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1

Mal woke with a start to the shrill ringing of the phone on the bedside table. He raised his head, but dropped it back when a sickening flash of pain tore through it. His stomach lurched in sympathy. Too much lager the night before. Never again! Groaning, he pulled his pillow up around his ears and waited for Suzie to pick the phone up. She didn’t.

    ‘Oi!’ he croaked, lashing an arm across the bed to wake her. Hitting empty space instead of the expected shoulder, he forced his eyes open, clamping them shut again as a stream of sunlight struck them like a hammer blow. Why had the stupid bitch opened the curtains when he was still asleep? And where was she, anyway?

    Annoyed as much by Suzie sneaking off as by the still-ringing phone, he rolled across the bed and snatched it up. An unmistakable snigger flooded his ear. Lee! He might have known it’d be that little dickhead. Who else would bother him at this time?

    ‘Whaddya want?’ he grunted.

    ‘You still in bed, you lazy cunt?’ Lee yelled.

    Mal peered at the small bedside clock but couldn’t focus. It could have been six in the morning for all he knew. It sure as hell felt like it.

    ‘Why, what time is it?’ Pushing himself upright, he reached for an urgent hit of nicotine.

    ‘Near enough two!’ Lee was still yelling. ‘Time you was up and about, matey. What you doin’, anyhow?’

    ‘Getting a fucking headache, thanks to you!’ Mal yelled back. ‘Keep your bleeding gob down, will you!’ Lighting the cigarette, he sucked on it hard, exhaling noisily.

    ‘Fine way to greet a mate who’s about to do you a favour,’ Lee said.

    ‘You’d have done me a favour by letting me kip in peace,’ Mal retorted grumpily.

    ‘You’ll thank me when you know what it is.’

    ‘I bleedin’ won’t!’

    ‘You will, mate,’ insisted Lee. Then, with another irritating snigger, he began to sing: ‘Money, money, money!’

    Despite his mood, Mal’s ears pricked up. ‘What money?’ he demanded. ‘What you on about?’

    ‘You’ll see,’ Lee told him archly. ‘All’s I’m saying is it’s a biggie! I’ll be outside in twenty, yeah?’

    ‘Piss off. I ain’t getting up yet.’

    ‘If you wanna earn top dollar you will. Anyhow, I’ve gotta give you a ride in me new babe-mobile! Man, you’ll wanna shag it when you see it, it’s so gorgeous!’

    ‘Where did you get the sponds for a new motor?’ Mal asked grumpily. ‘You’re always skint.’

    ‘Bit a this, bit a that,’ said Lee. ‘You know the score, man. Anyway, look, I gotta go, so I’ll see you in twenty, yeah? And don’t be late ’cos we’re going to Sam’s.’ And with that, he hung up.

    Mal slammed the receiver down hard. He hated it when people did that: hung up before he had a chance to tell them to piss off. Still, Lee had mentioned money, and if anything was guaranteed to get him out of bed it was the ever-elusive dollar. Needs must, and all that – and Charlie was becoming a very greedy lover these days!

    Stabbing the cigarette out, Mal pushed the quilt aside and staggered to the bathroom for a cold shower.

    Twenty minutes later he heard a series of rapid horn-blasts down below signalling Lee’s arrival. Giving himself a last look-over in the mirror he headed out – feeling much more on form than earlier, thanks to two nice lines of premium-white.

    Strolling along the fifth-floor balcony, whistling as he walked, he breathed in the crisp April air and looked down on the great sprawl of grass separating Robert Adam Crescent from William Kent. It was a pale greeny-yellow in the weak afternoon sun, heralding spring – his favourite time of year. And today was a particularly fine specimen. Bright enough for shades – nippy enough for his new black leather jacket. The perfect posing day. A Stallone kind of a day.



In the car park down below, Lee was happily revving the balls off his new car: a metallic grey Mark II Escort, with blacked-out windows, alloy wheels, chrome trim, and a full body kit, including state-of-the-art tail fin. He couldn’t wait to see Mal’s face when he saw the motor. He’d be green.

    It was the flashiest car Lee had ever owned – and, at two and a half gees, the most expensive. Still, he hadn’t paid a penny yet – and maybe never would. He hadn’t made his mind up yet. It would teach the bloke a lesson if he didn’t. What kind of idiot must he be to hand his car to a complete stranger and seriously expect him to turn up with fifty quid a week just because he’d said he would? The bloke had to be a candidate for Prestwich.

    Running his hands around the worn leather steering wheel, he felt a thrill of pride. It was a little beauty, there was no denying that. Maybe he’d bung the bloke a couple of tons for goodwill – if he got the wedge he expected tonight. But then again . . . maybe not. The bloke had said everything was in perfect working order, when in fact, the cassette player didn’t work. The radio did, but that wasn’t the same. And maybe it was a tiny blip in the greater scheme of things, but to Lee it was a blatant lie, and he didn’t see why he should honour his side of the bargain, given that.

    Spotting Mal striding towards him through the tunnel beneath the flats, Lee lowered his window and stuck his greasy blond head out, already grinning in anticipation of Mal’s envy. Then he saw what he was wearing and shook his head. What did the cunt think he looked like? Gel-slicked hair, leather jacket – collar up – and ironed jeans – ironed, for fuck’s sake! Nobody ironed their jeans!

    ‘ ’Ere,’ he jeered, squinting against the sun as he looked Mal up and down. ‘What you ponced up for? You look like a right batty boy!’

    ‘Nothing wrong with looking good,’ Mal retorted, pointedly returning the look. ‘You want to try it yourself, mate. You could start by buying yourself a toothbrush. And a shower once in a while wouldn’t go amiss, know what I mean?’

    Too thick-skinned to take this personally, Lee grinned, his cheeks creasing into deep, dirty lines around a mouthful of partially rotted teeth. ‘Nah, I’m handsome enough as I am, me. And birds go for the natural smell, innit?’

    ‘If you say so!’ Mal snorted, wondering exactly what kind of bird would go for the scent of week-dead donkey? Certainly none he’d care to meet.

    Lighting a cigarette, he dangled it from the corner of his mouth and dipped down to check his immaculate black hair in the wing mirror, then slipped his shades on. A Latin James Dean now, he sucked on the cigarette, letting the smoke swirl out from his nose.

    Lee laughed. ‘You’re a right poser, you!’

    ‘You’re calling me a poser?’ Mal drawled. ‘Sitting there like the dog’s bollocks on wheels!’

    ‘Yeah, but ain’t she gorgeous?’ Lee said, giving his door a proud pat.

    Mal flicked his eyes over the car with studied detachment. It looked shit-hot, but he was buggered if he was going to tell Lee that. Giving him the slightest hint of approval gave him licence to go on and on until you had to slap him to shut him up. Anyway, he didn’t deserve praise after his snide cracks.

    ‘It’s all right, I suppose,’ he said after a minute.

    ‘All right?’ squawked Lee. ‘It’s a pure babe-magnet, this!’

    ‘Put a magnet near this, it’s a goner, mate,’ Mal snorted. ‘It’s bogged up all over the show.’

    ‘Leave it out!’ Lee protested. ‘It’s in top nick, this. The bloke told me—’

    ‘A load of old bollocks!’ Mal cut him off with a smirk. ‘Now how many times have I told you not to believe everything you’re told, eh? Anyhow, you should have asked me to go with you if you were shelling out for wheels – you know you ain’t got a clue.’

    ‘Thanks,’ muttered Lee, deflating fast.

    Mal shrugged. ‘Hey, man. What are mates for?’ Hopping in the passenger side, he slapped a hand down on the dash. ‘Come on, then. What you waiting for? Let’s go!’

    Lee brightened immediately, more than happy to demonstrate what his new baby could do. Mal wouldn’t be so quick to criticize when he got a taste of the action. Throwing it into first gear, he rammed his foot to the floor and rocketed out of the car park with a tyre-burning screech.

    Mal gripped the edge of his seat with as much cool as he could muster as they careered onto the main road on two wheels and hurtled towards the traffic lights ahead. The car had balls, he’d give it that. He just hoped Lee could handle it. It was too nice a day to end in a hearse.

    When all four wheels were back on solid ground, he relaxed enough to unhook his nails from the seat. ‘So what’s this “money, money, money” business?’ he asked. ‘And it better be good, dragging me out of me pit at this time of day.’

    Lee smiled. ‘Oh, it is, mate, it is. Remember that job I said I was working on?’

    Mal rolled his eyes. For a minute there, he’d actually thought Lee might have stumbled onto something that didn’t require his doing anything. Like a mislaid Securicor case stuffed full of cash, or something. But no – he was on with one of his crap schemes again.

    Leaning forward, he fiddled with the radio, flooding the air with The Smiths’ latest dirge. He sighed exaggeratedly. ‘Go on, then. What’s it gonna be this time? Taj Mahal? Crown Jewels? Hi-jacking a jumbo?’

    Lee shot him a sulky side glance. ‘Take the piss all you want,’ he said, his voice matching Morrisey’s for petulance. ‘But it’s right this time, and I’ve worked everything out proper like. Still, if you don’t wanna come in on it, I’ll just—’

    ‘D’y’ have to whine?’ Mal interrupted in a bored voice. ‘I ain’t said no, have I? I’m just saying it depends. Try clueing me up and I’ll let you know. What, when and where?’

    ‘Only if you stop taking the piss?’

    ‘Stop fannying around and tell me if you’re gonna.’ Mal lit another cigarette off the butt of his last and waited.

    Lee wanted to keep him guessing as a punishment, but managed all of three seconds before blurting out: ‘All right. It’s Pasha’s place. And it’s going off tonight.’

    Sure it must be a wind-up, Mal twisted around in his seat to look at Lee fully. ‘Pasha’s?’ he spat. ‘You’re having a laugh! That’s the poxiest shite-hole in Manchester! What d’y’ reckon we’re gonna pull from there? A pack of bleedin’ nappies and some fanny plugs? Jeezus!’

    ‘Nah, man, it’s perfect,’ said Lee, quite seriously. ‘I’ve been casing it for weeks and he is raking it in. Just think about it.’ He held up his hand and began to count off on his fingers: ‘Look at the threads he’s strolling about in – they’ve got to be worth a fair few bob, yeah? And that big fuck-off jeep he’s driving is twenty-five grand’s worth at least. And look at all them new security cameras and shit he’s had put in. How much d’y’ reckon that lot’s setting him back, eh?’ He raised a questioning eyebrow but didn’t wait for Mal to answer before continuing: ‘A fucking mint, that’s what!’ He shook his head, his lip twisting with contempt. ‘The cunt’s flashing it about something rotten, and by my reckoning, it’s time someone relieved him of some, know what I mean?’

    Gripping tight to his seat again as they sailed through a red light, narrowly avoiding a van, Mal considered what Lee had said and grudgingly agreed that he might just have a point. Pasha Singh, owner of the local supermarket, had been acquiring some heavy-duty goods recently, and to do that he must be making serious profits. And now that he thought about it, it also occurred to him that Pasha’s shop was virgin territory in the blagging stakes. All the other shops in the row had been done over numerous times, but never Pasha’s.

    It didn’t occur to him to wonder why.

    Lee saw the thoughts ticking over on Mal’s face and knew he was interested. ‘Well?’ he asked eagerly. ‘You up for it, or what?’

    Mal shrugged casually. It sounded just the boost his depleted funds needed, but he didn’t want to appear too eager – didn’t want Lee to get ahead of himself and start acting the great I Am.

    ‘Sounds all right,’ he said at last. ‘So long as you’ve worked it out right, ’cos I know what you’re like for ballsing things up.’

    Lee grinned confidently. ‘Nah, not this time, man. It’s a dead cert, this. I’ve worked everything out to a T – all the times and shit. It’ll be right, you’ll see. Especially with Sam and Ged in on it. The four of us together, man, we’d be like a bleedin’ army!’

    ‘They said they’ll do it, then?’ Mal asked.

    Lee shook his head. ‘Haven’t told ’em yet. But if Sam says yeah, Ged’ll do it and all. You know what them two are like. Anyhow,’ he went on with a grin. ‘I wanted to make sure you were in first. You’re me number one, ain’t you?’

    Mal allowed him a small smile for his loyalty, then asked, ‘So what we looking at?’ He just hoped Lee wasn’t planning on loading the car with fags and booze. He needed hard cash, not shopping.

    Lee shrugged. ‘Can’t be sure exactly, but I reckon it should be a fair few grand.’

    Mal frowned. ‘Won’t come to much, split four ways.’

    Lee pulled his head back. ‘Who said anything about a four-way split? Do I look a complete numpty?’

    ‘You don’t want me to answer that!’

    ‘Ah, shaddup!’ Lee grinned, then said more seriously: ‘Look, I’ve got it sorted in me head. If we drop them at Sam’s straight after and take the dosh back to yours to count, they won’t know how much we’ve got, so they’ll be none the wiser when we give them a third between them and split the rest between us, will they?’

    Mal pursed his mouth. ‘Oh, I dunno, mate. It still won’t come to that much. It ain’t really worth the hassle, is it?’

    ‘Come off it,’ Lee spluttered, taking his eyes off the road for a full five seconds. ‘Even if it’s only a couple of gees, it’s gotta be worth it for ten minutes’ graft!’ He grinned hopefully. ‘You’re just messing about, ain’t you?’

    Mal laughed out loud. ‘Course I am, you plank! Think I’m stupid or something?’

    ‘Yes!’ Lee yelled excitedly. ‘I knew I could count on you, mate. And here, seeing as you’re in . . .’ Reaching under his seat, he pulled out a crinkled plastic bag and tipped it up onto his knee. ‘Cop a load of this little beauty!’

    Mal’s eyes widened. ‘Holy shit!’ he gasped. ‘Where d’y’ get that? Giz a look.’

    Reaching across, he snatched up the gun and gazed at it in reverent wonder. He didn’t have a clue what make it was, but he knew a dangerous piece when he saw one – and this was deadly. A thrill ran through his groin as he stroked his fingers along the smooth matt-black finish. Guns were the ultimate turn-on – the ultimate frightener. And this one, as Lee had rightly said, was a little beauty.

    He whistled through his teeth respectfully. ‘Very nice!’ Turning it around, he squinted down into the barrel. ‘Loaded?’

    ‘Course!’ Lee said, his voice thick with pride. ‘It ain’t a toy, you know. That’s the real McCoy, that is!’

    Turning it streetward, Mal closed an eye and peered along the barrel, setting his sights on a young mother pushing a pram along the pavement. His finger quivered on the trigger, the urge to squeeze almost overwhelming.

    Kaboom . . . Kaboom!

    Blowing imaginary smoke away as the girl and her unseen sprog mentally hit the deck in a pool of blood and gore, he asked again where Lee had got it.

    ‘Jamie Wotsisface from the Eagle,’ Lee told him, jealously reclaiming the gun. Slipping it back into the bag, he stashed it safely back under the seat.

    ‘Junkie Jamie?’ Mal sneered, rubbing his tingling fingers on his thighs. ‘That rip-off merchant? How much did he rush you?’

    ‘A tenner,’ said Lee smugly. ‘He wanted fifty, but I bunged him a brownie and promised the rest later. Yeah, like he’s ever gonna see it,’ he cackled. ‘Suck-er! Anyhow, he wasn’t gonna say no, the state he was in, snottin’ and shakin’.’ He wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘Bleeding junkies, man. They’ve got no sense.’

    Mal nodded, totally agreeing with this sentiment. Smack was a mug’s game, in his opinion: it took a man’s pride, ate it up and spat it out. Now Charlie – that was the stuff. The essence of life. Mother of recreation. Charlie was the main man!

    ‘It’s only in case,’ Lee was saying now. ‘Just to shut him up if he gets lippy, like.’

    Mal pictured Pasha on his knees behind the counter, begging for mercy as Lee thrust the gun into his face, demanding all the dosh from the till. He shook his head. ‘Nah, he’s a pussy. You won’t need it.’

    Looking out of his window as they turned on to Barlow Moor Road, Mal’s forehead tightened into a frown. South Manchester sucked the big one. All twitching net curtains and 999 on permanent redial. You couldn’t blend into the background in places like this. Load of creepy bastards! He didn’t care how posh it was, he didn’t want to be here, and he’d make damn’ sure they didn’t stay too long. He didn’t know why Sam and Wendy had wanted to move up here in the first place – or how. It was supposed to have something like a ten-year waiting list.

    As if reading Mal’s thoughts, Lee said, ‘I think they were dead lucky getting a gaff up here. You seen it yet?’

    Mal grunted, ‘Nah. I ain’t had me invitation yet. Must’ve got lost in the post, eh? Anyhow, it’s a bit toffee for me. And I thought Sam would’ve had more sense and all. What’s he want to get stuck up here for?’

    Lee shrugged. ‘You know what Wendy’s like once she’s made her mind up about something. Remember how bad she kicked off when they offered her that dump in Sharston?’

    ‘Yeah.’ Mal smirked, remembering only too well. Wendy had an evil temper, and a tongue that could slice you in half.

    ‘I reckon they shoved her here to keep her quiet,’ Lee went on. ‘Her threatening to go to the news if they didn’t give her somewhere decent. They couldn’t exactly risk that with her fit to pop, could they? Ah, here it is.’

    Swinging through the gateway of a neat, pebble-dashed semi with a tidy gravel drive and a well-tended garden, he screeched to a stop, sending a spray of small stones across the lawn.

    ‘All right, isn’t it?’ He nodded towards the house, as proud as if it were his own. ‘And Sam’s well made up, being this far out, especially with that posse after his arse an’—’

    ‘You what?’ Mal cut him off with a frown. ‘I thought he’d sorted that?’

    Lee shrugged, opening his door. ‘So did he, but Jimmy Feeley give him the tip-off the other week that they ain’t too happy with his attitude now. They reckon he’s been dissing ’em, or something. Load of bollocks, but what can you do?’

    Mal was not happy about this last piece of information. The City Road Posse were an evil bunch of bastards, and Pasha’s shop was smack in the middle of their turf. Being seen with a marked man would be very dangerous, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to take that chance.

    ‘Hang about a minute,’ he said. ‘You reckon we should let Sam in on this? You know what that crew are like, man. It won’t just be him who cops it if they see him. We’ll all get it.’

    Lee shook his head, dismissing Mal’s concerns with a wave of his hand. ‘It’s cool, man, I’ve got it covered. I’ve got us some masks. And wait till you see ’em. They’re the works, man!’ With that, he got out and marched up to Sam’s front door.

    Mal followed reluctantly, unable to share Lee’s confidence. If Lee was wrong – which was extremely likely – bringing Sam along could seriously damage Mal’s health.



Sam frowned when he peeped out through the net curtain and saw Lee and Mal standing on his step. He was already having a crap day, thanks to Wendy making him look a complete bastard in front of his kids that morning, and these clowns turning up unannounced did nothing to raise his spirits. He was just glad she was out now or there’d have been hell to pay. It wasn’t Mal so much – she didn’t seem to mind him, for some reason Sam had never quite fathomed. It was Lee. She hated him with a passion, and had fully expected him to vanish off the face of the earth after they moved. She wouldn’t be too pleased if she came home and found him here now.

    With that thought in mind, he crept away from the window, hoping they’d think he was out and go away. But it was too late. Lee had already spotted him. With another glass-rattling hammering on the door, he lifted the letter-box flap and shouted: ‘I know you’re in! I saw the curtain move!’

    Sam cursed under his breath, knowing he couldn’t blatantly ignore them after that. It was Wendy’s fault, the bitch! She’d nagged him into submission – turned him into a pushover. She’d always been headstrong and opinionated, but these last few months, she’d turned into a Grade A ball-breaker. And there was nothing he could do about it, apart from belting her – and there was no way he was starting any of that shit, no matter how bad it got.

    Under this cloud of despondency, Sam opened the door without a word, then turned and sloped away, leaving Lee and Mal to make up their own minds if they were going to come in or not.

    Picking up on the atmosphere, Mal hesitated. But Lee had no such qualms. Hopping over the step, he followed Sam through to the showpiece lounge and threw himself into one of Wendy’s new chairs, jeering: ‘What’s up with you, you sad bastard? You look like you’ve had shit for breakfast!’

    Sam rolled his eyes and muttered, ‘It might come to that yet.’ Slumping even further down in his chair he stared at the floor, hoping they’d get the hint and leave in less than two minutes.

    Mal perched on the arm of the couch with a frown. Seeing Sam like this made him even more certain that they shouldn’t involve him in the job. The miserable shit would only put a damper on everything – if he didn’t get them wasted first!

    ‘Where’s the missus?’ Lee asked, helping himself to one of Sam’s cigarettes.

    ‘Out spending what we haven’t got,’ Sam told him glumly. ‘And don’t smoke that in here, she’ll have a fit. Take it out the back.’

    Lee laughed. ‘Piss off, I’ll open a window.’

    ‘I’m not joking!’ Sam snapped. ‘Take it outside!’

    ‘Behave yourself!’ Lee snapped back. ‘I ain’t a dog you can shove in the yard.’ Standing, he opened the window and parked himself on the sill, defiantly blowing his smoke outside.

    Sam gritted his teeth as a familiar wave of nausea signalled an impending migraine. He had to get rid of them ASAP. ‘Look, what you here for?’ he asked, looking pointedly at his watch. ‘Only I’ve got to go out in a bit  . . .’

    Mal’s hackles rose at the obvious brush-off. He fought down an impulse to jump up and kick Sam’s head in. The bastard knew how far they’d come – the least he could do was act pleased to see them. Pushing himself to his feet, he looked down on Sam with contempt, saying icily, ‘Don’t worry, we weren’t planning to stick around. You’re obviously too good for the likes of us now you’re living up here, eh?’ Still glaring at Sam, he motioned Lee to the door with a nod. ‘Come on, mate, we obviously ain’t welcome in his poncey new gaff.’

    Blushing at the partial truth of the words, Sam looked down at his feet. If they did but know it, Wendy had in fact said just that – about Lee, anyway. Still, he shouldn’t let her bully him into treating his mates like dirt.

    ‘Look, don’t go,’ he said as Mal made for the door. ‘Stay for a brew at least. I’m sorry for being such a git, but I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.’

    ‘We’ve all got shit to deal with,’ Mal snapped unsympathetically. ‘But you don’t see us moaning about it, do you? You want to sort your head out, mate.’

    Sam nodded contritely. ‘I know . . . I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll make that brew, eh?’

    ‘Four sugars,’ called Lee from behind the net, then: ‘ ’Ere! Who’s the bird with big tits going in next door?

    ‘E’ yar darlin’!’ he yelled out through the window. ‘What’s your name, then? You got a fella? Fancy a sha—’

    ‘Pack it in!’ hissed Sam, running across the room to drag Lee away from the window. ‘She’ll tell Wendy!’

    Mal and Lee exchanged an amused glance as Sam hurriedly slammed the window shut. Scared shitless of his own wife. How sad was that? The bloke needed a bollock transplant to remind himself who wore the kecks in the house.

    ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Sam muttered, heading out of the room with his gaze cast down.

    Mal followed, all set to hammer a few more nails into the coffin of Sam’s manhood. Stepping into the kitchen, however, he was knocked back a step by the fluorescent yellow walls.

    ‘Fuck me!’ he exclaimed, throwing his hands up to shield his eyes. ‘Jesus wants me for a sunbeam or what!’

    Sam grinned sheepishly. ‘It is a bit, isn’t it? And if you think this is bad, you want to see what’s she’s planning for the conservatory!’

    ‘You ain’t got one of them, have you?’ Mal jumped up at the sink and peered out of the window to see for himself.

    ‘No,’ said Sam, ‘but it’s on her never-ending list, second only to the royal nursery!’ He shrugged dejectedly. ‘I’ve told her we haven’t got the money, but what Wendy wants, Wendy gets.’

    Lee popped his head around the door. ‘Does she want me?’ he asked hopefully. ‘ ’Cos she can have me anytime!’

    ‘In your dreams, you plonker!’ Mal snorted. Then, turning to Sam, he asked: ‘Is that what’s up with you? Dosh?’

    Sam nodded and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Man, I’m so far up shit creek I’m gonna need a passport to get back home!’

    Lee came in and jumped up onto the ledge. ‘Might be able to help you out there.’

    ‘I doubt that,’ Sam muttered, moving him out of the way to reach for the kettle. ‘Not unless you’ve got a couple of grand going spare?’

    Lee grinned. ‘And if I did  . . .?’

    Sam narrowed his eyes. ‘Come off it. Where you going to get money like that?’

    ‘Where are we going to get it, you mean,’ said Lee, opening the cupboard behind him and helping himself to a chocolate biscuit.

    ‘Eh?’ Sam looked at him quizzically. ‘I don’t get you.’

    Lee looked at Mal. Mal hesitated, then nodded. It looked like Sam needed this even more than he did. The least he could do was let him in on it.

    Lee grinned and puffed himself up to play Santa Claus. ‘Right then . . .’ he began. ‘I’ve got this plan, see  . . .’



An hour later, Wendy and the kids arrived home, complete with the latest Sega games console and four brand new games. The console had cost a bomb, but Wendy didn’t care. It would serve Sam right for being too mean to buy the knock-off one they’d been offered that morning. She’d also treated herself to a couple of new dresses and a jacket. They’d cost almost as much as the kids’ stuff, but again she didn’t care a jot. Let Sam dare to complain – she’d soon set him straight. Anyway, he’d better get used to it, because she planned to buy lots more when she dropped this third – unplanned, unwanted – sprog he’d landed her with. She’d like to see him cart this monstrosity around for nine months without reward!

    Finding the driveway blocked by a car she had never seen before, she had no option but to park on the pavement, and she was not amused. After traipsing around the Arndale Centre all day, the last thing she needed was a further walk to get into her own house. And her with her swollen feet! Sam was such an inconsiderate shit!

    Marching up the path, she slammed the front door open and hustled the kids in, sending them straight upstairs to set the new game up on their week-old portable. Dumping her own bags in the hall, she stalked into the living room in fighting mood.

    ‘What’s that heap of shit doing up my path?’ she demanded, glaring at Sam. ‘It’s a fucking eyesore, and I want it moved right no—’ Her voice trailed off as she spotted Lee lounging in her chair with his filthy trainers on her new carpet and one of her china saucers on his knee catching his ash.

    ‘What the fuck is he doing here?’ she yelled. ‘And why is he grinning at me like a dog on fucking heat?’

    Mal suppressed a laugh as Sam’s face drained of colour. He had a lot of time for Wendy. She was feisty as hell, and gorgeous to boot. And today, she looked amazing. Her thick black hair longer and glossier than usual, her huge breasts straining at the soft material of her dress. But best of all were her eyes. Usually a sultry violet, they were now alive and blazing with vim and fire. Very horny! Feeling the stirrings of a hard-on, he stood up.

    ‘Hi, babe,’ he crooned, pulling her into a hug and breathing in the heady scent of musk oil. ‘You’re looking particularly sexy today.’

    ‘Thanks,’ she sniffed, knocked off balance by the compliment – despite feeling about as sexy as a walrus right now. ‘Look, no offence, Mal,’ she went on. ‘It’s not you I’m pissed off with, it’s that nonce!’ She jabbed a finger towards Lee. ‘I don’t want him in my house!’

    Mal laughed softly. ‘No offence taken, babe, but you don’t need to go upsetting yourself in your condition, so we’ll get off. Come on, Lee. On your feet.’



‘How come we had to go?’ Lee pouted as they pulled out of the drive minutes later. ‘I haven’t seen Wendy for ages. I could have stayed all day just lookin’ at her tits!’ He groaned lustfully. ‘Man, did you see ’em? They’re gi-fuckin’-gantic! One of these days I’m gonna—’

    ‘Are you thick or what?’ Mal cut him off sharply. ‘She can’t fucking stand you. She ain’t gonna let you nowhere near her tits. She doesn’t even want you in her house.’

    ‘She does!’

    ‘She just said she don’t, you dense bastard!’

    Lee sniffed sulkily. ‘She’s just playing hard to get.’

    Mal shook his head in despair. ‘Shut the fuck up, man. You’re doing me head in.’

    ‘Be like that!’ Lee muttered. ‘But I know what I know.’

    Settling back in his seat, Mal closed his eyes and tuned Lee out, thinking instead about what he was going to do with his dosh. After tonight, all being well – which was a long shot, considering whose idea it was! – he’d be rolling in it. And just think how much Charlie he’d get with a few grand in his pocket!

    As soon as he thought of Charlie, his stomach tightened, as though an invisible hand were in there, squeezing his guts. Recognizing the signs, he groaned. Come-down city! Bummer!



Back at the house, Sam sighed heavily as Wendy sprayed air freshener all over the chair Lee had been sitting on. She was fuming, hissing her tirade at him through gritted teeth.

    ‘I’m telling you now, Sam, I ever catch that dirty little bastard in my house again you’ll know about it! It bloody stinks in here now! And look at that filth!’ She pointed at a faint scuff on the carpet. ‘Well, that’s it! I’ll have to get a new bleeding carpet now!’

    ‘That’s going a bit far, isn’t it?’ Sam said. ‘It’ll wash off. It’s only dust.’

    ‘Dust!’ Wendy screeched. ‘It’s shite! It’ll never come off.’

    ‘I’ll do it,’ Sam said, pushing himself to his feet wearily. ‘And keep your voice down, will you? The kids will hear.’

    ‘Keep my bleeding voice down!’ she snorted. ‘Why? So the kids won’t know what a stupid useless git they’ve got for a father? Bit late for that, mate!’

    ‘Thanks, Wendy,’ Sam muttered unhappily. ‘Just leave that, I’ll do it later.’ Turning, he made for the door.

    ‘That’s right,’ Wendy sneered. ‘Slope off and leave me to sort your mess out as per!’

    ‘I’m going to get a shower,’ Sam told her. ‘If that’s all right with you?’

    ‘Oh?’ she raised a brow. ‘Going out, are we?’

    He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘If you must know, we’ve got a job on tonight.’

    ‘A job?’ Wendy demanded. ‘What kind of job? And who’s we?’

    ‘Me and the lads,’ Sam said. ‘And I’d have thought you’d be happy. God knows we need the money.’

    ‘Well, don’t think I’m staying in,’ Wendy said, viciously shaking out the cushion Lee had tainted. ‘If you’re going out with the lads, I’m off out to see my mates and all. In fact, I might just pay Suzie a visit, find out what you’re up to when I’m not around!’

    ‘Suit yourself,’ Sam said, walking out.

    Wendy glared at the closing door. ‘Oh, I will, mate!’ she hissed. ‘Believe me, I will!’



Mal was completely pissed off by the time they reached the Crescents: itching to get a line, and ready to pick holes in anyone who crossed his path. Sensing this, Lee sensibly kept his mouth shut as he followed him up the foul-smelling stairs to his flat. Mal would be sorted once the God of White was floating up his nose.

    Inside, Suzie was relaxing on the couch, watching TV. Hearing Mal’s key in the lock, she jumped up guiltily. He couldn’t stand it when she slobbed around in the middle of the day – as he called it. Switching the TV off, she did a frantic scan of the spotlessly clean room. Fussy to the point of obsession, Mal had a knack of spotting even the tiniest speck of dust she’d overlooked, and he could go days without speaking to her if he thought she hadn’t tried hard enough.

    Seconds later Mal burst through the door, and she could tell at a glance that he was on edge. She smiled, hoping to defuse the tension before it settled in. But he didn’t smile back, just swivelled his eyes around the room in search of something to criticize.

    ‘What are you doing back so soon?’ she asked pleasantly. ‘I didn’t expect you till tonight.’

    ‘I bet you didn’t,’ he muttered, taking his jacket off and flinging it onto the back of the couch. ‘Catch you out, did I? Where’s he gone, then? The bloke you were shagging when I came in?’

    Suzie didn’t answer. There was no point. She knew only too well how volatile he could be – especially when he was coming down, as he obviously was at the moment. Anything could set him off. He was like a lightly set trap waiting for a breath of air to spring him.

    ‘And while we’re at it,’ he went on, his voice tense and accusing. ‘Where did you slope off to this morning? You know I can’t stand it when you take off without telling me.’

    ‘I only went to the shops,’ she told him quietly. ‘And I did tell you.’

    He gave her a filthy look. ‘Oh, yeah? And when was that, then? When I was asleep, you dense bitch!’

    ‘No,’ she mumbled, looking down. ‘You woke up for a bit and had a cig. I told you then. I had to get the chops for dinner.’

    Vaguely remembering this, Mal pushed her out of the way and began to search for his paraphernalia. Sticking his hand down the side of the couch to retrieve the mirror he’d left there, he barked over his shoulder, ‘I hope you got enough for Lee and all, ’cos he’s staying.’

    Nodding hello to Lee, Suzie said, ‘I got three. He can have your extra one, if you don’t mind?’

    ‘Whatever!’

    Lee’s stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Hot food – cooked by a woman! ‘That’d be great, that,’ he grinned, rubbing his hands together. ‘Better than chippy shite any day. How you doing, then, Sooze?’

    ‘She’s fine,’ Mal answered for her, impatiently dragging the cushions off the couch and scattering them around the floor. ‘Where’ve you put my fucking mirror?’

    Getting it from the shelf, she handed it to him. Snatching it without thanks, he tossed it to Lee and headed for the door. ‘Do the honours, mate. I’m bursting for a piss.’

    When he’d gone, Suzie replaced the cushions, then perched on the arm of the couch and lit a cigarette, watching as Lee kneeled beside the coffee table and tipped a little wrap of coke onto the mirror with a look of intense concentration. She didn’t understand their fascination with it at all, and wished they wouldn’t do it. It just made Mal aggressive and sarcastic – and that frightened her.

    Coming back into the room, still zipping his fly, Mal flopped down on the couch and eyed the mirror greedily. ‘Shove the kettle on, then,’ he said, nudging Suzie. ‘I’m gagging here. You think you’re a bleedin’ ornament or something?’

    Lee glanced up as she quickly disappeared into the kitchen. ‘Obedient, ain’t she?’ he sniggered. ‘Pauline would’ve told me to go and fuck meself if I’d talked to her like that. She was all woman, that one!’ he added with a reflective sigh.

    Mal shook his head, remembering Lee’s last squeeze less fondly. Pauline had been a swamp goddess. Ugly as sin, with a mouth like a docker-whore. Lee was well shot of the skanky bitch, in his opinion.

    Lee’s memory of Pauline was very different. She was the only woman who’d ever been willing to put her mouth anywhere near his rank dick, and for that miracle alone he’d considered her a princess. It had hit him hard when she’d found a princess of her own to play with. Not because she’d cheated, but because she’d refused to let him watch them at it. She could be a selfish witch at times, but he’d have had her back in a flash.

    ‘You see your problem?’ Mal was saying now, cracking his knuckles as he joined Lee at the table. ‘You just don’t know how to treat birds. You should have battered Pauline the first time she opened her big gob – that would have sorted her head out.’

    Lee agreed, just to save face. In fact, he was only too aware that he’d have come off worst if he’d tried that on with Pauline. Her head-butts were legendary.

    Snatching the fiver Lee had rolled into a tube, Mal snorted the fattest line, sweeping over the traces until every last grain had vanished. Leaning back, eyes closed, unbreathing, he waited for the glorious rush.

    ‘Ba-bee!’ he moaned when it hit. ‘Oh, shee-it, that’s good!’

    Lee greedily followed suit, then rocked back on his heels, groaning along ecstatically.

    Opening their eyes moments later, they grinned at each other across the table. Buzzing again. Back in that high place far above the world. Gods!

    ‘Another, Mr Kenny?’ giggled Lee.

    ‘Why, thank you, Mr Naylor,’ said Mal, tweaking an imaginary moustache. ‘Don’t mind if I do!’

    They moved in for their second lines just as Suzie came in with the cups. Mal’s good mood evaporated when she went to place them on the table.

    ‘Don’t put ’em there, you fucking imbecile!’ he screeched up at her. ‘Can’t you see what we’re doing here? Jeezus!’

    Shocked, she jerked the cups back. A drop of tea sloshed over the edge of one and she watched in horror as it landed with a dull splash on the corner of the mirror – nowhere near the powder, but still on the mirror. Big mistake.

    ‘You stupid bitch!’ Mal’s coke-crazed eyes were ablaze as he leaped to his feet and brought the back of his hand across her cheek – so hard that she dropped the cups, sending three steaming fountains across the carpet. With a growl of fury, he seized her hair and dragged her head down to the table, smashing her mouth onto its edge, screaming, ‘Lick it up, you clumsy cunt! Lick it up NOW!’

    ‘No!’ Lee squawked as a drop of blood fell from her lip and merged with the tea. ‘The Charlie! The Charlie!’

    A red mist fell across Mal’s eyes. ‘Aw, look what you done now!’ he said as he yanked her head back, balled his fist and punched her. ‘Look what you done!’

    Oblivious to everything but the need to rescue the precious drugs, Lee dabbed at the bloodied tea with his shirt-tail. When he was satisfied that the coke was unharmed, he sat back with a relieved sigh – only then realizing what was happening. He didn’t know what to do, where to look. He contemplated pretending he hadn’t noticed, but that would have been impossible. Then, just as he thought he’d have to intervene, it stopped.

    Tossing Suzie aside, Mal wiped his hands on his jeans and turned to Lee with an apologetic shrug. ‘Sorry about that, mate. Can’t trust the stupid cow to do anything right. I don’t know how I control myself sometimes, I really don’t!’

    ‘It’s all right,’ Lee said placatingly. ‘No harm done, eh? Have another line, mate. Come on . . . come and sit down, eh?’

    As Mal bent his head over the mirror, Lee stole a quick glance at Suzie. The sight of her pretty face bleeding and swelling made him feel funny inside – guilty, almost. Poor kid. And at seventeen, she was just a kid. Too young to know how to handle a man of thirty-two, that was for sure. For a moment he felt truly sorry for her. Then Mal handed him the rolled-up fiver and he forgot all about Suzie.

    Mal didn’t. With narrowed eyes, he watched as she picked herself up and quietly made her way towards the door. As she reached for the handle, he called her back.

    ‘Before you go sloping off, you’d better get that cleaned up.’ He pointed at the tea stains. ‘And when you’ve finished that you can get on with me dinner. And don’t be putting no green shite with them chops. Got that?’

    Nodding, she moved towards the kitchen.

    ‘And oi!’ He shouted her back again. ‘You’d better get that look off your face and all. Moping about like I don’t know what. You want me to give you something to bleeding mope about, do you?’

    ‘No,’ she whispered.

    He looked at her for a moment, then nodded, waving her away. Turning to Lee when she’d gone, he grinned. ‘See what I mean, mate? It’s all in the way you handle ’em!’



Suzie stayed in the kitchen until the dinner was made, and when she eventually carried the plates through she was pleased to see that Mal had settled down. He actually smiled as he took his plate from her.

    ‘Thanks, doll. It looks good.’

    ‘Yeah,’ Lee agreed greedily. ‘And it don’t smell too bad, neither. God, I love chops. Me mam used to do ’em on Sundays.’

    ‘No gravy?’ Mal asked.

    Suzie went back to the kitchen to fetch the jug of gravy she’d forgotten.

    ‘Highway to Heaven’s on,’ Lee told her when she came back. He patted the cushion beside him. ‘Come and sit down and watch it.’

    Frowning at the familiarity, Mal said sharply, ‘We’ll be getting off in a bit, Lee. Don’t go getting settled.’

    ‘Righto!’ Lee saluted with his knife, then set about attacking his food with gusto. With his mouth full, he stuck his thumb up at Suzie who had sensibly chosen to sit at the far side of the couch.

    ‘Fucking A, this is, Sooze. Didn’t know you were such a good cook. And what’s that funky taste?’

    ‘Rosemary,’ she told him.

    ‘Bit weird, innit?’ he said. ‘But I like it. And this gravy’s top. Here, what d’y’ you reckon to them two?’ He pointed his fork at the screen with a snigger. ‘Two bleedin’ bloke-angels hanging about with each other like that! Big cunt and pretty boy – bit like Ged and Sam, innit!’

    As Lee cackled beside her, Suzie smiled painfully and began to eat her own dinner. Mal watched surreptitiously as she gingerly eased a tiny amount of mashed potato through her swollen lips. For a moment, he was flooded with guilt and shame, but he quickly shook it away, reminding himself that it wasn’t all his fault. She knew all the buttons to push to set him off, didn’t she? If she’d just think before she did things, they’d be fine. Still, he’d better say something before he left, or she’d be quiet for days and he’d end up feeling like a right cunt.

    He followed her into the kitchen when she carried the empty plates out a little while later. Closing the door so Lee wouldn’t see him creeping, he came up behind her at the sink and put his arms around her.

    ‘Sorry,’ he whispered, nuzzling her neck. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you so bad, but I can’t help it when you wind me up like that. That was good gear you nearly wasted out there.’

    Suzie winced as he hugged her bruised ribs. But the tears sliding down her cheeks were not tears of pain but of relief. Relief that it was over, and that he’d forgiven her for winding him up and making a mess of things – again! Because it was her fault – he was dead right about that. He’d paid a lot of money for that coke, and she’d nearly ruined it. Well, Lee had paid for it, but that wasn’t the point.



When Mal and Lee headed off to Lee’s flat, Suzie finished clearing up, then ran herself a bath. Lying back in the soothing bubbles, she resolved to try harder in future. Mal was a good man really. Oh sure, he was a bit quick with his fists, but that wasn’t his fault – it was the coke. It was the Devil in powder form as far as she was concerned.

    She just hoped Mal realized that before it was too late.
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It was just after eight when they arrived at Lee’s flat. Just a few short hours to kick-off, and Lee could hardly wait. He was so eager to get in and give Mal his mask, it took him two attempts to get his key in the lock. Mal wrinkled his nose in disgust when he finally managed it. Recoiling from the unmistakable odour of rotting feet and rancid unwashed body, he remembered exactly why he’d stopped coming round here in the first place. It was no wonder Pauline had legged it with her Lemon Dettox. She must have realized she was fighting a losing battle. It was a wonder she’d stuck it out as long as she had.

    The smell was particularly overpowering in the living room, and the mess there was even worse than Mal remembered. Mouldy plates poked out from beneath the couch, cups sprouting alien life forms stood on every surface, overflowing, foul-smelling ashtrays littered the floor, suspicious-looking stains speckled the couch cushions. And everywhere else lay piles of filthy clothes and heaps upon heaps of newspapers.

    Mal opened his mouth to berate Lee for his sloppy housekeeping just as Lee threw something at him. Catching it, he saw that it was a balaclava – a black woollen job, with eye, nose and mouth holes, and a new one at that! Raising a surprised eyebrow, he nodded his approval.

    ‘I never thought I’d hear myself saying this, mate, but well done! This is the biz!’

    As Lee beamed with pride at the rare compliment, Mal angled the chipped mirror on the mantelpiece, then pulled the balaclava carefully over his hair and stepped back to view the effect. It was a perfect fit – and, he decided, looked fittingly evil. Now they were cooking with gas!

    Pulling his collar up around his ears, he curled his lip up through the mouth hole and turned to Lee, rasping in his best Cagney voice: ‘You dirty brother . . . you killed my rat!’

    Lee quickly pulled his own mask on and aimed a two-finger pistol at Mal’s head, rasping back, ‘Quite frankly, my dear, I don’t give a fuck!’

    ‘Wrong film, dick-wipe!’ snorted Mal.

    Just then, there was a knock at the front door. As Lee tore his mask off and dashed out to answer it with a whoop of excitement, Mal turned back to the mirror to practise his evil eye. Seconds later, Lee bounced back in with Sam and Ged in tow – both wearing black from the neck down.

    Ged looked awesome. At six foot three and weighing a healthy fourteen stones, he always dwarfed Lee and Mal, who were five-seven and five-nine respectively, each barely topping nine stones soaking wet. But tonight, in his muscle-enhancing Puffa jacket and thigh-defining jeans, he seemed even more enormous than usual, and even Sam, who was close to six feet tall himself, seemed puny by comparison. Lee was positively ecstatic.

    ‘Oh, this is gonna be so fucking great!’ he squawked, flinging himself around the room with flailing arms. ‘What a buzz, eh? Shit, man, I can taste the money already! We won’t have no problem getting the cunt to roll over when he sees us heading his way! Especially you, Ged, man!’ He grinned, throwing a mock punch at the big man’s arm. ‘You look like a fucking animal!’

    With an irritated grunt, Ged swiped a pile of clothes and newspapers onto the floor and flopped, frowning, into the room’s only armchair. When Sam had called that afternoon to tell him about the job, he’d said he didn’t want any part of it. But Sam had pleaded, and he’d sounded so depressed about his finances that eventually Ged had relented – even managing to convince himself that it might be a laugh. Now he was actually here, with Lee hopping about like a pillock and Mal swaggering around like a Mafia reject, he wished he’d gone with his instincts and stayed away. No matter how much he fought it, these two always managed to piss him off. Always had, and probably always would. And if he’d had any doubts before, he was certain now that this blag was bound to be an absolute disaster.

    As Ged silently cursed himself, Sam – looking even more troubled than usual – slumped down onto the battered couch and pulled his Rothmans and a pack of Rizla papers from his pocket. He was desperate for a calming spliff after yet another set-to with Wendy. She’d had a fit when he’d told her what he was doing tonight, and had screamed so long and loud that his ears were still ringing. If he didn’t need the money so badly, he wouldn’t have come. But he did need it – especially after totting up the damage Wendy had done to their savings today. With the monthly ‘mortgage’ for the new suite and carpet due next week, there was no way around it. He had to do this.

    After searching his pockets several times to no avail, it finally dawned on him that his draw was missing. The small wrap of coke he’d hidden in his change pocket was still there, but the draw was definitely gone. Realizing that Wendy must have lifted it when he was in the shower, he was filled with futile rage. Why didn’t she just rip his fucking heart out and be done, the selfish bitch!

    ‘What’s up with your mush?’ said Mal, his voice muffled by the wool of the mask. ‘Wendy give you a hard time, did she?’

    ‘Something like that,’ Sam muttered, and, lighting a straight instead, dropped his cheek onto his fist and sank deeper into the stained couch with an air of utter dejection.

    ‘You know your problem?’ Lee piped up. ‘You’re too soft on your Wendy. You wanna toughen up, man. Give her some licks – like Mal there,’ he thumbed towards Mal. ‘He’s got Suzie well under control. I’d like to see her give him lip the way your Wendy does. He’d knock her for six, innit, Mal?’

    Mal pulled the mask off and smoothed his hair back into place. ‘Too right. No bird’s gonna take the piss out of me and get away with it. Show ’em the back of yer hand before they get the idea they can open their mouths, that’s what I say.’

    He didn’t think it necessary to mention the beating he’d inflicted on Suzie earlier – or what an absolute shit he’d felt having to look at her face during dinner. He knew he had to sort himself out if he wanted to keep her, but it was hard. He seriously wondered sometimes if he was cracking up. But making himself out to be a sap in front of his mates wouldn’t help him get it sorted.

    ‘Wendy would knife me if I tried any of that shit on her,’ Sam said, flicking a crawling something off the arm of the couch with a shudder.

    ‘That’s ’cos you’re a wuss!’ Mal jeered, happy to shift the focus from himself. ‘A pussy-whipped wuss!’

    ‘Yeah, but she’s a babe, ain’t she?’ said Lee lustfully. ‘I wouldn’t mind being whipped by her . . . Phwoar! Eh?’

    ‘You want whipping full stop, you sad git!’ Mal quipped, heading for the health-hazard kitchenette in search of alcohol. ‘You wanna sort yourself out, or you’ll end up hanging round that school again and get yourself nicked!’

    Lee’s eyes glazed over at the thought of his last little sojourn to the local high school some months before. He’d had the red Celica then, and the girls had been well-impressed.

    ‘Them schoolgirls are a right load of ravers,’ he said. ‘Tits out here—’ he held his hands out in front of him ‘—all firm and ripe for the squeeze! Phwoar! What I wouldn’t give to—’

    ‘Jeezus wept!’ Sam pulled the wrap of coke out and threw it at Lee to shut him up. ‘They’re too young, man – no matter how big their boobs are.’

    ‘Tosh bollocks!’ Lee sneered. ‘They’re never too young!’

    Cracking his knuckles sharply, Ged said, ‘You’re a sick man, Lee.’

    ‘Get out of it!’ Lee snorted. ‘I wasn’t chasing them, they was chasing me. They’re a right load of nymphos! I could have copped with loads of ’em if that teacher hadn’t seen ’em flocking round me. They were gagging for it!’

    ‘They were checking the wheels, not you, you tosser,’ said Mal, coming back with a pack of beers and throwing one can to each of them. ‘Why would they want a sad old fart like you with all them young lads about?’

    ‘Me big dick!’ said Lee, quite seriously. ‘No schoolboy’s gonna satisfy them nubey babes like me.’

    Mal shook his head in despair. ‘Drink your ale and cool yourself down, man.’

    Lee ripped the tab back and slurped at the froth bubbling over the edge of the can. Licking his lips, he turned to Ged with a glint in his eye.

    ‘So how’s your little ’un these days, Ged? I haven’t seen her for years, man. How old is she now? Twelve? Thirteen? Must be getting big, eh?’

    ‘Belt up, Lee,’ Sam warned, flicking a nervous glance at Ged. The last man to disrespect his daughter had been confined to bed with a drip-feed for a month. Lee was definitely stepping into dangerous territory.

    Ged didn’t move. Holding his hands to his mouth, one huge mitt cupping a jaw-breaking fist, obscuring all of his face except his eyes, he pinned Lee with a glare. His voice, when it came, was low and dark. ‘She’s fifteen, Lee. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll never mention her again.’

    ‘I was only asking!’ Lee spluttered. ‘Jeez! What’s it coming to if I can’t ask a mate about his family?’ Turning to Mal, he held his hands up innocently. ‘Did I say anything wrong? Did I?’

    ‘Pack it in,’ Mal said, hoping to avert the looming disaster. Everyone knew how Ged felt about his kids. ‘We’re not here to talk about girls. We’ve got business to sort out.’

    ‘Yeah, I know . . . I was only saying—’

    ‘Well, don’t! You can see you’re pissing Ged off, so leave it, yeah?’

    ‘What time is it?’ Sam asked, anxious to get this over and done so he could get home before Wendy got back from her night out with her mates – and, he hoped, be in bed asleep, avoiding the dreaded nightly tussle. This last month she’d been like a raving schizophrenic. Bitch-queen one minute – sex-mad crazy woman the next. If she wasn’t screaming at him for something he’d done wrong, she was screaming for a shag, and he was worn out trying to keep up with her.

    ‘It’s only half-eight,’ said Mal. ‘We’ve got loads of time yet. Got any new films, Lee?’

    Sam groaned. ‘Aw, not a bluey. That’s the last thing I need!’

    Ignoring him, Lee jumped up with a grin. ‘Sure have!’ he said, pulling three videos from a heap of rubbish beside the couch. ‘New Danish imports, these,’ he bragged. ‘Picked ’em up down Tib Street last week, and they are capital-D Diiirty! Take your pick.’

    ‘Any,’ Mal said. ‘But I’m warning you now, man – touch your dick and I’ll kick your bleeding head in!’

    ‘What about the job?’ Ged reminded them. ‘Shouldn’t we be sorting that out first?’

    ‘Shit, yeah.’ Lee slapped a palm to his forehead. ‘I forgot about that.’

    Jumping to his feet again, he ran across to his jacket and pulled out the plan he’d spent the whole of the previous night drawing. Smoothing it out, he put it on the table and turned it towards them, then perched himself on the edge of the couch to explain it.

    ‘Right,’ he began, rubbing his hands together importantly. ‘This is the plan of the shop. These—’ he pointed out the relevant bits ‘—are the counter, aisles, fridges, and what-not. And these are the doors front and back. These—’ three little stick-men ‘—are the goons. And the “X” is himself counting up.

    ‘Now the goons go first,’ he went on with authority. ‘And that’s never later than ten past twelve. They come out the front, go round the side into the yard, into the van and off. Pasha stays behind and bags up, then he comes out the back way at half past. And that,’ he beamed around at his friends, ‘is where we come in. Good, innit?’

    Mal picked up the sketch for a closer look. ‘You get a wanking chimp to draw this, or what?’ he asked with a derisive snort.

    ‘Piss off!’ Lee snatched his masterpiece back. ‘Look, never mind that. The point is the place is way overdue for a seeing-to. They’re making too much dosh for my liking, an’—’

    ‘And most of it’s mine,’ Mal cut in. ‘Suzie spends a bleedin’ fortune in there!’

    ‘Exactly!’ Lee slapped an emphatic hand down on his knee. ‘It’s our dosh, anyway, so it’s only right we take it back, innit?’

    ‘That’s not exactly logical,’ Ged pointed out. ‘You’ve had stuff for your money, so technically it’s his.’

    ‘Fuck me, man,’ Mal laughed. ‘Anyone’d think you’d never blagged nothing! Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you or did you not nearly blind that poor fucker just ’cos he wouldn’t—’

    ‘Yeah, well, anyway,’ Lee cut in quickly before Mal pissed Ged off even more than he already seemed to be – though why he should be pissed off, Lee had no idea! Still, the last thing they needed was to lose the only real muscle in the team. ‘Let’s get this finished, yeah?’ He waited until he had their attention before continuing.

    ‘Right, then. I’ve been keeping watch for the past few weeks, and Pasha’s routine is regular as clockwork. Now, the plan is to get round the back after the goons leave, and hide in the bushes till he’s locked up. Then we jump him and mash him up, and all that lovely dosh will be ours!’

    ‘And it’s dead cert the goons leave by ten past?’ Sam asked.

    ‘Dead cert,’ Lee assured him. ‘Like I said, I’ve been watching for weeks, an’ that’s how they do it every time. It’s safe, man.’

    ‘What if someone sees us?’ said Mal. This was Lee talking, after all – Mr Botch-it-and-scarper. ‘I don’t fancy a run-in with the Five-O, know what I mean?’

    ‘Nah, man, it can’t go wrong,’ Lee insisted, adding with a confident grin, ‘I’ll let you peel me nuts and dip ’em in acid if it does!’

    ‘And I’ll do it with pleasure, mate,’ Mal half-joked. ‘Right, then.’ He turned to the others, rubbing his hands together. ‘If we’re all finished, I say we have a line to seal the deal.’

    Reaching for the last of Lee’s stash, he tipped it onto the mirror, telling Lee: ‘Get a flick on, mate. A good stiffy should get us in the right mood to kick arse!’



Suzie woke with a start, unsure whether the pounding was coming from inside her head or from someone hammering on the door. It was definitely the door. Peering at her watch through sleep-blurred eyes, she struggled to focus on the wavy hands. Nine o’clock. Who the hell could it be?

    Struggling upright, she dragged herself from the couch and limped to the front door. The bath had relaxed her, but falling asleep on the couch straight after hadn’t done her any favours. She was aching all over, and didn’t fancy talking to anyone. Peeping through the spyhole, her heart sank when she saw Wendy stamping her feet in the passageway, her fur coat pulled tight around her swollen belly. She slowly backed away from the door, hoping to creep back to the couch, but it was too late – Wendy’s eagle eyes had detected the change in light behind the spyhole. She banged on the door again, shouting: ‘Suzie, it’s me. Hurry up, it’s bloody freezing out here.’

    Suzie knew there was no escape – and no excuse for not letting her in. A visit from Wendy was deemed an honour – like a royal visit. If she didn’t let her in now, she’d really take the huff. Opening the door reluctantly, she forced a smile – instantly regretting it as the swollen lip tore itself apart and started to bleed again.

    Wendy was shocked by the sight of her. ‘Good God, girl!’ she gasped, barrelling into the hall and pushing Suzie backwards into the light. She looked at her battered face with concern. ‘What the hell happened to you?’ she demanded. ‘You been in a car crash, or what?’

    ‘It’s nothing,’ Suzie insisted, twisting away from Wendy’s hands and sloping back to the couch with Wendy hot on her heels.

    ‘Doesn’t look like nothing to me,’ Wendy said, sitting down beside her. ‘Here, let me have a proper look.’ Gently tilting Suzie’s face up to the light, she frowned, asking quietly, ‘What happened, Suzie? And no bullshit, all right?’

    Suzie hadn’t meant to tell her, but Wendy was her usual persistent self, and she didn’t let up until the whole story tumbled out.

    ‘Well! I don’t know what to say,’ Wendy said when she’d finished. ‘Oh, love . . . Come here.’ Pulling Suzie to her like a child, she rocked her gently. ‘How long has this been going on, then?’

    ‘He’s not normally this bad,’ Suzie gulped back her tears, soothed by the rocking. ‘And it’s my own fault. I wind him up. I don’t know why I do it, but I can’t seem to stop myself.’

    Wendy nodded wisely, listening to Suzie in sympathetic silence as she sifted through the information. She prided herself on seeing both sides to a story – unless it was hers and Sam’s story, in which case there was only one side: hers. Still, despite how she felt about men hitting women, she knew it couldn’t all be Mal’s fault. He was always so nice to her. Anyway, Lee had been here – it was probably his fault!

    ‘I know it must be hard,’ she said, choosing her words carefully, ‘but only you can know if you’re pushing him too far. Can’t you just learn to shut up before it gets to this? I’m sure he doesn’t mean to do it. He’s a pretty good guy, really.’

    ‘I know . . . I know,’ Suzie wiped her nose on her sleeve. ‘You’re right. He deserves better than me.’

    Much as Wendy liked Suzie, she had to agree. The kid was way out of her league. What Mal needed was a strong woman – a real woman, like herself. Someone who’d give as good as she got. That’d sort him out. It had certainly sorted Sam out. He wouldn’t dare pull a stunt like this.

    ‘You know what,’ she said with a wicked smile. ‘If Sam ever tried any of this malarkey on me, I’d rip his balls off and force-feed them to him. I would – and, what’s more, he knows it! That’s how you’ve got to keep them, you know? On their knees – under your stiletto!’ She laughed suddenly. ‘I think I should be one of them wotsit women . . . Dominatrix! That’s it!’

    Suzie giggled at this, and bled some more. ‘You wouldn’t!’

    Pulling a tissue from her pocket, Wendy gently dabbed at Suzie’s lip. ‘Too right I bloody would! And I’d be good at it an’ all. Ooh, yeah! I could just fancy getting rigged up in rubber. That’d be a kick. A rubber basque, with cut-out titty bits. And a whip! God, that’d be fun. I’d skelp every one of the sad gits that walked through the door, whip the skin straight off of his sorry arse and get paid for doing it! And I’d laugh. My God, I’d laugh! Serve ’em right, the sorry bunch of bastards!’

    Pausing, Wendy patted her stomach and narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘I might just give it a go when I drop this little load. Get myself down to the gym to tone up first, then a quick trip to one of those naughty-knickers parties to sort out some horny gear, and Bob’s-yer-dominated-uncle! Tell you what, Sooze.’ She nudged her. ‘You can come and work with me if you want. I reckon we’d make a good team.’

    Suzie blushed. ‘Oh, I don’t know about that. I’d be useless.’

    Wendy drew her head back and snorted. ‘Don’t underestimate yourself, girl!’

    Struggling to her feet, she rubbed at her back, then headed for the kitchen, saying over her shoulder, ‘Why don’t I make us a brew, eh? Coffee all right?’

    ‘Yeah, thanks.’ Suzie grinned as she wrapped the dressing gown tighter around herself. Wendy could be really funny sometimes. She could also be a terrifying bitch, but like this she was great.

    Popping her head around the door a second later, Wendy grinned mischievously. ‘Tell you what. How’s about we sack the coffee and nip out for a bottle of wine. We can watch a vid, get pissed . . . and have a little smoke!’ She pulled the piece of draw she’d ‘confiscated’ from Sam out of her pocket and waved it triumphantly. ‘Got any skins?’

    ‘On the shelf.’ Suzie pointed. ‘Here, you were joking, weren’t you? About doing the . . . you know?’

    ‘No, I bloody wasn’t!’ Wendy exclaimed loudly as she waddled across to get the Rizla papers. ‘And you don’t need to look so shocked, Suzie. Women are allowed to like sex, you know. I might as well get paid for it, is all I’m saying. Here, start this off while I go to the loo.’ She threw the papers to Suzie and made her way out, moaning, ‘God, I can’t wait to drop this. It makes me leak like a bleeding tap!’



Mal and Lee were high as kites by the time they set off. It was only eleven-thirty, but Lee insisted they needed the extra time to suss everything out. Reaching Hulme ten minutes later, Lee slowed down and turned onto City Road.

    Turf of the posse that was out for Sam’s blood, City Road was the only main road running through the estate. There were many minor roads leading off it, but they just provided access to the various mazes that made up the different parts of the estate, and they all led back to City Road. The one they wanted was the last on the right. Cornbrook Road – a short, narrow road with just a single dim street light at its corner.

    On their right as they turned onto Cornbrook Road were the rear yards of the shops – each separated from its neighbour by a low wall, with just enough room for a couple of vehicles. On the left, stretching the entire length of the shops, was St Ignatius’s Residential Home for the Elderly. And straight ahead, at the end, sat a hulking twenty-storey high-rise, the car park of which overlooked both the Home and the shops, as well as providing a clear view of the City Road entrance. It was here that Lee had spent the past four Sunday nights – just out of sight of the flats’ security camera as it slowly scanned the area.

    Slowly making his way into the car park, he reversed into the familiar shadows and cut the engine. Killing the lights, he peered out through the windows for any signs of movement in the surrounding darkness. As he’d expected, there were none. The area was deserted – anyone going out was already long gone, and would probably not be back until much later. The Home was also in complete darkness, each of its residents soundly asleep by now, and probably too deaf or short-sighted to notice any irregularity even if they had been awake.

    Now Lee and his mates just had to get on with the wait as best they could.



It was exactly twelve-fifteen when the three figures emerged from the shadows at the side of the supermarket. Pasha’s nephews – or ‘The Goons’, as Lee called them. They were illuminated for a split second by the street lamp before disappearing around the gate into the rear yard.

    ‘And they’re off,’ hissed Lee excitedly. Slouching down in his seat, he pulled his mask over his head.

    A jolt of electricity charged the air in the car. The windows fogged over as the men’s body heat surged, and adrenalin flooded their veins.

    Mal rubbed a small hole in the condensation to watch the van drive away. ‘Let’s go!’ he yelled as soon as it disappeared around the corner. Grinning, he pulled his mask on and reached for the door handle.

    Lee grabbed his arm and held him back. ‘Hang about, speedy bollocks! We’ve got to wait while he bags up.’

    Mal slumped back, a petulant pout pushing up through his mouth-hole. ‘So what do we do now? Sit here with our masks on like a load of bleeding terrorists?’

    ‘We’ve just gotta time it right,’ Lee explained. ‘If we go too soon he’ll see us on the cameras. Too late, and he’ll be off in a flash.’

    ‘Don’t you think we’d better leave the masks off till we get over there?’ Ged suggested quietly. ‘We don’t want to look too suss, do we?’

    ‘Good thinking, Batman,’ Mal agreed. Ripping his mask off, he angled the mirror to smooth his hair.

    ‘You vain shite!’ Lee laughed. ‘All right, leave ’em off, but keep your heads down, yeah?’

    Sam felt a trickle of sweat run down his back as he pulled his mask off. He felt safer covered up, especially knowing that one of the posse’s girlfriends lived in the flats behind them. Even behind the car’s blacked-out windows he’d felt exposed, visible from every angle. Stepping out unmasked, he really would be. But he had to agree that it wouldn’t be too smart to walk the fifty or so exposed yards in a mask.

    Another ten minutes passed before Lee turned and gave them the nod. Climbing out of the car as quietly as possible, they darted across the road, keeping tight to the shadows until they reached the supermarket wall. Crouching low in the bushes beside it, they had a further agonizing five-minute wait before they heard the back door creak open and footsteps shuffle out onto the concrete step.

    Lee let out a nervous giggle, earning himself a fierce jab in the ribs from Mal who was hyped beyond belief – eaten up with the thrill of the hunt. A commando waiting to strike the enemy.

    Squatting beside Mal, Ged could smell the urge to wreak havoc pouring from the man’s glands. It didn’t bode well, and again he silently cursed himself. If he had any sense at all he’d be a thousand miles away from this raving coke-head right now.

    But it was too late to back out now.



Like a prison door slamming home, the shutters came down to the concrete with a loud metallic clang. Clicking the padlock firmly into place, Pasha Singh straightened up slowly. Wincing at the sharp protesting pops of his kneecaps, he arched his stiff back and rubbed a hand around his aching neck. He was getting too old for these late nights. It was time to start delegating responsibilities to his nephews. He’d have to do it sooner or later, or he’d never get back home. And that had been his intention all along. The sole reason he’d spent every waking hour in this stinking country working his fingers to the bone, building his empire. Because when he eventually did go back home, it would be as a success – or not at all.

    Picking up the heavy money bag, he yawned long and hard. A quick trip to Moss Side to drop The Man’s money off, then home to his own plump, accommodating wife and his nice warm bed. He couldn’t wait.

    He’d just stepped out into the pitch-dark yard, heading for his beautiful new jeep, when a noise stopped him in his tracks. Narrowing his eyes, he held his breath and tried to make out what it was and where it was coming from. Whispering, shuffling sounds. Close by.

    A cat?

    No way – cats didn’t whisper.

    His nephews, then? Maybe they’d forgotten something and come back?

    Peering around the dark yard for the van, he saw that it was gone and knew it couldn’t be them.

    It had to be trouble, then – which was surprising, given his backer. But, luckily, he was prepared.

    Holding his breath, he eased himself down in the dark and crouched beside the huge wheelie bin to the side of the shuttered door. Sliding his hand between its wheels, he tapped his fingers silently along the ground until he reached the gun – tucked at the back, tight against the wall behind a brick. Pulling it out slowly, he pushed the money bag under the bin. If he was being done over, they weren’t getting their hands on that. Most of it wasn’t even on the books. He’d have a hell of a time explaining it to the police – and an even harder one explaining it to The Man.

    He couldn’t afford to lose The Man’s money. That was more than his life was worth.

    ‘What’s he doing?’ Mal hissed impatiently, straining to see into the pitch-dark yard.

    ‘Probably having a piss!’ Lee sniggered.

    Sam was growing more nervous by the second. ‘Let’s just get it over with,’ he said. ‘Take him by surprise.’

    ‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ Ged urged cautiously.

    ‘Fuck that!’ Mal scoffed, his manic grin hidden by the mask. He was going in – alone if he had to. He was invincible. Untouchable. ‘Give us the gun, Lee!’ he demanded, holding his hand out.

    Lee shook his head, pulling the gun tighter to his chest. ‘No way, José! This baby’s stayin’ with Papa!’ Ignoring Mal’s protestations, he snaked over the wall and rolled himself into the yard.

    Mal was close behind, cursing through gritted teeth. So it was Lee’s gun? So fucking what? Lee wouldn’t know what to do with it, but he would.

    ‘Hang about,’ Ged hissed, gripping Sam’s arm as he made to follow. ‘No one mentioned guns to me!’

    Sam hesitated. He trusted Ged, but they’d come this far – and he needed that money. Shaking off the restraining hand, he cocked his leg over the wall. ‘Come on, Ged. It’ll only be for show. You know what Lee’s li—’

    He was cut short as a thunderous roar shattered the silence, followed almost instantly by a second. As the reports echoed through the darkness, he was knocked totally off balance. Falling back, he landed heavily on Ged, his eyes bulging wildly through the mask.

    ‘What the . . .? What was that?’

    ‘Shooting, man!’ gasped Ged, scrambling to his feet and hauling Sam up roughly by his collar. ‘They’re bloody shooting! We’ve got to get out of here!’

    Just then, Mal dived over the wall, dragging a heavy cloth bag behind him. Leaping frantically to his feet, he tore his mask off and hurled it aside, yelling, ‘MOVE! MOVE!’ as he kicked his way through the bushes.

    Colliding in their panic, Sam and Ged half-pushed, half-pulled each other out of the undergrowth and followed Mal, who was already some way ahead, running hell-for-leather across the road.

    Slamming into him at the car, Sam tore his mask away and gripped his arm, shaking it frantically. ‘Where’s Lee? Where’s Lee?’

    ‘Get in the car!’ Mal hissed, twisting his arm away and wrenching the door open. ‘And shut the fuck up!’

    Sick with terror, Sam jumped into the back. A glance at Ged’s face as he jumped in the other side said it all. He was white as a ghost, wide-eyed and shaking.

    ‘Where is he?’ Sam asked again, acutely aware of how high his voice sounded.

    ‘Back there, next to fucking Pasha!’ snapped Mal. Searching for the keys, he became almost hysterical when he realized Lee still had them. ‘Shit! Shit! How am I supposed to start the fucking car without keys?’ He slammed his fist down on the wheel and the horn blared like a siren.

    Come and get us! . . . Come and get us!

    ‘God damn it!’ Ged roared down his ear. ‘Pull the fucking wires, man!’

    A full agonizing minute later, the engine sparked to life. Throwing it into gear, Mal rammed his foot to the floor and hurtled forward over the pavement, heedless of the high kerb scraping the underside of the car as he rocketed towards City Road. Turning the corner with an ear-splitting screech of tyres, he gunned towards the safety of the Crescents.
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Wendy had left at eleven-thirty, by which time Suzie was so exhausted she’d climbed into bed and fallen asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. Now, like Mal earlier, she was startled awake by the phone.

    Half expecting it to be Mal saying he was staying over at Lee’s, she was surprised to hear Wendy asking for Sam. After checking to see if they’d come back and finding that they hadn’t, she promised to send him straight home, then hung up and tried to go back to sleep.

    A couple of restless minutes later, she knew it was impossible. Her head was banging from the wine, her body aching all over. Reaching into the drawer for a painkiller, she got up and wandered through to the kitchen to make herself a hot drink. She’d just put a pan of milk on the stove when she heard the frantic scuffling outside the front door.

    Someone was trying to break in!

    With her heart in her throat she reached for the baseball bat Mal kept behind the kitchen door and, gripping it tight with both hands, leaned hard against the wall, raising it high above her head as he’d shown her. As she stood there, shaking like a leaf and praying she’d have the strength to use it, the front door flew open – so hard it rocked the wall behind her. Then she heard Mal shouting: ‘Lock the door . . . Lock the fucking door!’

    Replacing the bat, she stood stock-still, listening as the hushed voices filtered through the wall. She was so shaken, she didn’t notice the sizzling behind her as the milk began to boil, bubbling up and over the side of the pan onto the flame, filling the room with its sickly-sweet aroma.

    ‘That you in there?’ Mal called through the door. ‘You burning something?’

    Snapping to, Suzie turned and saw the milk spewing out onto the cooker. ‘It’s just milk,’ she called back, grabbing the cloth off the sink to wipe it up before he saw it.

    ‘Put the kettle on, doll,’ he said. ‘And Ged and Sam are here,’ he went on, opening the door, ‘so put enough for . . . Oi! Watch it!’

    Looking down, she realized the cloth was dangerously close to the flame and jerked it away. Mal shook his head, smiling indulgently.

    ‘Can’t leave you alone for two minutes, can I?’ he said, and, opening his arms, he cocked his head to the side and called her to him. ‘Come ’ere, you silly cow.’

    Tripping across the sticky floor, she fell into his arms with a sob, pathetically grateful for another tiny crumb of affection.

    Cupping her chin gently in his hand, he tipped her battered face up and peered at her tear-streaked face. ‘Here, what’s all this, then? What you crying for, doll?’

    ‘N-nothing,’ she sniffed as he wiped the tears away. ‘I . . . I just got w-worried, that’s all.’

    He smiled softly. ‘There’s nothing to worry about, doll. I’m home now. Everything’s all right. Mal’s here.’

    He allowed her only a few seconds before easing her from him. He was beginning to get that itchy, clutching feeling deep inside his gut, and he didn’t want to feel the horrible sensation of skin on skin when it sprang to the surface. Turning her towards the sink, he said, ‘Clean yourself up, doll. And make those brews, yeah?’

    Leaving her splashing cold water on her face, he went through to the living room. Sam had turned on the lamps and the TV, but the warm glow they cast hadn’t managed to soften the stark whiteness of their faces. Shivering, Mal lit the fire and kneeled in front of it. He was still there, hogging all the heat, when Suzie came in with the cups.

    ‘Isn’t she a babe, guys?’ he crooned, oblivious to Ged and Sam’s expressions of disgust and horror as they got their first look at her face. Badly bruised and swollen, the cut lip had crusted black around the edge. She looked hideous.

    ‘Yeah,’ Sam mumbled, dropping his eyes as he took his cup with trembling fingers. ‘Thanks, Suzie.’

    ‘Thanks,’ Ged muttered, also unable to look at Suzie as he began to seethe inside. The psychopathic little shit! He would gladly strangle him when all this was over.

    Having forgotten her battered face in the heat of the moment, Suzie didn’t connect their shocked expressions to herself. Knowing nothing of the job – Mal seldom saw fit to explain his movements to her – she tried to think what could have happened to shake them up so. Had they had a fight? Had they been arrested? She had no idea, but whatever it was, it must have been bad. And she wondered if Wendy knew what they’d been up to. She hadn’t said anything, but now that Suzie thought about it, it was a coincidence, Wendy’s turning up out of the blue and now this.

    Taking her own cup over to the couch she sat down, drawing her legs up beneath herself as she waited to hear what was going on.

    Sitting cross-legged on the rug, Mal rolled himself a strong spliff and took a lung-deep pull. Exhaling a huge plume of blue-grey smoke, he closed his eyes and leaned back, sighing. ‘Man, did I need that!’

    A few moments of heavy silence later, Sam said, ‘So what happens now? Do we just—’

    ‘Just a minute,’ Ged cut in solemnly. ‘Mal – you’ve still not told us what happened back there?’

    ‘Yeah – what about Lee?’ said Sam. ‘Is he dead, or what?’

    Suzie’s heart lurched into her throat. She hadn’t even noticed that Lee was missing until they mentioned him. And now they were saying he could be dead? What the hell was going on?

    Mal shrugged. ‘I don’t know, man, I didn’t really see anything.’ Leaning back on his elbows, he squinted up at them through the smoke as he explained what had happened in the yard. ‘I followed him over the wall, as you know, and the next thing I knew they were shooting. I rolled off to the side when I heard the first one, and I think it was Lee who got hit ’cos he made this weird sound – sort of a grunt, like. Anyhow, I rolled out of the way and banged into this bin thing. Then the other one went off, and the next thing I knew, Pasha landed at my bleeding feet!’ Laughing nervously, he brushed a cone of ash off his chest. ‘Shit! I didn’t know if he was gonna turn round and shoot me or what, so I pushed myself back against the wall, just in case, like. And that’s when I felt this  . . .’

    Leaning sideways, he pulled the bag towards him.

    Sam sat forward. ‘What is it?’

    Mal shrugged. ‘I reckon it’s the dosh, but I ain’t exactly had a chance to look yet, have I?’

    Ged gulped a mouthful of tea. ‘Well, don’t you think you’d better?’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Sam. ‘At least then we’ll know it wasn’t a waste of time.’

    Mal held his hands up. ‘All right, all right!’

    Releasing the drawstring, he reached into the sack and pulled out a handful of notes.

    Sam’s eyes widened. ‘Shit, man!’ he gasped, reaching out to touch the money. ‘How much is that?’

    Mal pushed Sam’s hand away and spread the notes fanlike across the coffee table. Looking up, he grinned. ‘They’re all twenties.’

    Plunging his hand back into the bag, he pulled out another bundle.

    ‘Wow!’ Sam squeaked. ‘How much more is there?’

    ‘Hang on!’ Mal laughed, putting his hand in and pawing the rest of the money out.

    Suzie’s jaw dropped as she saw the huge pile of notes. Mal and Sam looked at each other in amazement. Then, whooping joyfully, each grabbed a handful and waved it in the air ecstatically. Only Ged seemed troubled. He sat forward, his hands clenched so tightly between his knees his knuckles turned white.

    ‘Man, oh man!’ Sam laughed. ‘There’s got to be nine, ten grand here. Let’s count it.’

    Mal picked up the bag and gave it a shake. ‘Hang about. There’s something else in here.’

    A large package fell to the floor with a dull thud. It was wrapped in plain brown paper, bound tightly with string, and there was something written on the top right corner.

    Sam craned forward, his eyes on stalks. ‘What is it? What’s it say?’

    ‘Will you just wait!’ Mal laughed at Sam’s impatience. He picked the package up for a closer look. ‘It’s just initials. An S and an M. That’s all it says.’ He turned it over in his hands with a shrug.

    ‘Open it, then!’ Sam was itching to get his hands on it. ‘It’s probably more.’

    Unravelling the string, Mal carefully unfolded the package. ‘Holy shit,’ he whispered when he saw what lay inside.

    ‘What? What is it?’ Sam was becoming frantic. ‘Is it more?’

    ‘It’s more, all right,’ Mal told him, his voice husky as he fondled the three bulky wads. ‘A whole lot more.’

    Sam whistled quietly. ‘We’re rich, man. We’re bloody rich.’

    ‘Aren’t we forgetting something?’ Ged spoke so softly it took a moment for his words to penetrate their bubble of euphoria.

    ‘What’s that, Ged?’ Mal looked up dazedly. ‘What did you say?’

    ‘I said, aren’t we forgetting something?’

    ‘What d’y’ mean?’

    ‘Lee?’ Ged didn’t much care for the bloke, but this was outrageous. ‘He’s lying back there, dead or dying, and you two are drooling over the bloody money like a pair of vultures. If you had a brain between you you’d be thinking about the police. Don’t you think someone would have heard the shots and called them by now?’

    Mal clutched at the money possessively. ‘Oh, come on. No one saw us. You’re just being paranoid.’

    ‘Jeezus!’ Ged snorted. ‘I don’t believe you. They might not have seen us, you idiot, but Lee’s still lying back there with a bullet in him. How long do you think it’ll take for the police to identify him and start looking for his associates – and that’s us, in case you’ve forgotten? And just think for a minute, man. How did we get back here?’

    Mal shrugged. ‘In the car. What’s the big deal?’

    Ged nodded slowly. ‘That’s right. In the car – Lee’s car. If the police start sniffing about it won’t take them long to trace it, and it’s sitting right outside your bloody flat covered in our prints. How incriminating is that?’

    Mal and Sam exchanged a worried glance. They hadn’t thought of that.

    ‘Do you think I should go and move it?’ Mal asked.

    Ged looked at him coldly. Not so cocky now, was he? ‘Did you have gloves on?’ he asked.

    ‘No,’ Mal admitted, feeling stupid. ‘Should I go and wipe the wheel down, or what?’

    ‘What about your masks?’ Ged reached into his pocket, breathing a sigh of relief when he felt his.

    ‘Mine’s in the car,’ bleated Sam, his face losing its colour again.

    ‘Where’s yours, Mal?’

    ‘It’s cool . . . I got rid of it,’ Mal said, proud that at least he’d got that right.

    ‘Where?’

    ‘In the bushes, at the . . . shops . . .’ His voice trailed off as the implication hit him.

    ‘Oh, Mal! You didn’t!’ Suzie groaned. Even she knew that was stupid.

    Ignoring her, Mal turned to Ged. ‘What if they find it? What’ll happen?’

    Ged felt the heavy burden of responsibility passing onto his head. Sighing, he rubbed a weary hand across his eyes before answering. ‘They’ll send it to forensics, and with your record they’ll trace it straight back to you. Shit, man!’ he hissed in exasperation. ‘What did you leave it there for?’

    ‘I don’t know,’ Mal moaned, slapping his forehead. ‘All I could think was not to get caught with it on me. What am I gonna do?’

    ‘Someone will have to go back for it,’ suggested Sam. ‘We can’t afford to just leave it there. They’re bound to find it.’

    Ged sat back and folded his arms. ‘Well, you can count me out.’

    ‘Thanks for nothing!’ said Mal, his face falling even further. ‘At least if you got pulled with it there wouldn’t be any of your hair or nothing on it. You could easy say you’d just picked it up. But me? I’d be fucked, wouldn’t I? Well, thanks, mate!’

    ‘You shouldn’t have been so bloody careless!’ Ged retorted angrily. ‘Why the hell should I put my neck on the line for you?’

    ‘I’d do it for you!’

    ‘Yeah, right!’

    ‘Do you want me to go?’ Suzie offered, her voice little more than a whisper.

    Mal’s eyes sparked with sudden hope. ‘Yeah, doll! Yeah! You go. It’s in the bushes near the road, you’ll find it dead easy!’ Raising himself onto his knees, he gave her a tender look. ‘God, you’re a knockout. What would I do without you?’

    Suzie smiled faintly. Standing up, she reached for a cigarette with shaking hands.

    ‘You’re not seriously going to let her go, are you?’ demanded Ged. ‘The place is probably crawling with filth by now.’

    Mal waved a dismissive hand. ‘It’ll be cool, man. I chucked it close to the road. They’ll be in the yard if they are there. They wouldn’t even see her going past the front way.’

    Ged shook his head in disbelief. ‘You selfish bastard! They’ll be watching everything – the road, the shops, the flats. They’d see her and you know it. But you don’t give a damn, do you? As long as you’re all right.’

    ‘Don’t give me that shit,’ Mal scowled. ‘You just want me to go and get myself busted, don’t you?’

    Sensing a fight brewing and knowing she’d somehow get the blame, Suzie said, ‘It’s all right, I’ll go. I don’t mind. I’ll just walk past and see what’s going on, and if it’s all clear, I’ll go and find the mask. Just give me a minute to get dressed.’

    Mal caught her hand as she passed, squeezing it tightly. ‘You’ll be fine, doll.’

    ‘Yeah.’ With another faint smile, she walked towards the door. Then, remembering Wendy’s call, she turned to Sam. ‘Oh, by the way, Sam. Wendy rang just before you got back and said to tell you to go straight home.’

    Sam’s face fell. ‘Shit! I can’t go home while all this is going on.’ He turned to Ged and Mal helplessly. ‘What should I do?’

    ‘Better ring her.’ Mal gestured to the phone with a wave, then turned his attention back to the money. Now he was in the clear he could afford to luxuriate in the moment. Picking up a thick bundle he sniffed it, closing his eyes in ecstasy.

    Sam stared blankly at the floor. He didn’t want to talk to Wendy. They’d only argue and he didn’t think he could cope with any more aggro. But it’d be worse if he didn’t call her. Reluctantly, he reached for the phone and dialled his number, resting his burning forehead against the cool wall as he waited for Wendy to answer.

    Behind him, Ged was still trying to change Mal’s mind about sending Suzie out. ‘It’s wrong, man. What if she gets pulled?’

    Mal looked up from the money slowly, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘Why are you so bothered about her all of a sudden? What’s it to you, eh? You gone sweet on my woman now, have you?’

    ‘Give me strength!’ Ged snorted, shaking his head as he stared off into space.

    ‘Well?’ Mal persisted, sure he’d stumbled across the real reason for Ged’s concern. ‘Want a piece, do you? Not got none of your own now, so you just thought you’d help yourself to a little piece of mine, eh?’

    ‘Behave yourself,’ snapped Ged. ‘You know me better than that!’ Snatching his cigarettes off the table, he lit one and blew a fierce stream of smoke at the carpet. Mal was pissing him off – big time! But no good would come of ripping the little shit’s head off his shoulders – no matter how much he’d like to do just that. Tapping ash onto his knee, he rubbed it in slowly and struggled to regain his calm.

    ‘Look,’ he said eventually. ‘Just think about it, will you? It’s not just your head on the line if she gets pulled, is it? She’s only a kid. She won’t stand a chance if the police get hold of her.’

    Mal shrugged. ‘She might be young, but she’s not stupid. She knows how to keep her mouth shut.’

    Ged gritted his teeth. ‘But she shouldn’t have to. It’s nothing to do with her.’

    Mal frowned. He just wanted to count the money, but he couldn’t concentrate with Ged moaning like a little old woman. ‘Look, just chill out, will you?’ he snapped. ‘Everything’s gonna be fine. For God’s sake, look!’ He swept a hand across the money. ‘We’ve got a shed-load of dosh, and you’re still not happy. What’s up your arse tonight? A fucking wasp?’

    Ged looked away in disgust as Mal laughed at his own joke.

    ‘Wendy, I’ve told you . . . I can’t!’ Sam whined into the phone behind them. ‘No, don’t, Wendy! Oh, shit!’

    Slamming the receiver down, he flopped heavily down on the floor next to Mal and plucked at a loose thread in the carpet. ‘She’s coming over.’

    ‘You what?’ Mal stared at him. ‘She can’t!’

    Sam blushed and lowered his eyes. ‘I tried to tell her that, but she wasn’t having it.’ Grabbing one of the bundles off the table, he ran his thumb through it, mumbling into his chest: ‘You know what she’s like.’

    ‘Great. That’s all we need,’ Ged muttered darkly.

    ‘Ah, well . . .’ Mal shrugged and turned back to the money. ‘Too late to worry now. We’d better just get this little lot sorted before she gets here.’ Picking the largest wad up, he threw it to Ged with a grin. ‘Here, you miserable bastard . . . Count that!’

    Catching it, Ged fingered the money with a heavy sigh, then reluctantly started counting.

    They fell silent as they immersed themselves in the task, the only sound in the room the noisy licking of fingers as they carefully flipped back the layers of notes.

    In the background, the front door clicked shut as Suzie let herself out. None of them noticed.

    After a while, Sam looked up, his eyes glittering brightly as thoughts of Wendy’s impending arrival were overtaken by greed. ‘There’s three thousand, two hundred here,’ he whispered.

    ‘And I’ve got two thou six,’ Mal whooped joyfully, pushing another bundle across the table to Sam. ‘What’s that come to, Ged?’

    ‘Five eight,’ said Ged, without looking up from the wad he was halfway through. ‘And I’ve counted twelve up to now.’

    Mal laughed. ‘Better get a move on, man! We’re well ahead of you here!’

    ‘Twelve grand,’ Ged said quietly, smiling in spite of himself.

    ‘You’re joking!’ Mal looked up wide-eyed. ‘Twelve thou? And you’re only halfway through?’

    Ged nodded, leafing rapidly through the notes. ‘Fifteen now.’

    ‘And there’s another nine hundred here.’ Sam gave a childlike grin. ‘Bloody hell! We should open our own supermarket if this is the kind of dosh they make in a week!’

    ‘Sack that!’ Mal laughed. ‘We’d make more in a tits-’n’-tush shop! Bluies and vibrators, an’ that!’

    When the money was all counted and heaped in neat piles on the table, they sat and stared from it to each other in wordless wonder. It was Sam who finally broke the awed silence. Whistling long and low, he shook his head slowly, wiping a glistening sheen of sweat off his forehead onto the back of his hand.

    ‘Man, that’s beautiful. How much altogether, Ged?’

    ‘Sixty-eight thousand, six hundred – give or take a few quid,’ said Ged slowly.

    Mal and Sam couldn’t keep the grins from creeping across their faces. Sixty-eight thousand pounds! More money than they’d ever seen in their lives. Jumping to their feet, they threw their arms around each other and danced around the room, yelling: ‘Yes! Yes!’

    Breaking the dance, Sam squatted down beside Ged. ‘How much is that each?’

    Ged cast him a sideways glance, a small smile lifting his lip. ‘Twenty-two and a half, and some small change.’

    ‘Oh . . . my . . . God!’ gasped Mal, dropping to his knees and staring at the pile in wonder. ‘Lee only expected about ten gees altogether!’

    The mention of Lee brought them back down to earth with a bang. How could they have left him lying back there, not even knowing if he was dead or alive?

    Ged’s conscience pricked him sharply. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘Um – better split it four ways. Just in case, yeah?’

    ‘Yeah,’ Sam shamefacedly agreed. ‘How much is that, then?’

    Ged did a quick calculation. ‘Seventeen thousand.’ He smiled, shrugging lightly. ‘Still not bad, eh?’

    ‘This calls for a celebration!’ Mal rubbed his hands together greedily. He was rich! Rich! ‘Sam, go and get some cans out of the fridge while me and Ged share this out.’

    Splitting the pile roughly, Mal pushed half across the table to Ged, while Sam, feeling more than a little left out, sloped off to the kitchen to get the cans.



It took Suzie almost fifteen minutes to half walk, half run to the shops. When she got there, she was more relieved than she’d ever been in her life to find nothing amiss. No police vans, no crowd of onlookers – nothing. Only too aware that this could soon change, she hopped over the low fence and ducked into the dark undergrowth.

    Already petrified, her nerves jarred at every sound as she began her frantic search for the discarded mask. Every twig she stepped on seemed to echo loud and clear through the still night air, and every leaf rustling in the slight breeze became a forest in a raging storm.

    When she’d been at it for ten minutes, paranoia began to take hold. It suddenly occurred to her that the police might have already been. They could have been, taken the bodies away – and the mask – and be lying in wait at this very moment, praying for an idiot like her to come along and wrap the whole case up for them. She was a sitting duck!

    Her heart was already firmly lodged in her throat when she heard the car turning onto the road behind her. A shock wave coursed down her spine as it came closer and closer. Crouching lower as the approaching headlights illuminated the bushes, she winced as a prickly branch dug its spikes into her tender face. Holding her breath, she bit down on her hand to stop herself crying out as the car came alongside, then sailed past.

    When the road was quiet again, she exhaled with a sob and rested her forehead on her knees to stem the rising nausea. Wobbling unsteadily as her head began to spin, she felt herself falling forwards. Clutching at the bushes to stop herself, her hand brushed against something cold and damp—

    Wool!

    The mask!

    Oh, thank God!

    Snatching at it, she yanked it to herself, snagging it on a bramble in her haste. Wrenching it free, she hugged it to her breast, then rolled it into a tight ball and stuck it deep into her pocket. Forcing herself to stand on legs that felt like liquefied jelly, she pushed her way out of the bushes, then, with a quick prayer of eternal gratitude for the deserted road, hopped over the fence and headed for home. Willing herself invisible, she rammed her hands deep into her pockets, keeping a tight grip on the mask, afraid that it might somehow escape her if she let it go for even a second.

    Every quaking step was torture. She felt exposed. Vulnerable. Afraid that if anyone saw her they’d be sure to remember when the police started asking questions.

    Her heart thundered in her ears as another car turned onto the road. Quickening her step, she only just managed not to break into a guilty run as it came closer, but when it was just yards away, a bubble of panic rose into her throat. She was going to scream.

    Suddenly, the car began to slow, then it was pulling in to the kerb alongside her, and she could hear the squeak of a window going down.

    ‘Suzie?’

    Her heart stopped, her brain refusing to recognize the voice.

    ‘Suzie,’ it said again. ‘What on earth are you doing, girl? Get in. You can’t be walking around out here at this time of night – you’ll get attacked!’

    It was Wendy.

    Gasping for breath, Suzie turned, wide-eyed as a rabbit caught in headlights. When Wendy leaned across and pushed open the passenger door, she fell onto the seat with a whimper.

    ‘What’s going on?’ demanded Wendy, crunching the gears as she eased away from the kerb.

    Suzie panicked. Mal would go ballistic if she told Wendy, but she was waiting for an answer, and she wasn’t an easy woman to ignore.

    ‘I . . . I just needed a w-walk,’ she said at last, stuttering out her lie. ‘Anyway, what are you doing back up here? I thought you said you were going to bed?’

    ‘I was,’ Wendy snorted, a cynical smile twisting her lips. ‘Until Sam rang with some bullshit about the job going wrong, so I decided to come and get him.’ She flicked Suzie a sidelong glance. ‘You must know what happened? So come on – out with it.’

    ‘I don’t really know,’ Suzie croaked. ‘I didn’t know anything about it till they came back. Then Mal said something had gone wrong and he needed me to come back here and get his mask.’

    ‘You what!’ Wendy barked, gripping the wheel tight as she threw the car round the corner. ‘He sent you?’

    Suzie pulled the seat belt on as Wendy put her foot down hard. ‘No. It wasn’t like that. I offered.’

    ‘Sure you did.’ Wendy sighed, shaking her head. ‘I suppose you asked for the beating too?’

    Suzie blushed but said nothing. The sympathetic Wendy of earlier was obviously long gone.

    ‘Don’t worry,’ Wendy muttered, more to herself than Suzie. ‘I’ll get to the bottom of it.’

    Turning in to the Crescents a minute later, Wendy pulled into the space alongside Lee’s car and killed the engine. Leaning over to the back seat for her handbag, she nodded towards the Escort.

    ‘I see shithead’s here. Hasn’t he got a home of his own?’

    ‘He’s not here,’ said Suzie. ‘Mal drove it back.’

    Wendy opened the door and stepped out, shaking her dress down. ‘You mean to tell me that lazy little shite walked somewhere for once in his life?’

    Suzie shook her head, keeping her gaze pinned to the concrete as she stepped out the other side. There was no way she was telling Wendy what had happened. She’d leave that unpleasant task to the others – let them weather the storm of her rage.

    Wendy’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. There was definitely something funny going on here, and Suzie wasn’t telling. Well, she’d soon get it out of Sam.

    Hustling Suzie up the stairs as fast as her belly would allow, Wendy waited impatiently for the door to be opened. The instant Suzie turned the key, she barged past her and marched up the short hallway, charging through the living-room door like a rhino and shocking the hell out of the men sitting around the money-laden table rolling spliffs.

    ‘Holy fucking shit, Wendy!’ squawked Mal, knocking tobacco every which way as he dived to cover the drugs. ‘I thought it was a raid! How did you get in?’

    ‘Suzie,’ Wendy snapped. Then, standing over them like a fearsome headmistress, hands on hips, she looked at each of them in turn. ‘Now, who wants to tell me what’s going on? Sam?’ She raised her eyebrows expectantly.

    Mal glared at Suzie as she hovered nervously in the doorway. Shrugging helplessly, she mouthed: ‘Sorry.’

    ‘Well, Sam?’ Wendy tapped her foot impatiently. ‘I’m waiting!’

    Mal motioned Suzie to the kitchen with his eyes, and, with a painfully thudding heart she went, sure that he would kill her for this latest gaffe. Seconds later, he joined her.

    ‘Why did you let her in?’ he hissed, flicking the door shut with his heel.

    ‘I’m sorry,’ she whimpered, leaning tight against the fridge. ‘I couldn’t stop her. She p-pushed past me.’

    Mal glared at her for several moments. Then, remembering his share of the loot, he felt the anger seep away.

    ‘Ah, sack it,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault. She said she was coming round. I just thought we’d be able to ignore her. Still, she’s Sam’s problem, not ours, eh?’

    Suzie nodded quickly, relieved not to be in trouble again. She decided not to mention the fact that she’d spent the evening with Wendy drinking wine and smoking spliffs. If he thought they’d been discussing him he’d go really ape. She just hoped Wendy wouldn’t say anything.

    Nudging her aside, Mal pulled open the fridge and rooted inside, pushing yoghurts and soggy lettuce aside. ‘I thought I had more beers in here,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Where’ve they all gone?’

    Suzie wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. ‘There was a six-pack in this morning. You lot must have drunk them all.’

    ‘Must have done.’ Shrugging, he closed the fridge door, then thought for a moment. ‘Could be a blessing,’ he said at last. ‘Did Wendy bring her car?’

    Suzie nodded. ‘Yeah, she picked me up on the way back from the shops.’

    Mal suddenly remembered the reason she’d been out. ‘Oh, yeah. How was it? Did you find it?’

    Suzie nodded, pulling the damp mask from her pocket.

    ‘Oh, you beauty!’ Mal snatched it from her and kissed it with sheer relief before throwing it into the bin. As an afterthought, he pulled the bag out and tied the neck in a tight knot.

    ‘Better take that to the rubbish chute,’ he said, handing it to her and shooing her out of the way as he made for the door. ‘I’ll get Wendy to drive over to the all-night Spar for a few bottles. I think we’ll have some real nice stuff to celebrate my little windfall, eh?’

    Leaving Suzie to deal with the bag, he went back to the living room where he found Wendy still grilling Sam – and Sam, the wuss, giving it all up like Mr Loose-gob. Mal sighed. It was time for a bit of the old diversionaries.

    Coming up behind Wendy, he put his hands on her hips and squeezed, cooing seductively: ‘Wendy, darlin’, if I didn’t know you were a married woman, I’d be very tempted to—’ nuzzling his mouth to her ear, he whispered the rest ‘—fuck the arse off you!’

    ‘Maaaal!’ Wendy jumped, squirming as his hot breath tickled her neck.

    Sam’s face reddened. He might not have heard the words, but he could imagine what they were. Sometimes he really hated Mal. He was a disrespectful bastard. And as for Wendy – she wouldn’t be acting like that if she knew what a git Mal could be. Look at what he’d done to Suzie.

    ‘Couldn’t do me a favour, could you?’ Mal was saying now, his voice pure silk.

    ‘Oh yeah?’ Wendy smiled coyly. ‘And what would that be, then?’

    ‘Go down the Spar and get us some bottles?’

    Wendy looked at his puppy-dog eyes for a moment, then sighed and held her hand out for the money. Taking two of the twenties from the pile on the table, Mal, folded them into her hand with a suggestive wink.

    ‘Anyone ever tell you that you are an angel of mercy?’ he crooned, herding her out of the door.

    Seconds later he came back, rubbing his hands together as he told Sam, ‘I reckon you owe me one, mate. I’ve just bought you a bit of time to have a line without your jailer breathing down your neck!’ Nudging the still-glum Sam with his elbow, he laughed. ‘Come on, you sad git! Put a smile on it – it might never happen!’

    Sam tried to return the smile but only managed a grimace as Mal disappeared into the bedroom to get the last of his stash – which he didn’t mind sharing now he had money to get a whole load more.

    Suzie came back from the rubbish chute while he was gone and perched on the arm of his chair. Lighting a cigarette, she gazed at the carpet, exhausted by the events of the night.

    Ged watched her with a frown of concern. ‘You all right, sweetheart?’ he asked quietly.

    ‘Yeah, thanks, I’m fine.’ She smiled without meeting his eye.

    ‘Did you have any problem finding the mask?’

    She shook her head. ‘It took a while, but I got it. I’ve just dumped it down the chute.’

    ‘Oh no.’ Sam slapped his forehead. ‘I forgot! You could have got mine out of the car while you were down there.’

    ‘I’ll get it now if you want?’ she offered, standing again. ‘I’ll take yours too, Ged.’

    ‘No!’ Jumping up, Ged put his hands on her thin shoulders and gently eased her back down. ‘I’ll sort it out. You’ve done enough already. Just sit down and relax for a bit, okay?’

    She nodded gratefully. ‘Okay, thanks.’

    ‘Was the place crawling with cops?’ Sam asked.

    ‘No,’ she said, mid-yawn. ‘It was deserted.’

    Ged was almost at the door when he heard this. He turned back. ‘What? There was no one about at all?’

    ‘No one,’ she confirmed. ‘I was thinking maybe they’d already been and gone, but there was no sign of anything.’

    Ged considered this, one eyebrow raised, then smiled. ‘Well, I suppose that’s good.’

    ‘What is?’ Mal asked, coming through the door with his stash in his hand.

    ‘Suzie says there was no one down by the shops,’ Ged told him. ‘No coppers, nothing.’

    Mal smiled. ‘See, I told you it’d be cool. It’ll give us more time to move the car.’

    ‘Well, don’t leave it too late,’ Ged warned grimly. ‘It won’t be long before someone finds them. On the subject of which, I was thinking – maybe we should go back to see to Lee?’

    ‘You can if you want,’ said Mal. ‘But I’m not going anywhere near the place. It’s way too risky.’

    ‘And what if he’s alive?’ argued Ged. ‘ ’Cos if he is and someone finds him, you can bet your life the police will squeeze everything out of him in two seconds flat.’

    ‘Come off it. Lee wouldn’t grass.’

    ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid!’ Ged barked, his voice booming loud in the quiet room. ‘He’s not gonna take the rap for us.’

    Mal shrugged casually. ‘Think what you like, but I still reckon it’s too risky going back.’

    ‘And I reckon it’s too risky leaving him there,’ countered Ged. ‘I’m going back.’

    ‘See you later, then.’ Mal gave a dismissive wave and turned back to his drugs.

    Ged glared at him, fighting down the overwhelming urge to grip his scrawny neck and throttle the life out of him. Turning his anger onto himself instead, he cursed himself yet again for getting involved with this stupid scheme in the first place. Easy money, Lee had said. Hah! He should have known better. Nothing ever came that easy.

    Which reminded of something that had been nagging him all night. The money. Sixty-eight grand was too much for a skanky little estate supermarket to take in one week. Even if it was the only shop in the area – which it wasn’t – it couldn’t be taking that much. There was definitely something not right about all this. He was on the verge of mentioning these suspicions when a car pulled noisily into the parking lot down below.

    With the tube hanging from his nostril, Mal motioned Suzie to the window.

    Sam licked his lips nervously. ‘Hurry up, man. It’s probably Wendy. Let me do mine before she comes in.’

    ‘It’s all right,’ Suzie told them. ‘It’s only that bloke from upstairs. The weird one with the dogs.’

    Mal laughed and passed the tube to Sam. ‘Chill, baby, chill! You’re gonna land yourself in an early grave, the way you’re going on.’

    Sam snorted his line quickly, then held the tube over his shoulder for Ged who was still in the doorway.

    ‘No, thanks,’ Ged snapped tensely. ‘I’ve had enough of that shit, and so have you, Sam. As for you—’ he jabbed a finger at Mal ‘—you’re just losing the bleeding plot, you are!’

    ‘What you talking about?’ Mal snapped back. ‘You’re the one who’s losing it. Look at you, standing there like the self-appointed voice of fucking morality!’

    Ged’s nostrils flared dangerously. ‘Rationality, I’d say.’

    ‘Yeah, well, whatever,’ said Mal. ‘You’re doing me head in, going on all the time. Anyhow,’ he went on, ‘I’ve figured a way to sort this.’ Turning to Suzie, he said, ‘Get your coat on, doll. You can go back and check on Lee.’

    ‘You’re not serious?’ Storming back into the room, Ged pointed at Suzie. ‘Look at her, man. She’s dropping on her bloody feet. She needs to go to bed, never mind back there!’

    Mal didn’t appreciate Ged’s interference. What him and Suzie did was nothing to do with anyone else. Snapping his fingers at Suzie, all the time staring at Ged, he growled: ‘I said get your coat on!’

    Suzie desperately didn’t want Mal and Ged to fight over her. Getting up quickly, she crept past Ged into the hall, wishing with every fibre of her body that she could just crawl back into bed and sleep for ever.

    ‘See, Ged?’ smirked Mal. ‘She’s my girl, and she wants to help me. Your obvious concern, touching as it is,’ he placed a hand on his heart and bared his teeth in a malicious grin, ‘is beginning to perturb me somewhat!’

    Ged laughed mirthlessly. ‘Have you heard the crap you start spouting when you fill your head with that shit?’

    ‘Sticks and stones, me boy!’ Mal pulled a childish face. ‘Sticks and fucking stones!’

    As Suzie opened the front door, Ged shouted for her to wait, then turned back to Mal. ‘Mal, I’m telling you, man—’

    ‘What?’ Mal growled nastily. ‘What you telling me?’

    Ged just about managed to hold his temper down. ‘Tell her she doesn’t have to go,’ he said quietly.

    ‘She’s going,’ said Mal. ‘And she’ll be fine!’

    ‘What about you?’ Ged turned to Sam for support. ‘Do you think she’ll be fine?’

    ‘I’m not getting involved,’ said Sam, picking up a newspaper from the floor beside his chair and using it to cover his face. ‘Just sort it out between you. Leave me out of it.’

    ‘So you’re not bothered if she leads the police back here?’ demanded Ged.

    ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Suzie piped up nervously from the open door.

    ‘Course she wouldn’t,’ said Mal. ‘ ’Cos, like I’ve told you, she’s not that stupid.’

    Ged turned on him furiously. ‘Oh? And why is that? ’Cos she knows what she’ll get if she messes up? Is that it? Yeah . . . you’re such a big man, aren’t you, Mal? Beating the shit out of the kid, then sending her out to do your dirty work. You’re nothing but a spineless little bastard!’ Balling his hands into fists, he loomed over Mal. ‘Man – one of these days  . . .!’

    ‘One of these days what?’ Mal retorted, knowing full well he was pushing his luck but unable to stop himself.

    As the tension crackled like static in the air, Sam’s headache resurfaced with a vengeance. He felt nauseous and his nerves were screaming. Finally, he could stand it no longer.

    ‘For God’s sake!’ he yelled, the uncharacteristic force in his voice stunning the others into silence. Slamming the paper down he jumped up from his seat. ‘I’ll go – and don’t you dare laugh at me, Mal, ’cos Ged’s right. You shouldn’t be sending Suzie!’

    ‘Don’t be stupid!’ Ged snapped at him. ‘You’re already in hiding. Fat lot of good it’ll do us if you get spotted. We’ll be even deeper in the shit than we are already.’

    Just then, Wendy appeared in the doorway and demanded to know what all the noise was about.

    ‘Sam just volunteered to put his life on the line,’ Ged blurted out – glad to his heart that she’d come in just then, because if anyone could talk sense into Sam she could.

    ‘Well?’ Wendy turned on her husband. ‘What stupid scheme is it now?’

    Wilting beneath her withering glare, Sam muttered, ‘Someone’s got to go and see to Lee. And I’m sick of these two arguing about it, so I’m going.’

    ‘Oh, no, you’re not!’ Wendy slammed the three bottles of brandy she was carrying down onto the coffee table and pushed him back down on the chair. ‘Listen here, matey!’ she spat, thrusting her livid face into his. ‘I got that house to get you off these streets and keep you alive – and now you think I’m gonna let you walk about out there, you bloody clown? If that crew sees you they’ll waste you, you know that!’

    ‘But, Wendy . . .’ Sam protested weakly.

    ‘Don’t “but, Wendy” me, you bloody moron!’ she screamed.



As the argument escalated, Suzie took the opportunity to escape and, for the second time that night, found herself heading along City Road – hoping against hope that she’d find it still dark, still undisturbed by the flashing lights and pandemonium of police vehicles she dreaded would be there by now.

    It was still deserted.

    Breathing a sigh of relief, she slipped into the shadows of the fence encircling the Home and peered across to the dark yard. She had to go over there to find Lee. He was either dead or dying, and she had to find out which.

    And to do that, she’d have to touch him!

    The very thought filled her with dread. She’d never even seen a dead person before, never mind touched one. What if she fainted? Oh God!

    But no – she couldn’t let Mal down. She had to be strong, pull herself together and get on with it.

    Taking a deep breath, she pushed herself away from the fence and hurried across to the open gates. But once there, her resolve began to disintegrate. It was so dark and eerie. She couldn’t see a thing except the outline of Pasha’s jeep, and the sight of it still sitting there long after he should have been gone made her heart sink. Steeling herself, she stepped through the gate.

    It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust enough to make out the shape of the wheelie bin to the right of the door. Mal had said he’d been lying next to it when Pasha fell, so at least she knew where to start looking. Dreading the moment of discovery, she took a hesitant step forward, then another – sliding her feet one in front of the other in an attempt to feel her way without falling. She’d gone almost halfway when her foot connected with something soft. She froze, her toe still touching whatever it was. And then she heard a groan, so soft that she half thought she’d imagined it.

    Her mouth filled with saliva as her heartbeat gathered momentum, going faster and faster, pounding, rushing, deafening, until she thought she was going to faint.

    Then the thing spoke.

    ‘Help me  . . .’

    It was Lee.

    Dropping to her knees before she fell, Suzie fumbled for his hand. ‘Lee,’ she whimpered. ‘It’s me – Suzie. Are you all right?’

    ‘It hurts,’ he croaked. ‘Head hurts  . . .’

    ‘Oh God, Lee, God! What should I do? I don’t know what to do!’

    But Mal would.

    As the thought occurred to her, she pushed herself back onto her heels and shook Lee gently, sounding much more confident than she felt as she said, ‘I’m gonna phone Mal. I won’t be long. Will you be okay?’

    Groaning, he flapped a hand feebly.

    ‘I won’t be long,’ she said again, then gave his hand a reassuring squeeze and stumbled out of the yard.

    Running around to the phone box, she almost cried in relief to find it was working for once. Tapping out the number, she hopped from foot to foot as the ringing tone trilled down her ear.

    Come on, Mal! Come on!

    ‘Yeah?’ Mal’s wary voice came to her at last, flooding her with relief.

    ‘M-Mal – it’s me,’ she gabbled frantically. ‘He’s alive! Lee . . . He’s still alive! And, oh God . . . You’ve got to come! Come now! He’s alive!’

    ‘Calm down, Suzie.’ Mal’s tone was sharp.

    ‘Mal, please . . .’ Suzie swiped at a tear as it trickled down her cheek. ‘I don’t know what to do!’

    ‘Suzie?’ It was Wendy.

    ‘Yeah, Wendy, it’s m-me. Please do something. Lee’s hurt.’

    ‘Where are you?’ Wendy’s calm voice helped.

    ‘In the ph-phone box at the f-front of the shops.’

    ‘Right,’ said Wendy. ‘Go back to Lee. We’ll be there in a minute.’

    Back in the yard, Lee had propped himself up on his elbows. Suzie could hear his heavy breathing from the gates.

    ‘Oh, Lee . . . please keep still,’ she urged and, squatting behind him, she tried to make him relax and lie back on her knees. Her fingers became sticky with grease and sweat as she stroked his hair, but she didn’t notice. ‘Everything’s gonna be okay now,’ she crooned. ‘Wendy’s coming.’

    Lee groaned.

    ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Am I hurting you?’

    ‘Wendy to the rescue,’ he croaked in reply. ‘What a woman!’
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