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This book is dedicated to Cliff –


who still has a lot to put up with . . .




Rikker it adrée tute’s kokero see an’ kek’ll jin


Keep it secret in your own heart,


and nobody will know it.
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PROLOGUE


2001


The torch was weaving back and forth in Aysha Flynn’s hand, which was shaking hard. Its cone of light, feeble in the country blackness of the night, was wavering all over the place.


‘Hold it steady, damn it,’ snapped Connor.


Aysha put both hands on the torch. Teeth chattering with nerves, she tried to do as her brother said. Connor was steady as a rock, usually, wise beyond his twenty-five years. But this time? Doing a thing like this? She really thought he was demented. He’d been acting strange and out of character ever since those two Milo bitches had arrived in England.


‘This is wrong,’ she told him.


They were inside a tiny church, way out on the far edge of nowhere in the south of England. No one came here any more. The place was near-derelict; no alarms, nothing. The church hadn’t been in use since Gilbert White trotted past it on his famous white horse in the eighteenth century. It had never been big enough to seat more than twenty people, tops. It had no electricity, no heating or light. It was a place of deep peace and tranquillity.


Tonight, it was being desecrated.


We’re going to be cursed for doing this, thought Aysha with a shudder.


Even at night, the place wasn’t locked up. No point. There was nothing here to steal; no altar cloths or silver candlesticks, no crucifix – even the pews were gone. Connor Flynn, with a pickaxe in one hand and a sledgehammer in the other, had led the way up to the big gravestone at the top of the aisle, in front of the disused altar; last resting place of Polly James, 1745–1762, fiancée of William Cody. The inscriptions had almost been worn away by footsteps over the years, but Aysha could still read them, just about.




MAY SHE REST ETERNAL




Jesus! Spooky, or what?


Polly James had died the night before her wedding, it said. And then there was the old wedding rhyme:




Something Old


Something New


Something Borrowed


Something Blue




Connor tried to get the pickaxe under the edge to lift the stone. But it was huge and too bloody heavy for one man to budge. So now Connor flung the pickaxe aside and took up the sledgehammer again. He was taking aim . . .


Oh shit, thought Aysha.


. . . and the hammer swung fast, up and then down. It hit the ancient stone and bounced off.


‘Fuck,’ said Connor, peeling off his shirt and tossing it aside.


Despite the bitter chill, there was a sheen of sweat on his brow and an alarming intensity to his face when the torch-light caught it. Aysha watched him, thinking that this was crazy, that they couldn’t be doing this, that he must be wrong.


Connor shot his sister a look. ‘Steady,’ he said, and swung again. He was here to prove a point, and he wasn’t about to stop until it was done.


‘Connor, we shouldn’t—’ said Aysha.


‘We have to,’ he cut her off, and swung again, and again, and . . .


Suddenly it happened: the stone cracked. Connor hit it once more, and the crack widened into a fork and split. Connor downed the sledgehammer, grabbed the pickaxe again and levered one of the smaller sections away. It tipped up and then crashed to the side, echoing mournfully in the tomb-like silence of the church. Dust plumed up, and Aysha recoiled, coughing. Connor levered the pick under the remaining section, and heaved. That too gave up and fell aside.


‘What the hell is that?’ asked Aysha, her voice shaking as she focused the torch’s beam on what was revealed.


Connor leaned forward. He’d hoped to find nothing but an ancient skeleton. It was Aysha who stretched down a hand. With a shiver of revulsion she brushed away dirt from the stuff Connor’s blows had revealed.


‘It’s fur,’ she said.


‘Fuck it,’ said Connor.


He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but here was the proof: the tales the Milo women had spun him weren’t lies at all; they’d been telling the truth.


There was a heavy crash behind them as the door was flung open. They both spun around as footsteps came thundering up the aisle. Aysha let out a panicky cry as she saw the men running toward them out of the gloom. Then one of them lashed out and caught Connor a vicious blow on the head. He fell.


The last thing Connor heard before blackness took him was his sister Aysha’s terrified screams.
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April 1975


On a sunny spring day, twenty-one-year-old Josh Flynn and seventeen-year-old Claire Milo walked away from the gypsy camp that had been their home since childhood. They trod a path they had been using for as long as either of them could remember. Others of their jeal – their kin – had used it too. Not long after the war, a distant Flynn cousin who farmed outside Winchester in the south of England had quietly opened up a puv – a fallow field – so that the Romany Flynn, Milo, Grey and Everett clans – plus a few others – could set up a permanent camp there and stop their travelling.


‘Where you two off to then?’ asked Shauna Everett, passing by, her eyes alighting on Josh. She smiled flirtatiously at him. At him, not at Claire.


Claire felt her hackles rise. Bloody Shauna Everett, she was always giving Josh the glad eye. And ignoring her, like she was nothing.


Keen-eyed and opportunistic, that was Shauna. Claire had known her all her life, and hated her just as long. At eighteen, Shauna was tall, dark-haired and olive-skinned, pure gypsy with flashing conker-brown eyes and a seductive smile that she never wasted on women. Only men ever got the benefit. She was also tough, brassy, sharp-tongued and quick-witted; everything that quiet, pretty and patient blue-eyed blonde Claire – who didn’t look Romany at all – was not.


Claire hated the way Shauna always put herself forward, wearing revealing tight jeans and clinging, plunging tops; everything was out there in the shop window. Shauna would always jostle her way to the front of the queue and grab whatever she wanted out of life. And she wanted Josh. Claire knew it.


‘We’re not going anywhere special,’ Claire told Shauna coldly, and walked on.


Claire saw the hatred in Shauna’s eyes. Well, it’s mutual, she thought. Shauna Everett might be good-looking but she was a right old whorebag. It wound Claire up, the way she was always smirking at Josh. Claire had often seen Shauna hanging around with the Cleaver boys. The Cleavers weren’t Romany; they were gorgi pig farmers from up the lane. Shauna had been spotted necking with them at parties and dances, and they were nothing but backwoods scum that no decent woman would touch with a bargepole. She could see two of the Cleavers lurking over there by the vans right now – big bastards with dirty old macs and mud-spattered boots on, their faces covered in scruffy beards – fat Rowan, and Ciaran with his one blind eye. They were watching what was going on.


Claire thought that Shauna’s flirting with those dead-leg Cleaver boys was just window-dressing, anyway. She had seen the looks Shauna shot Josh at the same time as she was pretending to be all over the Cleavers like a rash. She’s trying to make Josh jealous, thought Claire. Well, she was wasting her time. Josh belonged to her, not Shauna.


As they walked on down the dell and away from the camp, Claire squeezed Josh’s hard-muscled arm and smiled up at him. No doubt about it, Josh was a prize to be coveted and she was proud of him. He was tall with a fine fighter’s build and a head of thick pale-brown hair that always bleached to blond in the summer. His profile was strong and his heart-stoppingly pale grey eyes gave him an almost luminous aura. All the girls looked at him, not just Shauna, but he belonged to Claire. He had been hers since they were small. While ‘grabbing’ was the norm among gypsy folk – where a boy fancied a girl and wrestled her for a kiss or even more – that had never happened with Josh. He treated Claire with absolute respect. Although she was seventeen, she was still as pure as the day she was born.


‘It’s beyond me why you bother,’ said Rowan Cleaver as Shauna moodily flounced over to where him and his brother stood.


Shauna’s eyes had followed Josh and Claire out of sight. Her face was grim as she watched the happy pair walk away, hand in hand. She turned to Rowan.


‘Why don’t you shut the fuck up?’ she said.


Rowan laughed. Rowan was always the one loitering in the background, giggling like a hyena. He was his older brother Ciaran’s lap dog and his younger brother Jeb’s whipping boy, everyone knew that. If Ciaran or Jeb said jump, Rowan asked how high.


‘He got a point, ain’t he,’ said Ciaran. ‘Josh Flynn ain’t never going to look twice at you, gal. He’s been mooning over that Claire Milo ever since he could crawl.’


‘That’s the truth,’ said Rowan, grinning.


‘So just be grateful for what you have got,’ said Ciaran, snaking an arm around Shauna’s waist and pulling her in close.


Shauna quickly pushed herself free of him. The youngest Cleaver boy, Jeb, she could just about stomach. He was good-looking, if you went for the brutish heavy-muscled sort. Ciaran wasn’t all that, though. That ugly milky-white eye gave him an evil look. A pony had kicked him in it when he was eight years old, blinding that eye in an instant. As for Rowan, he made her want to throw up. But all three Cleaver boys were useful in their way. A lot of people were scared of them, but they were always willing to do favours for Shauna. It was all a matter of knowing how to handle them – and Shauna had it down to a fine art.


‘Ah, she’s pissed off because the Flynn boy’s always off with that Claire,’ said Rowan.


‘Give it up, gal,’ said Ciaran. ‘Serious. You’re wasting your time.’


That put Shauna’s back up. The worst thing was, she feared it was true. But she wanted it to be different. And, over the years, Shauna had got used to having what she wanted. Her parents had never done fuck-all for her, so she’d grown up tough, fending for herself, grabbing everything she could get out of this Romany life but always finding it wanting. She wanted more. She wanted better. And she was bloody well going to get it.


‘I could have him if I wanted,’ she said.


‘Yeah, and there goes one of our pigs, flying over that hedge,’ laughed Rowan.


‘I could,’ insisted Shauna.


‘Bollocks,’ said Ciaran, and the two Cleaver brothers turned away.
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The beauty of the day helped Claire brush Shauna and the Cleavers from her mind. She and Josh trod the path they always followed, crossing the dell and on down past the row of poplars shimmering in the breeze, then between the fields with their fast-greening crops of wheat and barley, and on down to the little church.


The mouldering building was surrounded by an old graveyard, lichen-covered stones standing around like drunks among the overgrown grass which was now studded with pale yellow and sugar-pink primroses.


It was their special place – Josh’s and Claire’s. As children, they had played here. As young teenagers, they had shared their first kiss; and now, as adults, here they were again, talking and laughing together in low whispers, their arms wrapped around each other, Josh so tall and handsome and tough, Claire with her tumbling blonde hair, as lovely as the spring day.


‘Let’s go in,’ said Claire, dragging Josh after her.


Inside, the church was still and peaceful. Claire led the way up to the altar, stepping on ancient stones inscribed with details of the departed. Before the altar she stopped, looking down at the very last one. Polly James, fiancée of William Cody, lay here. The inscription said that she had died of a fever the night before her wedding.




1745–1762


MAY SHE REST ETERNAL




‘Look. That’s the old wedding rhyme,’ said Claire, tracing the words with her toe. ‘Something old, something new . . .’


‘Yeah, I know,’ said Josh, smiling indulgently. She was his angel, sweet and soft-hearted and full of warmth, always championing the underdog. Claire was never loud or pushy, but she had a core of iron and would take shit from no one – not even him. She was strong in her quiet, determined way, and he admired that. He was lucky to have her, and he knew it. ‘I’ve read the damned thing a thousand times.’


‘Don’t swear in church! It’s unlucky.’ Claire stared down at the stone and crossed herself. ‘Poor girl.’


‘Let’s go outside,’ said Josh. ‘It’s fucking cold in here. Catch a chill and I’ll be in no state to fight.’


‘Ah, you’re soft as a gorgi,’ she joked. A gorgi was a house-dweller. But his mention of the fight soured her mood. She wished he wouldn’t be fit enough to step into the ring, not ever. She hated the bare-knuckle fight game and feared for him every minute she knew he was in the ring. She was the soft one, not him. But Josh had grown up fighting, like his father and his grandfather before him; and she was – for better or worse – in love with Josh.


For a while she’d hoped he’d settle for the sort of labour the other Romany lads did. He’d given it a try, done his stint on the driveways, laying razor-thin tarmac bought off council surplus for the roads, and some tree felling. He’d dealt scrap metal and done a bit of horse trading at the fairs. He’d creosoted turkey sheds and picked fruit. But when he’d stepped into the ring for the first serious bout of his life, he’d been lost. He was a fighter; it was in his blood. He couldn’t help it.


Claire noticed that Josh seemed distracted. His face when she smiled up at him was deadly serious. In silence he led the way back out into the sunshine.


‘Josh?’ Claire caught up with him, touched his arm. ‘What’s up?’


‘Got something to ask you. Something important.’


‘Go on then.’


Josh got down on one knee in the long grass.


‘Claire – will you marry me?’ he asked.


Claire let out a scream and put both hands over her face.


Josh squinted up at her. ‘What’s that mean? Yes? No? Fuck off?’


Claire started to cry. Then she started to laugh. ‘Oh Christ! Josh!’


Josh grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close to him. ‘What?’ he asked.


‘It means yes! Of course it means yes!’ howled Claire, wrenching herself free of him and haring away up the dell.


‘Where you going?’ he called after her, still kneeling in the grass. He groped in his pocket – Christ, he’d forgotten to give her the bloody ring, he’d been that nervous!


‘Got to tell Mum,’ she threw back over her shoulder, and ran on.


Josh laughed then and stood up. Claire’s mum, Eva, would be tickled pink; her dad, Pally, probably would be too.


As for Josh, hearing her say yes had made him the happiest he had ever been.
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There would be a big engagement party in one of the barns soon, and then there would be the wedding. The Pole funfair family were going to be setting all the rides up especially for the event, and everyone was thrilled, anticipating the mighty calliopes roaring out ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ as the painted horses on the roundabouts dipped and spun and the waltzers whizzed around.


An autumn wedding would give them just about time enough to prepare, and they would need every moment. It was so exciting!


Every Romany girl starts planning for her wedding the minute she is past her first Communion, and Claire was no exception to that rule. Communion was a big event in itself, but a wedding was huge. The groom would buy a new van and get it on site at the ready, and after that he would bring home the money any way he could – by fighting, in Josh Flynn’s case – while the woman he married would keep house and raise their kids.


Claire Milo had already been collecting Coalport and Royal Doulton china to adorn the van that she and Josh would share as newlyweds. She couldn’t wait to marry him; if anything she loved him more than ever now. For her, the only fly in the ointment was his love of the boxing ring. That worried her. She couldn’t understand why it meant so much to him when he never seemed to win. Undaunted by his dismal record, he trained endlessly in one of the spare sheds; he had weights set up in there and a punchbag to keep himself fit. He even had a ‘manager’, that rascal Cloudy Grey. Claire avoided seeing Josh fighting. She knew he’d like her to attend the fights, but she couldn’t. The thought made her feel sick. Seeing someone punching him, hurting him? Maybe it would be different if he won a match once in a while, but strong and fit though he was, he never seemed to.


So the plans for the wedding went ahead, and so long as Claire didn’t think about the fighting thing, all seemed fine. Then one day she was round behind the vans. Her grey lurcher, Blue, a cross between a Saluki and a greyhound, was sitting at her feet. Blue was a brave dog, the best; he coursed for hares with Claire’s dad. The catgut on his chest and belly glistened in the sunlight from where he had charged through barbed wire after his quarry and had to be stitched up afterwards. Blue was the best dog in the whole of the southern counties, all the way up to London. Claire cried over each new injury Blue suffered; she’d had him since he was a tiny pup. But her dad wasn’t so softhearted. If the dog got cut, Pally stitched it up himself; soon as Blue was mended, out they went again.


Claire was grooming one of Pally’s piebald horses, pulling the colt’s ears and talking low to him as she worked, when someone grabbed her arm. She whirled around, startled. The horse shied and she steadied him. Blue stood up and growled.


It was Shauna Everett.


‘Oh, it’s you,’ said Claire. What the fuck did she want?


Blue had his teeth bared, staring at Shauna.


‘You don’t shut that fleabag up, I’ll kick its teeth down its fucking throat,’ said Shauna.


Claire touched Blue’s big head, and he subsided.


‘This right, what they’re all saying?’ asked Shauna, staring intensely at Claire.


Yeah, she might be a slapper, but she was a looker, Claire thought. You had to give her that. Shauna was strong-featured and strong of body. She wasn’t dainty like Claire, and there was no compassion in her eyes. She didn’t like dogs, or horses. But the men always seemed to like her well enough. All except Josh, of course.


‘I dunno. What you been hearing then?’ asked Claire, carrying on with the piebald’s grooming, wishing she’d go away.


‘About you and Josh Flynn. Saying you’re going to be married this autumn.’


‘Well, that’s right,’ said Claire, carrying on brushing, little puffs of dust coming off the piebald’s coat in a cloud. ‘We are.’


‘Christ! You’re joking,’ said Shauna.


Claire stopped brushing. She turned and looked at Shauna’s grimly set face. ‘Why would I be joking?’ she asked.


Shauna’s gaze grew spiteful. ‘Because, stupid, he could do about a thousand times better than you, any day of the week.’


Claire half-smiled at that. ‘Oh, you mean you? Sorry – don’t think he’s interested.’


‘You think that, do you?’ Shauna stepped forward. Blue started that low-level growl at the back of his throat again. ‘I mean it,’ said Shauna.


‘Shut up, Blue,’ said Claire, watching Shauna warily.


She’d had run-ins with Shauna her whole life, all the kids in the camp had. Shauna was the leader, the strong one, and she bullied the rest of them mercilessly. Claire had endured a lifetime of Shauna’s insults and snide remarks. She’d been on the receiving end of a punch or two, and the odd smack upside the head. And she knew Shauna was royally pissed off about her and Josh finally making it legal.


‘Yeah, shut up or I’ll shut you up, you stinking mutt,’ said Shauna to Blue.


Then her dark eyes fixed on Claire. ‘Christ, who’d believe it? Josh Flynn, throwing himself away on the likes of you.’


Claire’s heart was thumping, but she refused to be intimidated, even if Shauna did put the shits up her. Yes, Shauna was jealous. But Claire was the winner here, she had to remind herself of that. Shauna was too forceful, too bold, for Josh’s taste. Claire was the one he wanted.


‘Josh loves me,’ she said. She showed Shauna her left hand, the cheap imitation diamond glittering. Soon, Josh would buy her a better one. He’d promised. And Josh always kept his word.


‘Yeah? Christ knows why,’ Shauna sneered, eyeing the ring. She felt sick, seeing it. So it was true. All right, she might muck around with the Cleavers and a few others, but that meant nothing. What she felt for Josh was real. He should be hers.


Claire glared at Shauna. ‘Look. It’s a fact. So why don’t you go and find your own man, you low-life bitch? Like one of those deadbeat pig-farmer Cleavers you’re always hanging around with. I think that’s more your level. I heard they fuck those pigs – and knowing them, I believe it. How about one of them?’


‘Why you—’ Shauna looked shocked for a second. The little mouse was actually answering back instead of running snivelling to Mama like she always used to do.


Shauna shot out a hand and grabbed a handful of that silky blonde hair, yanking it hard toward her so that Claire stumbled forward with a shriek of pain, half-tripping over Blue.


‘Get off!’ yelled Claire, struggling to break free. The piebald was jumping around in alarm, struggling against its halter, which was tethered to the back of the van.


In a blind rage, Claire swung the currycomb in her hand and it struck Shauna’s jaw. Shauna fell back. Blue started barking. He lunged at Shauna and sank his teeth into her leg, then when she kicked at him he yelped and leapt away.


‘Fucking mongrel hound!’ said Shauna, staggering back with a hand to her scraped jaw.


She stared down at her leg. Blood was starting to seep from the bite, colouring the torn denim to purple. Her eyes when they met Claire’s were vicious.


‘You’re going to be sorry,’ she spat out, panting with temper.


Shauna turned away from Claire. Then she turned back.


‘That crack about finding my own man?’ she rapped out. ‘For your information, I fucking well have, bitch. His name’s Josh Flynn and he’s mine. He just don’t know it yet.’
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Shauna got back to the family trailer and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her chin was scratched from where Claire had struck her. She bathed it. Then she stripped off her jeans and poured some of Dad’s neat gutrot whisky over the bite that mutt had inflicted on her. It stung like a bitch, but she was so mad, so fucking incensed, that she barely felt it. At least the bleeding had stopped.


Then she put on clean jeans and stalked around the trailer, irritably picking up this and that, fuming, unable to believe that dopey cow had summoned the nerve to turn on her like that. She kicked the couch, but really she wanted to kick her, Claire Milo. She wanted to wipe her out, never again to see that pretty-pretty face with those sickeningly soft blue eyes.


Finally, unable to settle, she snatched up the keys to Dad’s pickup and left the trailer. She got in the pickup and drove.


As Shauna pulled up outside the Cleaver place, she thought not for the first time that the untidy bastards ought to do something to make the place look a bit better. Granted, they were only pig farmers, but the betting and other things meant they always had cash on the hip, so why didn’t they tart the place up a bit? It was damned near derelict, the gates hanging from their hinges, the porch leaning at a sharp angle. The farmhouse itself was dark, its roof mossy and missing some tiles, and the wooden cladding on the eaves was crumbling from years of neglect. The house was set close to the northern edge of a pine forest, and even on a day like today, which was bright and sunny, very little light penetrated the gloom around it.


There were several scruffy dirt-caked old trucks parked at the front, and she could hear a big dog barking monotonously inside the house. Looking out over the fields to the front of the place, she could see the pigs churning the ground to mud and hear them grunting – about a hundred in all. This was how the Cleavers made their living: breeding hogs and growing them on before sending them to market. She could smell them, too. Yeah, maybe that bitch Claire was right. The Cleavers were low lifes. But they were useful ones.


Jumping down from the pickup, she paused, looking at the statue of two grinning, rutting pigs perched above the sloping porch of the house. She felt a shudder of distaste go through her. Fucking oiks, these Cleavers. But she was going to do this, whatever it cost. She knew what she wanted, and here was where she’d get it.


‘Hiya, gal,’ said a voice behind her.


Shauna turned. It was Jeb, the youngest Cleaver boy, bull-necked and slope-shouldered. An axe hung casually from his right hand, and he was clutching a bundle of firewood against his chest with his left. He was better-looking than his two elder brothers Ciaran and Rowan, his hair blacker, his eyes nearly black too, with an intensity of expression in them that said Don’t ever mess with me. But she did, all the time.


‘Hi,’ she said, and smiled.


‘Come for some fun?’ he asked, and she nodded.


Fun first, she thought. Then she’d get down to business.


‘So where are they all today?’ asked Shauna as she and Jeb lay naked in bed an hour later. The radio on the dusty bedside table was playing ‘Sugar, Sugar’ by the Archies.


‘Dad’s at market with Rowan. Ciaran’s out the top field,’ said Jeb, rolling over and clasping her tit in a crushing grip. ‘Damn, you’re hotter than hell, girl. You really are.’


Shauna suppressed a wince of pain. She was meant to be enjoying this, but she didn’t. She never had. She’d been ‘doing it’ with Jeb and with Ciaran – less often with Rowan, and a couple of times with their dad, Bill – since she was twelve years old.


She’d worked out early that a romp between the sheets made men blind and biddable. Even at a young age – an illegal age, but who gave a shit about that – she had insisted on a condom. It was also understood that when she put out, favours would be required in return. All she had to say was ‘I need some cash, how about it?’ and she’d be showered in fivers. And when she told the Cleavers, ‘I need to get even with so-and-so, will you see to that for me?’ whoever had crossed her would end up being sorted out down some dark alley.


So the Cleavers were useful. Very useful. They weren’t in the same league as Josh Flynn, of course. Shauna was obsessed with Josh Flynn, dreamed about him day and night. She fantasized that whichever grunting, gasping man was pumping away on top of her – whether it be Jeb, or half-blind Ciaran, or sly grinning Rowan or even their old man Bill, who was easy to tap up for a few fivers – was Josh. That way, she got through it and out the other side. Fun first. Usually their fun, not hers. Then business. And today she had something very specific in mind.


‘I want to talk to you,’ she said.


‘What about?’ He was kneading her tit like he was squeezing dough or something. It hurt. Shauna pulled away, stroked his belly, kissed his chest, which was thickly matted with black hair. All the while, she was thinking, Josh, Josh, you can’t do it, you can’t throw yourself away on her. I won’t let you.


‘That bitch Claire Milo . . .’


‘You never did like her.’ Jeb grinned. ‘Ciaran says it’s pure green-eyed jealousy. That you fancy Josh Flynn for yourself.’


Ciaran’s not as stupid as he looks, she thought.


‘Truth is, she set her fucking dog on me. You believe that? Look.’ Shauna held up one long shapely leg so that he could see the bite mark Blue had left her with.


‘Jeez. That’s nasty.’ Jeb ran his hand up her leg to her thigh. Quickly losing interest in her injury, he went up further and began probing the damp hollow between her legs, his eyes intent on that.


‘You ever thought of shaving your bush?’ he asked, fluffing up the black hair there with his fingers. ‘I could do it for you. Be a right turn-on.’


Shauna felt a stab of arousal at his words. Sometimes, Jeb could really light her fire, and she sort of hated herself for it when he did. Yes, he was an animal, but he was a sexy one.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve never thought of that. And this? You seen this?’


She redirected his attention to her face and the graze on her chin.


‘That her too?’


‘Hit me with a currycomb.’


‘What, Claire Milo? Girl’s a mouse. Saint Claire, the lads call her. Good as gold and scared of her own fucking shadow.’


‘I’m telling you, she did it.’


‘You’re after Josh Flynn.’


‘What if I am?’ Shauna propped herself up on one elbow and stared into his eyes. ‘That won’t alter nothing, Jeb. There’ll still be you and me. You know it. Ain’t we always been there for each other?’


‘Yeah.’ Jeb’s eyes narrowed. ‘You been there for Ciaran too. Rowan told me. And you done Rowan. You even done Dad – Rowan told me he saw the pair of you at it out in the yard, Dad with his pants round his ankles. Poor old cunt musta thought it was his fucking birthday.’


Shauna lay back down. Sneaky bloody Rowan. He ought to keep his fat mouth shut.


‘Actually, I think it was your dad’s birthday,’ she said.


Jeb’s head turned and he looked at her. Suddenly, he started laughing. Shauna joined in. Then Jeb grew serious. He clutched at her chin, hurting the scratches there. He stared into her eyes.


‘But I got first dibs on you, right? I got first call. That’s not going to change, OK? Not ever.’ She pulled her chin free of his grip and nodded. ‘All right, you can have Josh fucking Flynn all week and twice on Sundays, but you and me, that’s for keeps, you got that?’


‘That’s not going to change,’ said Shauna. First thing she could, she was going to kick every one of these fucking hillbilly Cleavers to the kerb. She had a plan. A big one. But for now, she needed them. She needed them to do something special, something important.


‘Jeb . . .’ she started, her voice wheedling. ‘Will you do something for me?’


‘Yeah, but first . . .’ he said, pointing down his body to indicate that he was ready for action again.


Shauna sighed and reached for a fresh condom, ripping it open with her teeth. She snapped it on, pushing it down over his erection. Then she climbed aboard, slipping his cock inside her oily wetness and riding him like a bucking bronco, making plenty of noise because he liked that. And she dreamed, dreamed, dreamed . . . of Josh Flynn.


Then, when Jeb was finished, she told him what she wanted done.
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‘Oh my God! Oh my baby!’ cried Eva, clutching a hankie to her streaming eyes as she stared at the vision standing before her.


They were in the home of the woman who made nearly all the gypsy wedding outfits in the country; she was known throughout the land as the go-to person for a knockout dress. Claire had been in the changing room with her sister Trace assisting her, struggling into the vast wedding gown that had been a work in progress for months. Now she came out, and her mother was instantly in floods of tears as she stared at her eldest daughter in a dress that was like something out of a fairy tale.


Claire looked like an angel. The dress was a huge beautiful powder puff of a gown, sparkling with five thousand crystals and studded with artificial pearls. It looked wonderful and Claire felt like a queen wearing it. No matter that she could barely stand in it, let alone walk. The finished gown that they’d all slaved over for so long was a triumph. It weighed around five stone and Claire thought she’d have to take it off soon because the corset on the bodice was killing her, and her hips felt bruised and would soon start to bleed. But fuck it, who cared? The dress was fabulous.


‘Mum? What do you think?’ she asked, beaming with pride.


‘You look lovely,’ said Eva. ‘Breathtaking.’


Even Tracey looked pleased, and Trace was a real misery, unlike sunny Claire. The glass was always half-empty to dark-haired and painfully plain Trace, never half-full. It was as if the fates had bestowed all the good looks and warm nature they had to spare on Claire, and forgotten sixteen-year-old Trace’s share.


‘So everything’s nearly ready then,’ said Claire, squeezing her sister’s hand.


Trace was to be Claire’s bridesmaid, one of seven, and Claire had chosen stunning turquoise gowns for her attendants to wear on the big day, and dainty feathered bouquets for them to carry. The wedding was going to be the Romany ‘do’ of the year. The church was booked, the wedding breakfast sorted, the flowers selected, the photographer set straight about which family groups to do on the day; they wanted a huge wedding album, the very best. There would be one of the relatives’ carriages all spruced up and pulled by two dazzling white ponies to get Claire and her dad Pally to the church, and there would be a monster truck kitted out like a disco to get Josh and his best man there on time.


She knew Josh hated the fuss and would have been happier with a simple register office do, but all the graft was done now.


‘I can’t believe it,’ said Claire, eyeing herself in the full-length mirror. Soon, she and Josh would be man and wife. She couldn’t wait.


Her big day was coming at last.


Then her smile faded. Since that scrap with Shauna, she’d been troubled by dark dreams – almost like premonitions. Maybe she did have the Sight, just a bit. She hoped not. Because the dreams all seemed to involve horror and pain, and finding her dear old dog Blue dead.


‘You OK, lovey?’ asked Eva, watching Claire’s face.


‘Fine!’ It was nothing. They were just silly dreams. Nothing more.


Josh had the new van on order and everyone had cleared some space on the site ready for its arrival, so that was sorted too. Claire was so happy she felt she was going to burst.


Later on, she met up with Josh on the steps of her folks’ trailer. Night was drawing in, and Pally had set a cheery fire going in the middle of the clearing. By the light of that and the tilley lamps, Josh thought that Claire looked lovelier than ever. Blue was tucked in under the trailer steps, on guard, and the stars were bright in the heavens.


‘Not long to go now ’til the wedding,’ said Josh, kissing her.


‘I love you, Josh.’


‘I know. I love you too.’


The kiss deepened, grew passionate. Claire pulled away, smiling. ‘Not until the wedding, though. We agreed.’


‘Christ, you’re a hard taskmaster,’ said Josh, but he was smiling too. He could wait. He’d found the perfect girl; he wasn’t going to spoil things by rushing at her. He hated all this bloody wedding claptrap, but it was her day, so he was going along with it. His smile faded. He had to say this now. ‘You know the fight, on Saturday?’


Claire’s eyes grew serious as they gazed into his. ‘Yeah. I know.’


‘Matty O’Connor. That man’s a legend,’ said Josh.


And not long after that, they’d be married. Ever since she’d got wind of the upcoming fight, she’d had nightmare visions of Josh being carried up the aisle to her on a blood-soaked stretcher. Josh never won. She couldn’t figure it out, but it was a fact. He always lost. So how the hell could he stand against a beast like Matty?


‘He’s the champion,’ said Claire. ‘I know that. The king of the fighters.’


‘Well then?’


‘Well . . . what?’ She felt her stomach clench with dread. Knew what was coming.


‘I’d like you to be there, ringside. I know you’ve never been before, but this is going to be different. And it’s time you were there, supporting me, or what will everyone think?’


Claire looked troubled. ‘I don’t care what anyone thinks, Josh. I just don’t want to see you getting hit, that’s all. And how the hell can it be different?’


‘Claire . . .’ Josh stood up, paced around a bit.


‘No, Josh. It can’t be, can it? You’re fooling yourself. And against Matty? It’s time someone spoke some sense around here. He’ll knock you to hell and you know it.’


‘No, he won’t.’


Matty was a huge raging bull of a man, a cousin of the Cleaver family, and there were rumours that he’d actually killed a man in the bare-knuckle ring with his ferocious right hook. The community had hushed it up, seen the widow right, made sure the muskras – the police – were none the wiser. But to Claire it was terrifying to think of it.


Christ, she hated the very idea of Josh coming up against that brute. She was so scared for him. After a fight like that, maybe he wouldn’t make it up the aisle at all. Maybe he’d be dead.


‘How is this time going to be different? How can it be?’ she asked, her eyes filling with tears.


Josh put his arm around her shoulders.


‘You don’t know the fight game, do you,’ he sighed. ‘Listen. Here’s what’s been happening. I’ve been throwing fights because Cloudy’s told me to.’


‘Throwing . . . ?’


‘Losing them. Deliberately. People have been betting on me to lose.’


Claire stared at Josh.


‘I get paid well. So long as I lose.’


‘So . . .’


‘I’m sick of it. This time I’m not losing. I’m going in there to win.’


‘But these people who are betting – do they still expect you to lose?’


‘Who gives a shit? I’ve had it with the whole thing. I’m kicking Cloudy into touch and I’m winning, and then we’ll see who’s king of the gypsy fighters.’


‘Won’t there be trouble?’


‘There might be. Who bloody cares? But this once, I need you there.’


‘Oh Christ,’ moaned Claire.


‘Please.’


‘All right. I’ll be there.’


But as soon as she’d said it, she wished she could snatch the words back. The thought of the fight dimmed the pleasure of the upcoming wedding festivities and wearing that fantastic dress, being queen for the day.


I’ll just have to get through it, she thought. Grit my teeth and do it.


There was nothing else she could do. She kissed Josh goodnight and went back into the trailer. Neither she nor Josh saw Shauna loitering near the end of the van. Blue did. He crouched ready to pounce, hackles rising, lips pulled back in a snarl. But Shauna vanished into the shadows and was gone.
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It was the night of the big fight. Matty O’Connor, the long-standing legend, against Josh Flynn, an upstart youngster who lost far more often than he won. Everyone had come to see it, because Matty always drew a crowd. No one thought it would be a decent contest, but what the hell, this was Matty O’Connor. Everyone knew he would see Josh off in the first round.


The crowd inside the barn was going crazy, cheering ‘MATTY, MATTY, MATTY!’ over and over again until Shauna Everett felt that her head was going to burst wide open with the noise of it.


Thirty-five-year-old Matty O’Connor, who had been the all-round reigning bare-knuckle boxing champ for five years, the undisputed king of all he surveyed, was – as predicted – hammering the crap out of young Josh Flynn, Claire Milo’s fiancé, in the makeshift ring.


It wasn’t anything fancy, this ring; the corners were marked out with gas bottles and they’d strung lengths of rope between them so that it looked right, even if they were fighting on a dirt floor. Spectators were standing on hay bales, and lights had been slung up on extension leads that trailed out from the farmer’s house to this big oak barn.


The heat inside the barn tonight was nearly unbearable. This summer the sun – ‘Phoebe’, Claire’s mum called it – had burned down on the country without end, wilting plants and trees, drying streams to nothing, yellowing the grass. There seemed to be no relief anywhere from the heat.


‘MATTY!’ everyone around Shauna was bellowing.


Fuck Matty, she thought.


Shauna Everett’s eyes were glued to Josh. She still couldn’t believe a man who looked like him could be intending to chuck his life away on Claire Milo. She, Shauna, was the woman he deserved, not that gutless little blonde cow. Shauna could see Claire standing across the ring with her sister, Trace. Claire was white-faced and cowering as Matty and Josh fought. Shauna could see how sick Claire was feeling. Whereas Shauna herself felt quite turned on by it all, quite excited. Who wouldn’t be, watching Josh? He was gorgeous – a real hunk of a man.


Win, Josh! Come on then, win! she thought, willing him to do it.


She’d passed word along to the Cleavers of Josh and Claire’s little chat. The boys were pissed off, but forewarned was forearmed so they wouldn’t make a loss on it. They thought it was unlikely that anyone could stand against Matty, anyway.


But Shauna wondered. If Josh did win – by some miracle – then things would change for him. Wild men and suicide fighters would seek him out, because he would be king of the gypsies, the strongest, the toughest man going. Pro boxers would fight him, too, and that was where the money was; if he was clever, he could be made for life.


Shauna didn’t think Josh was that clever. His impending marriage to Claire, for instance – what the fuck was that all about? She knew Josh and Claire had been together as kids, but for God’s sake! Claire was not a woman whose stature would complement Josh. And that fucker Cloudy, that so-called ‘manager’ of his. She knew that Cloudy had been – mostly at the Cleavers’ instigation – setting Josh up for the past few years to always be the fall guy.


But big handsome Josh himself had impressed her when she’d listened in the other night. He was determined to win this time and make a name for himself. She didn’t see why he couldn’t, if he set his mind to it. He was as fit as a butcher’s dog and he was a southpaw, a leftie, and that made him difficult to fight. Yes, Josh had possibilities.


Possibilities interested Shauna. Her own family were travellers from way back, just like Josh’s and Claire’s. Now they were settled, but it was in the blood, what they were. You couldn’t escape it, everyone said that and it annoyed the hell out of her. Shauna wanted to try and make the break from this life. She wanted to aim big, to reach the top or die trying. No measly two-up-two-down in Where-the-Fuck would ever do for her. That wasn’t enough. She wanted it all: a massive house, a fancy car, holidays in Mustique like Princess Margaret took. And a boat moored up somewhere, a proper gin palace with two fucking great outboards, not one of those stick-and-hankie sailboats. She wanted power, she wanted speed. And she was going to get it. Tonight, things were going to change. She’d already made sure of that.


The crowd were shouting louder and louder as punch upon punch landed on Josh. The heat and the bloodlust and the stench of sweat was almost choking in here.


‘MATTY! MATTY! MATTY!’ they roared.


‘Come on, Josh! Hit him back!’ yelled Shauna. He was supposed to win, wasn’t he?


Josh was faltering on his feet, shaking his head. There was blood coming from a cut on his brow, and his knuckles were red. Matty closed in.


Fuck, thought Shauna. He was fading.


‘COME ON, JOSH!’ she screamed.
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Blood spattered Claire Milo’s face and she winced with revulsion and looked away. Fuck this for a game. She was never, ever going to come ringside again. She vowed that on her mother Eva’s life. She heard punch after sickening punch landing on flesh, like someone pounding a piece of meat. She couldn’t watch; she had to keep her eyes down. All around her, the crowd roared its encouragement, even her dad was shouting like a lunatic, but she seemed to be on an island, removed from it all.


‘Look, Claire, look!’ screamed her sister, nudging her hard in the ribs.


Claire raised her eyes and forced herself to look.


Inside the ring, Matty and Josh were still knocking lumps off each other. They were both stripped to the waist, drenched in sweat and soaked with blood, their own and each other’s. Josh was tall and muscular but he looked like a no-hoper beside the champ; Matty was squat, solid as an oak door, his red hair plastered to his head as he moved quickly around the ring with Josh dodging blow after punishing blow. Josh was kidding himself, she could see that now. Matty would win. Matty was a legend, he always won.


‘Oh shit,’ moaned Claire, thinking that she was making an awful, awful mistake.


Nanny Irene said she was. Nanny Irene had the Sight; she’d predicted all sorts, deaths and births and all manner of shit. She had it, in spades. Mum had it too, she’d seen Grandad’s death in a dream. Claire was so fucking glad she didn’t have it: the Sight was a curse.


When Claire had said she was going to marry Josh, Nanny Irene had straightaway insisted on a full reading. Nanny was almost the last of the gypsy wise women, regularly prescribing a Traveller’s Joy infusion for rheumatics, henbane for gallstones, belladonna and warty caps for other ailments. She still bound open wounds with cobwebs, and never left a single scar.


The old woman had got out the tarot cards, dimmed the lights. She told Claire to shuffle the pack, then she had stared with her bootblack eyes at her granddaughter. They’d been sitting at the table inside Nanny’s bow-top wagon, which was parked up behind Mum and Dad’s big trailer.


‘Pain, that’s what I see,’ Nanny Irene had said, turning over cards, shaking her grey head. ‘Pain and suffering, girl, you mark my words. Don’t do it.’


Now, almost drowned out by the baying crowds though they were, Nanny Irene’s words clanged around in Claire’s head like death bells. Her mum and dad had laughed it off, of course. But standing ringside, watching the man she was about to marry getting himself beaten in the ring despite all his assurances to the contrary, she could see that Nanny Irene was right. She was marrying a bare-knuckle fighter from a long line of them. This would be her life now, if she went through with the wedding. A life of pain and suffering.


Ah God, the wedding.


It should all be so perfect.


But it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. She could see that now. This was what she had to look forward to. A lifetime of living with crippling anxiety every time he stepped into the ring, and then bathing his wounds after fights, or shipping him off to hospital if it was really bad.


‘Come on, our Josh!’ shouted Sam, Josh’s mate who was in his corner, acting as his second. ‘Finish him!’


Claire’s attention returned to the fight and she cringed with revulsion. This was the way Josh earned a crust, the way his dad had, and his grandfather too. Since way back, the Flynns had been doing this, setting up illicit matches in farmers’ barns and at horse fairs and funfairs. This was the way Romanies settled their differences, too; they fought. They didn’t call the muskras or whine to the courts. They went head to head, bare-knuckle, and the winner won the argument.


Pikeys, the gorgis or house-dwellers called them.


But really they were the fearless ones, the people who lived life on their own terms and fuck what the rest of society said about them. Claire wished she was fearless, like Josh. Like that bitch Shauna was too. But she knew she wasn’t.


‘Come the fuck on, break!’ shouted the man in the white blood-spattered shirt and red braces who was trying to referee this whole damned thing and mostly failing.


Claire looked around the crowds. She saw Cloudy there; he styled himself Josh’s ‘manager’, and was shouting louder than anyone. He was going to be furious if Josh did win. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Then her eyes slipped onward and she saw dark-haired, flashing-eyed Shauna Everett standing in among the jostling throng of people, grinning straight at her. Smirking at her. Mocking her.


Fucking Shauna.


Claire forced herself to drag her eyes away from Shauna’s. She looked on, around the heaving, screaming crowds. The Cleavers were in, mob-handed. There was Bill, the father, who was shorter than his three sons but still huge, broad as an ox. Then Ciaran, the eldest boy, with that distinctive milk-white blind eye. Rowan the middle son, solidly fat and grinning as if at some private joke; and Jeb the youngest, who with his black hair and beard almost verged on handsome. Catching her eye, he winked at her. Claire looked away with a shudder.


Whenever she passed the Cleaver place – and mostly she tried not to – Claire thought that it looked sinister, like an indication of the type of people living there. No one ever saw the boys’ mother. Rumour was she’d left, run off years ago, and good luck to her.


Then Claire’s eyes drifted back to the ring and she got a shock.


Matty was sagging against Josh, clinging up close so that Josh couldn’t punch. Josh shoved him back, away, and the crowd roared as Josh’s left fist smacked hard into Matty’s jaw. Matty reeled and then lurched back and swung a haymaker at Josh.


The crowd went crazy. Josh’s mate Sam looked like his head was going to come off his shoulders; his face was beetroot-red as he yelled himself hoarse, urging Josh to finish him.


Josh ducked. Matty charged in. Claire looked away again.


This was the first time she’d been ringside, and it would be the last. She was revolted, horrified, and filled with a fear so gripping that it churned her stomach and made her bowels clench. She was either going to mess herself or throw up, she didn’t know which.


‘He’s down, he’s down!’ screamed Trace, elbowing Claire in the ribs.


Oh Christ, oh no, not Josh . . .


Claire steeled herself to look. She couldn’t bear it, but she had to. She looked . . . and there he was, on the ground.


Matty.


Matty was down, not Josh. Josh stood over him, sweating, bloody, weaving on his feet, panting hard.


‘He’s won, he’s won it!’ yelled Trace.


The man in the red braces counted down from ten and then he lifted Josh’s arm into the air. A thunderous roar went up. Sam ran in and lifted Josh clean off his feet in triumph, a grin as wide as a mile on his face.


‘You bastard, you done it, you done it!’ he was shouting over and over again.


Someone dashed in and threw a bucket of water on to Matty, who stirred groggily but didn’t get up.


‘The winner!’ shouted the man with the braces, yanking Josh’s arm skywards again.


All around Claire, people were now shouting fix, booing.


‘I lost a fucking monkey on this thing,’ growled a man by her ear.


Josh stood there, exhausted. His ‘manager’ Cloudy was forcing a smile on to his face but not meaning it. Claire saw Shauna Everett break away from her place near the Cleaver lot. Jeb Cleaver was watching her boot-faced as she went shoving her way through the crowds. Shauna ran over to messy, sweaty, bloodstained Josh. She shoved Sam aside and planted a congratulatory kiss on Josh’s cheek.


That cow.


Shrugging off Trace’s clinging hands, Claire went in the other direction, fought her way out, through the crowds and out of the barn door and into the superheated air of the night. This summer had shaped up hotter than the devil’s handshake. The tarmac had bubbled up on the roads and people were having to queue at standpipes for water. Claire breathed in hard, feeling the air almost scorching her lungs. Above her, a million stars studded the heavens and she stared up at them, tears running down her face. She felt but did not see people surging past her and away.


She stood there, half-fainting, disgusted, appalled.


A whimper made her look down. There was Blue, her faithful old lurcher, tied up to the barn door with a length of string. She untied him and knelt to give him a hug. Then with Blue leading the way, she started for home.
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The inside of Cloudy’s big Morecambe trailer was like a palace, crammed full of rugs and sofas, large hand-painted plates lined up all along the walls. There was a black fat-bellied stove in there, cold now, but it chugged out massive heat in the winter. After the fight in which he had taken down the reigning champion, Josh was standing before the cold stove like a schoolboy getting a carpeting.


‘You effing little cunt,’ said Cloudy, pacing the rug so hard he was nearly wearing a trench in it.


‘Cloudy—’ started Josh.


‘Shut it.’ Cloudy stopped his pacing in front of Josh and held up a pudgy gold-ringed hand. ‘You were meant to lose that bloody fight. You knew that. You agreed to it. What the fuck you playing at, boy?’


‘I agreed to it because you pushed me into agreeing with it, as per usual. I didn’t want to,’ said Josh.


‘Oh, you didn’t want to?’ Cloudy came up close, right in Josh’s face. Josh could see beads of sweat standing out on his flushed red skin. ‘That’s a fucking comfort, that is. I’ll think of that when the Cleavers are breaking my legs. And yours.’


The day had started out good, Josh thought. Big protein-packed breakfast, a short run, a bit of cardio. And then he’d won the fight. But now, this. For too long it had been playing on his mind that nothing about the fight game was honest or straightforward. That you won or lost according to whoever had the most clout and the biggest wedge riding on the outcome. And he’d had enough.


Usually, it was the Cleaver mob who dictated who won and who lost, and they wouldn’t think twice about coming down heavy on anyone who crossed them.


And Cloudy, who Josh had once – long ago – respected, looked up to, Cloudy was deep in their pocket. Fact was, with Cloudy’s nose so far up the Cleavers’ arses, Josh would never win matches like he wanted to.


He’d known he could take men before, hard men that he’d met on the way up, he knew it and yet he’d caved in to Cloudy’s demands. He’d been doing that for a good five years now, accepting hefty payments to throw fights, even when he knew he could take down anyone he came across. Even Matty O’Connor, who was the hardest of them all. A legend. Josh knew he could do it.


And, tonight, despite all the pre-match chat from Cloudy, despite the bungs and the whisperings and the pats on the back – Good boy, that’s my Josh, you’re a star – he knew that this time he was playing the game his way. Fuck the money, he wanted to win.


And tonight, at last, he had.


Now here was Cloudy, bawling him out like he was a schoolkid.


Well, fuck that.


Cloudy was leaning in close, and suddenly Josh’s head was humming and all he could see was that red angry face, the big check suit, the dirty grey sweat marks on the collar of Cloudy’s shirt. A good boxer never lost his temper, always kept his cool. But not tonight. Not any more.


He reached out a hand and, almost gently, placed it on Cloudy’s throat. He watched as Cloudy’s eyes widened in shock. Josh felt the soft sponginess of Cloudy’s neck, but Cloudy’s mouth was still moving, the shouting was still going on, so Josh squeezed.


Cloudy stopped shouting. His eyes bulged as Josh lifted him off his feet. A groaning rasp came from Cloudy’s mouth, and his hands scrabbled at the front of Josh’s shirt. Josh held him there, easily. Josh was six foot six inches tall, and packed with well-honed muscle. Cloudy was soft as butter. Josh kept Cloudy dangling there, looking at him. And then he dropped him.


Cloudy staggered, seemed about to fall. Then he righted himself, grabbing at his throat, staring in disbelief at his protégé.


‘What the . . .’ he whispered.


‘You ever shout in my fucking face again, you fat bastard, and I’ll finish the job,’ said Josh, stabbing a finger at Cloudy’s shirt front to emphasize his point.


‘What the fuck’s happened to you?’ gasped Cloudy. ‘Ain’t I been good to you, boy? Ain’t I seen you right?’


‘Oh, you been a prince,’ said Josh sourly. ‘You’ve made a pro loser out of me, you’ve made me a fucking joke.’


‘I got you good money. I did everything for you.’


‘You got me the dregs,’ snapped Josh. ‘And that’s all you’ll ever get me.’


‘You should have talked to me if you’re unhappy,’ whined Cloudy. ‘We could have worked something out.’


‘You mean you’d’ve talked your way out of it.’


‘Serious, boy—’


‘Don’t call me boy. I ain’t your boy.’


‘All right! But you never told me you weren’t happy with any of this.’


‘You fixing me up to be the fall guy every time? Why would I be happy with that? I’m the best bare-knuckle fighter there is.’ Josh shook his head. ‘I’m sick of you, Cloudy. I’m tired of this shit.’


Josh had worked everything out. He had a bag packed. He’d get straight over to Claire’s now, grab her and they’d elope. Yes, he was sick of all this, but truth to tell he was even more sick of all that, too – the wedding. The vast, never-ending fuckfest of a wedding with Claire’s mother Eva clucking around him, saying he had to do this, go there, be so-and-so, like he was a shop-window dummy or something.


At least his own mother, widowed years ago when Dad had an accident on a building site, was too old and gin-soaked to care about weddings one way or the other. Josh had been a late baby, unwanted and unloved. Mum had always preferred the bottle to her son, and Dad had used Josh as a punchbag on a regular basis. When the news came that a dumper truck had crushed the life out of the old bastard, Josh could remember feeling nothing but relief. But still – the roughness of his upbringing had made him tough. There was that to be said for it. And tonight he was going to make his move.


They’d duck out of all of it, him and Claire. They’d run away together, tonight. She loved him. She’d be pissed off at him for a bit, but that would pass. Later, they’d come back, get the new van and, if need be, piss off somewhere else, start afresh, away from this place.


Everything would be OK.


He knew it would.
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Josh left Cloudy’s and picked up his travelling bag from where he’d tucked it under another van nearby. Across the clearing, he saw his friend Sam illuminated by the light spilling out from the open door behind him. Sam was sitting on the steps of his family’s big trailer and raising a beer can to his lips.


‘Josh!’ Sam called, catching sight of him.


‘All right, mate?’ said Josh.


‘Beer?’ asked Sam, rising to his feet.


‘Nah, no time for that. Going to see Claire.’


Sam’s grin lit his face up. ‘What a fucking night, eh?’


‘Yeah. Great fight.’ Josh wouldn’t say more than that. Sam didn’t know that Josh should have thrown the fight. Sam didn’t know shit, and Josh wasn’t about to set him straight.


‘Punched his bloody lights right out, you did.’


‘Yeah.’


‘King of the fucking gypsies,’ said Sam, coming over and bear-hugging Josh. Then he drew back, still beaming, and slapped Josh’s back. ‘Get on over to your girl then, Josh. We’ll have a pint later.’


Josh walked on to Claire’s folks’ place, parked up just over the clearing. As he approached, Blue hopped to his feet and snarled. Tied though he was, Blue was ready to have a go.


‘All right then, Blue?’ said Josh, and Blue’s tail swished slowly from side to side.


Blue knew Josh; Josh was his friend.


Josh stepped past the dog as it resettled on the ground beneath the van. He went up the steel steps and knocked at the door. There was no answer, but he could see light coming through the curtains. He knocked again. Finally, Claire opened the door and stood there, unsmiling.


‘Can I come in then?’ asked Josh, trying to gauge her mood. She wouldn’t like what he had planned; he knew it. Every girl wanted a big wedding, the works, didn’t they? And she and her mother had been planning it all for so long. But then, he’d always been able to sweet-talk softhearted Claire into anything.


Claire stepped back from the open doorway, saying: ‘Christ, look at the state of you.’


Josh hadn’t even thought about the state he was in. His left eye was swelling half-shut from one of Matty’s pounding right-handers. His chin was bruised and cut, and one of his teeth was wobbling in its socket. His knuckles were scraped raw. Luckily, his shirt covered his midriff, which was a fucking mess by anyone’s standards. At least she couldn’t see that. Or know that he’d spat blood after the ferocity of the fight. He was used to the knocks he took in the ring, though: it was his job. And now he had proved he could take down the best, he was buoyed up, fizzing with determination.


‘I didn’t see you at the fight,’ he said by way of an opener.


‘I was there,’ said Claire, walking over to an armchair and sitting down.


She was pissed off about something, he could see that. Probably the fight. She was so soft, Claire. He liked that about her, but she was going to have to get used to it. There was a smear of blood on her cheek.


‘What’s this?’ he asked, coming over to where she sat and touching her face. She flinched. ‘You cut yourself?’


‘It splashed on me,’ said Claire, her voice wooden, her eyes hostile. ‘While I was ringside. I think it’s yours.’


‘Ah. Right. Well, I won it, Claire. That’s what matters. I got the prize money and I won. Where’s your parents then?’


‘Gone down the pub for a lock-in with Trace. I wasn’t in the mood.’


‘Just as well.’ Josh sat down in the other chair and dropped his bag on to the floor. All the aches from the fight were coming out; he’d be stiff as a board tomorrow morning. But he couldn’t worry about that now.


Claire’s eyes went to the bag. ‘What’s that for?’ she asked.


‘It’s what I got to talk to you about.’ Josh took a breath. ‘All this fucking wedding stuff, Claire. I’ve had enough. It ain’t me.’


‘What?’ She was staring at him blankly.


‘Claire.’ Josh sat forward, clasped his hands between his knees. It hurt his middle, but he didn’t wince. He was used to pain. He looked her straight in the eye. ‘I was meant to throw the fight tonight. And I didn’t.’


Claire pushed her long blonde hair back from her face. Her blue eyes stared right back at him for a long moment. Then she said: ‘Yeah, you told me. So?’


‘Claire, listen. Let’s just go, shall we?’


‘What?’


‘Fuck the wedding, I hate all that shit anyway, you know that. We’ll elope. Go somewhere and do it quiet in a register office.’


She was still gazing at his face. Staring at him, he thought uneasily, like she didn’t even know him.


‘Claire? Say something, even if it’s only “fuck off”.’


He half-grinned nervously. Josh thought how much he loved this girl, his gentle dreamy Claire, always off around the horses, smoothing them and nuzzling into their shoulders, or wandering the fields, picking cowslips. Time and again he’d gone with her to that tiny church in the dell and she’d said, “Couldn’t we get married here? It’s so lovely.” They’d lie in the long rustling grass and watch the skylarks flying above in the blue sky, singing their sweet thrilling song. Those moments were heaven to him, snatches in time he would always remember.


She took a deep breath. Then she said: ‘Josh. There’s not going to be a wedding.’


Now it was Josh’s turn to stare. ‘You what?’


‘You heard. Standing there tonight, seeing what you did, I knew right then and there that it was all a mistake.’ Tears started to roll down her face. ‘Oh, Josh! I’ve always loved you. You know that. Even when we were little and playing half-naked in the dirt – my mum used to tie a rope around my middle sometimes and tether me to the van to stop me wandering off, you remember? And you’d always untie the damned thing and then off we’d go. I loved you then and I love you now.’


‘Well then . . .’ What the fuck was happening here? Josh had assumed he’d come storming in and she’d roll over, do as he said. But this was all wrong.


‘Well then nothing. I can’t live day to day watching you get punched to fuck, Josh. I can’t do it. And I won’t. So it’s off. The fighting game’s horrible. Cruel. And it’s full of bent bastards making money on the backs of idiots who are too busy punching each other’s lights out to even notice. I saw a bit of it tonight, and I don’t want it, Josh. And so I don’t want you.’


‘But – Christ, Claire! The wedding . . . ?’ He couldn’t believe what she was saying.


Claire stood up abruptly. Her eyes wouldn’t meet his.


‘I told you. There ain’t going to be a wedding. Not a bloody great one and not a hole-in-the-corner one either. It’s off.’


She walked over to the door and opened it, tugging off her engagement ring. She handed it back to him. ‘Here. Take it.’


‘Jesus.’


How could this be happening? They’d always been together, a pair. Big rough Josh and gentle Claire. And now, he’d lost her. Wanting to show himself off, be the big man, he’d lost it all. She wasn’t going to run away with him, she wasn’t going to be his Claire any more.


‘Claire . . .’ he started. ‘Wait. All right. Say I agree to the big wedding, just as you want it. What if—’


‘No! Fuck off, Josh,’ she said, her voice harsh with barely stifled emotion. ‘Just go, will you? Do the decent thing and piss off.’
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Crying her eyes out, Claire paced around the trailer’s hot interior for several minutes after Josh was gone. She’d lost the man she loved, but she couldn’t have gone through with it. She knew it. She was too soft. She couldn’t bear to see him hurt. And yet . . .


If she went after him right now, she could still make things right. But . . . shit, the wedding. She hadn’t realized the depth of his hatred for all things marriage-related, she hadn’t known that he detested the whole huge-wedding business. Why hadn’t he just told her that, for God’s sake?


Because he was thinking of me. Me and my girly big-wedding dreams.


If she did go after him now, he would think it was OK to just elope. And it wasn’t, not in her eyes. Mum would be devastated if it was all called off. And truthfully? So would she. If she was going to marry at all, then she wanted her big day. And Josh didn’t, so it was all impossible, and it was best that it ended now.


But her heart was breaking.


Unable to settle, wondering how the hell she was going to tell her parents and Trace, she went to the door of the trailer and out, down the steps into the semi-darkness of the campsite. Blue whined and she undid the string tying him. He jumped to his feet, eager for a walk.


She set off up the track toward the lane, knowing her way even in the pitch-blackness of the night that folded around her out here in the country. Soon her eyes gained their night vision and she trod more confidently, Blue tugging at her arm. She was relieved to at least be moving, to be out in the open while her mind wrestled with all her troubles.


God, she had so many.


She’d lost Josh.


That was the worst of all.


Out in the lane, owls hooted and foxes wailed, but she wasn’t afraid, she knew the sounds, she was used to them. Claire barely noticed them now. She had too much sorrow to contend with, too much pain. And humiliation too. She was going to look such a fool in front of everyone, having to call off all the arrangements. Shauna Everett would laugh at her. God, that bitch would love it.


Still crying helplessly, she halted as Blue gave a growl and stopped dead in front of her.


‘Oh Christ, Blue, don’t mess around. Not now. It’s only a ruddy badger or a deer, that’s all,’ she choked out.


But now Claire could see it wasn’t. By the dim moonlight she could see figures moving ahead of her in the lane. Coming closer.


She stiffened. ‘Who’s that?’ she called out.


They didn’t answer.


She felt the chill of fear.


Blue was growling steadily, his hackles raised, his head lowered, ready to spring. Then one of the figures came in close and she heard Blue snarling in earnest.


‘You better shut him up,’ said a female voice Claire recognized.


‘Shauna? That you?’


No answer. Claire was pulled off-balance as rough sacking was dragged over her head, stifling her. Someone hit her, hard, and the dark world went darker still.
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When Claire came to she felt sick and dizzy. Her head was pounding, her whole body was in motion and there was an awful pressure on her stomach . . . someone was carrying her over their shoulder, she realized. The sacking smelled dusty against her nose and she thought of Blue. Where was he?


The answer came straight away. She could hear him growling and whimpering, somewhere close by.


She could also hear the wind, sighing over the fields, and now a door was creaking open and the sound was familiar. They were inside now, inside a cool and silent building that echoed with the footsteps of whoever had grabbed her.


It was . . .


It was the church in the dell.


Blue’s growling went up a notch. He should be biting someone by now, she thought. Why wasn’t he?


Suddenly she was set down on her feet. She staggered. The sacking was pulled off and a torch shone into her eyes. Shaking, unsteady, she winced, put a hand up to shield them. She felt a sticky patch of blood on her brow, where she’d been struck. Wondered if she was going to vomit. But then they were yanking her forward, dragging her up the aisle and . . .


‘Jesus,’ moaned Claire as rough hands pulled her to a standstill.


Ahead of her were more torchbeams, highlighting a horror. The grave of Polly James, the one at the top of the aisle in front of the altar, the one she knew so well, had been opened. Inside was Polly herself, the white wedding gown she’d been buried in turned yellow and crumbling with age. Polly’s skull was grinning up at them all as if in welcome.


Standing beside the grave was Jeb Cleaver, his fist wrapped around Blue’s string in a tight, choking grip. Blue’s muzzle was bound with gaffer tape. His eyes were frantic, pleading. Jeb pulled the string tighter and Blue whimpered in pain.


‘Don’t . . .’ said Claire, swallowing bile.


Then she saw the knife in Jeb’s free hand.


‘Don’t!’ Claire surged forward but strong hands held her fast. She looked back. It was the oldest Cleaver, Ciaran, his blind eye blank, the other one full of mockery at her weakness. She couldn’t move, couldn’t help. She looked back to Jeb. Her voice faltered. ‘Please don’t hurt—’


Jeb swiped the knife in one swift movement across Blue’s throat. The whimper turned into a choked cry of agony. Blood spurted. And Blue went limp. Jeb unwrapped the string from his fist, letting Blue collapse, dead, to the floor.


‘No!’ Claire shouted, her face twisted with anguish. ‘Oh God, what have you done?’


‘The same as we’ll do to you, if you don’t fucking well clear off,’ said Shauna Everett’s voice behind her.


Gasping in shock, Claire turned her head toward that voice. In the huddle of torchlit bodies, she could see Shauna standing there. Open-mouthed with disbelief, Claire stared at her.


Shauna’s dark gaze held Claire’s steadily. ‘I told you you’d be sorry.’


‘You bitch, you horrible cruel cow!’ cried Claire.


Jeb moved, grabbing Blue’s lifeless body by the front legs and tossing him in on top of Polly James. Ribs snapped and dust rose in the torchlight, mouldy and stinking of the grave, as Blue’s body thumped down on the skeletal remains.


‘You see that?’ said Shauna, pointing.


‘I’ll get you for this,’ said Claire, panting against Ciaran’s restraining bulk. ‘You bitch, you’ll pay for this.’


‘I said, do you see?’ said Shauna more harshly, grabbing Claire’s chin and directing her gaze to the grave.


Claire said nothing. Horrified tears poured down her face. They’d killed Blue.


‘Because that is what is going to happen to you if you don’t fuck off, Claire Milo,’ said Shauna. ‘This ain’t a joke. I’m not playing with you. I’m serious. You go – anywhere, I don’t give a shit – tonight, and you don’t come back. Not ever. You stay away from the camp and you don’t contact your folks ever again. I hear you’ve been in touch with your mum or dad, or that twat of a sister of yours or that mad old bat your Nanny Irene, and this is what’s going to happen to them. You got me? They’re going to get their throats cut, just like that damned dog of yours. You stay away from them all, and from Josh Flynn.’ A satisfied smirk twisted her face. ‘Good fight, wasn’t it? And he won, just like he said he would.’


‘How . . . ?’ Claire stared at Shauna and then, despite her panic and revulsion, she realized. ‘He wouldn’t tell you that! You been listening to us talking.’


‘Damn sure she has,’ said Ciaran. ‘And fucking good job, or we’d have lost a packet.’


‘The wedding’s off,’ said Claire, feeling nausea rising up to choke her, feeling literally sick with fear. But if they were talking about her going, then perhaps she was going to get out of this unharmed. And Shauna would be pleased with the news that the wedding was cancelled. That at least might make her see reason.


‘You what?’ It stopped Shauna in her tracks.


‘It’s off,’ gasped out Claire. ‘I hate the fight game and I wanted a big wedding. Josh loves to fight and he don’t want all the fuss, he . . . well, we couldn’t agree. It’s off. It’s over.’


Shauna was shaking her head. ‘I don’t believe you.’


‘It’s true.’


‘Nah, you’re lying. You’re lying. Listen – I want you gone. That’s all I want. You, out of the way, for good. Or you and your whole bloody family go the same way as that vicious mutt of yours. That’s a promise.’ Shauna reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out a wad of notes. ‘Take this.’ She stuffed the notes into Claire’s skirt pocket. ‘You take this money – I got it out of your bottom drawer; your wedding savings, eh? – and you fuck off.’


Shauna went over to the wall of the church and snatched up a suitcase Claire recognized. It was hers. And of course it would have been easy for her to get into the Milo trailer. No one on the site ever locked their doors; there was no need.


‘I packed some of your stuff for you,’ said Shauna, dumping the case at Claire’s feet. She came in close to Claire, stared at her, nose to nose. ‘So you go tonight, you got that? And you never come back. I hear so much as a whisper that you’ve been in touch with anyone on the campsite, I’ll get them. And then I swear I’ll come and get you.’


Claire was trembling with terror. She nodded. Right now, with Blue dead in front of her, Ciaran Cleaver restraining her and Shauna looking at her like that, she would have agreed to anything. ‘All right. I’ll go.’
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