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Martina Cole was just 18 when she got pregnant with her son. Living in a council flat with no TV and no money to go out, she started writing to entertain herself.

It would be ten years before she did anything with what she wrote.

She chose her agent for his name – Darley Anderson – and sent him the manuscript, thinking he was a woman. That was on a Friday. Monday night, she was doing the vacuuming when she took the call: a man’s voice said ‘Martina Cole, you are going to be a big star’.

The rest is history: Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the best selling fiction writers of her generation. Martina has gone on to have more No. 1 original fiction bestsellers than any other author.

She won the British Book Award for Crime Thriller of the Year with The Take, which then went on to be a hit TV series for Sky 1. Four of her novels have made it to the screen, with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.

She is proud to be an Ambassador for charities including Reading Ahead and Gingerbread, the council for one-parent families. In 2013, she was inducted to the Crime Writer’s Association Hall of Fame, and in 2014 received a Variety Legends of Industry Award.

Her son is a grown man now, and she lives in Kent with her daughter – except when she chases the sun to Cyprus, where she has two bookshops.

Her unique, powerful storytelling is acclaimed for its hard-hitting, true-to-life style – there is no one else who writes like Martina Cole.
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About the Book

Susan Dalston killed her husband in a final act of desperation.

Banged up in Holloway, all that keeps her sane is knowing that her children are now safe from the man who terrorised them. What she can't predict is that the bonds she forms on the inside might just make – or break – her.






For Christopher, Freddie and Lewis.


Son, daughter and grandson, keepers of my heart.

Also, for Sally Wilden                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

In your lovely suits and posh shoes!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

To me you will always be Sally Wally.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Childhood playmate and late night bottle of wine artist!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

A friend for life, a mate for ever.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

(Remember the tech wall?)






Prologue


The sweatbox was humid inside. The heat of the summer day seemed to be amplified by the metal casing. Susan Dalston felt a trickle of sweat drip between her breasts and raised her hands to her face in a tired gesture.



‘Any chance of a cold drink?’



The prison officer shook her head.



‘We’re nearly there, you’ll have to wait.’



Susan watched as the woman took a long swallow from a can of Pepsi and then smacked her lips deliberately. Forcing herself to stare at the floor she fought against an urge to slap the supercilious bitch’s face. It was what the woman wanted, Susan Dalston on a charge, her appeal fucked by one rash move. Instead she looked the PO in the eye and grinned.



‘What’s so amusing?’



She shook her head sadly.



‘I was just thinking, poor old you, stuck in here on a day like this. Unfair really, ain’t it? Now you’ve got all that journey back to Durham again. Long old day, eh?’



The PO nodded.



‘Aye, but tonight I’ll be lying in my nice bed, watching telly and playing with my old man’s cock. What will you be doing? At least I’ve got something to look forward to.’



The sweatbox lurched to a halt. Susan’s handcuffed  wrists were aching. She knew the PO could have removed them, but also knew that she wouldn’t. Danby was a hard screw, everyone said so, and Susan wouldn’t give her the opportunity to refuse. As a lifer, a murderer, she had long ago resigned herself to just how difficult people like Danby could be.



It was as if they enjoyed lording it over the prisoners. In a way Susan understood this. She knew from gossip that Danby’s old man had a wandering eye, that her kids were always in trouble at school, that her house was always on the verge of being repossessed.



Screws gossiped like inmates.



And she understood the woman’s need to belittle everyone around her. It was human nature after all. How Danby coped with her crap life and her crap job.



The sweatbox began moving again and Susan breathed a sigh of relief. The London traffic was horrendous, especially early afternoon. She had been cooped up in the van since five-thirty that morning and only once had they stopped for her to go to the toilet and have a bite to eat. Danby had brought a picnic with her and had eaten and drunk to her heart’s content, knowing that Susan, handcuffed and cramped, could do nothing about it.



The viewing grille opened and a male voice boomed, ‘Nearly there, girls. About ten minutes and we’ll all be able to stretch our legs.’



He left the grille open and Susan could hear the strains of David Bowie singing ‘Life on Mars’. She closed her eyes again and sighed heavily.



Danby watched her, a closed expression on her face.



‘Dalston!’



It was an urgent whisper.



Susan opened her eyes and just moved her face aside in time as the last of Danby’s Pepsi was aimed straight at  her. The dark liquid went all over her prison whites.



‘They ain’t letting you out, madam, not if I have anything to do with it.’



It was an empty threat and they both knew that.



She held her head down and stared once more at the floor. They travelled in silence until the van pulled into the main entrance of Holloway prison. The door was finally opened fifteen minutes after their arrival. Susan was half dragged out by Danby, and as she stood in the startling daylight, feeling a fresh breeze on her face, a sense of futility washed over her.



The grim façade of the prison was a stark reminder of what life held in store for her here; the closing of doors, the clanging of gates, the sound of keys in locks, all she could expect from now on.



Even though she had lived like this for two years it was the move for her appeal that had finally brought it all home to her; this brief glimpse of freedom had heightened her awareness of prison life.



Susan knew that unless she co-operated she would never get out and, equally, that she could never let on what had happened to her, could never tell anyone the truth. It was too frightening, too real still, to be talked about. Some things you kept inside.



She smiled at the irony.



She was registered and the handover went without a hitch. Danby kept up a constant stream of invective but the Holloway PO didn’t bother to answer her. She had heard it all before.



Interrupting in mid-sentence she said quietly, ‘Go back to main reception and you’ll be taken to the canteen with the others. You can’t go any further than here.’



Susan allowed herself a slight smile as the door was clanged firmly shut in Danby’s face. Looking through the  well-spaced bars, she winked at the other woman.



‘Be seeing you, Dalston.’



‘Not if I see you first, Mrs Danby.’



The screw unlocked her handcuffs and, rubbing her wrists, Susan followed her along a dusty corridor.



‘Northern arsehole! It’s Durham that does it to them – think they’re better than all the other POs ’cos they run a hard nick there. Well, they want to try this shithole for a while. Twenty-three-hour lock up on remand . . . even the shoplifters get a bit shirty after a while, let alone the real cons.’



The PO unlocked yet another door.



‘You eaten?’



Susan shook her head.



‘Not since this morning. I had a drop of Pepsi, though.’



She laughed but the screw didn’t return her smile. She didn’t understand the joke.



‘Make it easy for yourself here, Dalston, we know all about you and your sock trick. Now I heard through the grapevine that the other bird was asking for it, and that’s fair enough, but don’t try it on here. We all have enough to do without babysitting you, okay? You want to give anyone a kicking, you do it in the comfort and privacy of your own cell. Nothing seen. Understand me, eh?’



Susan nodded, serious now.



‘Remember, there’s lesbians coming out of the woodwork here, and they’re not all inmates. You take care of yourself. You do anything, do it discreetly – that’s the only advice I can offer you. Your rep has preceded you but you guessed that much. The way you slaughtered your old man goes against you from the off. Take my advice, love, keep your head down and your nose clean and we’ll all feel the benefit.’



They were silent until they came towards the wing. The noise made by hundreds of women was deafening, growing louder and louder as they approached.



Once on the wing Susan was assailed by smells as well as sounds. The deep stench of overcooked cabbage from lunch was everywhere, in between sharper smells like sweat and cheap soap and deodorant. Wirelesses blared and people talked louder to compensate. Susan knew they were watching the new arrival and held herself straight, pressing her bundle into her chest. The women were the usual prison mixture: prostitutes with outrageous hair and make-up; mousy kiters – credit card thieves; hard-faced prison junkies. Same faces, different prison.



It was all so depressing.



As she walked up the stairs to the first landing she heard a loud laugh and turned to stare into a pair of lovely green eyes that seemed to be open to their utmost. The owner of the eyes was tiny and doll-like. She smiled widely at Susan who nearly smiled back.



The PO pushed the girl away.



‘One of the baby killers, Dalston. Watch out for her. Looks like an angel but she’s madder than a rabid dog. She dropped her baby on to the gravel from her council flat – she was sixteen floors up. Post-partum depression. She’ll walk. But until then we’re stuck with her.’



She followed the PO until they came to an open cell. The PO walked inside and Susan followed her, a feeling of apprehension washing over her. You never knew who you were to be celled up with, and until you’d found out, sussed them out and knew you could relax, it was a difficult business.



Lying on the top bunk, her hair immaculate, her make-up perfect, was Matilda Enderby. Dark-eyed, with masses  of chestnut hair, she sat up and gave Susan the once-over. Then, turning to the PO, she said gently, ‘You’re putting this in with me?’



The voice was deep and husky with a middle-class accent.



Susan looked the woman in the eye and attempted a brief smile.



The PO ignored her, saying briskly, ‘Listen, Enderby, you don’t pick and choose in here, love. You gave up that right the night you murdered your old man. And as you’re both in for the same thing I think you two might have more in common than you think.’



She left the cell and pulled the door to behind her.



Susan placed her bundle on the bottom bunk and pulled it open. The first thing she did was take out the photos and letters from her children. Then she quickly unrolled the few belongings she had and put them into the empty drawer of a small bureau.



Matilda Enderby watched her every move.



When Susan had finished she slid on to the bunk and, lying down, gazed at her children’s faces. Especially the baby’s.



Matilda left the cell and came back with two large mugs of tea. She opened a packet of Digestives and placed a few on the bunk beside Susan.



‘Did you really hit your old man . . .’



Susan interrupted her acidly.



‘One hundred and fifty-two times with a claw hammer? Yes, I did, I counted the blows, it gave me something to focus on.’



Matilda nodded. Even her face seemed still now. Gone was the perpetual eye movement betraying someone who was carefully observing what was going on around her. The two women were quiet for a while.



‘What happened to you then?’



Matilda half smiled.



‘Don’t you recognise me? I’m the focus of a lot of media attention at the moment. I’ll be out of here soon. Mine was one stab through the heart, and the bastard deserved it after what he put me through.’



Her voice was full of bitterness as she asked, ‘Why did you do it?’



Susan shrugged.



‘Who knows?’



‘Well, you know, surely, even if you’re not telling.’



Susan didn’t answer her.



Instead she lay back on the bunk and tried to empty her mind. She had never told anyone what had led up to the murder and she didn’t think she ever would. There were too many people involved, too many secrets to keep.



But then, that was how she had lived her whole life: one lie on top of another lie, one secret on top of another secret.



Later that day, as the prison noise calmed down and the cell door was finally clanged shut until the morning, Susan was left to her own thoughts. The same thoughts she had night after night. It was only in her own head, in the dark of night, that she could allow herself to think about what she had done and, more importantly, why she had done it.



She knew that to understand her own actions she had to go way back into her early life. That held the key to everything that had happened to her later. After the last two years of listening to psychiatrists repeatedly trying to find out the reason behind her crime, Susan finally understood why she had done what she had to Barry.








BOOK ONE 1960



‘Nothing begins, and nothing ends

That is not paid with moan;

For we are born in other’s pain,

And perish in our own.’

Francis Thompson (‘Daisy’, 1913), 1859-1907

‘Oh! how many torments lie in the small circle of a wedding ring.’

Colley Cibber (The Double Gallant, 1707), 1671-1757






Chapter One

The girl opened her eyes. Sleep was sticky in them and she wiped it away with one small hand. She could hear her sister’s steady breathing, little muffled snores that reminded her of a puppy’s. The bed was warm and enveloping. She snuggled into her sister’s back, the two little bodies fitted together like a pair of spoons, and drifted back to sleep.

The crash woke them both.

Susan knew she had not been asleep long because her arm wasn’t dead yet and it usually was when she slept all night cuddled into her sister’s bony frame.

Their father’s shouting was reaching a crescendo.

Debbie giggled.

‘Silly old bastard! I wish he’d go to sleep.’

Susan laughed too.

The fight, which had been going on for two days, was because her mother had got a job in the local pub. Their father was convinced she was only working there because there was something funny going on between her and the landlord.

He was always convinced their mother was having an affair and usually he was right.

That was what made the two girls smile. Even at eight and nine they knew the score and it amazed them that  their father hadn’t quite sussed it out yet. Their laughter stopped when they heard a loud slap, followed quickly by their mother’s heels clacking down the lino-covered passage.

‘You fat bastard! I’ll fucking knife you one of these days.’

‘Knifing, is it, eh? Always stabbing someone, you. Getting stabbed with that fucker’s prick is all you’re good for, lady.’

The battering was really starting now. They heard the thud as their mother’s head hit the wall and both girls winced.

‘You get up, Sue, I went last time.’

She sat up in bed and shook her head.

‘No way. He hates me, you know he does.’

A loud smashing noise told the girls the fight had moved into the small front room.

‘There goes the new lamp – that’ll send Muvver off her trolley.’

Debbie was right. June McNamara screamed at the top of her voice: ‘You fucker! You rotten bastard. Why must you always destroy everything?’

The fight was in full swing now and they knew their mother was holding her own. They could hear their father saying, ‘Give over, you stupid cow, for fuck’s sake.’

He was laughing now, and his laughter was infuriating his wife even more. Which was exactly what he wanted.

The girls sat up in bed, eyes wide.

They knew the next step would be Joey McNamara beginning the real hammering that would blacken his wife’s eyes and possibly break some bones.

Debbie leaped from the bed. At nine she was tall for her age and very pretty. In these scruffy surroundings she looked too beautiful for the life she lived. Opening the  bedroom door gingerly, she stepped out into the hallway.

June was on the floor of the lounge, her face a bloody wreck. Her husband was leaning over her, his breath coming in deep gulps as he ripped clumps of hair from her head. Susan followed her sister nervously. They both breathed a deep sigh of relief as the police banged on the front door.

‘Come on, Joey. Open up, mate. We know you’re in there.’

Susan ran down the hallway and opened the door. Sergeant Simpson bowled in with two other uniforms, knocking the child out of their way. She watched as they pulled her father off her mother while he tried unsuccessfully to kick her in the head.

‘Calm down, man. You’re already nicked for a D and D. Do you want to add assaulting a police officer to that as well?’

‘She’s a whore . . . an old whore! Shagging the fucking landlord of the Victory now, if you don’t mind. And him as black as nookie’s fucking knockers. You bastard!’

Once more he tried to attack his wife.

‘Making a laughing stock of me she is, everyone knows about it.’

June vomited on to the orange and green shag-pile and one of the younger PCs heaved with her.

‘Come on, Joey, you’re on an overnight. It’ll all sort itself out in the morning. Sleep it off, lad, come on.’

He nodded then but as they walked him from the room he took back his booted foot and crashed the heel down on his wife’s hand.

June screamed. Getting rapidly up off the floor, she attacked him once more.

The two girls watched it all round-eyed.

Sergeant Simpson looked at Susan and shrugged.

‘Get your arse round your granny’s. Tell her the score and come back with her. Your mother needs to go to the Old London, he’s hammered her senseless.’

She nodded and went back into her bedroom. She pulled on her wellies and an old coat. Because she was heavier than Debbie and not as pretty she got all the shit jobs. Everyone always assumed she was the eldest too.

When she came out of the bedroom her mother was sitting on the sofa, nursing her injured hand, and Debbie had one arm around her shoulders trying to comfort her. Susan saw her mother shrug the arm off and sighed.

Debbie never learned to leave things well alone.

She slipped out of the front door into the coldness of the winter night and began the walk along Commercial Road to her grandmother’s.

It was four in the morning and Ivy McNamara was not going to be pleased to be dragged from her warm bed. Quite frankly Susan didn’t blame her.

Her feet were numb by the time she arrived at her granny’s and tapped on the front door gently. Hopping from foot to foot, she waited for the inevitable shriek.

‘Who’s that at this time of night?’

Susan didn’t like Granny McNamara. No one did. Ivy was a vindictive, mouthy old bitch – and that was what people said when they were being nice about her.

The front door was thrown open and she stood before her granddaughter in all her splendour. Bright yellow rollers surrounded her head like a crash helmet and her toothless mouth had spittle in its corners. She had lines of age and sleep in abundance and her hands were dirty claws, hygiene never being one of her virtues.

She was only fifty-seven years old.

‘Come on in then. You’re letting out all the heat!’

Susan followed her into her bedroom where Ivy pulled  an old fur coat from the wardrobe and slipped it on.

‘Find me teeth, I can’t go without them.’

Susan looked around the bedroom until she saw the teeth in a glass by the bed.

‘Here you are, Gran.’

Ivy slipped the teeth into her mouth and immediately years dropped off that caved-in face.

‘What’s happened now?’

‘The police took me dad. He was belting me mum.’

Ivy laughed loudly and broke wind at the same time.

‘Found out about her and the macaroon from the Victory, ’as he?’

Susan nodded.

‘Fucking whore, she is! I don’t know why he married it, but he wouldn’t listen to me, would he? Oh, no. Had to have her – the biggest slapper this side of the water. You’ll rue the day you poked that, I told him. And he did.’

Susan went on to autopilot. Her granny ripped her mother to pieces regularly and she had heard it all before. As her grandmother ranted, the girl stood by the bedroom door and watched her.

Ivy put on her stockings then a pair of socks and her fur-lined ankle boots. A large knitted hat finished off the ensemble. Picking up a huge black leather handbag stuffed with everything from old ration books to her children’s birth certificates and special offer vouchers, Ivy nodded to let her granddaughter know she was ready.

And without a warm drink, a decent jumper or a scarf, Susan walked all the way back home in the crippling cold of an icy London winter.

Back at the house Debbie was making tea. Their mother’s face was destroyed and both girls avoided  looking at it. Granny McNamara immediately took over and that made them feel even worse. She gripped her daughter-in-law’s face tightly and moved it from side to side.

‘You’ll live. Though one of these days he’ll fucking do for you, and who could blame him? Everyone’s talking about you and that black mushy from the pub.’

The two little girls made faces at each other. Mr Omomuru, as they called him, was nice. He gave them lemonade and crisps and made them smile by telling them about Africa and his family.

Once the blood was washed away June’s face didn’t look so bad but it was still very battered. Getting up unsteadily, she walked to the mirror propped up on the windowsill and groaned.

‘That rotten bastard! Look what he’s done.’

Ivy laughed raucously.

‘Your soot won’t want to see you for a while – not with a boat like that. Anyway Joey will finish you when he gets back.’

She seemed to relish this thought and, fortified with tea and brandy, June turned to face her and shouted, ‘Bollocks to you, you dried up old bag!’

Her hand was swollen to three times its usual size. Emptying the bowl, Susan refilled it with icy cold water. Her mother plunged in her hand and sighed.

‘That feels better. Time you fucked off, ain’t it, Ivy? Or will you hang around for your darling son to be released and see the end of the drama?’

Ivy shut up. She knew when she’d pushed things too far. June was quite capable of slinging her out of the house so Ivy kept her own counsel for a while. There was no way she was missing her son’s return from prison; it would give her something to talk about at bingo.

‘You in, Junie?’

Maud Granger’s voice was loud as she walked into the tiny flat later that morning. She stepped into the kitchen and, seeing Ivy, nodded in her direction.

‘I seen the Old Bill taking him – it’s a fucking disgrace the way that man treats you. Look at the state of your face.’

June put the kettle on once more and winced as her hand throbbed.

‘He’ll be home soon, they normally kick him out about lunchtime, then it’ll all start again. He’s convinced I’m having an affair. As usual.’

‘And as usual you are,’ Ivy chipped in.

June turned to her and sighed heavily, trying hard to keep her temper. ‘I am not having an affair. If you must know, he pays me, Ivy, and without the money I couldn’t survive as your darling son drinks anything that comes into this house. So now you fucking know, don’t you?’

June quickly wished she had not been so outspoken because her friend Maud’s mouth was like the Blackwall tunnel and that remark would be all over the estate by two o’clock.

Maud’s eyes were like saucers as she breathed, ‘Oh, Junie, you are a one.’

Ivy mimicked her.

‘Yeah, and a right one at that, eh, Junie? My boy will boil your eyes, love, when I tell him this.’

June sat at the kitchen table and felt the sting of tears. Her face was decimated, swollen and black. It would take weeks before she looked even remotely like her usual self. Her hand was killing her and her back felt as if it was going to break. Her whole body was sore. But she was used to that. It was knowing that her husband was not  going to let this one go for a good while that really bothered her. She liked her new man. He was lovely, gentle and kind, treated her with respect. He was generous as well.

June had been moonlighting as a prostitute for years, as did most of her neighbours. It was part and parcel of their lives. Kids needed new shoes? Off you went and no one was any the wiser.

What you didn’t do was mouth off about it, and you certainly didn’t open your trap when Maud was about. She could find gossip at a prayer meeting.

Susan and Debbie came into the kitchen as their grandmother started her tirade once more. According to her June was totally useless. Susan asked her mother if it was okay for them to go out and play.

Before June could answer, the front door nearly came off its hinges under a mighty banging.

She sighed.

‘Get that for me, will you?’

Susan opened the front door and saw the biggest black man she had ever laid eyes on standing there.

He smiled at her gently.

‘Is your mother there?’

Susan was nonplussed. She liked this man, he was nice. But she knew his presence would be like a red rag to a bull so far as Granny McNamara was concerned.

Debbie ran into the kitchen, squealing, ‘It’s the black man, Mum, he’s at the door.’

June rolled her eyes to the ceiling and stifled an urge to scream against the injustice of it all. Pulling herself from her seat she said sarcastically, ‘Close your mouth, Maudie, you might miss something juicy.’

As she walked out of the kitchen her heart was pounding. Jacob Omomuru was basically a very kind man as  she well knew. That was what made it all so much harder. The chances were her old man was going to kill her over Jacob, and deep down she knew that if she had an iota of sense she’d run off with him. But she also knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t cope with real life, couldn’t cope with Joey hot on her trail because that would be the upshot.

Jacob was standing on her doorstep in front of all the neighbours in a smart navy blue suit with toning shirt and tie. The gorgeous crinkly hair that she loved was cropped close to his head; his wide almond-shaped dark eyes were pleading with her. Jacob Omomuru loved her and secretly that knowledge made June a very happy woman. But her life was set and nothing would change it.

He was folding her in his arms, exclaiming over her face. She winced as he pulled her against him. She could smell his special scent of sandalwood soap and cigarillos. She pushed him away just as her mother-in-law came to the door, her face like a white mask, mouth set in a large and ugly O.

‘Leave her alone, you black bastard! My boy will cut your throat when he finds out about this lot.’

Jacob stood there, a large and intimidating figure among the women and girls. Maud was nearly wetting herself with nervous excitement. This was better than the telly, as she would inform people later in the day when she dropped in on anyone she could think of for a cup of tea and a fag. She had never heard of the expression ‘keeping mum’.

‘Come on, June. Come with me now, darling. Let me take good care of you and the girls.’

June looked up into his handsome face and shook her head.

‘You better go, Jacob. Joey’s home soon and if you’re  here there’ll be hell to pay.’ Her voice was low, no emotion in it whatsoever.

Another neighbour walked past, a young mother of twenty-three with four kids, enough stretch marks to be used as a railway timetable and more mouth than a cow’s got udders.

‘Here, Junie, you bringing work home now or what?’

June ignored her.

Jacob stared down into the face he loved so much. He knew June McNamara’s reputation, everyone did. She was a ‘sort’ as the East Enders called it. June used the only asset she had. ‘Sitting on a goldmine’ was the way he had heard other women refer to their bodies. But nevertheless he had fallen for her heavy soft breasts and the accommodating moistness between her legs.

He was pussy whipped and he knew it.

He also knew that the chances of a mixed race relationship working out in 1960 were practically impossible. Especially in their neck of the woods.

But June had given him something he had never expected to find in the coldness of London. She had given him a little happiness. He took so much working in the Victory – he took their insults dressed up as jokes, and he took their money – but he knew that each and every day he walked a fine line. It was only his size and the fear factor that kept him alive and well in East London.

Jacob used his dark brooding looks to good effect in the pub and knew that was the edge he had over the white men. The women liked him. In London, especially the East End, powerful men were sought after. It was a trophy thing. ‘My man can batter your man’s brains out.’ It was almost tribal. He allowed himself a secret smile at the thought.

June was pushing him towards the stairs as her mother-in-law screamed at the top of her voice, making sure she called people to their doors.

Turning from Jacob, June screamed back at her, ‘Shut up, you dried up old bag! Will you shut your trap and give your fucking arse a chance for once?’

Then, turning back to Jacob, she pleaded with him.

‘Will you go? You’re just making things worse. He’ll swing for me when he finds out you’ve been round here. Just go away and leave me alone!’

Her voice was husky with emotion and Jacob felt the sinking sensation of a man who realises that he has not only lost the battle but the whole war as well. He looked down into her battered face.

‘You’re a fool, June. I’m offering you a way out. I’m offering you a life.’

She laughed nastily.

‘I’ve already got a life, Jacob, and it’s fuck all to do with you and your kind.’ She knew she had hurt him and whispered more kindly, ‘Let it go, mate, just let it go.’

He tried to put a hand around her waist. She shrugged him off.

‘Look at me, Jacob. This is it for me. It can’t be any other way. If my old man comes home and finds you here, one of you will be doing time, okay? And quite frankly I ain’t worth it. Now will you go?’

Before he could answer, a bucket of cold water hit the pair of them.

Ivy was in her element. All the neighbours were out and her boy was due home so she could really let her hair down now. If June slung her out she knew one of the neighbours would gladly take her in so she was guaranteed a cuppa and a ringside seat while she waited for her son’s return.

June turned on her mother-in-law like a demented cat.

‘You vicious old bitch! What did you have to do that for?’

She chased her back into the little flat, could hear laughter from the neighbours as Ivy screamed with fright and excitement. If her mother-in-law would just drop dead her life would be so much easier. Susan and Debbie watched wide-eyed as her mother set about their granny. June gave her a few resounding slaps around the mouth and head. Ivy dragged at her daughter-in-law’s hair.

‘You whore! He’ll fucking paste you round the estate when I tell him about this. A wog, is it? Bleeding coons now, is it? By Christ, you’re lower than the dock dollies, you – you’d take on anything. Even they think twice about a black man.’

Dragging her mother-in-law by the hair and throwing her into a chair by the TV, June bellowed, ‘He’s a decent man! A bloody decent man. Too good for the likes of me. If I had half a brain I’d go on the trot with him, I would. But I know that between you and that ponce of mine we’d never know a day’s peace. Your son has taken everything from me – everything. Look around you, look what we are, then pat yourself on the back, Ivy. You did a fucking great job with your boys. A really great job. We’ve got nothing, even less than you.’

Both women were worn out now, by the fighting and the screaming. The room went quiet, the two protagonists staring at one another like trapped vixens.

‘Shall I make another cup of tea?’

June turned to her friend and neighbour and barked, ‘Oh, fuck off, Maudie. Ain’t you seen enough today? Go home and look after your kids. You’ll hear it all through the wall, love, you normally do.’

‘I’ll make the tea, Mum.’ Susan’s voice was low and her mother stared into her daughter’s face sadly.

‘I’ll put a drop of Scotch in it, shall I? Clear your head.’

She closed the front door after Maud had left then put the kettle on. Five minutes later she took two large steaming mugs of tea in to her mother and her granny.

Both women were whacked out though neither would admit it. Now that Joey was due home even his mother had gone quiet. No one ever knew what mood he would be in. He swung from laughter one minute to searing anger the next.

The flat was so quiet they could all hear the ticking of the clock on the Belling cooker in the kitchen.






Chapter Two

It was an hour later when Joey put his key in the front door. As they heard him fumbling, Ivy looked at her daughter-in-law and whispered, ‘Now don’t wind him up, right? Just agree with him. Whatever he says, just agree.’

June didn’t even bother to answer her.

Joey walked through the door quietly, his narrow dark face closed and impassive. Picking up Debbie, he kissed her on the lips.

‘How’s my best girl, eh?’

Debbie snuggled into him, kissing him back. Susan watched. He winked at her and then walked into the kitchen. Looking at his mother, he sighed.

‘Hello, Mum. Come round to pour trouble on oily waters, have we?’

Ivy kept her body still, her mouth firmly closed. Joey turned his gaze to June, taking in her battered face and hand. He blinked a few times as if unsure whether he was seeing right.

‘What happened to you then, June? Had a tear up with a bus, love? You look rough, girl.’

No one said a word.

This was par for the course with Joey. He could go either way and enjoyed making the women in his life wait to see what he was going to do. Was June going to get a  kicking, or was he going to forgive and forget and make long-winded declarations of love? It was a good game, one he enjoyed.

Ivy’s eyes were shining with expectation and excitement. This was more like it. This was exactly what she had waited for. Suddenly she was a young woman again and Joey was his father.

What a man! Her husband’s namesake was just like him.

Susan put on the kettle again, quietly this time. A loud noise could cause all sorts of trouble when her father was like this.

He grinned at her.

‘Good girl, make the old man a cuppa. Calm him down after your mother had him nicked.’

Still no one said a word.

Joey looked at them all individually, drinking in the fear, the excitement and the tension. He sat at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette, taking a deep drag on it.

‘I reckon a cup of tea and an egg sandwich and I’ll be right as the mail.’

The two girls let out a sigh of pleasure at the sound of his calm voice. Disaster had been averted, Dad was going to let it all go and they could relax. ‘Then, after my brekker, I’m going to go and shoot the coon. I nipped into Jonnie Braithwaite’s on the way home and got a nice little handgun. I’ll shoot his nuts off and be home for lunch.’

Joey pulled an ex-Army revolver from the pocket of his bum freezer jacket. It was large, shiny and looked menacing.

The girls’ eyes widened. Ivy’s face paled and June slumped in her seat.

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid, Joey. They’ll bang you up  good and proper, then what will you do, eh?’

Joey, who until this moment had not considered the possible consequences, stayed quiet.

His little pig’s eyes gleamed.

‘I’ll worry about that afterwards. The soot is dead, mate.’

Everyone in the kitchen kept quiet.

‘I put up with a lot from you, June, but fucking soots is one step too far. A big hairy-arsed wog now, is it? What’s wrong with everyone else then? Had your fill of white blokes, have you? Fancied a bit of black pudding?’

He caressed the barrel of the gun then placed it under his wife’s chin. The metal was cold, icy cold. June closed her eyes.

The tension in the kitchen was palpable.

Joey was quite capable of shooting her then dissolving into tears of remorse. He would play the wronged man, the husband cuckolded by a flighty wife who had a penchant for black men.

As usual he was living in his own fantasy world.

Everyone in the room waited, breath held, eyes trained on the gun.

Susan went to her father and put her arms around him gently.

‘Don’t shoot me mum, I’ve got me school play on Wednesday and I’m the Angel Gabriel.’

Joey stared into his daughter’s face.

But was she his daughter? Was either of the girls his?

That was somewhere he definitely didn’t want to go.

He looked at his golden child, his Deborah, the elder girl with whom he always felt a special affinity. Mostly because she had the same selfish streak as him, the same lazy way about her. Everyone loves seeing themselves in their children, and the more of their parents’ failings they have the more they are loved.

It was human nature.

Deborah was her father from head to foot. Pretty in a petulant way, she always made sure she got the lion’s share of everything that was going. She would hold out her hand and take all her life, never once giving anything back. Deborah, like her father, faced a very lonely existence as an adult.

Even now, she was more worried about what would happen to her if her father shot her mother than the fact that June was in mortal danger from a man who didn’t understand that human life was for enjoying, for giving and for loving. Not for making everyone do exactly as he wanted.

Being a weak man, Joey made a point of threatening, fighting and hating because he thought that made him look strong. He hated June and Susan at times because he knew they saw through him. Saw him as he really was: a loud-mouthed bully.

And that was why they were all so worried.

He would not shoot the black man. If anyone was getting shot it was going to be June because she was an easy target and today’s events would give him more creds with the neighbours, the people he thought were important.

It never occurred to Joey that there was a big world beyond Roman Road market and that people outside the area cared little if he lived or died.

He wanted to be a big fish in a little pond.

People would be wary of him coming around their houses. He would get lots of drinks in the pub. Old whores and local slappers would give him the adoration he craved. But June, his June, would still look at him with those empty eyes and laugh at him behind his back. Because she knew him for what he really was: a coward, a storyteller, a liar.

Deep down Joey was nothing. He knew it, and worst of all his wife did too. She was his Achilles heel because deep inside he loved her, really loved her, and he knew that once she had loved him. Adored him even. Until she had sussed him out.

He cocked the trigger, the noise shocking in the quietness of the kitchen.

June swallowed noisily, her voice dead as she said, ‘Do it, Joey! Fucking get it over with, I’ve had enough.’

He stared into her ravaged face, saw the swellings and bruises that would have put a normal woman into the Old London for a week, and felt the sting of tears. He envisaged blowing her face away once and for all. Blasting off the top of her head. But the moment was gone.

She was standing up now and making more bloody tea.

‘I’ll do your breakfast and then you can get bathed.’

He stared at her, the gun still aimed at her, only now it was at chest level.

June smiled sadly.

‘Get it over with, Joey. You’ll do it one day. Might as well be now while I don’t give a flying fuck.’

Susan took the gun from him gently as Debbie cuddled into her granny’s arms. Ivy’s face was a white mask. Not because her son was going to murder his wife but at the thought of him going down. Joey was what gave her licence to be the vindictive old bitch she was. People allowed her access to their homes and lives because they were too frightened not to.

Susan quietly took the gun to the bathroom and dropped it down the toilet bowl. She had seen a film once where a gun had been immersed in water so it didn’t work.

She hoped that was true.

As she slid it into the toilet the trigger went off. The gun was totally silent. She sighed heavily.

It wasn’t even loaded.

Her father had put them through all that for nothing.

After putting the toilet lid down, she went back to the kitchen. Debbie was on her father’s lap now and her granny was pouring him a large Scotch. Hair of the dog, they called it.

The kitchen was full of good-humoured camaraderie from the release of tension. Putting on her old coat and wellingtons, Susan slipped from the house. She was supposed to be the Angel Gabriel in the play this week and she had no real costume, nothing. Her teacher had made her some wings and she had promised to make herself an angel costume.

What she really needed was a sheet . . .

As she walked down the steps to the street she saw the lines of washing hanging out even on a crisp winter’s morning. There before her was a lovely white sheet, pristine and shining.

Susan smiled to herself.

She sat it out all afternoon, watching the sheet, making sure no one took it in. As soon as it was dark she whipped it off the line and under her coat. One last glance to see whether anyone had clocked her and then she ran like the wind back to her house.

Inside, everything was rosy. Her mother was on her father’s lap on the settee, her granny had gone and Debbie had the right hump because she had been chief tea maker and sandwich filler for the afternoon.

‘What’s that under your coat?’

Her sister’s voice was loud. She tried to pull the sheet from Susan who pushed her away heavily.

‘Piss off, Debbie, it’s mine.’

Debbie ran into the lounge, her petulant voice at full pitch.

‘Mum, Dad, our Sue’s stolen someone’s washing. It’s under her coat. I saw it and she won’t let me have it.’

Joey looked at his daughters.

‘What you got, Sue?’

His voice was bored-sounding.

‘I nicked a sheet, Dad, to make me angel costume for the school play. I told you, I’m the Angel Gabriel.’

‘I thought angels were supposed to be good-looking? What’s the matter, they run out of kids up the school?’

She didn’t answer him.

‘Whose fucking sheet was it?’

Susan shrugged.

‘I dunno, but no one saw me take it or nothing.’

June sighed.

‘Leave her alone, she nicked it fair and square. It’s hers.’ She smiled at her daughter. ‘You go to your room and I’ll come in and make you a toga, like the Romans wore. That will be like an angel costume, mate.’

Susan grinned.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Lying on the bed, she lost herself in dreams of being an angel, albeit an ugly one.

But, as Susan reasoned to herself, you couldn’t have everything.

What she had at the moment was enough for her.
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