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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
  


  
    Imelda Dooley has made a big mistake. Pregnant, alone and scared, she starts down a trail of lies and destruction that will wreck the lives of all who try to love her.
  


  
    As Imelda brings her daughter Jordanna into the world, followed by her son Kenny, she takes them with her into the dark underworld of drugs, prostitution and violence.
  


  
    But all actions have consequences. The only question is, who will face them?
  


  


  
    For Luke Hubbard.                    











Gone but never forgotten.
  


  


  
    For Tim and Sean.
  


  
    And Louise Page and her lovely mum.                     











Thanks, Lou, you’re a star.
  


  
    And Lavinia Warner.                     











We always get there in the end! Love ya.
  


  
    And for Sue P. and Elaine.                     











Great mates and great girls!
  


  
    For Michael H. and Jordanna – thanks for letting me use your names!
  


  
    And for all the people caught up in heroin addiction.                     











I lost so many friends to it in the 70s and 80s,                     











I hate that it’s coming back again.
  


  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    ‘Just get her off my doorstep, will you?’
  


  
    The young woman’s whole demeanour was one of controlled anger. Controlled, hard anger. The fact she was acting like this whole scenario was a bad joke spoke volumes in itself. Her deep-blue eyes were mocking her protagonist; laughing at her, and telling her she was well able for anything she might have to offer. It was the silent come-on, where actions spoke much louder than words.
  


  
    The young policeman was nervous; he had never had to attend anything remotely like this before. He had heard about these kind of events, heard how women fighting could be far more intimidating and violent than two men, or even a gang of men come to that. But he had not believed they could be so vicious. So disturbing. Frightening.
  


  
    The fact that the two protagonists the police were trying to keep apart looked like twins didn’t help, especially as apparently they were mother and daughter. But what really threw the policeman was the violence of the language. Not from the lady of the house, but from her so-called mother. From the elder of the two, a good-looker who was well fuckable in his books and who he knew, without any kind of official certificate, was not the full twenty pence. In fact, she was an obvious nut-bag. As her next words proved.
  


  
    ‘You fucking lairy little whore, get out here and fight me like a fucking woman. Do you honestly think I am going to swallow that from you, you mad bastard?’
  


  
    The younger woman grinned, her absolute disgust for her mother written all over her face. Unfortunately this made her look more like her mother than ever. It gave her the same dark expression, the same sinister aura that told anyone who was foolish enough to mess with them that they were both more than capable of taking care of themselves.
  


  
    The policewoman standing by, waiting to intervene should a fight actually ensue, was impressed with the girl’s controlled demeanour. It was obvious that the mother was a headcase, and it was even more obvious that her daughter knew exactly which buttons to press to get a reaction from her. The policewoman also sensed that the daughter was enjoying her mother’s discomfort. This was proved when the girl said with practised disdain, ‘Listen to yourself, Mum, and then you wonder why I won’t have anything to do with you. Why I moved as far away from you as possible. Why I am ashamed to admit you are me flesh and blood. All me life I cared for you, stuck up for you, and you weren’t worth it. As everyone always said, you ain’t worth a fucking wank.’
  


  
    The tall woman went in for the attack once more, and PC White again held her back, only this time the job was far more difficult as the woman had the strength of ten men.
  


  
    As he dragged her physically from the doorstep, a Range Rover pulled up sharply. The noise of it screeching to a halt was louder than the two women’s strident voices.
  


  
    A large, heavy-set man with dark-blue eyes and a determined expression jumped out. He made his way over to them quickly, his powerful body emphasised by the tightness of his sweatshirt. The police realised immediately who he was, and their horror was rapidly replaced with terror. They were in the presence of a local legend, someone they had all heard of, had seen in photographs but who, until now, they had never seen in the flesh. Kenneth Dooley was even more intimidating than they had realised; he was very imposing. And he was not known for having a kindly nature.
  


  
    Grabbing the older woman roughly from the young policeman he said gruffly, ‘Come on, Mum, let’s be having you.’
  


  
    She turned on him then, spitting vitriol. ‘I might have known you would be on                     her









 side as usual, you’re like a pair of fucking rednecks . . . duelling banjos you two. Always were.’
  


  
    He ignored her, dragging her physically away from her daughter’s front door. He was rough with her, and it was obvious that this was a regular occurrence.
  


  
    ‘Just let it go, eh, she’s come back and you will have to get over it,’ he shouted to the woman left standing on the doorstep. He was dragging the irate woman towards his Range Rover, but she was determined that she wasn’t going anywhere without a fight. He bundled her unceremoniously into the vehicle.
  


  
    As he pulled away he was aware that the people in the surrounding houses were all watching the proceedings with interest. He had known this would happen eventually, he had just not expected it to happen so quickly.
  


  
    Jordanna Dooley went back inside her small council house and closed the door on the police and the local onlookers. She had been used to this kind of interest in her family since she was a child. Her mother had developed a habit of making everything in her life public. She was the equivalent to movie royalty where they had lived. Her whole life had been played out to an audience for someone else’s benefit. She was the Britney Spears of her generation, and she could have taught that poor whore a few things.
  


  
    Once inside the house Jordanna found she was shaking, trembling with fear, a fear that was born from memories, not from her mother’s actual presence. She had not seen her mother in quite a while and it always amazed her just how lovely she looked at first glance. How young she still seemed, even though the woman had lived at least two lifetimes and had made sure that her children lived them too.
  


  
    Jordanna had never really known what it was to be a child; all her life she had been nothing more than an appendage, nothing more than her mother’s object, her mother’s chattel. Her hatred of her mother, like her private thoughts about her, were almost biblical in their outrageousness – she would quite happily send fifty plagues to her if she could. Not locusts or fucking frogs either, she would send that bitch every fatal disease known to man.
  


  
    So broken had Jordanna been by her mother’s disloyalty that she had eventually walked away from not only her, but her whole life. It was the only way she could get some kind of peace. When her mother had hunted her down, Jordanna had retreated into the Bible, into religion, in an effort to make her life mean something, to validate her existence. She had tried to keep her mother away with prayers. God knew, the courts would not help her.
  


  
    Jordanna instinctively placed her hands across her stomach, feeling the small bump there that she hoped and prayed this time would grow into a full-term baby. Not another sticky mess that she would have to clean up and mourn so painfully like all the others.
  


  
    That was her mother’s fault as well, her inability to keep a child within the confines of a womb that had been sexually invaded much too early, and which now rejected anything that seemed to find comfort inside it. A womb that expelled her offspring before it could even be called a baby, a child, before it had anything even resembling a personality, a life.
  


  
    It was as if with each of these rejections, Jordanna was being told by nature that anything she produced would not be fit for the company of other human beings, for the real world. That what she was hoping to create was somehow not good enough, was second-best.
  


  
    And now, seeing what her mother was like once more, she was on the verge of agreeing with that belief. It was getting harder and harder to justify her existence and she knew that was because of her mother’s influence. She knew that her early life was still shaping her adult life, even now, no matter how hard she tried to stop it.
  


  
    But all that still didn’t change the fact she wanted a child of her own so badly, so desperately, that she would kill for that chance. She lived for that opportunity, and told herself that it was something she could achieve one day. Without that she would be finished, and she knew it. Her only real strength was her belief that one day she would carry a child to full term. Would finally hold a baby in her arms and love it unconditionally. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and took a few deep breaths to steady herself.
  


  
    When she felt calm enough she walked into the small, spotless kitchen and sat down at her new IKEA dining table. She felt the fluttering inside her subside and lit herself a cigarette. The first puff made her feel sick and dizzy, the second draw brought her the comfort she needed.
  


  
    She was not supposed to smoke, but she needed to now, needed a cigarette desperately. Her mother affected a lot of people like that, she seemed to destroy everyone she came into contact with, and that wasn’t an exaggeration, it was a simple fact.
  


  
    She heard the ringtone of her mobile then, Amy Winehouse singing ‘Rehab’, and the irony of it suddenly struck her.
  


  
    She was laughing as she answered the call, but the laughter disappeared when she heard the voice of her grandmother asking belligerently, ‘Is it true, has she tracked you down again?’
  


  
    Kenny Dooley sighed heavily; his mother was now doing her quiet and hurt act. She had a lot of personas but this was the most irritating because it always worked with him. As much as she annoyed him, and she did annoy him – in fact she made him angrier than anyone else in the world – unlike his sister he could still feel a measure of sympathy towards her. It was this that brought on the anger in the first place because she didn’t deserve his sympathy, she didn’t deserve anyone’s. Certainly not her daughter’s, who she had bullied and used all her life.
  


  
    He flipped open the small fridge between the car seats and said gruffly, ‘Get yourself a beer, Mum, and stop fucking looking so sorry for yourself. You knew she wasn’t going to hang out the fucking flags and kill a fatted calf so why are you acting as if this is a shock to you? If you had waited I would have had a word, tried to get you round there without all this drama.’
  


  
    He pulled up at the traffic lights and then, looking her in the eye, he said sadly, ‘But then drama is what you need, ain’t it, Mother? You thrive on it.’
  


  
    Imelda looked at her only son and said quietly, ‘I can’t help the way I am. What you see is what you get.’
  


  
    She was already halfway through the can of lager, and the stench of her breath was filling the car’s interior and making her son feel physically ill. She was, as always, stating what she saw as a fact, she thought that expressions like that made her honest, straight. She used them to justify her angry outbursts and her jealous asides. She was one of the most unhappy people he had ever come across, and that hurt him because, when the fancy took her, she could be a diamond. But, unlike most of the people she dealt with,                     he









 knew that she was hurting inside, had always been hurting inside. He knew that she didn’t like herself and did not believe that anyone else could ever like her either. She changed friends often, dropping people on a whim at any slight, real or imagined. She tried her hardest to be what she knew she should be, but inevitably she would lapse back into the person she believed she was really.
  


  
    ‘Trouble with Jorge is, she always thought she was better than everyone else, even as a child she looked down her nose at me . . .’
  


  
    Kenny sighed heavily, he wasn’t going to dignify that shite with an answer. He was too shrewd to get into that conversation.
  


  
    As he drove along the Whitechapel Road he spied someone he had been looking out for since the previous Christmas. Stopping the Range Rover he leapt out and began to punch the hapless victim of his rage. He battered him mercilessly, far more than was warranted because, deep inside, he really wanted to batter his mother, and this man, this ponce, was available. He was there.
  


  
    Donny Barker had owed him money for a long time and, to make matters worse, he had disappeared off the face of the earth because of that debt. Now that Kenny could have coped with, understood even, but it was the fucker’s reemergence on his old stomping ground that had caused his ire. It was a piss-take – someone on the missing list was to be coped with, their blatant return without the payment of their debt was like a personal insult. And an insult of that magnitude had to be redressed at the earliest opportunity. All in all, the man couldn’t have surfaced at a worse time. Kenneth Dooley was a very hard man and, as such, he had a reputation to uphold.
  


  
    Jordanna Dooley was whacked out. She was over the initial excitement that her mother had caused, and she was tired, seriously tired. As she lay on her bed, she wondered how people coped with the everyday. Most people she knew lived their lives without any kind of real hassle, real aggravation. Whereas her life had been fraught with all kinds of shit since day one.
  


  
    This baby was her last chance at being normal, being like everyone else, and that was all she had ever really wanted. Normality, that was her only desire, her only dream. Just to be normal, no more and no less. But that was not something she felt was destined to be hers, and that was what terrified her. She was still so young, and yet she felt so fucking old.
  


  
    Kenny fished a couple of wraps out of his jacket pocket and slipped them into his mother’s hand. ‘Here you are, go and have a ding-dong, girl.’
  


  
    Imelda smiled at him then, suddenly aware that they had stopped outside her block of flats.
  


  
    He opened the glovebox and threw her a wad of money. Then, poking a large finger into her face he said quietly, ‘And keep away from her, right? I’ll see what I can do in that department, but be warned, Mum, I don’t hold out much hope.’
  


  
    She shrugged then, her face much happier now as it relaxed into a real smile. Money and drugs had always had that effect on her. A couple of grams of coke, an armful of brown and a onner in her purse was her idea of heaven.
  


  
    As she walked into her block her son watched her sadly; she was like a child, a vain, demanding, selfish child. That’s why he felt so sorry for his mum, why he couldn’t blank her out, why he accepted her outrageous behaviour and her outbursts. She had always kept one thing quiet, even when she was hurting so bad he could almost feel the pain inside her. She had still kept her trap shut, and he knew better than anyone how hard that must have been for her. Especially when she saw her daughter and was once more rejected without any kind of explanation whatever. But, in fairness, Imelda had always treated her only daughter badly. Jordanna had never known one truly happy day in her life.
  


  
    Kenny had the key, and he knew he would do anything to keep the door to the truth bolted whatever happened. Because the truth oftentimes was a hard bastard, the truth more often than not brought nothing but grief and hurt. It didn’t bring closure, or decency, or any of the other shit that people who had never been in a position where the truth was a destructive force spouted. The truth was a springboard for many other upsets, bringing them out into the open at last, and then burying the half-truths, the far less painful truths, so deep they were impossible to dig up again.
  


  
    He knew, and better than anyone, that sometimes, just                     sometimes









, the truth could decimate a person and their whole life. It could cause a reaction so devastating it would make Hiroshima look like a playground prank.
  


  
    Like his mother, he had never trusted the truth, and in their world that wasn’t uncommon. He was known for his straight talking, his honesty. He knew that he would never lie about work – it was not feasible. But lying about some things was, in reality, fucking inevitable.
  


  
    He remembered a priest once telling his class of five year olds that ‘The truth will set you free’ and the memory made him smile to himself. The truth could be a bigger jailer than most people realised. It was something that a lot of people just couldn’t afford. Especially his sister Jordanna: the truth was the last thing she needed to hear. But he also knew that, now she was back in her mother’s orbit, it was inevitable, that at some point the truth was likely to come out. Then what?
  


  
    He didn’t know and neither did anyone else. The lies went back to their childhood, and he knew that one day it would all surface, and when that day came, it would blow them all out of the proverbial water.
  


  
    He also had a feeling that the day he had dreaded his whole life was near and, in a strange way, he just wanted it over with, wanted it out in the open. Because, God Himself knew, he was sick of keeping it all secret. Sick of living this lie. And living everyone’s lie for them.
  


  


  
    Book One
  


  
    
      All happy families resemble one another, but each                               











unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.
    


    
      Leo Tolstoy, 1828-1910,                               Anna Karenina
    


    
      A child is not a vase to be filled,                               











but a fire to be lit.
    


    
      François Rabelais, 1494-1553
    

  


  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    1978
  


  
    Mary Dooley was cleaning, she cleaned like other people slept; without any thought whatsoever. Her eyes constantly scanned surfaces for dust or smudges. Her mirrors were buffed to a high gloss, and her floors were polished to an almost dangerous sheen. She saw it as her given right, her God-given right, as she was well aware that cleanliness was the nearest she would get to Himself in this life.
  


  
    When not cleaning, Mary was cooking. Huge, wholesome meals that her family ate without any real regard; after all, they had eaten this way all their lives. She cooked the old way; mashed potatoes dripping with butter and well-cooked joints of meat left to settle into their juices before being hacked apart and placed reverently on to her willow-pattern plates. She made shortcrust pastries and heavy rock cakes bulging with sultanas screaming for thick butter to be spread on them and devoured with a cup of sweet tea. She could do anything with suet and a bit of shin. She could make a cheap cut of meat fit for the Pope himself to devour, as her husband often pointed out when in his cups.
  


  
    She pooh-poohed his compliments loudly and with her usual ripe language. She disparaged this new talk of salads and the avoidance of animal fats, and all the other crap they talked of that threatened her whole existence. She fed her family and she fed them in the only way she knew how.
  


  
    Heart attacks indeed. As her own mother always said, sure, everybody had to die of something. Mary couldn’t take on board that you didn’t need to die before your time, that she was slowly killing her family with love and good cooking. She saw it as some kind of conspiracy against her and all the other women like herself who had lived through the war and the want and were not going to go back to basic rations for anyone.
  


  
    Tea was another of her passions. Mary left the big metallic pot on the hob bubbling away all day long until it was stewed black, and that was how she drank it. Black and sickly sweet. She said it gave her energy, and she was correct. It also gave her foetid breath and a furry tongue. This was at odds with her otherwise pristine appearance; like her home she was immaculate. From the tightly rolled French pleat that held in place long, thick, blond hair, coloured now every six weeks while her family were asleep, to well-fitting clothes that wrapped themselves neatly around her perfect size-ten body. For a woman well into her fifties she was still a looker. High cheekbones and deep-set dark-blue eyes saw to that. She had tiny, pretty feet that she was secretly proud of, and which she showed off every summer in cheap but tasteful sandals. They were her only real vanity.
  


  
    Her hands were rough, well taken care of but still showing the damage from years of bleach and washing soda. Her skin was assaulted nightly with a good scrubbing of Pears’ soap and a thick layer of Pond’s cold cream. This seemed to work because she looked much younger than her years and she had the demeanour and carriage of a much younger woman.
  


  
    Her only vice was smoking; a cigarette was permanently dangling from her cupid-bow lips, and she squinted up her eyes to counteract the constant stream of smoke whenever she had her hands full. Her husband joked it was the secret of her good cooking, the adding of cigarette ash that everyone knew sometimes fell into her batters and her gravies. She laughed as loudly as her family at this, seeing nothing wrong with the occasional lapse of concentration. After all, it wasn’t as if it could poison them, was it?
  


  
    Mary folded up her washing, enjoying the feel of its softness and the smell of its cleanliness. She was possessed of a twin tub that she would never part with, for all the newfangled gadgets they had these days. As she said to Mrs Phillips, her neighbour: what was wrong with these young girls with their constant striving for an easy life, without the chores what the feck was there for a woman to do?
  


  
    She glanced at the kitchen clock and stopped her folding. It was eight-thirty on a Monday morning, most of the family were away to their works and she was due at the church for nine o’clock Mass. She heard the toilet flush upstairs and sighed heavily. Her only daughter, her late surprise, as she referred to her, as she was over forty when she arrived, was finally up and about.
  


  
    Pouring the child a cup of tea she took it up with her as she had to get her coat and hat anyway from the wardrobe. She treated this child differently to the boys and, deep down, she knew that, but she would never admit to it of course. She loved them all the same, at least outwardly, though her Imelda was the baby, and that, as she knew very well, was the trouble.
  


  
    Her daughter got away with murder and, even though Mary knew it was wrong, she couldn’t resist her. She was her last one, her baby, and she allowed her more licence than all the others put together.
  


  
    Mary prayed daily that her trust in her youngest child wouldn’t turn out to be misplaced but, in all honesty, she didn’t hold out much hope. She had made one too many mistakes with that one, and it looked like they were coming home to roost.
  


  
    Imelda Dooley was the image of her mother, the only one of the children to have her small build and ability to eat anything without putting on an ounce.
  


  
    She had the same blond hair and small mouth, but she had her father’s large, blue eyes, and they only added to the package, making her look innocent and knowing all at the same time. She had finely arched eyebrows and a small, pointed chin which made her look younger than her years. But the thick make-up that she applied with an expert hand soon put paid to that. Men had been looking at her since she was twelve and her breasts had suddenly appeared overnight. If her father had not been a local Face and her brothers had not been known locally for their short tempers and ability to knock out anyone within two feet of them, she would have been taken down a lot sooner, she knew that much now anyway. She had been such a fool, a silly, childish fool.
  


  
    She sipped the tea her mother had brought in to her and wondered at how she was going to drop her bombshell, and she knew she needed to do it sooner rather than later. Her mother’s personality was not conducive to secrets and if a neighbour sussed it out before her there really would be hell to pay.
  


  
    Imelda felt sick with apprehension, she had played fast and loose and this was the result; her mother’s warnings and advice had fallen on deaf ears. She knew it all, like many a girl before her.
  


  
    Now she was lumbered, well and truly lumbered, and she knew that this was the one thing her mother would not forgive her.
  


  
    She was frightened and excited all at the same time, the thought of a baby interrupting her life was more terrifying than the thought of dying. She would actually rather die a thousand deaths than face her mother’s wrath and shame. And that was what she would be subjected to, she knew that as well as she knew her own name. Even in this day and age, it wasn’t acceptable for Irish Catholic girls to have children out of wedlock, no matter how fashionable it might be for the rest of the country’s youth. In this house it might as well be 1900, because those were the values they had to live by.
  


  
    And as for her father, well, he was her biggest obstacle in all this, because she had no idea how this news would be received, and what form his anger and his disappointment would take.
  


  
    She was nearly crying again, and the fear was once more making her feel faint. If it was only her brothers, she would have braved it out, both of whom she knew would see this latest escapade as yet more proof she was a spoiled brat. It was her mother and her father she was frightened of, because they were the ones who would be expected to sort this mess out. And a mess it was.
  


  
    She put Elvis Costello on her record player and turned the volume up as high as it would go, her mother was at Mass and she had the run of the house. She might as well make the most it before the balloon went up.
  


  
    Gerald Dooley was a big man, an even-tempered, large Irishman with hands like bunches of bananas and eyes the colour of wet slate. He was imposing, well muscled, and he had a reputation as a fair-minded man, but not a man to cross. He liked a drink, and could hold it. He went to Mass once a week, as did his children, grown as they were, and he had a little flutter on the horses. He was also in full-time employment with a local Face named Michael Hannon; he collected debts, delivered messages with the minimum of threats and, in general, was what was known as a good all-rounder. This meant he had a wage, paid taxes, and was given a bit on top as a bonus. His family lived well and were respected, as was he.
  


  
    His size and his knowledge of everyone’s business were his greatest assets and he had known that since he had been a boy of twelve and he had utilised his strengths from then. In this world he was a big man, outside it he was just another enforcer. He kept on the right side of the law through intimidation and innate cunning. This also held him in good stead with his employer. If he said something couldn’t be done then it was a fact. But he would find a way round any obstacles, and that was his forte.
  


  
    If someone was fool enough not to heed his warnings, always delivered with a friendly smile, then they were mugs, and would be made to pay the price. Rumour had it that a man, missing these many years, had last been seen talking with him. The story had only advanced Gerald Dooley’s fearsome reputation as a man who achieved his objectives through any means necessary.
  


  
    This truth would be proved once more when he got out of his Jaguar outside a block of flats in Barking. He was dressed casually as usual, but still well put on. Even in his sixties he managed to garner looks from women of all ages. A reputation could do that for a man, especially in an environment like this. On this particular estate a decent car, a nice set of clothes and the ability to fight was requisites for the women without a man. It screamed a few quid, the end of any aggravation with neighbours or family, and a guaranteed good few nights out.
  


  
    Gerald was more than aware of this, and even though temptation had always been in his way, he had never succumbed. His wife had always been enough for him, and his family was his life. He had occasionally taken the odd flyer when he had been a young man and he had always found it a rather distasteful business. His guilt had gnawed at him like a priest with a ranter, and he had decided early on that he was happy enough as he was. With the wisdom of age he knew he had made the right decision, because so many of his contemporaries had sacrificed their families for a quick flash and a bacon sandwich. Youth was no substitute for loyalty and time served, even though it had its obvious advantages. No, his Mary had been an exemplary wife, and he appreciated her respect, her kindness and her love for him and their various offspring. For all her religious fervour he knew she would lie on a stack of bibles if the need arose. That was more important to him than anything else.
  


  
    Today he had brought a new young lad on the job with him, his father was an old friend and the son, though a big lad, was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. But he was willing and that made up for a lot. He had the brawn, and the makings of a good repo man if he was taught properly from the off.
  


  
    Lads like this made Gerald’s life easier, and it worked well for them all. Anyone he trained was guaranteed a good livelihood and was generally regarded as having learnt his trade from the best. Young Declan might not be the most scholarly boy he had ever encountered, but he was willing, with a shrewdness that was paramount in their line of work. Ergo, he got the dosh by whatever means, all he needed was the chance to smooth out a few rough edges and he would be set for life.
  


  
    When they had reached the required front door, a scruffy-looking flat with dirty nets and scuffed paintwork, Gerald Dooley nodded almost imperceptibly. Instead of knocking politely, young Declan proceeded to kick the door off its hinges. This was not a difficult task and, walking into the warm smell of central heating and cannabis smoke, they saw the occupant of the premises standing in his kitchen with the kettle in one hand and the other hand down the front of his pyjama bottoms.
  


  
    ‘Morning, just in time for tea. Only, do me a favour would you?’
  


  
    The man nodded dumbly, his face devoid of any colour now. Terror was taking over as he felt the trembling that told him he was well and truly fucked.
  


  
    ‘Wash your fucking hands first.’
  


  
    Jason Parks was walking through the spring sunshine like a man who owned the world and, in his case, he believed that to be the truth.
  


  
    He was a new kid on the block, nineteen years old, and with the world at his feet. He was already responsible for three armed robberies and a Bond Street jewellery heist. His life was a set pattern and he was pleased with its natural progression. A womaniser by instinct and, with a good teacher in the shape of his father, he loved women, money and prestige, in that order. The latter guaranteeing him the former, as he knew from experience. Women had loved him from the tender age of fifteen and, looking twenty, he had been fortunate enough to have the pick of the litters around and about. His first encounter with a thirty-five-year-old French teacher had taught him that most women were as up for it as their male counterparts, they just acted as if they weren’t interested because of public censure. In fact, most of the women he had come across would fuck a table leg if it had a nice set of togs and a decent motor. The fact that he was possessed of the gift of the gab was a bonus. He talked a good fuck, and he had found he was capable of delivering one into the bargain. Sex, or more importantly, the promise of the sex act, was his whole life and, unlike most romancers, he loved to pleasure a woman, loved hearing her cry out, watch her enjoy his ministrations; that was as much of a turn on as the chase itself.
  


  
    A good-looking boy with an athletic body and fair countenance, he knew he was a babe magnet; women of all ages, sizes, shapes and descriptions loved him. And in all of them he found something to love. He had taken the cherry of more than a few young girls and he had done it with what he considered panache. He saw himself as their teacher in matters of the personal and private. He enjoyed the role of tutor.
  


  
    He enjoyed both the danger of a married woman and the innocence of a young girl new to the game. Jason liked the knowledge of their bodies, liked the way the experienced women guided him into their bodies all wet and warm and grateful.
  


  
    Danger appealed to him, and he admitted that to himself.
  


  
    As Jason snuck into a small, terraced house in Bow he was smiling. The wife of a notorious bank robber lived there and her husband was in court at this very moment for non-payment of fines. That he had been banged up when the fines had been requested was something for the briefs to argue, all Jason knew was that he had a few hours’ grace until the man came home, and in that few hours he was going to give his wife the seeing-to of a lifetime.
  


  
    The woman opened the door with a wide smile and the minimum of clothing and Jason was inside the front door before the two men observing him from the house opposite had time to comment about him to each other. Even though they were shocked at the boy’s blatant temerity – to be visiting this particular man’s wife on such an auspicious occasion was outrageous to say the least – that they were also impressed with his front, his bravado, was a given. Anyone who would risk their life for a quick feel had their vote, and even though they knew that he was a wrong one, a fucking muppet, they both felt a grudging respect for him, for his guts, for his absolute bottle. Laughing loudly, they shook their heads sagely at one another. He was a lad all right and, as far as they were concerned, he was to be applauded, but they kept that gem of wisdom to themselves.
  


  
    Gerald Dooley was smiling, and young Declan had the sense to mimic his new boss’s behaviour.
  


  
    Colin Baxter, a junkie with an unfortunate amphetamine habit coupled with a complete inability to pick a winning horse, now owed what amounted to the national debt, not only to his dealer, but also to his bookie, who happened to be one and the same person.
  


  
    When the kettle finally boiled Gerald took it off the gas and, motioning to Declan, waited patiently until Colin was safely held over the sink, his head about two inches from the china bottom, his arms wrenched painfully behind his back.
  


  
    Leaning over the whimpering man Gerald said quietly, ‘I warned you, Col, and you fucking mugged me off.’
  


  
    Colin was straining with all the strength he possessed against young Declan’s superior strength, terror giving him an extra spurt of energy.
  


  
    ‘Please, Mr Dooley, I’ll have the money later. I am due a few quid, money I’m owed . . .’ His voice was hoarse with fright, with the knowledge that he had finally reached the end of his road.
  


  
    ‘Too late, Colin . . .’
  


  
    As the water gushed from the kettle on to his head and neck Colin screamed, the sound like that of an animal. It was high-pitched and laden with anguish. He fought with every ounce of his strength to avoid the torrent, only making it harder for himself in the long run.
  


  
    Like Gerald, his captor had no feelings of remorse or sorrow. Young Declan just watched it with a quiet interest, concentrating on holding his prey still while he learnt exactly how these things were done.
  


  
    He knew he wasn’t Einstein, but he also knew he was a quick study, and that meant the difference between a good living and some serious wedge.
  


  
    He wanted to earn the wedge, and he wanted it sooner rather than later. Gerald Dooley was his ticket to the stars and he felt honoured to have such a teacher.
  


  
    Gerald winked at him gamely, nothing he did in the pursuit of his occupation was ever done with malice. But it was always done with a certain aplomb. After all, without a decent rep he wouldn’t even be employed. He didn’t love his job as such, but he knew he was a one-off, knew that he was known as a man who got things done quickly and succinctly. His real forte was that he made sure no one had to clean up after him and in their game that was the main requisite.
  


  
    If he was asked to demand something, he would get it by any means, and his secret was that he never discussed those means with anyone. He was a hard man, by nature and by reputation, that was his strength.
  


  
    Imelda could smell the cloying aroma of colcannon, she had loved the smell until her pregnancy. Now the aroma of cabbage and grease made her stomach turn. As she forced herself to take deep breaths, she felt the terror of her situation once more. She knew that she had to get it out in the open, had to tell her mother before she either worked it out for herself or was told by an outsider. Imelda knew in her heart that this was news that was best delivered swiftly, but it was still a terrifying prospect.
  


  
    As she walked down the stairs, she could hear her mother busying herself cooking the evening meal. She wanted to catch her while she was alone, wanted to spill the news of her downfall in private. Imelda was aware that her mother had a soft spot for her, and she instinctively knew that if she could talk to her alone now, her mother’s reaction would be to protect her.
  


  
    Entering the kitchen she smiled widely. ‘That smells lovely, Mum.’
  


  
    Mary Dooley glanced at her youngest child and immediately sensed that something was wrong. She had felt that there was something worrying her daughter for a while and now they were alone together she decided to try and find out what was the cause of her youngest child’s obvious unhappiness.
  


  
    ‘Sit down, child, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea.’
  


  
    Imelda did as she was bidden. Pulling a chair out from the large Formica table she sat down heavily, her heart aching and her body stiff with nerves.
  


  
    Mary poured them both a cup of tea and, sitting beside her daughter, she said heavily, ‘What’s ailing you, child? Are you feeling ill?’
  


  
    Imelda looked into her mother’s face. She was so like her, even she could see that. They were like twins born years apart. In her mother’s presence though, she could feel the heaviness of her breasts more acutely for some reason and knew that soon they would betray her. She was as fertile as her mother and she knew that would be her downfall. Because, unlike her mother, she had allowed herself to be used without the safety of a wedding ring.
  


  
    ‘Is anything bothering you, child, are you worried about anything?’
  


  
    Mary was genuine in her distress, was honestly worried about her daughter. It came across in her voice, in her gentleness, and in her expressive eyes. Eyes that seemed to tell her daughter that she was prepared to hear the worst, and unfortunately, the worst was what she was going to get.
  


  
    Gerald Dooley heard the screeching before he had even entered his house. This was an almost unheard-of occurrence, and his shock was exacerbated by his daughter’s language. His Imelda had never uttered a swear word in his presence in her life, so he knew that the harangue he was now party to was serious.
  


  
    As he opened the front door he kept his movements quiet, listening to his wife and daughter as they went at each other without care.
  


  
    ‘You fecking filthy little whore, you’d do this to me and to your poor father? What the fuck have I bred?’
  


  
    Imelda’s voice was as loud and just as angry as her mother’s. ‘Do you think I fucking planned this then? Do you think I did it to get one over on you? It was an accident, a bloody stupid accident.’
  


  
    As Gerald went into the kitchen he was amazed to see his little wife with the kettle in her hand, just about to throw it and its contents all over their daughter. It was like déjà vu. Only, he didn’t want his daughter scarred for life, no matter what she had done.
  


  
    Seeing her husband standing there, Mary Dooley immediately stayed her hand, and his daughter looked at him with wide, scared eyes and a defiance that, until then, he had only observed in her brothers.
  


  
    ‘What in the name of God is going on here?’ His loud voice stayed them both, even more than his actual presence.
  


  
    ‘I could hear you two down the street like a pair of fucking old shawlies going at it. What the neighbours must be thinking, I don’t know.’
  


  
    The last few words were enough to quieten down his wife; the neighbours and their opinions were the only thing outside of her family that she cared about. Her reputation was everything to her, and though others might bring their petty squabbles outside the front door, she would normally have died before doing the same thing.
  


  
    Taking a deep breath his wife looked at him triumphantly and said in a stage whisper, ‘Ask your one here. She’s pregnant and she won’t tell me who the culprit is.’
  


  
    Imelda and her mother watched as Gerald digested this information. The differing expressions on his face were enough to put the fear of Christ up any man young or old, and his wife and daughter didn’t feel any different. As he walked around the table towards his daughter, his hair almost on end and his muscles straining with anger, his wife ran between them both, realising what she had caused. She was a different woman now, a quiet woman, the peacekeeper. The voice of reason. ‘Gerry, Gerry, come on now. It’s not that bad . . . Calm yourself down, man.’
  


  
    In that few seconds Mary knew he was capable of killing the child, and the poor child within her. In those few seconds she saw that she had read this situation all wrong. In those few seconds she knew that her doting husband was not above a murder for his daughter’s crimes.
  


  
    Imelda was cowering on the floor now, her face a mask of terror and disbelief. That her father, her dad, could ever turn on her like that was unbelievable. She had thought he would have been the one calming her mother down, which was why she had felt confident enough to argue with her mother in the first place.
  


  
    She had not expected this reaction towards her. Towards the father maybe, but never towards her. He had stood by her all her life, had been the one she ran to when anything had gone wrong. He was the one who would take her part against her mother, her brothers, even the school. He had been her rock and now she was finally finding out what it was like to live without his blind acceptance. She could see the hatred in his eyes as he looked at her. The disappointment. The absolute disgust.
  


  
    Gerald was about to attack his daughter physically when he felt his wife’s hands on his chest. Felt her shoving him away from his youngest child. Somewhere in the chaos in his mind he knew this was a good thing.
  


  
    He allowed himself to be pushed from the room, allowed his little wife to steer him towards the dining room and shove him inside. But all the while he could feel his anger and his disappointment getting stronger and stronger. His daughter had lain with someone, and he knew from experience that it wouldn’t be anyone they would be pleased to welcome into their home. If that had been the case, she would have had the sense to bring him there. This man was some piece of shit that she had taken up with, because for all her innocence you didn’t live in a house like this without picking up a few tips about how the world outside worked.
  


  
    He pulled out a chair and sank into it, his usual pride in the room was diminished now. Ruined by his daughter’s actions. He felt the murderous rage abate just a little and was amazed to find that his wife was still talking to him, still trying to quieten him down. He had heard nothing, not a word of her babbling. It was as if he was on a different planet, a planet where the life he had always known was over. He felt as if he was in a parallel universe, as if he was caught up in an episode of                     The Sky at Night









. It was all wrong. Felt wrong. It was out of whack. Someone had taken his baby down and he was going to see that they paid for it. Paid for it dearly.
  


  
    Even though he cared, cared for all the other people in his orbit, wife, sons, etc., they were really nothing to him. His little girl was the be all and end all of his existence. From her birth, she had stolen his heart. She was the child he had heard about, but had never believed existed. The golden child. The daughter that friends had assured him would mean far more to him than his sons. He had never really believed them.
  


  
    Until he had looked at his daughter’s face, had held her in his arms, he knew that until then, he had not really understood real love. He had not believed that a man could worship a child as he had worshipped her. She had been born at home, like the others, but when he had held her in his arms, he had felt an emotion so strong it had all but broken him. She had amazed him, looking at her was like looking at the world in a new light. Because she was now a part of it. His sons had never had that effect on him, even though he loved them. They would one day be men, grown men. But not this child, she was his late surprise, his baby girl.
  


  
    He had a daughter, and the knowledge had made him weak, vulnerable. He had looked at her and seen the fall of Adam. He could see why men could destroy another man’s property, another man’s life, and all for the love of a daughter, a female child. It was such an event in his life he had never really got over it, though he had suppressed it as best he could. He’d never been one to show his emotions to the world and so he had loved her within the confines of his family, and he had loved her with a vengeance, as he had his wife. For the first time in his life, he had known real fear. He had protected her, cared for her, and overlooked her shortcomings. Which were legion, since she had been spoiled by everyone around her since her birth. She had been the one to run to him, climb on his lap, the only one of the children to be wholly his. His sons had always been their mother’s boys. And he had accepted that, known that was how it should be. He was, after all, his own mother’s son. Sons and mothers had a close relationship, as he knew first-hand, and he also knew that was true of fathers and daughters. As much as he loved his boys, Gerald Junior and Brendan, his daughter was like some kind of unknown entity to him. And he loved her all the more because of that.
  


  
    Imelda had arrived late in his life and, from day one, she had captured him, and his heart. She had been his reason for living, he had seen her as his bright star, the child who would take him into old age. Her birth had given him the rush he had needed at fifty. He had been blessed with this child. She was like a gift from God Himself, proof of his virility, proof of his loyalty, his love for his wife. She was all he talked about, all he really cared about. And he’d assumed she would have been like the boys, had assumed she would have toed the line, done what was expected of her. So he had not envisaged her being brought down like this, getting laid and left, like any tart around about. She was better than that. She was worth more than that, surely? He had seen her marrying a man who was worthy of her and, more importantly, worthy of him, and the legacy he would leave. He had seen her without stain, had believed she was without anything even remotely sexual. As his baby she had been not only sexless in his eyes, but also without the                     want









 of sex. He had believed her to be pure. She had acted the good girl, the good daughter.
  


  
    And he had been fucking wrong. She had been allowed more freedom than her brothers, had been seen by him as a shrewdie, far too clever to be caught like this. He had always known that she was well above her poor brothers when it came to brains, intelligence. The school had said she was a veritable fucking brain-box, that she was destined for great things. Well, if she was such a fucking know-all, how come she was in the club, and how come she had brought this kind on shame on the family? On him?
  


  
    It was all a fucking lie, a fucking charade. She was no better than the girls he had seen around, the slags, the tarts. She had been like a viper in his breast. Pretending she was something she wasn’t. Her innocence was what he cherished, was what he demanded from her. Her innocence was what he held dear to him. What he felt was so special about her.
  


  
    Now though, she had broken him, she had destroyed all. She was no more than a whore. Even if she had only done it once, he would not feel any different, because once, as far as he was concerned, was once too fucking often in his book. This whore was not a one-time only girl though, he had seen her, heard her arguing with her mother. Gerald knew then that she was far too fucking cocky to have been caught out on the off. The thought of her, his baby, his girl, on the cock was more than he could bear. He was devastated and he was disgusted.
  


  
    His baby was pregnant and, to make matters worse, he knew that the culprit was not someone she was proud of. If that had been the case, she would have fronted them up, would have argued her end. Would have been woman enough to give them both a piece of her mind. That he could have coped with. Could have understood. Respected even. Because it would have meant she was in love. Would have meant she was adult enough to fight her end. Fight for what she believed in. Instead, she was ashamed, she was cowering from him like the treacherous bastard she was. She was disgusted with herself, so how could she expect him to feel any different?
  


  
    Never in his life had Gerald felt so let down, so ashamed, so repulsed by someone in his immediate family. Taking a deep breath he looked at his wife as if he had never seen her before and he asked quietly, ‘Find out his name. Find out who he is.’
  


  
    Mary soothed him as best she could. Of all the things she had expected this day, his reaction was not one of them. She had thought that he would have stood up for this child of his, had believed he would have taken her under his wing. Been the one to bring the family together. But this man before her was like a stranger, like someone she had never seen before, and who she hoped she would never see again. This man was dangerous, extremely dangerous, and for the first time since she had known him he frightened her.
  


  
    In fact, she was seeing him as others saw him, and it was not a pretty sight. For the first time in her life he didn’t make her feel safe and cared for. He just made her feel absolutely terrified and that wasn’t a feeling she had ever associated with her husband.
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