promise, Jace.’ Though she knew it was another lie. She couldn’t possibly begin to promise that. For starters, she hadn’t actually seen the place, though over a hurried exchange of text messages, she’d already agreed to take it. Then there was the price; as studio flats went, it was cheap, which could only mean one thing: it was a dive.


The number of the landlord she’d got from one of the few people she’d made friends with at the cash-in-hand job she’d picked up last month. He apparently liked to be called Max, but other than that and the fact she thought she’d detected a slight Irish accent, she didn’t know anything else . . . Apart from she had no idea how she was actually going to pay the rent. All she had in the world was £150 for the deposit which Max had begrudgingly agreed to . . . plus £3.62, and she knew she was lucky she even had that.


Touching her black eye again, she cast her mind back to last night. To the landlord who’d thought it was OK to get handy with his fists after she’d told him she hadn’t quite got enough money to pay the rent . . . again.


The place had been a shithole, not fit for anyone, let alone a child to live there. Every night mice had run onto their bed, the damp patch on the ceiling stank of mildew, and the heating only worked occasionally, but the landlord had still got nasty. He’d acted like she’d stolen his credit cards when she pleaded with him to wait a couple more weeks for his money . . .


‘You mugging me off again, Lorni?’


‘No, I’m just asking you to give me a little more time, that’s all. Look, here’s part of it. There’s a hundred and fifty quid here. Things have been a bit tight lately.’


‘I think that excuse has worn thin now. I want my rent, otherwise pack your fucking bag and get out.’


‘Please, Sid, you can’t do that. Give me some more time, I prom—’


‘I already told you, I warned you last month, I ain’t fucking Father Christmas, Lorni. There ain’t a free sleigh ride around here.’


She felt the sting of tears but she refused to cry. There was no way she was going to give him the satisfaction. ‘Then what am I supposed to do?’


‘Not my problem. But, as I’m feeling charitable, I’ll pack your bags for you.’ Going across to the neatly folded pile of laundered clothes, Sid began to pick them up, flinging them out of the tiny bedsit door and onto the dirty landing.


‘Get off my things! You’ve got no right!’ With tears now streaming down her face, she grabbed his arm but he shook her off, hurling her across the room, sending her hard into a chest of drawers.


‘Don’t hurt my mum!’


‘Jace, leave it!’ Lorni stumbled to her feet, but not before Sid clutched hold of Jace, shaking him hard. ‘And what are you going to do about it? Come on, you snotty little bastard, show me what you’ve got.’


Sid drew his fist back and punched Jace hard in his stomach before putting him in a headlock.


‘Get your fucking hands off him! Get off him!’ Desperate, Lorni snatched one of the kitchen knives off the draining board and pointed it at Sid. ‘I said, get your fucking hands off him!’


But Sid only looked at her, a grin spreading across his face, showing off an almost toothless smile. ‘You stupid little bitch.’ Then she felt a hard crack at the side of her head where Sid’s fist connected and a trickle of blood ran down her cheek.


The room spun and she struggled to stay standing, watching through a hazy blur as Sid began to undo his belt, his erection already showing, pushing against his cheap, nylon trousers. But then she saw the pain and fear on her son’s face, the pale terror. And that’s all that was needed. Seeing Jace doubled over in pain was like a bucket of ice water to her. Her head immediately cleared and she grabbed hold of her son’s hand, snatching her handbag off the side before running past Sid and out of the bedsit to safety . . .


Snapping her mind away from the events of yesterday, Lorni sighed. They were safe – well, for now anyway. That’s what she had to focus on. And at least last night they’d had somewhere warm to go, unlike other times. In fact it’d been fun. They’d gone to Heathrow airport and watched the planes. It was one of the few places where no one would bother to question them. A boy and his mum, what was there to be suspicious about?


She’d also got away with not giving Sid any of the overdue rent, which was how she had £150. With the exception of her handbag, they’d left everything they owned behind, though most of it was only cheap clothes from the market and a few books and magazines for Jace. So, she guessed, things could be worse . . . much worse.


Winking at Jace and hoping that he didn’t pick up on her mood, Lorni tried to sound chirpy. ‘Anyway, you remember what I’ve told you, sweetheart? You understand what you have to do?’


‘Yeah, I know.’


‘Look at me. This is important, Jace.’


His big brown eyes swept up to gaze at her and she felt that familiar rush of love and fierce protection which dictated everything she did. It was the reason she found herself in this situation in the first place.


‘I know, Mum. You tell me every time we move.’


Guilt as usual slapped Lorni hard, triggering her to snap before she could stop herself. ‘Don’t say it like that. We just—’


‘We just can’t let anyone know our secrets,’ Jace interrupted, looking back down to continue fiddling with the frayed edge of the worn plastic tablecloth as tears shone in his eyes.


‘I’m sorry, but it will get better. And keeping secrets, well that ain’t a bad thing, is it? It’s like a game, ain’t it? We don’t want anyone to know our business, that’s all.’


‘Why?’


Lorni could feel herself shutting down. ‘That’s the way it is, baby.’ She heard the coldness in her voice.


Jace stared at his mum. That’s what she always told him. Ever since he could remember, she’d said the same thing, but he never knew why, he never understood why he wasn’t allowed to tell anyone about his mum and why most of the time he didn’t go to school.


The last time he’d been was about two years ago, or maybe three. He couldn’t really remember, but he did remember the reason why he’d left. The teacher had started asking him questions. Where they’d lived, what his mum did for a job, what his mum’s favourite colour was, if she knew how to drive a car? Lots and lots of questions.


They’d been nice questions, questions for his class project, and the teacher had asked everyone else the same thing. She’d even written out a list of the ones he didn’t know the answer to. But when he’d shown his mum, she hadn’t thought they were nice. She’d got upset and then angry and torn the list up. Then in the morning, they’d packed their things and moved away. He didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye to his friends. That was the last time he’d been to school, the last time he’d had a friend.


‘I’ll get you another doughnut. We’ve got enough money. Would you like that? Jace, please don’t get upset.’


Jace blinked away the tears and shook his head. He hated secrets, though he did know you could have nice secrets; presents and birthday surprises, but he didn’t have those kind, not really, because he wasn’t sure when his birthday was. This year his mum had woken him up with a birthday cake with ten candles on 12 January, but the year before, she’d sung him ‘Happy Birthday’ in May.


She was always changing something. Every time they left a flat and moved to another area, his mum changed something else, even the colour of her hair. Moving and secrets. The two things he hated. Though he was pleased he’d moved away from Sid.


He’d been frightened last night and now he had purple marks all over his stomach from where Sid had hurt him.


‘Look, you and me, Jace, we’re all right, ain’t we? I love you, that’s what matters, ain’t it? And everyone has secrets. Maybe even you’ve got secrets. Have you, Jace?’ She laughed loudly and smiled at him, and once again he shook his head. But she was right, he did. As much as he didn’t like them, he did have secrets of his own. He’d decided he wasn’t going to tell his mum about the marks all over his tummy, and he wasn’t going to tell her about all the other times Sid had hurt him while she was out at work. It would’ve made her too sad. So he guessed, if they stopped his mum from crying, maybe secrets weren’t a bad thing after all.


‘Don’t look so worried, Jace. I’m only joking. But adults have them all the time. I bet everyone walking past here has secrets, Jace. It won’t only be us. Look, look at that woman over there.’ She laughed again. ‘I reckon she’s full of them, don’t you?’
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Pearl Reid waddled past Birdie’s cafe, scowling at the young boy and woman who were pointing at her as she made her way towards Berwick market. Rude little shits. What did they want, a fucking picture? She tutted and stepped off the pavement feeling the pain of her bunion shooting through her big toe.


Angrily, she pushed past a group of schoolkids and weaved through the market. As a kid she used to love this place, crossing the river from Bermondsey to come up to the market for the day, but it had changed over the years. Now only a couple of traditional fruit and vegetable stalls remained, the rest cooked and sold international food, the sort of grub which would never pass her lips; rollmop and eels was foreign enough for Pearl.


The area had once been an energetic part of the red-light district, but that had also changed as the council desperately tried to clean it up. They were on to a losing battle; as one brothel was shut down another one popped up. It was one thing to get rid of the fruit stalls, but sex was going nowhere.


As the rain started to fall with a vengeance, Pearl cursed her son. She’d no idea why Ned couldn’t have sent the driver to pick her up from the nail salon like he always did. He knew she didn’t walk anywhere, especially in the rain, but he’d ignored all her texts to send someone to collect her until twenty minutes ago, when she’d received an angry phone call from him. Winding herself up even more, Pearl replayed the phone call in her head:


‘You really expect me to—’


‘Walk. Yes, Mum, is that so hard for you to get your head around? And if you don’t fucking like it – tough. You can stay where you are, for all I care. Set up frigging camp – at least that way you won’t have to wait for your next appointment.’


‘But, Ned—’


‘No, I don’t want to hear what you’ve got to say, though I’ll tell you this for nothing: whether it’s today or tomorrow or next fucking week, I will not be sending anyone to pick you up. Me name’s Ned, not fucking Uber . . .’


Thinking about her son’s words and his attitude made Pearl tut again, though it certainly wasn’t helping the situation that she was drenched through as she hobbled around like a stray dog. And if getting home by herself wasn’t bad enough, Ned had instructed her, without a please or thank you, to pick up some lingerie from Agent Provocateur for a couple of the girls who had a sex party to go to later.


The client – some City lawyer – had so many fetishes she could hardly keep up. If she remembered rightly, last month he’d wanted the girls to piss all over him. This time round he was going for walking the plank: seven-inch stripper heels treading all over his penis.


Not that she cared. She wasn’t in the habit of passing judgement, never had been. The tosser paid good money, that was all that mattered. She wouldn’t care if he wanted them to shove a hairbrush up his arse, as long as he paid. In fact, she’d do it for him if the money was right.


She cackled out loud at the thought, but then her forehead creased into a deep frown. Money or not, she didn’t appreciate being treated like Ned’s skivvy. When she did eventually get home, she was going to give him a piece of her mind. He wasn’t too old to get a mouthful. What had got into him? Actually, she could probably guess. Cookie. It always started and ended with that snide bitch. Her son was a fool when it came to that little whore.


It was always Cookie who got under his skin, Cookie he wanted to keep like a china doll, yet it was Cookie he wanted to rough-fuck all night, waking the whole house up. And it was the same Cookie he loved like the very breath of him depended on it at the same time as hating her like he was a man possessed.


Ned just couldn’t let her go. He certainly didn’t get that trait from her; Pearl had never felt like that about any man in her life. She could drop any one of them without so much as a backward glance. In her book, the only place for a heart was served up on a plate with mash and gravy. She couldn’t even say Ned was like his dad, mainly because she couldn’t remember who his dad had been. Even at the time. It could have been one of many.


She had thought when Ned was born it would trigger her into remembering. But it didn’t. The baby didn’t remind her of any of the men she recalled sleeping with, though she supposed that wasn’t surprising. Her and her sister Ivy – God rest her soul – had got through men like packets of fags. She’d made them pay, of course. Nothing in life was free, especially not a blow job.


‘Oh for fuck’s sake.’ Seeing that the shop was closed, Pearl stopped in her tracks and ranted out loud. She was still ranting when she spotted the owner of Desires, the club round the corner, coming towards her carrying a large box of doughnuts. She didn’t bother acknowledging him though; she had better things to do with her time than chat to the likes of him. Then, still muttering to herself, Pearl took another left towards the house.
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