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Martina Cole’s first novel Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the bestselling fiction writers of her generation.

Martina has since gone on to have more No. 1 original fiction bestsellers than any other author. She won the British Book Award for Crime Thriller of the Year with The Take, which then went on to be a hit TV series for Sky 1.

Four of her novels have made it to the screen with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.

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

Success comes at a deadly price. . .

When Nick Leary hears the sound of an intruder’s footsteps downstairs one night, something inside him snaps. The thought of losing his beautiful wife and sons, their luxurious home and possessions, everything he’s grafted for, pushes him to attack.

But this single act sets in motion something way beyond Nick’s control.

He’s picked the wrong fight this time, and now it’s too late to go back. . .




For Christopher Wheatley. 
It’s an honour and a privilege to be your friend.

For Ricky and Maria. 
Remembering when we were kids.

For Tina Louise Smith, 
Rest happily.




Prologue

It was so hot in the room, like an oven. He could feel the sweat trickling down his face and wiped it away carelessly. He wished that it would rain, that the storm would break and everything would finally be over.

The thought brought a smile to Nick Leary’s handsome face.

He was restless, tired but far from sleep. Unable to sleep. He had too much to think about.

His wife was sleeping soundly beside him, her faint snoring loud in the quiet room. She was as usual curled up in a ball, her face devoid of the frown lines that day-break inevitably brought with it. Her blond hair was still immaculate even as she slept. Tammy never looked untidy, it was part of her personality. He believed that if she had a head-on crash in her 4 × 4 she would die with every hair in  place and her make-up untouched, like film stars did in the movies. She broke wind gently and it made him grin in the dimness of the room. She would be mortified when he told her. Tammy hated any reference to bodily functions and would go to great lengths to hide the fact that she burped, farted and crapped just like everyone else. She snuggled down and he smiled in the dimness.

He was lying on his back, one forearm thrown casually across his eyes. Nick Leary was a big man. Big in stature, and with a big personality to match. He had a reputation as a shrewd businessman and loyal friend. He cultivated this image carefully because it was important to him.

He rarely did anything without it being of some benefit to himself, which was why he had an eight-bedroomed farmhouse, enough money to do what he wanted, and a lifestyle envied by most of his peers. But Nick had grafted for it, had pulled himself and his family up by the proverbial bootstraps – and pulled them up as high as they could go.

He heard a distant rumble of thunder and felt his whole body finally relax. A few seconds later the insistent drumming of the rain hit the windows and he almost cried out with joy. He had prayed for this rain, known that it was coming and dreaded that it might not arrive. He had a tension headache. He always got them when it was stormy  but this time he had a lot on his mind as well. He moved restlessly around in the bed once more.

‘Keep still, Nick, for Christ’s sake.’

Tammy’s voice was muffled but he could hear the impatience in it.

‘Sorry, Tam.’

He willed his body to be still. All he needed now on top of everything else was her up and ranting her head off.

Tammy Leary liked her Sooty and Sweep and no one interfered with that – not if they valued their own hearing anyway. Her nasal twang he could cope with in the day, he loved her dearly after all. But at night her voice sounded like a banshee wailing, and that banshee had a toothache and a temper on it. Best leave her to sleep, especially tonight with the storm well on its way overhead and his neck and shoulders stiff with pain and the trepidation that was surrounding him.

He closed his eyes once more, but knew he would not sleep.

Then he heard it.

He opened his eyes and lay motionless. Sweat still covered his body when he felt the first chill hit him. He was straining to hear now, every fibre of his being on red alert. Thunder clapped loudly overhead and a flash of lightning lit up the room. He slid quietly from bed and tiptoed across the  wooden floor of the bedroom. The en-suite light was on and there was a crack of light coming from underneath the door. It was enough for him to see by.

Nick slipped out on to the landing.

The rain was heavier now; he could hear it surrounding the house.

He stopped dead as he heard the muffled movements once more. Someone was moving around downstairs. He could hear the sounds of drawers opening and closing. His heart was thundering in his chest, so loud he wondered if anyone else could hear it. He passed his sons’ bedrooms and was relieved to see that their doors were shut tight.

At the top of the staircase he paused and listened once more before descending the staircase as quietly as he could. At the bottom he felt inside the large umbrella pot and located the baseball bat he’d left there for just such an occasion as this.

The house was large, set in seven acres and not easily accessible. You gained entry through electric gates and you never turned up at the Learys’ without first letting them know you were coming.

He glanced around the entrance hall. There were three sets of double doors. These led to the large front room, the television room and dining room. Another staircase led down to the cellar and two more doors to the kitchen and  study. Off the study was a well-stocked library. But it was the study that the noise was coming from.

It was inside the study that Nick kept his safe.

He crept across the entrance hall. His heart was in his mouth now. He swallowed with difficulty. The storm had quietened momentarily but was picking up in intensity once more. The wind was whistling round the house now and it was an eerie sound, a frightening sound, and God knew Nick was frightened. More frightened than he had ever been in his life before.

He thought of Tammy and the boys to stop the fear from making him turn back and run away.

The study door was open a crack. He looked through it, then pushed it further open. There was someone standing by the fireplace, his back to the door. He was wearing a ski mask and was dressed all in black. He was holding a weapon, a large hand gun, but it was dangling by his side.

He turned as Nick leaped across the room, raising the hand with the gun in it. Nick caught him with the baseball bat on the raised arm and heard the crunch of bone. The man crumpled to the floor and Nick hit him over and over again, on the head and the body, putting all his considerable strength behind the blows. This fucker was not getting up again, he would make sure of that. He was panting with exertion when he finally stopped.

In the dimness he saw that the intruder was still and breathed a sigh of relief. He turned to put on a lamp and then saw Tammy in the doorway, silent and terrified, the two boys standing to either side of her, their little faces white with fear and shock. Even in his terror at what he had done he noted how handsome they both were. He went over to them, dropping the bloody baseball bat as he ran, and gathered them up, all three of them, into his bear-like embrace.

‘It’s OK. Everything will be OK.’

He said it over and over like a mantra, his voice quavering with reaction to what he had just done, the violence of his attack. Then he ushered them from the room and across the entrance hall to the kitchen, turning on all the lights as he went. They needed light now.

The sudden glare made the boys squint and Nick smiled at them as best he could.

‘It’s all right, boys, Daddy’s here. You’re OK now.’

He hugged the two blond heads to him, felt their fear in the tremor of their narrow shoulders.

‘What’s happened now, Nick? What the fuck is all this about?’

Tammy grabbed her sons from him, holding them to her, all the time looking at the door, clearly wondering if the intruder was coming after them. The shock was making her teeth chatter.

’A burglar, sweetheart. I caught him . . .’

Nick’s voice trailed off and he picked up the phone from the wall.

‘What you doing?’

‘I’m phoning the police, love.’

Tammy stared at the doorway again.

‘What if he gets up . . .’

The boys started really crying then.

Nick shook his head, trying his best to calm them all down.

‘He won’t. I promise you, he ain’t going nowhere, darlin’.’

He held up a hand to them all for quiet as he heard Emergency Services replying.

‘Police, please, we’ve been burgled. I caught the fucker . . .’

He was babbling into the receiver now. Aware of it, he passed the phone to his wife.

‘You tell them, I’ll check on him.’

‘No!’

It was a scream. Tammy dropped the phone on to the floor and started to shout in absolute terror.

‘He had a gun, Nick, I saw a gun . . . He’ll shoot us all!’

She was hysterical. By the time he had calmed her down they could already hear police sirens in the distance.

‘Oh, thank God, thank God!’

His wife ran out of the house and on to the wide driveway with her sons to greet the police and ambulances.

‘He’s got a gun . . . He’s got a gun . . .’

She was shouting it over and over again.

The police quickly moved her and the boys away from the front door and tried to calm her down. They needed to know if the intruder was still armed, if he was going to try and fight his way out of the house. They wanted to know where her husband was, if he was OK or being held hostage.

But she was past any sensible conversation and they realised it. They handed her over to the paramedics.

It was the eldest boy, Nick Junior, who filled them in on all the details they needed.

Nick Senior meanwhile returned to the study and stared at the body sprawled on the floor. Blood had pooled all around the head. He could smell its sickly sweetness. He backed away and out of the room, finally dropping down on to the small loveseat in the entrance hall when his legs wouldn’t function any more.

The police found him there with his head in his hands, muttering over and over, ‘What have I done? Dear God, what have I done tonight?’




Book One

No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity.

William Shakespeare: Richard III (Act I, scene ii)

Protection is not a principle but an expedient.

Benjamin Disraeli, 1804-1881




Chapter One

Tammy was finally asleep, the paramedics had seen to that, and the boys were with their nanny in the playroom. Nick could feel the silence hanging over the house and he hated it. Dawn had come and gone and somehow the day had passed. The police had talked to him, over and over, until eventually his doctor had told them he needed breathing space. He was after all in shock. Not that the police had taken that into consideration, of course.

But once they had ascertained the intruder’s identity they seemed to go easier with Nick somehow. Were softer, more inclined to believe in his fear for his family. He had worried for a while that they would see him as the villain of the story and not the boy who’d been burgling his house. The world had gone mad that way lately.

His mother Angela watched the changing expressions on  her son’s face and said stoutly, ‘You’ll be all right, Nick. No one in their right mind would give you a capture for this, son. You was defending your own.’

His mother’s voice was harsh, its cockney twang seeming out of place in these palatial surroundings. She had slept through it all thanks to her penchant for a bedtime whisky.

‘Let it go, Mum, eh? Make a nice cuppa.’

She plugged in the kettle but he could see the anger in her stiff shoulders and the set of her back.

He smiled gently then.

She was game, his mother, a right little firebrand. He adored her with all his being. But her mouth had often got her into trouble, not just with her family but with others who came into her orbit. Angela Leary never knew when to leave well alone.

‘That little fucker was going to get a slap eventually.’

Her voice rose with her anger and her animosity at what had occurred. To enter her son’s home armed! It was the gun that frightened her most, that and the fact the boy turned out to have been a known drug user and all-round thief. When the paramedic had removed his balaclava the investigating officers had instantly identified him. In fact, he was well known to all the police round about. He was in short a little fucker, and a dangerous little fucker at that.

Ignoring her son’s need for peace, Angela Leary carried on talking.

‘Who do these people think they are? Coming in other people’s houses to rob them, harm them. Creeping around while decent people sleep in their beds . . . beds paid for with graft, not thievery. And he had a gun! Jesus Christ, when I think of what might have happened, I feel ill with the fright of it all. Shot in your beds, you could have been . . .’

Nick felt as if his head was going to explode at any moment.

’All right, Mum, we get the picture.’

He was shouting at her now.

She instantly came towards him, all concern. She looked old and frail and he wanted to cry with the love he felt for her then. Angela Leary had fought all her life, first to get money from the drunken sot she had married, then to put a roof over her family’s heads and food in their bellies. She’d been up and out at four in the morning cleaning other people’s houses, scrubbing and polishing for strangers. Then home to get her kids off to school before she was out again to work in the plastics factory in Romford. Nick adored her and never raised his voice to her but today he was on edge. He couldn’t listen to her any longer.

‘I’m sorry, Mum, but it’s still all so raw . . .’

His voice trailed off.

‘No, I’m sorry, son, I should know when to shut me trap. But I can’t believe anyone would do that to me or mine. If I’d have got my hands on him . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Let’s hope he don’t die anyway. Let him live and go to prison. Though they don’t put them in prison now, do they? He’ll probably end up on holiday in bleeding Africa or somewhere. You know what them bleeding bleeding hearts are like!’

Nick would have laughed if he’d had a laugh left in him. Angela made the tea and carried on ranting and raving at the world but he had tuned her out now.

The boy was alive.

That was all Nick could think about.

The boy was still alive.

‘Your son is very ill, Mrs Hatcher.’

The doctor’s voice was quiet and she looked into his face steadily.

‘I ain’t surprised, are you? His head was caved in with a baseball bat.’

She laughed, a nervous high sound, and the doctor’s heart went out to her.

‘You really should think about what I said. Organ donation can be very comforting to some relatives. It’s as if a part of a person lives on . . .’

She turned on the doctor then, her eyes bright and her voice harsh with emotion.

‘I ain’t turning nothing off! He’ll be all right. A fighter, my Sonny, a strong boy.’ The tears spilled over on to her cheeks. ‘He’ll be all right, love him. He just needs a bit of sleep, that’s all.’

The doctor shook his head at the nurse sitting beside the distraught woman and sighed.

She grabbed her son’s hand once more and said gaily, ‘My Sonny Boy will be awake soon. He’s only seventeen. They never get up before five in the afternoon, do they, teenagers?’

She nodded at the nurse for confirmation of what she’d said. The absolute misery in the woman’s eyes made the nurse feel like crying herself.

‘I’ll get you some more tea.’

She left the room with the doctor. Both of them knew that Sonny Hatcher would never open his eyes again. He was brain dead.

Judy Hatcher closed her eyes and tried to stem the tears. Her face was haggard, but these days it always was. Drink and drugs had seen to that. Her blond hair was greasy and scraped back off her face. Her blue eyes were listless, almost as dead as her son’s, and her naturally slim body emaciated from too much vodka and a liking for weekends devoted to  cocaine and amphetamines, though heroin was her drug of choice. She was supposed to be trying to get off it but methadone didn’t have the same kick, the same way of obliterating all her troubles and thoughts.

She leaned over and opened her bag, taking out the photos once more.

‘Here, look at this one, Sonny, you and me in Yarmouth. You was only two, remember that?’

There was hope in her voice, but in truth she hardly remembered it herself; she had been drunk and stoned for most of that holiday. Tyrell, Sonny’s dad, had still been around then. He’d been so handsome; still was. She gazed sadly at the photo. Sonny was the image of him except his skin wasn’t as dark.

She had left a message with Tyrell’s mother and hoped he would come to see Sonny before . . . She wouldn’t think about it. She wasn’t turning nothing off, no matter what they said. Deep inside she wanted Tyrell to come and make the decision for her. But he was in Jamaica with his second wife and their two kids, so he had a long journey back.

Tyrell’s mother was in a right state, bless her. She loved this boy but was housebound now, too scared to leave it. Jude would ring her again soon, let her know how he was. She was a good woman, old Verbena, a star really. She was the nearest thing to a mother Jude had ever had, and she  adored her eldest grandson. But then she would. She had practically brought him up.

Verbena had been good to his mother as well. She had always made sure Jude ate and tried to help her take care of herself. In fact, over the years Jude did not know what she would have done without this help.

Verbena was someone she could go to. No matter what Jude did, or more to the point didn’t do, Verbena was always there for her, the only constant in her constantly changing world. She had never judged the mother of her beloved grandson, instead she had tried to understand her.

Which was no mean feat as Jude Hatcher had never really understood herself.

She wished Verbena was here now, wished Tyrell was here, wished someone, anyone, would come and take this burden from her shoulders. She had never been very good at decisions; she always made the wrong ones.

Jude rested her head on the pillow next to Sonny’s and cried. She didn’t know what else to do.

‘He’s a little bastard, it was bound to happen to him sometime.’

Detective Inspector Rudde’s voice was bored-sounding. Once they had realised it was Sonny Hatcher lying broken on the study floor police interest had waned. He was a  known creeper, with a string of offences as long as his arm, and was also a mouthy, uneducated little fucker who had been done for practically everything you could be done for bar murder. And by the looks of it, if Nick Leary hadn’t jobbed him he would be up for that now and all.

‘He is still a human being, and there’s nothing to say he was actually going to harm anyone . . .’

Peter Rudde rolled his eyes to the ceiling in annoyance, his big fat face incredulous at the inanity of what he was hearing.

’A loaded fucking gun, a farmhouse with more antiques in it than Sotheby’s, and you think he had it for a laugh? Use your fucking loaf! No, I’m recommending to the CPS that no action be taken. Sonny Hatcher was an accident waiting to happen. Fuck me, that geezer Leary just cut our crime rate by forty per cent. They should give him a fucking medal.’

DC Ibbotson sighed. It was a waste of time trying to reason with his boss who didn’t know the meaning of the word.

‘What, I ask you, would Sonny Boy know about antiques?’ he tried, changing tack.

‘Fuck all, I should imagine. Knowing him, he would just have nicked the ashtrays. But that ain’t the point. He thought there was swag there and that would be good enough for him.’

Ibbotson persisted.

‘Maybe someone else sent him to the house . . . someone who knew what was in there?’

Rudde shrugged his enormous shoulders.

‘I don’t give a flying fuck, I ain’t taking this no further. As far as I am concerned he done us a right favour. If, and it’s a big if, he was sent in there, we’ll never get to the bottom of it, though I would like to know where he got that gun from. That would be worth knowing anyway. But when I present this case to the CPS I’m going to make it plain it’s a waste of police resources chasing this up. We can only wait and see if they agree with me, though I think they will. Sonny Boy Hatcher was on the road to destruction sooner rather than later, unfortunately. As it happens, he picked on the wrong person tonight.’

He pointed a finger in the younger man’s face.

‘You tell me why an otherwise law-abiding citizen should pay for the sins of that little cretin? If Hatcher hadn’t been on those premises with intent to rob he’d be in the pub now as usual, scoring a bit of blow, instead of lying in hospital with his head caved in.’

Rudde didn’t wait for an answer.

‘It’s the law of the jungle, mate. Survival of the fittest. Supposing Leary had been a frail old lady living alone. Wouldn’t you feel sorry about it then? Wouldn’t that make  all the difference? It’d be wrong to break into her gaff, wouldn’t it? Yeah, make all the difference to you, that would – but it’s the same bloody crime.’

He laughed sarcastically.

‘Then you’d be baying for Hatcher’s blood along with everyone else. Well, fuck him, and fuck all the creepers we deal with. Personally, I am sick of them.’

It was quite a harangue and Rudde knew it but he couldn’t stop. He was arguing for every person who had ever been ripped off, attacked or greased by a worthless criminal. He was on a roll and enjoying it.

‘Sonny Hatcher mugged an old man as he was drawing his pension. He was also up in court for threatening an elderly neighbour. This paragon of virtue beat up a pregnant woman, so you tell me why I should cut him some slack?’

Ibbotson couldn’t answer him, he didn’t know what to say.

‘He knew the law. No one knew it like Sonny did,’ Rudde steamrollered on. ‘He knew when he walked in that house armed that he was all but fucked. That if he had a capture he would be looking at an eighteen at least. So fuck him. He came up against someone with more savvy than himself, and not before time neither if I might say. Now get the statements sorted and stop annoying me, OK?’

Ibbotson nodded.

This conversation was closed. He only hoped the CPS would see it differently, but didn’t hold out much hope. His boss’s attitude reflected the whole station house’s. But as Ibbotson had argued earlier on in the canteen, should a boy’s life really be forfeit just because he turned to petty crime? Apparently the local consensus was it should.

The DC left the room sheepishly, aware that everyone thought he was a prize prat and for the first time feeling they just might be right.

Tammy was wide-eyed with shock.

’Are you having me on?’

Nick shook his head.

‘Honest, they want me for GMTV in the morning, to get my side of the story.’

As shaken as she was, Tammy unconsciously tidied her hair.

‘Oh, my God! You are going to go, I take it?’

Her voice brooked no refusal and he sighed once more.

‘Because you put your side across, right? You could have been killed, Nick. If they want to charge you, the best thing to do is make sure everyone hears your side of the story.’

‘I don’t know, Tams. I ain’t that kind of person, I hate being in the limelight.’

‘Well, don’t you worry, I’ll be right beside you.’

Even in the midst of her shock and horror at what had occurred Tammy was already deciding what she was going to wear and wondering if she could fit in a quick sun bed to take some of the pallor from her skin.

At the end of the day this was for her husband. She wanted them to come across as respectable people with a few quid but a down-to-earth lifestyle.

In her own way, she was doing what she thought was best.

Tyrell Hatcher sat on the plane in silence. He was a good-looking man and he knew it, could see the looks he attracted and ignored them. His looks and his personality had always been at odds with each other. His second wife Sally accepted that women liked him but trusted him implicitly. He wasn’t in fact averse to a bit of strange but it was a rare occurrence and usually only happened after they had had a row or some such crisis in their lives.

Sally was a chocolate-coloured queen and he adored her, but sometimes Tyrell needed the anonymity of a strange body. He pondered that thought now, wondering if this kink in his make up had been passed on to his eldest son. Tyrell had nearly destroyed his life for a quick fuck. Sally knew nothing about that. But he had still done it, enjoyed the fear of being caught, enjoyed the danger of it.  Had this flair for risk-taking been passed on to his eldest boy?

His two other children were stable, industrious and hard-working, so what exactly was the score with Sonny Boy? Why was he beaten to a pulp inside someone’s home while apparently trying to rob them?

Tyrell wiped a hand across his face. He was so tired but he knew sleep would be a long time coming.

He didn’t want to blame his former wife Jude for their son’s lifestyle but it was hard not to. Tyrell was suddenly remembering the times he had been called out at all hours of the day and night to bail out Sonny or his mother at the local nick. And the times he had bailed Jude out of bad situations as well as police stations. But whatever she was, Jude was also to be pitied. He must remember that now, must not blame her for what had happened. Sonny had always been a handful, always had a chip on his shoulder. Yet he had loved his young half-brothers. Had looked out for them, always asked after them and been pleased to see them.

Now Tyrell had to break the news to them as well, had to brave everyone with the announcement that his first-born, the son he had loved the best, was as good as dead, was a thief. He knew Jude was just waiting for him to give the word to turn off life support. She would never get her head  round that. He was expected to shoulder that burden too and he would, he had no other choice.

But it was how Sonny had died that was going to be the hardest part, telling everyone that his son was a gun-carrying thief. That he was everything they were not. Tyrell’s mother would be the hardest hit. She had practically brought the boy up, had always been there for both him and Jude. For some unknown reason Tyrell’s church-going, Jesus-loving mother had taken to poor Jude from the first time she had clapped eyes on her, and the feeling had been mutual. She had seen some need in Jude that had appealed to her motherly instincts. He often thought it was because she was so troubled. Jude was the most troubled person he had ever met. It was also the neediness of her; Verbena needed to be needed, and unfortunately for her none of her own children needed looking after any more. She had brought them up to take good care of themselves, even though she had not left her house for over twenty years.

He wished he could close his eyes and then everything would be back as it was. But he knew that was impossible.

He wished he had taken the boy to Jamaica with them, but that had not really been an option. Sally had tried her best with Sonny but they didn’t exactly hit it off, and four weeks in Jamaica together would have been stronging it for both of them.

Tyrell shook his head angrily, making his dreads slap against his cheek; the stinging sensation was welcome. It brought him back to the present.

He would have given Sonny anything within reason, he had only to ask. But then, Tyrell had been telling him that all his life and the boy had still turned to crime. He’d enjoyed being with the kind of people anyone else would have crossed the road to avoid. He had almost seemed to revel in his growing notoriety. Drugs, drinking, fighting. Nothing was sacred to Sonny. He swore whenever he spoke, would argue relentlessly about nothing, and was almost always fighting the world for what he saw as slights against him, both real and imagined.

Yet through it all, the meetings with the school, the sitting in courts and the helping with paying the fines, Tyrell had never stopped loving this troubled boy who carried his name. And for all his faults he would never have put him down for this, never in a million years. Armed robbery? Because that was what it amounted to. He’d been armed and inside someone’s home.

Their home.

Tyrell imagined what it must have been like to see him standing there with a gun, and shuddered once more.

The terror of it must have been overwhelming. His heart went out to the man who had fought back so furiously.  He was sure he would have reacted in much the same way in that position.

But why did his boy do it? That was what Tyrell wanted to know.

Why?

Sonny had been a little sod in the past, but this was big-time skulduggery and Tyrell would have laid money that his son was not so far gone he would do something like this.

It seemed he would have been wrong.

And if he was wrong about this, what else was he wrong about? How could he trust his instincts any more? How was he going to switch off the ventilator and then bury his eldest son? How was he to cope with it all once the plane landed and he was back on solid ground?

He was questioning his whole life now, and finding it lacking.

Distinctly lacking.

Verbena Hatcher was tired, but knew she wouldn’t sleep. Instead she picked up her Bible and, clasping it tightly, she prayed for her grandson. All around the room were pictures of her loved ones. Her children, her parents, even her grandparents. Every inch of space on wall or table was covered with smiling faces, and important events in her life and the lives of her family. Christenings, weddings –  hers as well as her children’s – graduation photos . . . smiling children and grinning adults. They amounted to a life well lived.

And among all those smiling faces stood a small photograph in a silver frame. It was of Verbena and Jude, with a tiny Sonny Boy asleep on his mother’s lap. It was Jude’s expression that Verbena most loved in that photo, rarely looking at her grandson when she glanced at it. For once Jude looked happy, completely and utterly happy, and Verbena had known it was because at last she had a family of her own in that little boy. Her own arm was around Jude’s shoulders. It looked almost protective, as if she was shielding the girl from the world. She knew Jude kept the same photo in her purse. And in her own way Verbena still tried to protect her, as she had tried to protect her grandson.

Her lips moved silently in the Lord’s Prayer and then she beseeched Him to watch over her grandson. Begged him to make Jude’s grief easier to bear, and offered her own life in exchange for that of the boy she loved more than anyone else in the world.

Her daughter Maureen came in then with a small black rum for her mother.

‘Drink this, you need it.’

Verbena shook her head. She rarely touched alcohol.

‘Please, Mummy.’

She knew then it was not good news and duly took the glass and drank it down. The burn felt surprisingly good and the taste was as she had remembered it. It brought back the smell of new-mown grass, the aroma of sunlight on polished windows, and relay radios playing along the street. It brought back the sounds of summer, hearing the cricket results and listening to Barrington Levy. It brought back the taste of Akee and salt fish, and the laughter of her father when he would allow her a small sip of dark rum from his heavy glass on a Friday night. The sounds of the cicadas and laughter, the sounds of happiness, were replaced by her feeling of dawning despair.

It had been good remembering, but it was ruined forever now, replaced by the bad news she was sure was to come. Why else anaesthetise her?

‘Maureen, has Jude rung?’

The young woman shook her head.

‘Not a word. I am going to the hospital in a minute, Mummy.’

Verbena nodded absently.

She knew it was a lie, a kindly one but a lie all the same. The news had arrived by one of those text things, she guessed, having heard the noise earlier on. The incessant beeping that told the young people of the world they were attached in some way to the rest of their peer group. The  rum would give her heartburn, she knew, so she took a couple of Tums. But her heart was heavier now than it had ever been. Her boy, her Sonny Boy, was dying and there was nothing she could do about it.

She looked around the room and pictured him there, lying on the sofa listening to Beenie Man or Bob Marley, singing along to the music, his eyes dancing with happiness and his body flourishing from her love and good cooking. All wasted now. But forever in her mind’s eye, no matter what anyone else thought, he was her heart and always would be.

Verbena braced herself for the bad news she was sure was going to come.

Judy Hatcher was holding on to Tyrell. She could smell the distinctive mix of cigarettes, grass and deodorant. He looked as good as he smelled. She was shaking with sadness and hurt and he held her to him gently as they watched their comatose son.

’All right, Jude, everything will be all right.’

It was just something to say, crap, because they both knew nothing would ever be all right for her or him again.

Nick Leary looked at the policeman’s face on the monitor and buzzed him in. It seemed an age before the man had  driven up the drive and reached the front door. Tammy put the kettle on and smiled half-heartedly at her husband. For the first time in ages she felt protective of him. It was usually Nick protecting her. But seeing the whiteness of his face and the shaking of his hands she wanted to cry for him. In twenty-four hours their lives had been turned upside down, and all because some kid had decided he wanted to take what they had. What they had worked for all their lives.

It was wrong, all wrong, that they might have to fight to defend themselves in court. Their brief had already warned them about that.

Nick was not a saint, she knew that. But he did not deserve all this. He had ducked and dived, but that was for his family, his wife, his kids.

As Tammy poured water into the teapot the policeman entered the kitchen with her husband. Detective Inspector Rudde was sound. She knew he was on their side.

‘Mr Leary.’

He nodded his head respectfully.

‘Mrs Leary.’

She smiled back at him and raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea? A Scotch?’

‘Both, if you don’t mind.’

They all grinned, the ice broken but the fear still tangible; still there between them all like a pane of glass.

‘I’ve got a good malt in the study, twenty years old.’

Nick left the kitchen as fast as his legs could carry him. He could feel his own heartbeat, hear it roaring in his ears. He hoped that this would all come to a head. He was even at the stage where if they were going to nick him, he hoped it would happen soon. Anything was better than this limbo, this endless waiting.

In the kitchen Tammy stared into Rudde’s eyes.

‘What’s going to happen to Nick?’

He smiled gently.

‘If it’s left to me he’s in the clear, but obviously I can’t speak for the CPS. My recommendation is that the whole thing is dropped, forgotten about.’

’And the boy?’

‘They are going to turn off the life support.’

She nodded. After swallowing deeply she asked, ‘So it could be a murder charge?’

Rudde nodded.

‘But I doubt that very much. Manslaughter, maybe.’

She busied herself with the tea, her fear of losing Nick overwhelming her once more.

‘What a waste of a life.’

The detective didn’t answer her, he didn’t know what to  say. He saw a lot of wasted lives in his line of work and had given up worrying about them.

‘Me and Nick, we came from fuck all, us two. Council house kids us. But we grafted. We worked. Still do. We made the life we’ve got, and it was fucking hard work sometimes. But we pay our dues and we live our lives. Why should we have this hanging over our heads because that thug decided to come in our home and steal from us?’

Tammy Leary beseeched him with her eyes to answer her question.

‘Why do I feel we’ve done something wrong? That we are the bad people in all this? Because we’re not! We are good, law-abiding people, and now our lives are ruined over that worthless little bastard.’

She started to cry.

‘He should never have been here in the first place. We didn’t invite him, he invited himself! This is our house, we paid for it fair and square, why should we feel bad because he forced himself in here? My husband was looking out for us, for me and the kids. He’s a good man, a decent man. Ask anyone who knows us.’

She was crying now, sobbing with fear.

Rudde stared at her for long moments, not knowing what to say to her. This was part and parcel of his job. He had had to tell people their daughter was not coming home  because she had been murdered. He had told people their son had died in a fight in a pub over the most obscure reason ever. Had often explained that people had lost loved ones in car crashes and train wrecks. And it never got any easier, no matter how often he had had to do it. Now this family were decimated because the husband had tried to defend what was rightfully his.

Rudde would have done the same, given the circumstances, but he wouldn’t say that, of course. Instead he drank the tea and the Scotch and tried silently to convey his solidarity with them both.

But the tea was like piss and the Scotch went straight to his head. On top of all that he realised he was getting old.

He didn’t know which depressed him more.




Chapter Two

The interview on GMTV had gone better than anyone had expected. Tammy was in her element visiting the studio. Now that the shock had worn off and the imminent danger of prosecution had receded into the background, she was finding their newfound celebrity status quite enjoyable.

Plus, they were in the right. The more she thought about it, they were in the right. That boy had been robbing them, he was armed and he was dangerous. Her Nick had only been protecting his own. It seemed GMTV had never had so many calls and emails regarding a guest and the consensus seemed to be that Nick was only doing what anyone else would do in the same predicament.

She was proud of him, proud that he had taken the stance he had taken and glad that it had worked out well.

Because Nick could have been shot and killed. They all could.

That was what frightened her most in the dead of night, when her veneer of hardness was stripped away and she felt once more the shock of fear the sight of a gun can bring to the uninitiated. That boy was a thug, a young thug but a thug nevertheless. He had to have expected to pay some kind of price for his behaviour. Unfortunately it was the ultimate price but that was not their concern.

He should never have been there in the first place, and then he would still be all right. On the plus side, they now had offers coming in from all angles, the TV and the newspapers. It seemed their lives were up for public scrutiny and Tammy couldn’t get enough of the attention.

As she meticulously applied her make-up she imagined the reaction down at the country club where she was meeting a few friends for lunch later. She almost hugged herself. In forty-eight hours their lives had been turned around, and excitement was now officially the order of the day. It would give her new Jimmy Choos an outing as well. She had been going to save them for a more formal occasion but she must look her best these days, the photographers were everywhere.

In her heart of hearts she knew that a boy was dying and her mood of elation was out of place. But Tammy was the  kind of person who made the best of everything, took any opportunity that came her way and didn’t give a toss who she trampled on in the process. She wasn’t cruel or unkind, saw herself more as a realist, someone who looked out for her own.

And notoriety was fun, she would not deny that.

Tyrell was staring down into his son’s face. Sonny was a good-looking boy still but now, with all the tubes attached to him and the ventilator noisily breathing for him, he looked so very vulnerable.

He remembered when Sonny was a baby how he would fetch him for the weekend. As much as he had wanted his son with him, he knew the weekends gave Jude the time and space to get out of her nut and so those occasions had been spoiled for him, like so much else. Jude took every opportunity she could to obliterate the present and both the men in her life had suffered because of it. Yet his son had loved her, adored her. When Tyrell later broached the subject of Sonny’s living with him full-time the boy had smiled and said, ‘But what about me mum?’

It had been more of a statement than a question. It had been the reason for his whole existence. No one else had ever been able to cope with Jude like Sonny had, everyone else became worn out one way or another. Heroin addicts  wore everyone out in the end. They lied, cheated, cried and fought to get what they wanted.

It was the nature of the beast.

Jude had tried, he would never take that away from her, she had tried so hard to be a better person, but somehow the world in general had never been kind to her and it showed: in her eyes, in her stance, in everything about her. She looked ten years older than she was, and that was on a good day. Smack did that to people. But what she had going for her, what people rarely saw, was the kindness of her, and the bigness of her when it came to her son.

She had tried for Sonny when she wouldn’t even try for herself, and Tyrell had stood beside her and tried to help her on her way.

But that was in the past now.

Sonny had always looked out for her after that, had tried to be the man who finally took care of her. Like Tyrell had tried all those years before until he had realised he was wasting his time. Jude was a junkie. They even called her Junkie Jude on the estate where she lived. It was as if her mother had picked her Christian name out in advance.

Junkie Jude. Jude the Junkie.

Sonny Boy had lived with that stigma all his life.

Be happy in thy own self.

Where did that come from? Tyrell’s mother probably.  Well, Jude had never been happy, it was beyond her. It was as alien to her as voting or living in the real world. She had lived her whole life on the periphery of happiness, frightened to embrace it in case it kicked her in the teeth.

And now her son was dying after trying to pull off an armed robbery.

Sonny Boy was only seventeen years old and for all the trouble he had been, and he had been big trouble over the years, Tyrell still had difficulty believing his son was capable of that.

He had spoken to the police but there was no doubting the boy’s intentions, apparently. The gun had been loaded and was so far untraceable, though it had been used in an armed robbery before.

But for all Sonny’s faults, and they were legion, Tyrell still could not for the life of him see his son with a gun.

Someone else had to have been behind this robbery. Sonny couldn’t work out the day of the week for himself without a piece of paper and a pen. It was ludicrous for anyone to think he’d dreamed up and executed a crime like this on his own.

Jude crept into the side ward. She crept everywhere it seemed. Tyrell looked into her haggard face and his heart went out to her. He knew she had gone out for a drink or a lift of some sort, probably both, knowing her. But Sonny  was all she had. Was all she had ever had. And Sonny had adored her. It was why he had never tried to take him away from her. Sonny had tried in his own way to take care of her always, first and foremost, as she had never been able to take care of herself.

‘Sit down, Jude. Take the weight off, eh?’

She smiled at him, as usual glad of a kind word from this man who had left her because she couldn’t go from one hour to the next without some kind of chemical enhancement.

In fact she didn’t know what the real world felt like any more, it was years since she had faced the day like normal people.

But none of that had bothered Sonny Boy; he had taken care of her as if she was his child instead of the other way round. He was a kind boy, always had been, one who loved his half-brothers dearly. Who had had to live with his mother and her lifestyle because he was frightened to leave her alone. It was the main reason he had skipped school: he had been frightened of what he might come home to if he didn’t watch over her. For years she had speedballed, smoked dope and injected herself with anything she could get her hands on. Jellies were everywhere around the house. She had even injected Mogadons in the past. Oblivion was all Jude craved, and she would crave it even more now.

Tyrell closed his eyes and his heart to the trauma she would experience once the machines were turned off, as turned off they would be.

Sonny, their Sonny, was already gone. It was all about picking up the pieces now, clearing up the mess.

Jude looked at him with haunted eyes. They had once been a dazzling blue, but were so faded now as to be almost colourless.

She turned on him suddenly.

‘You want to turn it off, don’t you? Get rid of him once and for all.’

Tyrell didn’t answer her.

When Jude went into one of her rants he always kept quiet even when he felt like telling her exactly what he thought. She was hurting. Better she took it out on him than the police or the doctors.

She was shaking her head as if she somehow felt enormous pity for him, which of course she didn’t. It was all gestures with Jude when she was out of it. Elaborate gestures she wouldn’t remember twenty-four hours after the event. He could feel her hurt as if it was his own.

He saw her then as she was when he had first laid eyes on her. It was at a party. She was stoned, everybody was, all puffing away and listening to Curtis Mayfield. She still had the same vacant look in her eyes she had had then, only  nowadays it troubled him. Where once it had attracted him, now it scared him because he had no idea what she was on and neither did Jude most of the time. Tyrell had sussed her out, that was what hurt her. She knew it and he knew it. He could almost smell her fear.

He wondered if she could smell his.

Tammy walked into the country club as if she was a movie star. She was even wearing sunglasses. She stood for a few seconds in the doorway to make sure everyone saw her before removing them and walking towards the restaurant. She looked good and she knew it. Always immaculate, she had taken extra care with her grooming this morning.

She waved to other friends as she made her way over to the table that held her band of closest cronies. That was what her husband always called them and Tammy protested, but to call them all close friends would have been pushing it, she knew that.

None of this lot would know a friend if they fell out of a tree and hit them on the head. What they all had was something in common: husbands who bankrolled them, a nice life, big houses and top-of-the-range cars. And Tammy was queen of them all because her husband could buy and sell the lot of theirs.

She wore her crown well and they respected that.

’All right, Tam?’

This from Melanie Darby. She was second fiddle to Tammy and actually a nice person. Out of them all it was Melanie she would call the closest to her. Melanie’s husband Ray was into all sorts and no one asked her about any of it.

Tammy sat down and sighed dramatically.

‘It’s been a nightmare, girls.’

Fiona Thomson pushed a glass of champagne into her hand. Tammy noticed it was a very expensive label and realised she was paying for this lunch. Nick would go mad but she would cross that bridge when she came to it. Some of her girls’ lunches came to nearly a grand and even though they were well heeled it sent Nick off the deep end; he was mean in some respects.

But he didn’t understand, she had a front to keep up and giving expensive lunches was part of that front. Ordering expensive wine gave Tammy a buzz, and she loved the looks on her friends’ faces when they realised what it was all costing. They were the elite of their crowd and she was the queen. And being queen didn’t come cheap, whatever her husband thought.

She was just finishing her tale of woe when Fiona said gently, ‘So they ain’t going to do Nick then?’

Tammy placed her glass of champagne on the table and  gave her a look that would have floored most women. Fiona, though, was made of sterner stuff than most.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Look, Tams, all I am saying is, my old man said Nick could get done for manslaughter . . .’

Tammy, however, was one glass of champagne away from fighting her and it showed. The other women all tried to shut Fiona up with looks and waves of their hands.

’And your old man would know all about that, wouldn’t he? Being a bank robber and all that.’

Fiona laughed.

‘It’s hardly a secret, Tams. He done his time, love, so yeah, he would know what he’s talking about. And he said that if Nick had any brains he should get himself a good brief.’

‘My Nick’s got brains, love, he knows the score. So tell your old man not to worry about him, all right? If he had any sense he’d worry about himself, love, or that’s what my Nick says anyway.’

This statement was loaded and Fiona sighed.

‘Whatever you say, Tams. I was just saying, that’s all.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t. My Nick was only defending his family. That ponce had a fucking loaded gun. You remember that, won’t you, when you’re gossiping about it? He wasn’t holding up his local Tesco’s, like some I could mention.’

All the women fell quiet now. Tammy had gone too far and she knew it. She waved over the waiter and ordered two more bottles of champagne. At nearly four hundred quid a pop it was one of her most expensive lunches yet. But Tammy, who’d been on the verge of leaving before this contretemps, was now going to sit it out to the death.

Her husband had his faults and they were legion, but she was fucked if Fiona was going to get the better of her. Or, more to the point, hers.

She smiled nastily as she said, ‘Better get on the phone, Fiona. See if your mum can pick up the kids. After all, you don’t have a nanny, do you, and time’s moving on.’

Fiona grinned happily. Nothing fazed her, which was another thing that annoyed the life out of Tammy.

‘It’s half-term, ain’t it? They’re in Spain with me mother-in-law.’

The knives were well and truly out now and the other women sat back to enjoy the spectacle.

They were not disappointed.

Nick was at the police station with his golfing buddy, DI Rudde. The two men had been acquaintances for years. Now they were almost bosom pals, though they didn’t let that on to anyone else, another unwritten law.

‘So what’s the score, Peter?’

Rudde sighed.

‘You’re home and dry, more or less. I’ve said I do not feel there are any reasonable grounds for a prosecution against you. Sonny Boy was a known face, a little villain, and he had a loaded gun. I said I had no doubt he would have used it if necessary. He was a suspect in a stabbing a few months ago. I can’t see the CPS making any case against you.’

Nick visibly relaxed.

‘I still feel bad, Pete.’

‘I know, mate, but that’s because you’re a decent person – more than could be said for that little fucker. He had no chance, did he? Mother’s a junkie, his life’s been one long round of trouble and aggravation. This was bound to happen one day, it just happened sooner rather than later.

‘I see them all coming through here, Nick, the no-hopers. I feel sorry for some of them, but, at the end of the day, they’re all accidents waiting to happen. You have the law on your side as far as I am concerned. It says you can use reasonable force to eject an intruder from your home. If that intruder has a gun then you are within your rights to disarm him, as you did.’

‘I didn’t just disarm him, I disabled him! He’s going to die, ain’t he?’

Peter Rudde didn’t answer him.

’Ain’t he!’

Nick was shouting now.

‘I need to know, Peter. When are they going to turn the machine off?’

He patted Nick’s arm.

’As far as I know, his dad is back from Jamaica and he’s taking over. The mother couldn’t decide what shoes to wear without a fix of some sort.’

The detective watched his friend relax back into his chair.

‘Come on, let’s go and have a beer, eh?’

Nick nodded sadly.

‘You’ll let me know as soon as . . .’

‘ ’Course I will. Now come on, a large Scotch and you’ll be right as rain.’

It was a stupid thing to say and they both knew it.

‘Mum, can we go back to school tomorrow?’

Tammy looked at her eldest son but she wasn’t seeing him. She was still reliving the insult she had received earlier in the day from one of her so-called friends.

‘You what, son?’

Nicholas Leary Junior sighed heavily.

‘I said, can we go back to school tomorrow?’

Tammy nodded absently.

‘Wait till your dad gets in, he’ll tell you.’

‘It’s boring, Mum, we need to get back into a routine . . .’

‘Let your dad sort it out, OK?’

Nicholas looked at her once more and said flatly, ‘We need to get back to normal sooner rather than later.’

‘I thought it was half-term?’

In her drink-addled brain Tammy dimly remembered what Fiona had said.

‘Not for private schools, Mum. We were off all last week, remember?’

It was said sarcastically and this annoyed Tammy as her son knew it would.

She shouted at him then.

‘Who are you, Nicky, fucking Stephen Hawking? Mr fucking Know All?’

He sighed once more.

‘Oh, forget it!’

His complete dismissal of her sent Tammy into a frenzy of anger.

‘Your father could be done for fucking murder, you selfish little fucker!’

Nicholas Leary Junior at twelve years old was already a force to be reckoned with in this house. He had all his mother’s acerbic wit and his paternal grandfather’s utter disregard for others’ feelings. Tammy’s mother adored him. His own mother gravitated between wanting to kiss him and wanting to kick him all day long.

Today she was upset after learning that her husband could still be done for manslaughter. This had scared her, especially as she knew she couldn’t cope without Nick around even though she had spent her whole married life pretending he was nothing more than an albatross round her neck.

But her friends had sounded as if they knew what they were talking about and suddenly the thought of losing her husband was scaring Tammy all over again. He had done what he thought was right; could they really lock him away for protecting his family? According to her so-called friends they could. They could do exactly that.

For the first time in years Tammy really saw her home and it was beautiful. Her Nick had given them the best there was and she had never really appreciated it until now. Nick drove her mad. He was a flirt, he was a fucker, he was a drinker – but he was a grafter, and he had grafted for her and her kids. For the first time ever she envisioned life without him and the picture in her mind was bleak.

Nicholas Junior left the room and went back to his brother James. The nanny had already gone home. Nick Senior would not let her live in, said if she did it would be too easy to leave the boys, and he had been proved right.

Nicholas Junior knew that as much as his mother loved him and his brother, she would go out at the drop of a hat.  Tammy would go to the opening of an envelope as his father always pointed out when they rowed.

Now, though, it wasn’t such a problem. At twelve he felt he was adult enough to take care of his little brother. So his mother left the house without a backward glance these days. Years before, though, when she would leave them with their granny, Dad would go mad and tear out of the house in search of her, his own mother admonishing him as he wheel-spinned off the drive, ranting and raving about his lazy mare of a wife.

Nicholas Junior sighed.

He wished his parents could be happy, reach a compromise of some sort. But he knew that the way they carried on was more from habit these days, and it saddened him sometimes.

He knew they loved one another dearly, but they talked to each other as if they were mortal enemies. It was awful to watch and to listen to; they scored points off each other constantly. You could almost feel the despair coming from his mother sometimes, and the complete and utter bafflement of his father. He gave his wife everything except his time.

His granny had explained to Nicholas Junior her thoughts on the subject, confided in him even. She said she worried that, when married couples started to ridicule  one another, they would eventually lose respect for one another. Once gone it was hard to get that respect back apparently. Granny Leary thought his mother and father had spent so long taking the piss out of each other in a good-natured way that they didn’t take each other seriously any more. It made sense to Nicholas Junior. He had watched them, observed them really, deliberately spied on them in fact. There was love there, he knew that, but not the kind of love that married people should feel. They were more like brother and sister.

His granny said that happened in lots of marriages, it was the day-to-day that killed romance, but one day something would happen to make them realise that all you had in life was your family. Your children, and the years you had shared.

He hoped she was right.

He hoped this tragedy would make them see the error of their ways, appreciate what they had in each other. Because the worst of it all was, they actually thought they were set like a jelly, that they were happy.

It was almost painful to watch them being happy sometimes.

His brother James was asleep and Nicholas automatically covered him up with a blanket even though the night was warm.

He thought of the boy who had died and pushed it from his mind instantly. They had enough to contend with as it was.

‘So basically, what you are saying is, an Englishman’s home is his castle?’

Nick nodded sadly.

‘I suppose so. The fact that the boy was black had nothing to do with it. I didn’t know anything about him until after the event. When the paramedics removed his balaclava . . .’

He was paranoid about anything in his story appearing suspect. The girl nodded sympathetically, but he was on to the press by then. What you said and what was actually printed were often completely different things.

‘How do you feel about the boy now?’

It was how she said ‘boy’ that really rankled. It made Sonny Hatcher sound like a ten year old.

Nick sighed.

‘I am sorry from the heart for his condition, but at the end of the day he was armed and I wasn’t . . .’

The girl grinned at him quizzically and pointed one well-manicured finger at him as she said in her ultra-posh voice: ‘But actually you were armed, weren’t you?’

Her voice was harsher now. Challenging him.

‘You had a baseball bat.’

He stared into her pretty blue eyes. Shame she was half the size of a house, she could be good-looking otherwise. But he made himself calm down, bit back the retort that sprang to his lips.

‘Well, all I can say is, love, my baseball bat wasn’t loaded with bullets like his gun was.’

He stood up abruptly.

‘Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’

He had annoyed her and he knew it but he was past caring. They were all carrion, only he had never realised that before.

As he sat in his lounge now and watched the tape he wondered what on earth had made him do those interviews with the press. He saw his own guilt reflected in his face as the reporter spoke to him. Yet when it had hit the news it had all looked so different. They had cut and chopped the interview about so that he looked like a fine upstanding citizen, only doing what anyone would have done faced with the same circumstances.

Even the gutter press were on his side, it seemed.

His brief had advised him to tape every interview himself, and now Nick was glad he had done just that.

He was pleased he had covered himself because some of the press had asked one question and then answered it in  words he had used in response to a totally different query. He was living and learning all right.

Tammy came into the room and he smiled at her.

‘You all right, girl?’

She sat down on the sofa beside him and snuggled into his arms.

‘I’m scared, Nick.’

‘Don’t be.’

He kissed the top of her head, smelling expensive shampoo and perfumes.

‘But Fiona said they could nick you . . .’

‘Fuck Fiona, Tams. They won’t. I spoke to Peter Rudde, he said he didn’t think the CPS would pursue it.’

Nick’s mobile rang then. He didn’t answer it but instead rejected the call.

‘Who was that?’

‘No one, love.’

She sighed heavily and he kissed her once more.

‘Was it a bird?’

He laughed then but it was more of a groan.

‘Oh, Tammy, give me some credit, will you?’

She didn’t answer him but the mood between them was broken and they both knew it.




Chapter Three

‘Jude, listen to me, will you?’

She was staring at him and Tyrell knew she was high. He knew they were giving her methadone on prescription but he had a feeling she was on the real McCoy today. It was the way she looked at him. The way her eyes wouldn’t focus. The expression of sheer nothing on her face.

As he looked at her, holding his son’s hand, it occurred to him for the first time how alike they looked.

‘I ain’t turning nothing off.’

Tyrell sighed then.

‘Let him go, Jude, please. It’s terrible to see him like this . . .’

She glanced at him then. He could almost feel her pain and once more was overcome with sorrow for this woman who had given birth to his son and then set out to destroy him along with herself.

Sonny had been born an addict. Jude had tried to stay clean before the birth but it was impossible for her to go from one day to the next without some kind of chemical cosh. There was a theory about heroin addicts, that most of them were deeply troubled people, but a few like Jude seemed to grow more dependent on H the better their lives were going. A doctor had explained to Tyrell it was from fear of losing everything or everyone. They were always too frightened to be happy because in the past it had never lasted. Consequently, they destroyed everyone around them.

Well, she had certainly tried to destroy him. Eventually he had backed off because he just got sick and tired of picking up the pieces.

Now he was back in the driving seat once more. Trying to sort out another mess, only this time there was no way to resolve it happily.

If they could get Sonny buried it might make her move on with her life. He was brain dead and without any vital functions, kept barely alive by the machines they’d hooked him up to. And now they needed those machines for another patient, one with a chance of living their life again. Unlike their poor son.

‘If they take him from me I will have nothing, Tyrell. It’s all right for you, you have other kids, your wife, family . . .’

‘You’ve got nothing now, haven’t you? Come on, Jude, what’ve you really got? A boy who can never speak to you, hug you, help you when it all falls out of bed. I loved him, Jude, he was my first-born and I never turned my back on him, or you either for that matter. So don’t give me your bullshit now, please.’

She knew he was right, but it was so hard to take it all on board. What would happen to her when Sonny was gone? Who would take care of her, make sure she ate, made sure she bathed? It was only now that she realised just how much she’d relied on him. Sonny Boy was her all. He had taken care of her since he was old enough to bring over her kit so she could have a blast while she lay on the sofa, laughing at his antics. It was why she had never let Tyrell have custody, even when he had begged for it.

Sonny had been her passport to his father’s money, and the only person who had loved her, really loved her no matter what she did.

She lost people like others lost jobs, they all got fed up with her. But not her Sonny Boy. Like most addicts she stole, lied and cheated to get what she wanted and he was the only person who always forgave her, no matter what she did. He was the only constant in her rotten life.

‘I’ve told them they can harvest his organs. Maybe some good can come out of all this, eh?’

‘You think it was his fault, don’t you, Tyrell? You think he was bad . . .’

He shook his head.

‘He was good, Jude, the kindest boy I ever knew. He had a heart as big as the world. But that Sonny Boy is gone now. He is dead. Let him rest in peace.’

‘But what about me? If he goes, what will I do?’

Tyrell sighed once more.

The selfishness of her addiction was always the overriding factor that drove Jude. No wonder Sonny had come to this.

‘But this isn’t about you, is it? For once, this isn’t about you at all. It’s about Sonny Boy and his needs now. I’ll take care of you. I always have, haven’t I?’

Jude looked at him, considering. He’d left her but it was true he’d always looked out for her. Tyrell always was a soft touch, Sonny had to have inherited it from somewhere.

’All right,’ she mumbled. ‘Do it then. But don’t expect me to stick around. He’s my baby, it’s too hard for me to watch.’

And too long since her last fix, he could tell from her anxious eyes. But at least she’d agreed. Sonny Boy could depart in peace.

Tammy heard her husband before she saw him. Lying in bed, sipping her coffee and flicking through the Daily Mail, she heard his feet thundering up the stairs and his voice  bellowing. All she could make out was that he was going to murder her when he got his hands on her.

He burst through the bedroom door with the bill from the country club clutched in his hand.

‘What is this?’

He thrust the piece of paper into her face.

She moved away from him silently, carefully placing the coffee on the night table by the bed in case it stained the Jacquard bedding that had cost a small fortune and made her smile every time she looked at it.

‘I’m not joking, Tammy, me and you are going to fall out big-time over this.’

Nick was fuming, really angry. He was so angry he was actually shaking and this sight affected her more than she would have thought possible. For the first time ever Tammy was afraid of him.

He had come after her many times over her spending, it was a family joke, but this was different. Even she knew she had gone over the top this time. The fact that she secretly felt guilty made her even angrier than her husband.

She was his wife, surely she was entitled to spend his money? Anyone would think they were all on the breadline, the way Nick carried on. She would brave it out as she had in the past.

‘You can afford it, what’s the matter with you!’

She was shouting back now through sheer force of habit. As Nick drew himself up to his full height and bellowed back at her she was reminded of just how big he was.

‘Eighteen hundred fucking quid on booze for that crowd of fucking leeches you call mates?’

He was spitting with anger now, his face close enough to hers that she could smell his breath.

‘Three hundred sobs on food for that load of anorexic cunts! None of them has eaten a meal since their last pregnancy. Are you having a fucking laugh or what!’

Tammy was annoyed now and bellowed back.

‘Who the fuck do you think you are talking to, eh? I am your wife!’

Nick was staring down at her in utter disbelief.

’Ain’t I got enough on my plate without you bankrupting us at every opportunity? Is it an illness with you, an overwhelming urge to use the credit cards that you can’t fucking resist for even one day!’

She sighed to antagonise him even further. It was a bored sound, guaranteed to aggravate the life out of him. She had perfected it over the years and now she knew just how to imply someone was stupid in their relationship and it certainly wasn’t her.

It worked. He was beside himself now.

‘Two grand on one lunch! That is a car to some people,  or a fucking foreign holiday. Ain’t you got no concept of the real world at all?’

Tammy was ashamed, but she wouldn’t show it. It wasn’t even as if the lunch had been a resounding success. In fact, she regretted going at all. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. Give him ammunition for the future when she next wanted a spend up.

‘Oh, fuck off. We can afford it, you know we can. What am I suddenly married to – the long-lost Marx Brother fucking Cheapo! So I spent a few quid. So what? Big fucking deal.’

She dragged herself from the bed, pushing him out of her way as she went.

‘The way you carry on, Nick, anyone would think we were on our uppers. Money is for spending . . .’

He lowered his voice as he snarled, ‘Do you know what it would look like if the papers got hold of this bill, eh?’

He shoved it none too gently into her face.

‘That boy dying in hospital and his poor mother going back to her council flat, and you are dropping more on a lunch than they could spend on his funeral?’

It pulled her up short. What people said about her was always foremost in Tammy’s mind. He watched with a satisfied expression on his face as the fear gradually took hold. She was sorry now, he could see it on her face, and as  usual when he had won the argument with Tammy, he felt bad. He had only said that to frighten her and he had achieved his end.

Nevertheless he pushed the point home.

‘This has got to stop, Tammy. You have to cease with the spending, love. It looks bad. I mean, by the time you had got your hair and nails done, bought new clothes and all the rest of it . . . I found the Lakeside receipts as well by the way . . . you had dropped over three grand yesterday. In a few hours you spent more than many people earn in a month.’

He was finally getting through to her and he knew it.

‘I’m sorry, Nick, but you know what I’m like, I can’t help it.’

He sighed.

‘I’ll have that credit card removed surgically if necessary. This is your last chance. One more spending spree like that, Tams, and I will cancel it. Do you hear me?’

She nodded sheepishly.

‘I’m taking the boys back to school today. I’ve arranged for them to sleep there for the next few weeks until all this blows over, OK?’

She nodded, annoyed with herself that she was pleased the boys would be gone for the rest of the term. She loved them but they drove her mad with their continual wanting when all she wanted was a bit of peace.

As Nick left the room he looked back and smiled at her.

‘I’m sorry I shouted.’

‘Me too. Nick!’

He faced her once more.

’Are you OK?’

She shrugged.

‘I’ll survive, I always do.’

He left her then and she climbed back into bed and for the first time in years cried for her mother.

Her mother wasn’t actually dead, lived in Spain with her toy boy in fact, but she might as well have been for all the use she had ever been to Tammy.

Verbena was upset. She made herself a cup of tea as she listened to the radio. The house smelled of perfume. Tyrell’s wife always put on too much. Now she had gone shopping with the boys and the house still stank of her. She liked the girl, what was there not to like? She was pretty, kind, loved her sons and adored the man she was married to.

But she irritated Verbena. It was her voice. Her ways. Everything the girl did grated on her. And she knew it wasn’t Sally’s fault. It was because every time Verbena looked at her she saw Jude.

She blamed her son for the way Jude was. Believed that he should have stuck his first marriage out. God himself  knew he had fought hard enough to marry the girl in the first place.

Tyrell’s father had taken one look at her and decided she was definitely not the woman for his son, and he had said as much.

Which had not gone down too well with Verbena or Tyrell.

But she had taken to Jude, she didn’t know why. That girl had been pulled from pillar to post all her life. Meeting her mother had told Verbena everything she had needed to know. That woman, or girl – she had after all only been seventeen when Jude was born – was the most selfish individual Verbena had ever clapped eyes on. And Jude had inherited that selfishness. That belief that you looked out for yourself first, even before your children.

When Verbena had phoned Jude’s mother about her grandson, she had replied that he’d got exactly what he had asked for. It seemed everyone thought like that. Even her own neighbours and friends from church thought Sonny Boy had finally got what he had been asking for. Verbena understood it. If it had not been her own grandson who had died she would have felt the same, she was honest enough about that.

But it was much easier when it was someone else’s family in the frame and not your own. It was simple to make sweeping  judgements when it didn’t really affect you personally.

Sonny Boy had always ruined everything for himself and there had been nothing she could do about it. He had stolen from a young age, even from her. He had lied, cheated, taken whatever he had wanted. She knew all that, no one knew it better than she did. But there was also kindness in him, real goodness.

Her husband Solomon said Verbena had been taken in by Sonny’s big eyes and poor-little-me act, but she knew she had connected with that boy like no one else had. And Jude’s lifestyle had affected him. How could it not? He was always smoking dope, the scourge of the young people today. He had seen it all his life with his own mother. Got a problem? Pop a pill, inject some happiness into your arm, smoke yourself happy.

Verbena hated drugs, yet somehow she understood Jude’s reliance on them. Jude used them as a crutch and she always felt that if Jude had let herself be herself she would not have found the world such a scary place, and neither would her son.

But that was in the past, and the past was best left where it was.

She sipped her tea and waited for the call that would tell her Sonny Boy was finally gone. She wouldn’t cry, not until she was completely alone.

Verbena prided herself on her strength. If only everyone else could live their lives properly, how different the world would be.

James and Nicholas Junior were settled into school and Nick was back in Essex. He drove off a narrow country lane in Dunton, bumping slowly along an unmade track until he came to a building site.

Getting out of the car, he stood for a while observing the frenetic scene around him. Nick was behind this development of six large detached executive properties containing everything from hot tubs to gyms. They were to be on a private gated estate and had all been sold off plan. They were at least a year away from completion but already the houses looked good.

His ganger Joey Miles walked over to him.

‘Didn’t expect to see you.’

Nick smiled.

‘Well, here I am. I had to get away for a while . . .’

Two of the brickies saw him and waved. One shouted, ‘Good on yer, Mr Leary. That little bastard got all he asked for.’

Nick didn’t answer.

Joey saw the expression on his boss’s face and felt angry with the boy who had caused it.

‘Everyone’s on your side, Nick. I mean, you never asked him to rob you, did you? If I got up in the middle of the night and some bastard was in my house robbing me, I’d have done the same. Anyone would.’

Nick looked down at the stocky balding man who had worked for him for years and said, ‘But you didn’t do it, did you? I did.’

Joey patted him on the back.

‘Look, it was on the cards with him. Someone was going to aim him out of it one day, he was scum. A burglar and a creeper from a kid. It’s been all over the papers about him, little fucker, he was. No matter what his family say about him being a nice boy, he wasn’t fucking robbing them, was he? It would have been a different story if he was, I bet ya. Thieving little bastard . . .’

Nick closed his eyes.

‘Leave it out, Joey, eh? Just tell me what’s going on with the houses and then I’ll get off.’

Joey walked with him to his car and told him all the relevant news. As Nick was getting in his Mercedes he said, ‘I mean it, Nick, you can’t hold yourself responsible. You did what any decent man would have done. You protected your own. Get over it.’

Nick nodded.

As he drove away Joey watched him sadly. Nick Leary  was a good bloke. Now thanks to that boy’s stupidity he was paying a terrible price for looking out for his own family.

The world had gone mad.

Jude Hatcher walked into her flat and sank down on to the sofa in the living room. It was so quiet without her son.

She closed her eyes and pictured Sonny Boy as he lay dying in her arms. She would have held him all day and night if the urge had not taken hold of her. She opened her bag and took out her kit.

She laid it on her lap and stared at the small tin that held all she needed for oblivion. She heard Tyrell come in just after she had boiled her fix on a spoon. He watched her from the doorway as she injected it slowly into her left arm. Her veins had collapsed and the bruising was vicious.

The smell of it was sweet in the air. Sighing, he went through to the chaos that passed for a kitchen and put the kettle on. He opened the window and tried to air the place before going through the lounge and down the hallway towards his son’s bedroom. This room always amazed him. It was small, but usually spotlessly clean. Today, though, the drawers had been turned out and the whole place was a mess. He guessed rightly that at some point Jude had  searched it for money or valuables. Tyrell tidied it all up without thinking.

As he looked into the drawers in the scratched dressing table he saw his son’s whole life and felt the urge to cry once more. Designer underwear when they rarely had any food in the house. Expensive tops hanging in the narrow wardrobe, which told him Jude had not looked in there yet or it would have been empty except for a few wire coat hangers. She always sold off anything of value they possessed. It had hurt her son that even his clothes weren’t safe from her and her constant quest for money.

Tyrell wondered what his boy had wanted from that large house in the country, wondered when the urge to rob it had taken him over. He had thought about it so much, but still could not work out what had made his son choose that place to rob.

Sonny had always been strictly small-time; he had been a hustler, a kiter. He wasn’t into heavy-duty robbery. Unless he had progressed over the last year from a young tearaway into a hardened criminal. He was just seventeen, for fuck’s sake!

Tyrell went back to the kitchen and made the tea, scrubbing two mugs back to cleanliness before filling them. The whole place was filthy.

He went into the lounge once more with the tea, but  Jude was gone from him. She was lying back in the chair, staring into space.

‘Like old times, eh, Jude?’

The sarcasm was completely lost on her, as he knew it would be.

Tammy wandered round her house aimlessly. She saw the expensive curtains, the hand-made carpets and carefully chosen antiques.

She remembered her home when she was a kid. A council flat with coats on the bed, the constant smell of fried food and a father who would shout the house down when he got back from the pub. He still did that except he owned the pub now, thanks to Nick, and was slowly drinking himself to death in it.

Her mother had always been running off with someone, it was how she was, yet Dad always wanted her back. She had been round the turf more times than a Grand National winner and still he wanted her.

Nick had bought the pub for him. He had been so good to them all. He had come from the same road as them, gone to the same school as Tammy, had started courting her when they had been twelve and thirteen respectively.

He had worked like a demon all his life. Even then he had had a paper round, a milk round, and worked the  market stalls. It was the markets that had got them the first real money they had ever possessed. Her Nick could sell a fridge to an Eskimo. He had the gab all right, and she had loved being the girl he had chosen.

Now, as she looked around her home, she was aware of just how much he had done for them all. The kitchen alone had cost over sixty grand. It had everything a kitchen could have, and was also the size of most people’s houses. It had a family area built round an inglenook fireplace that was twenty-five feet by eighteen alone. And that was without the actual kitchen itself or the utility areas.

There was an indoor as well as an outdoor pool, and stabling for ten horses. The whole place was huge and it was tasteful and it was hers. She wondered why she had never really appreciated it before. Nick’s old mum ran the place for her, and Tammy was glad to let her get on with it. It was too big for her to worry about, and she was out more often than not.

Now she was trying to imagine what it would be like to be without it, wondering for the first time if that boy had tried to rob them through envy, because they had it all and he didn’t.

But he didn’t know that they had come from nothing themselves. How hard the road had been before they had finally cracked it. And her Nick, whatever his faults, had  worked day and night to get them all a better life. She should appreciate him more, she knew that. She meant to, but somehow when they were alone it all deteriorated because they didn’t know how to be alone any more. Those days were gone, the days when they’d waited with bated breath for each other. Not that Nick had ever been much of a one for sex anyway. He was always too busy. It wasn’t until her first affair that Tammy had realised what she had been missing.

It had blown her mind, what that first fella had done to her, and she had loved it. Had finally realised what her mates had been hammering on about for all those years. If she was honest with herself that was when her dissatisfaction with everything at home had set in. Suddenly having the biggest house and the newest car meant nothing, because she had quickly realised that that kind of sex kept people together even when they hated one another. She had tried the new tricks she had learned on Nick and he had gone ballistic, wanting to know where she had got them. She had told him from women’s magazines and such like, but she thought he knew.

That was what hurt. She suspected he had sussed her out but, instead of giving her a clump, he had ignored her even more.

Perhaps it was because the big I am, the big womaniser,  knew he was useless in the kip. Not that Tammy had ever told him that, of course, she wasn’t that stupid. Yet she still loved him. In her own way adored him.

He was lying on the chaise-longue in the dressing room off their bedroom and he had had a drink, that much was obvious.

‘You all right, Nick? I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘They turned the machine off, Tams, the boy’s gone.’

She knelt beside him then and took his hand.

‘No one can blame you, Nick, you only did what any man would have done.’ She was surprised to see he had been crying. ‘No one can blame you, darlin’.’

She could smell the beer and whisky on his breath and guessed he had started out in the pub before coming home to finish the job properly.

She knew him so well.

He pushed her away gently and sat up. Putting his head into his hands, he groaned, ‘I can blame myself though, Tams. And I will, until the day I die.’

He was sobbing now, his huge shoulders quaking with emotion. She hugged him to her, the big man, the big I am, reduced to crying like a baby. For some reason this disturbed her more than the boy’s death.




Chapter Four

‘Given the facts of the night in question, we at the Crown Prosecution Service have decided that we shall take no action against Mr Nicholas Leary. It is not in the public interest. We feel that he was a victim of circumstances beyond his control and we offer our sympathies to the family of Sonny Hatcher. Thank you.’

The spokeswoman walked off camera. It was obvious she’d been nervous. Her voice had quavered and her hands clutched her papers until the knuckles were white. Sky News put the statement out live and Tammy watched it with relief. It was over then.

Suddenly the screen was filled with a picture of Judy Hatcher and her shrill voice burst out of it.

‘Murderers! You’re all murderers. You owe me, Leary. You owe me for my boy’s life.’

The screen was filled with the image of the grieving woman and her grey screaming mouth. Tammy sat up abruptly in the bath, causing the water to wash all over the marble flooring. Although they had been told the night before what action was going to be taken, until she had seen it with her own eyes she was not inclined to believe it. Now this woman was spoiling it all.

‘My son was murdered, he wasn’t doing any harm to anyone. He never owned a gun in his life.’

Jude sounded lucid for once. Only those who knew her well realised just how capable she could be when the fancy took her. Shame it never lasted for any length of time. She was being hustled from the room by two policemen as if she was the one in trouble. Tammy could see the toll the death of her son had taken on the woman and felt a reluctant twinge of sympathy for her.

She soon pushed it away.

The Sky reporter was saying that Judy Hatcher was under the care of a psychiatrist and that she was an ardent advocate of her son’s innocence. He said it in such a way as to make it apparent to anyone listening that Sonny Hatcher was a dangerous young man and only his mother was unaware of that fact.

Tammy couldn’t listen to it a second longer.

She lay back in her enormous bath and switched over to  ITV 2 for the lunchtime edition of Emmerdale. She wasn’t watching it, but the sound of the voices was soothing. She took a large gulp of her Chardonnay and a long drag on her cigarette.

Sod that woman! What did they owe her? From what Tammy had heard she was a heroin addict, had brought her son up on her own and made him into the thief he had become. Tammy’s eyes strayed to the small mirror compact full of cocaine she kept near her at all times. Her own hypocrisy didn’t faze her at all.

Instead she consoled herself with the thought that even though she might have a few lines on a long lunch or a night out with the girls, hers was just recreational drug use. It wasn’t as if she was addicted. It was just the Essex way of keeping the night going. Whereas that woman was a real addict, she injected herself. Which was a different ball game altogether.

Mainlining meant you were hooked, everyone knew that. Her line of thought reminded Tammy she was due for her Botox injections that afternoon and Christ himself knew, she could do with them. All the worry of the last few weeks had really begun to show on her face and that bothered Tammy.

It had been her idea to put a TV in the bathroom. Even though she rarely watched it, lately it had been a Godsend.

Until today, of course.

She pushed the Hatcher woman from her mind once more. At the end of the day she was just a mother protecting her own. Tammy would have done the same herself. Not that her boys would have been caught up in crap like that, of course, but it was the same principle.

She gulped down the glass of wine and poured herself another.

It was over.

That was the main thing, she had to remember that.

Nick could go back to his daily grind now and no one would think badly of him and, if she was really honest with herself, she would be glad to get him out from under her feet.

The strange thing was everyone was on their side yet the way Nick was carrying on you’d think everyone was against him. Still, it must be strange to know you were the reason someone had died even if it was a little thief who only got what he deserved.

Sonny Hatcher should never have been in their home in the first place. Tammy reminded her husband of that at every available opportunity. No matter how hard she tried, she could summon up no sympathy for the boy. He should have stayed home that night instead of turning their world upside down.

Detective Inspector Peter Rudde was drinking a large brandy in the company of his DC, Frank Ibbotson. The junior officer raised his glass and then downed his drink in one gulp.

‘So that’s it, sir, it’s all over?’

Rudde nodded.

‘Best outcome. Leary wasn’t doing anything I wouldn’t have done. Did you see that boy’s form? Jesus, he’d been up for everything at some point.’

He pushed his glass at Ibbotson for a refill and the younger man duly made his way to the bar. The news came up on the wide-screen TV and the outcome of the Leary case was broadcast yet again. Once more a cheer went up in the crowded bar and Rudde guessed that the same thing was happening in pubs all over the country.

You couldn’t pick up a paper but it was the main story. Was an Englishman’s home really his castle? It seemed it was this time and he for one was glad of that fact. Sonny Hatcher was a violent little bastard. Rudde knew just how violent he could be. The papers didn’t know the half of it because most of Sonny Boy’s skulduggery had been when he was a minor. He had stabbed a neighbour and walked away from that one because of his home life. But how long could you blame everything on where or how a young  thug lived? Plenty of people lived in terrible conditions and they were all right. Rudde himself had come from one of the roughest council estates in East London and look at him now, he was a law enforcer.

He didn’t thieve or lie or attack people.

Well, he conceded, he lied sometimes. But then, didn’t everyone if they were honest? Ibbotson came back with the brandy and Rudde was gratified to see it was a double. The boy was learning at last.

‘Good lad.’

He sipped this one, savouring the taste.

‘It should all die down now and we can get back to normal. We wasted too much time on that case.’

Ibbotson nodded.

He sipped his pint daintily and this, for some reason, annoyed the life out of Rudde.

There was a lock-in at the Fox and Ferret even though it was only three in the afternoon. Nick had bought the pub a few years earlier, it was another of his little investments. Today the raucous sound of his friends cheering inside was depressing him.

One of his workmen, Danny Power, the local wag and joke merchant, shouted out: ‘Here, Nick, I heard the Catholic Church has said that kid has got to be buried  thirty foot down . . . because deep down niggers are nice people!’

The laughter was long and loud until Nick’s fist connected with Danny’s chin then the place went deathly quiet in seconds.

‘Get out.’

Nick Leary’s eyes were wild with grief and anger.

Danny pulled himself from the floor in shock.

‘Here, Nick, I was only joking . . .’

Nick grabbed him by his shirt and started to drag him to the door. He was aware of all his friends watching, wondering what was wrong with him, but he didn’t care. That was too much, it was going too far.

‘Open the fucking door, Jimmy, or I’ll smash this cunt through it.’

He was more than capable of it and they all knew that. Nick could have a row. He needed to be able to protect himself in his businesses and was a legend in some quarters.

Jimmy Barr who ran the pub quickly unlocked the door and they all watched as Nick threw his long-time friend out into the car park.

‘You’re sacked. I don’t ever want to see you around here again, right?’ Nick was shaking with temper and upset.

Jimmy Barr quickly brought him inside and relocked the  door. He knew Danny was better off away from Nick for the time being.

‘Calm down now, Nick, he was drunk, that’s all.’

He poked his face against his friend’s.

‘I don’t give a fuck! That boy is dead and gone. And you lot think it’s fucking funny? Well, I don’t. I don’t care what colour he was or what religion. He was a boy, a seventeen-year-old boy.’

’A seventeen-year-old boy with a gun, Nick.’

This from Anthony Sissons, one of his oldest mates. They went back to infant school together and that gave him the clout to speak his mind.

Nick stared at him for long seconds before he smiled.

’All right, Ant, but I never liked those kind of jokes at the best of times. You know that.’

The talking started up again then but the atmosphere had soured and they all knew it.

One of the men at the bar, a new workman of Nick’s, said to the man beside him: ‘What was all that about? It was only a joke.’

Joey Miles replied gently, ‘Nick’s sister Hester is married to a West Indian bloke called Dixon. Nick’s really close to her.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

Joey laughed because he could hear the surprise in the other man’s voice.

‘Most people don’t, and if you want to stay in your job, you’ll keep it to yourself. Now I’m too drunk, me mouth’s running away with me. Time I went home.’

He pulled himself off the barstool with difficulty, slapped Nick on the back and left.

Verbena was inconsolable. Her eldest daughter Hettie had come all the way from Birmingham to hold her hand. Verbena didn’t want her there; she didn’t want anyone. She wanted to grieve on her own. Hettie was aware of how her mother felt.

‘Mummy, for God’s sake, eat something at least, eh?’

All her daughters called her ‘Mummy’, but coming from Hettie it was more like a nickname. There was no feeling in it. Since the onset of her agoraphobia her eldest daughter had lost all respect for her mother and it hurt. She was trying to feed her chicken but Verbena had no appetite for it.

‘When are you going home, Hettie?’

It was a loaded question and they both knew it.

Her daughter sighed.

‘Don’t start, Mummy. You know how I felt about Sonny. He stole from me, he stole from us all. Unlike you I don’t have the spirit of Christian forgiveness.’

Verbena sighed again. Her daughter was very like her in  looks. She was big, Caribbean big, with the ample hips and breasts inherited from a long line of Jamaican women. But she didn’t have the kindness that usually went with them. Her whole life was a fight or an argument of some sort. Yet she had loved this child more than the others until Sonny had arrived. Maybe Hettie knew that. Had sensed it? Verbena couldn’t think about it now.

‘I just meant the kids are probably missing you, that’s all. I know how you felt about Sonny. You don’t need to come to his funeral. Anyway, we don’t know when they will release the body.’

Verbena was talking so normally, it was eerie to listen to herself. But she only wanted people at the funeral who’d cared about Sonny, and this daughter of hers hadn’t. Though who could blame her? Sonny had robbed her, stolen a ring from her one Christmas when she had visited her mother, and he’d sold it. The worst of it all was it was her husband’s mother’s ring, worth nothing in money terms but priceless in other ways.

But it had been for his mother, it had always been for his mother. He was dead because of his mother but Verbena would never say that out loud. Poor Jude had enough to contend with as it was.

She pushed away the food and stared out of the window again, watching the children as they hung around the estate  while she waited for more news. Any news was welcome at this moment. She had already heard the worst anyone could hear. Nothing else could ever hurt her in quite the same way.

Tyrell was in a drinking club in Brixton Heights, the Railton Road to the uninitiated. He knew he should not have gone out but he could not sit there at his mother’s and listen to his son being dismissed like so much garbage by everyone but her. He wasn’t ready for that yet even though he knew he should be. Poor Sonny had got what he deserved after all, if anyone really deserved to die for trying to nick a video or a DVD recorder. It was the gun that still troubled Tyrell most. Where would his son have got a gun? No one seemed to know but he was going to make it his mission in life to find that out.

He had been doing security around London for years; now he had his own company. He had no shortage of cronies and employees to sit with him while he got drunk. He wasn’t a rum drinker by nature but it was a good drink to get drunk on. Anyone who tried it once would understand that.

Tyrell laughed at his own thoughts, and smiled at his friend, Paxton Regis.

‘Do you know, when he read the autopsy the Coroner said that the geezer had used excessive force on my boy.  Excessive . . . that sounds a lot when you say it out loud, don’t it?’

He coughed loudly before he continued, ‘He carried on hitting Sonny even after he was unconscious.’

Tyrell gulped at his drink.

‘Fear, see. He was frightened. Guns do that to people, don’t they? They scare me, I can tell you. Once we had an incident on a door in Ilford. We ejected some little bullyboys and they came back with a gun. Little fuckers! I was so angry when I saw it, so angry. So I know what that bloke saw, you know?’

Paxton nodded sadly.

‘I could understand his fear because I have felt it too, you know. But even though I understand how he reacted, I can’t forgive him for taking my Sonny. If he had known my boy, he would have seen what he was really like because he wasn’t a bad kid.’

Tyrell was really drunk now and Paxton was wondering when it would be time to take him home.

‘Now we have to bury him, bury that child, and it’s all wrong. All fucking wrong.’

He was rambling and Paxton nodded at the barman for another rum. Hopefully his friend would drink himself unconscious. Tyrell was in the wrong job, the wrong life. He was just too nice, that was his trouble.

He gulped at his drink once more. Tyrell wasn’t really a drinker so it hadn’t taken much for him to get drunk. But the club was quiet today, quieter than usual, as if everyone was grieving with him even though every man there quietly admitted they would have done the same as Nick Leary. You protected your own, especially your kids and your woman.

Sonny had crossed the line.

But no one said that out loud, of course. Tyrell was far too well respected and liked for that.

’All right, Jude?’

She heard the voice and tried to focus her eyes but it was hard.

Sally Hatcher smiled at her even as she tried not to wrinkle her nose at the smell around her. She had promised Tyrell she would pop in and see how Jude was doing. By the looks of it, not very well.

Tyrell had said that he had to go to work. She knew he didn’t want to deal with the business today but anything was better than watching this woman destroy herself, apparently. Or watching his mother’s heart break all over again.

‘Get your coat on and I’ll take you to Verbena’s house, she wants you with her.’

‘Go away.’

Sally sighed. Her short hair sat perfectly on her finely shaped head, and her slim athletic body brimmed over with health and well-being, making Jude look even older and more haggard than she actually was.

‘Come on, Jude, Verbena needs you.’

‘No one needs me, Sally. Never did, never will. Now do me a favour and fuck off.’

There was no insult intended in the words, swearing was as normal to Jude as breathing. She was already building herself a joint, only this one would hold heroin. She smoked it sometimes. Once Sally left she would mainline and get properly floating.

Sally watched her in disgust. No matter how many photos she saw of a younger, prettier Jude, and there were plenty of them in Verbena’s house, she could not equate them with this excuse for a woman before her.

Sonny would have known what to do with her in this state. She’d been like a job to him. Now Jude was going to have to get used to taking care of herself.

The front door opened abruptly and three young men walked in without knocking. They were all white with styled and cropped hair. One had the logo of West Ham Utd shaved into the side of his head, two crossed hammers.

Sally stared at them incredulously.

‘How did you get in?’

The tallest boy looked her over and obviously found her lacking.

‘I might ask you the same thing?’

‘They’re friends of Sonny’s,’ Jude said testily. ‘Now go home, Sally, for fuck’s sake. I can’t cope with you here and all.’

Sally picked up her bag and said gently, ‘If you’re sure?’ Jude looked at her slyly, guessing the other woman was glad of an excuse to leave her.

‘Oh, I’m sure.’

Sally left her to it. There wasn’t really anything else she could do.

It was ten o’clock when Nick finally strolled through the front door. Tammy was in the television room watching a film. She had a large glass of wine beside her and a cigarette in her hand. He stumbled into the room and flopped down beside her. She smiled at him briefly before her gaze turned back to the TV.

He looked around him. It was a nice room, a comfortable room. It was a room many people would love to possess. Yet to them it was the dossing room. The curling up and watching TV room.

He moved closer to his wife; he needed her tonight, needed to feel loved. Wanted. He had never felt so low in  his life. The guilt was weighing on him heavily. Every time he closed his eyes he saw that boy’s face.

He clasped Tammy’s hand and she squeezed his back affectionately.

‘Tam . . .’

‘It’s over, Nick.’

He nodded.

‘But, Tam . . .’

‘You’re pissed.’

She said this without taking her eyes off the TV.

He nodded once more.

‘I need to talk to you, Tam.’

She looked at him.

‘In a minute, wait till this ends.’

Her voice was warmer now, softer. He looked at the screen. Richard Burton and Geneviève Bujold were fighting.

‘What is it?’

She sighed in annoyance.

‘Anne of the Thousand Days. It’s about Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. He’s just dinged her in the Tower of London and he’s offering her an annulment if she shuts her trap and don’t ask for nothing from him. But she knocks him back so he has her nutted.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

Tammy laughed despite herself.

‘Look, let me see her die then I’ll make you a drink and we can talk all night if you want.’

He watched the screen, amazed by his wife’s passion for history. Whatever else she was, Tammy was without doubt a mine of information about royalty. She had loved Diana and cried for three days after her untimely death. She had more feeling for a woman who had been beheaded centuries before than she did for the boy who had died at her own husband’s hands.

But that was Tammy all over.

Nothing ever bothered her unless it affected her personally. And she had taken the threat to Nick’s liberty personally. In Tammy’s mind the fact that her husband could have got into trouble for defending his own family was tantamount to two fingers up at her from the British legal system. At her, Tammy, who adored royalty – except for Prince Charlie, of course. Who saw herself as British through and through. Who even made remarks sometimes about Nick’s Irish heritage. She had been devastated when he had nearly been arrested for doing what he had done. She’d even slagged the Queen off on more than one occasion recently. And all this from a woman who would normally defend the monarchy to the death.

He had loved her loyalty, though, even if it had always  been tinged with selfishness. Tammy saw anything he or the boys did as a reflection on her.

He glanced at the screen once more. Anne Boleyn was walking sedately to the scaffold. Nick watched her, wondering briefly how it must have felt, leaving her young child in the care of the man who was in effect murdering her.

He could hear soft crying from Tammy and hugged her close to him. She was a nightmare in some respects, but he had to admire her consistency. Anne Boleyn was her idol. Tammy knew everything there was to know about her. She huddled into Nick’s arms, and allowed him to comfort her.

It did not occur to her that she should be comforting him. As far as she was concerned it was all over.

And not before time either.

Tyrell lay on his mother’s sofa, drunker than he had ever been in his life. Though Verbena had never liked alcohol she understood his need to obliterate the last few days.

She sat studying the pictures all around the room of Sonny Boy and his mother. He had been a handsome child. Sally came into the room with two mugs of tea, made just how Verbena liked it with plenty of sugar and a healthy dollop of condensed milk. The sweet warmth eased her for a moment.

‘Was she really bad?’

Sally sat on the edge of the sofa and shrugged.

‘The usual.’

Verbena sighed.

‘You shouldn’t hold a grudge against her, you know, Sally. She is to be pitied.’

Her daughter-in-law didn’t answer, just smiled tightly. She had been hearing that for so long it had absolutely no effect any more. As she looked into Verbena’s sad eyes she felt the pity she always did for the older woman’s distress at what had befallen her family. It just annoyed Sally that no one blamed Jude Hatcher for any of it. It was always poor Jude, unfortunate Jude. Never selfish, drug-addicted Jude who had systematically ruined everyone around her.

‘Can I get you something to eat?’

Sally was deft now at changing the subject.

Before Verbena could answer the glass of the living-room window shattered and a brick landed on the coffee table. The unexpected noise made both women scream. Tyrell opened his eyes and sat bolt upright on the sofa, obviously terrified by it as well.

‘What the fuck . . .’

It was as if everything was moving in slow motion. Verbena watched her son as he ran to the broken window, his voice loud as he cursed whoever had thrown the brick. Glass lay everywhere. It was a few seconds before she realised  it was all over her lap, and that a few small pieces had cut her legs and face. At first she had thought it was tears she could feel. It wasn’t until Sally screamed that Verbena realised it was actually blood.

Jude was floating now. In her mind Sonny Boy was home with her once more. He was young again, but not too young. Old enough to help her out with things. He had been such a good kid. He had scored for her since he was old enough to ask for a five-pound bag.

She pulled the tourniquet off the top of her arm with her teeth. Jude still went through the ritual as she had always done. Pumping the muscle was like a part of the high for her. The whole process was a major part of the high.

She liked this bit best, when the main high was being replaced by a feeling of complete well-being. This was what she liked to call her thinking time. This was the time when she’d liked to chat to Sonny Boy for hours. He would make her laugh or smile about things. Would roll her a joint to soften the edges once the heroin had worn off and its magic was replaced with the urge to do the whole thing again.

He had never judged her, never tired of her like everyone else. She had been like his baby, like his child.

A big fat tear escaped from her eye then. For the first time Jude cried quietly. It was only when she was alone that  she could really grieve. She pulled herself up from the sofa and negotiated the chaos of the room, finally stumbling into her son’s bedroom. She sat on the bed, breathing deeply, and opened the drawer of his dressing table. In a tobacco tin was his signet ring. His father had bought it for him and she had made sure the hospital had given it back to her after his death.

Now Jude weighed it in her hand. It was quite heavy with a small diamond chip set in a plain gold square. It had the letter S written neatly in old italic script on the left-hand corner.

She remembered his face as he had opened the box on the morning of his fifteenth birthday. He had been so pleased with it. Over the years it had been in and out of Uncle’s when money was tight and Jude had needed her sustenance. Sonny would always move heaven and earth to retrieve it, to have it back on his finger, even thieving to get the money.

It was all she had left of him, she had already sold almost everything else. But as she looked at it, glinting in the half-light, she knew her Sonny Boy would understand what she was going to do.

If she hurried Big Ellie would still be up and she could get her money and score some gear ready for the morning. Jude got up off the bed with difficulty, but she clutched the ring tightly in her hand.

At the end of the day Sonny had known her better than anyone. Until she sorted out a regular supply of money, this would have to go. He would have seen the logic of that. He knew her need and also understood why she had the need in the first place.

He had been a good kid, her Sonny Boy, and his death would not be in vain. She would make sure she got something out of it if it was the last thing she did.




Chapter Five

Tyrell had no interest in what the police had to say about the attack on his mother’s and went off to work with a frown on his face. He was sick to death of it all. He just wanted to grieve in peace.

No one was surprised by the events of the night before. The police seemed sorry for the boy’s mother but not unduly bothered about the broken window. Sonny had been a legend in his own lunchtime around the estate and people had little sympathy for him personally. He had robbed enough of them over the years to cause widespread offence.

Tyrell’s mother, though, was a different kettle of fish altogether. She was respected and liked even though she never left the house now. Everyone came to her and she dispensed advice and sympathy, so to think that anyone  would take it out on her like this was making Tyrell feel capable of murder himself.

The paramedics had stitched her eyebrow in the house. Realising she would not leave, they had had to calm her down before they had been able to take care of her wound. Verbena had been more worried about leaving her home than she had been about the attack. But Tyrell understood that. He understood her fear even better than she did.

His mother had not left the house for over twenty years, and he knew that she would never leave it now. Her nerves had got to her long before his brother’s death, but that had been the catalyst that had caused all their lives to change so dramatically.

His mother had taken so much in her lifetime, and she had taken it all on the chin in true Jamaican fashion. She had seen her adopted country as the salvation of her family, as the means to give them all a better life. She had worked every hour that the good Lord had sent, and she had dressed her children in fine clothes, fed them the best foods. She had sent her children to school, and made sure they had arrived there and, more importantly, stayed there.

Unlike their contemporaries, they had been too fearful to play truant, too frightened to let her down, and make her feel ashamed of them.

She had taken them to church and taught them the  goodness of Christ and of a life well lived. Her job had been as a care assistant in a hospital, and it had involved shifts, and she had taken every shift she could, never missing one. Like her husband, she had understood that without money they could not further themselves or their children.

When her last baby had arrived, it had been Hettie and Maureen to whom she had entrusted him, and it had been Hettie and Maureen who had taken him to school one day and who had watched in horror as he had run into the road and been mown down by a nice man who had been surprised and terrified by the fact that a young boy had run out in front of his car and had died within seconds.

It had been no one’s fault, but Verbena, already under too much pressure, had taken the death so badly she had gradually lost the urge to do even the most mundane of things. Her children and husband had watched their strongest supporter wither away under the weight of her grief. First the job had gone, then the visits to the shops. Day by day, she had sat indoors reading the Bible, looking for a reason for her son’s death. Going out less and less, until finally even her church had not been enough to make her leave the house, her world had come to her. Until now, her illness was accepted as an intrinsic part of her and not as something strange or alien. It almost seemed normal to her family and friends.

Yet there were no photos of her last-born in the house, and there was never any mention of him. Samuel Hatcher had been obliterated from their lives, because Verbena had never been able to cope with his death, or with her own guilt.

Yet Tyrell knew she thought of him constantly and went over and over in her mind the morning she had sent him off with his sisters to his death, while she had tumbled into bed exhausted from her night’s work, glad to see the back of them.

Tyrell often wondered if that was why she had taken Jude under her wing the way she had; she had needed someone to love and Jude had come along at the right time. She had never seen Jude for the user she was, had never believed that Jude was capable of manipulating her.

But Jude, knowing his mother’s weaknesses, had played on them, had used them to make herself into what his mother had wanted.

It was why he had never gone for custody of his son. His mother had always talked him out of it and he had tried to please her in any way he could. Tried to make up for what had happened to her, tried to assuage the hurt inside her in any way he could.

Then Sally had come along and it had been easier to leave Sonny where he was. Now he had to live with that, and, like  his mother before him, his child was dead and gone, and there was nothing he could do to change that.

Except wish that he had done things differently, as she did.

For the first time ever he really understood what made her tick. Understood the gaping hole inside her that no one or nothing would ever fill. Could ever fill.

Her last-born and his first-born had died senselessly, and now he knew how hard it was to come to terms with such a tragedy. To make some kind of sense of it all, when there wasn’t any kind of sense to be made.

He pushed these thoughts from his mind. His hangover was making his head pound, he had an upset stomach and felt he would die of grief. All in all he was completely and utterly drained.

Everywhere he looked were young men with bright smiles and their whole lives ahead of them. All around him were young men travelling to work or school, busily going about their lives, unaware that his son was cold and dead. As he got out of his car in Tulse Hill he wondered when they would be able to bury his boy.

Dinny White, his gofer and sidekick, was waiting patiently for him. Dinny was light-skinned with a lightning grin and long relaxed hair. He knew how good-looking he was, he didn’t need reminding. He smoked dope constantly,  was always in a good mood and was an exceptionally good listener. They strolled into a nearby house together, chatting about nothing.

Dinny loved life and it was hard seeing his friend and boss so obviously unhappy. But he kept his own counsel. If Tyrell wanted to talk, he would.

Inside the house Johnny Marks, a large white man with thick black hair and a pristine vest, was busy making tea. This house was the hub of Tyrell’s business. It was where he interviewed his doormen and where he paid them out. It was where he kept his different cell phones and where he conducted his other businesses – the ones his wife and mother had no knowledge of.

Johnny Marks answered the door to them both.

’All right, Tyrell? Sorry about Sonny Boy, but he had it coming.’

Only from Johnny would Tyrell have taken that statement.

He shrugged.

‘Let it drop, eh, Johnny?’

The other man opened his arms wide in a gesture of helplessness.

‘You better get used to hearing remarks like that because it’s the general consensus, mate. He was a pain in the arse and you know he was.’

‘He was still my boy.’

Johnny smiled then, a wide white-toothed smile that made him look much nicer than he actually was.

‘How’s poor old Judy?’

‘How’d you think?’

‘Off her nut?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘Well, understandable, ain’t it? Now, shall we get down to business? Coffee or tea?’

He made the coffee and brought the mugs through to the lounge on a tray. Tyrell envied Johnny his easiness with the world. Nothing fazed him. It was all either black or white.

They started the business of the day.

Angela Leary was tired, she had not slept much the night before. As she tidied up the spacious kitchen of her son’s home she couldn’t help envying his wife the luxury that was afforded her. This was all a far cry from Nick’s home when he was growing up. He had really made something of himself and Angela was proud of him, so very proud.

She would defend him to the death, no matter what anyone else said. Not that anyone had said anything, of course, but if they did . . . well, she would be waiting for them.

Her daughter-in-law was the bane of her life. Tammy had everything a woman could possibly want and yet still she  wasn’t happy. She was man mad that one, and then she wondered why her husband didn’t have any time for her.

The kids had been bundled off to that posh school and no one saw them from one end of the year to the other. And even when they came home Madam, as Angela secretly referred to Tammy, was never around. The poor nanny, an insipid-looking bitch if ever there was one, did all the donkey work with the kids.

Sometimes Angela daydreamed that Tammy was gone. She was never specific as to how but occasionally a sumptuous funeral was included in the dream. After all, she was Nick’s wife and she deserved a good send off. And then Angela saw herself ruling the roost without interference.

As she cleaned she listened to Radio 1 and sang snippets of the songs to herself. The kitchen was her domain. Madam never came in here unless she had to and yet it was gorgeous. A large Aga heated the place so it was warm as toast all the time. There were two double ovens and a large American fridge as well as countless other gadgets. It was a dream of a kitchen but Madam hated it with a vengeance.

Still, that suited Angela. Sometimes she sat here until the early hours of the morning, knitting and listening to her radio. Sometimes she would have a drop of something to keep the cold out. There was a TV in here but she listened  to the Sky music channels on it. Radio was so much more satisfying than television. With television you had to keep looking at the thing. She just liked to listen, liked the company it afforded her.

Angela made herself a cup of tea and settled herself into the easy chair her son had provided for her against his wife’s wishes. It was old, and he had rescued it from her flat when she had moved in. Much to the annoyance of Tammy. Even though it had been re-covered she still thought it was riddled with fleas from Angela’s poor dead cat.

She had nursed her son in this very chair, bared her breast and fed him his fill. Another thing Madam did not like to be reminded about.

So Angela made a point of reminding her. Often. It was little things like that which made life worth living.

As if her mother-in-law’s thoughts had conjured her up, Tammy burst into the kitchen like a gale-force wind.

‘I’m going out. Will you see to the dinner? I might be late.’

It was a game they played, as if she was doing them a special favour by feeding them. Like it wasn’t what she did every day of the week.

‘Of course.’

Angela let her eyes stray to the vegetables already peeled and the meat already seasoned and trussed ready to be  cooked later in the day. She made eye contact and Tammy was the first to look away.

‘See you then.’

Her voice was cheery and Angela smiled slowly and said quietly, ‘See you then.’

Round one to her if she wasn’t mistaken. The slamming of the front door told her she was right about that much anyway and she smiled again.

Nick was inside his site office. He noticed that all the newspapers except for the sporting ones were missing. Usually they started the day with a discussion of the assets of the various women featured in the tabloids. Jordan was usually voted tops, though a few were die-hard natural tit men. Nick assumed, rightly, that he was still news.

He sat at his desk and pondered the girlie pictures plastered everywhere. They did nothing to arouse him, he found them in your face and tacky. But he couldn’t say that. Not unless he wanted to come over as less than a man. His blokes’ whole lives revolved around a bit of strange and making sure the wife never found out. The wives did, of course, and then all hell would be let loose. He had seen them have stand-up fights with their men as well as the girlfriends. It was wearing at times.

Lynn Starkey came in and he smiled at her. She was a big  girl and she was fun enough. She ran the site like a military operation and he didn’t know what he would do without her.

Round her desk were pictures of young men in various stages of undress. It was her way of getting back at her colleagues and Nick laughed at her when she pretended to drool over them to annoy the blokes on site. None of them was very good-looking and the women they talked so freely about would in fact give them a wide berth. But they didn’t like being reminded of their middle-aged spread and their less-than-perfect profiles.

Lynn called the pin-ups her Himbos, and the expression always made Nick smile. It was a good office really, had a good atmosphere, and when the trouble had started they had all been behind him. They had all seen it as representing the right to retaliate of the common man.

Now he made Lynn a cup of tea and took it over to her.

‘How are you, girl?’

She gazed up into his eyes. He knew she had a crush on him but he could live with it.

‘OK. You?’

Nick shrugged.

‘Getting there. How’s it been going anyway?’

He changed the subject quickly because he could hear the men coming into their offices, could hear their talk and  banter, and wasn’t sure if he could cope with it all today. Would his life ever be the same again?

He doubted it.

All he knew was, he needed a drink.

Jude Hatcher was sipping a black coffee and listening once more to the boys telling her about Sonny. She was nodding and smiling as they recounted stories about him, stretching the tales and exaggerating them until they were complete lies, but well intentioned nonetheless. Eventually they would all believe them and Sonny would be a part of urban legend.

The front door opened and his best friend Gino came in. He passed Jude a small bag of brown and she smiled her thanks at him.

The other three lads sat in stunned silence as they watched her burn her fix. Even though they fancied themselves men of the world she was the only adult they knew who was a heroin addict. They had mates who used, but it was only snorting. All their parents were straight, alcohol and cigarettes being the only drugs allowed in their houses.

Alcohol had in fact caused more than enough trouble for Gino especially as his errant father couldn’t get through the day without it. But if his mother had known he was in Jude Hatcher’s flat she would have gone ballistic. Gino saw the hypocrisy of that even if she didn’t.

The local boys had always been impressed by Sonny’s way of life. Jude’s flat was a haven for truants, the dispossessed and runaways. She’d always had an open door. Now that her Sonny was gone she needed the youngsters more than ever.

Gino had promised to help her out in place of Sonny and he intended to do just that. It was the least he could do in memory of his friend.

At six Sonny had walked the estate looking for whatever dealer Jude owed less money to and then he would score and bring back her precious cargo and bask in her cuddles and kisses and her exaltations about what a big boy he was for his mummy.

Once she had injected, though, he’d been as far from her mind as the moon. He had soon realised that as well and had taken what she offered when he could.

In fact, it was amazing that he’d never indulged himself. He had a puff with his mates and dropped Es of a weekend but the brown had never interested him. In a funny way she had been proud of that much; it wouldn’t have done to have two addicts in the same house. She had robbed him, stolen his birthday money and presents from his father, even sold his clothes, and he had always forgiven her, understanding her need better than she did herself.

He had robbed for her, getting off because of his  home life. That was until he hit sixteen, of course, then it wasn’t so easy to walk away from it all any more. No one listened to his pleas about his mother being unable to exist without her drugs. He had even held his hand up to stuff that had nothing to do with him over the years for a money gift, when he couldn’t be nicked on account of his age. And people had used him for that without a thought.

Sonny would have done anything for her, yet she could not do the one thing he asked of her.

To get herself clean.

He had even tried locking her up in the house, but her pleas and eventually her aggression had made him score for her once more and then the whole cycle would start all over again.

As she lay back with a glazed expression the youngsters all gradually left the flat. Jude was gone now, in her secret place. They drifted away gradually without bothering to say goodbye.

Nick was in the pub, knocking back shorts at an alarming rate, when his mobile rang. He glanced at the display and rejected the call before turning it off altogether. It was Tammy, and he had no interest in talking to her. Joey Miles watched his friend sadly. He had taken it bad. No matter  how many people told him he had done the right thing, it made no difference.

‘Come on, Nick, let’s go and get some food, eh?’

He shook his head.

Nick Leary was a big man and because he generally had such a nice way with him people forgot that he could also be a hard bastard when the fancy took him. It was this that had got him where he was in life. He had sailed close to the wind more than a few times, but hadn’t they all in pursuit of a better life?

A tall blonde with high breasts and a perma-grin walked towards them.

‘Hello, Nick, long time no see.’

She was the girlfriend of a business acquaintance but she always had her radar tuned for a better alternative. The business acquaintance was also married so she wasn’t bothered about Tammy. In fact, it was what she had heard about Nick’s wife that made her think she might be on to a much better thing with Nick than she had first thought. He was also a bit of all right so the sex part wouldn’t be such a trial either. Her current squeeze was short, bald and had a belly that could accommodate triplets and still leave room for a West Ham footballer.

He also had an open wallet of Olympic standards, so at least he had that going for him if nothing else.

Nick had not answered her and she tried again.

‘Hello, Nick, remember me?’

He stared at her for long seconds before shaking his head.

‘Sorry, no, I don’t.’

He sounded completely uninterested, something that rarely happened to her when men were around. She was nonplussed for a moment and Joey closed his eyes in distress. The blonde was shocked and it showed on her face. Everyone remembered her, she was Des Carter’s bird, that court case must have turned Nick’s mind. She would not even contemplate the thought that he could be blanking her.

‘Des’s girlfriend?’

She was still the coquette, deciding to give him the benefit of the doubt. Joey gave her points for perseverance anyway.

‘Where is Des then?’

Nick gave a good impression of a sailor looking out to sea. His hand over his eyes, he peered around the bar for a few seconds. He saw the humiliation burn in her eyes and told himself to let it go, but he couldn’t. Instead he turned his back on her and started to order himself another drink. As he owned the pub that wasn’t hard.

Joey tried to ease her embarrassment.

‘Leave it, love. Get a drink on me, OK?’

‘Des won’t like this when I tell him . . .’

Des was a local hard case, but not that hard a case he would take on Nick. But she obviously wasn’t thinking when she spoke. Nick turned round and said nastily, ‘Oh, I’m quaking in me boots, love.’

He passed her his mobile.

‘Get him on the blower and I’ll talk to him now, eh?’

Joey pushed the phone away from the stricken girl.

‘All right, Nick.’

Joey’s voice was low, annoyed, people were already looking at them. The girl’s friends were thrilled with this turn of events and she knew it.

‘He’s drunk, love . . .’

Nick poked a finger at her and said loudly, ‘Not that drunk though, eh? I wouldn’t touch you with a barge pole.’

She walked away humiliated and Joey waited a beat before he said, ‘She didn’t deserve that, Nick.’

He laughed.

‘Didn’t she? Des’s wife is a good woman. She’s given him five kids and she’s stood by him through every bit of shit he ever got himself into. And what does he do? He takes up with that. Even paid for her fucking tits! She sees me as an alternative pay packet, nothing more, nothing less. Well, she can fuck off. I have enough trouble trying to stop Tammy bankrupting me on a daily basis. Her and all I don’t need.’

He wiped a hand across his face, he was sweating again. Since the boy’s death he had felt like this a lot. He shook for no reason and got panic attacks. Felt sick, couldn’t sleep, eat or think properly. All he thought about was the boy.

He had enjoyed taking it out on that girl; she was a slapper as far as he was concerned. His mate’s bird. No more and no less. He knew she would be on her mobile in nano-seconds, telling him all about the insult. Well, good luck to her. Des wouldn’t say a dicky-bird to Nick, but she would find that out soon enough.

He looked at the barmaid then and shouted out, ‘What the fuck am I paying you for, Candice? Get me a bloody drink, will you!’

Candice sighed. Taking down the brandy optic, she slammed it on the bar in front of him. Pushing a clean glass towards him, she said acidly, ‘Now you can pour your own drinks, can’t you?’

Nick finally laughed then. He had always liked Candice, she was a tough little cookie.

The woman walked towards her car slowly. The shopping bags she held were heavy and she stopped to change hands. The plastic Tesco carrier bags were digging into her palms. Her toddler was wandering off in all directions and she called to her affectionately.

Gino watched her. She was slightly built with long dark hair. She looked exactly what she was, a nice respectable woman. He had been watching her for the last hour although she didn’t know that, being too preoccupied with her child and the shopping. She looked and acted like one of those people who always assume nothing bad can happen to them. It was a miracle but there were still people around like that in this day and age. It amazed Gino, even as young as he was. He had learned a long time ago that you trusted no one unless you knew them well, and even then you kept a sceptical eye out. She was just what he was looking for. She had pulled out money from the cash point before making her way to the car and he was pleased about that. Her cards he could sell on but there was no substitute for cash itself.

He waited until she had opened the boot and dropped in the shopping bags before he made his move.

As she opened the back door of her Renault Clio to put the child in its car seat he sneaked up behind her and pushed the blade of the knife into her side, just nicking the skin enough to make her feel it without actually hurting her.

She still had her bag over her shoulder and he whispered in her ear, ‘Drop your bag and don’t look back at me. If I see you looking I’ll come back and do you and the baby, OK?’

She nodded and dropped the bag from her shoulder immediately.

The little girl was smiling quizzically, understanding suddenly that none of this was a game.

‘Pretty baby, lady, you want to watch out for her.’

Gino picked up the bag slowly and then punched the woman in the side of the head for good measure. She fell into the car as he knew she would and he was off with the bag, sprinting out of the car park and into the warren of houses that made up his estate in seconds. He bolted to a piece of waste ground and then searched the bag eagerly. He was amazed at what people kept in their bags. The usual array of Tampax and birth control pills, headache tablets, lipsticks and baby wipes competed with letters and gas bills – all addressed to her, of course. Even a bank letter with her statement inside and a chequebook.

Would people never learn?

He had enough here to remortgage her house or open a moody bank account in her name.

The purse inside the bag now held no secrets from him. It was jam packed with the usual female paraphernalia: photos of home and the kids. Her house looked really nice with a big garden and a wide-screen TV set in the corner of the lounge, up-to-the-minute DVD player – she might as well have put an advert out to get burgled. There were also her credit cards, debit cards, her Tesco clubcard, Boots loyalty card, even her membership to Blockbuster Video.  Her whole life was in that one leather shoulder bag. And now it was his to do with as he pleased.

Gino grinned as he took out the three hundred pounds in cash and removed the cards. Then he searched the side pockets of the bag. So many women slipped off their jewellery and placed it in their bag without a second’s thought. He was not disappointed. There was a small pair of gold earrings there together with a diamond tennis bracelet.

A good haul. Gino was pleased with himself.

As an afterthought he took the letters. Her address might be useful to whoever he sold the stuff to.

Whistling, Gino left the waste ground. He had achieved his objective and was one happy little bunny.

Tammy heard about the débâcle in the pub over a long lunch in Brentwood. They were celebrating her life getting back to normal, which meant she was picking up the bill as per usual.

She basked in the pleasure of knowing that her husband was always faithful to her. He might chat up birds, have a joke at times, but basically he had no real interest in them. All her friends – and she used the term loosely – had trouble keeping their blokes indoors; she had trouble getting hers out of the house. Nick was happy these days to come home,  slip off his shoes, eat his food and watch the box. All that poke and he never left the house now unless it was to earn more money, or get drunk. Not that she was knocking him for that.

If only he would take her out occasionally. Unlike her mates whose husbands were out trumping anything with a pulse, her old man lived like a hermit. She guessed he had the occasional bat away from home, she wasn’t stupid, but in fairness to him he had never shoved her face in it like so many of his mates did with their wives.

For that much at least she was grateful.

Now he had knocked back Des’s bird, Tammy was happier than she had been in ages. How people perceived her was important. Being seen to be in control was important. Her friends couldn’t understand how she kept Nick in his place because she was not a woman to be faithful herself. In fact, she spent her whole life on the chat up and everyone including Nick knew that.

No one could believe the way she got away with it. Only Tammy knew the price she had paid for her lifestyle and she would never tell anyone what that was.

She nodded to the waiter for more wine, aware that she was giving them all food for thought and basking in their utter astonishment that Nick Leary didn’t feel the urge to play away. Tammy knew that jealousy was rife around the  table and enjoyed the moment while it lasted. Sipping daintily at her white wine, she winked at the good-looking young waiter and was gratified to see her friends roll their eyes at the ceiling in amazement.

They all wished Nick was theirs, while wondering if they could be woman enough to keep him as faithful as Tammy did.

And that was exactly what she wanted them to think.

In fact, Nick had not come near her in that way for years. He cuddled her, and he hugged her, and the other night they had fallen asleep together. She had felt his need for closeness and had responded to it. But the truth was, he had no sexual interest in her whatsoever. Thankfully, he had no interest in anyone else either.

Impotence he called it, and it was that very thing that kept Tammy in gold cards and Mercedes sports. Kept her kids in private school and gave her licence to do whatever she wanted.

But she would never let on to anyone.

If he managed to get it up now and again with someone else as she suspected from the occasional absence on unspecified ‘business’ then that was OK as far as she was concerned. As long as it wasn’t serious, she couldn’t give the proverbial flying fuck. At least that was what she told herself.

Tammy pushed the thoughts from her mind once more.  Her biggest fear was that her husband would fall in love with someone else, one of his one-night stands. But Tammy being Tammy had already worked out a nice little earner for herself should that befall her and hers.

Nick Leary would pay, and pay big-time.

Her macho husband’s biggest fear was that his reluctance in the marital bed would be broadcast to the world, or more specifically, to their circle of friends. He had always had trouble keeping it up, as she so nicely put it, now he couldn’t even raise a smile as he so nicely put it.

But she played the game, pretended that they were at it morning, noon and night, and even though she would shag a table leg if it bought her a drink, her friends all thought Nick didn’t know about her affairs and she kept the pretence up. It was part of her street cred now and she knew that and she used it.

Even though her husband had the reputation of a womaniser, she could honestly say that even in her most jealous rages she had never been able to find out anything concrete to throw at him. But that was Nick all over, if he was using brasses again, she would never know about it and, in a way, she respected him for that, even as the thought drove her mad.

She had found a pack of condoms in his jacket pocket and it had thrown her whole world off-kilter. When she had  confronted him, he had told her he was trying out brasses to see if he could sort himself out.

Her jealousy, as usual, had got the better of her. That a nameless, faceless tart could get her leg over with her husband when she could not even raise his interest made her self-esteem hit the floor once more. It had taken an affair with a young guy who cleaned their pool to get her over that one.

Yet her sensible side told her to be pleased that at least Nick wasn’t sleeping with someone he cared about, it wasn’t with an actual bird. Most of her friends’ husbands had birds that were an open secret. At least Nick had never humiliated her in that way. If he had a bird, she would have heard about it from one of her so-called friends. They would have enjoyed telling her about it.

She had often been out with Nick and seen her friends’ husbands with their birds. Younger women, far beneath their wives in the food chain, but with full breasts and firm skin that no matter how much money you acquired you couldn’t emulate. They were all too stupid to see that they would be traded-in eventually for younger versions of themselves even if they gave the men kids, which was often the mistake their wives had made. A belly full of stretch marks and a crying baby turned them from sex objects to mother figures overnight. It was how their world  worked, and even when the men hit their fifties there would always be someone new to step into the girlfriend’s shoes and, in some cases, even the flat they had lived in.

This was why Tammy had made a point of knowing all there was to know about her husband’s businesses. She knew what Nick was worth down to his last penny, and his last euro. He had to be getting it from somewhere and he was most certainly not getting it from her, and if he ever surprised her with a twenty-to-one shot she would be ready and waiting to turn him over good and proper. As her old mum used to say, ‘don’t get made, get even.’ Hit a man in the pocket, it’s the only place, other than in his balls, where you can bring tears to his eyes.

Well, he would lose his money and his nuts if he ever did the dirty on her and he knew it.

Gary Proctor and her husband just worked, and that was it, according to Nick, but her name was not Gilly Hunt and she was not changing it now. If he took her for a cunt she would be ready and waiting for him and even though his bosom pal Gary Proctor was not exactly the answer to a maiden’s prayer, she knew there were birds out there who would gladly overlook that fact.

She was watching out for herself, and it annoyed her that most women she knew did not make provisions for the rainy days that were bound to come. He could take  everything she had, but she’d still have her pride and he was never going to take that from her.

Gino stood in the small alleyway near his flats and waited for Big Ellie. As she walked towards him he smiled.

‘All right?’

She nodded.

Ellie was big, powerfully big, with arms like meat cleavers. But she had a lovely face that belied the nastiness underneath the make-up. She came from a large family noted mainly for their fighting skills and their belligerence. She scored drugs for people, never seeing herself as a dealer, but touched only alcohol herself. She saw drugs as a mug’s game. She also did little favours for people when she could. For money, of course.

‘You got it?’

He handed her the three hundred pounds cash, which she counted quickly. Then she opened her fake Burberry bag and gave him a small plastic bank bag full of brown and a phone number written on a piece of paper.

‘You never got that number from me, right?’

He nodded.

‘ ’Course not. What? So you think I’m stupid.’

‘My brother would kill me if he knew, so you can imagine what would happen to you, can’t you?’

The threat was unmistakable and he nodded his agreement.

Gino had had a good day. He had got one hundred and fifty for the cards and chequebook so he was still quids in. Now all he had to do was unload the jewellery and he would be laughing.

‘You got it then?’

Jude’s face was so open and trusting it made Gino feel good. She took the bank bag from him and grinned.

‘Fucking hell! This is like Christmas, Gino.’

He felt six feet taller from her admiration.

‘I’ll see you all right, Jude, don’t you worry.’

It was an idle boast but it felt good. He would try and keep her sorted, it was the least he could do for his friend.

‘I got the number you wanted and all.’

He saw the light leave her face. It was wiped clean of any expression; she had paled even more than usual if that were possible.

‘You’re joking?’

He shook his head and passed it to her carefully. It was written on a scrap of newspaper and as she gazed at it she felt her heart lift. Mobile numbers changed, but land lines stayed the same.

‘Oh, you are good, Gino! Fucking good.’

She placed a grubby hand to her mouth, as if stopping herself from saying something else. As Gino watched her he felt omnipotent.

‘Oh, Gino son, you don’t know what you’ve given me,’ she said eventually.

He knew exactly what he had given her but he didn’t say that, of course, he just basked in her praise.

When he produced the bottle of vodka Jude was speechless, but it showed him just how good you could feel helping out someone less fortunate than yourself.
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