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‘Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.’


Abraham Lincoln








1980s




PROLOGUE


Belle Barton was learning the true meaning of terror. She was learning that it brought cold sour sweat to your body and hot burning bile to your throat, bile you had to choke back because you couldn’t, you didn’t dare, show how frightened you were. Because he’d love that. He would feed on that. He was watching her, that mocking half-smile on his face. She wanted to lunge at him, to damage him, to make him pay, but she couldn’t. Two big men were holding her still, one on either side of her. She knew them. Had even grown up with one of them. Now, they were her enemies. They were Harlan Stone’s boys, his puppets, his creatures, and they would do exactly what he said. She had no power here. None at all.


‘I bet you’re thinking, round about now, that you wish you’d been nicer to me,’ said Harlan.


Belle stared at him with hatred in her eyes. Sweat trickled into them, making them sting. Outside, thunder rolled. Rain battered the roof. Inside, it was a jungle, wet ferns brushing her legs, humidifiers roaring, the heat crushing and damp, the trickle of small waterfalls a constant noise. Charlie Stone’s reptile house was kitted out with no expense spared. There was a large pond, black, brackish. Things moved in there, but she wasn’t going to think about that.


Water torture.


Yes, that was what this was. Belle’s legs were trembling. Her brain was in a panic, like a rat caught in a trap. There had to be a way out of this.


But there was no way.


I’m going to die.


The thought popped into her brain like gas rising out of a bog, bringing a fresh surge of terror with it. She was perched on the edge of the pond, standing on big ornamental rocks, the men holding her there. Water from the domed roof dripped, ran down her face. So wet and hot in here. Hot as hell. Stifling. She thought of her parents then, and pain roared up through her stomach, up into her throat. She was going to be sick.


‘Pretty little Belle,’ said Harlan, shaking his head. ‘Bet you wish you’d played ball now, eh? Been nice? But you never were. Were you.’


Belle glared at him, standing there so elegant; so handsome and calm and in control, with his neatly brushed honey-coloured hair, his pale emotionless grey eyes. While she was barefoot, wearing a tattered rag of a dress, soaked in sweat, her blonde hair plastered to her head. She was scratched and bloody from where they’d dragged her in here. If the men hadn’t been holding her up, she would have collapsed to her knees.


‘So go on,’ he said.


Belle gulped and stared at him. What?


‘Go on,’ he said again. ‘Beg me.’


She said nothing.


‘Beg me for your life,’ he said.


Belle looked down at the water. There were things moving in there. Something long slipping in from the opposite side. Eyes, she could see eyes. Reptilian and cold. The powerful swish of a tail. Her mother’s words came back to her then.


‘Keeping bloody snakes and lizards and caimans! Only weirdos do that.’


Caimans.


Belle knew that Charlie had fed them on whole dead chickens. A caiman was like a crocodile, it could take a pig. They were plenty big enough to do that. They could also take a human being. No bother at all. You needed a licence under the Dangerous Wild Animals Act to keep them, which Charlie had acquired without any difficulty.


Friends in high places.


Low places, too.


Oh Christ help me . . .


‘Waiting,’ said Harlan. ‘What do you say, Belle?’ He was smiling.


‘I know what you did,’ said Belle.


‘Did?’ He frowned. ‘About what?’


‘You know very bloody well,’ she said. ‘Beezer. Jake. And the business. The manor. I know what it is.’


The smile dropped from his face, leaving it blank.


‘Throw her in,’ he said.
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‘You’re nicked, my son,’ said the copper, grabbing hold of nine-year-old Charlie Stone’s collar with one beefy hand.


Terry, Charlie’s best mate, kicked the policeman in the shin and hefted a dead rat at him. It was so ripe, the tail dropped off and its innards spattered the copper’s legs. The stench was horrible.


‘You dirty little bastard,’ said the copper, swiping at Terry while trying to keep a grip on Charlie, who was wriggling like an eel.


Terry darted in and kicked again. The rest of Charlie’s gang had scarpered already, headed back to the den. But Terry wouldn’t desert Charlie. They were a pair, these two. They skived off school together. Went scrumping together. And together – today – they’d shinned over the back gates of the grocer’s and started lobbing apples and pears over the top for their mates to catch.


Everything had been going good, then this filth had come out the back door of the shop. One of the neighbours must have raised the alarm.


Terry kicked again.


‘Little fucker,’ roared the copper, and let go of Charlie.


Charlie tore off and scrambled back over the gate and was gone, Terry hot on his heels. The copper snatched at Terry’s short trouser leg but Terry was up, he was over – he was away. Him and Charlie ran off down the street, gasping and laughing fit to bust.


Charlie Stone was leader of the gang. And their den – his den – was set deep in scrubby woods where the gang met under Charlie’s rule and divvied up their bounty. Bill ‘Beezer’ and little Col Crowley’s father owned a sweet shop where Charlie had spied out a big half-pound box of chocolates set high on a shelf. If Beezer and his little shadow Col wanted to be part of the gang, then that was the price.


Beezer paid it. The chocolates, the fruit from the grocery store, other things. He robbed stuff out of a few cars, teaching little Col how twocking – take without owner’s consent – worked. Then everything was taken back to the den and laid at Charlie’s feet.


‘More,’ said Charlie every time. ‘We need more.’


They were the Charlie Boys gang, and Charlie was their king. They charged across the old bomb sites on the manor, armed with dustbin lids for shields and wooden swords. Slowly they grew in strength, and purpose, and bulk.
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At fourteen, Charlie found there were plenty of opportunities for theft and he exploited every one of them. The Charlie Boys were now teenage tearaways, villains in the making while the manor was ruled by real gangs, much older and more dangerous. Things were changing. Churchill had resigned and Eden had taken over. Charlie and Terry started boxing a bit, but they had no real talent for it, so Charlie decided crime paid better.


Charlie was leader, so Terry agreed. Why not? All Charlie’s mad schemes seemed to pay off. They started doing more cars – only nobs, flash gits and doctors had cars, so the pickings were good – and then a few houses. They nearly got caught when they were clearing out some candlesticks and jewellery from one house, but Terry tripped the furious owner up and took a punch in the back of his head that made it spin, just to let Charlie make a clean getaway.


Afterwards, in the den, when it was only the two of them, Charlie expressed his gratitude.


‘He would have caught me,’ he said.


‘Nah, you were off on your toes, mate,’ said Terry.


Charlie’s button-like dark brown eyes held Terry’s. Charlie was a short, solidly built boy, brown-haired and red-faced, while Terry was thinner, taller. With his red-blond hair and green eyes, he was shaping up to be a good-looking man one day.


‘That ain’t the truth,’ said Charlie. ‘The truth is, Tel, you saved my arse, and I’m grateful.’


‘It was nothing.’ Charlie was Terry’s mate, had been ever since the cradle. They were war babies, tough as old boots, the pair of them. He’d fall under a bus for Charlie, gladly. ‘My job, innit? I’m number two, so I protect number one, don’t I? Simple as that.’


‘Yeah, I s’pose.’


Terry eyed his mate. ‘Forever, Charlie. I’ll always look out for you. You know that.’


‘Forever,’ echoed Charlie, and held out his hand. ‘We’re going to run this whole fucking manor, Tel. You and me mate. Together. You see if we don’t.’


Terry shook Charlie’s hand. ‘Forever,’ he said.


And that was it.


The pact was sealed, the deal done.





1960s
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At nineteen, Charlie Stone and his mob were Teddy boys, getting into all sorts, slouching around in the new coffee bars with their duck’s-arse hairdos and brothel-creeper shoes, lounging around in the cane furniture surrounded by rubber plants and big-skirted girls while listening to Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard on the juke. Charlie’s ideas were getting bigger and better all the time. They were pretty well off now, Charlie and his crew, and they were dangerous enough for Charlie to receive a warning off one of the big boys, Gordie Howard, a Scottish loan shark who’d beaten back fierce competition from the Maltese and who now ruled the manor.


Charlie and Terry came out of the Palais one night and instantly they were set upon. Charlie was taken down an alley by two men and given the thumping of his life while another two blokes held onto Terry.


Finally, humiliatingly, Gordie held a battered Charlie down on his knees and pointed an old WW1 bayonet at his throat.


‘You see this, ya cunt?’ he asked in his thick Glasgow accent.


Charlie could barely nod his head, he was that beaten. He spat out a tooth. ‘What’s that then? A fucking butter knife?’


‘Clever bastard, aintcha? Well next time I see your fat grinning ugly mug, I’ll slice you open with it, you got me, pal?’


Charlie stared up at him.


Gordie pressed the bayonet harder against Charlie’s neck.


‘I said, you got me?’ he snarled.


Charlie had to nod or die.


He nodded.


Afterwards, Terry helped Charlie home where his mother Joan threw a fit. Charlie was patched up and put to bed. Next day, Joan was ranting that they should call the police, but Charlie – through a swollen jaw and several broken teeth – insisted it was nothing, a bit of a ruckus, forget it.


When she left his bedside and only Terry was beside him, Charlie said: ‘I’m going to kill that cunt Howard.’


‘Just rest up, Charlie.’


‘I mean it. That arsehole thinks he’s the big noise around here? He’s joking. He ain’t even English. I’m a Cockney. Born to the sound of Bow Bells. These streets, this manor, they ought to be mine. I got enough foot soldiers to crush that cunt and I’m going to do it.’


Terry felt bad. He’d been right there, on the spot, but unable to help. Helping Charlie was his job in life, he’d given his word on that. And he’d failed.


‘I’ll do it,’ he said, feeling uneasy. Around Charlie, things moved fast. Too fast, he thought. He wasn’t sure, as Charlie was, of their capabilities when it came to mixing it with the big gangs.


‘We’ll do it together,’ said Charlie.


‘Yeah. But rest up first, OK?’


‘Yeah. I’ll do that.’
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When she was seventeen, Nula Perkins fell in love with nineteen-year-old Terry Barton, Charlie Stone’s handsome number two. How it happened was like this: she went ballroom dancing with her brother, who got off with the girls while she sat there alone at the edge of the dance floor listening to song after endless song and being thoroughly ignored. Finally Jim Reeves was crooning out the last number of the night – the smoochy one where couples always got together. Couples, but not her. She sat there, red-faced, a failure. Somehow she wrenched herself out of her seat midway through the song and went into the bogs and cried. When she came out, teary-eyed and blotchy, Terry Barton was standing there.


‘Want to dance?’ he asked.


She was so grateful. And she fell for him, right then and there, because with her mousy hair and her big nose she was no looker – and she knew it. Terry was being kind; he’d rescued her from an embarrassing situation.


Of course, he didn’t linger. Once the dance was over he was out the door like a shot, with not a single glance back in her direction. She watched him peel out of there with a group of young men, at the head of which was short, bulky, hard-eyed Charlie Stone. Charlie Stone was always in the lead and, wherever Charlie went, it seemed Terry Barton was never far behind.


Still, Terry had turned her disaster of an evening – and oh yes, she’d seen her big brother laughing at her with his mates and their girlfriends as she sat there, her face burning with shame – into a good one.


‘You want to watch him,’ said her brother Jimmy on the drive home in his cream Ford Anglia, which shuddered as it went round corners. Its heater was clattering and throwing out no real heat at all.


‘Who?’ Nula asked.


‘Come on!’ Jimmy shot her a laughing glance. ‘Terry fucking Barton. He’s in with a bad lot.’


‘What, you talking about Charlie Stone?’


‘Course I bloody am. You don’t want to fuck around with that crowd, believe me.’


‘He’s a good dancer,’ said Nula. ‘Terry.’


‘Don’t get no ideas, our Nula. I asked him to ask you to dance. He did it as a favour.’


Nula shrank into her seat. So Terry hadn’t actually wanted to dance with her at all. And why would he? She was fat, plain and short-sighted – although she refused to wear the NHS specs she was supposed to. She sighed over her dismal life. Their parents’d had both her and Jimmy late. Mum and Dad were Victorian in their attitudes, elderly in their ways. They were plain people; worthy, church-going, spectacled, cheaply clothed. Thick in their heads and around the middle. Jimmy was the same. None of them seemed to have an ounce of drive, none whatsoever. They were in the gutter and were content to stay there. Ambition was a dirty word to them.


But not to Nula.


Nula Perkins might be in the gutter, but by Christ she was looking at the stars. Her life had to amount to more than it did; she’d had a piss-poor education and was now in a sorry excuse for a job on the cake and biscuit counter in Woolies. Her big weekly treat was window-shopping in town with her mates around the market in Carnaby Street and looking longingly in Biba, because she could only look; she could never afford to buy anything and anyway nothing would ever fit over her fat arse.


‘Terry Barton’s sweet on Jill Patterson,’ said Jimmy. He’d plunged the knife in and now he was twisting it. Nula wanted to hit him because she knew it was probably true; she’d seen Terry and Jill in town together recently, holding hands.


‘I could get him off her,’ said Nula, stung; she knew she couldn’t.


‘What?’ Jimmy was laughing at her. Nothing new there. Nula was used to being laughed at. She’d been laughed at her entire fucking life, by everyone but particularly by Jimmy. Four years older than her and wearing an air of smug superiority, he loved nothing so much as taking the mick out of his little sister.


Like on one of their rare family holidays, when she’d been dancing the hokey-cokey with new-found friends: ‘You looked a prat doing that,’ said Jimmy when she came off the dance floor, making her glowing smile instantly wilt to nothing.


Or the time she’d been singing in the church choir, performing a solo for the first time ever; she’d been so proud – and then he’d grinned at her afterwards and said: ‘You were off bloody key, you should have heard yourself. You sounded like a cat caught in a mangle.’


‘You know her? Jill Patterson? Wasn’t she in your class at school? She’s a stunner,’ he was saying now.


Nula felt her cheeks glow hot in the darkness. Yes, she knew Jill. Her of the silky straight blonde hair and lovely blue eyes and fabulous figure. Fucking Jill Patterson. At that moment, as they racketed along in the tinny noisy little car – nothing cool or sporty for Jimmy, he was boring as fuck, they were all, her entire family, as boring as fuck – with her breath pluming out in the cold night air, Nula came to a momentous decision.


Somehow, she was going to change.




5


Gordie Howard always drank at the Pig’s Head with his crew all around him. Everyone knew that Gordie was tooled up as a matter of routine because of the bayonet thing when he’d pasted Charlie. No one ever mentioned the bayonet thing, not in Charlie’s hearing and certainly not in Terry’s. But Charlie’s boys all knew, and approached the problem accordingly, arming themselves with knives, machetes, spiked knuckledusters and a few leftover service revolvers.


When Charlie was better and his scars healed, he made a plan. He had to take Gordie out, he knew that. And he didn’t want to leave any other members of Gordie’s gang loose about the place to take over where Gordie left off. Charlie made this plain to his boys, and they all nodded their agreement and set off on the evening’s entertainment.


‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ said Charlie as they trooped out into the night, mob-handed.


‘Too right,’ said Terry. ‘Arsehole’s got it coming.’ But he wasn’t sure. He feared Gordie Howard’s crew and thought Charlie a fool not to.


As soon as Gordie and his heavies emerged from the pub, Charlie’s boys dived in. Soon the bodies were piling up on the pavement, but Charlie wasn’t letting anyone else have Gordie Howard but himself. Some of Gordie’s boys ran off when it looked like things were going against them, leaving a hardcore few grouped around Gordie like guards around an emperor. Blood flew and before long there was no one left but Gordie, on the ground, dazed and reeling from tens of punches, cut to ribbons. Then whistles started blowing.


‘Get him up,’ said Charlie, gasping and blood-covered. ‘Let’s go.’


They hefted Gordie into the back of Beezer’s old Ford van and had it away before the coppers could arrive on the scene and start making trouble. They drove him down to the docks and hustled him, barely conscious, into an empty warehouse.


At Charlie’s instruction, Terry slapped Gordie around until he came out of his stupor. Then they tied him to a chair and Charlie stood in front of his enemy in triumph, staring down at him where he sat beaten, all the colour draining out of his face because he knew this was going to be bad.


One of the boys handed Charlie an iron bar.


‘Christ,’ panted Gordie, and seeing the man’s terror, Terry stepped forward.


‘I’ll put him out of his misery, eh, Charlie?’


Charlie stepped back a pace. Glared at his fallen enemy. Then he nodded, once.


Terry hit Gordie hard in the jaw. They all heard the snap as it broke. Gordie’s head flew back, and then he was out of it, unconscious. Terry gave Charlie a nod and got out of the way. Charlie stepped in and swung the bar back and crashed it into both Gordie’s legs and then his arms, pulverizing his limbs. Finally, satisfied, he threw the bar aside. It hit the dirty cement floor with a clatter. Charlie was breathing hard with the effort.


‘He won’t give us no more trouble,’ said Charlie. ‘Get him out. Dump him back by the pub when it’s clear.’


After the Pig’s Head incident, no one heard of Gordie Howard around town any more. He was – literally – a broken man. For a full month after the event, Charlie’s boys cruised the manor in their cars, herding up any stragglers from Gordie’s gang and seeing them out of town, until there was no one left and there was a change in the air. Now everyone knew Charlie had taken control.


The manor was his.
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There were some things Mum saw as a treat, and having Nula accompany her to the hairdresser’s once a fortnight was one of them. There the same female hairdresser – Candy – would poodle-perm Mum’s hair into submission, leaving it frizzed out, lifeless and ready for a shampoo and tight set. Soon, Candy was doing the same for Nula. But now, having come to a decision about the direction her life was taking, Nula spoke up.


‘I don’t want her doing my hair any more,’ she said.


‘What?’ Mum looked poleaxed.


‘I don’t, OK? I’m growing this perm out.’


‘Well, if you want,’ said Mum.


‘Yeah. I do.’ Nula chewed her lip. ‘And I hate my bloody name. Nula the Loser they call me at school. What’d you call me that for?’


Mum’s myopic eyes were full of hurt. ‘It was my mother’s name,’ she said.


‘Well I hate the bloody thing.’


That little fracas caused a chill to descend that lasted for days. Nula hated to cause her mum pain, but she steeled herself to do it. Things had to change. Things had to be different. And then Nula had to find another hairdresser. She saved up and went to a new trendy one in town that everyone was talking about, Mr Fox, where inside everything was black and gleaming. As she entered, Elvis was singing ‘It’s Now or Never’ on the sound system.


Nerves cramping her stomach, sweat dripping from her armpits and her overtight new bra digging in under her non-existent tits, Nula tried to look together but she was feeling out of her depth. The stylists were scary. Cool, young, brimming with confidence. Beautiful. Everything was about beauty these days. Like Jean Shrimpton, who she’d read about in Marie Claire – Jean was having a hot affair with the photographer David Bailey. Oh, to be part of that world, that life.


Nula felt about two inches high the minute she stepped through the door of the salon. The pretty mini-skirted girl who took her coat and hung it up looked at it like it was a rag – which, to be fair, it was – and then she looked at Nula, barely stifling a mocking smile.


So what? thought Nula. I’m used to that. People laughing at me, sneering, making fun.


She’d had it at school, in the new awful communal changing rooms after the hell of games or gym or – the worst – cross-country running. She’d lumbered around, unable to keep up, red-faced and breathless. Then, after the ritual humiliation of the showers, there was dressing. Her old-fashioned Mum’d still had Nula wearing a vest at fifteen, which had been the cause of much hilarity in the changing room. Also, Nula was flat-chested, while most of the other girls were blossoming into young women, wearing pretty starter brassieres and beginning to take an interest in boys.


Not Nula. She knew her chance of attracting boys was zero. Her mirror confirmed it.


But now, having had her hair washed in an excruciatingly painful back-basin, she was draped in a black towel, plonked in front of yet another mirror, and was confronted with her reflection. Pale. Fat. Frizzy-haired. As Michael Holliday sang ‘Starry Eyed’, the apprentice wrenched a comb through it, pulling at the knots. It hurt.


Then the stylist came over, a stunning young man in hipster jeans, black shirt and a big TEXAS brass belt buckle. He pawed over her wet hair with a frown and said: ‘I’m Simon. So what can we do for madam today?’


‘I want you to cut it, please. In this style.’ Nula produced a hairdressing magazine and pointed to a picture of a ravishing girl with a long casual bob. ‘And I want to be blonde. Like that.’


‘Blonde? You sure?’ He was staring at her like she was demented.


‘Absolutely.’


He shrugged, disinterested. The customer was always right. Nula wondered if perhaps he might do a small test on her hair, to see how it would take the colour. He didn’t. Instead he went off to a back room and returned with a dish of lilac-coloured gunge, which he proceeded to slap onto her head. After fifteen minutes, it was stinging. Then he wrapped her head in foil, put her in a chair with a pile of last year’s magazines, set a timer and left her there.


Now her head was actually hurting, but she was too intimidated to cry out. When the alarm went off and Simon returned, she nearly sobbed with relief. The stuff was washed off, and Nula was once again placed before the mirror while Simon clipped away at her now reddish hair.


‘Um,’ said Nula.


He looked at her expectantly.


‘It’s not blonde,’ she said. So with barely concealed impatience he put some more gunk on her head, and slapped the timer back on.
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The Charlie Boys had got used to pilfering from cars and then nicking the cars themselves and selling them on. Charlie and his gang also became expert housebreakers. Summers were particularly good for this. People hot in bed upstairs, windows left open downstairs. Perfect.


They were earning very nicely now by criminal means and were starting to think bigger. Charlie had the manor all set up in his favour and they were raking in cash around the restaurants and clubs. Charlie had his boys on the doors, and before long they had the club owners out the door and were taking over. Added to that, they were screwing three or four big houses every week and getting away with it. But soon the word spread, the Old Bill were after them, and they had to go further and further out on the rob, or invite trouble. Charlie was growing bulkier by the day and Terry and Beezer were too big to get in small windows, so they trained up Beezer’s little brother, baby-face Col, for that job.


It was like a holiday jaunt, a return to the old days, the housebreaking. They drove out into the countryside in Terry’s Cortina, where the pickings were a lot better and where their chances of detection were halved thanks to country plod’s relaxed attitude to law enforcement.


Once at their target area, they found a nice big house and sent Col in to knock on the door. The deal was this: if nobody answered, the job was on and Col would be shovelled through a small open window – or they would break one – and then Col would open the front door to let the rest of the troops inside. If someone did answer, then Col would innocently ask for directions and leave the householder in peace.


It was a system that seemed foolproof, and one that they used again and again. They would get in, dump empty boxes out of the boot of the car and into the hallway. Then they would put all the stuff they were robbing into the boxes and exit by the front door.


Then one night they were doing a big place, bigger than usual. Col rapped at the door, nobody answered. All was fine. They moved round the side of the building in the moonlight, laughing because they looked like they should have a bag marked ‘swag’ on their shoulders as they tiptoed along. They found an open window. Beezer wasn’t with them tonight, but they had enough backup should they need it. Terry clasped his hands together and boosted Col up there. Col grabbed the window frame and wriggled through without any trouble at all. He dropped down onto the floor inside.


Outside, Charlie and Terry were still laughing, waiting for Col to open the front door. Then there was a noise.


Terry stopped laughing.


‘What the fuck was that?’ asked Charlie in a loud whisper.


All of a sudden, Col screamed. It was the most godawful spine-tingling, bowel-loosening scream either of them had ever heard.


Charlie was fumbling for his torch, unable to find it. Terry was leaning into the window, but he couldn’t see a fucking thing inside. But the screaming. He could hear the screaming, loud and clear.


Charlie found the torch. With shaking fingers he flicked it on and aimed it at the window and for a second all he could see was the reflection of his own bleached-out face. Then he angled it down.


‘Oh shit!’ he muttered, feeling hot stinging sick rise in his throat, threatening to choke him.


He staggered back a step and Terry grabbed the torch off him.


‘What?’ Terry was demanding, over and over. ‘What is it . . . ?’


Then Terry looked along the torch’s beam and he saw.


Little Col was being dragged around the room inside there, and he wasn’t screaming any more. A Rottweiler as big as a tank was gripping Col by the neck and yanking him this way and that. A liquid pool of dark red was spreading out, staining the floorboards. Col’s eyes were closed.


‘Shit,’ said Terry, flicking off the torch, his face frozen in horror.


‘We got to clear off,’ said Charlie flatly. ‘He’s dead.’


‘What? No! We got to get him out of there,’ said Terry, wondering how the hell they were going to break this to Beezer.


‘You bloody serious? That bastard’s finished him, and he’ll finish us too. Come on. We’re going.’


It was the talk of the streets for weeks after.


‘You knew that little scrote Colin, didn’t you? Didn’t you used to hang around together at school?’ Mum asked Charlie. ‘Bloody thieving off people. Still, what a way to end up. Nobody should finish like that.’


‘I knew him. Not very well,’ said Charlie, wishing the old girl would shut her mouth.


‘Robbing off people’s houses. It’s disgusting.’


And then there was the funeral. Baby-face Col’s mum and dad were in bits as they followed, stumbling and crying behind the hearse bearing their youngest son up the road and into the church. COLIN was spelled out in red chrysanthemums beside the coffin. Col’s older brother Beezer trailed along beside his parents, his face blank with grief.


All the time the funeral went on, Charlie wouldn’t meet Terry’s gaze. The Bill had questioned them. The coppers knew they were dodgy and that Col and Beezer always hung around with Charlie and Tel. But they both denied all knowledge, and soon it blew over. Charlie, Terry, Beezer and the rest of the Charlie Boys didn’t go housebreaking any more though. They concentrated on bigger and better stuff around the manor. There was no more arsing around fencing gear or giggling in the backs of vans. Somehow, they’d lost their taste for petty thievery.
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With housebreaking behind them, Charlie was looking for new avenues of interest and mugging was an easy deal for his mob of heavy-set lads. Him and Terry and three others started queer-bashing; they hung around the toilets and robbed the cottagers, knowing they wouldn’t ever report the incident to the police.


Then they tried football grounds and racecourses, confident of rolling over plenty of drunken punters with cash on the hip. Word of their activities was starting to spread, and soon Charlie and his mob were offered five hundred pounds to play minder to a rich bookie who’d had a few threats made against him.


This was great – easy money. They were still doing the club doors, Charlie being very careful to have some of his lesser-known lads start a hell of fight so that, when he turned up offering protection, the club owners nearly bit his arm off in their haste to take him up on his offer. Then, of course, Charlie would shove the owners out and take over.


So Charlie and Terry and the boys were doing all right. Dressing like film stars and dining out with lots of cash in their pockets. Beezer got morose sometimes and spoke about little Col, but Charlie reasoned that he had paid for the fucking headstone, what more could he be expected to do?


Life was sweet.


And soon, it was going to get even sweeter.


‘We got the clubs now, and the snooker halls, but what about the real meat?’ said Charlie.


‘Like what?’ asked Terry. Charlie was like a runaway train. His ambitions really did know no bounds.


‘All sorts,’ said Charlie. ‘Factories. Banks. Loan-sharking, even. Coin it on the interest. All right?’


‘All right,’ said Terry.




9


Two weeks after her visit to Mr Fox, Nula was admiring her now blonde and restyled hair in the mirror in her bedroom when she noticed that a chunk of it was missing from the side. Two days after that, more was coming out. As she combed it, it snapped off an inch from the root. And no matter how gently she tried to wash it and style it, more hair was coming off day by day.


She could have cried.


Everyone was noticing. Her parents – although her mum was sweet about it, saying not to worry, it would grow back in no time – and Jimmy, who thought it was hilarious. Her mates at work. Everyone. Once again she was a laughing stock. She couldn’t go back into that posh place and face up to Simon. She went to another salon, where the middle-aged female stylist took one look at the damage and said: ‘Who the hell did this?’


‘Simon at Mr Fox,’ said Nula.


‘You ought to go back. Complain to the management.’ The woman lifted a few brittle strands and looked at Nula with compassion. ‘There’s only one thing to be done with this, I’m afraid.’


‘What?’


‘Cut it short to the head, recondition heavily and let what’s left of the colour grow out.’


Christ!


‘All right then. Do it.’


So an hour later Nula had patchy half-coloured hair cropped short to her round dumpling face. She looked worse, not better.


She held the tears in until she got home and was safely penned in her bedroom with chocolate bars and crisps. Then she ate – and cried.
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Nula’s hair was growing out. Getting longer, getting – thanks to her latest stylist – stronger, too. When the last of the blonde was chopped off, there she was again: mouse-coloured Nula Perkins with her hair cropped close to her fat head.


Well, the hair would grow. And she’d try again with the colour, that could be solvable. But . . . her fat head.


The truth was, Nula loved food. It was her consolation for all that the uncaring world threw at her. Comforting Sunday dinners, sausages and mash, Sunday teatime treats of cream and tinned peaches. Salty crisps and big chocolate bars and ice cream. Her parents were fat. Her brother was fat. Even her grandparents had been fat. But she kept reading things like Vogue and Harpers, wherein beautiful young things with glossy rich-girl hair and skinny figures pranced and danced and lunched out on steak and salad. No roast potatoes. No treats.


She still went up Carnaby Street with her mates, who had been – like her – the school losers, the quiet unpopular ones; she was Nula the fat arse, then came Stella with the stutter, Hilda with the limp, Joanie with the cleft palate that made her talk funny, and Sylvia with the ears that stuck straight out from underneath her thin brown hair like radar scanners.


In misery, they’d banded together. They weren’t like the popular girls, the pretty hair-tossing ones the boys all lusted after like Jill Patterson and her mates, or the tough ones, the tomboys who’d bloody your nose if you dared talk about them. But there was strength in numbers.


Now they trawled around Carnaby Street and tried on dresses – Nula hated trying on dresses, but the others were doing it and so she had to join in. And there it was, the awful, undeniable truth. Staring back at Nula from the dreaded changing-room mirror was the confirmation of all her fears. She was fat, and fat she would stay, because she ate too much.


One or the other, you could have. But not both. A good figure . . . or all that lovely food.


It was crucifying. Nula knew two things. One: food was her only real pleasure in life. Whenever she was laughed at, mocked, depressed, she would take refuge inside the larder, would stand there covertly eating seedy cake or apple pie, one eye on the door, her ears alert for footfall. And two: Mum wanted her to eat and moaned and fretted and threatened visits to doctors if she didn’t.


So she was fighting her mother and herself. But Nula was obstinate. Once committed to a path, she wasn’t one to deviate.


Skipping family dinners became an art form to her. She said she was playing hockey (she wasn’t) or down the chess club (not there, either) or at the youth club (all lies). She skipped breakfast, ignored her rumbling stomach and the temptation of the biscuit counter, lunched on fruit, crawled home starving and pushed the food around her plate, much to Mum’s displeasure.


It was all such an effort.


But after a few months of this – she didn’t dare weigh herself on those big high-street machines in public and face yet more scorn and humiliation, and her family had never possessed any bathroom scales – she thought that something was happening to her.


She was getting thinner.


She would stand naked in front of her bedroom mirror and force herself to look. There was a suggestion of ribs now, where before there had just been a spare tyre. Her belly didn’t bulge out the way it had. Her thighs didn’t rub together quite so painfully any more.


Nula started to feel something almost like happiness. It was hell, it was horrible, but – for fuck’s sake! – it was actually working.


So stuff Mum and her treacle sponges and massive portions. Nula stuck to her guns, kept avoiding mealtimes, and stared and stared at her new emerging body.


Her clothes started to hang on her. Which was OK, she hated her clothes. Then came the glorious day when she went and bought something. It was in a size she’d never even attempted before so she hadn’t dared try it on for fear it would be so tight on her she’d look like an overstuffed sausage.


She came back home with the minidress in a bright red bag. It was a multi-striped (vertical, not horizontal, she wasn’t that full of herself yet) simply cut mini with no sleeves and a zipper on the front.


It was a size fourteen.


Nervously she took it out of the bag, stroked a hand over the velvety material. Before, she’d squeezed into an eighteen, really squeezed. She unzipped it, slipped it over her head, refastened the long zipper, ruffled up her hair then dared to look in the mirror.


A stranger was looking back at her. A stranger with a good figure, wearing a mini dress, with a fuzz of soft head-hugging mouse-coloured hair making a frame around her features.


Nula turned back and forth, examining her reflection. She’d had hardly any tits before and now she had none. But she was thin. She looked at her face. Her eyes were well-shaped and hazel coloured. Her mouth was fine. But her nose was a monster. It reminded her of Schnozzle Durante. It was the Perkins family nose, they all had it. But as for the rest of it . . .


She looked OK. Her legs were nice. Long and shapely. Her arms were fine. She had cheekbones now, that was new. She stared again at her face and she frowned. She felt tears prick her eyes but she blinked, gulped, forced them back. She wouldn’t cry.


Now, she had to save up some more.


She had to save up a lot.
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Nula went into the bank where she had a small savings account, and they laughed her right out of the place – turned her down flat because, the manager said pompously, he ‘didn’t want to encourage her to overstretch herself, financially’.


Nula went home in a low mood that day. She stood inside the larder and eyed up the chocolate cake Mum had made for Sunday tea. God, she wanted it. But she stepped back out of the larder, closed the door.


‘You all right, our Nula?’ asked Mum, coming into the kitchen and making her give a guilty start.


‘Yeah. I’m fine.’


Her mum patted her on the shoulder. ‘Can I get you anything, lovey?’


‘No. Thanks.’ Again Nula had to blink back tears. Her mother loved her and meant only the best for her, so it hurt Nula to have to go against her, to refuse the cupboard-love Mum so frequently offered.


There had to be a way to get what she needed. Next day at work she spoke to Sylvia, her old mate with the radar-scanner ears, the poor cow.


‘Where would I get a loan from?’ she asked.


‘What do you want that for?’ asked Freda, whose life was small, limited to this fuck-all work in Woolies, to home, to telly, to nothing very much at all. Sylvia had no ambition. She was a sweetheart, but she was thick as two planks covered in pig shit, there was no getting away from that fact.


‘Never you mind. No matter. Forget I said anything,’ said Nula.


But Sylvia didn’t forget it. She came in next day and said: ‘There’s a bloke does loans. My dad said. Here’s his address.’ She handed her mate a scrap of paper.


‘Thanks.’ Nula eyed it with suspicion before slipping it into her overall pocket. She’d try another bank, see what she could come up with. She didn’t like the idea of some bloke off the street, it didn’t seem official, or business-like.


The next bank laughed at her, too. She was a shop girl with no savings, and she was asking for a sizeable loan.


Nula slunk home again and stood inside the larder door and actually ate a large slice of the cake, before going out into the yard and sticking her fingers down her throat to bring it all back up again. Crying, choking, she sat on the cobbles beside the tin bath hanging from its nail on the wall.


Then she dragged herself to her feet, went back into the scullery and pulled her dirty overall out from the washing pile. The note from Sylvia was still in the pocket and she got it out, spread it, stared at it.


She straightened, took a breath.


All right then.


Charlie Stone.
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What Nula hadn’t expected when she pitched up at the address on the note was that Terry Barton would open the door. It threw her completely. She felt her jaw actually drop as she stared at his handsome features. He’d always been tall, but now he’d bulked up, gained a lot of muscle. He looked fearsome. More of a man than he’d ever looked before. And worse – humiliatingly, awfully worse – he had her there with him, giggling and twining around him like bindweed. Slim pretty Jill Patterson who’d been in Nula’s class at school, her of the blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. Nula hated Jill. Jill had been one of those capable winning girls, first a milk monitor and then a prefect, bossing the other kids around while Nula had skulked in the background, envious and silent, with all the other no-hopers.


‘Yeah, what is it?’ Terry asked.


As he stood there staring at her, half-laughing because Jill was in his arms and she was tickling him, it struck Nula: he didn’t recognize her. Didn’t know that the fat pitiful ball of lard he’d once danced with out of sympathy was her.


Well, that was good. She’d had humiliations enough to last a lifetime.


‘Can I see Charlie Stone?’ she asked. ‘Is he in?’


‘What d’you want to see him about?’ asked Terry, pushing Jill away from him with a smile. She pouted, smiling back. Then her eyes went to Nula.


Nula gulped hard, avoiding meeting Jill’s gaze. ‘I want to talk to him about a loan,’ she said to Terry.


‘Right. OK then. Come in.’


Nula went in, looking around curiously. Charlie Stone’s house was much like her own parents’ place – a plain little two-up-two-down. Nothing fancy. Not what she’d expected, at all. Someone with money to dole out to other people should have a better place to live in than this, surely?


Terry went to a door at the end of the hall, knocked once, then opened it. Nula, growing doubtful, wondered what the hell she was getting into. She stepped into a room and the door closed behind her. It was shabby in here. The sofa looked like something left over from the war. There was a desk in the corner, and behind it sat a man.


She recognized him, of course. The one that poor little Colin Crowley, who’d died doing that housebreaking job, used to hang about with. That had been tragic, really. Her God-bothering parents had taken the view that the little bastard had broken into someone’s drum, and when you did that, you got exactly what you deserved – and Col had. Torn to ribbons by a Rottweiler, apparently.


Nula shuddered. Christ, what a horrible way to go.


He was looking at her now, Charlie who had never so much as given her a second glance. She had always been far beneath his attention.


And him?


Well, she’d always been aware of him, obviously she had. But he was on another level to her, she’d understood that for a long time. Charlie Stone was going places. Today he looked the part in a suit that was clearly bespoke and not off-the-peg. He had the air of a successful businessman already. And he wasn’t exactly bad looking.


Charlie Stone was squat, that was the word. He was about five eight, and solid. In twenty years, Nula reckoned he would run to fat. But for now he was heavy-set, compact, with Brylcreemed dark hair. His hard, dark button eyes were skimming over her without any real interest at all – the way they always had.


‘I hear you do loans,’ said Nula, going up to the desk and sitting down with every appearance of calm, while inside she was scared shitless and she could feel her knees knocking together like castanets. If her parents or Jimmy could see her here, doing this, they’d hit the roof. They didn’t believe in Hire Purchase or in loans of any kind. ‘If I can’t afford it, I don’t bloody have it,’ Dad always said primly.


Charlie eased back in his seat, king of all he surveyed. He stared at her. ‘Don’t I know you?’


That threw her. She knew him, everybody did; but she had never supposed that he had noticed her.


Nula shrugged. ‘Probably from the dance hall. I’m Nula . . .’


Charlie’s face split in a grin. He slapped the desk hard and pointed a finger bristling with gold rings straight at her. Nula jumped. ‘The little fat bird!’ he burst out. ‘Jimmy Perkins’s sister.’


Nula cringed. That was her. The little grey fat bird. Unnoticeable. Forever fading into the background. Not worthy of anyone’s attention.


‘Yeah,’ she said, feeling a hot blush of shame colouring her cheeks. ‘That’s me.’


‘So you want to borrow?’


‘Yeah. I do.’ But now it all seemed like madness.


‘OK.’ Charlie whipped a notebook and pencil out of the drawer, put it down on the desk and looked at her expectantly. ‘How much?’


Just like that?


Nula couldn’t believe it. After the bank, this seemed like child’s play. But this bloke, who could grin at her and look friendly one moment, then look downright threatening the next, this bloke she knew from schooldays – him and Terry had been two years above her – squat little Charlie Stone, was a loan shark.


‘Um . . . a thousand?’ she ventured.


Charlie’s mouth dropped open. ‘How much?’


‘A thousand,’ mumbled Nula. ‘If I can pay it back over – say – two years? Would that be OK?’


‘Yeah, but the interest,’ said Charlie, staring at her. ‘What you want a sum like that for then, girl? That’s a lot of brass.’


‘It’s for something personal,’ said Nula, her lips in a thin line. She wasn’t going to tell him about that. What, give them all something more to laugh at her about? At Nula, the little fat girl with the big conk?


Charlie was still watching her face. Then he nodded. ‘All right then,’ he said, and started to explain about the interest rates while Nula sat there, amazed, not listening to a word.


As easy as that!


She was going to get the money she needed.


It was going to be done.


She nearly floated out of the door when their business was concluded. Then Jill, still out in the hall with Terry, said: ‘Hey – you’re Nula, aintcha?’


And her balloon was popped. ‘Yeah,’ she said, deflated.


‘Gawd, you’ve dropped a bit of timber aintcha, girl?’


Nula didn’t answer, she just shoved past her to the front door, and out.
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Charlie was ambitious, wanting to make the next move, wanting to be respected.


‘You got that,’ Terry told him. ‘Everyone around here respects you.’


People stepped carefully around the Charlie Boys on the manor now. Nodded. Smiled. Charlie liked that. Terry didn’t mind it. He didn’t crave it, not like Charlie did. He was happy that they had cash, and that Jill loved him. He didn’t want more. But Charlie always did.


They started watching security vans. Whenever Charlie saw one, he’d make a note of the date, the time, the location and the registration number of the van. Then he’d be back a week later to see if this was a regular thing. Then a week after that, seeing how the people involved operated, which route they took in and out of the premises. Then again, checking the fine detail.


When Charlie was happy that everything was covered, him and the gang did the job, tooled up with one shotgun, two toy hand pistols. They targeted a clothing manufacturer’s place, where Charlie believed the pickings would be rich.


The boys crashed into the factory in hoods and boiler suits and went straight to the small glassed-in office where an inside operator had told them the wages were kept. Machinists started screaming as they kicked at the door. It was locked. Inside, through the bulletproof glass partition, they could see the female cashier.


‘Open the bloody door!’ yelled Charlie.


She backed away, shaking her head.


‘Fuck it!’ Charlie booted the door but it wouldn’t give. He motioned to big heavy-set Terry, who came up and rammed it with his shoulder. No good.


Then Terry kicked it hard, splintering the lock.


Another kick, and the door juddered open, the partition beside it caving in, glass and all, with a monumental crash.


‘On the floor!’ Charlie shouted at the cashier, and she got down straight away. He looked around for the safe. Couldn’t see one.


‘Where’s the safe?’ he asked her, prodding her back with the shotgun. ‘Where’s the money?’


She pointed a shaking finger at the desk. ‘In the drawer,’ she said.


Charlie almost laughed. A proper business, and some silly bastard had been too mean to fork out for a safe! He went over and wrenched open drawer after drawer – each one was stuffed with money and small half-filled brown envelopes. The cashier had been in the middle of doing up the wages.


They emptied the loot into their bags and scarpered. Then they went back to one of their safe houses on the manor and counted the takings. They’d expected a hundred grand – and ended up with sixty.


Charlie was fuming.


Terry, who was in charge of cleaning up after jobs, took their boiler suits and hoods plus the gear they were wearing underneath and stuffed everything into a bag. Later, he’d burn it. Beezer, who had been little Col’s adoring brother until little Col topped himself off by getting on the wrong side of that Rottweiler, refused to let Terry burn his designer jacket.


‘Come on,’ said Terry.


‘No way,’ said Beezer, who prided himself on his togs, the flashier the better. And he’d bought the jacket on a trip to honour Col’s memory. It had sentimental value, he said.


Terry shrugged. They divvied up the money and departed.


Ten days later, the Bill were round asking questions – everyone knew where the villains were on the manor, and Charlie had a reputation as a real heavy face now. They got hold of Beezer’s jacket and matched up fibres from that with some near the smashed office door.


Beezer got handed down two years and the rest of them got off with nothing.


Beezer’s sentence was unfortunate in one way.


But in another?


It was a cast-iron miracle.
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With the loan she’d got from Charlie, Nula paid to have the operation on her nose done at a private clinic. It was two weeks of unbelievable pain, during which there was Mum forever at her bedside asking what had she done a thing like that to herself for? Nula was a pretty young girl with everything in front of her.


Yeah, including a monstrous conk, thought Nula, enduring her mother, patiently waiting for her to be gone. Hating herself for feeling like that, too: she knew how much her mother loved her, but she also knew that she wanted out from this suffocating little world that her sweet, placid, old-fashioned mum inhabited.


‘Our mum’s right,’ said Jimmy, eating the grapes he’d bought her as she lay in the nice private room in the swish hospital. ‘You must be off your head, our Nula, bothering about your fucking nose.’


So there was pain, and there was discomfort, and there was her mum fussing around and her brother who always had a go at her, he couldn’t resist it, and Dad who stayed away because he never could stand hospitals.


In between, there was the very nice plastic surgeon, and nurses who actually took trouble over you, not like in the NHS place she’d been in as a kid to have her tonsils out, where some of the nurses couldn’t be arsed to fetch you an extra blanket if you were cold, or even a pot to piss in when you were dying for the loo.


Then came the day when the gauze and tape was to be removed. She feared that when the big reveal was effected, her nose would be exactly as it always was. Huge. Lumpen. Yeah, shaped like a potato. Awful.


She held her breath as the nurse lifted the gauze free of her face. The air felt chilly, strange on the newly exposed skin. She’d already seen her reflection in the bathroom mirror, the big patch of gauze and above it two spectacular black eyes. Now, she would see everything.


The nurse was smiling. She was handing Nula a mirror. Nula lifted it nervously, and looked.


‘Oh my God!’ she burst out.


‘What do you think?’ asked the nurse.


Nula couldn’t speak.


There was bruising. There was blood, a little. But also . . .


She had a normal nose.


It was dainty. A little turned up. Extremely cute.


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, in a state of shock.


‘Yes,’ said the nurse, smiling. ‘It is.’
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Charlie Stone was surprised when Nula turned up to his gaff again.


‘You look different,’ he said, trying to place exactly what was changed about her.


Before, she’d worn plain clothes, cheap stuff that made her vanish into the background, and her unstyled hair had been pure mouse, thin and horrible. Today, she was in a short pale blue dress, her hair was styled in an urchin cut. Charlie thought she looked tasty, actually. Surprisingly so.


‘My nose,’ she said.


Charlie stared. That was it. But she was thinner too. Quite fanciable. ‘Ah. That was the loan, yeah?’


‘It was. Yes.’


‘You’re a week behind, incidentally,’ he said sourly. He was in a bad mood. Beezer getting banged up had shaken him. He still couldn’t believe it. What a cunting arse the bloke was, with his fancy designer gear. And look what it had cost him. It had been close for the rest of them as well. Too bloody close.


‘I’ve been in the hospital. Having my nose done. Then getting better.’


‘Have you. Well good for you. But lateness incurs extra interest.’


‘What?’ Nula eyed him in disbelief.


‘It’s all part of the deal, as I explained to you when I made you the loan,’ he said. ‘Fifty per cent interest now, and if another single late payment occurs, that doubles to a hundred for six months.’


‘A hundred per cent?’


‘That’s correct.’ Charlie was staring at her face. She looked terrified, and he rather liked that. Made him feel powerful. Which, of course, he was. His mood lightened a bit.


‘You . . . you’re joking.’ Nula was stretched to the limit as it was. She couldn’t afford a single penny above what she was already paying. And he was talking about doubling her debt.


‘Does this face say joking?’ asked Charlie.


‘I can’t afford that,’ said Nula.


‘Well, you had better afford it, because that is the price and it’s non-negotiable,’ said Charlie, picking up his pen and nodding toward the door. ‘See yourself out.’


Terry and Jill were loitering out by the front door again, Jill all over big handsome Terry like a rash, as always. Nula barged past the pair of them, her mind in turmoil.


‘Oi! Manners!’ she heard Jill say as she shoved off down the path.
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Nula’s life became one huge round of debt. Bing Crosby crooned ‘White Christmas’ all over the city as Christmas came and slowly went. She was working like stink to raise cash, taking all the overtime she could, but it still wasn’t enough. So she took another job in the evenings, working the bar down the Dog and Duck, and then when even that didn’t cut it she took another job on Sundays, polishing tables and cleaning out the disgusting bogs in the local working men’s club.


Finally she broke down in tears and told Jimmy. It was humiliating to have to confide anything to that smug bastard, but she couldn’t tell her friends because she was too ashamed of her own stupidity, wandering into this deal with her eyes shut, and she couldn’t tell her parents because she never told them anything, not ever, and she wasn’t about to start now.


‘Right,’ said Jimmy, puffing himself up while Nula sobbed at the kitchen table. ‘I’m going to have a word with that fucker.’


‘That won’t do any good,’ she gasped out.


‘Oh won’t it? We’ll see about that.’


And Jimmy belted off out of the kitchen and down the hall, slamming the front door behind him.


Jimmy didn’t come back for his tea. Mum was fretting as they waited and Nula was fretting even worse because she knew where Jimmy had gone and she didn’t dare say a word about it.


Mum set Jimmy’s dinner on a covered plate over a simmering pan of water to keep it warm. It sat there for over two hours, until it was turned to mush. Then Mum scraped the lot into the bin and started pacing around while Dad took to standing at the front door, gazing out into the night, letting in gusts of cold air. Nula sat at the table, fearful of where this was all going to end, nervous that Jimmy’s meddling was going to bring her secret out into the daylight.


Then there was the sound of a motor revving out in the street, a shout went up and there was heavy footfall by the front door. Presently, Dad staggered into the kitchen holding Jimmy up. He was bleeding from cuts to his face. His skin was grey and he was clutching his guts.


‘What happened?’ asked Mum, as she helped her husband ease their son into a chair. ‘Oh Gawd son, what they done to you?’


Through one half-closed eye, Jimmy stared at his sister. His expression said it all. You daft cow, this is all your fault.


‘Charlie Stone beat me up,’ he mumbled.


‘Why? What for?’ asked Dad.


‘Just for the hell of it, I s’pose,’ said Jimmy, as Mum started mopping away the blood from his face.


Dad started swearing and saying that bastard needed taking down a peg, he thought he was king of the bloody manor now Gordie Howard and his crew had been chased out of it.


Nula said nothing. She was thinking that she’d better not let the laugh that was building up in her escape to the wild. Yes, for certain Charlie Stone was a bastard of the first order; but he’d beaten the shit out of Jimmy, who had spent the better part of her life making it a misery – bullying her, mocking her, generally being a complete pain in the arse.


Charlie Stone had delivered Nula’s revenge for her. All right, he was also caning her for a lot of cash and she was in the shit for sure, but . . . he’d beaten the crap out of Jimmy.


She could only admire anyone who did that.
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It looked like Charlie had in fact gone easy on Jimmy, because save for a few spectacular bruises he was back at work in the car showroom within a week, and he didn’t mention Nula’s debt or Charlie Stone again.


But the debt remained, and she had to pay it. Stretched to the limit, too worried to sleep at night, Nula gathered together what cash she could and went to pay Charlie Stone back his stinking money. Well, some of it. Now she wished she hadn’t bothered with the nose job. All right, her vanity was appeased. An average slim young girl looked back at her from the mirror now, with no huge unsightly bastard of a nose marring her features.


But . . . oh God, the price she’d paid for it. Was still paying for it.


Terry let her in and her heart did its usual backflip at the sight of him. But – also as usual – he barely seemed to notice her. At least there was no Jill here today, thank God for small mercies. Terry ushered Nula along the hall, into what passed for Charlie Stone’s office.


And there was Charlie, squat and powerful, sitting behind his desk looking a question at her as she came in and closed the door behind her. And . . . her eyes fixed on his hands. Big blunt-fingered hands, loaded with gold rings. The knuckles of his right hand were scabbed, the skin there only newly healed.
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