
        
            
                
            
        

    Contents

 
ARMED
Copyright
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


BABYFATHER
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
CHAPTER THIRTY
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
TRIAL
PROLOGUE
SEVEN MONTHS LATER
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
NO SECOND CHANCES
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN




ARMED



BOOK 1





Copyright © 2013 Davie J Toothill
The moral right of the author has been asserted.
Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private study, or criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form or by any means, with the prior permission in writing of the publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction in accordance with the terms of licenses issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside those terms should be sent to the author.
Davie J Toothill
Cover Design for Trial and No Second Chances by Rocking Book Covers
Typesetting by Davie J Toothill




The following novels are works of fiction and not based on any real life events. Any similarity to true stories is purely coincidental.
.




PROLOGUE

Shaniqua wondered why she was feeling no pain, why the blood covering her stomach and hands felt so warm and disturbingly comforting on her skin.
She took a step forward but her legs gave way and she hit the concrete hard, her knees taking the full force of the impact. Small stones and pieces of broken glass cut into the soft flesh of her legs, but she barely noticed.
Her eyelids began to feel heavy and she put a hand to the floor, struggling to stop herself from collapsing completely. A pool of vomit a few feet away from her made her throat constrict painfully.
The alleyway showed all the remnants of a typical night on the Goldsworth Estate. Broken vodka bottles, crumpled beer cans and used condoms.
Shaniqua crawled a few inches, aware that the blood was seeping across her white jacket with alarming speed. She put a hand to her stomach and withdrew it again, her fingers dripping with thick, dark blood.
Her head was beginning to feel light and she realised her whole body seemed to be shaking with the effort of keeping herself on all fours. When she realised, it became more of a struggle. Her knees were groaning in protest at their prolonged contact with the hard, glass-littered floor.
Gathering her strength, she pushed herself up from the floor, knowing that if she was to get home she would have to walk. Crawling would take too long, and for all she knew they might come back and finish her off.
She rose to her feet and felt a momentary relief, before her legs gave way and she collapsed back to the ground, the fall knocking the breath out of her. She lay on her back, struggling for air, a foul stench of beer and piss burning her nostrils.
Trying to sit up, Shaniqua became aware of the pain in her stomach. She gasped and knew she needed help soon.
She was here alone, lying on the floor, losing the feeling in her legs.
The bag beside her began to vibrate, the sound of a ring tone echoed inside her head.
Shaniqua remembered her mobile…




CHAPTER ONE

Shaniqua had been walking home from the JZ Club. The air was cold, and the sounds and smells of Piccadilly Circus and the clubs had faded into the darkness. The only noises were the distant blare of sirens and the sound of arguing coming from an open window in a nearby flat.
She pulled her flimsy white jacket around herself, her only defence from the cold.
Although she was nearly home, she’d always had a sense of imminent danger when entering the Goldsworth Estate.
The estate itself was a rambling concrete landscape, with several high blocks of flats and a labyrinth of courtyards, alleyways, and poorly lit stairwells, the perfect place for dealers and gangs to lurk in the shadows.
Shaniqua had lived on the estate all of her life, and although she’d heard the horror stories from her friends, she had never directly experienced anything like the Goldsworth was infamous for.
As she had turned a corner, she’d seen a group of figures sitting on a low wall, laughing and messing around. She recognised some of them. They were in her younger sister’s year at school, which put them at sixteen years old, or thereabouts.
Nearing the group, she became aware of how exposed she was, in her miniskirt and heels.
She knew what some men could be like, especially when they were in their teens, and she felt a shiver of apprehension.
As she walked past them, she caught one of the two girls’ eyes. Shaniqua saw the girl frown, and averted her gaze. She knew her from the estate. Brandy Mason. And she knew who her boyfriend was, Troy Banks, brother of the formidable Banks brothers, who ran a gang notorious on the estate and who dealt a variety of drugs.
“What you looking at?” she heard Brandy shout from behind her.
Shaniqua quickened her pace, her feet aching and her chest heaving. She was nearly home. She heard male voices behind her, and Shaniqua guessed it was Troy Banks and his friends.
“She disrespected me,” Brandy was shouting.
Shaniqua heard the sound of trainers on concrete, and she was surrounded by people. Brandy and Troy were in front of her, blocking her way.
A few more boys surrounded her, accompanied by a heavily pregnant, red-haired girl, whose face was contorted into a snarl.
“Why you disrespect me?” Brandy asked, hands on hips.
Shaniqua felt her body tense. Brandy was inches from her, glaring at her. She could smell beer in the air and knew they had been drinking.
“I didn’t -”
“We all saw you, bitch, giving me evils when you walked past.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to –”
Shaniqua’s words tumbled out of her mouth and she swallowed hard, her throat dry and her voice cracking.
Brandy sniggered.
“Yeah right, I know your type. Think you’re better than us, don’t you?”
“No, I don’t –”
“It’s about time you learnt some respect,” Brandy said, glancing at her boyfriend. “Don’t pick a fight if you ain’t willing to finish it, bitch.”
“I didn’t want a fight, I just want to go home and –”
Shaniqua’s voice fell away as Troy pulled his hand out of his pocket and Shaniqua caught a glimpse of metal in the dull moonlight.
The atmosphere changed within the group. It was as if the air had become heavier, thick with urgency and peril. The group seemed to change as well. Armed with a knife, the group seemed to become almost feral. They were no longer a group of kids; they were a pack, united as one, like wolves surrounding their prey.
As panic set in, Shaniqua attempted to push past them, but then she felt the cold metal on her stomach, and the feeling of warmth.
Looking down, Shaniqua saw a deep crimson stain spreading across the front of her white jacket.
The group seemed to snap out of their vicious trance, and after a few moments of deafening silence, the group fled, pushing passed one another in their haste.
Then she had found herself alone, lying on the floor, when her mobile began to ring.
She reached for the bag, felt her fingers touch the cold leather straps, and her eyes became heavy. After struggling with the clasp, and fumbling around for her small phone, she finally felt it at her fingertips and clasped it in her hand, before her vision began to blur and the world went black.
* * *
Alone in Troy’s bedroom, Brandy looked at her reflection in the small window. Her eyes observed her flawless dark skin, perfected by the make-up she wore, and her hair, which had remained in place all day thanks to her liberal use of hair spray.
From the bathroom, the noise of a tap being turned on made her jump. She was on edge, but she didn’t understand why. Although she had never expected what had happened tonight, she had known that it was only a matter of time.
After all, if Troy wanted to get in with his brothers, and start earning and getting respect, then it would take a lot to impress them. Brandy knew she had been a key figure in Troy’s life. They had been together since she’d first moved onto the Goldsworth Estate, nearly five years ago.
The sound of sirens in the distance made her shiver. Could they be the police coming to get them?
No, she told herself. Nobody would have found her yet. Pushing the thoughts from her mind, Brandy took off her parka and threw it on the small armchair at the foot of the single bed. She removed her sleeveless top, kicked off her heels, and was in the process of pulling down her mini-skirt when the bedroom door opened and Troy entered.
He looked stressed. His dark features seemed alert, even frightened, but she knew that Troy didn’t get frightened. It was a girl’s thing to get scared, as he so often said. As he pulled the door closed, Brandy quickly shut the window. She didn’t want him freaking out if he heard the sirens. She crossed the room and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“Are you okay, babe?”
Troy nodded. “I’m fine.”
Brandy wasn’t convinced, “You did the right thing, you know. That bitch disrespected us. She disrespected you. You were just defending yourself.”
Troy’s eyes flashed angrily, and he slapped Brandy’s hand away from him.
“I know I did the right fucking thing, you stupid cunt. I ain’t got a problem with what I did, she deserved to die, the fucking bitch. Now fuck off.”
Brandy felt her own temper rising at Troy’s outburst. Although she had long ago got used to Troy’s temper, it always rubbed her up the wrong way when he did this. It was a personal affront; it was as if he was dismissing her. She was his girlfriend, had supported him through so much, let him use her body for his own pleasure, and he had the nerve to call her a cunt. Well, she thought, fuck him.
“Who the fuck d’you think you are?” she hissed, “I can’t be arsed with this shit anymore. I’m going home, you can find some cheap slag to sleep with tonight.”
Her voice had risen, she knew, and Troy’s brothers would have lowered the volume on the TV in the room next door, hoping to catch a small part of the argument. They were always listening. She knew it was because they wanted to know when, or indeed if, they could trust Troy enough to let him in on their deals. Troy looked sheepish, unsure of what to do, torn between his need to keep up his bravado and the urge to calm the situation down. Brandy grabbed her top from the armchair, but Troy rushed forward and grabbed her arm, snatching the top out of her hands.
“What the fuck?” Brandy shouted, her temper flaring again.
“You ain’t leaving, not tonight,” Troy said, “Not after what’s happened. If the pigs come looking, then I need you here to back me up, babe.”
“Back you up? Is that all I am to you, then, a fucking alibi?”
“You know you ain’t, babe,” Troy backtracked. “Now chill the fuck out.”
Brandy bristled, but they both knew she was pacified. He had admitted that he needed her, albeit for an alibi, and in an indirect way, but it was enough. Brandy yearned for his full attention, to be the one thing in his life he truly wanted and loved. She might never achieve it, she knew, but she could at least try her hardest.
“I love you, babe,” Troy whispered, pulling Brandy into his arms. He was talking quietly, not wanting his brothers to overhear his rare tender moment.
“I love you too,” Brandy smiled, moving her lips to his.
She felt his tongue in her mouth, exploring, and his arms closed in around her waist, pulling her thin body closer into his frame. She felt him stirring, and Troy expertly unclipped her bra and began pulling down her skirt and knickers.
Pushing her onto the bed, Troy pulled down his tracksuit bottoms, and shrugged himself out of his jacket. His Lacoste trainers already lay discarded on the floor. Brandy slowly, teasingly, pulled his boxers off. Troy was kissing her neck, his strong, firm hands groping her chest, whispering in her ear. Brandy’s back arched and she let out a soft moan as he entered her. Although they had shagged millions of times before, this time it felt different. It felt better. Both of them felt it. Tonight’s events had changed things for them. Troy was now a proper man, he was solid. People wouldn’t mess with him. Troy knew he would be respected from now on, would be hard. Brandy knew this too, and couldn’t wait until tomorrow. But for now she was happy to live for the moment, all alone with Troy.
* * *


In Flat 115, Clint Jackson scrubbed himself furiously. The hot water from the shower burned his skin, but he still didn’t feel clean. The thought of what had transpired played on his mind. Only this nightmare wasn’t in his dreams, it was his life. The sound the blade had made as it pierced the girl’s skin filled his head, deafening him.
A loud banging on the door awoke him from his thoughts.
“What you doing in there?”
It was his dad. Clint scrambled to turn off the shower, realising he’d been in the bathroom for over half an hour. He pulled a towel off the rack, wrapped it around his waist and unlocked the door.
His dad was standing there, a grimace on his face. His eyes looked bloodshot, and Clint could smell the stench of beer and cigarettes.
“What the fuck were you doing in there?”
Before Clint had a chance to respond, his dad had pushed past him and into the bathroom, where the door slammed shut and the sound of vomiting drifted underneath the door.
Clint sighed, and went into the living room.
His mum, a large woman with long braided hair and a deep infectious laugh, was watching a repeat of EastEnders, deeply absorbed in the action. The only thing Clint knew from the show was that it was nothing like the London he knew, and that the Mitchell sisters were fit. He had watched them when they first came in, but now he wasn’t interested. They were blond and busty, but he didn’t go for girls like that anymore.
Realising he was stood in the doorway, his mum turned around.
“Where’s your dad?”
“Chucking up in the bathroom,” Clint replied.
“Oh Lord.” Clint’s mum grabbed the remote and turned the TV off, before rushing into the kitchen to fetch a glass of water. She kissed Clint on the forehead as she went past him to the bathroom.
Clint went into his bedroom, and flicked the light on. He dumped the towel on the floor, and crossed the room to his single bed in the corner.
A small grunt came from the other single bed in the room. Clint’s younger brother, Kojo, rubbed his eyes.
“Go back to sleep, bro,” Clint said.
“What time is it?”
“Time to go to sleep,” Clint replied.
Kojo groaned, “I don’t want to sleep.”
Clint flicked the light off and stumbled back to his bed in the dark.
“Night, Clint.”
Clint smiled to himself, “Night, bro.”
A few minutes later, the sound of Kojo’s gentle snoring reached Clint’s ears. He smiled, pleased that Kojo could sleep so easily. At least his brother had a clear conscience. He knew the same wasn’t true for himself. As the images of the night’s events drifted back into his mind, as clear as if they were being re-enacted in front of him, he realised it was going to be a rough night. Really rough. And the worst part was, he didn’t know what to expect tomorrow. Would they all be arrested? Could they get away with it? Before now he had never believed people when they said that the scariest thing was the unknown. Now he knew that the unknown was truly terrifying.
* * *


Aurora Curtis sat up in her bedroom, looking at the empty bed on the other side of the room. It was her older sister Shaniqua’s and she still wasn’t home. She had no idea where she was, just that she had been going to the JZ Club and that she had said she would be home by midnight.
Her mother was frantically pacing about the kitchen, a fag in one hand and a can of Strongbow in the other.
A knock on the door made Aurora jump. She flew out of the bedroom and down the hall. Her mother Marlena was a few steps behind her.
They opened the door to two police officers, their expressions unreadable and Aurora felt apprehensive.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Marlena groaned, “What do you lot want?”
“Sorry to disturb you ma’am, but we’re here about your daughter, Shaniqua Curtis?”
“Well she ain’t here,” Marlena said gruffly, the fag hanging precariously between her lips.
“We know, Mrs Curtis, but –”
“What, you telling me she’s been arrested?” Marlena asked, hands on hips.
“No, but –”
“Well, what then? Knocking on our door in the middle of the bloody night -”
“Mum, will you just shut the fuck up and listen to them?” Aurora shouted, turning on her mother. Marlena looked about to protest, but decided against it and kept quiet.
“Can we come in, please?” the officer asked, “You may need to sit down.”
Marlena and Aurora exchanged concerned looks, but led the way into the kitchen. They both took a seat at the kitchen table, and Marlena made an awkward attempt to hide the can of Strongbow.
“What’s going on?” Marlena asked, “She been arrested?”
“No, Mrs Curtis,” the officer responded, “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
Feeling the seriousness of the situation, Aurora looked anxiously from one officer to the next. “Is Shan alright?”
“I’m afraid that, earlier tonight, we responded to a call reporting a young woman had sustained serious injuries. I’m afraid it was Shaniqua. She died before we got to the scene.”
“Oh my God,” Marlena gasped, her body beginning to shake violently, “My baby. No, there must be a mistake.”
“Mrs Curtis,” the officer said consolingly, “She was stabbed. She sustained a single wound to the abdomen and died from blood loss before any paramedics could arrive.”
As the news sank in, Marlena stubbed her cigarette out and immediately lit another. Aurora felt bile rising in her stomach. Dots began appearing, obscuring her vision. She felt a sense of dread. Her head began to spin.
One of the officers looked at her, concerned.
“Do you need some water?” he asked.
“No, no, no,” Aurora stammered, before standing up. Her chair scraped across the floor, and Aurora fled from the room, the corners of her eyes stinging. She slammed her bedroom door shut and buried her head in her pillow, before bursting into tears.
It was a few hours before Aurora stopped crying. She felt empty inside, and as she looked in the mirror, she saw her normally beautiful green eyes were bloodshot and looked awful. She examined her face. She looked so similar to her older sister, they both shared the same deep green eyes, perfectly shaped lips, small noses, and the same curly black hair and dark skin that they had inherited from their mother.
She heard the front door open and close. It would be her mother. She had been to the mortuary to identify Shaniqua’s body. Aurora had wanted to go, but Marlena had for once made a sensible decision as a mother, and decided that the mortuary was no place for a teenage girl. She heard the light in the kitchen hum to life, and knew her mother would remain there all night, unable to sleep and numb with grief. Aurora sighed and turned her bedroom light off. She lay on the pillow, unable to think of anything but her sister and how much she would be missed. How could anyone have done this to her? She was harmless and never caused trouble. She felt sick.
She looked at the door, half expecting Shaniqua to walk into the bedroom, laughing about something that had happened at the club. Even as she thought it, Aurora struggled to accept that this wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t happen. Shaniqua was in the morgue. Still, the thought that she wouldn’t walk in, smelling faintly of vodka and her favourite perfume couldn’t register in Aurora’s mind.
In the kitchen, Marlena stared down at a picture of herself as a younger woman. She had once been pretty, young with fresh-looking skin and no wrinkles. In the picture, she was stood with her husband, and her two daughters, just after Shaniqua had started primary school. Aurora had been a toddler, and was in her father’s burly arms. Marlena poured herself a large glass of vodka. She didn’t bother mixing it, she knew she wouldn’t care about the taste. The picture seemed to remind her of everything she had lost. Her beauty, her youth, and her husband. And now Shaniqua. It all seemed so unfair. As she took another long gulp of vodka, she wondered how long before Aurora too was lost to her, and then she would have no-one. She lifted the glass of vodka and took another long drink, her tears burning her face almost as much as the vodka burnt her throat. But she didn’t care. Now her eldest daughter was gone, and there was nothing she could do to get her back. She had failed her, failed to protect her, failed to be there for her when she had needed her the most. She thought of her daughter, alone and dying, in pain, lying on the floor. She thought about what Shaniqua had been thinking as she lay dying in the street. The policeman had been unable to answer that question for her, they had arrived too late.




CHAPTER TWO



The weather was exactly how she had always remembered it to be in London. Although it was sunny, almost warm, the clouds loomed with the threat of rain. As the car slowed down for a red light, Serena Patterson finally had a chance to look properly at the buildings surrounding her. Tall, glass structures filled with suited men and women she had never seen before, nor would again. She wondered at a society that seemed so open, with its glass buildings and laws regarding publication of private government documents, but which, in reality, was as closed-minded as anywhere else.
The people of London had always intrigued and despised her in equal measure. On the one hand, she had always been fascinated as a child, to see so many people crossing each other’s paths without even noticing it. It had made her feel anonymous as a child, which under the circumstances, she had been extremely grateful for. On the other hand though, she had been horrified for the same reasons. It seemed that it was the city of anonymity. Nobody knew anyone else, nobody knew their neighbours. Or cared. She still hadn’t decided which was worse. She had been dismayed, disappointed, that neighbours no longer had that community spirit which some programmes on TV, such as EastEnders, tried to suggest still existed in this modern, fast-paced society. Serena knew from past experience that a child could be lying dying in a flat, and even the neighbours wouldn’t notice until it was too late. If they noticed at all…
And now she was back. Back in the city which for so long she had tried to forget about. Some parts of the capital were better, she relented. But her experiences in some of the places, the dark corners of the city that the majority of people tried to pretend didn’t exist, had taught her not only to be tough, but to be suspicious. Everyone was a potential threat. Anyone could do you harm, whether intentional or not. Everywhere could be a danger zone if you let it be. And that was why she made such a good police officer.
The car began moving again, and the taxi driver turned to face her.
“So what business you got with Scotland Yard?” the taxi driver asked pleasantly.
“I’m a Detective,” Serena replied, smiling, “I’m here to help out on a case.”
“Really?” the driver commented, “Which one?”
Serena shook her head, “Sorry, I can’t discuss open cases.”
The taxi driver shrugged and directed the taxi down another main road.
The truth was, even Serena didn’t know the details of the case. This was partly what was causing her to have doubts. She liked being prepared, so not knowing which case she’d be working on was troubling her. Questions filled her head. Why hadn’t they specified the details on the phone? Why had her boss been so adamant that she should go? She had no answers, and no details, and her discomfort was rising as they neared Scotland Yard.
“Well, here we are, Missus,” the taxi driver said as he stopped the car outside a large building, fronted by a sign indicating that they had reached Headquarters.
Serena glanced in her compact mirror and was satisfied. Her dark skin was complemented by a light eye shadow and minimal lipstick. Her hair was still in place in a tight bun at the back of her head.
“Thanks,” she said, snapping the mirror shut and dropping it into her bag.
Serena paid the man and climbed out of the taxi. The previously clear skies had clouded over, and she pulled her coat closer to her chest. It was January, and she had expected the cold. She knew how bad the weather could be in London and had dressed accordingly.
She made her way to the main entrance and gave her details to the receptionist manning the front desk. A few minutes later, a balding man with a grim expression and faded grey suit joined her in the lobby and introduced himself.
“Good morning, Detective Patterson,” he said, offering his hand, “Pleased you could make it. I’m Superintendent Jenkins. I’m in charge of the case you’ll be working on.”
“I’m pleased to be here,” she lied, shaking his hand, “So, about this case?”
“I’ll give you the details up in my office, if you’ll follow me.”
Serena followed Jenkins out of the lobby and up the stairs. After three flights of stairs, they turned out of the stairwell and passed suited officers surrounded by coffee cups and stacks of paperwork. Nobody looked up at her from their desks. A man walking down the corridor in the opposite direction didn’t even look at her.
Eventually they reached Jenkins’ office. It was a small room, containing a desk, three chairs and a large filing cabinet which, Serena guessed, contained files of all currently open cases that Jenkins was in charge of. Jenkins took his seat behind the desk and motioned for Serena to do the same.
Serena sat and folded her hands in her lap, as she always did when she was preparing for a briefing. Jenkins scrutinized her for a moment before speaking. Up close, Serena noticed the thin lines spreading from Jenkins’ eyes like roads on a map and his teeth were stained yellow, no doubt from a lifetime of smoking.
“You had a good trip?”
Jenkins struck her as a man who got straight to the point and the question surprised her.
“It was fine,” she replied cautiously, “Just relieved I came by train and not plane.”
Jenkins muttered an agreement as he pulled a file towards him and opened it.
Serena instinctively leant forward fractionally and Jenkins’ eyes snapped up. She wondered whether she had been presumptuous in thinking that the file was related to the case she would be helping out on, but Jenkins passed the file over to her.
She took it and scanned the first page.
“Last night, a young woman was stabbed,” Jenkins explained, as she flicked through the case notes in the file. “Not even out of her teens. No murder weapon has been found and forensics couldn’t find anything that could identify the killer.”
“Motive?”
“They’ve ruled out sexual assault and robbery,” Jenkins replied. “The victim still had her purse and mobile phone in her bag. Someone found her unconscious and called an ambulance, but it was too late. Family have been notified. They think it’s a case of black on black violence. Perhaps gang related, but maybe not. She hasn’t been flagged up on the system so she doesn’t seem to be connected to any gangs.”
Serena looked up at him and he held her gaze.
“What are the press saying?”
“You can imagine,” Jenkins said, running a hand through what remained of his hair. “They’re having a field day. The usual headlines: the police have no control any more, youth violence is out of control. Gang culture. You know how it is.”
Serena nodded. She knew how the press liked to lead the public to believe that the streets were in anarchy and that young people were all involved in gangs and drugs and murder.
“It’s a big headache for us all,” Jenkins continued. “Especially so soon after that spate of gang violence that’s been well publicised in the papers, and the stabbing over in Hackney.”
Serena continued skim reading through the case briefs. Shaniqua Curtis. Nineteen years old. From a single parent family. She froze as a familiar name caught her eye.
“The Goldsworth Estate,” Serena said, comprehension dawning on her. This explained why she had been brought in. “The victim was killed on the Goldsworth?”
“Yes, and she also resided there with her mother and sister.”
“She was black.”
“Yes,” Jenkins said, frowning. “Is there a problem?”
Serena took a deep breath as she fought to keep her temper under control. She knew her instincts had been right. She should never have come back. She had half hoped to be part of a big case that would make her career, but now she knew the real reason she had been drafted in.
She had been raised on the notorious Goldsworth Estate until the age of eighteen. Her youth had instilled in her a fierce sense of survival, and a stronger sense of right and wrong. The things she had seen during her childhood had influenced her decision to join the police force and she had risen through the ranks due to determination and strength of character.
Yet she had refused to take a job at an innercity station. The memories of the past were too fresh in her mind and so she had opted for a career as Detective Inspector in a part of the CID department in Cornwall.
She liked Cornwall, with its community spirit and country landscape. It was so unlike London.
After all her hard work, it seemed that the colour of her skin and her roots were all that mattered to the bosses. She would be the Scotland Yard poster girl. A black woman tackling gang violence in the estate she grew up in. She could see the appeal, could see how it would stop the talk of racism and sexism that had been bandied around by the media about the police for years.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Jenkins said, leaning forward in his seat. “Yes, a part of the reason for bringing you in was to get the papers off our backs for a while. That was upstairs’ decision, not mine. But you have to see why you have an advantage over other detectives.”
Serena remained silent but she had already foreseen this side of their argument.
“You know the area,” Jenkins said, when Serena didn’t speak. “You know the people on that estate like no other detective does. Not only that, but you can gain their trust and confidence in a way that others couldn’t.”
“I know I have some advantages,” Serena said, relenting. “But if you think anyone will give me answers just because I grew up there, or because I have the same skin colour, then you’re wrong. I’m just another pig to them, like any other.”
“I appreciate it won’t be an easy case. And I understand that you’d normally prefer not to involve yourself in cases like this, but we’re talking about a young woman’s death. Your assistance could be the difference between a successful resolution and a killer going uncaught.”
Serena sighed. She was beaten and they both knew it. If she turned down this case she would effectively be ending her career. The career she’d worked so hard for. And Jenkins was right in what he was saying; a young woman was dead and no matter her personal feelings about the Goldsworth Estate. The killer deserved to be caught.
“I’ll help anyway I can,” she said. “Who is taking lead in the case?”
“You’ll have full control of the investigation. I’ll just need updates for the press.”
There was a knock on the door and a young man walked in. He had short blond hair that contrasted with his brown eyes, and he wore a black and white uniform. He nodded towards Serena.
“Detective Patterson, this is PC Casey McMillan,” Jenkins said, as the man stood by a chair, unsure whether to sit or stand. “He’ll be your assistant on this case.”
Serena stood and held out her hand. McMillan shook her hand but Serena thought she saw a flicker of resentment cross his face. Perhaps he was going to be one of the officers who felt reluctant to take orders from a woman.
“If that’s all for now, I need to check-in to my hotel,” Serena said, turning to Jenkins.
Jenkins nodded. “Just keep me informed of any progress. If you need extra resources, I’ll do my best for you.”
Serena thanked him and nodded to McMillan, before picking up the case file and leaving the office.
When she was back outside the building, she took a deep breath and lit a cigarette, drawing the smoke into her lungs and feeling her anger slipping away. She made a mental note to herself that she would have to keep her temper in check in the future.
As she leant against a low wall and smoked, she reflected on her meeting. Jenkins seemed capable but she doubted he could handle being back out on the streets. He had the worn look that many detectives got when they had spent a few too many years behind a desk rather than on the beat. He would expect results from her and she had to provide them.
She had escaped from the Goldsworth Estate when she was younger and now she was back. It had tried to grind her down before and she had won the battle. She would win it again; she was confident of that. Whether she was just a face to parade in front of the cameras or not, Serena knew she would find Shaniqua Curtis’ killer and justice would be done.




CHAPTER THREE

The following day, Marlena woke up with a dry throat and a raging headache. She stood up, sending the kitchen chair crashing to the floor. She hastily pulled it upright and stumbled to the sink. She stuck her face under the running water and gulped heavily, not noticing the chalky taste of the water she so often complained about. A few seconds later, she towelled her face dry with some kitchen roll and turned at the sound of the door opening.
Aurora entered the room, wearing her school uniform. Her eyes were swollen night-time tears and she looked like she hadn’t slept. Marlena couldn’t blame her.
“You don’t need to go to school today, love,” Marlena sighed, “Get back to bed.”
Aurora shook her head. “I’ve got to go, mum. It’ll take my mind off things.”
Marlena shrugged.
“The police are coming down later,” Marlena said, “So straight back here after school.”
Aurora nodded, as she pulled a comb through her thick black hair. She tied it all up in a thick ponytail and kissed her mum on the cheek.
“Be careful,” Marlena said, pulling her daughter into a tight hug.
“I will, don’t worry.”
Aurora extracted herself from her mum’s embrace and grabbed her handbag from the counter. She shoved a can of coke into the bag and left the flat.
She wasn’t sure how she would cope. Did anyone know what had happened yet? They must, she thought sombrely. The school would have been informed. And gossip must have spread. That was one of the many problems with this block of flats, news spread like wildfire. And if it was bad news, it spread even faster. And half the school came from this estate, so it was given that the majority of the school would know by now, would be talking about it. But what would they be saying?
She wondered if she should have taken her mum’s advice, and stayed in bed. But no, Aurora thought, that would have driven her insane. She couldn’t stand being in the room, which she and Shaniqua had shared together up until last night.
She began down the stairs outside the flat when a familiar figure appeared in front of her. Clint Jackson. She forced herself to smile. Clint smiled awkwardly back. Did he already know? Probably, she thought.
“Morning,” she said softly.
“Morning,” Clint replied, “You alright?”
Aurora shrugged, “I’ve been better.”
“Haven’t we all,” Clint said, “You look fine anyway.”
Aurora found herself smiling, for real this time. She didn’t know why, but Clint could always make her smile. She had fancied him for months, and she suspected he felt the same way about her. But she wasn’t sure, and she didn’t want to lose his friendship. He was so sweet and caring, so different from most of the boys on the estate. Especially the ones Clint hung around with.
Clint adjusted the straps of his backpack, and nodded towards the stairs.
“Another day at school,” he smiled, rolling his eyes.
Aurora smiled again. She thought once again of how much she liked him, especially his smile. But now wasn’t the right time to act on it. Her sister hadn’t even been dead for twenty-four hours yet. She smiled at him, and when he smiled back, she felt her heart beat faster.
* * *


Zoe Taylor groaned as a knock on the door thundered through the small flat she had just moved into. She managed to shove the rest of the piece of toast into her mouth and tie her thick red hair into a ponytail on her way to open it.
Suddenly she felt a flicker of panic. What if it was the police? She hadn’t been able to sleep well last night, replaying what had happened over and over again in her mind. She had eventually drifted off, but had awoken this morning with a feeling of sickness that was far worse than the morning sickness she’d suffered from a few months ago. She had dreaded getting caught out, but her feeling of guilt was overwhelming in comparison. She wouldn’t go to prison, she had reasoned with herself, awake in bed, a sheet of sweat on her fair, freckled skin. She hadn’t stabbed the girl. She’d been scared and had done what anyone else in her position would have done, and run away. After all, she had her unborn baby to think about now.
The knocks came harder this time, and a familiar voice called through the letterbox.
“Zoe, open the fucking door!” It was Brandy.
Zoe flung the door open, and led Brandy into the cramped and dirty kitchen. Brandy eyed the surfaces with distaste. How could anyone live in such a shithole?
“What do you want?” Zoe asked suspiciously.
She knew that Brandy had spent the night with Troy. Whatever, she thought to herself, if Brandy wanted to end up like her, pregnant at sixteen.
“What?” Brandy replied, “I always call on you, we walk to school together, remember?”
“Oh right, I just thought it might have been about…well, you know –”
“– know what?” Brandy interjected.
Zoe looked down at her shoes, unable to meet her friend’s eyes. “Last night.”
“I thought we all agreed not to talk about it?” Brandy asked, the smile fading from her face, “In fact, if I remember right, you promised you wouldn’t talk about it.”
“I know, but –”
“But what?” Brandy asked, “We’re all in this together. We all have to keep quiet. Get it? Whatever the police ask, whatever happens. We all keep quiet, yeah?”
“I’m just not ready to get involved in all this.”
Zoe wouldn’t meet Brandy’s eyes. Instead, she stood there in her kitchen with her back pressed up against the sink, the early morning sun pouring in through the window catching the flyaway red hairs that had escaped her ponytail.
Brandy looked incredulously at her friend. Zoe shifted her weight from one high-heeled shoe to the other and began polishing the small kettle her mother had bought her as a flat-warming present.
Brandy was still staring at Zoe. They were both dressed in their school uniform, which consisted of a black mini-skirt, white blouse and a black and red school tie, which both girls had decided not to wear today. Brandy sighed, and noticed how the backlighting from the window made Zoe look like some sort of pregnant angel.
She stepped forward suddenly, catching Zoe off guard. She grabbed her friend around the throat, pushing her backwards until the back of Zoe’s head was pressed against the window behind the sink. Zoe groaned, her hands flying to her stomach to protect her unborn baby.
“Then get ready,” Brandy said, her eyes flashing menacingly, “because you’re already involved. In case you’ve forgotten, you were there too. You didn’t do anything to stop it. You didn’t try and help her. That makes you as ‘involved’ as everyone else.”
Zoe gasped as Brandy released her grip and pulled her out of her uncomfortable position in the sink. Brandy wiped a stray hair off her face, and smiled.
“Let’s get to school then,” she smiled to Zoe, “we don’t want anyone getting suspicious.”
Sasha Morton, a pretty white girl with large blue eyes and a long mane of blond hair, was waiting for them at the bottom of the steps, hands on hips and an impatient pout on her face.
“What’s taken you so long?” she asked, lighting a cigarette and handing one each to Zoe and Brandy, “I was starting to think you were both skiving off today.”
“Nah,” Brandy laughed, taking a drag of her cigarette, “Zoe was just doing some housework.”
Zoe smiled awkwardly, not sure if she could keep lying to everyone.
“Being pregnant must be affecting your brain,” Sasha giggled along with Brandy, “I mean, housework, no drinking, soon you’ll be Mother fucking Theresa.”
Zoe forced herself to smile. She lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. The doctor had told her not to, but what choice did she have? If she didn’t, the pressure would be too much for her. As Sasha and Brandy walked a few steps ahead of her, laughing loudly, not a care in the world, a thought occurred to Zoe. How exactly was Brandy so convincingly playing innocent? And then she thought of how much trouble they’d be in if anyone discovered their lies. Zoe inhaled deeply on the cigarette and noticed her hand was shaking. Brandy turned around, and slid her arm into Zoe’s. Sasha took Zoe’s other arm, and they strutted around the corner. Zoe could see school at the other end of the road, a crowd of kids waiting around the gates.
Sasha’s mobile rang, and she dug into her handbag and pulled it out.
“Hello?” She answered loudly, and then began chatting animatedly to the caller.
Brandy turned to Zoe, her smile faltering, and whispered, “Cheer up, you stupid cow. Or your face is going to give us away the second we walk through them doors.”
* * *


For Aurora, school had never been unbearable. When the school holidays rolled around, all her friends would celebrate the end of term with drunken parties and by playing pranks on the teachers. But Aurora had never felt like celebrating, not really. She had attended the parties, she’d even participated in some of the pranks. But she’d never minded school.
Until now.
As she walked through the school gates, Clint by her side, she felt the eyes of all the students following her across the yard. She didn’t know how they knew, but she soon learnt the answer.
“I’m so sorry to hear what happened,” a girl said, patting her arm gently, “When I saw the report on the TV this morning, I couldn’t believe it.”
Aurora stopped in her tracks, and the girl smiled softly.
“If you ever need to talk,” she said, “Just come and find me.”
Having said that, the girl flounced of to her group of waiting friends, who all looked sympathetically at Aurora – as if she was a terminally ill patient. Aurora felt her eyes stinging, and prayed that she wouldn’t burst into tears. Maybe her mum had been right, she should have stayed in bed.
She felt a warm, strong hand on her back, leading her forward. Up the school steps and down the corridor, towards the locker room. Clint was taking control, and she was grateful.
At the entrance to the locker room, Clint stopped.
“Are you going to be all right?” he asked, his eyes full of concern.
Aurora nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”
Clint smiled, and winked at her. As he turned to leave, Aurora stopped him.
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
Clint turned and hugged her close to him. She smelt the Lynx he’d applied liberally and the smell of faded smoke, from the cigarette he’d smoked on the way to school.
When they broke apart a few seconds later, Clint smiled and walked back down the corridor, where Troy Banks and his crew were standing, looking more threatening than usual.
Aurora watched him go, and as he high-fived Troy and the group traipsed into a nearby classroom, Aurora wondered if Clint did have feelings for her after all. She had thought he did – the hug, but then when he’d met his friends, there’d been no backwards glance, no sign that he might like her. She pushed through the locker room door and found a group of girls giggling in one corner. They all looked at her apprehensively, as if she would burst into tears at any moment.
Don’t be stupid, Aurora thought to herself. She wasn’t that weak. But then, when she opened her locker, she saw the picture she kept of herself and Shaniqua, pinned to the inside of the door. It had been taken at a house party last year, which both of them had talked about and remembered happily for months afterwards. Her sister’s smiling face beamed out of the photo like a ghostly apparition. She slammed her locker shut, and leant against it, shaking.
Aurora slid down the side of the lockers to the floor and burst into tears.
* * *


In his English class, Clint was unable to concentrate on what the teacher was saying. All he could think about was Aurora. How she had been so upset about her sister. Still, what had he expected? He was unsure what he should do now. He liked her. He liked her a lot. But how could any potential relationship work now, when he felt guilty every time he looked into those pretty green eyes of hers?
Beside him, Troy was leaning back in his chair, sending a text message on his phone under the desk. Clint knew he could never tell anybody what had happened last night. He knew Troy regretted it, deep down. He was just covering, acting hard in front of Tamar and Amal, not wanting to lose respect.
Maybe, Clint thought, just maybe, Troy really did have no remorse for what he’d done. For taking a life. For committing murder. But no, Clint reminded himself. He and Troy had been best friends since they were little kids, running around the estate in nappies, as Troy’s brothers jokingly reminded them so often.
Mrs. Millet stopped in front of the desk and glared down at Clint. Clint looked up apprehensively. He hadn’t been paying attention and didn’t know what she wanted.
“Did you hear what I just said?” she barked at him.
“No, sorry. Miss.”
“So have you listened to anything I’ve said this lesson?” she asked, her grey eyes flaring further, lips tightened.
Troy sniggered. Mss Millet turned to face him, hands on hips.
“Is something funny, Mr Banks?”
Troy shrugged, and continued looking down at his phone.
“I’ll have that until the end of the lesson,” Miss Millet said, holding out her hand.
“Fuck off you will,” Troy said, and the rest of the class struggled to hold back amused laughs, heads turning to watch the scene.
Miss Millet, sensing that she was in danger of losing the respect of her class, made a lunge for the phone. Troy was too quick for her, and stood up quickly, the plastic chair scraping over the floor. Troy was taller than Miss Millet, who was known by the students as ‘The Dwarf’ due not only to her height but her size. She was a self-admitted non-believer in exercise, and it showed.
“Sit back down this instant.”
Troy smiled, leaned over the woman, so his face was a few inches from hers.
“Get fucked, you dwarf.”
The class burst into hysterical laughter, and Miss Millet went a deep shade of crimson, whether from rage or humiliation, neither Clint nor Troy cared. Troy grabbed his bag off the floor and made his way to the door, high fiving other students on the way. Clint did the same, and followed him out of the classroom. In the corridor, Troy grinned widely.
“Looks like we’ve got a free now, bruv.”
* * *


Aurora was still sitting on the locker room floor, tears pouring down her face, when the door flew open and a group of girls traipsed in. Aurora buried her face further into her sleeve.
Across the room, Brandy stopped in her tracks. She looked down at the girl on the floor and knew immediately that this would be more testing than she’d first thought. She heard Zoe gasp quietly beside her.
Sasha seemed to be the only one not frozen to the spot. She crossed the room, dropped her handbag on the tiled floor, and knelt beside Aurora, putting an arm around her shoulders.
Aurora looked up, her large eyes watery, her mascara half way down her face.
“Do you want a tissue?” Sasha asked, smiling gently at her.
Aurora nodded.
Sasha dug around in her handbag and eventually pulled out a crumpled tissue and passed it to Aurora. Aurora thanked her and dabbed at her eyes.
“What are you two doing just standing there like fucking retarded lemons?” Sasha asked, looking at Brandy and Zoe, who still hadn’t moved.
Brandy and Zoe exchanged a dubious look, and moved forward to kneel around Aurora.
Sasha still had her arm tenderly wrapped around Aurora’s shoulders, and they remained like that until Aurora had stopped crying ten minutes later.
“I feel so embarrassed, crying in front of people,” Aurora said wanly, wiping her eyes with the same, now mascara-blackened, tissue.
“Don’t worry about it, we’ve seen a lot worse,” Sasha said kindly, “At my house party last year, one girl cried all night because she spilt a drink over her dress. I didn’t mind then, so I definitely don’t mind now.”
Aurora smiled, her eyes brightening slightly, “Thanks.”
“Come on, let’s get some mascara back on you, I think all yours is on the tissue.” Sasha laughed, and helped Aurora to her feet.
At the sinks, Aurora searched her bag for mascara, but realized with a sigh that she had forgotten it in her haste to leave the flat.
“Don’t worry,” Sasha said, “Zoe always brings loads of spare make-up.”
Zoe hastily dropped her bag on the counter and rummaged through her bag until she found the mascara. She passed it to Aurora with shaking hands.
Brandy eyed Zoe with concern, eyed her shaking hands and terrified eyes. She needed to get Zoe away from Aurora, and fast.
“I’m going outside for a fag,” Brandy said, “You coming Zoe?”
Zoe caught her eye and nodded silently.
“What about maths?” Sasha asked, turning to them.
“Who gives a fuck about maths?” Brandy said, before turning on her heels and marching out of the room, her heels clattering on the tiles. Zoe gave them an awkward smile and followed her out, clutching her bag to her chest.
Sasha turned watched the door shut behind them, and wondered what was up with them both. Zoe was walking around with a face like a slapped arse and Brandy was being even more moody than usual. She could tell something was bothering them, and she felt a slight pang of hurt that they hadn’t confided in her. She vowed to herself that she would find out what was wrong. She didn’t like being kept in the dark, especially by her two best friends.
She turned back to the mirror, where Aurora was applying her make-up. Aurora smiled in the mirror at her, and Sasha smiled back.
“Don’t worry, you can hang out with us until next lesson,” she said, “After we’ve got you looking beautiful we can go find Zoe and Brandy, and we’ll do our best to cheer you up.”
Aurora turned to face Sasha, a girl she’d never really spoken to before, although they lived in the same block of flats.
“Thanks,” Aurora said, beginning to smile.
* * *


The rest of the school day was a battle for Aurora. In lessons, both the teachers and the students were overly cautious about what they said, the words they used, the examples they gave. Breaks were harder, the eyes following her down the corridor, the whispers that were uttered between friends as she passed them. In the lockers, how the girls went quiet when she entered, and eyed her dubiously through the mirrors, as if she would break down in front of them and they would have to take responsibility and reassure her, when they’d rather be outside having a fag or with their boyfriends. But Aurora found that, although it was a war, she seemed to have some allies. Sasha Morton had stuck by her side all day, they had walked arm-in-arm down the corridors, Sasha silently challenging anyone to whisper or stare. Zoe and Brandy had followed behind them, remaining silent, awkward around her. Aurora supposed that they didn’t know what to say to her, how to act around her. Aurora understood their uncertainty, and didn’t hold it against them.
By the end of the school day, when the mechanical bell rang throughout the building, Aurora walked down the front steps arm in arm with Sasha, and across the tarmac yard to the rusting school gates. At the gates, they stopped and turned to face each other.
“Thanks for everything,” Aurora said, smiling.
“Don’t mention it,” Sasha grinned, lighting a cigarette.
Brandy and Zoe, still looking awkward, followed her lead and lit cigarettes of their own. Aurora eyed Zoe for a moment, wondering how she could smoke when she was so far gone in her pregnancy. But Zoe caught her eye, and Aurora averted her gaze.
They were soon joined by Troy and Clint, and two other boys Aurora recognized from the estate, Tamar and Amal. All four were smoking and wearing their parkas.
Clint smiled at Aurora and she smiled back.
“Ready to go home?” he asked, grinning.
“Definitely,” Aurora replied.
“We’ll see you tomorrow,” Sasha said, turning to Aurora. She glanced at Clint and then quickly back to Aurora and smiled a knowing smile.
Sasha hugged her, kissed her cheek, the smell of cigarettes on her breath, and nodded to Clint. Brandy and Zoe nodded at Aurora, and then they were off, walking down the street. Brandy slipped her arm in Troy’s, whilst Tamar and Amal seemed overly eager to listen to whatever Sasha was saying. Well, Aurora thought, Sasha was a good looking girl with blonde hair, and that was bound to get her attention from the boys. Not that Aurora herself had a problem getting attention from the boys. She turned to Clint as he put his cigarette out on the pavement.
“You can walk with your mates if you want, you know,” she said gently, unsure whether this would be taken as a hint for him to leave her alone, which she didn’t want, or if he’d take it as being a subtle test of whether he would rather be with her or his friends.
“Nah, I’m good here,” Clint said casually, though Aurora thought she saw his cheeks redden beneath his dark skin.
“Ok, well, thanks.”
“Trust me, you don’t need to thank me.” Clint said, and inwardly grimaced. He was trying to play it cool, but it wasn’t working as well as he’d hoped.
Aurora smiled and they continued walking down the road. Clint wondered if perhaps, fortunately, Aurora hadn’t noticed how awkwardly he was behaving.
When they reached the flats, Clint walked her to her front door. Aurora turned to face him, and they caught each other’s eyes. There was a moment of silence, when the world seemed to stop.
Then the door opened behind them and broke the moment. Marlena, her hair unwashed and unkempt, and her eyes still bloodshot and puffy, eyed the pair with a hint of suspicion.
“The police are here, love,” she said, talking to Aurora, “Come inside, will you.”
After Marlena had retreated inside, Aurora said an awkward goodbye to Clint and they hugged. Clint seemed about to say something, but his lips closed, and he said a simple, “See you tomorrow.”
Aurora smiled, and went inside. She watched Clint walk back down the corridor, and didn’t close the door until he had turned around the corner to the stairs. She was feeling so many emotions at the moment, she was certain that she would malfunction any minute. How could any human withstand so many conflicting emotions all at once?
She went into the kitchen where her mother was sitting, still in her dressing gown, across the table from a smartly dressed woman with cropped black hair, dark skin and piercing brown eyes. A young white man, with blond hair and crooked teeth, was standing up against a counter, armed with a notepad and pencil.
Aurora glanced around the kitchen, catching sight of an empty bottle of vodka standing beside the bin. She felt a pang of shame for having not stayed home with her mother. She knew her mother was hurting as much as her, but she also knew this was something they needed to deal with alone. Her mother had already endured so much heartache, and Aurora didn’t want to force her pain onto her mother, for fear that it would break her.
The smartly dressed woman rose to her feet, a respectful smile on her face. She held out a perfectly manicured hand, and Aurora shook hands with her awkwardly.
“My name’s Serena Patterson, and you must be Aurora? I’m the Detective in charge of your sister’s case,” Serena said, motioning for Aurora to take a seat, which Aurora did. “Now I appreciate the difficulty of the situation, but I really need to ask you some questions about your sister.”
“What about?” Aurora asked hesitantly.
“Well, for instance, did your sister have any enemies? A violent ex-lover perhaps?”
“I’ve already answered these questions,” Marlena interrupted impatiently, “Shan didn’t have no enemies, no violent ex’s, she was a good girl. Everybody liked her.”
“I understand, Mrs Curtis, but I would still appreciate if Aurora could think about it.”
Aurora nodded, “Mum’s right, Shan didn’t have any enemies. Nobody would want to hurt her.”
Serena looked from mother to daughter, and smiled patiently.
“Okay, well if you think of anything else, don’t hesitate to call me.”
She handed both of them a small business card with her name and number on it. Aurora pocketed hers, whilst Marlena kept hers scrunched up in a fist.
“Will that be all?” Marlena asked impatiently.
“Actually, there was one other thing. I think a television appeal for information might prove useful. If anyone has any information regarding what happened, it could persuade them to come clean to the police.”
“Me on television?” Marlena asked suspiciously, “What would I do?”
“A police officer will introduce you, and then you just ask the public for information on your daughter’s death.”
“Murder,” Marlena corrected, “My daughter’s murder. And I don’t know, I’ll have to think about it.”
“Mrs Curtis, it’s of the utmost importance we get a suspect within the next few days, or the case may go cold.”
Marlena sighed heavily. “Okay, I’ll do it.”
“Thank you, Mrs Curtis. A car will pick you up at eight o’clock tomorrow morning to bring you into the police station.”
“Fine, are you finished now?”
“Mrs Curtis, I’m trying to catch the criminal responsible for murdering your daughter. That’s all for now, but I won’t stop until I’ve found your daughter’s murderer. The car will pick you up at eight, and I’ll see you at the police station.”
Serena nodded to the man at the counter, and they left after bidding them farewell. Marlena slammed the door behind them.
Aurora had to admit she felt a small feeling of admiration for the police detective. What was her name? Serena Patterson, that was it. At least Aurora now knew that someone with half a brain was working on catching her sister’s killer.
She excused herself as Marlena cracked open a Strongbow, and went into her bedroom, the room she had shared with Shaniqua. She dumped her bag on the bedside table and lay on her bed. She looked at the photo of herself and Shaniqua, which she had taken out of her locker at school, but no tears came. She thought about who had stabbed her, who had taken her sister’s life. She had been stolen from her, from her mother, from everyone who loved her. And why? The policewoman’s questions suggested that they couldn’t determine a motive for the attack. Aurora took this to mean that the stabbing had been motiveless, that it was just a bit of fun for some stupid kids. Well, she thought to herself, she hoped the police caught the stupid kids responsible and they were punished.
* * *


As he walked into his flat, Clint lay down his bag and smiled at Kojo doing his homework on the kitchen table. His mother appeared in the doorway, and Clint gasped silently. Her left eye was swollen and blue, and he noticed a fresh cut on her forehead. He felt a bubble of anger rise within him. How could his father treat them all like this?
His mother moved slowly towards him, seemed about to say something, but thought better of it. She retreated to her bedroom in silence.
Clint followed her into the dark room, and stood in the doorway, watching her cautiously.
She turned around. She was a short woman, with a large body, dark black skin and curly braided hair that framed her gentle, usually smiling, face. She was wearing a brightly coloured, long sleeved smock. He knew that this was to hide the bruises she sustained from living with her husband, and he also knew that it was not a recent thing. Ever since he was young, he remembered his father shouting, his mother’s gentle voice, trying to pacify him. Then the terrified yell, and the repeated thuds. The following morning, Clint had always known that his father would be out for days, and that his mother would be on edge, although she would smile and try to keep him at ease, her pained smile that so easily broke Clint’s heart.
“What happened?” Clint asked, anger rising.
His mother looked pitiful in this state, and she shrugged, “Nothing, love. I tripped over the vacuum cleaner.”
“Stop lying mum, you know he did this to you,” Clint said, hugging his mother close to his chest, “That pathetic, drunken cunt.”
His mother pulled away from his embrace, her arms crossed.
“That’s no way to speak about your father,” she chastised, fear creeping into her tone.
“Right, and he treats his family the right way, doesn’t he?” Clint retorted.
He slammed out of the bedroom looking for his father. His mother followed close behind him, hovering anxiously wherever he went.
“Where’s he gone?” Clint asked.
“I don’t know, Clint, you know what he’s like.”
“Yeah, unfortunately, I do,” Clint said, “But this time I’m going to find him and batter him into the fucking ground.”
His mother looked even more alarmed, “No, Clint, he’s gone.”
“He’ll be back, I just need to find him before he gets here.”
He made for the front door, but his mother threw herself in his path, blocking his way.
“I won’t let you leave this flat, you’re grounded,” she said, still giving the impression of a fearsome woman. But Clint knew this was just a façade, and he also knew he needed to find his father.
“Get out the way, Mum,” he said, trying to control his anger.
“Not until you’ve calmed down, Clint.”
They both stopped when Kojo appeared in the kitchen doorway.
“What’s going on?” he asked, looking anxiously between them.
“Nothing bro, go back and do your homework,” Clint said, trying to smile.
His mother went over to him and led him back into the kitchen.
“You need to study, boy, that way you can get out of these flats and get a good job and a good wife.”
Clint took the opportunity, and threw open the front door. His mother heard the sound of the front door slamming and rushed into the hallway, but Clint had gone. She slowly returned to the kitchen and silently prayed her son would be okay. Unsurprisingly, she did not say a prayer for her husband.
* * *


Outside the flat, Clint made his way down the stairs and across the courtyard. He stopped in his tracks as he saw a police car parked in the car park, a black woman and her colleague standing nearby asking questions.
At least that meant they didn’t have any suspects, Clint thought to himself, and then felt guilty for thinking such thoughts. He felt somebody stand beside him, and turned to see Troy standing there.
He too was watching the police car, though he didn’t look nearly as nervous, or even curious, about why it might be here, as Clint felt.
“What do you think they know?” Clint asked.
Troy shrugged, “Who knows, mate. Probably fuck all. That’s pigs for you. Well, they can’t know much if they’re still standing round asking questions.”
Clint nodded, and they continued to watch the two detectives.
“She’s pretty fit for a pig,” Troy said, eyeing the black detective.
Clint laughed and punched Troy in the arm. Troy laughed with him, and they turned around and went back up the stairs, Clint’s determination to find his father gone. He would wait until he came back, and then teach his father a lesson in family loyalty. But seeing the police had shaken him more than he cared to admit. And what was troubling him just as much was that Troy didn’t seem shaken at all.
As they reached the top of the stairs, Serena watched them suspiciously. She had seen them watching her and Casey for the past five minutes, and knew they were up to something. Whether it was to do with Shaniqua Curtis’ stabbing, she couldn’t be sure. But she had a feeling it was, and she was determined to get to the truth. Unfortunately, they had no suspects yet, and that meant these two young men had just made top of her list.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Goldsworth Estate was, to all intents and purposes, built like a prison. There were several blocks of flats, each one with seven floors. On each floor, a long dirty corridor looked out over the concrete parks surrounding the estate, and the flats’ front doors each led off the one corridor.
Each building looked the same, apart from a large red letter indicating the block’s name. A, B or C. The walls were concrete, grey and stained. In some parts of the buildings, the walls were scarred by bullet holes or dried blood stains, cruel vandalism or gang slogans.
The people who lived on the Goldsworth were like prisoners as well, Aurora thought to herself as she walked up the flights of stairs to her floor. They were all trapped here in this concrete nightmare, waiting for the day they could either escape from it or die. The only difference was, she thought, that here on the Goldsworth people could escape easily if they studied hard and had determination. That was the difference between the Goldsworth and a real prison. Then again, the Goldsworth probably had more deaths per week than any real prison did. It was a miserable thought, but true.
Aurora sighed as she unlocked her door and stepped inside the flat. She had finished school for the day, and walked back alone. She had walked to school with Clint at her side, as sweet as ever, but he had been going to the park with Troy and the other boys, and couldn’t walk back with her. Aurora had said that it was fine, that he should enjoy the football. Clint had agreed, but she had sensed something. Had he been upset? No, not upset. More like he was regretful that he couldn’t walk home with her. Or perhaps that was just wishful thinking on her part.
So instead of walking home with Clint, she had walked back with Sasha Morton, who was fast becoming her new best friend. It was mid-week now, and Sasha had stood by her since their first proper meeting in the girls’ toilets on the Monday. She was grateful to Sasha, not just for supporting her through the school corridors, but for helping to take her mind off things. Sasha’s vocabulary, Aurora admitted, was not the best, but she could still make her laugh, and that counted for a lot these days. So they had walked back to the estate together, arm-in-arm, with Brandy and Zoe following behind them.
Although she had never really spoken to either girl before, she had the feeling that Brandy and Zoe were acting differently because she was there. Sasha always glared at them when they muttered between themselves at lunch, or when they dropped further back on the pavement whilst walking back home. Aurora didn’t know what was wrong with them, but she wasn’t overly keen to find out. Brandy was Troy’s girlfriend, and Aurora guessed that she would be miserable as well if she had to date him. And as for Zoe, well her hormones must be all over the place with the pregnancy.
Aurora went into the small living area of the flat and switched on the television. Her mobile phone bleeped. It was Clint, telling her he was home now and hoped she was okay. She smiled and sent a reply. She debated whether to put kisses at the end, but eventually decided not to. She didn’t want to make herself even more of a talking point at school.
She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. A bottle of pills stood by the sink, with a small typed label on the front. She picked them up and sighed. They were antidepressants, prescribed by her mother’s doctor. Aurora once again felt guilty for not supporting her mother as well as she probably should do. But it was best to leave people to deal with grief in their own way, she kept telling herself.
She replaced the bottle of antidepressants and returned to the living room. She sat down on the overstuffed, stained grey sofa and settled her eyes on the television.
A news report came on, and Aurora reached for the remote to switch over, until she heard her sister’s name. They were doing media coverage of her sister’s death. She stared at the screen as a reporter ran through the facts of the crime. Then, her mother appeared on the screen, her eyes blotchy, her dark face looking older than Aurora remembered. Her hair was messy. And Marlena appealed for her daughter’s killer to come forwards. For anyone with information to come forward. For anyone who knew anything to come forward. And then she burst into tears and the coverage cut back to the anchorman, who gave a brief summary before moving onto another news story.
For Aurora, the feeling that came over her was strange. On the one hand, she was pleased that at least a witness might come forwards with information. On the other hand, it was hard for her to see her daughter’s life and death summarized by an anchorman in less than a minute, before being passed over for more coverage of the war in Iraq, or Afghanistan, or wherever the world had decided to invade this time.
She heard the front door swing open, and her mother walked in a few seconds later, followed by the police detective, Serena Patterson.
“Hi Aurora,” Serena smiled, before glancing at the television, “You must have seen the appeal then?”
Aurora nodded, “Yeah, I saw it.”
Marlena went into the kitchen and Aurora heard the bottle of antidepressants pop open. Then a can of Strongbow being opened. She didn’t know much about chemistry, but she was pretty sure that alcohol and antidepressants weren’t a good combination. Still, her mother might sleep easier tonight.
Aurora grabbed her bag and headed for the door.
“I’m just going out mum.”
“Where? Why?”
“I don’t know where, mum, I just need to get some fresh air.”
Marlena looked at her quizzically for a few moments, before she shrugged and return her attention to the can of cider.
“I’ll walk down with you,” Serena said, smiling, “I’d better get back to the station anyway.”
Aurora shrugged and held the front door open for the detective.
“So,” Serena said, when they were out of earshot of the flat, “What did you think of the appeal?”
“I’m not sure. It was good, I think,” Aurora said awkwardly, “I mean, I don’t know exactly what makes an appeal good or bad. But I think it might get anyone who knows anything to come forward.”
“That’s what I’m hoping it’ll do.” Serena said, a hint of sadness in her voice.
“But, it felt weird at the same time. Like, it was a bit insulting, sort of. To have my sister talked about for two minutes, and then for the news to go to something else.”
Aurora was surprised that she had told the detective this. She had always grown up thinking that the police meant trouble. If they asked you something, you gave the minimal response and got out as quickly as possible.
As if sensing her conflicting emotions, Serena stopped and turned to face her. They had reached Serena’s car by now. Aurora was surprised, looking into Serena’s face properly for the first time, how young she looked.
“I really do know how you feel,” Serena said. “I grew up on this estate. I know what people think of the police, what they think of crime. But I promise you, Aurora, I will catch you sister’s killer. I promise.”
Aurora felt tears welling up in her eyes. The detective had spoken so resolutely that she had no choice but to believe her.
“That’s what I want, justice for my sister.”
Serena smiled, though her face was serious, “That’s exactly what you’ll get, don’t worry.”
And with that, Serena climbed into her car and angled out of the car park. Aurora stood on the pavement, staring after the car, letting her emotions wash over her.
She felt a hand on her shoulder and a familiar voice whispered in her ear.
“Are you okay? I seen you with that woman, and wanted to make sure.” It was Clint.
Aurora nodded, and then burst into tears. Clint put a gentle arm around her and led her over to the stairs, where he sat them both down, his arm still around her.
Aurora leaned into his jacket and continued to cry.
* * *


Clint had seen the appeal on the news as well. His mother had instantly began praying for the victim’s family, had prayed for Aurora, eyeing Clint with caution, aware that he had been walking to school with her for the past few years. And then she had prayed for justice, and for the killer. The murderer, as the news reporters on the television had kept saying.
So Clint had made excuses to leave the flat. It was starting to feel claustrophobic. He just wasn’t sure if it was the flat and the fact that the news and Shaniqua’s death had penetrated his home so suddenly, or the whole estate, and what happened here so often.
Then he had seen Aurora. He had been going to call her over, but then he’d seen the woman detective with her. It looked as if they were having a deep conversation, and he hadn’t had the courage to go over and join them. So he’d lingered in the shadows of a nearby stairwell until the detective had driven off, before going over. When she’d started crying, his instincts had been automatic. He’d had his arm around her and led her to the stairs before he’d even thought about it. As she continued to cry into his Adidas tracksuit top, he felt himself stirring. He wanted to protect Aurora, not just from the estate itself but from her own feelings, but he knew that it would be hard. His own guilt meant he struggled to find the right words, let alone comfort her in the aftermath of her sister’s death, of which he’d been involved in.
Why did life have to be so complicated, he wondered sadly.
He was stirred from his thoughts when Aurora let go of his jacket and looked up into his face, her green eyes wide and beautiful, entrancing almost. He kept his arm around her, as if this alone would be enough to protect her from everything. From life itself.
“I’m sorry,” Aurora said softly, clearly feeling embarrassed, “It’s just, there was an appeal on the television, and, and –”
“It’s ok, I saw it too.”
“You did? Do you think it’ll work?”
Clint felt his throat constricting. “I hope so.”
It certainly had made him feel guilty. He just wondered whether anyone else would be moved by it, or whether he’d be the only person involved who had felt obliged, no certain, that he should come clean.
“I hope so too.”
“Who was the woman you were with?” He asked, “Was she a detective?”
“Yeah, she’s in charge of the case. She’s really nice. Helpful. She’s from around here, you know. Brought up on the Goldsworth.”
Clint was surprised. He hadn’t been expecting that. So she knew what to look for then, and she knew how to go about finding it.
Sensing his surprise, Aurora smiled wanly. “Hard to believe isn’t it. I didn’t think anyone from the Goldsworth got a proper job, let alone in the police.”
Clint shrugged, “I guess she got lucky.”
“Maybe. Or maybe she was determined to get out. I mean, they don’t exactly come here to recruit officers, do they?”
Clint grinned. That was the truth, they all knew. Aurora looked at his smiling face and giggled. It was a beautiful noise, Clint thought, and he felt himself stir yet again.
A silence fell over them. It wasn’t awkward, Clint didn’t think. It was reflectory. They were both thinking deeply.
After a few moments, Aurora broke the silence. “I miss her, you know. My sister.”
Clint had been anxiously preparing for this moment, debating what he would do or say. Now the moment was here and he wasn’t sure he could even breathe, let alone respond. But Aurora continued talking, sparing him from having to answer. Perhaps she didn’t expect a response.
“It feels like I’m losing people, first my dad, then Shaniqua. Even mum.”
“Your mum?” Clint managed to ask, his throat hoarse.
“Yeah, she’s started taking antidepressants. Since Shaniqua, it’s like she’s been in a world of her own. Sort of. As in, she’s still here, but her eyes are just empty. I’m losing her as well, and then what have I got? Who’ve I got?”
“You’ve still got me.” Clint spoke softly, reassuringly, but firmly.
Aurora looked up at him and smiled softly, her eyes twinkling. Clint suddenly became aware of how beautiful her lips were, her perfectly white teeth. The beautiful lips, with just a hint of lipstick. Set perfectly into her dark, flawless face.
Time seemed to stand still. Clint felt the urge to move forward, touch her lips with his, to hold her body as close to his as he could, to keep her there forever. He suddenly became aware of his arm around her thin shoulders.
Then the moment passed. Aurora smiled, and moved a wisp of hair from her face. She turned to look across the estate. Clint followed her gaze. It was a depressing sight, they both knew. A concrete scar.
“I should probably get home now,” Aurora said eventually.
“Me too,” Clint said, although he couldn’t face home yet. He’d probably go to Troy’s place for a few beers.
They stood up awkwardly, and walked across the courtyard and up the staircase. They walked in silence up to Aurora’s flat, both lost in their own thoughts. Aurora was probably thinking about her sister, Clint thought sadly. He was thinking about her, Aurora, and how much he hoped she’d be okay. How he couldn’t wait to see her tomorrow, walk with her on the way to school.
The door to Aurora’s flat opened and Marlena looked out. Catching sight of them together, her look turned weary. Clint saw her eyes were glassy, glazed over almost. Probably the antidepressants, he thought.
Aurora turned and said goodbye softly. With a gentle smile. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him softly on the cheek.
She whispered in his ear, “Thanks for everything.”
And then she was inside the flat, the door closed, gone. Clint stood there, breathless, for a few moments. He could feel the spot on his cheek where her lips had touched his skin. It felt magical. Then he pulled himself away, worried Aurora would come back outside and find him still standing there looking like an idiot.
He made his way down the stairs, and across a large concrete courtyard to Troy’s block of flats. He wanted a beer, but more importantly, he wanted to see what Troy had to say about the appeal.
* * *


Back in her makeshift office at Scotland Yard, Serena Patterson sat at her desk, piled high with papers and files regarding the Shaniqua Curtis case, and shook her head.
Casey, her assistant, whom she had grown to despise in the short time she’d been acquainted with him, was sat in an armchair in the corner of the room, watching her closely.
“I know that those two boys were involved somehow,” she said aloud, maybe to Casey or maybe just to herself, “I don’t how I know, but I do.”
Casey sighed, “You need better reasoning than that to make a case.”
“I’m aware of that,” she responded coolly, “But I grew up on that estate. I know how to read people.”
Casey shifted in his chair. “Times have changed since you lived there, remember. I did some background research into the Goldsworth Estate, not really necessary as it’s in the news every week, but I did the research anyway. When you were living on that estate, it was a crime hotspot, I can admit that. Drugs, prostitution, assault.”
He paused, and Serena looked up at him. She knew all of this. Hell, she’d seen it all in her youth.
“Nowadays though,” Casey continued, looking pompous and official as he pushed his wire-rimmed glasses further up his nose, “The estate is notorious. Drugs, prostitution, assault still happens. But now it’s more dangerous. Gangs, turf wars. Gun and knife crime. Murders. Hell, there’s more youths stabbed to death on that estate per year than in the rest of London. It’s not just a crime hotspot anymore, it’s basically a war zone.”
It was Serena’s turn to sigh.
“Look, I know we don’t exactly see eye to eye.”
Casey nodded, smirking slightly. That much was plain to see, his facial expression alone told her.
“But you have to trust me. I know times have changed, crimes have become more serious. But the people haven’t changed. That’s the point. The criminals back then were the same as modern criminals today. The youths back then were the same as the youths back then. The wives and children trapped on that estate, they were exactly the same back then as they are today.”
“Really?” Casey asked, sounding bored and disagreeable, “Then could you explain, please, why knife crimes have risen by 300 percent in the past decade? Why gun crime, previously rarely heard of a few decades ago, has risen tenfold? Why youths, the majority black, are being killed, and killing for that matter, at younger ages today than in the past? I would just love to hear your theory on this.”
His voice was sarcastic, almost demonic in its patronizing manner.
“Mentally, everyone on that estate today is the same as the people were years ago. Mentally. The only difference, the reason why crime levels have risen, the age of criminals has dropped, the age of victims has dropped, is because of the time. Back then, youths were still in gangs. They still had turf wars. They used their fists, the odd knife perhaps, but not on the scale of today. Nowadays, because they have access to knives and guns, the same gangs of youths have the same arguments with other gangs as the youth gangs did years ago, they just have more dangerous, and lethal weapons to use. The criminals, same mentally as the criminals years ago were, they just have more advanced weaponry and technology to pull off bigger, more dangerous crimes. The women and children from the estate. They were trapped there years ago, scared to leave their husbands or boyfriends because they were handy with their fists, and they didn’t know who to turn to for support. Now, women and children from the estate are just as trapped as they were all those years ago. The only difference is that instead of being scared of their husbands, their boyfriends, their sons, because they’re handy with their fists, they’re scared because they know all their boyfriend has to do is reach under his mattress, pull out his gun and with one pull of the trigger her brains will be splattered halfway up the wall.”
For a few moments, they sat there in silence, Serena struggling to control her emotions. Her anger, at Casey and society in general. She put her head in her hands and tried to focus on the case. It didn’t matter right now what her personal opinions were regarding the way crime had evolved, changed, in the past few decades. What mattered was resolving Shaniqua Curtis’ case. If not for her own sense of justice, then for Aurora Curtis’. She had seemed a pleasant girl. A clever girl, with a bright future ahead of her. She’d been beautiful too. But she’d seen the boy lurking in the shadows under the stairs, trying to stay out of sight until she’d gone. It was the same boy as she’d seen talking with another, taller boy, the ones she suspected were involved in Shaniqua’s death. Murder, she corrected herself.
If he was somehow involved with Aurora, that complicated matters. Not for her, Serena reminded herself, as she had a job to do, and that was find a killer. But for Aurora.
Serena felt sadness for Aurora, and other girls like her. Beautiful, smart, with a bright future ahead of her. If only she’d been born somewhere else. As it was, the Goldsworth would destroy her. If she was lucky, she wouldn’t get pregnant until she was in her late teens, but that was doubtful. If she was involved with that boy, she’d most likely be pregnant within a few months, if she wasn’t already. Then, if Serena found evidence connecting the boys to Shaniqua’s death, Aurora would be left pregnant, betrayed and alone. It was a vicious cycle that Serena had seen all too many times before.
“Listen, I need to know the names of those two boys.”
Casey looked up from the file he was reading and met her eyes. He realized, for perhaps the first time, that Serena Patterson was beyond determined. She was a woman on more than a case. It was if the case somehow represented everything she hated about the estate, about London society, and about her own childhood, probably.
“The taller boy, his name is Troy Banks. He was arrested about a year ago, for fighting and underage drinking. I remembered his face, because I helped put together a high-risk file regarding persons of interest on the Goldsworth Estate after the shooting of a twelve-year-old Nigerian immigrant.”
Serena looked at him, mouth wide. Casey shrugged.
“I have a good memory,” Casey replied, grinning slightly at his own excellence, as Serena scrabbled for a pen and paper, “The other boy. He’s not in the file, he’s never been arrested. But he was present at the fight, seems to be Banks’ buddy. I guess you’d call him the right-hand man if you were talking gang terms.”
“So his name will be in Troy’s file? Witness statements?” Serena asked.
“I would think so.”
Serena picked up her desk phone and called down to the archives, beneath the ground floor, where all records were kept from high-profile cases. An assistant picked up on the fifth ring.
“Hello, Detective Patterson here, I need to look at the folder containing high-risk cases on the Goldsworth Estate.”
“No problem, I’ll have someone send them up to you straight away.”
Serena replaced the handset, and turned to face Casey, who for the first time since she’d met him seemed actually excited, or at least mildly interested.
“So do you think Banks is involved in a gang?” Serena asked.
Casey smirked again, “In my opinion, he doesn’t have enough credentials yet to have his own gang.”
Serena frowned. Credentials were what made a person capable of maintaining a gang. It was the amount of times the person had stabbed, shot or assaulted somebody. Sometimes, as was seen so often in USA, it was the amount of times a person had been shot and survived, or how many people were killed. Of course, anybody could start a gang, but on the streets, respect was what made the difference between a gang rising to the top, or being wiped out by a tougher gang.
“So he could’ve killed Shaniqua Curtis to boost his profile, perhaps start a gang?”
“Perhaps,” Casey shrugged, clearly not agreeing, “He’s got a group of friends, perhaps they could start a gang. But I think I’ve got a more likely theory. His brothers, Tyrese and Trent Banks, run a gang. The police know they’re involved in drug trafficking and turf wars, in which a young woman was caught in the crossfire and killed. They know all this but haven’t got enough evidence to convict either of them. My guess would be that Banks and his homies are trying to get enough kudos to get into the brothers’ gang. That way, they automatically get the respect they want, and it’s easier than starting up a gang of their own. As far as I know, none of the others have criminal records, besides Banks.”
Serena grimaced. It looked like things would get difficult if Banks was involved in Curtis’ murder and had a whole gang, run by his brothers, to defend him.
A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. The door opened and an assistant brought in a large red file, marked ‘Goldsworth Estate’.
She flicked through the pages and came to Troy Banks’ file. She briefly read through it. An arrest for being drunk and disorderly, for which he’d received a caution. But Serena knew that the police didn’t venture onto the Goldsworth Estate to catch youths drinking underage. If they did, they’d never have time to catch any other criminals. It meant they had detected Banks, suspected him of being involved in an assault, and had wanted to bring him in on a lesser charge to see if they could get a confession. This didn’t usually work, but it let the police get a glimpse of him, and keep a file on him which they could use if he ever crossed the lines between legality and illegality in the future. It was a way the police could keep tabs on potential criminals from a younger age, although admittedly it was becoming harder as the age of criminals kept dropping.
She looked over the statements given at the time of his arrest and alleged assault on an unnamed victim. Two people had given witness statements, Troy’s childhood friend Clint Jackson was one of them. Clint Jackson. That must be the boy she’d seen waiting for Aurora earlier, Serena thought excitedly. She made a note to ask Aurora about him. That would not only tell her more about one of her prime suspects, but more about how much she could trust Aurora with regards to details of the case. It wasn’t unheard of for young women, in love with their criminal husbands, to feed false information to throw the police off their husband’s trail, or to tip off their husband as to whether the police were coming for them. No, she would definitely have to determine how much of a risk Aurora was to the investigation.
The other witness statement came from Brandine Mason. She was Banks’ girlfriend. Or had been at the time of the incident. Whether or not she was now was unknown, but Serena knew that questioning her wouldn’t do any harm. If Brandine was still Banks’ girlfriend, it meant one of two things. Either Brandine was seriously pressured to stay in the relationship, and therefore would be grateful of a chance to get Banks locked-up and would help as much as she could with Serena’s inquiries, or she was supportive of Banks’ behaviour and actions, in which case she was as much a criminal as Banks himself was, and she would either face charges alongside him or be a serious hindrance to the investigation. Probably both. And if she didn’t know about Banks’ activities, she was probably pretty stupid. And she’d get a nasty wake-up call regarding her relationship choices, if Serena’s suspicions proved right and Banks was responsible and was arrested.
She put his file on her desk, and found the files for Tyrese Banks and Trent Banks, Troy’s brothers. She read Tyrese’s first. He was older, Trent was the younger of the two. She was surprised to read that the three brothers had a younger sister. Serena couldn’t imagine what it must be like for the young girl, growing up with three criminal brothers sharing a flat with her.
As she read through the two files, she became more and more interested. Both brothers had been questioned in regard to drug dealing, but the charges were dropped against both when a childhood friend of Tyrese’s had confessed to everything and been put away in jail for twenty-five years. The file stated that the friend was also a member of the gang, and the detective at the time had been convinced he only confessed because he was part of the gang and therefore wanted to spare Tyrese and Trent, the leaders, from going to prison. Strange, Serena thought. But not unheard of.
Since the incident with the drug-dealing interrogation, the police had continued to suspect the brothers of running a drugs operation. But with no evidence, the brothers had been left untouched by the police for almost two years now. Serena wondered at how a young man like Troy Banks could want to be involved with men like this, even if they were his brothers. Maybe that was all he knew.
As night began to fall outside the window, and the lights of London flickered on, Casey made excuses and left the office. Serena watched the door close behind him, and evaluated her feelings on Casey. He was a pain, that was for sure. But he had been helpful today, even if he had kept the information to himself for the best part of three days. Still, he was training and it might have slipped his mind. As if. At least he had volunteered the information she’d needed eventually, Serena thought. Perhaps he was starting to like her a bit, or at least respect her. She didn’t know if she would ever like him, but at least he wasn’t as dislikeable as he had been up until a few hours ago.
She turned her attention back to the files but could gather little more information. And she was feeling tired. She made a list of things she would have to do. Speak to Brandine Mason and Aurora Curtis regarding their respective boyfriends, and see whether they would help or hinder her investigations. Banks and Jackson, she would wait awhile, and see how the land lay. She needed more of a plan for them. Perhaps she could get surveillance to keep a look out on them, see who else they were involved with, and take it from there. See what they could find out about their movements. The brothers, although suspicious and clearly criminals, were not part of her investigation and she couldn’t interfere with other ongoing investigations unless she found a clear link, supported by copious amounts of evidence, that connected her case to them.
Rubbing her eyes, she flicked off the desk lamp and heaved the files into her handbag. She left the office and went down the elevator, across the car park, to her car. She sighed as she got in the driver’s seat and turned the key. She hated these investigations, and she hated London. She had a feeling she’d been sent back here for a reason she hadn’t yet discovered. Unresolved issues in her past? Unlikely. And any other reasons made her doubtful as well. She would wait and see what tomorrow brought, and then see where she stood.
* * *


In the warmth of Troy’s flat, Clint was feeling more optimistic than he had been before. He’d discussed things with Troy and had been reassured that the woman detective didn’t know a flying fuck about anything. Troy had been surprised, just as he had been, about the detective’s childhood, growing up on the Goldsworth, but as Troy had said, times had changed loads since then and she didn’t know anything about how the estate worked today. She didn’t have a clue.
Now, after their discussion, they were sitting in front of the television, watching a film. Clint had forgotten the name, but it involved action heroes, big guns, fast cars, swearing, and lots of attractive women. It was good. Thinking of attractive women, Clint remembered the moment with Aurora. He had wanted to kiss her, it had been like a compulsion. He longed to hold her in his arms. He wanted her. He felt himself stirring again, just at the thought of her, and knew that this time it was different. He hadn’t felt like this about any other girl before. It was so different it was refreshing, exciting. The only problem was he couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom whenever he thought of a future with her.
“What’s up mate?” Troy asked, eyeing his friend suspiciously.
“Nothing, just thinking,” Clint replied. He knew Troy wouldn’t understand about his feelings for Aurora, so it was pointless telling him and being mocked for the rest of the week.
“Want another beer?”
“Yeah, go on then.”
Troy got up and went into the kitchen, and came back shortly after with two cans of beer. He cracked one open and began drinking it, and flipped the other one to Clint. Clint opened it and drank heavily from it, appreciating the cold, refreshing taste in the warmth of the room.
The front door opened and two large men walked in. It was Troy’s brothers. Clint knew people were scared of them, but he wasn’t. He had known them since he’d been a toddler, and had always respected them. He never caused them any bother, so they didn’t bother him. It was how everyone liked it.
“What a fucking night!” Tyrese, the elder brother, said, laughing loudly and kicking his shoes off. He came into the lounge and laughed again, “Look, we have the faggots here again.”
Tyrese was the larger of the two, tall with large muscles, dark skin, and he was wearing a blue Nike sports coat and army pants. He was a ladies’ man, although he had supposedly remained faithful to his current partner of two years, Mercedes.
“Fuck off!” Troy snapped, eyeing his brother wearily.
Tyrese laughed again and swayed on the spot. Too much to drink, Clint thought. Another figure walked into the room, shorter than Tyrese, but muscular, with a handsome face and dark skin. He was wearing jeans and a white hooded sweater, and he too was drunk and laughing loudly.
“He’s only messing with you, bro,” he said, looking at Troy, “Don’t mess or nothing.”
Troy averted his gaze back to the television and ignored them. The two brothers went back into the kitchen and closed the door. Clint felt slightly relieved that they were no longer in the room. They had always had an effect on him. He wasn’t scared, well not very much anyway. But he knew they were dangerous. They ran drugs, and they hurt people badly. To be in a gang you had to have kudos and the ability to forget what you did. Perhaps that was why Troy didn’t show any remorse for killing Shaniqua Curtis. Maybe growing up around his brothers had made him unable to feel any guilt.
Clint watched the television for a few more minutes, and then stood up.
“I’d better be off now, bro.”
Troy nodded, not averting his gaze from the movie. “Catch you tomorrow, bro.”
Clint left the room, and entered the kitchen. Tyrese and Trent looked up from their seats at the cluttered kitchen table.
“Night,” Clint waved to them, as he put his hand on the front door.
“Is something up with Troy?” Tyrese asked, slurring his words slightly, but glaring at Clint intently.
Clint swallowed hard. He wasn’t sure what answer they wanted, or which answer he should give.
“No, man, why would there be?” he managed to mutter, his cheeks burning.
Tyrese and Trent both looked at him, their eyes locking with his. Clint felt as if they could see right through him, to the truth. He averted his gaze, worried about getting Troy into any trouble.
Tyrese shrugged, “No reason. Just thought he was acting weird, like.”
“I haven’t noticed anything.”
Tyrese shrugged again, and returned his gaze to his brother.
“Night, man.” Tyrese said, and Trent waved him out.
Clint opened the front door and stepped outside into the cool air. He was grateful when the door closed firmly shut behind him. That had been worrying. He couldn’t even keep his cool and lie convincingly when questioned by Tyrese, so how would he be able to cope if he was questioned by the police?
Then again, he thought, the Banks brothers were a lot scarier than the police.




CHAPTER FIVE



The following morning, Troy awoke with a raging headache and a dry throat. He shouldn’t have drunk so many beers last night, but he’d been enjoying himself. Well, if he was honest, he hadn’t been enjoying it. It had just been something to do, and when Clint had come around, they’d drank some more, and then when Clint had left and his brothers had come into the lounge and switched on a horror movie, they had drank even more. Then, in the early hours of the morning, Troy had stumbled to bed, his head spinning. He had left his brothers in the lounge, discussing business. One day soon, Troy hoped, he too would be discussing it with them.
But until then, he was stuck with going to school. Shit, he thought, remembering he had English today. With the dwarf. Well, fuck her, he thought. He would skive that lesson and go down the shop for some fags. That was the other problem with drinking until four in the morning, you smoked all the fags you’d been saving for the next day.
As he walked into the kitchen after showering and getting dressed, he sat down at the kitchen table and his mum slipped a cup of coffee in front of him.
“Cheers,” he muttered.
“What time did you get to bed last night?” she asked him, as she clattered around making some breakfast.
“Four.”
“That’s too late for a school night, Troy,” she said, her voice rising an octave, “And what have I told you about drinking on week nights as well?”
“Cut it out, ma, I ain’t in the mood for a lecture.” Troy said, his temper rising, and he gulped down the coffee, burning his throat and doing little to ease his headache.
She bristled, but said nothing more on the subject.
The kitchen door flew open, and Troy looked up at his younger sister, Jessie. At thirteen, she was three years younger than Troy, and was the apple of her mother’s eye. Her brothers, too. Troy was the only one who didn’t treat her as a princess, although he knew that if anyone ever touched her without his permission, he would kill them. Literally.
Jessie was a short girl, with dark skin, braided hair that reached her shoulders, and a pretty face. She was wearing her school uniform, but Troy noticed that she had rolled her skirt up a few inches to show off her legs. Looking at her properly for the first time in a few months, Troy was also surprised to see that his little sister’s chest was growing, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the lads at school started sniffing around her, and then he would have to take care of matters. His brothers would too, and Troy hoped that, if he wasn’t already in their gang when this happened, he would be allowed to join afterwards. Family loyalty and all that.
Troy winced as Jessie turned the radio on, and music blasted out of the speakers.
“Turn that fucking racket off,” Troy shouted, but Jessie ignored him and sat down at the table, and proceeded to take her mobile out of her handbag and check her messages.
Tyrese, wearing nothing but a worn bath towel, walked in, and turned the radio off. Troy sighed in relief, and rubbed his forehead. Maybe he wouldn’t bother with school at all today, maybe he and Clint could just fuck it off and go play footie on the fields out back. It wasn’t like any of the teachers would be sad he wasn’t in anyway.
“What you do that for?” Jessie pouted, turning to her eldest brother.
“Because it’s shit music, and too loud,” Tyrese replied, “Shouldn’t you be off to school anyway, missy?”
“Fuck off,” was Jessie’s reply.
“Watch your language, please,” their mother scolded, facing them all.
“Puh-lease,” Jessie said, waving her mother away, “I’m not a baby, I can swear as much as I want.”
“Not whilst I’m around,” their mum said, her voice rising.
“And not around me, neither.” Tyrese said, and Jessie eyed him cautiously.
“Well, fuck this then,” Jessie said, her voice shrill, “I’m off out, Jazz is waiting for me anyway.”
“Have a good day at school, sweetheart,” mum sighed.
“Yeah, like it’s possible to have a good day when we’ve got school,” Jessie retorted.
As she headed for the door, Tyrese grabbed her and pulled her skirt back down so that the hem reached her knees like it was supposed to. Jessie shrieked and slapped his hand away, glaring angrily.
“Fuck off Tyrese, all the girls have it like this.”
“Yeah, and they’re all slags, which is why if I see you with a skirt this short again, I’ll break your fucking legs,” Tyrese said jokingly, laughing.
Jessie sighed heavily and left the flat.
“How long d’you reckon it’ll be before she pulls it right back up?” Tyrese laughed, sitting down in her place.
“Before she gets off the estate, for sure,” Troy answered.
“So how’s your head?” Tyrese asked.
“Like shit.”
“No change there then,” Trent laughed, as he walked into the kitchen wearing a tracksuit, and sat down beside Troy.
Troy punched his brother’s arm, and Trent laughed again, not daring to admit that his younger brother’s punch was actually pretty strong. With a little training, Troy could be a real asset to the gang.
There was a knock on the door, and their mother answered, frying pan still in her hand.
“Oh, morning Brandy, sweetheart, come in,” she smiled, and Brandy stepped into the kitchen.
Troy looked at her, and felt himself stirring. Her short skirt was far shorter than Jessie’s had been, and it showed off her long legs to perfection, and her school shirt had a few buttons too many open at the top, revealing her impressive cleavage and a flash of lacy red bra. Troy would have fun taking that off when they got some time alone.
Tyrese and Trent were also impressed, although they didn’t show it to Troy. They knew he was possessive of his girlfriend, and jealous if anyone else showed an interest in her. Brandy walked in and kissed Troy on the cheek, blowing out smoke from her cigarette as she did.
“You ready then?” she asked, looking at Troy’s half-finished mug of coffee, and smirked, “Got a hangover then?”
“Yeah, he was wasted last night,” Trent laughed, patting Troy on the back, “I reckon he’ll only make it through one lesson before he chucks up!”
“A whole lesson?” Tyrese grinned, “He doesn’t even make a whole lesson on a normal day, I reckon he’ll make it off the estate and go bunking off.”
“Fuck off,” Troy scowled.
Tyrese was once again reminded of his suspicions over Troy. Something was definitely bothering him. Clint had proved as much last night, and whatever it was, Tyrese was determined to find out.
“Well, he’s got to walk me to school, like now, and then he can do whatever he wants,” Brandy said, putting her cigarette out in the overflowing ashtray the brothers had used last night and not emptied.
Troy stood up and waited whilst Brandy said her goodbyes, before they left the flat together.
When they’d got round the corner, Troy checked to make sure nobody was nearby, and pushed Brandy up against the wall. He slid his hands under her blouse and felt her smooth stomach, before his hands rose to the lacy red bra. She moaned softly, and kissed his neck.
So, Troy thought, maybe he did have a better idea than skiving off to play footie.
“So what did you and your brothers talk about last night?” Brandy asked.
Troy stopped, his hands hovering at the hem of her skirt.
“What d’you mean?”
“It’s a simple question, what did you talk about?”
“Nothing, really. Just the usual.”
“So you didn’t tell them then?” Brandy asked, sighing.
“Tell them what, babe?”
“About that bitch you done in,” Brandy replied, and Troy felt his heart beating faster. Brandy looked at him, her eyes shrewd, and she groaned, pushing Troy’s hands away from her. “Do you not want to get in with them? Don’t you want to be in the gang? All you have to do is fucking tell them, and they’ll let you in. But you, fucking brain of Britain, can’t even manage that.”
Troy felt his temper rising. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate at the moment, without her nagging him at every chance she got. And to think, he’d been about to get his leg over as well. Fuck. Maybe he would’ve been better skiving with Clint and going to play footie after all.
“Yeah, well maybe I’m waiting for things to settle down round here first, ever thought of that?” Troy said, barely containing the anger in his voice.
Brandy laughed, “You think that stupid fucking policewoman’s going to be on your trail? Not likely. She’s a fucking joke, a fucking puppet. I never guessed that you, of all people, would be shitting yourself about this.”
Troy felt the anger rising inside him, and grabbed Brandy around the throat, pushing her head hard against the concrete wall behind her. His face twisted in rage, and he leaned close to her face, struggling to resist the urge to take his fist and throw it into her smug face.
“Listen to me, you fucking slag, I ain’t shitting myself. I’m waiting until the cops calm down, and then I’m going to be in the gang, and I’m going to get to the top. And if you ever, ever, laugh at me again I’ll break your fucking neck and hang you out to dry like a fucking pair of dirty socks, get it?”
Brandy was looking frightened now, her eyes wide. Troy felt a calm coming over him, and he slowly released his grip on her, and stepped back. Brandy took a few deep breaths, and rubbed her neck where his hand had been.
Troy looked into her face, and realized, not for the first time, that he’d gone too far and taken things out on her.
“Thanks, Troy, for showing how much you trust me, how much you appreciate my support,” Brandy said, her voice full of disgust, her lips curled up at him, “And if I was you, I wouldn’t be worrying about that police woman finding anything out. I’d be more worried about someone a little closer to home.”
“What d’you mean?”
“Clint’s been spending a lot of time with Aurora Curtis, you know, the sister of the girl you knifed? And once they get real close, who knows what Clint’s going to be telling her?”
Troy was about to move forward, hold her in his arms, reassure her that Clint would never betray them, when she turned on her heel and marched down the landing and disappeared from view down the stairs. Troy knew it would be pointless trying to calm her down, it would only lead to more arguments. He would wait until after school, when she would have calmed down, and then he’d make peace with her. And then, maybe, he’d get a second chance to take that fancy red lace bra off.
Until then, though, Troy was stuffed. He pulled his phone out, and dialled Clint’s number. Footie in the park it was then.
* * *


In the Banks’ flat, Tyrese and Trent were still sat at the kitchen table. Their mother, Keskia, had gone outside to take the rubbish down to the end of the landing, where the garbage chute was.
“What’s on your mind, bro?” Trent asked his brother, eyeing him quizzically.
“It’s Troy,” Tyrese replied, “Something’s up with him.”
“Something would be up with me too, if I had a girl as fit as that Brandy,” Trent laughed.
Tyrese grinned, and Trent sensed there was something his brother wasn’t telling him.
“What is it?” Trent asked.
“You don’t think Brandy’s pregnant do you? Maybe that’s why he’s been acting weird lately.”
Trent shrugged. “I think if she’s pregnant, Troy would’ve marched her down the clinic first chance he got and had it pulled out, mate.”
“Yeah, maybe he did, and he’s feeling bad about it?”
“Troy, feeling bad about something?” Trent smirked, “You gotta be kidding me.”
“Okay, well if she ain’t pregnant, what’s up with him?”
“I dunno bro, but what does it matter?” Trent asked, lighting up a cigarette.
Tyrese looked at him sadly, “You’re actually a fucking retard, aren’t you? He’s family, we gotta look out for our own, bro.”
Trent thought it over for a few moments and nodded, “I guess so. Why don’t we just ask him what’s up?”
“Because then he’ll lie to us, and I’ll have to kick his ass to get to the bottom of it,” Tyrese responded.
“Could ask Clint? He’s his best mate, and if he don’t know, no one will.”
“Yeah, but Clint ain’t going to tell us, he’s loyal to Troy. Unless we threaten to kick his ass, but I don’t want to have to hurt him, he could come in useful one day soon.”
“Really? You mean you’re thinking of letting Clint into the gang?” Trent asked, the surprise in his voice barely concealed.
“Yeah, he’s a smart kid, why not?” Tyrese answered, his eyes daring Trent to disagree.
The two brothers had, although they would never admit it, carved roles for themselves within the gang, and had an unspoken agreement about how the gang would be run and how decisions would be made. Tyrese had muscles, but he had brains too. He was the real operator of the gang, he made the decisions, decided who they would work with and who they would work against, and controlled everything from the dealers they ran, to the mules who brought drugs in from France for them. Trent, on the other hand, had muscles but wasn’t interested in thinking things through. He was a doer. He liked getting his hands dirty, but more than that, he liked having money. But he didn’t like having to think about things, so the arrangement had worked perfectly for both brothers, and that was why they were such a good team. Tyrese made the decisions, and always let Trent know his plans before any other members of the gang, and they split the credit and the profits equally between them, with the other gang members getting a small cut. Trent knew it would do no use arguing with Tyrese over his decision to enroll Clint at a later date, but he did have something to say, and knew that it wouldn’t wait.
“Okay, I guess Clint would be good,” Trent said, “But what about Troy?”
“What about him?” Tyrese asked, thrown by the question.
“What about letting Troy into the gang?”
Tyrese sat in silent contemplation for a few seconds, and then shook his head. “No.”
“What? He’s our bro, and he’s sixteen now.”
“Yeah, but he ain’t got the right attitude to be in with us.”
“How come?” Trent asked.
“Well, look at him, bro. He doesn’t have your muscle, not yet, and he ain’t smart. He’d be a liability, we’d have to watch over him all the goddamn time!”
“That’s the same with over half the guys we got in with us,” Trent persisted, “Come on, Ty, we can’t let his best mate in and not let Troy in.”
Tyrese sighed.
“Come on, Ty, he wants in. I heard him and Brandy talking about it the other night, she wants him in as much as he does.”
“Look, we’ll see if he proves himself. If he does, he’s in. If he doesn’t, he’ll just have to deal with it.”
“That sounds fair,” Trent said, and grinned broadly, “And we’ll need more guys in with us now that Jayden Healy’s out of the nick.”
Tyrese grimaced, but nodded. Jayden Healy had been his friend at school, until they’d fallen out and both had started separate gangs. There’d been violence between the two, and things had been heading towards a turf war, when suddenly Jayden was arrested for domestic violence and sent to prison. Then, last month, he’d been released for good behaviour inside, and his gang had regrouped. Now, fresh out of prison and having made new contacts inside, Jayden was starting dealing drugs. That was fine by Tyrese, as far as he was concerned, Jayden could sell whatever he liked. But Jayden had now, according to a gang member, started dealing on their patch. Tyrese’s patch. And that, both brothers knew, wasn’t acceptable.
“Too right,” Tyrese agreed, “We’ve gotta move fast on that one. Nip him in the bud before he causes too much trouble. A few extra pairs of hands might come in handy.”
“So Troy’s in then?”
“That ain’t what I said,” Tyrese said, still thinking of how Jayden could be stopped from dealing on their patches, “I said that if he proves himself, he might get in.”
The front door opened, and Keskia stumbled into the kitchen, wiping her hands in disgust.
“That chute needs a good cleaning,” she said, “Smells like a sewer.”
Tyrese and Trent exchanged a dubious look, and started laughing.
“So, what are your plans for the day then ma?” Tyrese asked, looking at Keskia.
“Same as every other day, cleaning up after you lot,” Keskia said, but smiled. She loved all her children, and didn’t mind cleaning up after them. It was her job as a mother, and it wasn’t like she had much else to do with her time.
“We were thinking of popping out for a bit later, do some work,” Trent said, and Keskia looked dubious.
“Work?” she said, eyebrows raised.
She was well aware of what her two eldest sons did for money, and she didn’t approve. Still, it made a nice change having new clothes once in a while and it wasn’t like anyone on the estate bothered them at the flat anymore.
“How would you feel if Troy started working as well?” Trent asked, watching his mother’s reaction closely.
Keskia looked from one son to the other, and her face crumpled slowly.
“With you?” She asked, hoping for one answer, but knowing it would be another.
“Maybe,” Trent replied.
Keskia frowned then, and stood up to her full height, hands on hips, and glared at her two eldest.
“I don’t want Troy working with you, or for any of your cronies. I know I don’t have any influence over you two anymore, but you know how I feel about your ‘work’ and I don’t want Troy going down that path. If you so much as mention this again, you’ll both be out of this flat so fast your fucking feet won’t touch the ground.”
Tyrese hadn’t expected his mother’s reaction to be a joyful one, but he hadn’t expected that. He looked at Trent, who looked as taken aback as he was. Why had Trent said it? They didn’t even know if Troy would prove himself yet, let alone join their force. He could’ve smacked Trent right then, but controlled himself.
“Is that clear?” Keskia asked, her chest heaving.
Before either of them could respond, Keskia stormed into the lounge and slammed the door behind her, leaving Tyrese and Trent sitting in silence in the kitchen.




CHAPTER SIX



It was a Friday morning, and Serena was sat in her unmarked car, which Scotland Yard had lent to her for the investigation, and she was feeling expectant. Casey, sat in the seat beside her, looked bored and flicked through Troy’s file absentmindedly, not bothering to make conversation with Serena.
Serena had only consented to bring him along with her to the Goldsworth because Jenkins had insisted that she not go into the estate alone. Serena had once again explained to him that she was born and raised on the estate, that she knew what she was doing. But Jenkins had been insistent. He didn’t want to lose an officer, he had said, and Serena had reluctantly agreed to bring Casey along for the ride. Not that he would be much help if anything happened, he was about as much use as a chocolate fireguard, and would be more of a liability than an asset. Still, she had to respect her superiors’ orders.
Having spent the past day re-reading the file on the Goldsworth Estate’s High-risk kids, she had become more convinced that Troy and his associates were involved in Shaniqua’s murder. Casey had, as she was beginning to think was per his nature, disagreed with her. She was sure he had only agreed to go along with her thoughts because he reasoned that she would be wrong and would get transferred off the case.
Either way, Serena knew that she had to try. This was possibly the only lead they had, so it was worth a try.
“So what are you actually planning to achieve here?” Casey finally asked, his voice sounding bored.
“I’m planning on speaking to Aurora Curtis, find out some more information about Clint Jackson. Then, I want to have a word with Brandine Mason, see how much she knows about her boyfriend.”
“So you think they’re still together, then?” Casey asked.
“I would guess so.”
Casey raised an eyebrow, “Really?”
Serena sighed. She hadn’t yet told him that she had visited the estate early the previous morning, and had seen them arguing. They hadn’t seen her, but she had instantly recognized Troy from the photograph in his file. Brandine had been upset when she’d stormed away from him, and Serena had contemplated questioning her then. But she’d opted not to. She hadn’t wanted to put pressure on the girl, especially if she was still distressed. She would try again today. With any luck, Brandine and Troy wouldn’t have made up after their argument yesterday, and she would give her some useful information. Either that or she would go straight to Troy and tell him that Serena had been asking questions about him, but Serena thought it was worth risking.
After she had finished explaining her investigations from the previous day, she caught sight of Aurora, wearing a fur-lined parka jacket over her school uniform, walking with Clint Jackson. They did make a good-looking couple, Serena had to admit. Not that it made any difference to her job.
She climbed out of the car, and told Casey to stay where he was. The last thing she needed was him getting politically correct and ruining the working relationship she now seemed to have with Aurora.
She approached them slowly but authoritatively, and she thought she saw Clint’s eyes widen in alarm when he saw her approaching. But he didn’t make a move or run, he just stopped beside Aurora and watched her approach.
“Good morning, guys,” Serena said friendlily, “On your way to school, I take it?”
“Yeah, but at least it’s a Friday,” Aurora replied, and Serena found herself remembering her school days. She too had been glad when school was finally finished for the week. “How’s the case going?”
“It’s hard work,” Serena admitted, glancing at Clint, who averted his gaze, “But I think we have a few leads. Do you think I could have a private word with you please, Aurora?”
Aurora looked at Clint, who nodded his consent. So, Serena thought, they could be in a relationship after all. Tread carefully, she reminded herself. Don’t alert her if she’s going to spill the beans to him the moment you leave.
Serena and Aurora walked a short distance away from Clint, who remained in the same place, looking awkward. He glanced over at them, and Serena smiled at him, and Clint quickly looked away. Suspicious behaviour, she thought. But then again, everybody looked suspicious when they were with police, especially if you were from the Goldsworth Estate.
“How are things?” Serena asked, and Aurora was surprised by the look of concern on the woman’s face.
“I’m doing okay, I guess,” Aurora said, “Mum’s still on antidepressants, and she’s planning the funeral now. I think we’re having it in a few days.”
“That’ll bring some closure for her, I’m sure,” Serena said reassuringly.
“She’s being buried beside my dad,” Aurora said softly.
“That’s nice. She’ll be safe with him,” Serena said, wishing the same could be said of her own father. She hadn’t been safe with him, that was for sure.
“So what are the leads you’ve got?” Aurora asked, changing the subject, “Have you got a suspect?”
“I have some suspicions,” Serena replied, “We think it could have been a gang.”
“A gang? Half the estate must be in a gang of some sort.”
“I guess so,” Serena said, smiling slightly, “So apart from that, how are you coping?”
Aurora looked puzzled. “I’m doing as well as I can. Clint’s been great.”
Serena inwardly smiled. This was what she’d been waiting for.
“Is that him over there?” She gestured towards Clint with a wave of her arm, “Clint, did you say?”
“Yeah, that’s him,” Aurora said, and she smiled softly. So she liked him a lot.
“Is he your boyfriend?” Serena asked.
“Oh, no, nothing like that,” Aurora said quickly, flushing slightly, “We’re just friends.”
Serena believed her. But she could tell that Aurora wanted to be more than just friends with Clint.
“So he’s been looking after you then?” Serena asked, not wanting to alert Aurora to her suspicions.
“Oh yeah, I can talk to him you know, about Shan and mum,” Aurora said, “And he talks to me about things. Sort of.”
“Well, not many boys talk to girls about their feelings.”
“Exactly,” Aurora said knowingly, and they both laughed.
Serena was at a loose end, and decided that she couldn’t press her for any more information just yet without seeming suspicious. At least she had confirmed Clint Jackson’s identity.
“Well, I’ll head on up to the flat and check on your mum,” Serena said, and Aurora nodded.
As Serena turned to go, Aurora spoke. “Thanks for everything, Detective.”
“It’s not a problem,” Serena smiled, “And please, call me Serena.”
Aurora returned to Clint, who looked cautiously at Serena, before they turned their backs on her and wandered off down the road towards school. Aurora turned around and waved to her, and Serena waved back. Then, when they were out of sight, she returned to the car.
As she slipped in and sat down in the driver’s seat, Casey looked at her expectantly.
“Any luck then?” he asked.
“We’ve confirmed Jackson’s identity,” Serena said, and Casey sighed.
“Oh, you mean he didn’t fall to his knees and confess to murder?” Casey said sarcastically.
“You know, you’ll have to change your attitude if you expect to make a good detective.”
Before Casey could reply, Serena caught sight of Brandine Mason leaving the estate, dressed in her uniform, the same as Aurora’s. A red-haired girl was walking beside her, heavily pregnant, and they were both smoking. Great, Serena thought. Brandine’s best friend is a Vicky Pollard wannabe.
She angled out of the car and crossed the car park towards the two girls. When she stepped in front of them and flashed her badge, the red-haired girl gasped and Brandine shot her a poisonous look.
“Hi girls, I’m detective Serena Patterson. I was just wondering if I could have a word with you.”
“Why?” Brandine asked, “We ain’t done nothing wrong.”
“I know that,” Serena said, smiling, “Are you Brandine Mason?”
The girls look surprised, and Brandine replied coolly, “Why?”
“Could you answer the question, please?”
“Yeah, I’m Brandy Mason,” she replied, looking bored, “What do you want?”
“And you are?” Serena asked, looking at the red-haired girl.
She blushed, and quickly dropped the cigarette on the pavement, “Zoe Taylor, miss.”
“I’m not a teacher, Zoe,” Serena smiled, “You can call me Serena.”
“Okay,” Zoe said, blushing.
Brandy shot her another venomous look, and returned her gaze to Serena’s. It was clearly Brandy who was calling the shots. Maybe she wasn’t going to be the weak link to Troy Banks after all.
“We’ve got to go to school,” Brandy said, “Can you tell us what you want?”
“Okay, I take it you’ve heard of Shaniqua Curtis’ murder?” Serena asked. She observed their reactions. Brandy’s eyes had flashed for a few seconds, and then her gaze had returned to the cool glare that she seemed to have perfected. Zoe, on the other hand, had nearly gasped and her eyes had widened. Her hand had quickly flown up to her mouth, as if to stop herself from saying something, and she’d blushed a shade of crimson.
Brandy had also noticed Zoe’s reaction, and sighed, “Everyone’s real shook up about what happened. Us girls don’t know who’ll be next. And Zoe’s having a baby, so you can understand why she doesn’t like talking about it.”
Serena was uncertain now. Brandy had covered for Zoe’s actions. She didn’t know if Brandy was telling the truth, or whether she and this Zoe girl were involved in the murder and Brandy was covering for her friend’s apparently suspicious behaviour.
“I understand girls, but I just need to ask you a few questions,” Serena said, “Do you know who might have been responsible for the murder?”
Brandy laughed disdainfully, “If we knew that, they’d be in jail by now.”
Zoe attempted a laugh as well, but it came out sounded strangled, and she quickly pulled another cigarette out of her handbag and started smoking it, inhaling deeply, seemingly unaware, or not caring, how damaging it would be to her unborn baby.
“Are you sure you should be smoking?” Serena asked Zoe, before she could stop herself.
Zoe looked taken aback, and Brandy stepped forward, invading Serena’s personal space.
“She can do what she wants, Serena,” she said, saying her name with a spiteful force that surprised Serena, “Now if you don’t mind, we have somewhere to be right now.”
And with that, Brandy took Zoe by the arm and led her past Serena and started across the car park. Serena turned to watch them as they walked away. She couldn’t leave things like this. She didn’t know what to do.
“Are you in a relationship with Troy Banks?” Serena called after them.
Brandy stopped in her tracks, and turned around. Her face was stern, her eyes unflickering. She was not the weak link, Serena thought to herself.
“It’s none of your business,” Brandy spat out, “Now fuck off and leave us be.”
* * *


Back at the office, Serena was at a loss. She was still convinced that Banks and Jackson were involved in Shaniqua’s murder somehow. Now, though, things were getting complicated. It seemed, from her questioning of them, that Brandy Mason and Zoe Taylor were also involved. And Brandy was not the weak link, she thought, as she remembered the poisonous glare she had given her friend when she had nearly slipped up. She would not be rushing to help Serena with the investigation any time soon. Zoe Taylor, on the other hand, could be a weak link. She had been nervous, on edge, this morning. She was clearly under pressure from Brandy, and therefore probably Banks and Jackson too, to keep her mouth shut about whatever she knew. With a little bit of pressure from Serena, she knew Zoe would break and tell her whatever she wanted to know.
The question was, what did she know? What did any of them know? It wasn’t unusual for people to be nervous, scared even, of talking to the police. Especially people from the Goldsworth. They were all definitely hiding something, but she had no proof that it was something about Shaniqua Curtis’ murder that they were hiding. It could be anything, from drugs or crime to something less critical, like underage drinking.
She wished she hadn’t asked Brandy about Banks now. It gave them a head start over her, if they were involved in Shaniqua’s murder. Brandy would alert Banks, and the wall of silence that had already descended over the Goldsworth estate would thicken, making it nearly impossible for her to carry on her investigations and get any more leads. Not that she had any proper leads at the moment anyway.
Casey was sat across her desk from her, looking out of the window. It had started raining, as was typical in London, and Serena once again wished she could be back in her cottage in Cornwall.
“What do we do next?” Casey asked her, turning his gaze from the window.
“I don’t know,” Serena answered truthfully, and sighed.
“We could try that Taylor girl again tomorrow,” Casey suggested, “If she’s as nervous as you said she was, she’ll break easy. And then we can either step up the investigation into Banks and his motley crew, or we can rule them out and start focusing elsewhere.”
Serena thought about it for a few moments and it made sense.
“That sounds like a good plan,” Serena said, and smiled at Casey, who smiled back at her for the first time since they’d met, “Now let’s go get some coffee. I’m knackered.”
* * *


“I can’t fucking believe you!”
Brandy was pacing up and down the girls’ locker room at school, her hands shaking and her eyes flaring angrily whenever she looked up.
“How could you be so stupid?” she asked, her voice rising.
Zoe tried to muster the courage to reply, but all she could manage was a pathetic, “Sorry.”
Brandy’s eyes swivelled to meet hers, and she stepped forward suddenly. Zoe drew back, afraid that Brandy would hit her. But she didn’t. She just walked past her and left the bathroom without a backwards glance.
Zoe watched as the door swung closed behind her, and sighed. Her hands were shaking. In fact, it seemed her whole body was shaking. Since that detective, Serena, or whatever her name was, had talked to them. Now everything was going to fall apart because of her. Brandy was right, she might have just cost them their freedom.
She quickly hurried out of the locker room, and caught sight of Brandy as she slipped out of the front doors. Zoe ran as fast as she could down the corridor, and felt her swollen stomach ache in protest. She pushed through the door and saw that it had started raining.
She called out Brandy’s name, and Brandy stopped halfway across the yard, rain dripping down her face, her perfectly-done hair now a sodden mess.
“Wait for me!” Zoe called, as she crossed the yard to where Brandy stood.
“What is it, Zoe?” Brandy asked, sounding frustrated, “I’m going to find Troy.”
“I’m really sorry, Brandy,” Zoe said, her eyes swelling with tears, “I didn’t mean to give it away. I’m so sorry. I just can’t lie, you know I can’t.”
Brandy’s hard gaze softened and she pulled Zoe to her and hugged her.
“It’s all right, mate,” Brandy said reassuringly, “We ain’t going to get caught by that bitch of a detective. We’re smarter than her. You didn’t give it away. We’re going to be fine.”
“I don’t want to go to prison,” Zoe sobbed, and Brandy kept her arms around her.
“You ain’t going to prison, you stupid cow,” she said, her cold demeanour gone, “You’re going to be fine. We all are. Now let’s get you inside before you and the baby get cold.”
Zoe nodded, and Brandy took her arm in hers, and they walked out of the yard and down the street.
From her maths class overlooking the yard, Sasha Morton stared after them. She didn’t know what was going on with those two, but she knew it was something big. Zoe crying, Brandy angry, and now they were best of friends again. She would have put it down to a petty falling out, but she knew them better than that. This was something big. And she wanted to know what it was.
* * *


As the school bell rang to signal the end of the day, and hence, the end of the week, the students poured out of the building and across the yard, chatting animatedly and laughing. It was finally the weekend. Aurora and Sasha walked down the steps together, both lost in their own thoughts.
“Glad its Friday,” Sasha said eventually, “I’m going to get so pissed tonight.”
Aurora smiled, “I feel like getting pissed too, but I don’t think I can be bothered to go out clubbing.”
That was the truth. She hadn’t drunk in weeks, not since a party she and Shaniqua had attended together. And she didn’t want to go clubbing, it brought back too many memories of Shaniqua. Perhaps in a few weeks she’d be able to go out, but until then, she wasn’t sure if she could manage it.
Sasha was grinning.
“What’s that look for?” Aurora asked, starting to smile as well.
“Come to mine for a few drinks,” Sasha said, “We can just sit in and get pissed, and watch a movie or something. It’ll be a laugh, and it’ll take your mind off things.”
“Sounds fun,” Aurora smiled, “But don’t you want to meet Brandy and Zoe tonight?”
Sasha shrugged, “I think they’re busy this weekend.”
“Ok, well, that’ll be great then.”
“It’s a date,” Sasha said, and they both started giggling.
They’d reached the school gates, and Clint was waiting, wearing a coat two sizes too big for him.
“Nice coat, Clint,” Sasha said, and they both laughed again.
Clint looked down at the coat and shifted embarrassedly, “It was my dad’s. He can’t fit in it anymore, so it’s mine now.”
“Aww, I was only joking,” Sasha said, still giggling. She kissed Aurora on the cheek and made her way over to Tamar and Amal, who were standing on the edge of the pavement looking confused.
“See you later,” Aurora called after her, and Sasha waved back.
“You two going out tonight then?” Clint asked her, when they were alone.
Aurora couldn’t be sure, but she thought she’d detected a bit of jealousy in his voice. Did he want to spend time with her? Or did he just not want her going off and meeting another guy? Not much chance of that, Aurora thought. She only had eyes for one guy, and he was walking alongside her right now.
“Yeah, I’m going to Sasha’s and we’re having a girly night in,” she said happily, “It’ll help take my mind off things.”
“Like that police woman talking to you again?” Clint asked cautiously.
“Not her, she’s actually okay,” Aurora told him, “Just everything, Shaniqua, mum. And everything always feels better after a few drinks.”
Clint grinned, “You two planning to get pissed then?”
“Not pissed,” Aurora said jokingly, “Just merrily tipsy!”
“Same thing.”
“No, it’s not!”
“Well, I just better not find you wandering around the estate at midnight, singing Britney Spears and dancing round lampposts!”
They both laughed, “I don’t think I’ll be that drunk, Clint!”
“I hope not,” Clint smiled.
They continued chatting happily for a few more minutes, and found themselves at Aurora’s front door. Marlena was standing outside, a cigarette in one hand and a can of Strongbow in the other. She looked up at them, but averted her gaze and continued staring out at the estate.
Aurora was sad that the walk had ended so quickly, they’d been having such a laugh. Clint really was different from the other boys at school, that much she was certain of. She kissed his cheek, and he blushed.
“Have a good weekend,” Aurora said gently.
“You too, and be good at Sasha’s!”
“I will,” Aurora laughed, “I’ll try not to dance around lampposts and sing Britney Spears!”
Clint laughed, and retreated from the landing and headed back down the stairs. He was going to go home, and then he wanted to see Troy again. That was there Friday night routine, they got smashed and headed out on the town.
As he walked to his own flat, he thought about Aurora and how much he enjoyed being with her. He wondered why they didn’t meet up at the weekends. They lived so close to each other; they walked to school every day, so it seemed strange to him that they never met up on a Saturday. Then he found himself wondering if she was thinking this as well, or if on a Friday afternoon she forgot about him until Monday morning. He hoped she was thinking about him, because he knew that he wouldn’t stop thinking about her all weekend.
* * *


Aurora looked at her mother’s inquisitive stare and sighed.
“What is it mum?” she asked.
“What? I’m allowed to look at you, aren’t I?” Marlena said, getting defensive.
When Aurora had said goodbye to Clint, she had stepped past her mother and gone into the kitchen for a drink. Her mother had quickly followed her in, giving her a disapproving look. Now, sat across from her at the kitchen table, Aurora could tell that Marlena was itching to say something, and that it was only a matter of time before she said it. It was better to get it over with, so she could concentrate on getting ready for going to Sasha’s this evening.
“Of course you’re allowed to look at me, mum,” Aurora groaned, “But I know that look. You obviously have something to say, so you might as well get it out in the open.”
“Well, I could say the same thing to you, my dear,” Marlena replied.
Aurora was confused, what on earth was she talking about?
“What do you mean?”
“You and that Jackson boy,” Marlena said solemnly, “Clint, isn’t it?”
Suddenly, realization dawned on Aurora and she groaned inwardly. That was why Marlena had been standing outside the flat when she’d arrived home this afternoon. She had been waiting to see if Clint walked her home every day, or if the other day had been a one-off.
“He’s not my boyfriend, if that’s what your insinuating.”
“Really?” Marlena asked, disbelieving, “Why does he walk you home everyday then?”
“Because we’re friends, mum. That’s allowed, isn’t it?”
“Aurora, my love,” Marlena cooed, “You know nothing of the ways of the world. You see, boys and girls are very different creatures. You might think you’re just friends –”
“We are just friends!” Aurora interrupted.
“You might think you’re just friends,” Marlena cut her off, “But he thinks very differently, believe me. He wants only one thing from you, my love, and the way you’re acting around him, kissing him on the cheek and flirting like that, you’re giving off the wrong impression.”
“We’re just friends, mum. And I don’t flirt with him, we were having a laugh, and there’s nothing wrong with that. He’s a good mate, and he looks out for me. There’s nothing going on between us.”
“And you really think he feels the same?” Marlena questioned, “He thinks you’re just friends too?”
“Yes!” Aurora said, although she hoped that he thought otherwise.
“He’s a sixteen year old lad, Aurora,” Marlena stated, taking another drink from her can of Strongbow, “And you’re a beautiful young lady. He’s only after one thing!”
“Mum, you’re not even listening to me!” Aurora protested, and stood up, her chair scraping across the kitchen floor.
Marlena too rose, and swayed on the spot. So that was what this was all about, Aurora thought. Her mum was drunk and trying to give her relationship advise, if that’s what it could be called.
“I just want you to be happy,” Marlena said lamely, “And he won’t make you happy, whatever you might think!”
Aurora knew her mother was only trying to help her, protect her, but Aurora knew her own feelings and knew her own mind. And she knew that Clint could make her happy. Hell, he did make her happy.
“Mum, if you want me to be happy, let me live my fucking life!” Aurora said, her voice rising. She winced at the choice of words she’d used. Marlena’s face fell, and crumpled before Aurora’s eyes.
“I’m sorry, mum,” Aurora stammered, “I didn’t mean that.”
She went to put her arms around her mum, to hug her and show her that she was sorry, because she was. But Marlena stepped back, her face contorted with rage.
“Don’t you dare!” she shrieked, “Get out!”
“What?” Aurora asked, “I’m sorry, I really am!”
“Get the fuck out of my flat you evil bitch!” Marlena yelled, and Aurora backed away from her. She grabbed her handbag off the table and left the flat, slamming the door behind her.
It must be the antidepressants, she thought. Perhaps that was the reaction caused in people by a mixture of antidepressants and alcohol. Or maybe she’d been careless and cruel to her mum, when she was only trying to help her.
Her cell phone vibrated from in her handbag, and Aurora fumbled through her assortment of junk until she found it. It was Sasha.
“Hey, can I come round to yours now?” Aurora asked, “My mum flipped out.”
“Yeah, I was just going to say you could come over whenever,” Sasha said, “I’ve got the white wine on ice.”
“White wine?” Aurora asked, surprised. Her normal drink of choice was vodka, and she had assumed that it would be Sasha’s too.
“Yes, darling,” Sasha laughed, putting on a posh-totty accent, “I thought we could be proper posh tonight, drinking white wine, at our little rendezvous!”
“Sounds great! I’ll be right over,” Aurora laughed, and hung up.
She glanced back at the flat, where her mother was either upset and feeling guilty for what she had said, or she was still flipping out and had probably starting throwing things, or whatever people on antidepressants and alcohol did.
She turned on her heel and walked down the landing, heading for Sasha’s. She knew the number, it was the block across from her. She deserved a good night, and she definitely needed cheering up. Clint could’ve cheered her up no problem, Aurora knew, but Sasha came in a close second.
* * *


In the flat, Marlena sat down on the shabby sofa, the only one this lounge had ever seen, she thought sadly. It was all she and her husband had been able to afford when they’d moved in, and it suited the purpose. Now, with nobody in the flat but her, it seemed shabby. She poured herself a liberal dose of vodka, and sipped it. It burnt her throat and made her gag, but it served her right.
She had been so cruel to Aurora. True, she had been trying to help her daughter. She’d had honourable intentions. She just hadn’t wanted to see her only remaining family member, her little baby girl, get pregnant at such a young age. She had, and look what had happened there.
The Jackson boy seemed okay, if she was honest with herself. He’d looked handsome, and he obviously cared for Aurora. But still, sixteen year old boys were all the same when you got down to it. And she knew he must’ve thought about Aurora in ways she daren’t not linger on, and that Aurora had probably had similar thoughts regarding him. But she was still too young.
As she sipped the vodka, she remembered her own mother saying the same thing to her. She had lectured her about the boy she was seeing, Aurora’s father, and Marlena had protested much the same as Aurora had this evening. In fact, she had done pretty much the same as Aurora had done when she was younger. The only difference was, Marlena’s mother hadn’t gone crazy and thrown her out of the flat. Marlena had done that to Aurora though, and now the guilt was eating at her from the inside out.
Would Aurora come back tonight? She’d heard her talking on the phone to someone, laughing. At least somebody could make her happy. Maybe it was Clint she’d been on the phone to. Marlena hoped it wasn’t, but Sod’s law meant it probably had been. God only knew what those two would be up to tonight, she thought sadly. And it was all her fault.
If Aurora didn’t come back tonight, what would she do? Marlena hated being alone in the flat, and hated it even more not knowing where Aurora was. Was she in trouble right now? Was she calling out for her mother, the way Shaniqua had done as she lay dying in the street?
The thought depressed her even more, and Marlena wondered angrily why she was even taking the antidepressants the doctor had prescribed for her, when they did nothing but make her head spin and her stomach hurt whenever she drank alcohol, which was all the time now, she had to admit.
She was feeling sleepy now, from the stress of the past few minutes or from the cocktail of tablets and alcohol she had taken, she didn’t know or care. Would anyone even care if she went to sleep and never woke up? Would Aurora care? Would she even notice anymore? The days when Aurora had depended on her were long gone, Marlena knew that. Even before Shaniqua had died, she knew her girls were independent. Now though, it was as if Aurora had become a grown woman overnight and she no longer needed her mother around. Marlena looked out at the lights of London through the window, and eyed the balcony on the other side of the glass door. They were a few floors above ground. How painful would it be if she jumped? Probably it would hurt a lot, she thought.
Perhaps she should just do it, get it over with. She would die a lonely woman now anyway, God and the Goldsworth estate had seen to that much. She might as well go by her own hand than let her liver pack in, or her lungs. Or both. Maybe jumping wouldn’t be such a bad way to go, anyway. With any luck, she thought, she might take out the bastard who killed her daughter on her way down as well. That would be a stroke of pure perfection. Not that she’d be alive to celebrate, but she’d die happy in the knowledge that justice had been done.
Before she could get up off the sofa and make her way to the sliding glass doors to the balcony, the glass of vodka slipped from her fingers and crashed to the carpeted floor, spilling its contents over her shoes. Her eyes flickered and then shut, and she began snoring heavily.
* * *


When Clint arrived at Troy’s flat a few hours later, Jessie answered the door on her way out. She smiled at him, and Clint smiled back. She was wearing a tight yellow miniskirt and low-cut sleeveless top, and Clint was surprised to notice that she’d developed quite a chest in the past few months. He had never looked at her that way before, and he didn’t have any intention to in the future. He only thought about one girl’s body these days, and that was Aurora’s.
“Alright Clint?” Jessie asked, “Troy’s in his room. The bitch is in there too.”
“I’m good thanks, you?”
“Great, I’m off out to Jazz’s,” she said, and winked conspiratorially, “Laters.”
Clint smiled as Jessie left the flat, and he closed the front door. The bitch, as Jessie called her, was Brandy. And Clint had to admit that, at times, Brandy could be a bitch. In fact, most of the time she was. He hadn’t expected her to be here tonight though. Although she spent almost all her time with Troy, it was an established routine that Troy and Clint had a lads’ night on a Friday, along with Tamar and Amal when they were able to, and Brandy wasn’t welcome. For the past few months, Brandy hadn’t minded the routine. She’d been with Zoe or whoever, and that had suited them all fine. So why was she over here now? Clint wondered if it had something to do with Shaniqua’s death, but reassured himself that it wasn’t. How could it be?
He was debating whether he should leave and come back later, when Brandy had gone, but the front door opened and Tyrese and Trent walked in. Seeing Clint, they both grinned and shook his hand.
“How are you, mate?” Tyrese asked, and Clint responded.
The kitchen door opened, and Brandy walked in, followed by Troy. They were both smiling, and Clint knew that the only time Brandy smiled was when she’d got laid. That’s what they’d been doing in the bedroom then.
“See you tomorrow,” Brandy said, and kissed Troy lingeringly on the lips, “Have a good night.”
“Night babe,” Troy said, when their lips had parted.
Brandy winked at the others, and left the flat. Troy grinned, and Tyrese clapped him on the back.
“I still don’t know how you pulled her, bro,” Trent laughed.
“Let’s get us some beers then,” Troy said, and opened the fridge.
A few minutes later, they were all seated in the living room, drinking their beers, the television switched to the footie. An ad break came on, followed by the evening news. They were chatting, not bothering with the news, when Clint and Troy both stopped.
It was another news report on Shaniqua Curtis’ murder. Serena Patterson, the black detective that Clint had seen talking to Aurora, appeared on the screen. She was saying that they had some potential suspects and were following up some leads. Troy and Clint exchanged a glance, but both remained silent.
When the news report finished, silence filled the room. Trent drank his beer and started laughing, but Tyrese was unusually quiet. He looked between Troy and Clint, and shook his head.
“You never did it, did you boys?” he asked.
Troy’s eyes widened slightly, and Clint felt his throat go dry.
“What do you mean?” Troy asked, trying to sound casual.
“You never done in that Shaniqua Curtis girl?” Tyrese asked, his voice forceful.
“What are you talking about?” Troy laughed uncomfortably, “You think we done it?”
“It would explain why you been walking round all week like someone stuck a rod up your fucking ass,” Tyrese said, “So, did you do it?”
“Listen, Ty –”
“No, you fucking listen to me,” Tyrese said, rising to his feet, “And answer the fucking question. Did you kill that fucking Curtis girl or not?”
“Ty –”
“Just fucking answer, yes or no.”
Clint and Trent both sat in silence, unable to move, as they watched Tyrese and Troy’s exchange. Clint hoped to God that Troy could lie convincingly, or they were both screwed.
“Yeah, I done it.”
Troy’s voice had shaken when he’d said it, but there it was. Out in the open.
“Fucking hell,” Trent gasped, “You actually killed someone, bro? That’s fucking awesome.”
“What?” Tyrese asked in disbelief, turning to face Trent, “Are you off your fucking skull?”
“Well, he’s proved himself ain’t he,” Trent replied, “You said he just had to prove himself, and he’s done it.”
“By stabbing a fucking teenage girl?”
“She disrespected Brandy,” Troy said. His face was set, but his eyes were wide with fear and apprehension.
“See, Ty, loyal and lethal,” Trent persisted, “Fucking ace. Come on, he proved himself, man.”
Tyrese shook his head slowly, but didn’t speak for a few minutes. The room fell silent again, all eyes on him. Clint could feel his heart beating twice as fast as ever before, and he glanced at Troy, who looked as nervous as he was. They were in this together, whatever happened. And Clint knew that at least the brothers wouldn’t go to the police. That didn’t mean, though, Tyrese wouldn’t break their legs.
When Tyrese finally spoke, he looked Troy and Clint directly in the eyes, before returning his gaze to the floor.
“Alright, who else knows about this?”
“Me and Clint,” Troy said, “Brandy, Tamar, Amal, and Zoe Taylor.”
“Zoe Taylor?” Trent laughed, “Fucking hell, the pregnant one?”
“Yeah, but Brandy’s keeping her quiet,” Troy said.
“I should fucking hope so,” Tyrese said solemnly, “What did you do with the knife?”
“Brandy chucked it down the chute,” Troy replied.
“You wipe the prints off it?”
“Yeah, Brandy did.”
“Fuck me, does Brandy wipe your fucking ass too?” Tyrese groaned. This was getting messy.
“Look, bro,” Troy said eventually, “Nobody’s going catch us. All of us are keeping quiet, there’s no knife and no witnesses. So even if they suspect us, they ain’t got no proof.”
“Do they suspect you, then?” Tyrese asked.
“Patterson does.”
“That detective from the TV?” Trent asked, “She’s a bit of alright. Nice rack. I might get me some of her when this all blows over.”
Tyrese rolled his eyes and ignored his brother. “How do you know she suspects?”
“She questioned Brandy and Zoe this morning. Then Clint’s seen her talking to the dead girl’s sister, but that’s just because she’s working on the case.”
“Okay, well looks like you’ve covered everything.”
“We have,” Troy insisted.
“Look, Ty, he’s proved himself,” Trent said, looking pointedly at Tyrese.
“What are you talking about?” Troy asked.
“You.”
“Okay,” Tyrese relented, “You’ve proved yourself, Troy. Welcome to the gang.”
It took a few moments for the news to sink in. Troy’s face eventually creased into a grin, as he took it in.
“You serious?” he asked, looking from Tyrese to Trent, “I’m in?”
“Yeah, we’re serious.” Tyrese looked solemn.
Troy jumped up from the sofa and cheered. Clint rose to his feet too, and they hugged. Then, Tyrese and Trent were hugging them both, and within a few minutes, more beers were being cracked open and they were all celebrating, the seriousness of the conversation from a few minutes ago all but forgotten. Troy made excuses and went into his bedroom to phone Brandy. Clint sat and drank beers and laughed and joked with Tyrese and Trent.
Clint glanced at Troy’s bedroom door, and wondered what Brandy’s reaction would be. She’d be ecstatic, of course. She’d wanted this as much as Troy had. Perhaps more. Clint wondered at what he was doing here, celebrating Troy’s promotion into a gang.
“Party tomorrow night,” Trent was saying, “All the gang can come round. Have a big piss up, and you’re invited too Clint, mate.”
Clint nodded, “I’ll be there.”
And he would be. But, if he was honest, he didn’t want to be there. He’d much rather be with Aurora, just the two of them. But he had to show loyalty to Troy. Especially now he was in his brothers’ gang. The game had well and truly changed now, and it would affect them all, Clint was certain of it.
* * *
In the kitchen, Keskia Banks sat down at the kitchen table, her heart pounding in her chest. She scrambled for a cigarette and lit it, inhaling deeply, savouring the smoke as she forced it down into her lungs as if it were oxygen. She’d quit a few months ago, but the temptation to start had always been there. Now, after what she’d just heard, it was more than temptation. It was necessary to have a fag. If she didn’t, she’d have a heart attack, she mused.
She closed her eyes, willing the last few minutes of her life to disappear, to be swallowed up in the darkness. To bring her back to reality, where her youngest son was a troublemaker, but in no way a murderer. When she opened them again, however, she was still there, in her spotless kitchen, in which she’d cooked and cleaned, cried and laughed, for the better part of twenty years. The cigarette was still in her hand, and the shopping still at her feet where she’d dropped them not five minutes before.
And, worst of all, her youngest son, her baby, the son she’d always hoped would make something of himself, was still a cold-blooded murderer. She just couldn’t fathom it. What had she done so wrong? All three of her sons were criminals, and one was a murderer, or at least as far as she knew it was only one. The way Tyrese and Trent had been talking, it didn’t seem as if they were exactly unused to the idea of covering up a murder. Still, they had an excuse, of sorts. They had witnessed their father’s death, hit by a car before their very eyes. She had rushed straight from work when she’d heard the news, and she would never forget the scene. Her young sons, still in shock, and her husband lying in the road, under a canvas tarp which the police had used to deter curious observers. Not that it was much of an excuse, but they had been traumatized. She had only managed to cope with their criminal activities, of which she was well aware, as much as she wished she weren’t, by deluding herself that it was caused by that traumatic incident.
But Troy, he had never witnessed this. Hell, he’d been only a few years old when it had happened, and had been miles away, playing with his toys at a neighbour’s house, with his three month-old sister. What excuse did he have for what he’d done? Or more importantly, what excuse could she come up with that would excuse his behaviour? To allow her to forgive him, or at least forget what he’d done.
She knew there was no excuse. And Clint was involved too, that shocked her. Brandy’s involvement had come as little surprise, if she was honest. She had never really approved of Brandy. Maybe she’d put him up to it? Even if she had, a decent human being would never have fathomed the idea, let alone kill a poor innocent girl because of it. She’d watched Clint grow up, and she’d always thought of him as a lovely young man. Now she knew better. Tamar and Amal, well, they were different stories entirely. She’d never thought much of them, even if they did help carry her shopping a few times.
And to think, she’d sat and watched the news reports of the Curtis girl’s murder, and thought to herself how awful it all was. How crime was getting worse. How she hoped the killers got caught, and were punished severely. And she’d wondered at the parents of the killer, whether their influence had unwittingly turned their child into a killer. Now she felt guilty. What had she done so wrong? Still, at least Jessie was okay. Well, if not okay, then just a typical teenage girl.
Should she go to the police? Could she? She thought of the shame, the way people would turn against her and her family. And Troy. What if he’d been forced to do it? And if she did turn him in, would he survive the prison system? She’d heard many stories of people who hadn’t, and they were grown men, let alone a sixteen-year-old who hadn’t even finished school yet. And would he forgive her? Probably not. Could she really destroy her family with one fell swoop? She could, she knew, but she wouldn’t.
Although she would never be able to accept or forgive what Troy had done, she would have to live with it. And she would keep quiet because, deep down, she still loved her youngest son. Even if, at this moment in time, she despised him.
* * *


Across the estate, at Sasha Morton’s ground floor flat, Aurora was feeling drunk. No, not just drunk. Very drunk. Between them, they’d gone through the two bottles of chardonnay that Sasha had prepared, whilst they watched the ‘Sex and the City’ movie. It was so unrealistic, they had both proclaimed, but they’d been mesmerized by it all the same, and had collapsed in fits of laughter as they told stories of what they’d do and what they’d buy if they had that sort of money. Then, with the wine gone, they’d sent Sasha’s mum down to the corner shop, and she’d come back with a bottle of vodka. Now, as they lounged around in Sasha’s bedroom, listening to the Pussycat Dolls, Aurora started to feel tired. The bottle of vodka was nearly finished, and it was nearing midnight.
“I’d better go soon,” Aurora spoke, her words slurring badly, “It’s like midnight.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Sasha said, taking a slurp of her vodka and coke, “We should definitely do this again sometime soon.”
“Yeah, it’s been fun,” Aurora sighed.
“What’s up?” Sasha asked, flipping onto her side to look properly at Aurora.
“Nothing,” Aurora laughed, flapping her arms.
Sasha stifled a laugh, and then her face turned serious.
“You can tell me,” Sasha persisted, “I won’t say anything.”
“Promise?”
“Double promise,” Sasha whispered, “Is it big?”
“I dunno, I don’t know if I should say anything.”
“Come on, spill the beans.”
“Okay,” Aurora relented. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to say anything, but she needed to tell somebody. The first person she’d have gone to would’ve been Shan, but now she was gone, and her mother had flipped out, Sasha was the one person she trusted enough to tell. “Well, it’s about a guy.”
“Oh, right,” Sasha said knowingly, “You mean Clint?”
Aurora was taken aback.
“How did you know?”
“Babe, it’s so obvious,” Sasha grinned, “You two are so cute, walking home together and all.”
“Is it really that obvious?” Aurora asked, suddenly feeling embarrassed.
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t worry about it if I was you.”
“So, do you think he’s interested in anyone at the moment?” Aurora asked hesitantly, not sure if she really wanted to know the answer.
“Definitely,” Sasha said seriously, “She’s really pretty, and he so definitely has the hots for her!”
“Really?” Aurora asked, feeling her heart beating fast, filled with dread, “Who is she?”
“It’s you, you dumbass.”
Aurora let it sink in, and then threw a discarded pillow at Sasha’s head. Sasha laughed and threw it back. They both started laughing again, and Aurora felt her stomach clench. It felt like she hadn’t laughed this much in years.
“So you think he likes me then?” Aurora asked, more confidently this time, after they’d composed themselves and the laughter had died down.
“Yeah, he’s even more obvious,” Sasha replied, “Or maybe it’s just because I can read men like an open book.”
“You wish,” Aurora laughed.
“So, how you going to snare him then?”
“Snare?” Aurora repeated the word, “That makes it sound like I’m trying to trap a wild animal or something.”
“Men are wild animals,” Sasha said, and winked, “That’s why you need a plan.”
“What I really need right now,” Aurora said, rising slowly to her feet, “Is to get home.”
Sasha laughed, “Yeah, I’m pretty knackered myself. Do you want me to walk you home?”
“Nah, I’ll be okay.”
“You sure?” Sasha asked, her face concerned, “My dad can take you back if you want?”
“It’s fine, I’m not that drunk!”
“What, would you be embarrassed to be seen walking home with my dad?” Sasha asked jokingly.
“No, but my mum flipped out when Clint walked me home, imagine what she’d say if your dad walked me to the door!”
Sasha burst into hysterical laughter, and Aurora kissed her on the cheek and left the flat. She could still hear Sasha from out here. The air was colder than it had been before, and she wished she’d brought a coat with her. Then again, her mum hadn’t given her much time to get organized when she’d gone crazy and chucked her out. Hopefully she’d be in bed by now.
She walked across the courtyard, and turned down a narrow alleyway. It was dark, but she knew her way around the estate well. She’d lived here long enough. A crowd of boys stood at the end of the alley, kicking a ball around. Her heart beat faster, and she thought about Shaniqua. Was this how it had happened? Had she just been walking along, thinking about the night’s fun, not thinking about the boys ahead of her? And what they would do to her? Aurora shook her head. She had to stop thinking like that, or she’d never be able to move on.
She passed through the group of boys, and apart from a few wolf whistles, they left her well alone. She turned the corner and went up the stairs of her block. When she reached her front door a few minutes later, she sighed with relief. Her key slid into the lock, and the silence of the flat filled her ears. So her mum was asleep after all. Another relief. She went to her bedroom and dumped her bag on Shan’s bed. The night had been good, she thought. And it had felt good to know that Sasha thought Clint liked her too. She’d known all along, really, but had needed someone to confirm it to her. To prove she wasn’t just imagining it. Maybe, just maybe, she and Clint could end up together after all.




CHAPTER SEVEN



Saturday mornings were always the same on the Goldsworth Estate. The women went to the supermarkets, some dragging wailing children behind them, some pushing prams, and some looking rougher than they normally would, thanks to the party spirit Friday nights entailed. The men went to the pub to watch the football at midday, and then stumbled home in the early hours of the morning. The teenagers hung around all day in groups, some venturing off the estate, but most just hanging around the ‘park’, if it could be called that, some playing football, and others drinking and smoking all day. By Saturday night, all of them would either be drunk and rowdy, or complaining about their drunk and rowdy neighbours. It was all so predictable, Serena thought to herself as she sat in her car, waiting.
Today, thankfully, she hadn’t needed to bring Casey. Although he’d helped motivate her yesterday, she had a feeling that it had more to do with humouring her than actually intending to help her. Whatever, she thought. Why would she care what that pathetic little man did or didn’t do?
As it was a Saturday, she was dressed more casually than she normally would be. Her jeans made her feel more comfortable than the skirt and blouse she’d been accustomed to wearing as a detective, and her black coat, with the fur-lined hood, kept her warm. She’d had the car heating on, but she’d had to turn it off when the windows started to steam up, thanks to the cold morning air all Londoners had to endure. She rubbed her hands together, and was beginning to wonder whether this had been a wasted journey, when she saw her target.
Zoe Taylor looked paler than the day before, Serena thought, and wondered if it was due to the pregnancy. Or maybe she’d just got wasted the night before and was suffering for it this morning. Either way, it had been enough to drive her out into the cold, first thing on a Saturday morning, and she was now walking back home with a plastic pharmacy bag. So her paleness probably was hangover-related. And Serena would have bet money on there being painkillers in the bag.
She opened her car door, and felt the cold air hit her face, and gasped. She scrambled out of the car and wished she’d worn gloves and a hat. Had she really forgotten the London weather? After all those years she’d spent living here, on this very estate? Then she remembered. She’d tried blocking everything about those years out of her mind. Perhaps her efforts weren’t in vain after all.
“Can I have a word, Miss Taylor?” Serena asked as she neared the girl. She kept her voice light. She didn’t want the girl to run off and injure herself or the baby. Or alert the others.
Zoe turned around; her pale face going even paler, if that was possible. Her red hair blew in the harsh wind, and her freckles seemed more pronounced than yesterday. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she instantly began to look uncomfortable.
“What d’you want?” she asked, “I ain’t done nothing wrong!”
“I know you haven’t Zoe,” Serena said soothingly. “But maybe somebody you know has.”
“I dunno what you’re talking about,” Zoe responded. She was trying to sound forceful, but they both knew it was a poor attempt. “Honestly,” she added lamely.
“So you’re saying you don’t know who stabbed Shaniqua Curtis?” Serena asked bluntly.
It had the affect she’d hoped for. Zoe looked weary, scared even. Perhaps she’d been threatened by somebody. With a baby on the way, that could be enough to stop her confessing what she knew. Then again, Serena had seen her smoking yesterday, and she suspected she’d been drinking last night, so it wasn’t as if the girl had developed a strong maternal instinct for the child.
“No,” Zoe eventually managed.
“So you don’t know who was there when she died?”
“No.”
“You don’t know anything about the murder?”
“No, of course not,” Zoe said, attempting to sound insulting, but failing.
“So you weren’t there then?” Serena asked. This was her only lead, and this girl could make or break her case.
“Look, what are all these questions?” Zoe countered, “You don’t know nothing about anything. You’re pathetic, of course I don’t know who done that girl in, of course I don’t. If I did, I wouldn’t be hanging round here, would I?”
“Where would you be hanging around then?” Serena asked, treading carefully now that she’d managed to trigger a reaction in her, “That is, if you did know who killed Shaniqua Curtis?”
“I’d be long gone, mate,” she replied, wiping a bead of sweat off her forehead, “I’d have gone up to Manchester or somewhere like that. Beats hanging round here, waiting to get nicked, don’t it?”
“I guess so, but Manchester isn’t much better. Some parts are, but some parts are just the same as here. Some parts are worse.”
“Really?” Zoe asked, surprised. She’d always thought Manchester was a nice place. Then again, maybe that’s because her mother was from there, and she’d been brought up with her mum’s constant talk of Manchester and its greatness, and her rants against London, in particular, the Goldsworth. Not that she needed to listen to the rants; she only had to look out the window to see how bad things were.
“Yeah, really,” Serena replied, “And what makes you think you’d be arrested if you knew who killed Shaniqua?”
Zoe was beginning to open up to her, in a way, and probably as much as she would, so it was important she made her move now. Serena knew all about interrogation, and although Casey and Jenkins would never have agreed with her, the best way to get information was through trust. Mutual trust.
“Well, they would, wouldn’t they? If you seen someone got done in, then you’re going to prison.”
“Not necessarily, Zoe.”
“What do you mean?” Zoe asked, trying to sound uninterested, but Serena knew she was on edge waiting for her response, “You wouldn’t have to go to prison or nothing?”
“The person wouldn’t have to go to prison if they gave the police evidence that might lead to an arrest,” Serena answered her, “As long as the person hadn’t committed another illegal act.”
“And what if the person said nothing?”
“If the person refused to help the police, Zoe, they would go to prison for accessory to murder.”
That was a bit of an exaggeration, but Serena wasn’t worried. She didn’t think Zoe was very clued-up on the legal system.
Zoe was quiet for a few moments, and she busied herself wiping a stray red hair off her face. Was she about to say something? A noise in the distance made them both jump. It was a group of boys on bikes, leaving the estate and probably heading for the park. Zoe watched them go, her eyes wide and alert now. She looked flustered, anxious to leave.
When she finally spoke, Serena was on tenterhooks, waiting for her next words.
“Well, anyways, I’ve got to be off,” Zoe said, looking anxious, “I’ve got to get in. My doctor said I shouldn’t be out in the cold too long, not with the baby.”
“If you need to talk to someone –”
“I don’t,” Zoe interrupted, “I don’t know nothing about no stabbings, only what I heard on the news. So leave me alone, I don’t need this trouble.”
“Take my card, at least,” Serena said, exasperated, but not entirely surprised.
“I dunno.” Zoe was hesitating.
Serena took a card out of her pocket and pressed it into Zoe’s hand. Zoe looked down at it and then their eyes locked for a few seconds. Serena could see the unadulterated fear in her eyes. Then, Zoe was gone, half-waddling, and half-jogging down the concrete pavement.
Serena watched her go, and then retreated to her car. She needed a coffee and a nice long bath, she thought. Time to go back to the hotel. It was times like this she wished she was at home, back in Cornwall. At least, she reminded herself, she’d made a break in the case, however small. Zoe Taylor hadn’t told her anything directly, no, but indirectly, she might as well have confessed her sins. All she needed now was a name, Jackson or Banks. And she was sure Zoe Taylor would be the one to tell her.
* * *


Clint was in his bedroom, spraying deodorant over the top of his favourite tracksuit. It was silver and black, and his mother had saved up for a whole month to buy it for his sixteenth birthday. It was one of his most prized possessions now. He glanced out of the window, and worried that he’d be late. It was getting dark, and he didn’t want to miss the start of the party. His mother was still in the kitchen, making dinner for Kojo, and there’d been no sign of his father since he’d done the disappearing act. Good riddance, Clint thought to himself, and hoped that his father never came back. All he did was cause trouble. Just thinking about him made him angry.
He suddenly wished Aurora could come with him, but he knew it wasn’t possible. He’d asked Troy last night if he could bring a guest. Troy had surprised him by asking if he wanted to bring Aurora, and although Clint had tried to deny it, Troy had seen through him. And then Troy had point-blank refused to let her come. He’d told Clint that it was a mistake getting involved with her, especially after what had happened to her sister. Or more to the point, what they’d done to her sister. And Clint knew it wasn’t the perfect situation, but he wanted her more than anything, and Troy’s rejection of her had affected him more deeply than he’d shown. But it was Troy’s party, and he could invite who he wanted and turn down invitations to anyone he didn’t want there.
There was a quiet knock on the door, and Femi, his mother, poked her head in.
“Are you decent?” She asked.
“Yeah mum, come in.”
Femi opened the door wider and walked in, her bulky frame filling the small room.
“You be good tonight,” she said, smiling at him and taking his face in her hands, “I worry for you.”
“Why, ma?”
“I’ve seen the news, that girl being killed last week,” Femi said solemnly, “I’ve prayed for her soul every night since I heard. And I pray for you too. And your friend Aurora. I don’t want you getting hurt or into any trouble here.”
“I won’t, ma,” Clint said, and wished it was the truth. It would break his mother’s heart if she ever found out about his involvement in Shaniqua’s death.
“I know, son, you’re a good boy.”
She kissed him on the cheek, and made her way to the bedroom door. “And a handsome boy, too.”
Clint laughed and waved her away, and she closed the door, her laughter resounding down the small corridor. Clint knew he was handsome, but it meant a lot to be told so. Even if it was by his own mother.
His cell phone rang and Clint looked down at the caller ID. It was Troy. He must be late, Clint thought. He grabbed a pack of fags off his bed, checked himself out in the mirror for the final time, and left the flat.
* * *
At Troy’s flat, the celebrations were well underway by half past eight. Keskia had done what she always did when her sons wanted to throw a party; she’d made her excuses and headed off for bingo at the local community centre. As soon as she’d gone, Tyrese and Trent had turned on the loudspeakers, and music bellowed around the flat and down the landing. One neighbour had already complained about the noise, but faced with Tyrese and Trent, by now half-drunk and feeling in the party-mood, they’d soon decided that complaining was futile.
Troy, who had been in high-spirits since last night, had spent the day in bed. Brandy had come round first thing in the morning, and given him a very pleasant, very satisfying, present. They had then lain together for hours, discussing what life would be like for them once the money started rolling in and once Troy was a fully blown gang member.
Now, with the party underway, they were seated, arm-in-arm, on the largest of the sofas, both with drinks in their hands. Clint had arrived late, to Troy’s frustration, but Clint had apologized and Troy had quickly accepted the apology. He wanted to celebrate, not fall out over petty things like that. Tamar and Amal had also been late, although for good reason. Amal’s older brother Sanjay had been arrested, and Amal had only just persuaded his heavyset, over-religious mother to let him out of the house. Tamar, whose mother was, to all intents and purposes, working as a prostitute at the moment, had only been late because he’d been so drunk last night that he’d forgotten all about the party until Amal had reminded him on his way over. Troy had laughed along with Brandy and Clint at Tamar’s forgetfulness, until Tamar had gotten angry and they’d stopped laughing, at least in front of him.
Zoe was at the party as well, sitting on Brandy’s other side, wearing a tight miniskirt and sleeveless top, despite the large baby bulge on her stomach. Trent, who’d been drinking for the better part of the whole day, had eyed her with interest. He’d seen her a few times before, and he’d always thought she was alright to look at. Not exactly pretty, he’d thought to himself, but close enough. And with looks like Trent’s, he could pull any girl he wanted. So pulling her shouldn’t be a problem, he thought to himself, and sat down beside her, handing her another vodka and coke. She’d already had three, and before long, he fully expected her to be on her knees in front of him.
“You alright, mate?” Brandy asked, eyeing Zoe closely.
“Yeah, I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?”
“Dunno, you just look funny,” Brandy said, “You want to talk about it?”
“There’s nothing to talk about, let’s just enjoy the party,” Zoe stated firmly, although it wasn’t entirely the truth. She was still shaken after her encounter with Serena that morning. “Free booze, so we might as well.”
“That’s the spirit,” Trent laughed, leaning closer to her.
Zoe smiled at him. Trent Banks was a womanizer, that she knew. But he was so damn good looking, how could any woman refuse him? Those eyes, that cheeky grin, and those muscles. He’d be good in bed, that was plain to see.
Brandy rolled her eyes. The way Zoe was looking at Trent, the smile would soon be back on her face. She turned her attentions to Troy, who had just finished rolling a joint. That was one of the perks of being associated with drug-dealers, there was never a shortage of good weed. Or marijuana, as the posh teachers at school called it. Screw them and their lectures, she thought, half of them were smoking it after school every day, so why shouldn’t they?
“Want a puff, babe?” Troy asked, lighting the joint, and blowing a large cloud of smoke into the air.
Brandy nodded, and took it between her fingers.
Across the room, Clint watched the couple with interest. They did make a good couple, he could see that much. But he’d never taken to Brandy, and he couldn’t quite work out why. He felt a pang of jealousy when Brandy passed the joint to Zoe, and kissed Troy tenderly on the lips. Not jealous of them, no. Jealous that they could show their affection, whilst he hadn’t been allowed to bring Aurora. Then he found himself wondering if, had Aurora been invited and had agreed to attend, whether they would have shared their first kiss tonight. The thought made him stir, but it also made him feel pensive. If only she could’ve been here, he’d be able to find out.
Tyrese lumbered over to him and sat down on the edge of the armchair. He looked stoned and drunk, which he probably was, considering Brandy had said he’d been smoking and drinking all day.
“You alright, mate?” Tyrese slurred.
“Yeah, I’m good bro,” Clint nodded, shaking his hand, “You?”
“I’m fucking wrecked,” Tyrese said, and laughed.
His girlfriend, a pretty black girl with long dyed-blond hair and enormous breasts, joined them and perched herself in Tyrese’s lap. Her miniskirt barely reached her thighs, and Clint caught a glimpse of her lacy pink thong. He averted his gaze, and caught Zoe’s eye.
“Want some, Clinty?” Zoe laughed. She rose to her feet and passed the joint to him. It was nearly all gone, but at least it was something.
Instead of returning to her seat, Zoe disappeared into the crowd of people in the room, and Trent quickly went after her. No prizes for guessing what they’d be getting up to, Clint thought dryly.
Brandy appeared through the crowd, and sat down beside them.
“How you feeling Clint?” she asked, not sounding like she cared, “I heard about your dad running off again.”
Clint looked surprised, and Brandy quickly filled him in, “Troy told me this morning.”
“Oh right, well, it ain’t like it’s a big deal,” Clint said, “He’s a useless twat at the best of times.”
“My dad was like that,” Brandy sighed, “The best thing that ever happened to mum was when he run off with his brother’s girlfriend.”
Tyrese laughed. “Some family reunion that’ll be!”
Clint sniggered, and Brandy ignored them both.
“So, Mercy, I heard you went shopping today,” Brandy said, “Get anything nice?”
Then Clint understood why she’d come over. Brandy wanted to make an impression on Mercy, find out what it was like dating a gang member. Typical Brandy, he thought to himself, always an ulterior motive.
“I always get nice things,” Mercy replied coolly, seeming to read Brandy’s motives as well, “What would be the point in buying them if they weren’t nice?”
Brandy caught the distaste in Mercy’s voice, but hid her embarrassment, and continued.
“Do you go up to Oxford Street when you go shopping?”
Mercy sighed, “Sometimes I do. Sometimes I don’t. It depends where I want to go.”
Brandy nodded, looking fascinated, “We should go together sometime.”
Without giving a response, Mercy rose to her feet and made excuses to go and get another drink, and Tyrese followed her out, winking at Clint as he went past. Brandy looked humiliated, and Clint didn’t catch her eye as she rose to her feet and returned to Troy’s side. Clint didn’t know whether to feel sorry for her or laugh at her.
He was interrupted from his thoughts by a pretty blond girl, who sat down in Tyrese’s now vacant seat. She smiled at him, flashing perfect white teeth. Clint silently sized her up; she had a nice body, and a pretty face.
“Hi, I’m Stacy,” she introduced herself, “I’m new round here, what about you?”
“Clint,” he replied, “And I’ve been living round here for ages.”
“So your mates with Troy, then?” she asked, sounding genuinely interested.
“Yeah, we go way back,” Clint said, “Been mates since we were little kids.”
“That’s so cool. You must be jealous though, you know, him being in a gang now and you still trying to get in.”
“Nah, I ain’t fussed,” Clint answered truthfully.
“Aw, that’s cute,” Stacy giggled, and her arm brushed against his.
He felt his body tense, and he found himself stirring. As if sensing this, Stacy looked at him and smiled again, this time a little more flirtatiously.
“Listen, Clint, I’ve got some vodka and beers back at my place,” Stacy said softly, “We could always slip back there for a while. Nobody here’s going to notice if we’re gone for a bit.”
Clint could read between the lines. Whether she had vodka and beer at her flat, it wouldn’t matter. It was an excuse, they both knew it. She was inviting him back for a shag, and normally he’d have been well up for it. But for the past week, his feelings for Aurora had deepened. Even though they weren’t in a relationship, it would feel like he was betraying her if he went back to Stacy’s.
“Well?” Stacy asked, sounding anxious, and slightly frustrated.
“Nah, I’ve got beer here,” Clint eventually replied. “But thanks anyway.”
Stacy shrugged, “No skin off my nose.”
With that, she rose to her feet and went to talk to Tamar, who looked over her shoulder and winked at Clint. Clint laughed. He guessed Stacy was desperate, if she was trying it on with Tamar. Amal joined him, and Stacy turned her attention to him. After all, even Clint could see that Amal was a better looking guy than Tamar. Clint realized his beer was finished, and headed off to the kitchen to get another.
Troy watched him go, and wondered what was up with him. He’d seen that blond girl flirting with him, and any other time, Clint would have been off with her within seconds. But not tonight. He found himself wondering if Clint still wanted to bring Aurora, and then thought about just letting him invite her. Aurora wouldn’t like it, they’d argue, and that’d be the end of them. But no, Troy reasoned. It was too risky, having her around. Clint was his mate, and he’d eventually understand that not getting close to her was better for everyone, even him.
When Clint returned, he joined Tamar and another guy whose name Troy couldn’t remember, and Clint seemed happy enough. Good on him, Troy thought. He was probably forgetting all about Aurora already. Then something did surprise him. Amal and that blond girl were leaving together. He waved, and Amal winked and returned his hand to the girl’s nice round bottom. Lucky bastard, Troy thought. After seeing all these beauties around the flat tonight, he hoped Brandy was in the mood later.
* * *


Aurora sat in her bedroom, quietly listening to the sounds of her mother preparing for bed. She’d apologized first thing in the morning, and Aurora had instantly forgiven her. She’d tried to explain why she’d flipped out, but Aurora had told her not to. They hadn’t talked about it since, although her mum hadn’t taken any of her pills today, at least not in front of her. And that suited Aurora fine.
She looked out of the window, at the flickering lights of the city as it came to life. It was strange, she thought, wondering about other people’s lives. She’d always liked looking out of her window. She could see down the streets that surrounded the Goldsworth, the passing cars, the people walking in the dark, illuminated by the streetlights. She often found herself making up stories for the people she saw, where they were going, where they’d been. It was a game she’d played with Shan when they were both younger, too. They’d both loved it. Now though, it was just her to play it.
She thought about Clint, and what he was doing tonight. Probably with Troy, she thought. He always was. Not that it bothered her much; Clint had a life of his own after all. But she couldn’t imagine having a relationship with Clint, not when he spent so much of his time around Troy and Brandy. She pushed the thoughts of Clint from her mind, it made her too anxious, and she wanted to have a relaxing night.
It was getting late, and she decided to go to bed. Tomorrow would be a long day, that was for sure. Tomorrow evening would be exactly a week since her sister’s death, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.




CHAPTER EIGHT



When Aurora woke up, light was shining through the window. She rubbed her eyes and wished she’d had a better night’s sleep. Then again, what had she expected? She’d thought too much about Shaniqua, and thought too much about Clint, too. And then she’d found herself thinking about her mother, and then her father, and then she’d had a restless sleep, filled with dreams she’d forgotten straight away. The flat was still quiet, so she guessed her mother was still in bed. She hoped her mum would get a good night’s sleep anyway, God knew she needed it.
She slipped out of bed, and went into the kitchen, where she began making breakfast. She tried to make the food as quietly as possible, but with such old appliances, and a toaster that sounded as if it was about to take off into space as it cooked, she soon heard her mother’s grumbling.
When her mum came into the room, she looked dazed, but the bags under her eyes, that Aurora had noticed last night, had gone. Maybe she did get a good night’s sleep then.
“What you making?” Marlena asked, going over to the kettle to make some tea.
“Breakfast,” Aurora replied, then added, “Egg and toast, you want some?”
Marlena nodded as she took a tea bag out the pot.
“Good night’s sleep?” Aurora asked.
“I wouldn’t say it was good, but it was something,” came the reply.
“Can I ask you something, mum?”
Marlena looked at her suspiciously, and eventually answered, “Yeah, go ahead.”
“When’s Shan’s funeral?” Aurora asked quietly.
“Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Aurora repeated, incredulous, “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t want you worrying,” Marlena answered, “It was better that way.”
“What were you going to do then, mum?” Aurora asked, her temper flaring, “Tell me on my way to school? Write it on a post-it and stick it to the fridge and hope I found it in time?”
“Of course not,” Marlena replied hesitantly, “I don’t know when I’d have told you, but I would of.”
“Yeah, if you’d been sober enough to remember.”
“Now, there’s no need for that,” Marlena snapped, “Under the circumstances –”
“What fucking circumstances?” Aurora interrupted, nearly shouting, “We’re both in the same circumstances, but you don’t see me downing vodka every two minutes! Or popping pills like they’re actually going to make a difference.”
“Oh no,” Marlena said angrily, shaking her head, “Oh no! Little miss perfect wouldn’t drink or take antidepressants, no. Instead, you’ve decided to run around screwing every boy on the estate who’ll have you.”
“What?” Aurora shrieked, “How dare you! I’ve never –”
“Never had sex? Hah. I know exactly what you and that Clint have been up to,” Marlena retorted, pointing her finger viciously at her, “I tried to warn you on Friday, but you wouldn’t listen. So what do you do? You run off to him, I’ll bet. Don’t think I don’t know. What’d he do? Give you a shoulder to cry on, yeah? Then what? Let me guess. He had you on your back, and now he’ll want nothing to do with you. Serves you right, and all.”
Aurora shook her head, tired of the arguing. Her voice felt hoarse, and her heart was pumping hard. She’d rarely argued with her mother before, and now twice in two days. Whatever those antidepressants were, they were doing something to her alright. Not what it said on the bottle, though.
“For your information, mother,” Aurora said coolly, trying to keep her voice from shaking with anger, “I went to Sasha’s on Friday night. She’s my friend, unless you think I’m a lesbian as well as a whore. I haven’t seen Clint since he walked me home on Friday, not that it’s any of your business.”
She turned off the toaster and walked out of the room, slamming the kitchen door behind her. She quickly went into her bedroom, closing the door. She wanted a shower, and then she was getting out of here. Perhaps after a few drinks, her mother would’ve cooled down enough to have a proper conversation without starting an argument.
In the kitchen, Marlena lit up a cigarette with shaking hands. She wasn’t sure whether they were shaking from anger or the antidepressants. Either one was a possibility. How dare her own daughter say those things to her! Whatever was wrong with Aurora, Marlena knew what the problem was. Clint Jackson. That boy was having a negative effect on Aurora, and it needed to be stopped before it got out of hand. Whether she’d had sex with him or not, Marlena wasn’t so sure now. But either way, things couldn’t be left to get out of hand. And Aurora had made it clear that any advice would be discarded like a sack of shit, so Marlena would have to do it herself. She’d have breakfast, have a few drinks, and then she’d make sure that Aurora wouldn’t be meeting that boy anymore. She wasn’t exactly sure how she’d achieve this, but she knew it had to be done. And she’d have to be the one to do it.
* * *


Serena watched Jenkins’ face as she once again explained her progress on the Shaniqua Curtis case. When she’d finished the report, for the third time, Jenkins sat in silence, rubbing his temple with a balmy fist.
“So, let me get this straight, Patterson,” Jenkins said, sounding frustrated, “In the week you’ve had this case, you haven’t made any progress at all.”
“Sir, with all due respect, I believe I have made progress.”
“Well, you have no evidence. No murder weapon. No witnesses. No suspects.”
“I do have suspects,” Serena protested, “I’ve got some leads.”
From beside her, Casey quietly sniffed. Jenkins’ gaze turned to him.
“What’s your view on this?” Jenkins asked.
“I think, with all due respect, that Miss Patterson has been, well, frankly, floundering.”
Serena swore under her breath, and once again thought how much she despised Casey. And to think, she had actually been starting to warm to him.
“Sir,” Serena interrupted, before Casey could do any more damage, “This is the Goldsworth we’re talking about. It’s taking time to get through to the witnesses, but there are witnesses. I’ve questioned one, and she’s about to break. I just need a bit more time, that’s all.”
“You questioned Zoe Taylor?” Casey asked, surprised, “Without me?”
“I went yesterday morning,” Serena replied, enjoying the fact that Casey wasn’t as clued up as he thought he was, “It was a spur of the moment thing, I didn’t have time to contact you.”
“You can’t seriously be saying she knows something?”
“She knows a lot more than she’s letting on,” Serena stated, “And I’ve been working on her. She’s on edge right now, it’s only a matter of time before she comes clean.”
“Right, well,” Jenkins said, looking from Serena to Casey, “You have one more week, and if there’s no clear leads, backed by evidence, then I’m pulling you both off the case. And I suggest you sort out your differences, it’s no good having partners squabbling like schoolchildren.”
“Sir, I hardly think we’re squabbling –” Casey protested, but Jenkins cut him off.
“Whatever you think is of no concern to me. Just break that case. Now go, both of you.”
Serena left the office, Casey on her tail.
“Well, we’ve got more time at least,” Serena said when the door had closed behind them.
“What do we do now?” Casey asked quietly, obviously still offended by Jenkins’ harsh dismissal of his opinion.
“We wait until tomorrow,” Serena stated firmly, “Marlena told me that the funeral’s been arranged for tomorrow morning, and I want to be there. Then, we increase the pressure on Taylor.”
“I guess that might work,” Casey conceded quietly.
* * *


As the hot water washed over her, Aurora felt her anger ebbing away. She still didn’t want to be around her mother, not yet anyway. But her shower seemed to numb the pain slightly.
She turned the taps, stepped out onto the cold tiled floor, and began towelling herself dry. Looking at herself naked in the mirror, she wondered whether Clint ever thought about her body. She felt slightly embarrassed, thinking of a dream she’d had a few days before. Clint had kissed her lips tenderly, and then kissed her neck. And then her chest, then her stomach, and then his kisses had gone lower, and she’d woken up, sweating and feeling unusually hot.
Perhaps she should go round to his flat, and see what he was doing today. Then she thought again, he’d probably be out with the lads, playing football or something. No, she’d see if Sasha was in. That way, she didn’t have to dress to impress, and God knew she would if she went to see Clint.
* * *


Clint had woken up with a raging headache, and had been about to go back to sleep when Kojo, sitting on the end of his bed, had prodded him urgently and asked him to wake up.
“What is it?” Clint asked groggily, trying to escape Kojo’s poking.
“Dad’s back.”
Clint’s eyes opened fully, and he sat up.
“When?” he asked.
Kojo shrugged, “I heard him and mum talking.”
“Is he drunk?”
“Don’t think so,” Kojo replied, “But you never know with dad.”
Clint felt a surge of anger through his body. Kojo already knew far too much about alcohol and violence, and he was still only young. And it was all his father’s fault.
He lifted himself out of bed, ignoring the pain in his head, and went out to the kitchen, Kojo following close behind him.
Kojo was right. Sitting at the kitchen table, wearing the same clothes as he’d left in, was Rakhul, his father. And it wasn’t a pretty sight. He hadn’t shaven in days, and the smell of stale beer and cigarettes was overwhelming, even from the doorway where Clint stood.
His mother was cooking breakfast on the stove, when she caught sight of them. She smiled.
“Look who’s back,” she said cheerily.
Their father turned around in his seat, and eyed up his sons. They both stared back at him, and without saying anything to either of them, he returned his gaze to the table, ignoring them.
“I’ll have another cuppa, love,” he eventually said.
“Right away,” Femi said, and began pouring him a coffee.
Clint shook his head in disgust, and returned to the bedroom. Kojo, sensing that it was okay now to resume normal life, retreated into the lounge and switched on the television.
In his bedroom, Clint threw himself onto the bed. But sleep wouldn’t come to him. His father’s return played on his mind. Eventually, he changed his mind about lying in bed. He couldn’t get back to sleep now, so he grabbed his towel off the hook on the back of the door and slipped into the bathroom to take a shower.
The hot water over his body was refreshing, but still his father preyed on his mind. He was like the plague, only worse.
When he’d showered and dressed, Clint sat on his bed and pondered what to do next. Troy was out of the question; Brandy had been staying the night and they probably hadn’t even got to bed yet. Amal was supposed to be visiting the prison with his mum today, so he couldn’t call on him. Tamar wasn’t busy, as far as Clint knew, but Tamar wasn’t exactly renowned for being a morning person. Aurora was always a possibility, but he was too nervous to knock on her door and ask her to come out. There was the risk that she’d consider it a date, and then he found himself debating whether or not it would be a date. Too complicated, he told himself. Probably best to lounge around the house for a bit, and then see what happened later. It was a Sunday, after all.
Suddenly, there were raised voices in the kitchen.
Clint jumped to his feet and ran out of the room.
“You call this fucking coffee?” His father was shouting, “Its fucking dishwater!”
When Clint burst into the kitchen, Rakhul was standing over his mother, looking ready to strike. Before he got the chance, Clint ran forward and grabbed his father by the collar of his worn shirt.
“Oi, what you doing?” Rakhul shouted.
Clint threw him to the floor, surprising both of them with his strength. Rakhul was twice the size of him, and Clint knew that the odds were against him if his father got back up off the tiles. He drew back his foot and mustered all his energy into slamming it into his father’s body.
Rakhul gasped, winded. His mother began shrieking, pulling at Clint’s arms. Clint shrugged her off and continued kicking him. He felt his trainers collide with the side of his father’s head, and then Rakhul stopped struggling, his face bleeding and bruised, his body crumpled. Femi dragged Clint away from him, and knelt beside her husband, sobbing hysterically.
“Is he dead?” a quiet voice asked from the doorway. It was Kojo.
“Of course he ain’t dead,” Clint said, “Unfortunately.”
His mother looked up at him, her face wet with tears.
“Kojo, go back to the lounge,” she said softly, and he obeyed. Then, she turned to Clint, “And you, young man. Go fetch your father some bandages from the bathroom, and you’ll sit and nurse him back to health. And when he’s conscious again, you’ll apologize.”
“Like fuck I will,” Clint said stubbornly.
“You will!” Femi protested, “Now fetch those bandages, now!”
“Screw him,” Clint snarled, “I wish he was dead.”
Before his mother could protest, Clint fled the room. He stopped in the hallway. He couldn’t stay here in the flat, not now.
In the kitchen, Femi was in shock. Her eldest son had beaten her husband. Still, he’d done it trying to protect her. The front door slammed, and she knew Clint had gone. She rose to follow him, but Rakhul stirred, and spat blood out over the tiled kitchen floor. Femi eyed the door, but knelt beside her husband and wiped his forehead.
“Don’t worry, darling,” she whispered to her husband, “You’ll be okay.”
And as she began tending to her husband’s injuries, all thought of Clint was pushed out of her mind.
* * *


Aurora had been in the cold for barely ten minutes, during which she’d wondered around the estate aimlessly. Now, she was freezing in the cold wind, and longing to be back at the flat. Maybe her mum had started drinking now, and would be wise enough to keep out of her way for a while.
Just as she made up her mind to head home to the warmth, Aurora caught sight of a hunched figure sitting on the nearby steps. She recognized the black and silver tracksuit. It was Clint.
She wondered whether she should go over, he looked angry. And upset. Maybe she should just go home, and leave him be. But she soon found herself walking towards him, and then she was sitting on the steps beside him. He looked up at her, and smiled grimly.
“What you doing out here?” Aurora asked softly, “You don’t even have a coat.”
Clint shrugged, “Didn’t think it was that cold.”
Aurora paused. He clearly didn’t want to be disturbed. He’d been deep in his own thoughts and she’d interrupted him. She should’ve just carried on up to her flat.
“Do you want me to get you one from our place?” she asked, sensing he might not want to go home right now.
Clint looked up at her with a curious expression.
“Nah, I’m alright.”
Aurora nodded.
Clint had seen her face fall, and quickly added, “But thanks anyway.”
Aurora smiled, “You sure you’re alright?”
“My dad’s back.”
The answer spoke volumes. Aurora had never met Clint’s father Rakhul, but from their walks to and from school each day, Aurora had picked up on Clint’s reaction when his father was brought up in conversation. His eyes would glaze over, almost go cold. And then one day a few months ago, Clint had met her at her door with a bruised arm, which she’d quickly spotted beneath his white school shirt. Upon questioning him, Clint had told her the truth about his father. How he was a drunk, violent and rude, to both his wife and his eldest son. Clint had insisted that his younger brother, Kojo, had never suffered physically, but had had to live with his father’s constant absence and distance towards them. Aurora could understand why Clint went cold when his father was discussed, and she understood the importance of his return now. Clint had been hoping he’d never come back, and now he was here.
“You aren’t throwing him a welcome home party then?” Aurora asked, jokingly, and Clint smiled for the first time that day. Aurora giggled, and Clint found himself once again admiring her perfectly white teeth.
“Nah, we didn’t know he was going to be coming back today,” Clint mumbled eventually.
Aurora picked up on his tone. What he meant was, they didn’t know if he was ever going to come back.
“What happened then?”
“How do you mean?” Clint asked.
“Well, your dad’s just come back,” Aurora said slowly, “And you’re sitting out here in the cold, on your own, without a coat. I guess something happened, or you wouldn’t be out here and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
Clint looked into her eyes. She was smart, and she knew him so well.
“He started an argument with my mum,” Clint replied, hesitantly, “Something about the coffee being cold.”
“I hate cold coffee, but I don’t start arguments over it,” Aurora joked, but Clint didn’t smile this time.
“He was like he always is, ready to lay into her,” Clint continued, as if Aurora hadn’t spoken, “He went to punch her. I heard the noises, and went into the kitchen, where they were fighting. I grabbed him, and then he swung for me. So I hit him.”
“He deserved it,” Aurora said, “You were defending your mum. And yourself.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Aurora quickly sensed there was more. She wanted Clint to tell her everything, knowing that talking about a problem really did make it easier to cope with. But she didn’t want to strain things between them.
“What happened after that?”
Clint put his head in hands and shook his head.
“I beat him up,” he said bluntly.
Aurora was surprised, but didn’t show it in her voice; “Really? You shouldn’t feel guilty.”
“I beat him up, Aurora, I mean really beat him up. I knocked him out.”
Aurora couldn’t think of anything to say, but Clint saved her having to speak as he continued.
“And I don’t feel guilty, not for doing what I did,” Clint said. “I feel guilty for my mum and Kojo. What dad’s going to do to them when he comes round.”
Clint shuddered, his head still buried in his arms. Aurora put a reassuring hand on his back. She had been surprised by his revelation, but although she didn’t approve of violence, especially after what had happened to Shan, she didn’t think any less of Clint. In fact, she would probably have done the same thing in his position. Hell, she’d do the same thing to whoever had killed her sister. That was for sure.
Eventually, when Clint had regained some composure, Aurora spoke softly and soothingly, reassuring him that he hadn’t done anything wrong and that his father would most likely not try anything again, knowing that Clint could overpower him if he caused any aggravation. Clint seemed to be cheered slightly by her words, but Aurora couldn’t be sure. Men were too complex to fully understand, she thought to herself.
As Aurora continued reassuring him, Clint closed his eyes. Her voice was beautiful, and he had seen her face when she’d come over. It had shown real concern. She really did care about him. And now here she was, speaking to him, out in the cold, when she could’ve just walked past him and gone on home. He felt a pang of guilt when she mentioned the word ‘guilt’ again. He was feeling guilty, but not about his father. For her and her sister, Shaniqua. He lifted his head up, and smiled at Aurora.
“Thanks, but you’d better get home now, you’ll freeze to death,” Clint said.
Aurora seemed relieved.
“Yeah, you’d better get back too,” Aurora said, “With any luck, your dad might’ve run off again.”
They both smiled.
“Why were you out here anyway?” Clint asked, “You never said.”
“I was just taking a walk.”
Clint could tell it was something more.
“Problems with your mum again?” he asked gently.
Aurora paused for a moment, and then nodded.
“She been drinking already?” Clint asked, and then wanted to kick himself for his tactlessness.
“No, I don’t think so,” Aurora replied. “It’s not really mum, it’s just everything.”
“Shaniqua?” Clint asked cautiously, his voice cracking.
Aurora remained silent for a few moments, her eyes looking out over the concrete estate. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she brushed a strand of hair from her face, before nodding.
“Any suspects yet?”
“I’m not sure,” Aurora replied.
“Right.”
“Her funeral’s tomorrow.”
Clint was surprised. His constant fear of getting caught and sent to prison, and losing Aurora, had consumed his mind so much that he’d forgotten there would eventually be a funeral for Shaniqua. He felt the guilt rising in his stomach as he thought about how devastated Aurora would be tomorrow.
“You want me to come along?” Clint asked hesitantly, “For some support?”
Aurora turned to look at him with deep, piercing eyes. Clint maintained her gaze, at the same time fearing she would read his mind and deduce the part he’d played in Shaniqua’s death, but then Aurora’s gaze softened.
“No, it’s best if I’m alone, it might help me get some closure,” Aurora replied, “But thanks anyway. It means a lot to me.”
“Ok, well I’m here for you, like if you need me.”
Aurora smiled and hugged him. Clint froze. Her body, pressed against his, was all he’d dreamed about for weeks. When she pulled away, she rose to her feet and held out her hand.
“Come on, I’ll walk you home,” Aurora said, “And be quick, or you’ll freeze.”




CHAPTER NINE



The following day, Aurora awoke with a feeling of trepidation. She wasn’t sure what to expect at the funeral, wasn’t sure how she was supposed to behave, how much emotion she was expected to show. Her mother made breakfast, but Aurora could only manage a half-hearted attempt at eating some of it, before deciding she could eat no more, and retreating to the bathroom to shower.
Marlena had already showered and dressed before Aurora had woken up. As the pipes began creaking throughout the flat as Aurora turned the shower on, Marlena began clearing away the dishes, taking care not to spill anything on her black suit. It was the same black attire she’d worn to her husband’s funeral. A half-finished bottle of vodka stood on the kitchen counter, beckoning to her. Marlena looked away, but couldn’t help herself.
She found herself a glass and poured a hefty dose of the clear liquid into it. She drained the glass in one large gulp, and poured herself another. She felt for some chewing gum and found a piece in one of her pockets. She would need this soon, so Aurora didn’t smell anything on her breath. That was all she needed, Marlena thought, shuddering; Aurora flipping out at the funeral all because of a few drinks.
The noise of the running water stopped abruptly, and Marlena hastily screwed the lid back onto the bottle of vodka and placed it back on the counter, between bottles of vinegar and a jar of pickles, where she had taken it from. She heard the bathroom door open and the sound of Aurora moving down the corridor to her bedroom. Looking out of the kitchen door, Marlena saw the coast was clear and quickly poured herself another drink. After replacing the vodka bottle to its usual place, she took the glass with her to the bathroom, and locked the door behind her.
She looked at herself in the mirror and was surprised to realise how much she seemed to have aged in the past week. It was frightening, how much grief impacted not just your emotions but your body as well, she thought. She took a sip of the vodka, but couldn’t escape her own reflection. She heard Aurora call something to her from the bedroom, and Marlena poured the rest of the vodka down the sink and left the bathroom.
* * *


As Jessie left the flat in her school uniform, skirt pulled as high as it would go, and the door slammed behind her, Troy turned to his brothers, facing him across the kitchen table.
“So, what did you want to talk to me about?”
Tyrese and Trent exchanged cautious looks.
“Before we tell you anything, you have to swear you won’t say nothing,” Trent warned, “Not to anyone.”
“I swear.”
“Not even Brandy or Clint,” Trent pressed.
“I swear, I won’t say a word,” Troy insisted.
Trent looked to Tyrese, who nodded slightly, giving him the go-ahead to tell Troy what had been bothering them for the past few weeks.
“So, little bro, you know that we’ve been making a good profit off selling our coke, right?” Trent began, and Troy nodded. “Well, it seems that someone else wants in on our profits, only we don’t want to share them with anybody.”
“Who is it?” Troy asked.
“Jayden Healy,” Trent replied, “We went to school with him, he’s a complete gob-shite and a waster. Off his face on his own gear most of the time.”
Tyrese held up a hand and Trent went quiet.
“Jayden also runs a gang, the Blood Brothers,” Tyrese explained.
“With his dumbass brother, Corey,” Trent interrupted.
“They ain’t nothing to worry about, bro,” Tyrese continued, ignoring Trent, “but they’re starting to test our patience. We’ve been told that some of Jayden’s guys are dealing on the estate.”
“They got some fucking nerve,” Troy said, clenching his fists, “Why don’t we fucking shoot him?”
Trent burst out laughing at the suggestion, and Tyrese suppressed a smile. They hadn’t realised how naive and aggressive their younger brother could be, but Tyrese knew it was just young teenage angst. They had all been there, done that, and most of them had lived to tell the tale.
“No, we don’t shoot him,” Tyrese said, “You never go for the leader, not yet anyway. But we need to teach Jayden a lesson, send him a warning to back off our patch.”
“So what are we going to do?” Troy asked.
“We’re going to wait for one of his dealers to come onto our patch, and we’re going to kick the crap out of him,” came the reply, “That should send the message to him, loud and clear.”
* * *


At the church, Aurora felt as if she had fallen into a different world. Getting out of the taxi with her mum, Aurora had been shocked by the large crowd of people who had turned up to pay their respects. Most wore black, but some, she noticed, were wearing coloured suits and were speaking loudly towards a row of huge cameras.
The media, she deduced. Of course, they should have expected the papers would turn up, having made such a big deal out of the police investigation that was seemingly getting nowhere, and the fact that yet another young black youth had been murdered on the streets of London.
As they had entered the church, there were yet more people gathered, wiping away small tears and consoling each other. The service, although no doubt beautifully executed, had passed Aurora by in a whirl of tears and silence.
As the vicar had started the service, all Aurora could see was the beautifully carved oak coffin with shiny brass handles. It was almost covered entirely by a cascade of white lilies and red roses, and Aurora had remained staring, transfixed, at this sight for the entire service.
She had only finally stirred from her trance-like state when everybody around her rose to their feet, and the procession out into the graveyard had begun.
As everybody gathered around the graveside, with its white marker highlighting the plot that Shan would be placed in, Aurora felt tightness in her chest. This was it, she found herself thinking. She really would never see her sister again. Never see her smile, or hear her laugh, or touch her silky smooth hair. This was when Aurora finally began to cry, as the coffin, so beautifully adorned, was lowered into the ground.
Aurora felt a hand enclose hers and squeeze gently. She looked up and was surprised to see Clint standing beside her. Even as the vicar’s words ended and the crowd began to slowly disperse, Aurora and Clint remained at the graveside, hand in hand.
Eventually, Aurora knew that it was time to leave her sister to rest. Her mother had gone on ahead to the wake, and Aurora knelt down and put a hand on the soft soil, beneath which her sister lay.
“I’m ready to go now,” Aurora said softly.
Clint nodded, “I’ll walk you to the wake, your mum told me where it was.”
“Thanks.”
“No problem.”
As they turned and began walking across the soft grass and amidst the mass of headstones towards the gates, Aurora and Clint both glanced back at the freshly covered grave.
With her glance, Aurora said a final farewell to her older sister. Clint, with his glance, begged for forgiveness, although he knew that he would never be granted it.
They reached the gates and Clint rubbed his hands together to keep warm, as a light drizzle began to fall from the sky. Aurora looked back into the graveyard and was surprised by how pretty it looked. The green grass and the soft granite of the church, the large trees, their branches and leaves hanging over the ground as if to protect the people sleeping beneath the ground.
And Aurora sighed. This was Shaniqua’s final resting place, forever.
* * *


On the estate, Troy watched as the young man he’d been following for the past few hours left an abandoned flat, closing the flimsy door with its crumbling red paint shut behind him and set off at a brisk pace across the granite courtyard.
The man was one of Jayden’s dealers, not one of the top-earners, but it would send a message to Jayden that the Banks brothers’ patience was wearing thin.
Beside him, Trent watched his brother, and was impressed with his nerve. Although younger, Troy still had his older brother’s nerves of steel and an aggressive nature, and this pleased Trent. Not only did it make him feel like a role model, albeit not the stereotypical do-gooder, but it also meant that Troy would make a good runner for him and Tyrese. Tyrese had first suggested it, he always made the suggestions, and Trent had agreed, as he always did. There was no question as to which of the brothers had the brains, and it wasn’t Trent.
Troy turned to him, “Do we get him now?”
“Not yet, bro,” Trent shook his head, “We got to wait ‘til the right moment.”
“When?”
“When I say, that’s when,” Trent replied, suddenly slightly worried that bringing Troy along was a mistake. What if he fucked everything up? It had been Tyrese’s idea though, so he wasn’t to blame if it all went tits-up, Trent reassured himself.
They set off across the courtyard, keeping their distance from the man, as he turned a corner down an alleyway and across a road, slowing down his speed. He was easy enough to spot, wearing a bright blue hoodie, even when the street became busier with people heading to the pub and the shops.
Trent glanced around the area as they went. This was out of the estate, but near enough to let Jayden know who was behind the beating. He looked at the other people on the street. Some stepped aside to avoid them as they walked, feeling threatened by the presence of the two youths, but others seemed oblivious to them. Off the main road, the alleyways were quiet and out of sight, it would be the perfect place.
The man suddenly glanced behind him, catching sight of them. Trent cursed under his breath, realising that the man had sussed out he was being followed. As the man set off at a run, Trent nudged Troy and the two brothers raced after him.
They banged into people on the street as they ran, but few people protested, they just looked at them with frustration and annoyance, and continued with their journeys. Nobody wanted to get involved in what they were doing, or be a witness to it.
Troy kept his eye firmly on the man in the blue hoodie, and saw him turn into a side street. By the time they reached the alleyway, the man had turned the corner. Had they lost him? Troy stopped momentarily, but Trent grabbed him and they continued down the alley at a jog, catching sight of the man as he turned down yet another alleyway.
Trent was slowing down, his years of smoking taking its toll on his endurance, and Troy picked up his pace. He was closing in on the blue hoodie, but then he saw they were nearing another main street. He lunged, tackling the man around the knees and bringing them both crashing to the floor.
Troy recovered before he could, and clenched his fist tightly, sending it smashing into the man’s face, again and again. The chase had given him a thirst to see blood, pumping the adrenaline around his body.
By the time Trent got to them, the man’s face was swollen and bloody, and Troy paused and looked up at his brother.
“What are you stopping for?” Trent asked, landing a heavy kick to the man’s ribs.
The man tried to curl up into a ball, trying desperately to protect his body, cover his face, anything, as Troy’s punches once again rained down on him, before everything went black.
* * *


At the hospital, Jayden Healy stood by his friend’s bedside and grimaced as he looked down at what remained of Kurt’s face. He had been good looking, always with a girl on his arm, never going without any for more than a few days. Now, his face was blue and swollen with bruises, and dark stitches lined his eyebrows and cheeks, darkened by the dried blood the doctors had yet to clean.
Beside him, Jayden’s brother Corey shuddered. “They broke both his arms, and cracked a good few ribs. That could have easily been us, couldn’t it?”
Jayden shrugged, “Not us, no mate. But it’s a shame it was Kurt, he’s a good friend.”
And it was true. Jayden had respected Kurt, they had been friends since school, and although Jayden was the undisputed leader of Blood Brothers, with Corey as his deputy, it was Kurt who helped him make the important decisions, not Corey. Jayden had always worried that Kurt would be at risk because of their close friendship, and had played down Kurt’s role to almost everybody, including Corey, in an attempt to protect Kurt from the police or rivals. That was one plan that had backfired, badly. And it wasn’t the police who had done this to him, that was for sure.
Jayden had heard of police racism before, hell, he’d experienced it. Being stopped in the street because of his colour, searched on his way to school. Back then, he’d never had anything worth arresting him for, but now times had changed and he made sure he was always clean. That was the point of having drug runners and foot soldiers, so that he could still make money without any of the risk. Now, it seemed, somebody wanted to send him a message. The police wouldn’t have been so brutal, especially with the media so focused on the police’s dealing with black-on-black violence in the capital. No, it was a rival. Trying to warn him to back off, and Jayden had his suspicions over who was responsible.
“Any idea who done it?” Corey asked.
Corey, bless him, had never been too bright. He was handsome though, and that was about all he had been blessed with in life. He had a lighter skin tone than Jayden, due to their mother’s dalliance with a Puerto Rican market trader, who had also fathered their younger sister. Corey spent most of his time in the gym, or else with one of his latest flings, and had never really been involved in the running of Blood Brothers, except to take his cut of the earnings, which Jayden allowed him because he was his brother, family. And that was a part of the gang, being a family, even if you didn’t share the same mothers or fathers, you could at least have a share of the money and the glory.
“I’m not sure yet,” Jayden replied, although he was pretty certain who was behind the attack.
Although he loved his brother with all his heart, Jayden was still sceptical about sharing his information and his thoughts with Corey. Not only because Corey was a bit dim, and therefore not a useful source of advice, but because Corey had boasted of his gang connections in the past, in order to big-himself up in front of his friends, or else to get a woman into bed. This, while understandable, was nevertheless a dangerous thing, and Jayden didn’t want anyone to know what he was thinking right now.
“I’ll tell you one thing,” Jayden said, lowering his voice and checking that the room was empty apart from his brother and his unconscious friend, “They won’t get away with this.”
“So what we going to do?” Corey asked, “I reckon baseball bats for this.”
“Baseball bats?” Jayden asked, his voice rising, along with his temper, “Fucking baseball bats? They done too much damage, we need something more.”
“Knife?” Corey inquired.
“No, too risky,” Jayden countered, “Half the police squad are out looking for knifes after that girl got stabbed down on the Goldsworth. Nah, we need to get our hands on some guns.”
“Guns?” Corey repeated, stunned, “You sure, I mean that could be dangerous.”
“Of course it’s going to be fucking dangerous, for whoever did this anyway.”
“You want me to call Shaun? He’ll know where to get some.”
“Yeah, I’ll just stay here with Kurt for a bit, make sure he’s alright.”
Corey nodded and patted his brother on the arm, before pulling out his mobile and leaving the room. Jayden waited for the door to close behind him, then pulled up a chair and sat down beside Kurt. The drugs they’d put him on were working, it seemed, because Kurt had been knocked out since he’d arrived at the hospital. A bag of his clothes was on the other chair, all coated in blood, the blue hoodie now black with dried blood.
Jayden sighed in frustration, at how this could have happened. But he also felt invigorated, at the thought of getting his revenge. He knew that the Banks brothers were responsible, that much was obvious, to him at least. It was a message to warn them off dealing on their patch.
Kurt had always been unnerved at the thought of starting to encroach upon the Banks brothers patch, knowing their notorious reputation for violence, both tactical and mindless. It had been Jayden who had pushed the issue and eventually given the go-ahead, without Kurt’s full backing, and this was what had happened.
Don’t worry, Jayden thought as he patted Kurt’s bandaged hand gently, I will get revenge for this.




CHAPTER TEN



Tuesday passed Aurora by uneventfully; she spent the day with Sasha, who was now her closest friend and confidante. Although Brandy and Zoe sometimes accompanied them, walking quietly behind them, Aurora had grown increasingly suspicious of them. They rarely spoke to her directly, and if they did, it was awkward and uncomfortable for them all. Sasha claimed that she didn’t know what was wrong with them, and Aurora believed her; she had seen how frustrated Sasha had gotten with them both recently.
Even Clint had seemed distracted on the walk to and from school, barely talking and smoking more than usual. Aurora had wanted to question him, find out what was bothering him, but she stopped herself, because she didn’t want to seem suspicious, and she figured it was probably something to do with his dad being back.
So when Aurora walked into her flat after school, she was feeling frustrated at what had been, to her, a miserable day. She caught sight of her mother lying on the sofa, snoring loudly, an empty glass beside her. These days, Aurora thought, it was rare for her mum not to have a glass beside her.
When she’d gone through to her bedroom and dropped her bag onto Shan‘s bed, she sat down heavily on her own, and looked back over the funeral yesterday. It had been tough, but Aurora couldn’t shake the feeling that her grief was being overtaken by another feeling. Feelings, to be exact, and they were for Clint. She had been surprised when he’d turned up at the graveside, but she’d also been secretly pleased as he’d walked her down the road to the pub, arm-in-arm. He’d been awkward at times, mumbling and looking on edge, but that was what funerals did to some people.
“Aurora, are you home?” Marlena’s voice interrupted her thoughts. She must have woken up then, or regained consciousness.
“I’m in my room.”
It was funny, Aurora thought, not for the first time, how quickly she’d begun to say ‘my’ room, rather than ‘our’ room as she’d always referred to it when she had shared with Shaniqua. The human mind was able to adapt to change so quickly, even when it had endured so much heartache and grief.
Well, some human minds, Aurora mused as her mother appeared in the doorway. She had aged in the week since Shan’s death, that was for sure. Lines had begun appearing under her eyes, and her eyes had lost whatever sparkle had remained. She was like a zombie now, Aurora often found herself thinking, resembling a human but feeling no emotions and numb from any more pain.
At times, Aurora felt guilty for not supporting her mother as well as she perhaps should have done. But then Aurora reasoned that she had had to cope with her grief on her own as well, and surely if she’d had to cope with her mother’s grief as well as her own, she would have suffered a break down of some kind.
“How was school?” Marlena asked, her voice cracked.
“It was fine,” Aurora lied, as there was no point telling her mum anything else, “How was your day?”
“It was okay.”
There was an awkward silence. They both knew that Marlena had drunk herself into a stupor in the morning and crashed out on the sofa until a few moments ago. Still, there was no point in asking her mother about it, because Aurora knew that she would simply deny having a drinking problem, and then go and take some more antidepressants.
“I’m feeling tired,” Marlena said eventually, “I’m off to bed.”
She gave a small smile, almost a grimace, and then disappeared from the doorway and Aurora heard her mother’s bedroom door shut a few seconds later. No doubt she had some vodka stashed in there already.
* * *


The next day, Aurora was unexcited about school. If it was anything like yesterday, she might as well stay home and watch some daytime television, she thought dryly. But that would mean spending time with her mother, and that was becoming an increasingly tedious, and rare, occasion.
When she opened her front door, she saw Clint standing by the wall, looking down over the courtyard below. He turned around when the door closed, and smiled when he saw her. Maybe Sasha was right, Aurora thought hopefully. Perhaps Clint did like her the same way she liked him.
“Morning,” she said brightly, already feeling more upbeat.
Clint grinned, “Morning. How are you today?”
“I’m alright,” Aurora shrugged, “You?”
“Been better, I guess, but at least my dad hasn’t been out of bed since the other day, so I guess that’s something.”
Aurora giggled and they walked down the stairs, making idle chit-chat. Normally, Aurora didn’t bother with discussing the small things, but with Clint, she didn’t mind. No, she liked it. That was the affect he had on her, and she didn’t mind it one bit.
When they reached the bottom of the stairs and began crossing the courtyard, Sasha bounded out from her flat and rushed over to them.
“I have some good news,” she called out.
“What is it?” Aurora asked.
“My gran is ill.”
“And that’s good?” Clint asked, bemused.
“It means my parents are going down to see her, and I have the flat to myself for the weekend.”
“House party?” Clint asked.
“Exactly!” Sasha beamed, “Saturday night, and you’re both invited.”
Clint grinned, and Sasha winked at Aurora conspiratorially. Aurora was bewildered, but then she began to understand the implications of the party. If both she and Clint were there, and there was alcohol involved, then the chances were high that this was when she found out whether he really did like her or if they would just remain friends.
As Sasha sauntered off to meet Brandy and Zoe, Aurora and Clint carried on across the courtyard, both secretly smiling at the thought of what could happen on Saturday night.
* * *


At the bottom of the stairs, Sasha waited impatiently for Zoe and Brandy to arrive so she could tell them about her house party plans. For the past week, they’d both been later than usual, and Sasha knew that something was going on. When she’d seen them arguing in the school yard a few days ago, her suspicions had been confirmed, but she still hadn’t managed to find out what was going on. She felt worried for them both, they were obviously in some sort of trouble, but she also felt an overwhelming sense of isolation.
They were supposed to be her best friends, and they had, until the start of last week, shared everything together, their secrets and their problems. Now, Sasha was feeling left out and was beginning to wonder whether she would be better cutting her losses and ditching Zoe and Brandy, and focussing on her blossoming friendship with Aurora.
A few minutes later, Zoe and Brandy traipsed down the stairs, looking as suspicious as ever.
“You two okay?” Sasha asked quizzically.
Zoe’s eyes darted to Brandy, who nodded.
“We’re fine,” Brandy answered for them both. Nothing new there then.
“Are you sure?” Sasha persisted.
Brandy and Zoe exchanged a dubious look and then nodded.
“Why wouldn’t we be?” Brandy asked.
Before Sasha could say anything, Brandy was walking passed her, and Sasha took it as a clear hint that the discussion was closed, and that she could either change the subject or walk to school without them.
She caught up with them, and linked arms with Zoe, so that she was sandwiched between her and Brandy.
“I’m having a house party on Saturday night,” Sasha told them, “And I’m so hoping that Clint and Aurora finally get it together.”
“Aurora and Clint?” Brandy echoed, “They like each other?”
“Obviously,” Sasha laughed, “They can barely keep their eyes off each other, and I think they’d make a sweet couple.”
“Yeah, real sweet,” Brandy muttered.
* * *
When they arrived at school, Sasha sauntered off to class, leaving Brandy and Zoe alone at the front doors.
“Why does she keep asking us questions?” Zoe asked, her eyes darting around to make sure that nobody they knew were within earshot.
“I don’t know,” Brandy admitted, “It’s probably just her time of the month, or something.”
“Do you think she knows something though?”
“How would she?” Brandy groaned, “She wouldn’t be asking us stupid questions if she knew anything.”
“She might be suspicious of us,” Zoe continued.
“For fuck sake!” Brandy snapped, spinning around to face Zoe and block her path, “The reason she’s so bloody suspicious is because of you. You couldn’t look any shiftier if you fucking tried.”
There was a pause, and Zoe looked at the floor.
“I’m sorry, I can’t hide it like you guys can.”
“It’s alright,” Brandy relented, her voice softening, “Just pull yourself together, and stop drawing attention to yourself.”
Zoe nodded, and they walked into school arm-in-arm.
“I need the toilet,” Zoe stammered a few moments later.
“Be quick then, we’re meeting Troy in a minute.”
Zoe hurried down the corridor and into the toilets.
When the door had closed behind her, Zoe quickly scanned the room and made sure that nobody else was with her. She dumped her back beside the sink, and washed her face with cold water. She always got the sweats when she was nervous, and lately she’d been more nervous than ever before.
She grabbed a handful of toilet roll and dried her hands, and then fumbled in her bag for the card. She found it crumpled at the bottom, but it was still legible.
Although she knew it was wrong of her, she longed to call the number and let this all be over. But nobody would understand her predicament, how miserable her life was quickly becoming.
And anyway, she couldn’t trust the police, could she? She had learnt long ago that the police were the enemy. Even if that policewoman, Serena Patterson, had seemed okay. It was all an act, Zoe reminded herself, and she couldn’t trust her anymore than the rest of the pigs.
The bathroom door opened behind her, and Brandy appeared behind her in the mirror, her face stern. Zoe hastily shoved Patterson’s card back into the depths of her handbag, but she wasn’t quick enough.
“What was that?” Brandy asked, looking suspicious.
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t try and play stupid, you’re not clever enough to get away with it,” Brandy snapped, “You know what I’m talking about. The thing in your hand, that you shoved into your bag when I came in.”
“Oh right, that was just some tissue.”
“Looked like a business card to me.”
“Don’t be silly,” Zoe attempted a laugh, but it came out as a strangled gurgle. “We should get going, we’ll be late for class.”
Brandy eyed her suspiciously, but turned on her heel and walked out of the bathroom, and Zoe followed her back out into the corridor.
* * *


In the corridor, Troy watched Brandy lead Zoe out of the bathroom. She had already told him about Zoe and her frequent trips to the bathroom to compose herself. He’d warned Brandy to deal with it, but it seemed she was struggling. He still didn’t understand what was so hard about keeping quiet, everyone else was managing to do it fine.
“Look at the state of that,” Amal laughed, pointing at Zoe.
“Fucking rough,” Tamar agreed.
When the girls neared, Troy grabbed Brandy by the arm and dragged her over to the lockers, out of earshot of the others.
“I thought you were dealing with her?” he inquired, gesturing towards Zoe, who was standing awkwardly with Amal, Tamar and Clint.
“I am,” Brandy said, “She just needs a bit of time to chill out.”
“Time to chill out? Are you serious?”
“She won’t say anything, don’t worry babe.”
“How do you know?” Troy insisted, “The state she’s in, she could say anything.”
“She’s too scared to say anything,” Brandy reassured him, rubbing his arm. “Anyway, it’s not Zoe you should be worrying about.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Clint.”
“What about him?” Troy asked, “He won’t say anything. He’s my best mate, my right hand man.”
“Apparently he’s getting all lovey-dovey with Aurora Curtis.”
“So what? It ain’t any of our business who he shags.”
“Seriously?” Brandy said, her voice rising, “Don’t you think it’ll be a problem, Clint sleeping with the sister of the girl you wasted?”
Troy was silent for a moment, thinking over what Brandy was saying. He didn’t care who Clint slept with, and he trusted him above anyone else, but what Brandy had said was true. If Clint and Aurora did get together, the risk of something slipping out would rise. Shit, Troy thought to himself. First Zoe, with her hormones making her more emotional by the day, and now his best friend was screwing the dead girl’s sister.
“So, what are you going to do about it?” Brandy persisted.
“I’ll sort it,” Troy replied.
“How?”
“I said I’ll fucking sort it, now drop it.”
Brandy gave him a toxic look and stormed off down the corridor, grabbing Zoe on her way. Zoe looked back, caught Troy’s eye, and quickly turned around again. Troy grimaced.
“What’s her problem?” Clint asked as Troy rejoined his crew, eyeing the retreating backs of the girls.
“Nothing, don’t worry about it.”
“Are you sure?” Clint asked, looking concerned.
“Yeah mate, it’s all going to be sorted soon.”
“What’s Zoe’s problem?” Amal asked.
“She’s not going to grass us up is she?” Tamar asked, looking at Troy.
“Nah, she ain’t that stupid,” Troy replied. “Anyway, Brandy’s sorting her out. Making sure she doesn’t do anything stupid. Don’t worry about it.”
“So we going to any lessons today?” Clint asked.
“I can’t be arsed anymore,” Troy said, laughing, “Let’s ditch this place and head back home.”
“I’ve got to stay,” Amal sighed, “My mum would go mental if I skive anymore classes.”
“Same here,” Tamar groaned, “She already found weed in my room, last thing I need is more aggro at home.”
“Later then losers,” Clint laughed, and joined Troy as he walked down the corridor towards the front doors.
* * *


Outside as they walked across the yard towards the school gates, Troy decided to broach the subject of Aurora with Clint.
“So you got your eye on anyone at the moment?” he asked, trying to sound inconspicuous.
“Nah not really,” Clint replied, not making eye contact, “Why?”
“Just with Sasha’s party coming up I thought you might be eyeing someone up.”
“I think I’ll just see what happens,” Clint responded, “It’s better that way.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Troy nodded. “So you’re not having a thing with Aurora Curtis?”
“What?” Clint looked surprised, caught off guard by Troy’s remark.
“I heard you and Aurora was getting a bit close, if you know what I mean,” Troy continued.
“Who said that?”
“What does it matter?” Troy asked, “Is it true or not?”
“I don’t know, it’s complicated.”
“Complicated how? Because we killed her sister?”
“Ssshh. What you playing at man, saying that out loud?” Clint’s voice was rising.
“Chill out,” Troy said, keeping his voice level, “I just want to know whether it’s true or not. We’re mates, I’m only asking.”
Clint sighed and lit up a cigarette. Troy rummaged in his pocket and took out a cigarette of his own and lit it, inhaling deeply, watching Clint from the corner of his eye.
“I like her,” Clint finally relented, “She’s cool, you know? Different from the other girls round here.”
“So you’re having a thing with her then?”
“Not exactly,” Clint said, looking uncomfortable. “We ain’t got together yet.”
“Really? You walk home together every day, man, what’s taking so long?”
“I don’t want to ruin things, just in case she doesn’t feel the same. You get me?”
“Maybe it’s best to leave it then,” Troy said quietly, “Forget about her, find someone new.”
“What?” Clint asked, surprised.
“There are plenty of fit girls round here, you can take your pick,” Troy persisted. “Just cut that Aurora girl loose, she’s no good for you.”
Clint eyed him suspiciously for a few moments, and Troy wondered what was going through his mind.
“No good for me?” Clint repeated, frowning slightly, “Or no good for us?”
“What you mean?”
“You said it yourself, we done her sister in,” Clint said, “So you don’t want me hanging round with Aurora because of that. You think I’d grass you up to her?”
“Nah man, of course not, we’re tight. It’s just too risky, you know.”
“How’s it risky?”
“Look, I’ll make it simple for you,” Troy said, his voice hardening, “Stay away from that Aurora girl, right? She’ll just make trouble for us. If she starts hanging round us, Zoe will flip out and grass us all up. Then we’ll all be locked-up and Aurora won’t want to know you anyway. It’s a lose-lose situation.”
“I like her though,” Clint pushed, “She won’t cause any problems.”
“Stay away from her, that’s all I’m going to say on the matter.”
With that, Troy continued down the street, and Clint followed reluctantly, feeling his heart beating faster and his hands getting clammy. He felt frustrated, not knowing what he could do to prove Aurora wouldn’t cause them problems. The thought of not being with her, of keeping his distance from her, was too much for him to contemplate.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Aurora frantically paced her bedroom and thought about the night ahead of her. The thought made her shiver. It was Saturday and just a few hours until Sasha’s party would be in full swing. She wondered if Clint would make a move on her. What if he didn’t? What if he was too nervous? Aurora shuddered and poured herself a vodka and diet coke. It was her second of the evening and although she had hoped the alcohol would calm her nerves, she didn’t think it was working yet.
Her mobile rang loudly and Aurora jumped, startled. She looked at the caller. Sasha. She flipped the phone open.
“Hey Aurora,” Sasha said before Aurora had a chance to speak. “Where are you? I thought you were coming around early? People will be here soon and I need to do your make-up. Get your ass over here.”
“Okay, but I can’t decide what to wear,” Aurora admitted.
“Don’t be silly, I’ll lend you one of my dresses. You’ll look stunning, don’t worry. Just hurry up and get over here, and bring vodka.”
Sasha hung up and Aurora dropped her phone onto her bed and knocked the rest of her drink back in one. She felt her stomach churn but recovered quickly. She grabbed her bag and threw her phone and the bottle of vodka in and left her bedroom.
Her mum was in the lounge, drifting in and out of sleep, the TV set to a documentary about mountain gorillas. Aurora whispered goodbye and left the flat.
The air was crisp outside and Aurora walked briskly to Sasha’s flat. Before she had a chance to knock on the door, the door flew open and Sasha appeared, ushering her inside.
In Sasha’s bedroom, Aurora froze at the huge array of make-up that was scattered across Sasha’s bed and floor.
“Don’t worry you won’t need all of this,” Sasha laughed. “You don’t need much, you’ve got a pretty face anyway. Just a bit of icing is all you need.”
“How can you afford it all?” Aurora asked.
Whenever she had bought make-up, usually just eyeliner and mascara, she had been surprised by the cost. Sasha must have robbed a bank to afford all of this.
“I don’t afford it,” Sasha said casually. “I shoplifted most of it.”
“Oh right,” Aurora replied. “Cool.”
“Yeah, this way I can spend my money on clothes.”
Aurora raised an eyebrow at her, and Sasha laughed.
“Okay, fair enough, I nick most of those too. It’s the thought that counts though, right?”
“Right.”
Aurora sat down on a small part of the bed that wasn’t covered in make-up and took out the vodka. Sasha clapped and disappeared into the kitchen, returning a few moments later with two glasses, a bottle of diet coke, and a bottle of white wine.
“Just in case we finish all the vodka,” Sasha said, gesturing to the wine.
She poured each of them a vodka and filled the cups with the coke. Aurora took a long drink and moaned with the pleasure of it, feeling the vodka finally begin to take effect.
“Let’s get started, then,” Sasha said. She rummaged through some of the make-up and selected a few things, before pushing everything else off the bed and onto the floor.
“You are going to look so stunning when I’ve finished with you,” Sasha said, smiling.
“Thanks for doing this.”
“Don’t worry, it’s what best mates are for.”
* * *


Half an hour later, Aurora stood up and did a twirl and Sasha giggled and smiled.
“I look okay?” Aurora asked.
“You look stunning.”
“Are you sure?”
“Look in the mirror if you don’t believe me,” Sasha said.
Aurora stepped across the room, carefully avoiding not to impale any of the beauty creams on one of her heels, and stood in front of the floor-length mirror. Sasha had done the make-up beautifully, applying mascara and eyeliner, and using blue blusher on her eyelids. Her skin looked flawless. Her hair was in ringlets that fell down her shoulders and back, and Aurora thought of Tudor princesses and movie stars. Aurora surveyed the rest of her body. The white dress fit her like a glove, accentuating her chest and showing off her legs.
“See what I mean?” Sasha said, standing behind her. “Absolutely fucking stunning.”
Aurora laughed. “Thanks.”
“Shit, look at the time,” Sasha said, glancing at the alarm clock on her nightstand. “I need to get changed. Have another drink.”
Aurora poured them each another drink as Sasha stumbled through the mess on the floor and threw open the wardrobe.
“I was thinking of wearing this,” she said. She held up a skin-tight red dress that would reach just below her thighs. “I want to look keen, but not too slutty.”
Aurora raised her eyebrow again.
“Okay, screw it. I want to look like a slag.”
* * *


Troy watched the changing expressions on Clint’s face. Ever since he had warned Clint about getting with Aurora, Clint had seemed distant. They were both dressed for Aurora’s party, in jeans and shirts, and Troy had reluctantly agreed with his mum that Clint looked dashing.
The door to the bedroom opened and Brandy appeared, wearing a black semi-transparent dress and had straightened her hair to within an inch of its life.
“How do I look?” she asked, looking at them.
“Great,” Troy said, barely looking. “You look great.”
Clint nodded, without even turning to look at Brandy.
“Well, thanks for that,” Brandy said, her voice rising. “Neither of you even looked.”
“You’ve tried about ten fucking dresses on,” Troy said, “They all looked fine.”
“Do you want me to just wear a bloody tracksuit then?” Brandy asked, hands on hips.
She retreated to the bathroom again and slammed the door.
“What’s up with her?” Clint asked, breaking the silence.
“She’s like this all the time,” Troy sighed. “Always on the rag, especially when she’s getting ready for a party. Fucking annoying, innit.”
“Yeah.”
Troy wanted to broach the topic of Aurora again, but Clint was already acting strangely around him and he didn’t want to widen the rift that had begun to appear between them. Before he could say anything, Clint’s mobile began to ring. His eyes lit up, and Troy wondered if it was Aurora, but then Clint answered and greeted Amal.
“Alright mate? How are you? Yeah, we’re at Troy’s still… Yeah, she’s still getting ready… Fuck, yeah… Okay, see you in a bit.”
Clint hung up and put his mobile back in his jacket pocket.
“What did he want?” Troy asked.
“Just wondering where we at,” Clint replied. “He says people are already getting to the party. Wanted to know if we were still coming.”
“Of course we’re still going. Why would he think we’re not?”
“It’s just because Aurora is going to be there,” Clint said, hesitantly.
Troy averted his gaze.
“Oh right,” Troy said. “Well, that’s no reason we can’t go. We just have to ignore her.”
“Yeah,” Clint said. The ‘we’ had been emphasised, and Troy knew that the message was starting to sink in.
Muffled swearing drifted out from the bathroom and Troy stood up and went to the bathroom door, trying the handle. Locked. He banged the door with his fist.
“What are you doing in there? The party’s started, and nobody going to care what you’re wearing, for fuck’s sake.”
The door flew open and Brandy stormed out, pushing past Troy and grabbing her shoes off the floor.
“I’m ready,” she hissed. “Stop going on.”
“You look nice, babe.”
Brandy grimaced, “I know.”
Troy eyed up her short black skirt and knew he was going to be in for a good night. Brandy finished doing up her high-heeled boots and ran a brush through her hair.
“Does my hair look straight enough?” she asked.
“Yeah, it looks fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“If you straighten it anymore you’ll go fucking bald.”
Brandy sent him an angry look and grabbed her purse.
“Let’s go, before you piss me off anymore.”
Troy stood aside and Brandy left the bedroom and Clint followed. Troy flicked the lights off and they traipsed through the kitchen, waving goodbye to his mum and Jessie, who was applying liberal amounts of make-up for a party she was going to.
“Where are you going?” Troy asked her.
“None of your business,” she replied.
“Suit yourself.”
They closed the front door and walked in silence to Sasha’s flat. Troy wasn’t sure what the problem was. He understood that Clint was frustrated that he couldn’t get with Aurora. He knew that Brandy was pissed off with him for his lack of interest in her outfit, but he didn’t understand the awkward silence.
Finally, Brandy’s phone rang and she rummaged through her bag for it. She answered and started talking loudly, breaking the silence.
“That was Zoe,” Brandy said, when she had hung up a few seconds later. “She’s meeting us outside Sasha’s.”
“Why outside?” Troy asked.
“She’s scared to go in by herself,” Brandy replied. “You know, with Aurora being there.”
“For fuck’s sake, what’s the problem?” Troy groaned. “Aurora is just some sket and we don’t have anything to worry about. As long as we ignore her, it’s all sorted.”
Brandy caught Troy’s eye and they both glanced at Clint, who was keeping resolutely silent, his face stony and his lips closed tightly. Troy wondered if he was trying to keep from shouting something.
They turned a corner and music from Sasha’s flat reached them. People were gathered around outside, smoking and drinking cans. The front door was open and light spilled out onto the dark courtyard.
Zoe was standing alone, her hair teased high above her head and her pregnancy bump hung over her lycra mini-skirt. Her tits were practically hanging out of her glittery top, and Troy averted his gaze. For such an annoying minger, she had great tits, Troy thought.
“Hey guys,” Zoe said when they approached her, “I’ve been chain-smoking fags, waiting for you to get here. I was starting to wonder if you’d decided not to come.”
Troy rolled his eyes, “We just took a while to get ready,” he said and shot Brandy a look. Brandy groaned and clutched Zoe’s arm, dragging her into Sasha’s flat.
“Looks like she’s pissed off with me still,” Troy laughed, turning to Clint. Clint nodded and followed them inside. Troy took a can off one of the guys standing outside, who looked annoyed but said nothing, and followed him into the party.
The flat was full of people dancing and drinking. The bathroom smelt of weed and two girls were snorting cocaine off the toilet lid. Troy noted who the girls were, in case they started the come down and required his services.
He went into the lounge, where he caught sight of Brandy and Zoe pouring drinks for themselves. Sasha was with them, hugging them. She caught Troy’s eye and waved, and Troy nodded back, eyeing her up. Another girl appeared and he saw Brandy’s eyes narrow. He looked more closely at the other girl and felt his eyes widen. It was Aurora. She had done something new to her hair and her body was on show. It made a big difference. She looked amazing. Troy felt his body agree. He walked across the room and joined them. Aurora nodded at him, and he smiled back.
“How are you?” Sasha asked him, and before he could respond, she asked, “Where are Amal and Tamar? They rang me and said they’d be here soon.”
“I saw Amar in the bathroom a while ago with two girls,” Aurora said, “Tamar was heading to your bedroom with some other girl.”
“Really? What a prick,” Sasha said, pushing past them, “And in my bedroom too.”
She disappeared into the crowd and Troy found himself standing between Aurora and Brandy.
“I need to use the loo,” Zoe said, and disappeared.
“You look nice,” Aurora said, speaking to Brandy. Troy resisted the urge to laugh.
“Thanks,” Brandy said. “You’ve made an effort. Anyone in particular you’re trying to impress?”
“Not really,” Aurora replied, but she seemed flushed and Troy knew she was lying.
There were a few moments of awkward silence, and Troy began to understand what Clint had been saying about Aurora. She was different from other girls. She had something. Class, maybe. Brandy caught him looking at her, and Troy quickly averted his gaze from Aurora’s chest.
“Have you seen Clint?” Aurora said, “I heard he was coming, so I thought I’d say hi.”
“Oh, he’s here alright,” Brandy smiled. “He wouldn’t have missed it for the world. He has his eye on someone special.”
Troy looked at her, eyes narrowed. Brandy ignored his warning look and continued to smile.
“Really?” Aurora said, her voice hopeful. “Did he say who?”
“Yeah, he did,” Brandy continued. “Some girl called Courtney. I don’t know if she’s here yet, but he’s had his eye on her for weeks. Well, since he finished with that other slag.”
Aurora looked like she had been slapped, but she tried to cover it up.
“Oh right, I didn’t realise,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. “Erm, I’m just going to find Sasha, make sure she’s okay.”
Aurora turned and caught Troy’s eye and gave a weak smile, and was gone. Troy looked at Brandy, impressed and appalled in equal measure.
“That was something,” he said, and draped his arm around Brandy.
“All we have to do now is make sure Clint thinks she’s with some other guy, and then their little love thing is over,” Brandy said, a smile curling the corner of her mouth.
“Great,” Troy said. “You’re actually pretty smart.”
“I’m going to find Zoe, before she does something stupid,” Brandy said. “Oh, and don’t look at Aurora Curtis like that again or I’ll rip your balls off.”
“Like what?” Troy asked, feigning innocence.
“You know,” Brandy said, and was gone. Troy watched her leave. He did know. He was as surprised as Brandy was at how he had looked at Aurora. He had seen a new side to her and he liked what he saw.
* * *


Aurora found Sasha in her bedroom, arguing with Tamar and a petite brunette girl she recognised from school. When she closed the door behind her, Sasha went quiet and looked at Aurora.
“Sorry, I just wanted to make sure you were alright,” Aurora said.
Sasha nodded, “They were just leaving.”
“Sasha, I’m really sorry,” the brunette stammered, and hastily left the room when Sasha glared at her angrily.
Tamar said nothing as he followed her out the door and closed it behind him.
“What’s happened?” Aurora asked, bewildered.
“Tamar and that bitch,” Sasha said. “Screwing on my bed. I can’t believe I actually wanted to pull him tonight.”
“Really?” Aurora said, surprised. “You never told me you were after Tamar.”
“Sorry, I just got caught up in the whole idea of you and Clint. I don’t want Tamar to be my boyfriend or anything. Just a hook-up.”
“Who was the girl he was with?”
“Just some cow from school,” Sasha sighed. She poured two drinks and handed one to Aurora. “So, how’s it going with you and Clint?”
“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Aurora groaned and sat down on the bed beside Sasha.
“Come on, tell me.”
“Really, it’s fine.”
“It’ll cheer me up,” Sasha said, “To know that at least somebody had fun at this party.”
“He’s not interested in me,” Aurora admitted.
She felt her cheeks burning and her lip trembled. She winced and straightened out her face. She didn’t want to cry over him.
“No fucking way,” Sasha gasped. “How do you know?”
“I spoke to Brandy.”
“What the hell does she know?”
“She said Clint’s interested in this Courtney girl. He’s been after her for weeks, she said.”
“No way, Clint isn’t interested in anyone but you,” Sasha said. “Anyone can see that. Brandy’s probably just trying to stir things.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Who knows what goes on in her head?” Sasha laughed. “She’s been off with me for weeks. She probably finds it funny to mess up people’s relationships.”
“So you really think Clint does like me?” Aurora asked, hope in her voice.
“Of course I do. I wouldn’t have gotten you all dressed up like that if I didn’t think you had a chance. You should go talk to him.”
“What would I say?”
“Just talk to him, see what happens.”
“Do you know where he is?” Aurora asked. Her heart was beating faster now.
“I’m not sure, I’ve been in here for a bit, as you can tell.”
“Will you be okay?”
Sasha smiled, “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” She knocked back the rest of her drink, and Aurora copied her. “I’m going to go back out there and pull Tamar. It’s my party, after all.”
Aurora laughed, “Go for it.”
“Good luck with Clint,” Sasha smiled.
She opened the bedroom door and disappeared in search of Tamar. Aurora watched her go and then stood up. She could feel the alcohol pumping through her body but she still felt nervous when she thought about Clint. She hoped that what Sasha had said about Brandy making it all up about Courtney was right. After a glance in the mirror, Aurora retreated from the bedroom and caught sight of Sasha at the other end of the corridor, pressed close against Tamar, whispering in his ear. Aurora smiled, and started scanning the flat for Clint.
* * *


Clint watched Aurora walk towards him and smiled. She was so beautiful, and he pictured an angel walking towards him. He blinked and Aurora was standing in front of him, looking excited and nervous, clutching a plastic cup.
“You enjoying the party so far?” he asked, feeling awkward.
“Yeah, it’s been good,” Aurora replied. “I was the first one here too.”
Clint nodded and tried to think of something to say.
“You look nice,” he managed. Aurora smiled and he thought he saw her blush under her dark skin. He wondered if he was coming across as calm and collected as he had hoped to.
“So do you,” Aurora said, “Look nice, I mean.”
“Thanks,” Clint said, smiling before he could stop himself. He saw Troy appear in the hallway and felt his pulse quicken. The last thing he needed was Troy to ruin everything. He still hadn’t seen him, busy laughing and joking with Amal. “Erm, do you want to go for a walk?”
Aurora looked surprised at the question, but she nodded. “Yeah, that would be nice.”
Clint topped up her glass and got himself another beer from the fridge, and opened the back door for her.
“Thanks,” Aurora said as she stepped past him, out into the cool night air. Clint followed her out and closed the kitchen door behind her.
They walked in silence down the narrow alleyway and stopped at a set of steps, sheltered from the wind by a wall on either side.
“Should we sit here?” Aurora asked. She didn’t sound too impressed, but Clint wasn’t sure. Clint looked around.
“We could go to the playing fields,” he suggested.
Aurora nodded and followed him out of the estate and along the street towards the football field at the end of the road. The school gates loomed in the distance, padlocked and secure against intruders. A streetlight flickered above them as they walked, and sirens wailed in the distance.
Clint struggled to find his voice, but Aurora saved him from having to, as she started talking about Sasha and Tamar, and they both laughed. A police car drove past and they both made an awkward attempt to hide their drinks, but the car continued down the road and out of sight. Clint stopped when they reached the football pitch and sat down on the grassy hill behind one of the goals, but Aurora hesitated.
“What’s wrong?” Clint asked, worried he had done something wrong.
“It’s just that Sasha leant me this dress,” Aurora said, looking awkward. “I’m not sure I should sit down on the grass. She might kill me if I get stains on it.”
Clint leapt to his feet and apologised. He removed his jacket and placed it on the floor, and Aurora smiled. She sat down and Clint sat down beside her, relieved that he had remembered to bring his jacket.
They continued making small-talk, and Aurora shivered. Clint looked at her, and Aurora laughed.
“Don’t worry, I’m just a bit cold,” she said.
“Oh right,” Clint said. He debated what to do. He eventually decided to wrap his arm around her shoulders. Aurora huddled into him, and Clint found himself smiling. Now, though, he wasn’t sure what he should do. Should he kiss her? Should he mention how much he liked her? Surely she was giving him all the go-ahead signs. But then, could he be sure? Aurora was different from other girls, she had already proved that to him, so would she initiate the talk or would he? They sat in silence for a few minutes, looking out at the twinkling lights of London beyond the playing field.
“Look at the stars,” Aurora said softly, breaking the quiet. “They’re so beautiful.”
Clint looked up and was surprised by how many stars he could see in the dark night. Normally, in London, stars remained invisible, but not tonight. Maybe it was a sign, Clint pondered. Then Aurora was sliding out of his arms and lay back on the grass, her hair forming a halo around her head. Clint followed her lead and lay down on the grass beside her, and they both looked up at the stairs.
“Do you like them?” Aurora asked.
“They’re beautiful,” Clint said, and then before he could stop himself, he added, “Just like you.”
Aurora was silent, and Clint worried that he’d said something wrong but he daren’t turn his head to look at the expression on her face.
After a few moments, he turned his head to face her and Aurora was looking straight into his eyes. She was smiling. She looked stunning. Clint found himself smiling too. Then he leaned in and kissed her on the lips, and Aurora responded by leaning closer into him and her lips parted, their tongues meeting.
* * *


After locking the bathroom door, Brandy turned to face Zoe. Zoe looked frightened and clutched her hands over her stomach, as if afraid that Brandy would lunge.
“What the hell is going on?” Brandy asked, glaring at her. “What is that stupid card you keeping looking at?”
“It’s nothing,” Zoe stammered.
“It can’t be nothing. If it’s some crazy doctor’s number, just remember, it’s too late for an abortion. I told you that you’d regret deciding to keep it, but you just had to be difficult.”
“It’s not about an abortion,” Zoe gasped. “I want to have a baby. I never wanted an abortion and never will want one.”
Brandy shrugged. “What do you keep looking at then?”
“Just some homework.”
Brandy burst out laughing.
“You never do any homework,” Brandy said, her laugh turning into a cold stare. “So you’ve lied to me. Why would you do that?”
“Look, please, can we just drop it?” Zoe pleaded.
“No way, you’re not leaving this bathroom until I’ve seen that card.”
Zoe looked scared, like a rabbit caught in the headlights, but Brandy persisted, snapping her fingers.
“Let me go,” Zoe said.
“Give me your bag,” Brandy said.
“No,” Zoe said, but Brandy snatched it out of her hand and poured the contents on the bathroom floor. Zoe gasped as her eyes scanned desperately for the card, but Brandy found it first. She picked it up and looked down at it. Zoe looked down at her feet. Brandy was silent for a few long moments and then her head snapped up and stared directly at Zoe. Zoe nervously met her gaze.
“Why do you have a card for that bitch Patterson?” Brandy asked. “She’s a pig. She’s trying to put us all behind bars. Are you insane?”
“She just gave it to me,” Zoe said, “I didn’t tell her anything but she made me take it.”
“So why do you keep looking at it?” Brandy asked. “At school, in the bathroom, now at the party. You want to ring her?”
“No, of course not,” Zoe said, but she didn’t sound convincing. Her cheeks were flushed with red now.
“You know that she’d send you straight to jail, don’t you?” Brandy persisted, “She doesn’t care about you or your baby. She’ll have it in care and you in a cell before you manage to hang up.”
“I haven’t rung her,” Zoe insisted, her eyes watering now. “I wouldn’t have done.”
“Why did you keep the fucking card then?” Brandy asked, her voice rising.
“I don’t know, I was just stupid.”
“Damn right you’re stupid,” Brandy spat. “You’re a stupid fucking bitch. You wanted to grass us all up, didn’t you?”
“No, I swear.”
Tears were streaming down Zoe’s face now, her make-up running, as Brandy took a step closer to her.
“Just tell me the truth, bitch,” Brandy shouted, “I know you were going to tell her. You’re just a fucking grass.”
“I never rang her,” Zoe cried. “I just liked knowing that I had options, I’m sorry. I’ll bin the card right now, and I’ll never tell anyone anything again.”
Brandy pulled her lighter out of her pocket and lit the flame. She held Serena Patterson’s business card over the flame and they both watched as it folded, blackened, and then fell to the floor as a pile of ash.
“If you ever breathe a word to anyone,” Brandy hissed, pinning Zoe against the wall, “You’re fucking dead. You and your fucking baby.”
* * *


Aurora felt her pulse quicken as her lips met Clint’s. She ran her hands over Clint’s chest as their tongues met and she leant closer into him. She felt his hands exploring her body, his fingers delicately tracing her bra-line and caressing her face, skittering over her stomach, sending fire through her body. He pressed his body closer against hers, and she felt his erection through his jeans. Clint was on his side, hovering over her now, still kissing her. Aurora felt his hands on her legs, just above her knees, slowly edging up between her legs. He parted her legs and positioned himself so he was on top of her, his body between her legs, his breathing hot and heavy. Aurora opened her eyes and looked up at the stars, and pulled away from Clint.
“Did I do something wrong?” he asked, looking at her with wide eyes, his lips wet.
“No, it’s just, I don’t want to rush it,” Aurora said quietly, worried that Clint would turn and run in the opposite direction. Clint considered her words for a moment and climbed off her, resuming his seated position beside her. Aurora lay down beside him for a moment, and then sat up too, pulling her skirt back down.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just, I like you, and I want it to be more special than this.”
Clint nodded.
“I know, I want that too,” he sighed. “I really like you too. I’ve liked you for ages, but I was always just scared to tell you, I guess.”
“Same here,” Aurora said, smiling. “I thought you’d think I was crazy.”
“I thought you must have some secret boyfriend, because you were never like the other girls at school,” Clint admitted. “You’re better than them.”
“You’re better than you give yourself credit for too,” Aurora said.
Clint looked uncomfortable.
“So we like each other?” Clint said after a while. “What do we do?”
“What do you mean?” Aurora laughed.
“Should we tell people?” Clint asked. “I mean, are you my girlfriend now then?”
“I don’t know,” Aurora said, “I guess it depends if you ask me out or not.”
“Will you be my girlfriend?”
“Yes.”
“Great,” Clint smiled widely.
“We should probably head back to the party,” Aurora said. “Before Sasha sends out a search party for us.”
“Can we wait for a few more minutes?” Clint asked.
Aurora looked bemused, until Clint leaned forward and kissed her again. Their tongues met and Aurora leant in closer to him, hand on his chest. She could feel his heart beating fast and she felt her own heart bursting with happiness.
* * *


A knock on the bathroom door surprised Brandy and Zoe.
“Open this door,” Sasha called in, “People need to piss, and I don’t want them doing it anywhere but in here.”
Brandy threw a warning look to Zoe and crossed the room, flicking the lock. Sasha nearly fell through the door as it opened, and was surprised to see Brandy and Zoe there.
“What are you two doing in here?” she asked.
“None of your business,” Brandy said, pushing past her into the corridor.
Sasha looked affronted, “What’s your problem Brandy?”
Brandy turned around, eyes narrowed.
“What?”
“You heard me,” Sasha said. “You’ve been acting weird for weeks now. What’s going on?”
“Leave it Sasha,” Zoe said softly, and Sasha saw that she had been crying, “She’s just going through a rough time lately.”
“I told you to be fucking quiet,” Brandy hissed, glaring at Zoe. “Now, get out the fucking bathroom. It’s time for you to go home.”
“No,” Sasha said, “Zoe doesn’t have to leave until she wants to.”
“It’s alright,” Zoe insisted.
“No it isn’t. You can’t keep on being a rug forever.”
“Fuck off Sasha,” Brandy groaned, “We’re not in the mood for your shit tonight. Zoe wants to go home, right Zoe?”
“Right.”
“Get a move on then,” Brandy hissed, and Zoe began collecting her things off the floor.
Sasha eyed them both suspiciously.
“You know, whatever’s going on, I’m going to find out,” Sasha said.
“I doubt it,” Zoe said softly, “Not if Brandy and Troy have anything to do with it.”
“Troy?” Sasha asked, and turned to Brandy, “Are you and Troy having problems?”
“No we’re fucking not,” Brandy said. “Get the fuck up Zoe.”
Zoe finished throwing the rest of her things into her handbag and rose to her feet, following Brandy down the corridor to the front door. Sasha watched them go with a mixture of bemusement and concern. Then a pair of hands clasped her around the stomach and lips were on her neck.
“I thought we were going to your room,” Tamar said, “I’ve found some condoms.”
“Yeah, great,” Sasha said, and followed him back to the bedroom.
Brandy followed Zoe out of the flat and across the courtyard, until they were out of earshot of the party.
“Stop being smart,” Brandy said, “I know you were trying to piss me off in there and congratulations, it worked. But don’t pull that shit with me again, right?”
“Fine,” Zoe said, and turned away and walked off without looking back at Brandy.
* * *


Aurora and Clint walked back to the estate from the playing fields, hand in hand. Aurora couldn’t stop smiling and she knew that Clint couldn’t either. His palms felt reassuringly warm holding hers and she felt secure with him.
“It’s probably best if I talk to Troy before we tell anyone else,” Clint said, as they reached the back of the estate. “Just so he doesn’t think I’ve been lying to him or anything.”
Aurora considered it for a moment and nodded, “I guess you’re right. I don’t think Brandy likes me though, so I don’t think they’ll be that happy.”
“Who cares what they think?” Clint said, and laughed. Aurora joined in. She gave Clint a peck on the lips and straightened out her clothes, ready to re-join the party.
A figure suddenly stepped out in front of them. Zoe. Her face was dripping with sweat and she was panting heavily, clutching her stomach.
“Zoe, are you alright?” Aurora asked, concerned.
“No,” Zoe gasped, blinking back tears, “My waters broke. I think I’m having the baby.”




CHAPTER TWELVE



“What do you mean you’re having the baby?” Clint said, sounding horrified.
Zoe was panting and moaning, clutching her stomach, almost doubled over in pain. Aurora rushed to her side.
“She’s having contractions,” Aurora said, looking at Clint. “Go and get Sasha, bring some towels or something.”
Clint remained frozen for a moment and then nodded, and ran off into the dark. Aurora clutched Zoe’s arm, leaning her against a wall. She fumbled for her purse, then realised she had left it in the flat when she had gone for the walk with Clint.
“Shit, my phone’s at the flat,” Aurora cried.
“Use mine,” Zoe groaned, “It’s somewhere in my bag.”
Aurora riffled through the bag that lay discarded a few feet away on the floor and found the phone. She dialled 999 with shaking fingers and asked for an ambulance. The operator said that they were sending somebody straight away. She asked Aurora to stay on the line, but then the phone cut out.
“It’s died,” Aurora gasped, “Your phone just died.”
“I forgot to charge it this morning,” Zoe panted. “Fuck, I’m so stupid.”
“No, you’re not,” Aurora said. “Just don’t worry, the ambulance is on its way. Everything’s going to be okay.”
“What if something happens to the baby?” Zoe asked, eyes wide with fear.
“Nothing’s going to happen,” Aurora reassured her.
“It hurts so much.”
“I bet,” Aurora said. “Squeeze my hand if it hurts.”
Zoe’s sweaty hands grabbed Aurora’s and squeezed. Aurora gasped in pain but kept quiet, whispering reassurances at Zoe, who seemed oblivious to them, moaning and crying.
* * *


Clint flew into the party, knocking two people over in his haste to get through the front door.
“Oi, watch it mate,” one of the guys said.
“Fuck off,” Clint roared, and the guy stepped back and went quiet. “Where’s Sasha?”
“Bedroom,” Amal laughed, appearing from nowhere. “Getting it on with Tamar.”
Clint pushed past him and knocked on the bedroom door, before flinging it open. Sasha shrieked and pulled the duvet over herself. Tamar looked pissed off and hastily pulled his boxers back up, shouting obscenities.
“Clint, what the fuck is wrong with you?” Tamar shouted.
“Sasha,” Clint said, ignoring Tamar, “It’s Zoe. She’s having the baby.”
“Oh shit,” Sasha gasped, “Where is she?”
“Down an alley,” Clint said, “Aurora’s with her.”
“Fuck sake,” Tamar said, as Sasha pulled her bra and knickers back on and quickly stuffed herself back into the red dress.
“Come on, we might need your help,” Sasha said, slapping Tamar’s arm.
Tamar reluctantly pulled on his jeans and shirt and Clint led the way back out of the flat. Troy appeared in his line of vision, his arm draped around Brandy, and his eyes wide and menacing.
“What’s up Clint?” Troy said, laughing, “Ain’t seen you in ages.”
“I can’t stop now,” Clint replied, “Zoe’s having her baby.”
“Shit,” Troy laughed, “How ugly will that baby be?”
Clint shrugged him off and went out the front door. Brandy clambered after them, and clutched Sasha by the arm.
“Are you sure?” Brandy asked, “That she’s having the baby?”
“Yeah she is,” Sasha said, “No thanks to you.”
Clint watched the scene, suspicious, but said nothing. Sasha looked at him expectantly, and he left the flat and retraced his footsteps to where he had left Aurora and Zoe. Sasha and Tamar followed, hot on his heels, Tamar still muttering swear words.
Before they turned the corner, they could already hear Zoe crying and grunting. Aurora was saying soothing things, and Clint felt proud of her for staying so calm.
Aurora looked relieved to see them, and Zoe looked up briefly.
“Oh my God,” Sasha gasped, looking at Zoe. “You look like shit.”
“I’m having a baby,” Zoe gasped, “What the hell do you expect?”
“On TV they always look so calm,” Sasha mumbled.
“I phoned an ambulance,” Aurora said. “They said they’ll be a few minutes.”
Sirens wailed in the distance and gradually grew louder.
“I wish they’d hurry up,” Zoe cried.
“Me too,” Aurora gasped, “My hand’s gone numb.”
“Let me take over,” Clint said. He managed to slide Aurora’s hand out of Zoe’s grip and he winced when Zoe clamped down on his own hand. Aurora stifled a laugh at the expression on his face.
“It’s not funny,” Clint said, a smile forming on his lips.
“How long until the baby comes out?” Tamar asked.
“I hope not too long,” Zoe said.
“It can’t hurt that much,” Tamar said, looking at her with doubt.
Sasha turned and kicked him in the shin as hard as she could. Tamar howled in pain and hopped on the spot, swearing loudly and his eyes watering.
“What was that for?” he managed.
“Times that pain by a hundred,” Sasha said, “Then you’ll know what Zoe’s going through.”
Blue flashing lights appeared at the end of the road and the sirens grew even louder. An ambulance came into view and two paramedics appeared.
They looked at Zoe, and exchanged looks. Zoe swore and doubled over in pain, shrieking.
“We’ll take it from here,” one of the medics said, “She’ll need to go to hospital.”
“Sasha, don’t leave me,” Zoe cried, and Sasha followed the medics and Zoe into the back of the ambulance. Aurora, Clint and Tamar watched as the ambulance reversed and disappeared back out of the estate.
“Fuck, talk about overreacting,” Tamar said.
“Yeah,” Clint laughed. “Bet you could do it no problem.”
Tamar rolled his eyes. Clint flexed his fingers, trying to get the feeling back into them.
“She crushed your hand too?” Aurora asked.
“Yep,” Clint grinned.
“So where did you two go off to then?” Tamar asked, as they headed back to the flat.
“Just went to the playing fields,” Clint replied. “Fancied some fresh air.”
Aurora and Clint exchanged looks and both smiled. Tamar caught the exchange but said nothing.
* * *


At the flat, Brandy sat on the sofa staring at the wall across the room. Troy was beside her, talking shit to some guys he had sold cocaine too. Not that he had made much of a profit, Brandy thought, as Troy had spent most of the night snorting it himself.
She thought about Zoe, having the baby. She must be in pain. Agony. She would be all alone, unless her mother suddenly decided to patch things up after months of separation. Brandy doubted it. That was something that they had first bonded over, Brandy and Zoe. Their mothers, or lack of, as the case seemed to be. Brandy thought briefly of her own mother, who was probably crawling the ceiling on dope by now, alone at the flat on a Saturday night. Still, Brandy thought, at least her mum lived with her. Zoe had nobody. Then again, Brandy wondered whether she would care much if her mother moved out and decided she wouldn’t. She basically lived at Troy’s flat anyway, so she wouldn’t notice if her mother had disappeared.
The door to the flat opened and Clint and Aurora appeared, tailed by Tamar. Brandy sighed with frustration. It seemed Clint and Aurora had spent most of the night together so far, even though she’d tried to keep them apart. Troy didn’t even notice he was so up to the eyeballs on coke. Brandy poured herself another drink and downed it in one.
“How’s Zoe?” she asked as Clint and Aurora sat down on the adjacent sofa.
“She’s gone to hospital,” Aurora replied. “Sasha went with her.”
“So she’s really having the baby?”
“Seems that way,” Aurora said.
“Great. Maybe I should go and see her, make sure she’s okay.”
She was worried that Zoe, in her state, would reveal something about Shaniqua and the stabbing. Aurora, however, looked uncomfortable.
“I think she’ll be okay for now with just Sasha,” she said.
Brandy opened her mouth to reply but kept quiet. She wanted to punch Aurora in the face, but she knew that she had to be on her best behaviour.
Aurora leaned into Clint and whispered something that Brandy couldn’t make out, and they both left the room. Probably off for a quick fuck, Brandy thought. She hoped that was all it was. The last thing she needed was Clint getting edgy.
“Wonder where they’re off to,” somebody said, sitting beside her on the sofa, and Brandy eyed Tamar suspiciously.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“You saw them just now, sneaking off together,” he said.
“That doesn’t mean they’re up to anything.”
“Open your eyes, Brandy, they’re screwing. I saw them together, all lovey-dovey eyes and everything.”
“Lucky Clint,” Amal said, squeezing himself between them. “Aurora is well hot.”
“She’s a slag,” Brandy snapped.
Amal and Tamar exchanged looks and moved away to chat-up some girls. Brandy turned to Troy and found him still showing off to his new friends. Brandy sighed. She was worried about Clint and Aurora’s newfound romance. It could cost them all everything, and she was determined that nothing would cause problems for her and Troy.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Troy opened his eyes and immediately wished he hadn’t. His head pounded and his throat felt dry and hoarse. He groaned and drew the covers up over his face. Brandy murmured something beside him and then the covers were pulled off him.
“What the fuck?” Troy moaned, “I’m trying to sleep.”
“I don’t care,” Brandy said, sitting up in the bed, “We need to talk.”
“It can wait until later,” Troy said, pulling the covers back over himself.
“No it can’t,” Brandy insisted. “You need to get up.”
“Fuck off.”
“At least open your eyes and listen then.”
“No, just go back to sleep,” Troy said.
“It’s about Clint and Aurora.”
“What about them?”
“They got together last night,” Brandy said.
This made Troy open his eyes. He rubbed them, and looked at Brandy, who was sitting beside him in the bed, looking frustrated.
“They can’t have,” Troy said, searching his hazy memories of the party for information. “I thought you told her that Clint already had a girlfriend?”
“I did, but that didn’t stop them. They went for a walk and were out most of the night, then came back and Clint walked her home. He didn’t come back to the party after that.”
“Fuck’s sake. How do you know all this anyways?” Troy asked.
“Because I wasn’t coked-up all night,” Brandy said, “And I have eyes. Plus, Tamar saw them all lovey-dovey after the ambulance picked Zoe up.”
“What ambulance?”
“Zoe went to hospital,” Brandy said, “She was having her baby.”
“Oh right,” Troy mumbled.
“I might go down there later and see how she’s doing.”
“You sure that’s a good idea?” Troy asked. “Last thing I remember, you were having a go at her about something.”
“Yeah, but she’ll have forgotten about all that.”
“If you say so,” Troy said.
“So what are you going to do about Clint?” Brandy asked, “He can’t stay with Aurora.”
“I’ll have a word with him.”
“Yeah, because that worked so well last time, didn’t it?”
“I said I’ll have a word, now let me get some bloody sleep,” Troy said, and pulled the covers back over his head.
“I’m going out,” Brandy said. “I’ll ring you later.”
Troy mumbled something incoherent and was asleep within seconds.
* * *


Zoe looked up at the nurse and shifted her weight in the uncomfortable hospital bed. She winced and remembered how much it hurt to move too much.
“Are you ready to hold her now?” the nurse asked.
“I don’t know,” Zoe admitted.
She had thought, all through her pregnancy, that the birth would be easy and that motherhood would come naturally to her. Last night had proved her wrong and now she wasn’t sure what to do. So many people had babies and made it look easy, and Zoe wondered if something was wrong with her. Perhaps she had some deficiency that made her unable to hold her own daughter. The thought scared her. She had barely been able to look at her last night, the pain blinding her to everything in the hospital room.
As if reading her mind, the nurse leaned closer, smiling.
“Don’t worry, a lot of first time mother’s find this a difficult moment,” she said. “It takes a while to get used to the fact that you’re no longer pregnant and that you’ve actually got a baby now.”
“Really?” Zoe asked, and the nurse nodded.
“You did really well last night,” the nurse continued. “The birth had no complications. The doctor was very impressed. Most teenage mums have problems when it comes to the birth but you did well.”
“Thanks,” Zoe said. “It still hurts a bit, though.”
“That’s only natural,” the nurse explained. “You have just had a baby. It’ll take a few hours, maybe a few days, for you to feel a hundred percent again.”
“Where is she?” Zoe asked. “My baby, I mean?”
“I’ll just go and get her,” the nurse said and left the room.
Zoe leant back against the pillows and looked out of the window. It was raining outside and she wondered back to the party last night. The argument with Brandy, the moment of terror when her waters had broken, finding Aurora and Clint in the street, the ambulance, the pain she had felt all the way to the hospital and beyond.
There was a quiet knock on the door and Sasha bustled into the room. She was still wearing the red dress and had a cup of coffee in her hand.
“How are you feeling?” Sasha asked, taking a seat beside the bed. “You’ve been asleep for hours. I was starting to wonder if you were in a coma or something.”
“I still feel a bit tired, but I mainly feel good,” Zoe replied.
“That’s good,” Sasha said. “You were so funny last night. You kept saying the doctor’s name wrong, but he didn’t mind.”
“Have you been here all night?”
“Yeah, I came with you in the ambulance,” Sasha said. “I stayed here and then I thought I might as well wait for you to wake up.”
“Thanks,” Zoe smiled.
“It’s just lucky that Aurora and Clint found you when they did.”
“Yeah, that was lucky,” Zoe admitted. “Has my mum been around yet?”
“Not yet, but she rang your mobile and I spoke to her. She said she’ll visit you in a couple of days when you’re back at the flat.”
“I guess that’s something,” Zoe sighed.
“Don’t worry, she sounded like she was telling the truth this time,” Sasha said. “She started crying when I told her you’d had a girl. She promised she’d come and visit you.”
“I won’t hold my breath though.”
“I’ll have my fingers crossed,” Sasha smiled.
“How does she look?”
“Who? Your mum?”
“No, you idiot,” Zoe laughed, “My baby.”
“She’s gorgeous,” Sasha said.
The nurse reappeared at the door with a bundle in her arms and Zoe and Sasha both went quiet.
“Here you are,” the nurse said, crossing the room to the bed. “Careful to support her neck and head.”
Zoe took her baby in her arms and looked down at the tiny features. She had a sprinkling of red hair, just like her. Her eyes were big and blue and she clenched and unclenched her tiny fingers as she looked up at her.
She wanted to say something to the nurse or Sasha, but struggled to find any words to describe her feelings. The words caught in her throat.
“She’s amazing,” Zoe eventually managed to say.
The nurse nodded, “I’ll leave her with you for awhile, then I’ll come back and talk to you about breastfeeding.”
“Okay, thanks.”
The nurse left the room, and closed the door quietly behind her.
“She really is beautiful,” Sasha said. “An angel.”
“Yeah,” Zoe agreed, “I can’t believe she came from me.”
“Of course she did, you’re beautiful too.”
Zoe laughed and Sasha smiled at her. A thought occurred to her.
“Has Brandy been in?” she asked.
Sasha looked uncomfortable.
“No, she hasn’t been in yet,” Sasha said quietly. “Listen, there was actually something I wanted to tell you.”
“About the fight?”
“You remember it?” Sasha asked, surprised.
“Yeah,” Zoe sighed. “I just wondered if she might have been in.”
“I can ring her if you like?” Sasha suggested.
“No, don’t bother,” Zoe said. “She can do what she wants.”
“Exactly, she usually does.”
Zoe and Sasha caught each other’s eyes and laughed. The baby gurgled and Zoe looked down at her.
“Looks like she agrees,” Zoe smiled.
“Have you thought about names yet?” Sasha asked.
“I think I might call her Sienna.”
“That’s a nice name.”
“Yeah, I thought so too.”
“It suits her.”
“Yeah.”
Sasha’s phone rang and she answered it and went to the other side of the room to answer it. She spoke for a few minutes and then returned, putting the phone back in her bag.
“That was Aurora,” Sasha said. “She just wanted to hear how you were.”
“Aw, that’s sweet of her,” Zoe said.
“Yeah, she stayed with you whilst Clint came and got me.”
“I know, that was nice of her.”
“She’s a nice person,” Sasha said. “If only you and Brandy would give her a chance.”
“I know,” Zoe sighed. “Will you tell her I said thanks?”
“Yeah, of course.”
There was a knock on the door and Brandy appeared in the doorway.
“Hi guys, I just thought I’d come and check on you,” Brandy said, looking sheepish.
“Great,” Zoe said. “I had a daughter.”
“That’s nice,” Brandy said. “What’s her name?”
“Sienna.”
“Cool name.”
“Well, I should probably get going,” Sasha said, grabbing her bag. “I should think about tidying up the flat before my parents get back.”
“Okay, and don’t forget to thank Aurora for last night,” Zoe said.
“No problem,” Sasha said, “Take care.”
She left the room, only nodding at Brandy. Zoe looked to Brandy.
“Why have you really come?” Zoe asked.
“To see how you were,” Brandy replied. “Why else would I have come?”
“Maybe to make sure I haven’t spilled the beans to Sasha or the doctors that we killed someone?”
“Don’t be silly,” Brandy said, waving her off. “I trust you.”
“You didn’t last night.”
“I’m sorry about that,” Brandy sighed. “I just reacted like I always do. I’m sorry.”
“Apology accepted,” Zoe said.
“Thanks,” Brandy said. “So how was it?”
“Having the baby?” Zoe asked, and Brandy nodded. “Painful. Really painful. But it was worth it.”
“That’s sweet,” Brandy said.
“You can sit down if you want,” Zoe said, gesturing towards the chair vacated by Sasha.
“I’m okay,” Brandy said, looking uncomfortable and out of place. “I should probably get back to the estate anyway. Check on Troy. I’ll drop by and see you again though.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“See you later.”
“Bye.”
Then Brandy was gone. Zoe looked down at baby Sienna and wondered at Brandy’s motives for visiting her. She had said she’d wanted to see how she was but she hadn’t even looked at the baby and she’d barely stayed five minutes.
Last night had changed things, Zoe realised. She could no longer rely on Brandy for protection. Now that she was a mother, it was time she took responsibility. She not only had to think about herself now but her daughter too.
* * *


Serena Patterson walked down the hospital corridor and hesitated outside the door. She had seen Brandy outside the hospital and she wondered if somebody else was in the room with Zoe.
She pushed the door open and Zoe looked up, the baby in her arms. Zoe looked healthy, if a little tired.
“What are you doing?” Zoe asked, eyes widening.
“Don’t worry,” Serena said, walking into the room. “I’m just here to see how you’re doing.”
“Funny how many people say that to me,” Zoe said. “Not everyone means it though.”
Serena thought back to seeing Brandy leaving. Was it her that Zoe was referring to? If it was, that meant that a rift was appearing in this seemingly impenetrable wall of silence.
“You had a daughter?” Serena asked.
Zoe nodded, “I’ve decided to call her Sienna.”
“That’s a beautiful name,” Serena said.
“That’s why I chose it.”
“She’s beautiful too,” Serena said, looking down at the baby, with rosy skin and beautiful eyes.”
“Look, I don’t mean to be rude, Miss Patterson,” Zoe said, looking up at her, “But I know why you’ve come here.”
“You do?”
“You heard I had the baby, and you thought that you could pressure me into telling you something by suggesting me and the baby are in danger.”
“Well, that was part of the reason,” Serena admitted. “You and your daughter are in danger now. You can’t just think about yourself, you have to think of your daughter too.”
“I am thinking of us both,” Zoe said. “That’s why I’m not going to say anything.”
“Listen Zoe, we can help you, but you have to let us,” Serena said.
“I’ve heard it all before,” Zoe said. “My answer is the same.”
“You and your daughter are at risk,” Serena insisted.
“We’ll be at risk whatever we do,” Zoe countered. “But at least by keeping quiet we’re not in danger. We’ll be alive, and that’s what matters.”
“Alive?” Serena repeated. She leaned closer. “Don’t you want better for your daughter? For yourself? Better than just being alive?”
“Being alive is lucky,” Zoe said. “Especially on the Goldsworth Estate.”
“I understand that, but I really think -”
“Miss Patterson, I’m not going to change my mind. Now, I’m feeling tired, so if you could give me some privacy.”
Serena looked down at Zoe and sighed. She nodded and left the room, closing the door behind her. It was frustrating but she knew that Zoe was involved somehow. That meant Brandy was too and Serena knew that Troy and Clint were somehow in on the whole thing. Something was going on, and she was determined to find out what it was.
* * *


Aurora looked down at her sleeping mum and wondered how much she’d had to drink last night. When she’d got back home after the party, Aurora had seen two empty bottles of vodka on the kitchen counter and two crumpled cans of cider beside the sofa, where Marlena was now snoring heavily, still wearing the clothes she’d had on last night.
When she had gotten home, Aurora had given the empty bottles little thought. The other events of the night had filled her mind so nothing else could occupy it. The alcohol, Zoe having her baby, and her kiss.
The kiss had been magical. Although she knew it was cheesy to think it, but Aurora couldn’t help herself. She had kissed other boys, but none of them had felt so right. So special. Clint had been gentle and tender, just as she’d known he would be, and he’d respected her. That was rare of most boys, but even more so on the Goldsworth.
The thought of their kiss filled her with warmth, but Aurora forced herself to focus on the situation at hand. She surveyed her mother more closely, relieved that Marlena was snoring, meaning that she wasn’t unconscious.
“Mum,” Aurora whispered, gently rubbing her mother’s shoulder, “Are you okay?”
Marlena stirred but didn’t open her eyes.
“Mum,” Aurora persisted.
Marlena stirred again, her eyelids fluttering in the daylight coming through the balcony doors. She opened her mouth but nothing came out.
“I’ll get you some water,” Aurora said, and retreated to the kitchen.
She filled a glass with tap water and returned to the lounge, where Marlena was struggling to sit up. She gulped at the cool water and Aurora watched her mother with concern.
She wasn’t coping well, and Aurora didn’t know what she could do for the best. Perhaps, she hoped, Marlena would pull herself together and find a way to deal with her grief.
“Thanks,” Marlena muttered, after draining the glass.
Aurora fetched another glass of water and then helped her mum to her bedroom.
“Thanks,” Marlena said, after Aurora had undressed her and helped her into bed.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“How was your party?” Marlena asked, laying back onto the pillows, her eyes red and puffy.
Aurora couldn’t help but smile.
“The party was great,” she replied.
Marlena nodded and closed her eyes, and Aurora waited until the sound of her mum’s snoring before leaving her mother’s bedroom and gently closing the door behind her.
Aurora fumbled in her dressing gown pocket for her phone. She looked down eagerly, but there were no new messages. She sighed and sat down in front of the television in the lounge. Clint hadn’t text her yet, but she knew he would. After he had walked her home, they had shared another kiss. Not just any kiss, but a lingering kiss that had shown that neither wanted to leave the other.
She switched the television on and flicked through the channels, turning the volume down so that she didn’t disturb her mum. Her phone vibrated and she grabbed it up quickly.
It was a message from Clint. He wanted to make sure she was okay, and to reiterate that he had enjoyed last night and wanted to see her again as soon as he could.
Aurora smiled and began texting back a reply.
* * *


In Flat 115, Clint waited anxiously for Aurora’s reply. He had waited all morning before sending his text, not wanting to seem overly keen. She knew how he felt about her, but he hadn’t wanted to put her off by being over demanding.
When the delivery notification appeared on his phone, Clint began pacing the bedroom, ignoring Kojo’s look of bemusement.
“Why are you doing that?” he asked, looking inquiringly at Clint.
Clint looked at him in surprise, as if startled awake. Kojo maintained his gaze and Clint sighed.
“I don’t know, bro,” Clint admitted. “Girls, I guess.”
“Do you have a girlfriend?” Kojo asked, clearly impressed.
Clint smiled.
“Yeah,” Clint said, “Her name’s Aurora.”
“From the estate?”
“Yeah, the very same.”
“When did you start going out?” Kojo questioned.
“Yesterday, at the party.”
“Were you drunk?”
“Not when I asked her out,” Clint laughed, “Did I wake you up when I got home?”
“No, I was already kind of awake,” Kojo replied, his smile faltering. “Dad woke me up.”
Clint’s smile vanished, replaced by a grimace.
“How come?”
Kojo shrugged, “He broke the door.”
Clint sighed heavily and sat down on his brother’s bed beside Kojo.
“So that’s why the bathroom door’s missing.”
Clint had noticed the damage when he’d got home but had been too drunk and happy over the situation with Aurora to pay much attention to how the door had been torn off its hinges.
“Was he drunk?” Clint asked.
Kojo looked uneasy, but nodded.
“What did mum say?”
“Nothing much,” Kojo whispered, “Dad just went to bed.”
“So they didn’t fight or anything?”
Kojo shook his head.
Clint felt relieved that his mother and brother had been spared another run-in with Rakhul, but he still felt a surge of anger towards his father for drinking away money that could be put to better uses.
Still, Clint knew that Rakhul’s hangovers were painful, two-days-in-bed affairs, which meant that they would all be spared his presence for at least another day.
His phone chirped and Clint dived back over to his bed to check the new message, making Kojo laugh at his eagerness.
The text was from Aurora. She’d enjoyed the party too and wanted to meet up with him again soon. She’d ended the text with two kisses, and Clint felt himself grinning.
Kojo looked at him expectantly, but Clint shook his head.
“I’ll tell you when you’re older,” he laughed, and Kojo groaned.
A knock on the front door rang out through the flat, and Clint heard Rakhul grumble loudly from his parents’ bedroom, and Femi hurrying down the hallway to answer, shortly followed by footsteps and his own bedroom door opening.
Femi’s head appeared in the doorway.
“Troy’s here for you,” she said, smiling down at her sons.
Clint picked up his phone and coat and pulled on his trainers.
“See you later, bro,” he waved to Kojo, and headed down the corridor.
As he passed his parents’ bedroom door, he heard Rakhul’s loud snoring and wondered whether it would be better for them all if his father never woke up.
At the front door, he greeted Troy and stepped outside the flat into cold, blustery air.
“Footie?” Clint inquired, looking at the football in Troy’s arms.
“Right on.”
* * *


After an hour of kicking the ball about, Troy waved at the others to stop, and ran back to where they’d left their jackets lying on the damp grass on the edge of the goalposts. Tamar and Amal both strolled over, wiping their foreheads, but Clint jogged back and immediately checked his phone, smiling down at the screen.
Troy eyed him carefully, weary of what he knew was coming. Although Clint didn’t know, Troy had seen him texting Aurora on their walk down to the pitch and he’d also seen the goofy smile that had spread across Clint’s face whenever he had received a reply.
Brandy had returned from the hospital smiling, convinced that Zoe would keep quiet about everything, but her mood had quickly soured at the mention of Clint and Aurora. Troy saw her point, he knew that it was dangerous for any of them to get too close to the investigation, and that Clint could jeopardise everything just to get his leg over on Aurora.
But at the same time, Troy was certain that Clint wouldn’t turn over and grass on any of them. And he could certainly see why Clint wanted Aurora so badly. Troy closed his eyes briefly and conjured up the image of Aurora from last night. She had looked hot, but in a different way from Brandy. Aurora was beautiful and classy, whilst Brandy was sexy but trashy.
After the party, Troy had pictured Aurora whilst he and Brandy had sex. He would never admit it to anyone, certainly not Clint or Brandy, but he knew that it was a dangerous fantasy and one that neither he nor Clint could enjoy.
“You alright mate?” Clint asked, clapping Troy on the back.
“Yeah, I’m good. How about you?”
Clint tried to look carefree when he nodded, but Troy saw the corners of his lips flicker.
“I’m not surprised,” Tamar grinned, “Lucky lad.”
“Yeah, I’m surprised you ain’t still tucked up in bed,” Amal agreed, winking.
“What are you talking about?” Clint asked, clearly confused.
Troy wondered whether he should intervene, have a private discussion with Clint, but then he remembered that the previous chats hadn’t worked. Maybe Brandy had been right. He hadn’t taken control from the start, and Clint hadn’t gotten the message clearly.
“You and Aurora,” Troy said, looking directly at Clint, “At it like rabbits last night.”
Clint looked like he’d been caught in the headlights, his eyes wide and his mouth unable to find the right words.
“What?” he stammered, “Where’d you hear that? It’s rubbish.”
“Really?” Troy asked, “Not what I heard.”
“Yeah, don’t deny it bro, I’d give anything to tap that Aurora,” Amal laughed.
Clint’s eyes flashed in Amal’s direction. Troy wondered if Clint would lash out, perhaps to show that Aurora was more to him than that, but Clint returned his gaze to Troy.
“Alright, me and Aurora got together,” Clint said, “But we’re taking things slow.”
“What?” Tamar gasped, “Taking things slow? Why man?”
“She’s my girlfriend,” Clint replied, “We got loads of time.”
“Congrats,” Amal said, slapping Clint on the back.
Tamar did the same, “Nice one, bro.”
Troy remained standing in the same spot, eyes fixed on Clint.
“You’re going out? Even though we killed her sister?”
Clint looked up in surprise, and Amal and Tamar froze, glancing between them, suddenly aware of Troy’s lack of support for Clint’s relationship.
“I really like her,” Clint said quietly, looking down at his feet.
Troy looked at him, feeling a mixture of both pity and anger towards his oldest friend.
“It won’t end happily,” Troy eventually said, “Best to end it now, whilst you ain’t behind bars.”
Clint seemed to consider his words for a few moments, but Troy knew that the chances of him having changed his mind were small.
“I’m willing to take the risk,” Clint said, quietly but firmly.
He picked up his jacket and started walking back across the pitch towards the road, and Tamar and Amal gathered their things and followed. Troy did the same, struggling to control his anger. Clint had decided to put his feelings for Aurora above his concern for their freedom, but that wasn’t what Troy was angry about. It was the fact that Troy knew that he was starting to lose his control and influence over his best friend and that Aurora was to blame for it.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN



The steps up to her flat seemed unusually arduous, Zoe thought, as she dragged herself up to her floor. The pram bounced noisily on each step and she wondered how it was possible for baby Sienna to stay asleep. Lucky her, Zoe sighed. Their stay at the hospital had now come to an end and Zoe was not looking forward to experiencing the joys and pains of motherhood by herself in the rundown flat she’d spent the last few months living in.
Reaching her floor, Zoe peered into the pram and adjusted the blankets that had loosened around Sienna. The small round face gave a giggle and Zoe couldn’t help but smile as she dug her hands into her handbag and fumbled for her keys.
“Shit,” she groaned, as her fingers found everything but keys.
She thought back to the night she’d gone into labour and groaned again. She could have lost her keys anywhere. Sasha’s flat or the alleyways she’d walked down, or the ambulance.
Brandy would have a spare set, Zoe reasoned, but that would mean going to see her. It was Monday morning, and that would mean she’d be at Troy’s flat. Zoe shuddered. The last thing she needed was Brandy and Troy ruining the day for her.
A gust of cold wind blew against them, and Zoe pushed the pram half-heartedly down the corridor to her flat, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to get inside. She turned the corner and froze.
Standing outside her flat was a short, plump woman in a white tracksuit, her flame-red hair tied back in a ponytail that whipped across her face in the wind.
“Mum?” Zoe stammered, as she neared the flat door, “What are you doing here?”
Zoe surveyed her mother and was surprised to notice the lines around her eyes and the chapped lips that hadn’t been there the last time they’d seen each other.
“I thought I’d just drop by,” her mum said, “You know, see how you were doing.”
“Oh right, well, great,” Zoe said, still bemused, “Except I don’t have any keys. I must’ve dropped them.”
“Not to worry,” her mum sighed, “I’ve got a spare set. Knew you’d end up losing yours somewhere.”
She fumbled in her handbag and eventually pulled out a set of keys on a chain. Zoe took them and unlocked the flat door, relieved to feel the blast of warm air as the door opened.
“Let’s have a look at my granddaughter then,” her mum said, as soon as they’d stepped inside and gone into the kitchen.
Zoe looked uncertainly at her mother, who had stuck her head inside the pram and started making baby noises that Zoe was sure Sienna wouldn’t appreciate, but Sienna gave a bark of laughter, and Zoe started smiling again as she filled the kettle.
“Tea or coffee?” Zoe asked.
“Tea for me,” her mum replied, “Can’t take coffee anymore. Gives me the shits.”
“Mum,” Zoe groaned, looking at her with a frown, “Don’t be gross.”
“I’ll have sugar though, could do with some energy.”
Zoe waited for the kettle to boil as her mum picked Sienna gently out of the pram and held her in her arms, rocking her gently.
“Babies love me,” she said, as Zoe stood awestruck at the sound of Sienna’s instant snores, “Your gran always used to say I should’ve been a midwife, but I couldn’t be arsed with all that work.”
The kettle whistled and Zoe gently took Sienna and put her into the cot in the bedroom, whilst her mum poured out teas and placed them on the kitchen table.
“So, what have you been up to?” Zoe asked, after taking a seat across from her mother, “Haven’t seen you in a while.”
“I’ve been up to lots,” she replied, “Manchester’s a busy place. Then I got the call from Sasha, or Cindy, or whoever, and she told me you’d had the baby, so I thought I’d pop down and say hello.”
“How long you staying for?” Zoe asked.
“I’m only down for a few hours, just a quick hello for today,” came the reply. “But I knew I had to come down, make sure you were both alright.”
“How’s that Terry bloke you were seeing?” Zoe asked.
“Oh him, he’s long gone. I always knew he’d do the dirty one day. I’m with Ryan now, younger bloke, always up for it.”
“Mum,” Zoe gasped, choking on her tea.
“Don’t be like that, it’s only natural for a woman to like that.”
Zoe rolled her eyes and settled her gaze on the woman sat across from her. It had been a few months since she’d last seen her mother after a blazing row, and she was reluctant to allow herself to breach the walls that had built up between them, not unless her mother was willing to spend more time with her.
“So when do you think you’ll visit again?” Zoe asked, trying to keep the note of apprehension and judgement out of her voice.
Seemingly sensing the importance of her answer, her mum took a few moments to debate an answer.
“Probably in a week or so, if you don’t mind,” she said casually, although Zoe could tell from her mother’s eyes that she was serious. “I could stay round here if you like.”
Zoe couldn’t help herself from smiling, and her mum began to smile as well.
“Is that a yes then?” her mum asked, “I’m allowed to visit again soon?”
Zoe nodded, “Of course you are, you silly cow.”
* * *


Brandy pulled her school skirt up over her tights and groaned as Troy’s arms wrapped around her, sliding underneath her shirt and rubbing her stomach.
“Why don’t we just skip school today?” Troy said, his hands running lower, slipping beneath her tights.
“We can’t,” Brandy snapped. “Biology coursework’s due in today.”
Troy pulled his hands away, looking at her with suspicion.
“Since when have you given a fuck about biology coursework?”
“Since like, forever.”
Troy watched her as she slipped into her heels and pulled out her make-up bag.
“What?” Brandy asked, noticing him staring at her.
“What’s going on?” Troy asked, his eyes narrowed. “And don’t give me that shit about coursework, I know you ain’t done any.”
Brandy continued applying mascara, and turned to Troy.
“It’s about Clint,” she said, keeping her voice level.
Troy cracked his knuckles, aware of where the conversation was going.
“Him and Aurora,” Brandy repeated, “We’ve got to keep an eye out, and seeing as you’re not doing anything about it, I will.”
Troy folded his arms, fighting back his growing anger.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Exactly what I said,” Brandy said, “You can’t seem to control him, even though he’s supposed to be your best mate, so I’ll have to make sure he knows not to say anything.”
“He knows that already,” Troy said, rubbing his forehead in frustration, “I talked to him yesterday at the pitch. He won’t say nothing.”
“Well, last time you thought you’d sorted it, and it turns out you didn’t.”
Troy looked at her, and Brandy put away her mascara and pulled out her hair brush.
“Let’s face it Troy,” she continued, “You told him not to go near that slag, and next thing we know, they’re going out.”
“He’s just after getting his leg over,” Troy said defensively, “After he’s got her in the sack, it’ll all fizzle out and problem over.”
“Do you really believe all that shit you just said?” Brandy asked, letting out a condescending giggle. “All I’m going to do is have a word with him, just to make it all clear.”
“You don’t need to,” Troy persisted, “He already knows.”
“I’ll just spell a few things out to him.”
“Brandy, I’m telling you not to,” Troy said, his voice firm.
Brandy paused, hair brush halfway up to her head. Her eyes narrowed.
“You don’t get to tell me what to do,” she said, her voice rising, “I’ve sorted everything out so far, so just leave it to me.”
“You’ve sorted everything out?” Troy asked, disbelief evident in his voice, “Are you kidding me? Tell me, what happened when you tried to keep them away from each other at the party?”
Brandy glared at him, her own anger mounting.
“I wouldn’t have had to do anything if you’d have done it properly to begin with.”
“You don’t have to do anything, I’ve already sorted it,” Troy insisted. “I’m the one with the rep, I’m the one that’s in the gang.”
Brandy sniggered.
“Yeah, you might be in the gang, Troy,” Brandy sneered, “But who has done the most work? I’ve sorted out the knife, I kept Zoe quiet, what exactly did you do?”
“I was the one who fucking stabbed her.”
“Big deal,” Brandy snapped, “Anyone can pick up a knife and stab someone.”
Troy felt his temper bubble out of his control and flew towards Brandy, who was still brushing her hair. He grabbed her around the throat and threw her against the wall.
“What the fuck?” Brandy shrieked, as Troy pushed her again, sending her crashing into the CD rack, which fell to the floor in a whirl of colour and noise, Brandy falling down with it.
“Keep your mouth shut in the fucking future,” Troy shouted, glaring down at her.
Brandy pulled herself up, feeling the bruises from the corners of the rack and where Troy had pushed, but she didn’t want to let Troy know he’d hurt her. She threw the hairbrush at him, hitting the mirror on the far bedroom wall and sending it to the floor in a spiral of cracked glass.
“Fuck off Troy,” Brandy said, between deep breathes of anger, “I’ll sort it out, like I always do.”
“I already told you -”
“Yeah, you keep saying shit, but I don’t think you mean it,” Brandy retorted, grabbing her bag off the floor. “I’m going to school now. You’d better tidy your room before your mum walks in.”
“Brandy -”
“Fuck off, Troy.”
With that, Brandy stormed out the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Troy didn’t make to go after her, he knew it wouldn’t do any good until she’d calmed down.
He looked around the room and sighed. It would take ages to clean-up, but he had already decided that it would be his mum to tidy everything up.
He felt a pang of guilt at having hurt Brandy, at losing his temper with her when he knew she was only trying to help. At the same time, a part of him knew that he shouldn’t feel guilty. He would get away with it, he always did. Brandy would calm down and things would go right back to how things were.
“Troy, hurry up,” his sister called from the other side of the door. “I’m going to be late for school.”
Troy pulled his trainers on and threw his schoolbag over his shoulder.
In the lounge, Jessie was waiting, hands on hips, looking impatient.
“What were you doing in there?” Jessie asked, though she clearly didn’t care about the answer. “I saw Brandy too, man, she was pissed.”
“She’ll calm down,” Troy said, finding himself smiling.
“Whatever,” Jessie said, rolling her eyes. “Hurry up, I need to smoke this joint before we get to school.”
“You got a joint?” Troy asked, looking at his sister as if for the first time. “Where’d you get it?”
“Never mind that, just get a fucking move on if you want some.”
* * *


Aurora waited anxiously for Clint outside her front door. She had left her mum chain-smoking cigarettes on the balcony, but now she was considering joining her. Clint was ten minutes late, and she knew it wasn’t like him.
She pulled out her phone and was about to dial his number when he appeared around the corner, looking sheepish.
“Sorry I’m late,” Clint said, wiping his forehead.
“It’s alright,” Aurora said, suddenly finding her earlier frustration evaporated, replaced by a smile, “I haven’t been out here long.”
“Good,” Clint said, smiling too. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” Aurora replied, finding herself suddenly awkward in his company.
Clint moved closer towards her and took both of her hands in his and leant closer. Aurora looked into his face and saw how pretty his eyes were, and then their lips met. She felt his tongue pressing against hers and felt his body push against hers, her hands feeling sweaty in his.
From behind them, a door opened, but Aurora didn’t care.
“You’re going to be late for school.”
Marlena’s voice seemed to come from nowhere and Aurora and Clint flew apart as if electrocuted.
“Mum, what are you doing?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” Marlena said, eyeing them both suspiciously.
“This is Clint,” Aurora said, as if she’d asked for an introduction. “He’s my boyfriend.”
Clint seemed to shrink back, unsure what to do or say, and Aurora felt the urge to take him in her arms and save him from whatever vile words would come spilling out of her mother’s mouth aimed at him.
But Marlena surprised her. Instead of the outburst of anger and suspicion that Aurora had expected, Marlena simply shrugged.
“Come on, get to school,” she said, still eyeing them both through narrowed eyes. “I don’t want to get a call from your teachers telling me your skiving.”
“Sorry, mum,” Aurora said, unable to hide the surprise in her voice, “We’ll start walking now.”
She took Clint’s hand in hers and led him down the corridor and down the stairs, relieved but thrown by her mother’s surprising reaction, but aware that Marlena’s eyes were watching them until they disappeared from view.
“That was lucky,” Clint said, his voice sounding slightly strangled.
“Yeah,” Aurora agreed, “I thought she’d flip out and go mental.”
“Me too. I thought she’d have my nuts in a vice by now, for sure.”
Aurora laughed, “We should be more careful next time.”
“Somewhere away from your mum’s front door,” Clint nodded.
“Yeah, definitely.”
“Like here,” Clint grinned, and backed Aurora into a dark corner of the courtyard.
He pressed against her, their lips meeting again, and Aurora found herself wishing they could take the day off and spend all morning like this, kissing and holding hands.
A few minutes later, Clint took her hand and led her across the courtyard and down the road, and Aurora felt a new stride in her step that she liked.
The school gates looked quiet, except for a few stragglers, and Aurora remembered assembly on Monday mornings. Suddenly, a more pressing matter wormed its way into the front of Aurora’s thoughts.
“Clint, can I ask you something?”
“Yeah, of course,” Clint said, looking at her with bright eyes, “Anything.”
“It’s just, well, at the party, you didn’t want Troy or anyone knowing about us being together, so I was just wondering if you still wanted us to pretend like we’re just friends, or something?”
Clint seemed surprised by the question, but started to smile.
“Troy knows about us,” Clint said, “Tamar told him. I talked to him about it and it’s all fine, so you don’t have to worry about anything.”
“So, we can walk into school like this?” Aurora said, clutching his hand more tightly.
“Yeah,” Clint grinned, “Show everyone that you’re my girl now.”
Aurora couldn’t help but smile at the look of satisfaction on Clint’s face as he said it.
* * *


In the main corridor, Troy looked over at Brandy, standing by her locker talking to Sasha, her back turned towards him. She was still in a bad mood, and he didn’t want to make a show of himself trying to talk to her when she was still mad. He would wait until lunch, then he’d make his move.
“Look at that,” Tamar said, pointing down the corridor, “Damn, he’s letting himself down, all the girls will know he’s a taken man now.”
“Not that it’d stop most girls,” Amal laughed, “And she is so damn fine I’d probably let her hold my hand and all.”
“Hold my hand? Nah, bro, but I’d let her hold my -”
“For fuck’s sake,” Troy groaned.
He had just spotted the object of Tamar and Amal’s conversation, walking towards him down the corridor. Brandy, it seemed, had spotted them too, for her head had snapped towards them and her eyes followed them down the corridor past where she and Sasha stood talking. Clint and Aurora, hand-in-hand, looking very much like a loved-up couple.
“You alright guys?” Clint asked, as they neared.
“Yeah, we’re great, bro, how about you?” Amal asked.
“I’m good,” Clint said, grinning, “I mean, we’re good.”
Aurora smiled, showing her perfect teeth.
Troy nodded a greeting to them both, but his eyes lingered on Aurora. Although she was in school uniform, the same that he’d always seen her in, the image of her from the party resurfaced in his mind, and he felt himself stir, knowing the beautiful body that the white blouse and black skirt hid beneath them.
“What’s up with Brandy?” Clint asked, gesturing down the corridor, where Brandy and Sasha were in deep discussion, with occasional glances towards where Troy stood.
“She’s always stroppy,” Tamar grinned.
“They fell out,” Amal added, “And now she’s pissed.”
“Thanks guys,” Troy interrupted, glaring at them. “It’ll all be sorted by lunchtime, don’t worry. How about you two?”
Clint and Aurora looked uncertain and exchanged bewildered looks.
“I mean, everything going good between you two?” Troy explained.
Clint nodded, “Yeah, it’s all good.”
“I’d better go,” Aurora said, “I’ve got class. I’ll see you later.”
She kissed Clint playfully on the lips and went down the corridor, and was quickly joined by Sasha, who had managed to separate herself from Brandy.
Troy watched Aurora walk away, admiring her legs and the way her hips twisted slightly when she walked. A blur of colour pushed past him, and Brandy sashayed down the corridor without saying a word to him.
“Come on, bro, let’s get to class,” Amal said.
Clint and Tamar followed him down the corridor, but Troy let them drift away and motioned towards the bathroom. Clint nodded, and Troy slipped into the men’s room.
The cracked mirror and dirty tiled floor made Troy’s skin crawl, but he checked the other cubicles to make sure he was alone, and went into the far cubicle, locking the door behind him. Thoughts of Aurora floated through his mind. Her body in the tight-fitting white dress at the party. Her short school skirt as she walked away from him. Damn, he thought. She was getting under his skin like few girls ever did.
He unclipped his belt and unzipped his school trousers. He listened to the silence in the bathroom and knew that he was still completely alone. Hardly aware of what he was doing, he slipped his hand down into his boxers. Aurora and Brandy vied for position in the front of his mind as his body stirred, but Aurora won. He thought of what it would be like to be with her. Perhaps she was still a virgin. The way Clint talked about her, she probably was.
Fully aroused now, Troy slipped his hands down his boxers once again.
Suddenly the bathroom door opened and Troy withdrew his hand, straining to hear. Footsteps crossed the room, and Troy sat on the dirty toilet seat and lifted his legs up. He didn’t want to be caught jerking off in a school toilet, it would be the end of his rep. Whoever it was seemed satisfied that they were alone.
“You got the heat?” a boy’s voice asked, his voice serious.
Heat. Troy listened more closely. This was about guns, and that was serious.
“Yeah, I got it,” another voice replied, “You got my money?”
“When you’ve handed it over.”
There was silence for a few moments except the rustling of a plastic bag. Troy strained to hear more, but was scared to move closer in case he made a noise and gave himself away.
“Here’s your money then,” the first voice said.
“Cheers, and you tell Jayden I’m getting a new supply in soon,” the second voice said, “He wants to take out them Banks brothers, he’ll need more than just one gun.”
The two voices said goodbye, followed by footsteps and the sound of the door closing behind them. Troy waited a few minutes, before doing back up his trousers and leaving the cubicle. He washed his hands in the chipped wash basin and looked in the mirror, his mind racing.
* * *


At the end of second lesson, Clint left his classroom with Tamar and Amal and looked around for Troy. Since he had gone to the bathroom before first lesson, he hadn’t been in any classes and Clint was suspicious.
“You guys seen Troy?” Clint asked, although he knew they hadn’t.
Tamar and Amal shook their heads.
“We’re off to the canteen,” Amal said, “Check out the talent.”
“Laters,” Tamar waved, and they disappeared down the corridor.
His phone began to vibrate in his coat pocket and Clint saw the caller ID - Troy.
“Yeah?” Clint said, answering the phone, “Where are you? You should’ve told me if you were going to skive off, I’d have come with you.”
“Nah mate, it was a last-minute thing,” Troy said, “I left school, I’m down the road by the bus stop. You want to come hang with me for a bit?”
“Yeah sure mate, I’ll be there in a few.”
He hung up and turned towards the main entrance, just as Aurora came into view, tailed by Sasha and a reluctant-looking Brandy.
“Where are you off to?” Aurora asked when they got closer.
“I said I’d go meet Troy for a bit,” Clint replied, suddenly aware that Aurora might not be impressed by his skiving. “I’m going to try and get back before lunch.”
Aurora raised an eyebrow at him, “Really?”
“I’ll try,” Clint said, nodding fervently.
Aurora and Sasha burst into laughter, and even Brandy managed to crack a smile.
“I was only joking,” Aurora said, “Just don’t get into any trouble.”
Clint grinned, and took her hand in his. Aurora moved forward and kissed him on the lips, before waving him off and setting off down the corridor with Sasha and Brandy.
Clint watched them leave, and Brandy turned, looking at him with suspicion. Clint averted his gaze and headed down the corridor in the opposite direction.
Getting out of the school gates was easy, and it took him only a few minutes to find Troy slumped against the bus stop, looking irritable and bad-tempered.
Clint hesitated, aware of what Troy could be like when he was angry, but Troy saw him and smiled, motioning for him to sit down beside him.
“What’s up?” Clint asked, “How come you didn’t come in?”
“I heard something,” Troy said.
“What do you mean?”
“In the bathroom,” Troy explained. “You know, this morning.”
“Yeah,” Clint said, although he thought he saw Troy blush under his dark skin.
“Well, these two guys come in and started talking, like. One of them was selling a gun to the other one, right.”
“Shit, man,” Clint said, surprised, “In school? Damn, that’s just stupid.”
“Nah, I’m glad they were stupid, bro.”
“How come? What happened?”
Troy looked uncomfortable, but he continued.
“Well, they were talking. They done the deal, one gun. It turns out the guy buying it works for Jayden Healy.”
“Shit, the guy your brothers hate?”
“Yeah, but that’s not all of it,” Troy continued, “Turns out that this guy who works for Jayden is buying it because they want to take someone out.”
“Who?” Clint asked, although he thought he might already know the answer.
“My brothers,” Troy replied.
“Shit.”
There was a moment’s silence, and Clint wondered whether Troy was looking for advice or support or just needed somebody to talk to about it.
“You okay?” Clint asked eventually.
“Yeah, of course.”
“You told Tyrese and Trent yet?”
Troy shook his head, “Not yet.”
“Why not?”
“I’m going to do it. I’ll walk home now and tell them,” Troy said, sounding as if he was still trying to work up the courage.
Clint couldn’t blame Troy for being nervous about delivering the news to them. Tyrese and Trent were scary at the best of times.
“Do you want me to come with you?” Clint asked, trying to keep the nerves out of his own voice.
Troy surveyed him for a few minutes and then nodded.
“You might as well,” he said, rising to his feet. “You can have a beer at mine too.”
“Cheers,” Clint said.
As they set off towards the Goldsworth, Clint felt his heartbeat quicken. A beer would be good, but it didn’t make up for the fact that he was sweating like a pig with nerves.
* * *


At the flat, Tyrese and Trent were sat at the kitchen table when Troy and Clint walked in, looking apprehensive.
“What you doing back so soon?” Tyrese asked, “Couldn’t even manage half a day, eh?”
Troy nodded and sat down at the kitchen table, and Clint followed his lead.
“Everything okay?” Tyrese asked, eyeing Troy and Clint with suspicion. “You two look like you’re shitting yourselves.”
“Nah, we’re alright,” Clint said, surprising even himself with his false bravado, “Just couldn’t be doing with school today.”
“Ah, right,” Trent said, grinning now, “That because you’ve been up all night?”
Clint and Troy exchanged bewildered looks, and Trent sniggered even more.
“You know, you and your new bird,” Trent said, winking at Clint. “Heard she’s right fit and all. If you finish with her, let me have a go on her will you.”
He burst out laughing, but Clint kept his face straight. He would’ve punched someone if they’d talked about Aurora like that in front of him, but he didn’t dare say anything to Trent. Tyrese seemed to pick up on the unease, because he nudged Trent hard in the shoulder and Trent went silent at once.
“Yeah, congrats on the new girlfriend, mate,” Tyrese said, nodding towards Clint, “But is something up? You two are acting right weird.”
“Yeah, something’s come up,” Troy said slowly, and Clint watched as a bead of sweat formed on his friend’s forehead.
“Like what?” Trent asked, suddenly serious.
“At school, I heard someone talking,” Troy continued. “This guy was selling a gun.”
He paused, looking at Clint as if for confirmation, but all Clint could manage to do was nod.
“Anyway, this guy who was buying the gun works for Jayden Healy,” Troy said.
Trent and Tyrese exchanged dubious looks.
“You sure?” Tyrese asked.
“Positive.”
“Did you hear it as well?” Tyrese asked, turning to Clint.
“No,” Clint stammered.
“Of course he didn’t,” Troy interrupted, “I was in the toilet.”
“You never know,” Trent laughed, “Always thought you two made a sweet couple.”
“Fuck off,” Troy growled.
Trent continued laughing, but Tyrese’s glare silenced him again.
“So you’re definitely sure it was for Jayden?”
“Yes,” Troy said, sounding impatient now.
“Anything else?”
“Yeah, one more thing,” Troy said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “They mentioned they might get some more guns, because Jayden’s going to try and take you two out.”
The silence in the room pounded in Clint’s eardrums and he felt his body tighten, ready in case the brothers flew at them in anger.
But the brothers didn’t move. Tyrese seemed deep in thought, whilst Trent seemed frozen in shock at the fact that anybody would have the nerve to try and take them out.
“Right,” Tyrese said after several minutes of silence, “Thanks.”
Troy and Clint exchanged confused glances.
“What do you mean?” Troy asked.
“Thanks for the heads-up, but we’ll sort it from here,” Tyrese said.
“What?” Troy said, eyes wide now, “You’re not going to do anything about it?”
“No, I said we’ll deal with it,” Tyrese said.
“As in, not with you two here,” Trent added.
“Oh, come on,” Troy said, his voice rising, “I helped you out big time.”
Trent looked at Tyrese and shrugged. Tyrese took a few moments to consider it, and sighed.
“Alright, alright,” he sighed, “Clint, you alright with hearing about it?”
“Yeah,” Clint said, his mouth feeling dry, “Sure thing.”
“And I don’t need to tell you what’ll happen if you breathe a word of this to anyone,” Trent added, “So keep your mouths shut.”
Clint nodded, “Sure.”
“Okay, well, we figured this might happen at some point,” Tyrese began, lighting a cigarette. “After we beat-up that guy who worked for Jayden for dealing on our patch, we found something out. The guy we put in hospital is called Kurt Brown.”
“That name mean anything to you two?” Trent interrupted.
“No,” Troy and Clint shook their heads.
“Not surprised,” Trent said, “He was -”
Tyrese glared at him, and Trent went quiet.
“Sorry, you carry on,” Trent said.
“Right, so Kurt Brown works for Jayden Healy, but he’s always been way down the pecking order, or at least that’s what we thought. Turns out he’s second-in-command, Jayden’s right-hand man. So anyway, we put Jayden’s deputy in hospital and he wants revenge. That means he was always going to come after us, we just didn’t know how or when. Now, thanks to you” he gestured towards Troy, “We know he’s getting himself armed up.”
“So what are we going to do?” Troy asked.
Tyrese seemed to ponder the answer for a moment, “We get armed up too.”
“Guns?” Troy asked, eyes widening.
“Yeah,” Tyrese nodded, “Fight back. Take out Jayden if we have to.”
“Awesome,” Troy said, nodding his head.
“Trent, you work on getting hold of some,” Tyrese instructed his brother, “Shouldn’t be too difficult, call up some of the boys and see what’s floating around.”
“What about me?” Troy asked expectantly.
“You keep your head down for a while,” Tyrese said. Troy looked disappointed, and Tyrese gave a small smile, “Don’t worry, your time will come.”
Troy nodded, although he looked unimpressed with his brother’s words. Clint felt his body begin to relax as Trent passed around beers for everyone, and they all lit cigarettes.
“Remember,” Tyrese said, as he rose to his feet, “Not a word of this to anyone.”
* * *


Aurora walked hesitantly down the corridor and paused outside the front door. School had finished quarter of an hour ago, and Aurora had walked back to the estate alone. Clint hadn’t returned after going off to meet Troy, and Sasha and Brandy had been kept behind because they hadn’t handed in any coursework.
Pushing her nerves aside, Aurora pressed the doorbell and heard the noise echo inside the flat. Footsteps came down the hall and the door opened, and Zoe poked her head outside.
“Hi Zoe, its only me,” Aurora said, smiling awkwardly, “I just wanted to check how you and Sienna were, if that’s okay.”
Zoe seemed surprised, but she opened the door and Aurora stepped inside, grateful for the warmth.
“You been to school today then?” Zoe asked, as she led the way back to the kitchen.
“Yeah,” Aurora shrugged, “Same as usual. How long have you got off?”
“They said I could have up until summer off, but I’m thinking I might not go back at all,” Zoe said, as she filled up the kettle, “Not like I was a genius or anything anyway.”
“So how are you feeling now?” Aurora asked.
“Good, thanks. Tired, but good.”
“And Sienna?”
“She’s great,” Zoe smiled, “Best thing that’s ever happened to me, if I’m honest.”
“That’s great.”
“Yeah,” Zoe said, “And my mum’s been round today.”
“That was nice of her. Whereabouts does she live?”
“Manchester,” Zoe said, blushing slightly. “We had a bit of a row, so I got my own place here and she moved off to Manchester with her boyfriend.”
“But you sorted everything out now?” Aurora asked.
“Kind of,” Zoe sighed. “You know what mums are like. One minute she’s all nice and friendly, next thing she’s shouting and swearing at me like I’m some piece of shit.”
Aurora nodded. She knew the feeling only too well, especially recently.
“I know how you feel,” Aurora said, “Me and my mum have been having problems lately, since Shaniqua died.”
“Yeah,” Zoe said, suddenly looked uncomfortable.
“It’s been hard for her,” Aurora continued, “Well, for both of us really, but mum has started drinking loads and taking antidepressants. Still, I’m sure she’ll get better soon, you know, it just takes time to heal. Once she’s finished grieving she’ll be back to normal.”
“Yeah,” Zoe nodded, “I’m sure she’ll be okay.”
The kettle finished boiling and Zoe poured them drinks, spilling hot water over the surface. Aurora watched her shaking hands and wondered why Zoe became so nervous around her.
“I’m glad you and Sienna are okay, by the way,” Aurora said, hoping it would put Zoe more at ease.
Zoe turned around, looking surprised, “Thanks. It’s nice of you to come around, too. Nobody else has been round to see me, except for my mum and Sasha.”
“Not Brandy?” Aurora asked, surprised.
“No,” Zoe said, handing her a cup of tea, “We had a falling out at the party.”
“I thought Sasha said she’d seen Brandy at the hospital?”
“Yeah, Brandy came to see me. Hardly looked at Sienna, she just wanted to make sure I didn’t say anything -”
Zoe suddenly stopped and turned a deep shade of crimson. She tried to take a sip of tea but coughed, splattering it across the table. Aurora jumped to her feet and got a tea towel, mopping up the mess, whilst Zoe looked flustered and more uncomfortable than before.
“Are you okay?” Aurora asked, concerned.
Zoe nodded, “Yeah, sorry. Tea went down the wrong way.”
Aurora smiled and patted her hand, as Zoe began talking about the baby clothes she planned to buy for Sienna. Aurora looked at the young mum and wondered what she’d been about to say before she’d caught her tongue.
* * *


Brandy and Sasha walked down the road, heads bent against the wind and light rain that had started to fall.
“I can’t believe that bastard teacher,” Sasha grumbled, “Keeping us behind for not doing her stupid-ass essay.”
“Fucking dick,” Brandy agreed. “And now we’ve got to walk home in the rain.”
“Have you and Troy sorted everything out yet?”
“No,” Brandy sighed, “And it’s not likely to happen anytime soon, either.”
“What did you argue about?” Sasha asked.
“Just stupid things,” Brandy said, but Sasha knew that there was much more to it than that.
As they crossed the courtyard, two guys on bikes whistled.
“Ignore them,” Brandy hissed in Sasha’s ear.
Sasha, however, slowed down her pace.
She’d seen the two boys, wearing hoods and baggy jeans, a few days ago. The taller one, with a shaved head and smooth caramel skin, winked at her.
“What’s your name gorgeous?” he asked.
“Sasha,” she replied.
“Nice name,” the boy smiled, “My name’s Wright.”
“That’s sexy,” Sasha said, licking her lips.
“Eugh, please,” Brandy said, standing between them now, “You can do so much better, Sasha.”
“Who is your friend?” Wright asked, gesturing to Brandy.
“This is Brandy,” Sasha said, and Brandy glared at her.
“Yeah, my names Brandy,” she said, turning on the two boys, “My boyfriend’s name is Troy Banks. You know, one of the Banks brothers.”
The two boys exchanged looks.
“Scared of him?” Brandy said smugly, sneering at Wright.
Wright laughed, and Brandy looked surprised.
“Scared of that pathetic twat?” Wright laughed, “No chance.”
“Well, I guess you won’t mind if I ring him right now,” Brandy persisted, “Ask him to come on down and have a chat with you.”
“Go ahead,” Wright shrugged, “We can call a few of our mates down.”
Brandy sniggered, “Right, whatever.”
“You ever heard of Jayden Healy?” Wright’s friend asked. “He’s pretty well known in these parts.”
Brandy froze and looked at Sasha, but Sasha seemed unaware of any problem with the names. She hadn’t listened to Troy and his brothers discuss the rivalry between the gangs, the tension on the street, the worry about future violence between them.
“I’m guessing you have,” Wright grinned, “From the look on your face.”
Brandy shrugged, “I’ve heard of him, sure. But I’m not scared of him.”
“Well, maybe you should tell your boyfriend and his brothers that they should be,” Wright laughed.
“Whatever,” Brandy retorted, “I can’t be arsed wasting my time listening to this crap.”
She grabbed Sasha around the arm and led her across the courtyard away from the boys, Sasha looking over her shoulder at Wright.
“Hey sweetie,” Wright called out, “We’ll be down here later if you’re up for it.”
“She won’t be,” Brandy called back, “She’s got too much class than that.”
As they rounded the corner, Brandy chanced a look back. Wright and his friend were joking around on their bikes, the confrontation already forgotten. Brandy forced herself to observe their faces, remember every little detail. She wouldn’t forget any of this so easily.
* * *


Aurora opened her front door and immediately heard the television. She closed the door quietly and walked through to the lounge, where Marlena was sat on the sofa, drinking a can of cider.
Marlena looked up at her as she walked in, eyebrows raised in suspicion.
“Where have you been ‘til now?” she asked, eyeing the clock.
Aurora groaned. She had known this would happen. She had stayed at Zoe’s for longer than she had intended to, and it was now two hours since school had finished.
“I was at a friend’s house,” Aurora replied.
“Boyfriend?”
“No, at a friend’s house.”
“Which friend?”
“Zoe Taylor.”
“Whose she?” Marlena asked, “I’ve never heard of her.”
“Why would you have? She’s in my class at school, and she’s just had a baby.”
“Right,” Marlena said, clearly doubtful of Aurora’s story.
“Anyway, I said I’d meet Clint later, so I just need to shower and get changed,” Aurora said, waiting for her mother’s explosion, but none came. “Is that okay mum?”
“Do whatever you like,” Marlena said, “Most people do.”
“Okay,” Aurora said uncertainly, “I’ll just jump in the shower, and I’ll come see you before I go out.”
“Fine,” Marlena said.
Aurora left the lounge and Marlena continued staring unblinkingly at the television. She heard running water and wondered at how quickly her daughter had gained her independence. And now there was a boyfriend. Clint. Marlena had heard of the family. Or at least, she’d heard of his father. A wife-beater, no less.
Marlena sighed. She knew that Clint was little like his father, or at least that was what it seemed to her. Aurora was a smart girl, she knew that, and she knew that her daughter would never put up with something like that. She had raised her daughters too strong, too independent, for that to ever happen.
Still, Marlena was worried. Shaniqua had been taken from her and now Aurora was being taken from her. How could God be so cruel? Marlena downed the rest of the can and went into the kitchen to find some more. The cider was finished, but a bottle of wine she’d had for months was in the fridge door. Oh well, she thought, and reached for the bottle opener.
One daughter was lost and the other was leaving her. Marlena wondered how long it would be before she was all alone in the flat, deserted and betrayed. She took a deep sigh and drank heavily straight from the wine bottle.
* * *


With the streetlights flickering on, Sasha crept out of her flat and went down the alleyway. Brandy’s words rang in her mind. She had told her not to meet Wright and his friends, under any circumstances, but Sasha had chosen to ignore her. After all, Brandy had a boyfriend, so her rejection of the boys had been because she was jealous of Sasha’s freedom, not because there was anything wrong with them.
Her phone vibrated and Sasha saw a text from Zoe. Aurora had been round to see her. Sasha smiled to herself and quickly sent back a reply. She was glad that Aurora and Zoe finally seemed to be getting closer, and she was even happier that Aurora and Clint were finally together.
Now all she needed was to bag herself a man and everything would be sorted.
As she neared the corner, she listened for the noise of bikes or lads’ laughter, but it was all quiet. Perhaps Wright had gone home, or perhaps he’d never intended to meet her at all and was just playing games like so many guys did.
Sasha hoped that he hadn’t gone. She’d done her hair and make-up, and she’d chosen a tight-fitting black dress that showed off her figure. After all this effort, she didn’t want it to end up like her party, with a quick grope and nothing more, or worse, nothing at all.
She turned the corner and saw nobody. The bikes had gone. She took a few more steps and stopped. Nobody was here.
She heard movement behind her and suddenly hands slipped around her waist.
“I was starting to think you weren’t going to show up,” Wright whispered in her ear.
Sasha grinned. She slipped out of his grip and looked into his face. Shiny earrings glistened from both of his ears, and his face was just as beautiful as she’d remembered it.
“I thought you might have gone home already,” Sasha said.
Wright laughed.
“No chance,” he smiled, “Not when I know I can get my leg over.”
“Who said anything about you getting your leg over?” Sasha whispered, closing the gap between them, “It’s all about me getting my leg over tonight.”
She pushed him hard against the wall and kissed him. She pressed against him, her hands moving quickly over his body, taking it all in, whilst his hands slid from the small of her back up to her chest.
“You sure about this?” he gasped, their lips inches apart.
“Of course,” Sasha replied, unzipping Wright’s jeans.
* * *


Brandy stood in Troy’s bedroom watching the expressions change on Troy’s face.
“What do you mean, you saw some of Jayden’s guys?” Troy repeated, glaring at her.
Brandy was surprised by his reaction. He had been apologetic, as always, when she’d turned up at the flat and she’d forgiven him. Then she’d mentioned seeing Wright and his friend, and Troy had leapt off the bed, looking like a wild animal.
“I already told you,” Brandy sighed, “They were just talking shit, trying to impress Sasha.”
“They said we should be scared?”
“Yeah,” Brandy laughed, “As if they’re some tough guys. Your brothers could walk all over Jayden and his team of pussies.”
Troy was silent for a moment, his expression unreadable.
“Is everything okay?” Brandy asked, bewildered.
“Yeah,” Troy nodded. “Fine.”
“You’re not scared of them are you?” Brandy asked incredulously.
“Of course not,” Troy sniggered, “Why would I be?”
“Good, because we shouldn’t be scared of them. They’re losers.”
“So did Sasha go and meet them then? That Wright guy?”
“No, she’s too clever for that,” Brandy replied. “Way too clever.”
“Good,” Troy said firmly.
“I’m just going to take a shower,” Brandy said.
“Okay.”
As Brandy stripped down and stepped out into the bathroom, Troy went into the lounge, where Jessie, Tyrese and Trent were watching television.
“Can I talk to you a minute?” he asked, looking at Tyrese.
Tyrese and Trent exchanged looks, and Tyrese nodded.
“Jessie, fuck off,” Troy said.
Jessie turned towards him, her eyes suspicious.
“Why?”
“Because I said so,” Troy replied.
“Pah, as if I care what you say.”
“Give us a minute,” Tyrese interrupted.
Jessie looked between her brothers and groaned, sliding off the sofa and to her feet.
“Fine then, I’ll go out and see Jazz then,” she snapped, and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
“What is it?” Tyrese asked.
“Brandy just saw some of Jayden’s guys,” Troy explained, “Hanging about downstairs. They tried it on with her and a mate.”
“Talk about overstepping the mark,” Trent spat.
“That’s not all,” Troy continued, “They said we should be scared of Jayden.”
“Huh, not likely,” Trent grinned.
“I think it’s about the guns,” Troy persisted, “Maybe they got some more.”
“Don’t worry,” Tyrese said, holding up his hand. “It’s sorted.”
“Sorted?” Troy repeated. “What do you mean?”
“We’ve sorted that little problem out.”
“How?” Troy asked.
“We got a delivery about an hour ago,” Trent said, excitement evident in his voice.
“You got some guns?” Troy asked, surprised.
“Two for now,” Tyrese said, “So we’re all set.”
“Can I see them?”
Tyrese nodded and stood up, leading Troy into his bedroom. The room was messy, but Tyrese reached under the bed and pulled out a blue blanket.
He laid it on the bed and unwrapped it gently, as if unwrapping a baby or a delicate gift. Troy leaned closer, eager for his first look.
The last fold of blanket fell away and the gun lay there, shiny and exciting. Troy reached down, but Tyrese put his hand up.
“No, we don’t want to leave any prints,” he said, and Troy nodded, suddenly feeling like a foolish child. As if sensing Troy’s emotion, Tyrese added, “Don’t worry, everyone gets like that. Forget themselves. But you’ll have a go soon, I promise.”
Troy smiled, and watched as Tyrese carefully refolded the blanket and tucked it back under the bed.
“What if mum finds it?” Troy asked.
“She won’t,” Tyrese replied, “She knows much better than to sneak about in my room.”
They retreated to the lounge, when the bathroom door opened and Brandy stepped out in just a towel. Trent wolf-whistled and Brandy shot him a filthy look, before disappearing into Troy’s bedroom. Troy winked at his brothers and followed her into his room.
“What were you lot whispering about in there?” Brandy asked, turning to look at him.
“Just gang-stuff,” Troy replied, and Brandy smiled.
“Anything you can tell me?”
“It’s private stuff,” Troy said, “Big stuff.”
Brandy beamed with pride and moved closer, resting her arms on Troy’s shoulders.
“So you’re doing well then,” she said, “If they’re trusting you that much.”
“Of course,” Troy said, his pride wounded.
Brandy moved closer and pressed against him, her face inches from his. Troy quickly hooked his finger underneath the towel and pulled it away, leaving Brandy standing naked in front of him. He slowly backed her onto the bed and she fell onto the sheets, still glistening from the water. Troy kicked off his clothes and fell on top of her.
His thoughts quickly turned to the events of the day. He’d learnt two major things. One was that he had proved himself at last to his brothers - he was officially a gang member. Second was that he wanted Aurora. Her body against his, her lips against his. As he entered Brandy, groaning with pleasure, he didn’t think of Brandy. He thought of Aurora.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN



As the curtains were pulled back and filled the room with light, Troy groaned and buried his head deeper into the pillow. Beside him, he could hear Brandy’s muttered grumblings too.
“Time to get up,” his mum called, “Don’t want to be late for school. Especially on a Friday.”
When his mum had left the room, closing the door loudly behind her, Troy tried to close his eyes and remerge himself in the dream he’d been having. It had been about Aurora. Rather, he and Aurora had been having sex. She had been both beautiful and wild, moaning his name louder and louder with each thrust, and then Troy had been woken up at the peak of arousal.
Brandy stirred beside him, and Troy rolled over, tracing his fingers along her stomach, then further down, slipping inside her. Brandy’s eyes opened and she eyed him quietly, but she said nothing, gave him no reason to stop. She gasped when he entered her and Troy allowed himself to believe that he was back in the dream, that this was Aurora that he was making moan.
Afterwards, Troy got out of bed and went to have a shower, leaving Brandy lying on the bed looking bemused. As the hot water ran over him, Troy began to wonder if perhaps he had been cruel to Brandy. He had pictured her as somebody else, which he had done numerous times before, but this time it was personal. And then he’d finished up and left without saying anything to her. Brandy hadn’t called for him to stay, so Troy washed himself and decided to put it out of his mind.
At breakfast, Jessie was unusually quiet and Troy eyed her with suspicion.
“You alright Jessie?”
“Yeah,” she replied.
“She’s stoned,” Trent laughed.
“Fuck off,” Jessie snarled, and retreated to her bedroom to finish getting ready.
“What I want to know is where she gets her stuff from,” Tyrese said, “Because it’s not from me.”
“Don’t look at me,” Trent laughed, and they both turned to Troy.
“Nope,” Troy said. “She probably gets it off Jazz, that girl she’s always hanging out with.”
The kitchen door opened again and Brandy walked in, washed and dressed in school uniform.
“Troy, can I have a word?”
“Sure,” Troy replied.
“In the bedroom?”
“Whey,” Trent whistled, “Lucky you Troy, ma boy.”
Troy followed Brandy out of the kitchen and into his bedroom, knowing what she would say.
“We need to talk about Clint and Aurora,” Brandy said.
“I knew you would say that,” Troy sighed. “Look, let’s just fucking drop it right. We can’t stop them being together, you know what Clint’s like.”
“Yeah, I do,” Brandy said. “And that’s exactly why we need to stop it.”
“I ain’t in the mood for this,” Troy persisted. “Just leave it.”
He walked back out, and could hear Brandy’s angry sigh before the door closed.
As he finished the rest of his breakfast, Troy wondered at why Brandy was so obsessed with splitting up Clint and Aurora. Suddenly, a thought occurred to him. He had fantasised about Aurora, so perhaps Brandy had fantasised about Clint.
The thought made his anger rise and his insides clench. The thought of Brandy imagining it was Clint inside her instead of him. The image of Brandy and Clint, locked together, hands running over each other’s bodies, in Brandy’s dreams. Troy slammed his glass down heavily, and Tyrese and Trent both looked up.
“Sorry,” Troy muttered.
When Brandy reappeared, Troy looked at her. She looked annoyed. With him. Still, that wasn’t unusual. Brandy was the world’s moodiest girl, Troy told himself. She didn’t have fantasies about Clint, it just wasn’t possible.
“Come on,” Brandy said, “Tamar’s waiting downstairs.”
* * *


On the walk to school, Troy found his mood souring even further. The thought of Brandy and Clint together wouldn’t leave his mind and each time Amal and Tamar praised Clint, which they seemed to be doing more often than usual now, Troy felt a surge of anger towards his best friend.
“Are you alright, man?” Tamar asked, looking quizzically at Troy.
“Yeah,” Troy replied bluntly.
“Anyway, what I was saying was,” Amal continued, “Clint’s one lucky bloke. I mean, Aurora’s one of the hottest girls at school and he’s banging her.”
“She isn’t one of the hottest girls in school,” Brandy interrupted, “You only noticed her at the party because Sasha put so much make-up on her. And Clint ain’t banging her, because she’s obviously still a virgin.”
“No way, man,” Amal gasped, “That just makes her even hotter.”
“Ripe, ain’t she,” Tamar added.
“She’s nothing special,” Brandy argued.
“Why you so against her, eh?” Tamar asked her.
“Yeah, you ain’t said anything good about her since, like, forever,” Amal agreed.
Troy glanced at Brandy, watching her face. She looked flustered.
“Don’t be such a dick,” she snapped, “I just wish everyone would shut-up about that slag.”
Troy saw her eyes flare with anger. He didn’t know whether it was because she simply didn’t like Aurora or whether it was more. And now that such a powerful idea had taken hold in his mind, Troy was inclined to believe the latter.
* * *


In the girls’ bathroom, Sasha hastily reapplied her make-up and brushed her hair. The door swung open and Brandy sauntered in, looking angry, as usual.
“What’s up with you?” Sasha asked, eyeing her friend through the reflection of the mirror.
“Don’t ask,” Brandy sighed, dumping her handbag on the counter and checking her own reflection. “Troy’s just been annoying me, then Tamar and Amal started going on.”
“So you two made up then?”
“Obviously,” Brandy retorted. “What did you get up to last night then?”
“Nothing much,” Sasha replied, although Brandy noticed her cheeks redden.
“Come on,” Brandy grinned, “You can tell me. Did you meet Tamar or something?”
“No, don’t be stupid, he blew his chance,” Sasha replied.
“Yeah, anyway, he’d have been bragging about it all the way to school if you had.”
Sasha laughed, and continued brushing her hair.
“Why are you doing your hair in here?” Brandy asked, “You normally have it all set before school.”
“Yeah, well, it got messed up on the way down here.”
“Messed up? Don’t tell me the wind did that, it looks like you just got out of bed.”
“Nope.”
Brandy eyed Sasha suspiciously. As Sasha tried to ignore her and continue doing her hair, Brandy began to piece it together.
“You’ve had sex on the way to school haven’t you?” Brandy finally asked.
Sasha gasped. “How could you tell?”
“For a start, you’re make-up’s all shit. Secondly, your hair’s obviously been pressed up against the inside of a car door.”
“Shit, you’re good.”
“I learnt from experience,” Brandy laughed. “And you obviously got laid last night too, but what I don’t get is why you didn’t tell me straight off.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sasha smiled, “Let’s get to class.”
“Oh no,” Brandy said, shaking her head. “You’ve been fucking that Wright guy, haven’t you?”
Sasha looked down into the sink, looking embarrassed.
“I’ll take that for a yes, then?” Brandy persisted.
“Yeah,” Sasha nodded.
“Why? I told you not to go near him.”
“He’s hot and he’s funny,” Sasha explained, “And he’s cute. And it’s not like I need your permission to go out with anyone.”
“Don’t start all this, I’m just looking out for you,” Brandy said, her voice rising.
“Well don’t,” Sasha interrupted. “If it turns you into this control-freak, I don’t want you looking out for me.”
“Sasha -”
“Leave it out,” Sasha retorted, and stormed out of the bathroom.
Brandy looked into the mirror and watched the door close behind her. Eugh, she thought. Some people were just determined to fuck things up for themselves.
* * *


In the corridor, Troy felt his temper rising. Clint and Aurora had joined them, and rather than being their usual selves, Tamar and Amal seemed to have had personality transplants, being respectful to Aurora, as if she were some kind of Goddess.
Above that, however, Troy was stung by the respect they showed Clint. It was as if the fact that Clint had managed to land himself with Aurora was a point that made him important, perhaps more important than him, the gang-member, brother of notorious criminals, with a girlfriend a thousand times tougher than Aurora.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Tamar asked, looking at Troy worriedly.
“Of course I fucking am,” Troy replied, “If you’d stop asking me stupid questions.”
“You and Brandy made up then?” Clint asked.
Troy felt another stab of anger, but forced himself to smile.
“Yeah, it’s all sorted,” he replied.
The bathroom door to the left swung open and Sasha stormed out, and Aurora rushed off after her, skirt and bag swinging in her wake, catching Troy’s eye. He quickly averted his gaze, and Tamar observed him carefully, and Troy shot him a menacing look that turned Tamar away from him.
“You coming out for a fag?” Clint asked, nudging Troy’s arm.
Troy resisted the urge to punch his best friend in the face, and nodded, trailing after Clint down the corridor, suddenly aware that Tamar and Amal were at Clint’s side, not his own.
* * *


After school, Aurora walked back to the Goldsworth with Sasha. Clint had text her, telling her he was with Troy and would come and see her later. Aurora walked beside Sasha in silence, aware that Sasha was still in a bad mood about something.
When they reached the Goldsworth, Sasha lit yet another cigarette and inhaled deeply, as if urging the smoke to dissipate her anger.
“You fancy going to Zoe’s?” Sasha asked, suddenly turning to Aurora as if just noticing that they were together.
“Yeah, okay,” Aurora nodded, “If you’re sure you’re okay.”
Sasha sighed. “Yeah, I’m okay. Sorry about the chain-smoking.”
“Why isn’t Brandy walking with you today?”
Sasha closed her eyes and rapidly puffed on her cigarette several times. Aurora watched her with concern and made a mental note that Brandy was the most likely cause of Sasha’s bad mood. It made sense, Aurora told herself. Brandy seemed to be at the centre of most people’s bad moods from what she could tell.
They reached Zoe’s front door and knocked loudly, so that they could be heard over the sounds of Sienna crying from inside. After a few minutes, the door opened and Zoe let them in, panting and sweaty, with Sienna under her arm.
“Sorry about that,” Zoe called over her shoulder on the way to the kitchen, “Sienna’s been a nightmare today.”
“That’s babies for you,” Sasha said, still puffing on her cigarette. “Zoe, is it alright if I smoke in here?”
“Yeah, it’s fine,” Zoe nodded, “I don’t think babies mind it too much.”
“I’m pretty sure they do,” Aurora said, “They just can’t say anything about it.”
“Aurora’s right,” Sasha nodded, “Fucks up their lungs and shit.”
“I’ll put her in the other room then,” Zoe said, and disappeared into the hallway.
After a few minutes, in which Sienna’s crying softened and eventually disappeared, Zoe reappeared in the kitchen. Sasha had already put the kettle on, so all that was left was for Zoe to pour out three cups of tea.
“How’s it going then, Zoe?” Sasha asked, eyeing her carefully as Zoe passed them each a mug of tea and joined them at the kitchen table.
“Good thanks,” Zoe said, rubbing her eyes, “Tiring though. But mum says she’ll come down sometime and help out.”
“Well, that’s nice of her to offer,” Sasha smiled, although Aurora sensed that she didn’t really believe Zoe’s mum would ever actually go through with it.
“How’s school then?” Zoe asked. “Done much work?”
Sasha and Aurora laughed and shook their heads.
“Just the usual,” Sasha laughed. “Aurora’s been doing okay then.”
“That’s good,” Zoe smiled. “Maybe someone I know will end up with at least one GCSE then.”
“Hopefully,” Aurora laughed.
“How do you feel about a night-out tomorrow?” Sasha asked, turning to Zoe.
“Night out?” Zoe repeated. “As in drinking and clubbing and that?”
“No, I meant a trip to bingo and a perm,” Sasha sighed, rolling her eyes. “Of course I mean a night out clubbing.”
“Well, yeah, that sounds great,” Zoe said, “But I’ll need to find a babysitter.”
“Aurora could do it,” Sasha suggested.
Aurora and Zoe both looked at her, surprised by the suggestion.
“Would you mind?” Zoe asked, turning to Aurora.
Aurora remained quiet for a moment. She had been hoping to meet Clint and now she felt slightly put out that Sasha hadn’t invited her out either.
“Yeah, I guess it would be okay,” Aurora said.
“Awesome,” Zoe grinned. “Thanks so much.”
“And she’ll need some company, obviously,” Sasha said, trying to sound blasé about it but failing. “Maybe Clint could come over, if he’s not doing anything, that is.”
“Ooh, what a good idea,” Zoe suddenly piped in, “You’re so smart, Sasha.”
Aurora looked from one to the other and back, confused by their sudden interest in her babysitting skills.
Sasha was looking at her, as if waiting for something to click. Suddenly, it did. Aurora realised why Sasha hadn’t invited her clubbing and why she’d suggested she baby-sit for Zoe. She and Clint would be alone together once Sienna fell asleep in her cot, and that meant that they would be undisturbed for perhaps hours. Aurora felt herself blush, and Sasha smiled, seemingly aware that she had finally understood.
“Great, so all that’s sorted then,” Sasha smiled.
“Yeah,” Aurora said, trying to keep herself from smiling, “What time should I come over?”
“Anytime really,” Zoe replied, “About seven? You can have a few drinks with us if you want?”
“Sounds great,” Aurora said, finding herself grinning again.
Zoe’s phone bleeped, and she flicked it open and sighed.
“Who is it?” Sasha asked, once Zoe had sent a reply.
“Brandy,” Zoe replied, “I asked her to come out tomorrow too.”
“Oh, Zoe, why’d you do that?” Sasha groaned, suddenly back to the bad mood of before.
“What did I do?” Zoe asked, confused.
“Don’t worry,” Aurora intervened, “Sasha and Brandy had some kind of falling out earlier.”
“She’s just so controlling,” Sasha blurted out.
“Go on, you might as well tell us everything now,” Aurora prompted her.
“Okay,” Sasha sighed, although Aurora could tell she was relieved to finally be able to vent her frustration out.
Aurora and Zoe listened as Sasha told them about meeting Wright, and about Brandy’s warning about staying away from them, and then about how Sasha had snuck back out and met him anyway, and then met him again on the way to school.
“And I’m supposed to meet him again later tonight,” Sasha finished.
“Well, I don’t see what business it is of Brandy’s who you can and can’t date,” Aurora said.
“Exactly, that was my whole issue with her,” Sasha said, smiling at Aurora.
“What do you think?” Aurora asked Zoe.
“Erm, I guess she was wrong to do it,” Zoe said, “But she was looking out for you. Some guys round here, well, you know what they’re like.”
Sasha was glaring at Zoe, and Zoe quickly began to blush.
“Obviously, she was still wrong to have a go at you about it,” Zoe added quickly, “With you liking him so much and all that.”
“Exactly,” Sasha grinned. “Now, I’d better get going, I’m meeting Wright in an hour and I need to freshen up.”
“I’ll bet you do,” Zoe laughed, “Change your knickers and all, they must still be the same ones from this morning.”
“Cheeky bitch,” Sasha laughed, standing up.
Aurora stood too, “I’d better go too, I need to let Clint know about the babysitting tomorrow.”
“Okay, thanks for coming round guys,” Zoe said, reaching for her phone as it started to bleep again. “Oh, wait. Brandy’s coming out tomorrow night. Sorry, Sasha.”
“Don’t worry,” Sasha sighed, “Just as long as she doesn’t go on about Wright.”
After leaving the flat, Sasha hugged Aurora.
“Good luck with Clint,” Sasha said, a knowing look in her eye. “I’m sure if he’s got any plans he’ll drop them in a hurry, though.”
With a wink, Sasha turned on her heels and walked down. Aurora walked up to her flat and let herself in. She knew that Clint would say yes. Even if he was busy he would change his plans, just like Sasha had said. The thought of being alone with Clint for a whole evening filled her with both excitement and nerves. She wanted nothing more than to be with him and she felt sure that she wanted to be with him, but the thought of having sex made her nervous. At least, she thought, Clint would be gentle and caring with her, as he always was. Smiling now, Aurora picked up the phone and dialled Clint’s number.
* * *


In Troy’s flat, Brandy threw the phone down on her bed and swore angrily to herself. Troy, lying on the bed, watching her, raised his eyebrows.
“What’s the matter, babe?”
“That stupid cow, that’s what’s the matter.”
“Who?” Troy asked, “You’re not still going on about Sasha and your little tiff, are you?”
“No,” Brandy hissed, “Not that you even know what that’s about.”
“Then who?”
“Fucking Zoe, that’s who.”
Troy sat up straighter on the bed, weary.
“What did she do?” he asked.
“She’s agreed to let Aurora and Clint baby-sit her baby tomorrow night,” Brandy ranted. “Me, Sasha and Zoe were supposed to have a good night-out, no mention of that stupid bitch and now she’s back there at the centre of attention.”
“What’s so bad about that?” Troy asked, lying back down, comfortable, “You won’t have to see her, so what’s the big deal?”
Brandy swivelled around to look at him, eyes wide, incredulous at his stupidity.
“Are you serious?” Brandy said, voice cold. “Are you fucking serious?”
“For God’s sake, just get on with it,” Troy retorted.
“Aurora and Clint alone, together, baby-sitting. What do you think’s going to happen? You think they’re just going to sit up all night playing monopoly? Or do you think they’ll be banging each other’s brains out on the sofa? Which, huh, which do you think’s more likely?”
Troy considered it for a moment, “I thought you said they weren’t into all that.”
“What, sex? Yeah, right. That bitch might’ve been a virgin up until now, but after that babysitting session she won’t be.”
“So what?” Troy sighed, trying to hide his rising temper. “Come on, have a drink and chill out. You’re just stressing yourself out.”
“Of course I’m stressed out you moron,” Brandy shouted, “After they’ve been all lovey-dovey, going at it, what if Clint decides to tell the truth?”
“He wouldn’t,” Troy said, shrugging her off, “He’s not that stupid, I’ve already told you that.”
“God, it’s like talking to a brick wall with you,” Brandy said, pulling on her shoes.
“Where are you going now?” Troy asked, watching her intently.
“To the kitchen,” she replied, “I need some vodka after this.”
“Get me a can whilst you’re there,” Troy told her.
Brandy stuck her middle finger up at him and left, closing the door loudly behind her. Troy knew she’d bring him a beer, but that wasn’t what was bothering him. Brandy’s reaction was playing on his mind. Was the reason she was so worked up because she was jealous that Aurora was getting to shag Clint whilst she was stuck with him? Was that why she was so angry? So annoyed with him, when it was hardly his fault Clint and Aurora were babysitting together?
And then Troy began to wonder about his own feelings about it. Aurora would lose her virginity to Clint. Clint would take her and spoil her. Troy felt his temper rising again, his fists clenched involuntarily. Clint, it seemed, was taking everything from him and Troy didn’t like it. Although he knew that Clint would never do anything to hurt him, Troy’s anger and his thoughts about Aurora and Brandy, rendered him unable to see sense, unreasonable in his mind. Something had broken now between himself and Clint, and Troy felt his heart ache.
* * *


Clint was lying on his bed, music blaring, when his phone began to ring. He picked it up and saw the call was coming from Aurora, and smiled to himself.
“Hi babe, you okay?” he answered.
“I’m okay, you?” Aurora replied.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Clint responded, “Do you want to meet up?”
“Yeah,” Aurora said, then hesitated. “Clint, I was just wondering, you know, you can say no if you don’t want to, but Zoe asked me to baby-sit Sienna tomorrow night, and I was just wondering, you know, if you wanted to -”
“Come with you?” Clint interrupted, unable to hide the excitement in his voice.
He could feel Aurora smiling down the phone as he waited with baited breath, hardly daring to breathe in case she changed her mind.
“Well, yeah, but only if you want to.”
“Yeah,” Clint said, trying to keep his voice level, “That would be cool, I didn’t have any plans or anything.”
“Okay, well, great. Zoe said about half seven.”
“Great.”
A few minutes later, when Clint hung up the phone, he couldn’t help but smile. Tomorrow night they would be alone in the flat together and he could tell that Aurora was thinking the same thing as he was about what possibilities lay before them.
In the past, Clint had slept with loads of girls who were supposed to be keeping an eye on the kids they were being paid to baby-sit, but this was different. He and Aurora were a couple, and she was the first girl he’d truly cared about. She was the first girl that he wanted to feel as good as he did when they had sex, he wanted her to like it as much as he knew he would. Tomorrow night was going to be special, and Clint knew that Aurora would be thinking the same things as he was in her own bedroom.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN



With the evening darkness pressing against the window, Aurora looked around her bedroom, as if seeing it for the first time. It felt so safe. If she texted Zoe and told her she couldn’t baby-sit for her tonight, she could stay here and wrap herself in a duvet. The thought was tempting, but too safe. Aurora knew that she couldn’t bare it if she stayed, not now that she had invited Clint to join her at Zoe’s flat later.
Clint was the reason that she felt so nervous. She loved Clint, or at least she was pretty sure she did, but that wasn’t what made her so nervous. The thought of being naked in front of him was frightening, but the thought of actually having sex with him was terrifying. She had done things with guys before, she’d seen guys naked and she’d had some fun, but she’d never gone all the way, never had sex before.
Still, she reminded herself, it had to happen sometime and she couldn’t imagine losing her virginity to anybody besides Clint. This was what she wanted. Nerves were only to be expected, she told herself. And if she got too scared, she knew Clint wouldn’t force the issue. That was what made her so determined to go through with it. Clint wouldn’t press her, would be too worried to scare her off, so she would have to be the one to initiate it all.
She looked at herself in the mirror and, satisfied that she looked good, picked up her handbag and went into the lounge.
Marlena was sitting on the sofa, drinking a generous measure of wine. There’d been a discount on wine at a corner-shop down the road, and Marlena had returned home earlier with several bottles, two of which she’d already worked her way through. Aurora had managed to sneak one of the bottles, unnoticed, into her handbag, intending to share it with Clint later in the evening.
Perhaps, she thought, some wine would help put her nerves to rest.
“Are you going to be okay tonight, mum?” Aurora asked.
She’d noticed that her mother had lost weight in the past few weeks, but she knew better than to ask her mother directly whether she needed any help.
Marlena looked up, her eyes glazed, and shrugged.
“You off out then?” she asked, her words slurred, “Off with that Jackson boy, no doubt. You’ll soon see, I promise you that.”
“I’m babysitting for a friend,” Aurora said petulantly, frustrated that her mother had seen straight through her façade, “And Clint’s a good guy, I don’t see what you’ve got against him.”
“I don’t,” Marlena said, waving her arm and spilling her drink on her top. “You know what his father’s like, and I’ll bet the apple don’t fall far from the tree with them.”
“Are you serious?” Aurora asked, surprised by her mother’s insinuations.
“I’m older than you,” Marlena pointed out, “And wiser too. I’ve seen boys like that before. Hell, Shaniqua had enough of them running after her, day and night. She wasn’t stupid though. No, my Shan wouldn’t have put up with them. Not like you.”
Aurora felt the dig like a physical blow, but just sighed. She knew there was no point in starting a row with her mother. She wouldn’t remember it in a few minutes, let alone in the morning, and Aurora had grown accustomed to her mother’s fantasies about how Shaniqua had lived her life. Little did Marlena know, Aurora thought. She debated whether to tell Marlena that she’d had boyfriends Marlena had never known about, but pushed the thought quickly from her mind. Marlena was on a cocktail of antidepressants and cheap white wine, and anything she said would be taken the wrong way.
“Forget it,” Aurora said, “Have a good evening.”
“I will,” Marlena muttered, “Hope your babysitting goes okay.”
Aurora ignored the unnecessary emphasis on babysitting, and closed the door to the lounge. She made sure she had her flat keys and then left the flat. The cold air hit her when she was out the front door and she felt her mind sharpen.
Tonight would be a night she would never forget, she knew that much.
* * *


Zoe flicked her cigarette and watched the ash drop into the already overflowing ashtray on the kitchen table. Sasha sat opposite her in Zoe’s kitchen, a glass of vodka and diet coke at her lips.
“What do you think Brandy will do?” Sasha asked, taking another drink.
Zoe shrugged, pouring herself a drink. “Go mental, probably.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Sasha sighed. “Still, it’s my decision at the end of the day.”
“Tell her that then,” Zoe nodded.
There was a knock on the door, and a few moments later Aurora joined them in the kitchen.
“Alright girls?”
“Just having a few drinks,” Sasha giggled, waving the half-finished bottle of vodka.
“And a heart-to-heart,” Zoe said, looking at Sasha, “Maybe you could help.”
“Sure,” Aurora said, sitting down at the kitchen table and pouring herself a vodka and coke.
“Sasha’s meeting Wright again,” Zoe explained, “Tonight. And now Sasha’s worried about telling Brandy that she’s leaving early to go meet him.”
“I’m not worried,” Sasha interrupted, “I just don’t want a row, and I know that’s what’ll happen when I tell her.”
“Why do you have to tell her?” Aurora asked, taking a sip of vodka and wincing as it hit her throat.
“She’ll find out sooner or later anyway,” Sasha sighed, “Maybe I could try and slip out when she’s not looking.”
“No, you can’t do that,” Zoe gasped, looking worried, “Then she’ll ask me where you’ve gone and I’ll panic and tell her, you know I will.”
“Fine, I’ll just tell her myself,” Sasha groaned, downing the rest of her drink and pouring another. “Another one, Zoe?”
Zoe nodded and turned to Aurora.
“By the way, Sienna’s been fed and she’s sleeping now. She might wake up in a bit, but she should be fine.”
Aurora was about to reply when cries sounded from the main bedroom.
“Shit, I spoke too soon,” Zoe laughed, and went out to calm Sienna.
“You’ll never guess what,” Sasha blurted out, turning to Aurora.
“What?”
“Brandy had a go at Zoe earlier,” Sasha said, talking quietly as if Brandy might be hiding in one of the kitchen cupboards. “All just because she asked you to baby-sit.”
“Really? What does it matter to her?”
“God knows. It’s not even like she wanted to baby-sit, because she’s coming clubbing. She’s just moody, you know.”
“I noticed,” Aurora said, and they both started laughing.
“What’s so funny?” Zoe asked, walking back into the kitchen with Sienna in her arms.
“Nothing,” Sasha replied, still smiling goofily.
“So are you going to see Wright tonight then?” Aurora asked.
“Of course,” Sasha said, serious. “Brandy can’t have everything her own way.”
“Good for you,” Aurora smiled. “How are things going with him?”
Sasha looked pensive for a moment, before she replied.
“Good, thanks. It all started out just as a casual thing, you know, a random meet-up. But he is a nice guy, and I don’t know, maybe something more serious could happen.”
“Wow,” Zoe said, looking surprised, “I never thought I’d hear you say that, Sasha.”
“There’s a first time for everything,” Sasha laughed.
A few minutes later, Sasha and Zoe were standing at the front door, handbags under their arms and heels on, hugging Aurora goodnight.
“I’ll text you when I’m on my way back,” Zoe said, hugging her tight, “Ring me if there’s any emergencies, but Sienna should be fine.”
“Good luck tonight,” Sasha smiled, kissing her on the cheek, “And I want all the details tomorrow.”
“Have a good night,” Aurora laughed, waving as Zoe and Sasha clattered away in their heels.
Closing the front door, Aurora felt the full force of what she was going to do tonight hit her. She found that her nerves were falling away now that she was here. Or it could just be the vodka, Aurora reminded herself.
After checking on Sienna, who was quietly gurgling in her cot in the lounge, Aurora rummaged through her handbag and found her phone. She typed a quick message and sent it to Clint. The flat was theirs now and she knew he would be around in a matter of minutes.
* * *


Sitting in Troy’s living room, Clint watched Brandy parade around in her new black dress that she would be wearing out tonight. He could tell that Troy was in a bad mood, but he had no idea why. Troy had been shooting him glances all evening, and Clint didn’t know what to make of it. Perhaps he’d had another argument with Brandy, Clint thought to himself. They always seemed to be arguing these days.
Brandy had finally disappeared into Troy’s bedroom when Jessie emerged from her bedroom, followed by her best friend, Jazz.
Clint watched them cross the room, and wondered at how quickly they had grown-up. They were both wearing short mini-skirts and heels, with low-cut tops and their hair teased high above their head. Jazz smiled at Clint as she passed, but Clint averted his gaze. They were way too young for him.
As Jessie and Jazz left the flat, Clint felt his phone vibrate in his trouser pocket. He pulled it out, knowing who it would be from and feeling his heart beat faster. He was right. It was from Aurora and the flat was now free. They could finally be alone together, and he knew that Aurora wanted the same thing as he did.
“Right mate, I have to go now,” Clint said, nudging Troy.
“Really?” Brandy asked, emerging from Troy’s bedroom with her handbag, “So, where you got to rush off to tonight then?”
“I’m just going round to see Aurora,” Clint said, trying to sound casual. “You know, my girlfriend.”
Brandy rankled, but she persisted, “So, you got anything special planned?”
Clint looked between Troy and Brandy, and was sure that they both knew what he was planning. Still, he wasn’t about to give them that satisfaction.
“Nothing special, just thought I’d go keep her company,” Clint said, forcing his voice not to betray his annoyance, “She’s agreed to baby-sit for Zoe, so you can go out.”
Brandy seemed to notice the accusatory tone in his voice, and changed the subject.
“What are you planning then, babe?” she asked, looking at Troy.
Troy shrugged, “Porn and beer.”
Brandy rolled her eyes, “Right, whatever. Why don’t you see where Tyrese and Trent are?”
Clint felt himself grimace, the hint in Brandy’s question was so obvious.
“They’re down the pub,” Troy replied coldly.
“Why don’t you go see them then?”
“I can’t be arsed,” Troy replied, clearly signalling the end of the conversation.
Before Brandy could say anything else, her phone began to ring and she answered. Clint chanced a look at Troy and saw his face remained impassive as he watched the television, although Clint was sure Troy’s eyes had narrowed ever so slightly.
“So, that was Zoe,” Brandy said, after hanging up, “They’re downstairs waiting. You might as well walk downstairs with me, Clint.”
“What?” Clint asked, surprised, but Brandy was already motioning for him to get up. Clint reluctantly pulled his jacket on and stood up.
“See you later, bro,” Clint said, but Troy simply nodded in response.
“Bye babe,” Brandy cooed, kissing Troy on the forehead, but Troy didn’t move.
Brandy sighed in annoyance and led the way out of the flat, Clint reluctantly following behind her. As the front door closed behind them, Clint forced himself to nod as Brandy began telling him something, but his thoughts were on seeing Aurora and what the night would hold for them for both.
In the lounge, Troy remained glued to the television. His eyes saw the picture moving, but he paid no attention. His mind was racing. Clint and Brandy had left together, and although Troy knew that there was nothing in it, he couldn’t help feeling annoyed with Brandy for asking Clint to walk her downstairs instead of him. Not that he would’ve walked her, but it was the principal. And now Clint and Aurora would be together, and Clint would spoil Aurora, take her virginity like he was taking everything else from him.
Troy shook his head, trying to shake the thoughts from his mind. It was unfair to blame Clint for all this, he knew. Clint had been nothing but a good mate to him for years, but he still couldn’t shake his feelings.
What annoyed him the most was that Troy knew what was causing this sudden dislike towards his best friend. He was jealous of Clint, and that thought made Troy angry.
* * *


Aurora leapt off the sofa when she heard the soft rap on the front door of Zoe’s flat. Every step she took felt as if she were wading through treacle. She wanted to open the door, but at the same time she was worried that once the door was open there would be no turning back. Her hand paused on the latch, but she pushed her uncertainties away and opened the door.
Clint was standing there, in a tracksuit and a parka, smiling widely, and Aurora found all her doubts melting away now that he was here.
“Sorry it took a few minutes,” Clint said, grinning, “I had to walk down with Brandy.”
“Bet that was fun,” Aurora rolled her eyes, stepping aside for Clint to come in.
Clint stepped inside and stopped, leaning in towards her, pressing her gently against the wall and kissing her softly on the lips. Aurora was worried her legs would give in, but Clint pulled away and retreated further into the flat. Aurora hastily closed the front door and put the latch on, before joining Clint in the kitchen.
“What a mess,” he laughed, looking at the overflowing ashtrays and half-finished bottles that stood side-by-side with empty baby bottles and bibs.
“I tried to tidy up, but I gave up in the end,” Aurora admitted, and Clint turned and smiled at her.
“So where’s the baby?” Clint asked.
Aurora motioned down the hall and Clint followed her into the small lounge where she’d set-up the bottle of wine and two glasses on the coffee table, and where Sienna lay in her cot, gurgling contentedly.
“She asleep?” he asked, eagerness in his voice that made Aurora smile to herself.
“No, but Zoe said she hasn’t had a nap in a while, so she should go to sleep soon.”
“Okay,” Clint sighed, “Is this for us?”
He motioned towards the bottle of wine and glasses, as he sat down on the sofa and took off his parka.
“Yeah,” Aurora said, suddenly worried that Clint would assume that she had brought the alcohol because she needed to be drunk to sleep with him.
“Cool, I should have remembered something romantic like that,” he said, sounding embarrassed.
“It’s fine,” Aurora smiled. “I stole it off my mum, so it wasn’t any trouble. And you’re here, so that’s all that matters.”
Clint smiled up at her, and Aurora was sure that he was blushing slightly.
He patted the space beside him on the sofa, and Aurora gratefully sat down next to him, and leaned into him as Clint put an arm around her shoulders. With the other hand, he flicked the remote and the television came on.
With Sienna still in the room, Clint turned down the volume in the hope that Sienna would go to sleep sometime soon, and chose a music channel, before lighting a cigarette.
“Shit, is it okay to smoke here with the baby?” he asked, suddenly looking worried.
“Zoe says it’s fine,” Aurora replied, laughing at the relief that spread over his face.
She stood up and went over to the cot, where Sienna lay with her eyes closed, her breathing gentle and rhythmical. She was asleep.
“She’s asleep,” Aurora told Clint. “I’ll take her to the bedroom, so the television doesn’t wake her up.”
“Good thinking,” Clint said, stubbing out the cigarette, suddenly looking sheepish.
Aurora lifted the cot gently and carried it out of the lounge. Zoe’s bedroom was dark, but Aurora didn’t dare turn the light on in case it woke-up Sienna. She put the cot down by the bed and paused on her way back to the lounge.
Now was the time, and her heart was pumping fast.
She pushed the lounge door open and closed it gently behind her. Clint was standing by the coffee table, looking awkward, but he smiled when she came in and looked at him. Clint walked towards her and put his hands on either side of her face and kissed her. Their tongues brushed and Clint leant into her, and Aurora pressed against him, suddenly feeling all her resolve melting away.
Clint moved his face away from her, and looked her in the eyes.
“Are you sure you want this?” he asked, his voice soft.
Aurora found that she really did.
She nodded, and Clint smiled again, before moving his lips back to hers.
* * *


The music was blaring around the club, but Brandy didn’t feel as happy as she usually did. She watched as Zoe and Sasha sashayed across the dance floor towards her, having been to the bathroom. Eyes followed them across the floor, but Sasha didn’t seem to be paying them any attention, which was unlike her. Brandy knew the reason for the sudden change. Wright was still on the scene, and Sasha clearly wasn’t inclined to pay any attention to what she had to say about it.
“I got the drinks,” Brandy said, passing a tequila shot to each of them and taking her own.
“Here’s to a good night,” Zoe cried out, and they all downed their shots.
Brandy licked her lips, relishing the burning sensation that spread through her body. Zoe and Sasha were both wiping their own lips, when Sasha’s phone went off and she began rummaging through her bag to find it.
“Must be important,” Brandy said, “I’ve never seen you that keen to get to the phone.”
Sasha smiled, “It’s probably Wright.”
Brandy saw Zoe frown slightly, but she didn’t say anything. So that meant that Zoe already knew that Sasha was still in contact with him, Brandy thought. And she hadn’t thought to let her know. Well, it just went to show how spineless Zoe could be.
“You’re still seeing him then?” Brandy asked, raising an eyebrow at Sasha.
Sasha nodded, “Why wouldn’t I? I like him and he likes me.”
“You know, there are plenty of other guys that like you,” Brandy said, smiling, “In fact, that guy over there’s had his eye on you all night. You should go for it.”
Sasha didn’t even bother to turn around and check the guy out.
“Listen, I don’t know what your problem is with Wright,” Sasha said, leaning forwards, her voice uncharacteristically harsh, “But we’re together, so just drop it.”
Brandy was surprised by Sasha’s tone. It was so unusual for Sasha to stick to one guy, and Brandy felt her fists clench at the thought that Sasha had fallen for the one guy that she really shouldn’t have.
“If you let me explain -” Brandy began.
“No, I won’t,” Sasha interrupted, “I’m meeting him tonight, and you can’t stop me. You’re supposed to be a friend, you’re not my fucking mother, Brandy.”
Zoe looked increasingly uncomfortable, and Brandy knew that she wouldn’t jump to her defence. Maybe she had already taken Sasha’s side, Brandy thought with distaste.
“Tonight? This is supposed to be a girl’s night out.”
“Yeah, well, it’s not like a girl’s night out has ever stopped you from sneaking off to meet Troy, has it?” Sasha retorted.
“That’s different,” Brandy snapped, “We’re serious.”
“So are me and Wright. Now, I think I’ve had enough of this shit.”
Sasha hauled her handbag over her shoulder and turned to Zoe.
“Sorry, Zoe, I’m going, but have a good night,” Sasha said, kissing her on the cheek.
“Sasha, stop being such a twat,” Brandy groaned, “Let’s get another shot.”
“Fuck off,” Sasha responded, “I’m going to see Wright.”
With that, Sasha turned on her heel and strutted out of the club without looking back.
“What was all that about?” Brandy asked, turning to Zoe. “She has some serious issues.”
Zoe was quiet, but Brandy knew she wanted to say something.
Brandy caught the barman’s eye and ordered another shot each. When they came, she placed the shot in Zoe’s hand and they downed the tequila in one.
“Come on, Zoe, what’s with the silent treatment?”
Zoe shifted uncomfortably, but remained quiet.
“Zoe, you’ve got to talk to me,” Brandy said, her temper rising, “I don’t need you going mental and all.”
“Why did you have to do it?” Zoe suddenly asked.
“Do what?” Brandy asked, bewildered.
“Start that row with Sasha,” Zoe replied. “You know she likes Wright, and he might not be perfect or whatever, and it probably won’t last, but you can’t judge. It’s up to her.”
“So you’re on her side?”
“It’s not about sides,” Zoe continued, “You’re both my friends, but Sasha’s done nothing wrong and you had a go at her for no reason. I’m happy for Sasha.”
“It’s just your hormones,” Brandy sighed.
“No it fucking isn’t,” Zoe said, her voice rising, taking Brandy by surprise. “I’m just sick of you getting involved in everything. First with Aurora and Clint, now with Sasha. Can’t you just keep you’re fucking nose out, it’s not like you’ve got a perfect relationship, is it?”
Brandy was stunned, unable to speak. Zoe had never spoken to her like that before, or to anyone, for that matter. Brandy looked into Zoe’s face expecting to see instant remorse, but Zoe’s face was determined.
“You run round like you own the place,” Zoe persisted, her voice slowly rising, “But you don’t. Just because your boyfriend’s in a gang doesn’t make you anything special and you got no right to treat everyone like shit. You made such a big deal about Aurora, but she’s actually a really nice person, only you’re too stuck-up Troy’s arse to realise it.”
“So you’re mates with Aurora now, are you?” Brandy asked, her own temper rising now.
“Yeah, I am actually,” Zoe replied. “We’re mates. In fact, me and Sasha were with her earlier tonight, laughing at you and your own stupid self-importance.”
“You’re pathetic,” Brandy sighed.
“No, you’re the pathetic one,” Zoe retorted. “Aurora’s a better friend to me than you ever were. She actually has time for her friends, whilst you only care about Troy.”
“That’s stupid, I don’t just -”
“Really? It’s always about Troy with you. I don’t even know what you see him, he’s nothing but a -”
“Nothing but a what?” Brandy hissed, leaning closer to Zoe. “Funny, you lecturing me on relationships. Coming from the single mum.”
“I’m going,” Zoe said, clutching her bag, “I can’t be arsed to party with you anymore.”
“Good, get fucked you stupid bitch,” Brandy sneered.
Zoe turned around, but paused. Hah, Brandy thought. Zoe knows that nobody else will take her out.
“I was going to say,” Zoe said softly, turning to face Brandy, her eyes narrowed, “That Troy is nothing but a murderer. Plain and simple. And you both make me sick.”
Before Brandy could say anything, Zoe had disappeared into the crowd, leaving Brandy alone at the bar, mouth wide in astonishment.
* * *


Aurora kissed Clint and felt the warmth emanating from his body. They were pressed against the wall and with each passing moment Aurora could feel the passion rising between them, could feel the heat rising and her own body responding as she knew Clint’s was.
“You okay?” Clint asked, looking at her inquiringly.
“Yeah,” Aurora managed to stammer. “You?”
“Never been better.”
Aurora watched with rising excitement as Clint slowly stripped off his clothes. The shirt and the vest, then his tracksuit bottoms, until he was standing in just his boxers. He hesitated, and Aurora moved closer to him, resting a hand on his shoulder, brushing against his smooth chest. Clint smiled at her, but she could tell that he was nervous.
Slowly, Aurora turned around, and Clint slowly unzipped the back of her dress. Aurora turned back to face him, and slid each strap over her shoulder slowly. She pulled it down over her body, and saw Clint’s eyes sharpen and lips moisten as she stepped out of it and stood there in her underwear.
Then, Clint was closing the distance between them and kissing her, his arms wrapped around her, their skin pressed against each other, and Aurora imagined steam coming off them, although there was nothing but lingering cigarette smoke from Clint’s earlier cigarette.
Clint unhooked her bra and let it drop to the floor, touching her breasts with warm hands. She groaned as he rubbed each nipple gently, teasing her. She ran her hands over his body, eventually reaching the top of his boxers. Her fingers lingered, tracing invisible lines on his skin, and Clint began to slow down. His breathe caught when her hands slipped under the material.
Clint pulled down his boxers and kicked them across the floor. He took Aurora in his arms and lay her down on the floor, before slowly working her knickers down her legs and threw them over his shoulder. Aurora saw them land on the coffee table and couldn’t help but smile to herself.
Clint pressed his body against hers, and Aurora nodded, kissing Clint, willing him to go on.
He retreated to his jeans, which lay on the floor, and fumbled in the pocket for a condom. He found one and ripped the package open, and Aurora found herself wondering how many other girls had seen Clint like this. She pushed the thought from her mind. Even if he’d only had one before her, it was more than she’d had.
“I’ll be gentle,” Clint whispered, as he pressed his body against her once more, “I promise.”
Aurora nodded but she hadn’t needed his whispered reassurances. She knew he would be gentle. She had always known. Now her earlier doubts seemed ludicrous. This was all that she wanted. Clint was everything she needed.
As Clint slowly entered her, Aurora gasped and focused on his face. If she’d ever had any doubts about him, they were vanished now. She knew with all her heart that she loved him.
* * *


Brandy crossed the road and ignored the angry hooting of a driver she’d cut in front of. She didn’t care what some idiot who thought having blue neon lights under their car was cool thought about her. She was too angry.
The evening had not gone in anyway how she’d expected it to. Get drunk, bitch about Aurora, then return home to Troy for a night of good drunken sex. That had been the plan. And now that was all shot to shit. Stupid fucking Sasha and Zoe. And Aurora, who everyone thought was some kind of goddess except for her, Brandy thought. What did they see in her? She was just some dumb-ass virgin who Clint happened to have a thing for, but it would pass, and so would Aurora. In a few months, she would have been completely forgotten. Pah, Brandy thought, she’d seen prettier girls that Aurora be chucked by Clint after he got bored.
As the waves of anger slowly subsided, Brandy began to feel the ache in her feet. Her stupid heels. She’d stormed out of the club a few minutes after Zoe had and walked all the way back, her rage numbing her to any other feelings, but now she was calming down, she felt the beads of sweat under her armpits and on her forehead, and the sharp pain of blisters on her feet. Shit, Troy wasn’t going to want to fuck her tonight if she turned up in this state.
She could go to her mother’s flat, Brandy pondered, but quickly pushed the thought from her mind. She wanted to spend the night with Troy. And she definitely didn’t want to see her mother spread-eagle on her back, surrounded by dirt and scum, with one of her random boyfriends who just used her for sex. No, Brandy was too dignified to turn up there.
As she turned the corner into the Goldsworth, Brandy noticed the tell-tale signs of a Saturday night on the estate. Crushed cans, a few more needles, and patches of vomit littering the concrete. Well, more than usual, anyway.
A few more steps and Brandy felt her pulse quicken. Two guys were hanging around, leaning against a wall, directly in her path. She recognised them immediately. One of them had been with Wright the night he’d propositioned her and Sasha, and she’d seen the other one around as well, acting as if he was God’s gift to women. They both worked for Jayden Healy.
Shit, Brandy thought. What if they tried it on with her?
Then she shrugged off her worries. She was practically in the Banks family, so they wouldn’t dare. Even Jayden Healy wasn’t that fucking insane to mess with her.
As she neared the guys, they turned to look at her, checking her out. You can look, bitches, but you can’t touch, Brandy thought to herself.
One of the guys, the one who had been with Wright, suddenly registered recognisance all over his face. Brandy faltered, but managed to force her legs forward. They were whispering something now, and Brandy was in no doubt about whom they were talking. She passed them and a few moments later felt brave enough to quicken her pace.
“Oi, you off to see your little boyfriend?” one of them shouted after her.
Brandy ignored them and had to force herself not to break into a run. She wasn’t weak like other girls. She could handle herself.
“Don’t think she likes you, Sam,” another voice laughed, “Maybe she’ll like me better. What you say? Want to go for a spin?”
Brandy was nearing the corner, and from there she would run up the stairs to Troy and finally be rid of these stupid jokers. She heard footsteps behind her and quickened her pace. The footsteps quickened as well and then a hand grabbed her shoulder.
Heart racing, Brandy threw the hand off her as she spun around to face them. They were smiling, one showing a few golden teeth.
“You didn’t answer me, bitch,” the one she’d seen with Wright said, eyes flashing angrily.
“Yeah, me and Sam asked you something,” the second one added, “It’s not nice to ignore us, especially when there’s two of us and only one of you.”
“So, you up for a ride?” Sam asked, and they both chuckled.
Brandy grimaced. How pathetic some men were.
“No, I’m off to my boyfriend’s flat,” Brandy replied, her voice level and cold, “But even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t fuck you if you paid me.”
The two guys looked at each other, shock on their faces. Women didn’t speak to them like that. Especially not some jumped up slag who thought she was better than everyone else.
“You that Troy Banks’ girl?” Sam asked, sniggering. “You think he can take us on?”
“He’s a loser, man,” the other one laughed, “Bet he wouldn’t even say anything if we fucked his girl right in front of him.”
“Why wait for him?” Sam asked, “We could just have some fun with this bitch before he even turns up.”
Brandy felt panic rise in her chest, but managed not to show it when she interrupted them, in a voice that she hoped was authoritative.
“Listen you fucking ponces, I don’t know who the fuck you think you are,” Brandy began, “But you lay one fucking finger on me and I’ll get your heads kicked in, get it?”
The two guys simply laughed.
“You don’t scare us,” Sam grinned, closing the distance between them, backing Brandy against the wall. “We could fuck you right here and there’s nothing you could do about it.”
“You want a bet?” Brandy said, her voice shaking. “Let’s see then, shall we?”
She reached into her handbag, hoping her mobile was near the top, but Sam snatched the bag from her and threw it on the floor.
Brandy pushed him in the chest and he staggered slightly, but before she could get to the bag, the other guy had hit her hard in the face with his fist, sending her flying against the wall. She felt the cold bricks on the back of her head and groaned with pain. A dull ache rang through her head, but she remained on her feet.
“We were just having a laugh,” Sam said, shaking his head, “Now we’re going to have to teach you a lesson.”
The other guy nodded, looking directly into her face. Brandy shuddered and kicked out as Sam pressed her against the wall with his body and began pulling down her knickers. A hand went over her mouth and she gagged on the taste of weed and tobacco that he’d clearly been smoking just moments before.
She struggled and screamed, but she was no match and as Sam undid his jeans, Brandy closed her eyes, determined to block out the image of golden teeth in a grinning face.
* * *
Aurora watched the television with a peaceful indifference. Clint was beside her, arm around her, smoking a cigarette. Sienna was still asleep in the bedroom.
Tonight had been a revelation to Aurora. Not just because she’d finally lost her virginity, or because Clint had shown just how much he loved her, but because she had never felt this kind of happiness before.
She’d always been a cheerful girl, ever since she could remember. That had been a different kind of happiness, because she had been blissfully unaware of how much happier she could be. She was aware now. Clint had made sure of that.
He had been soft and gentle, loving and generous, and Aurora still felt warm all over. They had lain on the floor for almost an hour after making love and then they’d finally conceded that they should put some clothes on, which they had done just a few minutes ago.
“You okay?” Clint asked, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray.
Aurora nodded, “Never better. You?”
“Same,” Clint smiled. “I love you, you know that right?”
“I know. I love you too.”
“Good,” Clint nodded. “Some guys say it all the time, but I really mean it.”
“I know,” Aurora said softly. “I can tell, and I really mean it too. We’ll be together forever.”
“Definitely,” Clint grinned. “We could get our own place, away from the Goldsworth.”
“What about our families?” Aurora laughed.
“I’m sure they’ll be okay. We could have kids.”
“Not for a few years, though,” Aurora laughed. “I don’t want stretch marks just yet.”
They both laughed, and Clint’s hand drifted down over her stomach, before the sound of a key in a lock made them both jump.
“Talking of stretch marks,” Clint winked, “I guess Zoe’s back now.”
Aurora stifled a laugh and went into the hallway, where Zoe was locking the front door behind her.
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” Zoe asked, suddenly looked concerned.
“No, don’t be silly,” Aurora smiled. “You’re back early.”
“Well, Brandy weren’t exactly being the best of friends,” Zoe sighed. “So she can go fuck herself.”
“You had a row?”
“Yeah, but that’s the last time,” Zoe said. “I don’t want anything to do with her anymore.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah, I’ve got Sasha.”
“And me,” Aurora pointed out.
“And you,” Zoe smiled. “Was Sienna okay?”
Aurora nodded, “She’s been asleep all evening.”
“Great, so I can get straight to bed. Thank you for this, by the way.”
“No problem,” Aurora said. “It was fun.”
Zoe caught her eye and Aurora winked. Zoe grinned and gave her a hug, which Aurora returned.
“I guess we should be going,” Clint said, appearing in the doorway with his coat on. “I’ll walk you home.”
“Yeah, take care Zoe,” Aurora smiled.
In a few minutes, Aurora and Clint had crossed the estate and were outside Aurora’s front door. The walk went too quickly, and Aurora felt the urge to invite Clint inside, so they could spend all night in bed together, but she knew that her mother would flip out.
“Goodnight,” Aurora said softly, leaning into Clint. “Thanks for everything.”
“It should be me thanking you,” Clint whispered. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
When Clint had reluctantly disappeared into the darkness, Aurora let herself into the flat and closed the door as quietly as she could behind her. There was no sign of her mother, so she retreated to her bedroom and closed the door behind her.
In her own bedroom, Marlena grimaced. She had heard Aurora and Clint whispering goodnight to each other and whatever Aurora had said about babysitting, she knew that her daughter had been with the Jackson boy. The thought pained her.
Her daughter was no longer the innocent beauty she had once been and the thought stung at Marlena’s heart.
* * *


The darkness suddenly seemed alive with menace. Her hands reached out for the wall and clasped it as if it were a life raft in a raging ocean. Her nails were chipped now, from struggling against the two men, and she knew that she looked a state. Brandy steadied herself and readjusted her skirt. It was torn down one side and her thighs were bruised from their rough hands. Her knickers were somewhere on the floor, but Brandy didn’t care. She never wanted to see them again anyway.
She put one foot in front of the other and reached the stairs. She climbed them slowly, her body aching. Her make-up had run, not from tears but from sweat. She smelt of sex and disgrace. She gagged and threw up, the bile hot and vile in her mouth. Some had landed on her shoes, but she forced herself to keep climbing. Step by step.
She was nearly home.
After what seemed like an age she reached the top of the stairs. The light flickered in the wall and Brandy moved towards it.
Noises drifted from under doorways and every sound made her jump. She had seen Sam and his friend leave on their bikes, but there were always a hundred more guys waiting in the corners, waiting to take advantage, she saw that now.
When she reached Troy’s front door, Brandy paused. Could she go in like this? Would he take one look at her and throw her back out again, into the darkness? No, she told herself. Troy loved her. He would make sure everything was okay.
With shaking hands, Brandy clutched the door handle and pushed herself inside.
The kitchen was empty but noise from the lounge told her that at least somebody was still awake.
“Is that you Jessie?” a voice shouted.
Brandy closed the front door behind her and crossed the room. She went into the lounge and saw three pairs of eyes turn to her. Tyrese, Trent and Troy. Their eyes widened in surprise at the state of her, but Brandy forced herself not to cry and went through Troy’s open bedroom door and sat down on the bed.
She heard noise in the lounge, and Troy appeared in the doorway.
“You alright?” he asked, concern evident in his voice.
Brandy simply shook her head. She didn’t trust herself to speak.
“Good night?” Troy asked, forcing a smile. “You need some water?”
Brandy shook her head.
“You stink of sick,” Troy continued, “Why don’t you have a shower?”
“Troy -”
“It’s alright, babe, I’ll get you a drink.”
“No, I need to talk -”
“Wait a second, I’ll get you some water,” Troy interrupted again.
Brandy nodded and Troy disappeared again. Brandy slowly slipped out of her clothes, dropping them into the small rubbish bin in the corner of the room.
With apprehension, she stepped in front of the mirror. In the bright light of the bedroom, Brandy took in the damage. Large angry bruises covered her stomach and thighs, her inner legs a maze of scratches. Her lip was bleeding in the corner and her breasts had an angry bite mark. Sam’s golden teeth, Brandy thought with disgust. She lifted up her hair and tied it in a ponytail. Dried blood caked the lower layers of her hair and her head still ached.
A sound behind her made her jump and Brandy turned to see Troy. He looked her up and down, taking in her injuries, his face unreadable, but his fists clenching.
“What happened?” he asked, his teeth clenched.
“Troy-”
“What happened, Brandy?” he repeated.
“These guys, I didn’t know -” Brandy stammered.
“Brandy, what the fuck happened?” Troy shouted, closing the distance between them and grabbing Brandy by the shoulders. “Tell me.”
Brandy felt tears well up in her eyes but wiped them away quickly. She couldn’t lose her cool now. She told Troy what had happened as briefly as she could. She didn’t want to remember the details and she definitely didn’t want Troy to. For all his love, it would change his feelings for her if he knew the things they’d whispered into her ears or the ways they’d made her hurt.
“They were Jayden’s guys?” Troy asked, after nearly a minute of silence.
Brandy nodded.
“Don’t worry,” he said, through gritted teeth, “I’ll sort it out.”
Brandy simply nodded and watched as Troy went back into the lounge. She knew that he would sort it out. She picked up a towel from the floor and took of her underwear, throwing them in the bin too. She would have a shower, and then she’d burn the clothes she’d worn tonight. She wanted no reminders of what had happened except the two men who had done it dead.
* * *


When Troy returned to the lounge, he could tell his brothers were trying their hardest to be patient. He had been only a few minutes with Brandy. She hadn’t gone into details about what had happened but he had known what she was saying as clearly as if he had been there. His fists ached but he couldn’t have unclenched them if he’d wanted to, such was his anger.
He sat down in an armchair and looked at his older brothers, who were watching him intensely, waiting for him to speak.
“What happened?” Tyrese prompted him gently, leaning forward.
Troy swallowed hard, hardly daring to speak the words, but he knew he would have to tell them. He needed their help.
“Two of Jayden’s guys fucked her.”
The words had the same impact as a gunshot would have. Tyrese and Trent looked shocked, the silence heavy in the room. Troy kept his eyes firmly on the floor, unable to look his brothers in the eye. Neither of their girlfriends had ever been fucked by a rival gang. The thought made him want to be sick.
“Just now?” Trent finally spoke. “Maybe we could catch them.”
“No,” Troy shook his head. “Brandy said they left. They had bikes.”
“Fucking cunts,” Trent spat, punching the wall.
“You sure it was Jayden’s guys?” Tyrese asked softly.
Troy nodded.
“Absolutely sure?” he repeated.
“Yeah,” Troy replied. “Brandy says one of them was called Sam. She’s seen them hanging around here before.”
“They better not show their faces around here again,” Trent growled.
“They won’t,” Tyrese said. “How is she?”
“How do you think she fucking is?” Troy retorted. “Some little-pricked shits fucked my girl in a fucking alleyway.”
Tyrese sighed. Normally he would have smacked Troy for such an outburst, especially directed towards him, but this wasn’t an ordinary circumstance so he let it pass.
“I know you’re angry,” Tyrese said after a few moments. “But you’ve got to stay strong for Brandy’s sake.”
Troy nodded.
“Now, she hasn’t called the pigs has she?” Tyrese continued.
“No, she ain’t stupid.”
“Right, so you’ll leave us to sort it,” Tyrese decided.
Troy looked up. He knew his face was registering shock, but he didn’t care.
“You’ll deal with it?” Troy asked, aghast. “I want proper revenge. They disrespected me. I want to be the one to do it. She’s my girl.”
Tyrese shook his head, but his face was calm.
“You can’t, Troy, they’ll be expecting you,” Tyrese said, and Trent nodded sympathetically. “But don’t worry, we’ll make sure we teach them a lesson. They disrespected our family and they’ll pay the price. Don’t worry about it.”
Troy was about to protest, but Trent subtly shook his head and he closed his mouth.
“Okay,” he sighed. “Let me know how it goes.”
Tyrese and Trent patted him on the back, and Troy retreated to his bedroom. He wanted revenge on the cunts who had shown him such disrespect. They would pay in blood for what they’d done and he’d just sit there and laugh.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



The office was brightly lit and more orderly than Serena had remembered it. As she took a seat in front of Jenkins’ desk, she senses Casey taking the seat beside her, and she wondered briefly if he was as nervous as she was about the meeting.
“Tea or coffee?” Jenkins asked amiably, directing his question to Serena.
Serena shook her head.
“Very well,” Jenkins said. “Now, I suppose you understand why I’ve called this little meeting?”
“If you could just let me explain -” Serena began, but Jenkins held up a hand to silence her.
Serena closed her mouth, feeling her pulse quicken. Jenkins’ mood seemed reasonable, but that meant little. The meeting had been called for a reason and she was sure it wasn’t to congratulate them.
“Shaniqua Curtis’ murder,” Jenkins sighed. “The case is going cold. We’re getting nowhere.”
“With all due respect, sir, I think we’ve made some progress,” Serena said, knowing that if anyone would break this particular case, it would be her.
“Progress? What progress?” Jenkins asked, eyebrow raised. “There’s been no progress at all as far as I can see. You told me you had a possible witness, but nothing -”
“She’s just given birth, she’s scared for her safety, and can you blame her?”
“That as may, but that doesn’t help the investigation,” Jenkins continued. “You told me you had some possible suspects. The youngest Banks boy and his sidekick, but there’ve been no arrests.”
“They’re smart, they -”
“They’re kids, that’s what they are. And they’re running rings around you, Patterson, if they’re even the right culprits. There’s no evidence. Just a hunch.”
“Sir, you’ve got to understand the Goldsworth. As you said when you first brought me here, I know how the estate works. We just need to break through the wall of silence. One weak link in the chain, that’s all it’ll take and then everything will start coming out.”
Jenkins looked at her over the desk and Serena saw his resigned face. There were dark smudges under his eyes and Serena wondered which of his superiors were pressuring Jenkins for a result, in much the same way he was pressuring her.
“I understand where you’re coming from,” Jenkins said slowly. “But the we can’t afford to play the waiting game. Not this time. There’s too much media interest. The papers are suggesting we’re not even investigating the Curtis killing because we’ve wiped our hands of the Goldsworth. They’re making us out to be the bad guys, and the message from the top is that we need a fresh face.”
“Fresh face?”
“Yes, I’m sorry Patterson, I know you’ve given it your best,” Jenkins sighed. “Maybe a new pair of eyes will help us get a result, speed things up a bit.”
“Speed things up? That’s not possible. I know how it works on the Goldworth. Going in all-guns-blazing is the worst thing to do, especially now I’ve started making myself known.”
“The matter has already been discussed and approved,” Jenkins said, voice stern.
“You’re definitely taking me off the case then?”
“I’m afraid so. We’ll obviously pay for your transport back to Cornwall.”
“Sir, could I say a few words?”
Casey’s uncertain voice took both Serena and Jenkins by surprise and they both turned to look at him, leaning forward in his chair apprehensively. In the discussion, Serena had forgotten he’d been there. Surely, she inwardly groaned, Casey would not be sad to see her go. He’d wanted this for weeks, since she’d first arrived in London.
“Very well, Casey,” Jenkins grumbled, clearly wanting to get the meeting finished so that he could finish his morning coffee. “What are your thoughts?”
“Well, I didn’t approve of Patterson’s methods at first,” Casey said, shooting a furtive glance at Serena. Serena felt herself slide further down in her seat, imagining the long list of complaints Casey would make about her work. “But,” Casey continued, “I changed my mind when I saw how she affected the kids on the Goldsworth. They listened to her, and she ruffled feathers, and -”
“Ruffled feathers?” Jenkins repeated incredulously. “I don’t want feathers ruffled. I want results and arrests. Witnesses and evidence. Not ruffled feathers.”
“But she was making progress,” Casey went on, his cheeks reddening, “I didn’t think she would, but she is. And I think she may be onto something with the Banks boy. Something’s going on with him and his friends, and if somebody else goes in they could miss it.”
Serena was surprised, to say the least. Casey was defending her, sticking up for her, and she felt a mixture of surprise and joy. Perhaps there was hope after all.
“Listen, I appreciate you’ve grown fond of having Patterson as a mentor,” Jenkins nodded, looking at Casey, “And maybe you have made some progress between you, but progress isn’t enough now. I can’t tell the press that we’ve ‘made progress’ and give no examples. They’d laugh me out of the conference room.”
“But sir, we would only need a little more time, to increase the pressure,” Casey insisted.
Jenkins was shaking his head, but he seemed shaken by Casey’s loyalty towards Serena, and Serena wanted to nod her head in encouragement at Casey, but didn’t dare.
“The matter is closed,” Jenkins said stubbornly.
Serena felt the breath leave her lungs in a long, drawn out sigh. There would be no getting around Jenkins’ decision.
“Just a few more days,” Serena asked, her voice pleading.
Jenkins looked from Serena to Casey, still shaking his head. He let out a groan and the phone on his desk began to ring.
“Fine, you can stay on the case,” he said, edging closer to the phone. “But if I don’t get results soon, you’ll be out the door, I promise you that. I’m sticking my own head on the line here, don’t make me regret it. Now, off you go both of you.”
“Thank you, sir,” Serena and Casey said, as they stood up and left the office, closing the door as Jenkins grabbed the phone and barked a greeting.
Outside in the corridor, Serena turned to Casey, surprised to see that he was blushing.
“I didn’t mean to steal your thunder,” Casey stammered. “It’s just -”
“Don’t be silly, you were wonderful,” Serena said, smiling.
“Really? You’re not annoyed then?”
“How could I be annoyed?” Serena laughed. “We’re still on the case.”
Casey was still blushing and shoved his hands in his pockets.
“Thanks for supporting me in there,” Serena added.
“No problem,” Casey shrugged, trying at nonchalance and failing. “If anyone can crack this case, you can. I owed it to Shaniqua Curtis to tell Jenkins what I thought. You’re going to catch whoever killed her, and I’m going to do whatever I can to help you.”
Serena nodded, “Let’s go catch our killer then.”
* * *


The kitchen was filled with the smell of frying bacon and Troy watched from his seat at the kitchen table as his mother went from stove to washing machine, doing her Sunday chores as always. It would have seemed like any other Sunday morning, Troy thought, if it wasn’t for the fact that Brandy was still in bed, hidden on the covers, feigning tiredness when he knew that she had been unable to sleep last night, her body shaking against his and flinching at his touch in the dark.
When the bacon was crisp, Keskia shared it out on four plates and passed one over the table to Troy. She glanced suspiciously at him for a moment before taking another two plates through to the lounge for Tyrese and Trent. She had sensed the tension emanating from her sons and had quickly deduced that Brandy’s absence from Troy’s side had something to do with it, and hadn’t asked questions. For all the love she felt for her sons, she knew that this was a time her questions would not be welcome and had kept quiet.
Jessie, sitting at the end of the table, grabbed her own plate and eyed Troy with the same suspicion as Keskia had.
“Good night last night?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light.
Troy shrugged, not in the mood for his sister’s prying.
“Brandy have a good night?” she pressed.
“She’s fine,” Troy said through gritted teeth.
Jessie, sensing the anger in her brother’s posture, went quiet and continued eating her breakfast in silence.
The kitchen door opened and Keskia returned, a coat in her arms.
“You off out mum?” Jessie asked.
“Got to go get a few bits and pieces,” she replied, shooting a look at Troy.
“Have fun,” Jessie called, as Keskia pulled her coat on and left the flat.
When the door had closed, Troy dropped his knife and fork onto the plate of half-eaten bacon and went into the lounge.
Tyrese and Trent were lounging on each sofa, already finished with their breakfast, the plates lying on the floor, the television showing the sports highlights from last night. When Troy sat down in the armchair, Tyrese grabbed the remote and muted the television, turning to look at him.
“How is she?” he asked.
Troy shrugged, “She didn’t get much sleep. Not much of a surprise, after what those twats did to her.”
Troy winced as his voice shook, but he kept his eyes locked on Tyrese’s.
“She said anything else?” Trent asked, his voice low.
“No, she’s hardly said anything.”
“She just needs time,” Tyrese said.
“What about those guys? Sam and his mate,” Troy asked.
Tyrese and Trent exchanged looks and Troy felt a moments anger at being left out. They’d obviously talked further about it whilst he’d been in his bedroom lying next to the lifeless Brandy.
“Come on, what you going to do?”
“We’ll sort it out,” Tyrese replied. “We asked around, we know where this Sam guy lives. We’re going to pay him a visit later.”
“Teach him to underestimate us again,” Trent hissed. “He won’t know what’s hit him.”
“I want to come too,” Troy said.
“No,” Tyrese shook his head. “Only me and Trent.”
“Why not?” Troy asked, hating the fact that he sounded like a petulant child.
“You need to stay here and look after Brandy,” Tyrese said.
“She’s fine,” Troy said. “I want to come, I want to look in his eyes when I kill him.”
“You’ll be a liability,” Tyrese said sternly.
Troy must’ve looked hurt, because Tyrese continued, his voice gentler.
“You’re emotionally involved, we’re not. You might get us caught, and we don’t want that, eh? You stay here, and leave Sam and his ponce mate to us.”
“We’ll teach him a lesson, don’t worry,” Trent added.
Troy took a moment before nodding slowly. He knew his brothers were right with what they said, but that didn’t make it any easier. Letting them have all the fun, whilst he was stuck here babysitting Brandy.
“When are you going?” he asked.
Tyrese looked at his phone, clocking the time.
“Soon, don’t worry.”
Troy nodded again and retreated into his bedroom, as Tyrese turned the volume back on the television and his brothers settled down to watch the highlights again.
In his room, Troy looked at the pile of covers that hid Brandy. He sighed and sat down on the end of the bed.
“You all right babe?”
The pile of covers quivered for a moment, but she didn’t reply.
Fuck, Troy thought. This was what he would be dealing with whilst his brothers got to pay Sam a visit.
“You getting out of bed today?” he asked.
No reply.
“Fucking hell, Brandy, speak to me,” he said, trying not to lose his temper.
The covers flew off the bed and Brandy was on her feet, pulling on some clothes. Her bruises had faded beneath her dark skin, but her lip was still swollen and the scratches had turned purple, standing out on her face and thighs.
“You going to speak to me yet?” Troy persisted.
Brandy remained silent as she pulled on some trainers and grabbed a thin white jacket off the back of the chair, pulling it on. She tied her hair up in a loose ponytail and went for the door.
“Oi, where you going?”
He grabbed Brandy’s arm, spinning her around.
“Get off me,” Brandy snapped. “I’m going out.”
“Out where?”
“Just out,” Brandy replied. “Now, are you going to let go of me?”
“Not until you tell me where the fuck you’re going.”
“Why does it matter? Anywhere is better than here, with you going on and on.”
“All right, I won’t talk, just go back to bed,” Troy said, keeping his voice soft.
“I want to see Zoe,” Brandy said.
Troy reached for his trainers, but Brandy stopped him.
“By myself.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“I’ll be fine,” Brandy said and opened the door.
“Brandy -” Troy began, but she had left the bedroom, and he daren’t show his softness in front of his brothers.
He heard the kitchen door open and close, and then the front door. She had gone. Troy picked the covers up off the floor and replaced them in a pile on the bed. The sound of the football highlights from the lounge reached him and he went into the lounge to join his brothers.
* * *


Outside the flat, Brandy leant against the railing that looked down over the cement courtyard and steadied herself. Her legs felt weak but she forced herself to remain standing. It would be so easy to give in and collapse on the floor and be returned to Troy’s bed, hidden from daylight and Troy and everybody else by the thick duvet, but that would be quitting. And she wasn’t a quitter, Brandy forced herself to remember, over and over again, like a mantra. Anyway, the duvet couldn’t block out the images she wanted to hide from. Golden teeth in a grinning face.
She looked down at her hands and realised how tightly her hands were gripping the railing. Taking a deep breath, she forced her hands to relax and shoved them in her jacket pockets. Her fingers found something soft to the touch and she pulled it out, a cigarette. She found a lighter in the other pocket and lit it with relief, inhaling the smoke with relief.
She looked back at Troy’s front door. She could go back in and spend the day with Troy, watching television and having a laugh, which a few days ago would have been perfect to her, but she wasn’t in the mood today.
Taking another drag, she began down the landing with no idea where she was walking. She needed to be outside. As she reached the stairs, she remembered climbing them last night, sick on her shoes and clinging to the wall as if her life depended on it.
She had been vulnerable last night. She’d been weak and pathetic. Walking down the stairs, she resolved that she would never again be weak. She was Brandy, after all. Girlfriend to one of the Banks brothers. That was some serious shit. She had a reputation to maintain.
Nobody else would ever know about last night.
* * *


Aurora poured herself a glass of water, careful not to disturb her mother, who was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping at a clear liquid that could have been water or vodka.
“Have a nice night?” Marlena asked, her voice hoarse.
“Yeah, it was okay,” Aurora said.
Of course, it had been perfect, but Aurora couldn’t tell her mum that. Her dreams had been filled with images of Clint and she had woken up smiling, finding a text from Clint when she had looked at her phone.
“How was the baby?”
“Baby?” Aurora repeated, stirred from her memories.
“Weren’t you supposed to be babysitting?”
“Oh right, yeah, Sienna was great,” Aurora said. “Slept all the time, so I didn’t really have to do anything.”
Marlena nodded, and Aurora felt a rush of heat as she remembered what she had done last night.
“You seem different,” Marlena said, eyeing her shrewdly.
“Don’t be stupid. I’m just the same as always.”
“I’m sure,” Marlena sighed, “Any plans for today?”
Aurora shrugged, “I might go and see Zoe.”
“You sure spend a lot of time with this Zoe.”
“She’s one of my friends.”
“Right.”
“You got plans today, then, mum? We could go to the park later or something, if you want?”
Marlena shook her head.
“Sorry, love, I’m too tired. Maybe next weekend.”
Aurora sighed and watched as Marlena took another gulp of the clear liquid.
“Pass me my tablets,” Marlena said, pointing to the counter where she kept them hidden behind the toaster.
Aurora fetched them and passed the packet to her cautiously. Marlena fumbled with the packaging and popped three tablets into her hand.
“Are you sure you’re supposed to take three?”
Marlena shrugged, “It helps me.”
“The doctor only said to take two though,” Aurora protested.
“Two didn’t help, three did.”
“Mum, you can’t just medicate yourself, go see the doctor and tell him they’re not working.”
“I’ve told you, three works.”
She put the tablets in her mouth and swallowed them down with a gulp of the liquid.
“That’s better,” Marlena said, “I’ll be right as rain in a few minutes.”
Aurora looked at her mum and sighed. It was a sad sight, looking at the state of her mother.
“I’m going to lie on the couch, rest my back,” Marlena said, standing up unsteadily.
As she passed with the glass of liquid, Aurora caught a whiff of vodka. So it wasn’t water then.
“I’ll be off to see Zoe then,” Aurora muttered.
“Have fun,” Marlena said over her shoulder as she retreated to the lounge. “Although I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that.”
Aurora groaned and went back into her bedroom to get changed.
“Don’t need me for anything now,” Marlena said softly, muttering to herself as she settled herself down on the sofa and took another sip of vodka. “Only person you need now is that Jackson boy.”
* * *


The speakers were blaring and the drink was flowing. The curtains were closed, blocking out the harsh daylight and hiding the cardboard sheets that had been used to cover the broken window panes.
The overhead light flickered and Sam watched from his perch on the edge of the sofa as his guests danced in the unfurnished room he used as a lounge. Crates of beer were piled in one corner of the room, the stereo in another, and the sofa he used as a bed was across the far wall, against the curtains, with a perfect view of the whole room and the only door.
Looking at the dozen grinding bodies in front of him, Sam felt a stab of anger. He had rung Jayden hours ago, but still hadn’t heard back from him. He’d tried Corey, the ponce-ass, but still nothing. Sometimes he wondered why he bothered with them, but the thought of deserting them was always quickly pushed aside. He wasn’t scared of them, and he rarely had respect for them, but he knew he was better off with them than without them.
When his parents had both been sent down for dealing, nobody had wanted to help. Some of his friends had known Jayden and Sam had found not just a group of friends who understood him, but a family that looked out for him and in return, he looked out for them.
Now he could deal without fear of reprisals or competition, and in return he gave Jayden a cut of the profits, which seemed fair considering the unrivalled status he had on the street as dealer Number One. That and he now had an excuse to use his violent temper in a constructive way. Before he’d fallen in with Jayden, he’d found his penchant for fighting and unprovoked violence a problem, getting into trouble with all the wrong people and taking more than his fair share of beatings as a result.
Associated with Jayden he could get away with far more than he had ever done before, and any rival of Jayden’s was a rival of his. He took things personally and he found this useful. Any enemy that Jayden came against, Sam took it upon himself to sort them out. Not that Jayden couldn’t handle himself, but Sam enjoyed the rush he got when he took out somebody who’d been causing them problems. It was dignified, in a way. The Banks brothers were definitely enemies, and last night he’d enjoyed taking that stuck-up bit of skirt down a few pegs.
She’d thought she was so fucking untouchable just because she was shagging the youngest brother. Troy. He wasn’t even a name yet, which made it all the more grating that she’d looked down her nose at them. He’d done it as much for his own reasons as he’d done it for Jayden and the gang. Maybe it would teach the Banks boys a lesson or two about keeping their women on a leash.
That was why it stung that Jayden was seemingly ignoring him. Maybe he was busy, but a text or a quick call couldn’t hurt, could it? Sam crunched the empty can he’d been drinking from with his hand and crossed the room to get another. He popped the lid and downed half the can in one.
Smacking his lips he returned to his usual perch.
Two girls in short skirts stumbled over to the sofa and sat down heavily on the cushions, clearly the worse for wear. One of them, a blonde, looked at him with big eyes and her lips twitched. Sam winked back at her.
Another bonus of being associated with Jayden and his gang was that he had a reputation. And with a reputation came girls, and plenty of them. Easy and emotionally distanced, which was exactly what he was looking for.
“You having fun?” he asked the blonde, leaning forward.
She turned and smiled, “I am now.”
He was in there. So easy.
“You’re Sam right?” the blonde asked, licking her lips.
Sam nodded.
“You know that Jayden Healy right?”
Sam grinned, flashing his golden teeth. “We’re like this,” he said, twisting two of his fingers together and holding them up.
So what if Jayden wasn’t answering his phone, that wasn’t going to stop him getting laid.
“Wow,” the blonde said, clearly impressed. “You want to hook up sometime?”
“How about now? I’ve got a mattress next door.”
The blonde smiled and rose to her feet, readjusting her skirt as she stood.
“I wouldn’t bother with that,” Sam said. “You won’t be wearing it in a minute.”
* * *


Tyrese looked up at the dilapidated house and felt disgusted that anybody would voluntarily choose to live somewhere like this.
“This place is a shit hole,” Trent said from beside him, echoing his thoughts.
The white paint was cracking and half the windows were knocked out, replaced with damp cardboard. The curtains were all closed, but the front door was ajar, an invitation to the party they knew was taking place on the first floor of the house.
“Why would anyone live here?” Trent laughed. “I know it’s abandoned so he don’t have to pay any rent, but I wouldn’t even live here if you paid me.”
“He’s one of Jayden’s scums,” Tyrese said. “Probably thinks it’s a mansion or something.”
“You reckon there’s more than one of them in there?”
“Nah, just Sam and some losers who came to his party,” Tyrese replied. “Sam ain’t important enough to get enough interest from Jayden and the rest. He’s bottom rung.”
“Probably thinks he’s top dog though,” Trent laughed. “Pathetic.”
“You ready to do this?”
“Sure am,” Trent replied, twisting the baseball bat in his hands.
“Right, let’s teach this guy a lesson.”
Tyrese marched up the small pathway to the front door and pushed it open. He could feel Trent one step behind him. The walls were damp and mouldy and the corridor was filled with junk. Tyrese held his bat tighter and went up the stairs.
The music was louder upstairs, hiding the creaking of the steps beneath them. Tyrese paused on the landing, before moving forward slowly.
Three doors led off the landing. The first door was open, a filthy bathroom that was empty. The second door was ajar and Tyrese paused before walking in. The music blared from the stereo in the corner and dancers turned in surprise at the two brothers standing in the doorway, armed with baseball bats.
Tyrese scanned the faces, but none matched Troy and Brandy’s description. No gold teeth in a grinning face.
They retreated, and Tyrese motioned towards the third door, which was closed.
“Is he in there?” Trent whispered.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Tyrese said. “We don’t know who’s in there with him, so go careful.”
Trent nodded.
Tyrese put his hand on the door handle and opened the door slowly and stepped into the room. It was as dirty as the rest of the house and was bare except for a mattress in the middle of the wooden floor. Trent followed Tyrese in and started laughing.
A pretty blonde was on her back on the mattress, a tanned figure on top of her. The blonde screamed at the sight of Tyrese, and the man turned around, his grin fading as he caught sight of Tyrese.
Tyrese nodded at Trent. Golden teeth.
“All right Sam?” Tyrese’s voice was cold.
Sam looked visibly alarmed and jumped off the blonde, who was fumbling for her clothes. Sam backed into the corner of the room, eyeing the window. Tyrese stepped aside to let the terrified blonde disappear down the corridor, then turned his attention to Sam.
Sam leapt for the window but Tyrese was quicker and the baseball bat connected with Sam’s jaw before he’d taken a few steps.
Sam shrieked in pain and fell to the floor clutching his face, blood trickling between his fingers.
“We heard you did something naughty,” Trent hissed. “Tut tut.”
Sam groaned and tried to speak, flecks of blood coming from his mouth.
“Enough chit chat,” Tyrese said.
He lifted the baseball bat over his shoulder and brought it down on Sam’s legs. Following his brother’s lead, Trent did the same.
Sam’s screams and the snapping of bones were masked by the blaring music from the room next door.
After several minutes, Tyrese stopped and held up his hand. Trent paused, halfway through a swing. Tyrese surveyed the damage they’d done to Sam. A small pool of blood was coming from his mouth, and several of his golden teeth lay on the wooden floor beside him. His bare chest was covered in angry bruises and his legs were destroyed. His kneecaps were shattered and one of his shins was splintered, the bone piercing through the skin. Unnatural moans came from Sam, his face still shielded by his arms.
Tyrese nodded at his brother, and in silence the Banks brothers left the room, wiping their baseball bats on their shirts.
* * *


Aurora felt her cheeks burning at Zoe and Sasha’s inquisitive looks.
“So, how was it?” Sasha asked, leaning forward over the table.
Zoe’s kitchen seemed claustrophobic and Aurora tried to find something to focus on that could distract her. Sasha had been delighted to learn that she and Clint had consummated their relationship last night, but wanted more details, and Aurora was struggling to find a suitable distraction.
“Was it bad then?” Sasha inquired.
“No, it was amazing.”
“Come on then, I want details,” Sasha said, “Or can’t you remember?”
If only, Aurora thought. She remembered every single detail of being with Clint but she didn’t want to share it. It was too personal. She couldn’t bring herself to share it with anyone, even Sasha, who seemed to like nothing more than revealing all the intimate details of her own sex life.
“Let’s leave it,” Zoe said, picking up on Aurora’s feelings. “It’s personal. Between her and Clint. It’s none of our business.”
Aurora smiled in gratitude at Zoe, who returned the smile.
“So?” Sasha persisted.
“So, we’re not all like you, wanting to share our sex stories with everyone else,” Zoe said.
“Fair enough,” Sasha sighed. “At least you enjoyed it then.”
“Yeah, I did. Clint did too. It was just magical,” Aurora gushed.
“I’ll bet he did,” Sasha said.
Zoe giggled and Sasha shot her a quizzical look.
“So what happened on your night out?” Aurora asked.
Sasha and Zoe exchanged meaningful looks.
“I argued with Brandy, and then went and met Wright,” Sasha said. “Then I went to his place and had sex so many times I lost count.”
“Wow. You had fun then?”
“It was magical,” Sasha grinned, mimicking Aurora, and they all started laughing.
A knock on the front door startled them all.
“Are you expecting anyone?” Sasha asked.
Zoe shook her head, “But I can guess who it might be.”
She went to answer the door, and Aurora leaned closer to Sasha.
“Who does she think it is?”
“Brandy,” Sasha replied. “Who else could it be?”
Zoe returned to the kitchen, followed by Brandy.
Aurora looked at Brandy’s face and was surprised to see her sporting a swollen lip and no make-up. Her hair looked fair messier than she’d ever seen it before, and she was wearing tracksuit bottoms and a flimsy white jacket, a far cry from her usual attire.
From the looks on Sasha and Zoe’s faces, the same questions were running through their minds as well as hers, Aurora thought.
Silence followed her appearance and Brandy sat awkwardly in one of the kitchen chairs, the scraping of its legs against the floor the only noise.
Sasha looked pointedly away from Brandy, and Aurora felt no loyalty to Brandy that would encourage her to break the silence.
“I just thought I’d come round,” Brandy broke the silence. “See how you were.”
“I’m fine,” Zoe said bluntly.
“That’s good. You Sasha?”
Sasha shrugged, “Good.”
Brandy looked up at Aurora and caught her eye.
“Aurora, didn’t expect to see you here,” she said.
Aurora remained quiet, unsure what to say.
“I invited her round,” Zoe said. “She’s my friend.”
“Right.”
Another silence filled the kitchen. Aurora wondered whether she should leave them to be together, but as she moved in her seat, Sasha subtly shook her head and Aurora remained seated.
Brandy coughed, the noise sounding loud in the relative silence of the kitchen.
“So, Sasha, how was Wright?” Brandy asked, trying to make her voice light.
Sasha, caught off guard, shrugged and mumbled a reply.
“Look, Brandy, why did you come round?” Zoe asked.
Brandy looked surprised.
“I already told you, to see how you were.”
“Well, you’ve seen that I’m fine,” Zoe said. “Unless you’ve got an apology for us then maybe you should go.”
“Apology?” Brandy gasped. Looking at the faces around her, she nodded. “Okay, I’m sorry.”
Aurora watched Brandy’s face. It was so hard to see into her eyes. To know whether she was lying or being honest, whether she meant her apology or not.
“Is that the best you can do?” Sasha laughed.
“Look, I’m sorry about last night,” Brandy said. “Can’t we just forget it?”
“No, because you’re still the same. You don’t care.”
Sasha’s voice was rising and her chest heaved.
Brandy was about to speak, when Zoe cut across her.
“I think you should leave, Brandy.”
Brandy’s face froze and her eyes widened.
“You’re kicking me out?”
Zoe nodded.
“Seriously?” Brandy stammered.
“I’m serious,” Zoe said.
“You’re throwing me out, but you’re letting that stuck-up virgin stay?” Brandy continued, shooting Aurora a venomous look.
Aurora once again wondered at Brandy’s unreasonable hatred for her.
“She’s our friend,” Zoe said, voice rising. “She’s a better friend than you’ve ever been.”
“Yeah, right,” Brandy laughed.
“And she ain’t a virgin after last night,” Sasha added, smiling quickly at Aurora.
Brandy was caught off guard, but she quickly regained her composure.
“I don’t care,” Brandy said. “She’s still a stuck-up bitch.”
“Don’t call her that,” Zoe shouted, jumping to her feet.
Brandy and Sasha stood up too, chairs scraping against the floor, and Aurora remained frozen in her seat, struggling to take in what was going on around her.
“Just get the hell out of my flat,” Zoe continued, pointing towards the door.
Brandy hesitated.
“Judging by your face, I’d say you lost a fight last night,” Sasha said. “You really want to lose another one?”
From her seat, Aurora watched as Brandy’s shoulders slumped at the mention of last night and Aurora felt a moment’s pity for her. Then, she squared up to Sasha.
“You’d better watch yourself, silly girl,” Brandy spat at her. Then she turned on Zoe. “And you, you just remember to keep your fat mouth shut.”
Zoe’s resolve seemed to be crumbling, and Aurora knew it was time for her to act. It was what friends did for each other, stepped in when the other needed them.
Rising to her feet, Aurora looked Brandy in the eyes. “I think it’s time you went.”
Brandy looked at her wearily.
“I’m out of here,” she said. Walking out of the kitchen, she turned to them all. “Bitches.”
“Says the biggest bitch of all,” Zoe retorted.
With that, Brandy stormed out of the flat and slammed the front door behind her.
* * *


Troy waved goodbye to his brothers as they left the flat. They had explained to him how they’d broken both of Sam’s legs and left him unconscious at his house after beating him with baseball bats.
Troy had nodded and thanked them, as he knew they expected him to do, but now they’d gone out to celebrate, he let out his anger and punched the wall, sending flakes of plaster falling to the kitchen floor.
His girlfriend had been raped by two of Jayden’s losers and all they’d done was break someone’s legs. He’d smiled at the thought of Sam in a wheelchair, unable to fuck anything for months, but the pleasure paled in comparison to his fury.
Jayden Healy was probably laughing his head off right now. Troy respected his brothers but he knew that they hadn’t fulfilled their duties properly this time.
He wanted blood. More than just the blood from a few broken knees. Someone had to pay big time. It wouldn’t be Sam, who was still wheeling himself around the hospital. Troy knew who it would be. Jayden himself.
Troy waited a minute to be sure his brothers weren’t coming back, then hurried through the flat and into Tyrese’s bedroom. He crept across the floor and fell to his knees at the side of the bed. He felt under the bed, looking for the shoe box. It took only a few moments to find.
He pulled the box out and cradled it in his arms, before taking the lid off and unwrapping the cloth. The gun fell into his hands and Troy smiled properly for the first time that day. He hastily threw the cloth back into the shoe box and tucked it back under the bed where he had found it.
He went into his own bedroom and sat on his bed, admiring the gun that rested in his open palm. This was the revenge he was talking about. If Tyrese and Trent wouldn’t do it, he would. He was going to kill Jayden Healy.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Keskia Banks sat at her kitchen table and listened to the rhythmic humming of the washing machine, her arms folded in front of her.
How had her life come to this? She had always known that her eldest sons were up to no good, and had kept quiet, grateful for the increased cash flow they brought in and for the fact that they hadn’t yet been sentenced to a long stretch in prison.
The discovery that Troy had killed somebody, especially an innocent young woman, had shocked her to the core. She had eventually resigned herself to losing him to a life of crime and danger, just as she’d had to do with Tyrese and Trent. It hurt, as if bits of her heart were splintering, when she thought like this, but she knew that the day would come when one of her sons wouldn’t return home, either imprisoned or killed, and although she would mourn, she would always know that it was a long time coming and that they’d brought it upon themselves.
Still, at least she had Jessie, her only daughter. Or at least she had thought she did. Then, she’d made the discovery which had finally shattered the final part of her heart.
Before going out to see her friends, Jessie had left her handbag unattended in the kitchen. Not one to pry, Keskia had ignored the bag. Then she’d knocked it off the table by accident, and she had instantly worried that Jessie would believe she’d done it deliberately. With speed that surprised even her, she had knelt on the kitchen floor and began replacing the items that had scattered across the floor back into the small leather bag.
Phone, cigarettes, make-up. Then she’d paused. A small bag of marijuana. Keskia had frozen, willing herself to have jumped to the wrong conclusion, but she’d seen Tyrese and Trent with it enough times to know that she wasn’t mistaken.
Her youngest child, her only daughter, was smoking cannabis. Keskia had dropped it into the bag with the rest of Jessie’s possessions and put the bag back on the kitchen table. Jessie had returned moments later and snatched up her bag, before sauntering out of the flat.
Now, Keskia was sitting waiting for Jessie to emerge from her bedroom. Tyrese, sat beside her, also folded his arms. She had told him, begged for his help and support with the matter, and he’d eventually agreed to help talk some sense to his sister.
The kitchen door opened and Jessie walked in. She glanced at them suspiciously but continued to the counter, grabbing bread and dropping it in the toaster. Keskia noted how she’d altered her school uniform, hitching the skirt up several inches and unbuttoning the white shirt so that the black of her bra showed.
Still, that was a matter for another time.
“Jessie, come and sit down for a minute,” Keskia said, trying to keep her voice even.
Jessie groaned.
“I’m not getting changed,” she protested. “Only geeks wear their skirts low.”
“Just sit down, please,” Keskia said.
Jessie put her toast on a plate and slowly crossed the kitchen and sat opposite them. She seemed bemused, but Keskia could see the caution in her eyes.
“What’s this about?” Jessie asked. “I don’t need a lecture before school.”
“Just shut up and listen,” Tyrese said.
Keskia winced at the authority in her son’s voice, but was pleased to have enlisted his help. Her own voice, she knew, would not be enough to command Jessie’s attention or respect.
“Okay, whatever,” Jessie sighed.
“I found something in your bag the other day,” Keskia said, and raised her hand when Jessie opened her mouth to protest. “Some cannabis.”
Jessie shifted uncomfortably in her seat.
“Are you going to tell me why you had it?” Keskia asked.
“I was just looking after it for a friend.”
“Which friend?”
“You don’t know who, you haven’t met them,” Jessie said.
“Why were you holding it for them?”
“They asked me to,” Jessie said sullenly.
“Stop lying, Jess,” Tyrese joined the conversation, leaning forward. “We ain’t stupid.”
“Fine, I was going to smoke it, for fuck’s sake, is that what you wanted to hear?”
Keskia sighed and closed her eyes. She had expected it, but hearing her daughter admit it, with no trace of remorse, made it so much worse.
“I want you to stop smoking it,” Keskia told her.
“Fuck off,” Jessie replied.
“Who sold it to you?” Tyrese asked.
“I didn’t pay for it.”
“Where did you get it then?”
“From a mate,” Jessie replied, as if it were the most obvious answer in the world.
“What’s this mates name?” Tyrese pressed.
“Are you going to stop smoking it?” Keskia asked, feeling side tracked by Tyrese. Perhaps it hadn’t been such a good idea to include him in the questioning.
“Jessie, the name?” Tyrese urged.
“Oh, fuck off both of you,” Jessie snapped. “I’m out of here.”
She stood up and snatched up her bag, heading for the door. Tyrese made to stand as well, but Keskia put a restraining hand on his arm, and he remained seated.
“Where are you going?” Keskia asked.
“To see my mates,” she replied. “Maybe smoke some weed.”
“No, Jessie, don’t be-” Keskia began, but Jessie had stormed out and slammed the door behind her.
The kitchen was silent, and Keskia felt her shoulders droop. Jessie was just as rebellious, just as disrespectful, as her brothers, perhaps more so. She had always wondered if perhaps her sons were the way they were because of a lack of a father figure, but Jessie flouted that thought. Maybe it was something wrong with her, with her parenting skills, her mothering. Keskia felt tears welling in her eyes and wiped at her eyes, desperate not to break down in front of her son.
“She’ll be okay, mum, she’s just got a bit of a temper,” Tyrese said, trying to be reassuring.
Keskia nodded her head half-heartedly and stood up. Tyrese rose to and pulled her into a tight hug. In her eldest son’s strong arms, which she knew had been responsible for numerous beatings and worse, Keskia let it all sink in and burst into tears.
* * *


Jessie stormed across the estate and down the road, still fuming at her mother. How dare she interfere in her life? It wasn’t like she was going around causing trouble or anything, it was just smoking a bit of weed with Jazz. And Tyrese, coming on all High and Mighty when he did much worse every day.
The cold air was clearing her head and her temper slowly dissipated as she reached the street she was looking for. The small white house was on the corner and she hurried up the path, hoping that Jazz would still be in.
The front door was opened by Jazz, and seeing the look on Jessie’s face, she quickly stepped aside and they went into the lounge.
“You all right, Jess?” she asked, settling herself down on the couch.
Jazz’s Afro hair was sticking out at unusual angles, and Jessie gathered she’d just woken up. That meant they weren’t going to bother with school today. Thank God.
Jessie sat down on the other couch and groaned.
“Mum found some weed and started going on about it.”
“Shit, what did she say?”
“Just the usual crap,” Jessie replied.
“Sounds like you need a pick me up,” Jazz said, and began rolling a joint.
A few minutes later, Jazz passed Jessie the joint and threw her a lighter.
“Cheers, Jazz, you’re the best.”
She lit the joint and savoured the taste, exhaling a cloud of smoke into the room, watching it rise up before spreading out and disappearing into the air.
Taking another puff, she passed the joint back to Jazz.
“This is good stuff,” Jessie said, feeling her body relax.
“Yeah, sure is,” Jazz said between puffs, “But what did you expect? My brothers got the best stuff round here.”
“Sure do,” Jessie nodded.
“Damn right,” came a male voice from the doorway.
Jessie and Jazz span around. Corey stood there in a dressing-gown and ruffled hair, a crooked smile on his lips.
“You idiot, nearly gave me a heart attack,” Jazz snapped.
“Give me a drag, then,” Corey said, taking a seat next to Jessie.
Jazz reluctantly passed the joint over and Corey took a deep drag. Jessie watched him with interest. She had always liked Jazz’s brothers, Jayden and Corey. Not only were they attractive, but they were a powerful force, and they hated Tyrese and his gang almost as much as she did.
“Want some?” Corey asked, holding the joint up to her.
Jessie nodded and took it, her fingers brushing against his. Corey caught her eye and smiled. Jessie placed the end of the joint carefully between her lips and inhaled, filling her mouth with the smoke. Removing the joint, she parted her lips and let the smoke drift out, aware that she had Corey’s attention.
From here, she could see his smooth chest in the gap of his dressing gown, and she longed to run her fingers across his skin, lower and lower.
“So, Jess, how are things?” Corey asked, licking his lips.
His eyes took in her long, shapely legs and the unbuttoned blouse. Jessie knew that he wanted her. She would get him.
“Okay, I guess,” she replied.
“Her mum’s giving her shit,” Jazz added from the other sofa.
“Damn,” Corey said in sympathy. “Well, you can stay here as long as you want, right?”
“’Course she can,” Jazz said, “She’s my best mate.”
“Thanks.”
“It’s a pleasure,” Corey said, smiling. Jessie smiled back and licked her lips.
* * *


“Don’t worry, I’ll sort it all out,” Troy said, his arm firmly around Brandy’s waist as they walked down the road towards the school gates. “I’ll show them who’s boss.”
Brandy seemed pacified and pressed closer against Troy’s side.
“What are you going to do?” Brandy asked.
“Just leave it to me.”
Troy felt Brandy tense at being kept in the dark, but she remained quiet. He was relieved, he didn’t want an argument with her, especially not this morning. He knew that today would make or break his ambitions. Killing Jayden would be hard. Not emotionally, but it would take patience and he’d have to get him alone. Even with a gun, he didn’t want to risk a full blown fight with anyone but Jayden. They had guns too, and he knew the odds weren’t good if he found himself up against more than one.
“Look at them, laughing at me,” Brandy growled from beside him.
Troy followed Brandy’s gaze to the opposite side of the road, where Zoe and Sasha were walking arm-in-arm, giggling together.
“You still not sorted it out with them?”
“Obviously not. Not that I even want to. Stuck-up cows, I don’t want anything to do with them anymore.”
“What about Zoe?” Troy asked. “She knows too much. What if she starts talking?”
Troy hated the fact that Zoe knew so much. She was boisterous and loud, jumpy and unpredictable, and he didn’t like her.
“She won’t say anything, don’t worry,” Brandy said. “She knows better than that. She thinks she’ll be sent down if she talks, and she’s had the baby.”
“You sure?”
“She won’t blab, trust me,” Brandy repeated.
Troy felt himself relax slightly. Brandy had a point. Zoe knew the odds were stacked against her and with a baby to protect, her silence was as good as guaranteed.
“Don’t let them get to you, babe,” Troy said, sensing Brandy still watching their retreating backs. “Just ignore them.”
“I’m trying, but it ain’t easy. They’re everywhere I go.”
“Like I said, just ignore them,” Troy repeated.
He still didn’t understand why Brandy was so annoyed. She’d fallen out with Sasha before. Zoe was usually there for her, but he didn’t see her as any great loss. They’d probably be back to normal within a week anyway. And if not, what did it matter? Sure, he’d miss getting glimpses of Sasha’s cleavage, but that was about it.
“What does it matter anyway?” he asked. “They’re stupid cows. You’ve still got me.”
“I know.”
“And Clint and the guys,” he hesitated.
“Not for much longer.”
“What do you mean?” Troy asked.
“When we had the fight, Aurora was there,” Brandy said.
Troy gritted his teeth. Not more about Clint and Aurora. He didn’t want to hear about how loved-up they were. He still thought about it every night. Clint getting to kiss her, when it should have been him getting the pick of the girls.
“So what?”
“Her and Clint had sex,” Brandy said. “On Saturday night.”
Troy was caught off guard. He hadn’t expected that. He had known that it was only a matter of time before Clint would move in for the kill, but he’d managed to convince himself that it would never happen. That Aurora would remain a virgin, ripe for him to pluck when he wanted to.
“Right,” he managed, noticing Brandy looking inquiringly at him.
“Is that all you’re going to say?”
“What do you want me to fucking say?” Troy snapped.
Brandy rankled in silence, whilst Troy thought about this latest development. He was annoyed now, something he’d been trying to avoid. He needed a clear mind if he was going to take out Jayden tonight. Now Brandy had filled his mind with thoughts of Aurora and Clint fucking, Clint’s hands all over the girl that he wanted.
And why was Brandy so annoyed by it? Was she just annoyed that she’d been the last to know, or was she jealous of Aurora? Maybe both, he thought.
When they reached the school gates, he made excuses and left Brandy standing on the pavement finishing her cigarette alone. He glanced back and she looked menacingly at him. Fuck her, he thought. He had to find Clint.
* * *


Aurora listened as Zoe and Sasha chatted animatedly whilst she applied her lip gloss in the school bathroom. She had walked to school with Clint, and when he’d left her in the corridor to join Tamar, his heated kiss had removed the last traces of gloss she’d already applied before leaving the flat.
“Did you see her face? She was so pissed,” Sasha was saying.
“I know, but she deserves it,” Zoe added.
“Who are you talking about?” Aurora asked.
She could guess at the answer, but Sasha confirmed it for her.
“Brandy, of course,” she answered. “Anyway, enough about her. I’ve got some news.”
“Good or bad?” Zoe asked.
“Really good.”
“Ooh, what is it?”
“I’m seeing Wright again tonight.”
“So are you a proper couple now?” Aurora asked.
“Yeah,” Sasha said. “Well, I think so. I think that’s what tonight’s all about. At the moment, we’re still kind of open. You know, not exclusive. On the phone he sounded really keen, so I’m guessing he wants to ask me out.”
“For real?” Zoe asked.
“Yeah, exclusive and everything.”
“Congratulations,” Aurora said.
Sasha pulled them both into a hug and Aurora couldn’t help but smile at her excitement.
“Eugh, how gross,” came a voice from the doorway.
Sasha released them from her embrace and they all turned around. Aurora thought she’d recognised the voice and she wasn’t disappointed. Brandy was standing in the bathroom entrance, a sneer on her face. Her lip was still swollen, but it had gone down since yesterday and she’d covered the scratches with make-up.
“Look who it is,” Sasha said dryly.
“Don’t worry, I’m going,” Brandy said. “I don’t want a part in your threesome, thanks.”
Brandy turned on her heel and left the bathroom.
“Typical Brandy,” Sasha said. “Always a snide remark.”
“We just have to ignore her,” Zoe said. “She’ll soon get the message.”
“Yeah, come on guys, we’ve got class,” Sasha agreed. She hooked her arms into Zoe and Aurora’s and led them out of the bathroom and down the corridor.
As Sasha began discussing the outfit she’d be wearing tonight, Aurora caught a glimpse of Brandy’s mane of dark hair disappear through the front doors and out of the school.
* * *


Clint was surprised when Troy grabbed his arm and steered him into the toilets. Tamar, not wanting to be left out, followed.
“What’s going on?” Clint asked, throwing Troy’s arm off his own.
Troy looked agitated.
“Come on, spit it out.”
Clint looked at Troy’s face and noticed for the first time that he looked tired. Tired and stressed. Maybe it was the guilt, Clint thought. Or he’d just had a late night with Brandy.
“I’ve got to show you something,” Troy said, his voice low. Then he looked around, “Where’s Amal?”
Clint shrugged and they both looked to Tamar.
“I dunno, he wasn’t outside his when I went past. I thought he was skiving,” Tamar said.
“Fine, whatever,” Troy said, “Look at this.”
He reached into his rucksack and pulled out a crumpled shirt.
“Your laundry?” Tamar laughed, “Fuck sake, man.”
“Shut your face.”
Clint watched as Troy gently unfolded the shirt to reveal a small black handgun.
“Fuck,” Clint said. “Where the hell did you get that?”
“Never you mind,” Troy replied.
“What you going to do with it?” Tamar asked.
“What the fuck do you think I’m going to do with it?”
“But who?” Clint asked.
“Best if I don’t tell you, just in case,” Troy said. “I’m doing it tonight, though.”
“You sure about this?”
“Yeah, man, ‘course. It’s payback, innit.”
“Payback for what?”
“Who cares?” Tamar said. “You tried it out yet?”
“Nah, too risky. But I know how to use it,” Troy replied. “It’s piss easy.”
“Wicked,” Tamar said, eyes still on the gun.
Clint watched as they both eyed the gun with adoration. He could guess where he’d gotten the gun. Tyrese and Trent had access to all sorts. And they’d probably asked Troy to carry it, now that he was officially part of the gang.
Clint shuddered. The thought of somebody dying in just a matter of hours, because of the gun lying in Troy’s palm, right in front of his eyes, made him feel queasy.
“You don’t have to do it, though, bro,” Clint said, looking in Troy’s face.
Tamar guffawed.
“I know I don’t you tit,” Troy said, wrapping the gun back up in the shirt. “I want to.”
“Whatever, man,” Clint said.
Troy carefully put the gun back into his rucksack and pulled it over his shoulders. Clint was uncomfortable here. He wanted fresh air and a cigarette. Troy had changed. He’d smiled at the thought of killing somebody. Taking another life. He wanted to.
Clint followed Troy out of the toilets and into the corridor, Tamar trailing behind him, bouncing around in excitement like a puppy that had been given its first chew-toy.
“Remember, mouths shut, and not a word,” Troy said under his breath.
Clint and Tamar nodded and as they traipsed out for a fag, Clint knew the game was changing.
* * *


Jessie watched as Jazz blew smoke lazily into the air and held out her arm to pass the joint to Corey. Corey took it and held it out for Jessie.
“Ladies first,” he said, and Jessie took it gratefully.
Her head was in a bubble of pleasure, the morning’s argument with her mum long forgotten. They’d been smoking weed for hours and now she couldn’t be bothered to get up off the couch.
After taking her turn, she passed the joint back to Corey, who finished it. Jazz began gently snoring from her couch, her arm thrown across her face.
“Some people can’t handle their weed, eh?” Corey laughed, dropping the joint into the ashtray and leaning back on the couch, looking at Jessie with interest.
“I guess. We did have a lot though.”
Jessie wished her words would come out properly, but they sounded slurred and disjointed to her. They’d smoked so much. Maybe too much.
“School’s just about to finish,” Corey said, looking at his watch. “Guess you can write it off.”
“Yeah, I didn’t want to go in anyway.”
“Not a fan then?”
“No way.”
“You’ve got nice eyes.”
Jessie was surprised by his remark, but flattered. He slid along the cushion, closer to her, his arm casually draped over the back of the couch, inches away from her shoulders.
“Thanks,” she managed. “You do too.”
As she said it, she realised he really did. The whites were slightly bloodshot, but that only made him more appealing. He had a look of danger about him.
“I’ve never heard you talk about a boyfriend before,” he said, coming closer still.
“Yeah, well, I don’t want to get tied down. You know what it’s like.”
Jessie wondered if Corey would see through her lies, but he didn’t seem to. He seemed to hesitate, as if detecting her nerves. Shit, Jessie thought. She wanted him badly. She wanted him to be her first proper fuck. He couldn’t back away now.
Before he could change his mind, Jessie dropped her hand to his thigh, the cotton dressing gown soft to her touch. Corey swallowed hard, his gaze fixed on her. Sensing her opportunity, Jessie leaned forward and closed her eyes, her lips finding his without guidance. Her lips parted and his tongue slipped inside her mouth. His hands slid around her waist, pulling her closer towards him.
She tried to move her legs, make it easier for him, but she didn’t have to. He pressed hard against her, his kisses coming quicker now.
“Do you want to come upstairs with me?” Corey asked between kisses.
Jessie couldn’t speak, but murmured her consent. He moved away from her and took her hand, half-dragging her upstairs.
He showed her into his bedroom and closed the door behind them. Before Jessie had time to look around, Corey’s lips were on hers again, his hands fumbling with her school uniform. Her shirt fell to the floor and she suddenly felt exposed. This was her first time, did she want it to be when she was stoned? Corey’s hands ran over her skin, her breasts, and Jessie felt herself melt into him. She wanted him badly.
He pulled her skirt down and she kicked it away from her as they made their way to the bed, lips still locked together, stumbling over clothes that had been discarded on the floor.
When they hit the bed, Jessie lay on top of the duvet as Corey dropped his dressing gown on the floor and pressed himself against her once more.
Jessie closed her eyes and groaned with pleasure.
* * *


“You sure this is a good idea?” Tamar asked.
“Shut up,” Troy replied. “It’ll only take a minute. Then you can fuck off.”
“What if he’s sick or something?”
“Then we’ll be less than a minute.”
“I bet he’s just been skiving. There’s no point disturbing him. Try ringing him again.”
“His phone’s off,” Clint said.
Clint knocked again on Amal’s front door and waited. Behind him, Troy and Tamar paced anxiously. Clint was starting to regret bringing them with him. With no sign of Amal all day at school, and his phone turned off, Clint had decided to pay him a home visit. Troy and Tamar had reluctantly come along, after pressure from Clint. Clint realised he should’ve let them get on with whatever they wanted to be doing. Tamar was supposed to be meeting some girl, and Troy obviously had his own plans for the evening, of which he wouldn’t tell anybody the details.
“Come on, nobody’s answering,” Tamar said from behind him. “Let’s just go.”
“You fuck off if your bit of skirt can’t wait five minutes,” Troy responded.
Clint was about to tell them that they could both fuck off, when the front door opened. Amal’s mother stood in the doorway, her dark, pleasant face bordered by a red hijab.
“Is Amal in?” Clint asked, smiling at the short woman.
She shook her head and her lips quivered.
“Do you know when he’ll be back?”
She shook her head again and sighed.
“Amal got arrested last night,” she said. “About seven o’clock. Police burst through the front door, made a right scene.”
Clint saw the dents in the door and nodded.
“Barged right in, had a warrant and everything though, so there wasn’t nothing to be done except let them get on with it. Went straight to his room. Found a couple of bags of grass,” she said, shaking her head. “Amal kicked off, of course. Took four of them to get him in cuffs. But then they got him outside and into a car and told me I’d be hearing from them.”
“Shit,” Clint said, in unison with Troy and Tamar.
“Exactly,” Amal’s mum said. “Still haven’t heard from them. Amal rang me earlier though. Got some shitty state lawyer to defend him. Said he seemed all right, so keep your fingers crossed.”
“Any idea when he’ll be out?” Clint asked.
“No idea,” she replied. “Hopefully soon, but God knows. Only thing left to do is wait.”
Clint nodded and bid farewell to her. When the front door had closed, Clint turned to face Troy and Tamar, who both looked as surprised as he did.
“Wasn’t expecting that,” Tamar said. “You reckon he’ll be alright inside?”
“Better be,” Clint replied. “His brother is banged up too, and he’s got some reputation inside, so hopefully he’ll be fine.”
“Right, I’ve got to get off now,” Troy said. “Things to do.”
Clint was taken aback by Troy’s tone. Amal was in prison, the release date unknown, and all Troy could think about was whatever payback business he had to take care of later.
“Seriously?”
“He’s not here,” Troy shrugged. “Nothing we can do.”
Troy walked off and down the estate.
“See you tomorrow guys.”
Tamar waited a moment before patting Clint on the back and heading off to meet the girl he’d be shagging. Clint walked slowly back towards the estate, feeling frustrated. Troy’s lack of interest was an eye-opener. He’d expected more of a reaction from him.
It made him wonder. What if it had been him locked up instead of Amal? Would Troy care? Would he show surprise, or concern, that his best mate for years had been arrested? Or would his reaction be the same as it had been just then?
Clint kept walking, trying to push the thoughts from his mind. He was starting to doubt Troy’s sincerity and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answers to the questions going through his mind.
* * *


Serena stopped outside the interview room. Casey looked at her inquiringly.
“You sure you want to do this?” he asked.
Serena nodded.
“I looked at his file. He knows Troy Banks, I’ve seen them together on surveillance.”
“You really think he knows something?”
“He might do.”
“And you think he’ll talk?”
“I don’t think so,” Serena replied.
“Then why talk to him? If he gets out, he’ll just warn the others.”
Serena shook her head, “I spoke to the arresting officer. He’s not going anywhere near the Goldsworth Estate for a while. They’ve charged him with intent to supply.”
“Right, so you’re thinking of offering a deal?”
“No, the courts won’t want to offer a deal, not when they’re so keen to crack down on drugs on the Goldsworth. I’ve tried, but no deal.”
“So what are we doing here?”
“I want to test the water,” Serena admitted. “I don’t expect him to talk, but his body language will speak volumes if we’re on the right track.”
“Body language?” Casey asked, doubtful. “You sure?”
“I don’t care if he’s involved, I just want the one responsible. I’m sure it’s Troy Banks or his sidekick. If I’m right, this guy might just prove my theory if he knows.”
“That’ll never stand up in court,” Casey said. “We couldn’t even get an arrest warrant based on that. Senses and body language. We need a signed statement, at the least.”
“I know, I know. I don’t expect a warrant, but I just need to make sure I’m on the right track. If I am, then we go after Banks with everything we’ve got. If I’m wrong, we need a whole new plan.”
Serena studied Casey’s face. He was still unsure but he shrugged.
“It can’t hurt, I guess.”
Serena smiled and opened the door, stepping into the interview room. She walked over to the wooden table and took a seat in front of Amal, whilst Casey closed the door and stood in the corner of the room, surveying the scene.
Amal looked bored, slouched in his chair, fiddling with the zipper of his tracksuit top.
“I just want to ask you some questions,” Serena explained. “My name is Serena Patterson.”
Amal shrugged and glanced up at her, not bothering to introduce himself.
“I’ve already told you lot, it’s a no comment,” he said.
“I’m not here about the drugs charges,” Serena said.
Amal looked surprised, but quickly reverted to scowling again.
“What do you want then?” he asked.
“I’m investigating Shaniqua Curtis’s murder.”
Her simple sentence had the effect she’d hoped for. Amal sat up straighter, eyes widening. He ran a hand across his face, trying to cover the reaction that both of them had noticed.
“I don’t know anything about that,” Amal said.
Serena saw his eyes flicker and a bead of sweat appear on his hairline.
“I don’t care about your involvement, you’re already in enough trouble with the drugs charges,” Serena said. “I want to know why Troy Banks killed her.”
Amal’s eyes widened and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat, determined to avoid meeting Serena’s eyes.
“Anything to say about that?” she asked.
Amal shook his head, “Nah, I don’t know nothing about any of that.”
“Really? I think you do.”
Amal’s forehead was wet with perspiration and his hands were fidgeting with the zipper again, his eyes drawn to the movements his fingers were making.
“No comment,” Amal stammered.
“Don’t worry,” Serena smiled, and Amal looked at her suspiciously. “You’ve already told me plenty.”
Serena rose to her feet and moved towards the door.
“What you on about?” Amal called after her. “I never said anything.”
Casey opened the door and stepped outside, and Serena fought the urge to look back at Amal’s shocked and confused face.
Out in the corridor, Serena closed the door and nodded to the custody sergeant, who moved forward to return Amal to his cell.
“Did you catch his reaction?” Casey blurted out, “That was amazing. He as good as confirmed that Banks did it.”
“Exactly what I was hoping for,” Serena said, trying to keep the smugness out of her voice.
“So what do we do now?”
“We know that Banks is involved,” Serena replied. “At least I’m pretty certain of it. Now we just need to turn up the heat and see who serves him up to us on a plate.”
* * *
Troy walked down the street and wondered at his chances. Surprising Jayden at home seemed like a good idea. Catch him when he was least expecting it. He laughed at the thought of putting a bullet in his head whilst he took a crap. That would turn him into a posthumous laughing stock.
He stopped outside Jayden’s neighbours’ house and ducked behind a wall. He quickly pulled out the gun and tucked it into the waistband of his school trousers at the small of his back.
He tucked his rucksack into a gap in the hedge, not wanting to have anything restricting his movement once he was inside the house.
He surveyed the front of the Healy house from the hedge, noting that one of the upstairs windows was open. A possible escape route, Troy thought, if things went wrong. If all went according to plan, he would simply stroll out the front door happy in the knowledge that Jayden’s brain was safely splattered over the walls. If not, then he’d need another way out.
Looking at the house now, he wondered how he should get into the house. He could knock on the front door, which he’d been planning to do, but now he thought about it, he realised that it would put him at a clear disadvantage. If only Jayden was inside, he would be the one to answer the door. And surely he’d look through the peephole before answering. That would mean he’d clock the threat and be ready and waiting for Troy when the door opened.
Apart from the open window on the first floor, there were no other entrances.
Noticing an alleyway a few houses down, Troy hurried back down the street and into the alley. Perhaps there was a back entrance that would be less protected and easier to get into. He jogged down the alley, glad that he’d ditched his schoolbag, and counted the backs of the houses on the street.
He found the Healy house and surveyed the back. The windows on the first floor were open. Troy looked cautiously around the street for anyone who might be watching, then clambered up onto one of the bins. From the top of the bin, Troy had a clear view into the Healy’s back garden and the open back door.
Stupid twats, Troy thought, smiling to himself.
He hopped over the wall and landed on the damp grass in the garden.
Aware that somebody could be watching from a first floor window, Troy jogged to the back door and pressed himself against the wall to the right of the door. He took a moment to catch his breath and fumbled for the gun. He took the safety off and slowly peered around the doorframe. He’d played Call of Duty enough times to know how to move stealthily.
The door led into a cluttered kitchen, and through to a dark hallway and the front door.
Careful not to make a sound, Troy crept through the kitchen and down the hallway. The sound of a television came from a door off the corridor, which he guessed was the lounge. The first door was ajar and Troy looked in. Bathroom.
He crept closer to the lounge, and found the door open. A girl was sleeping on the sofa, her hand thrown over her face, obscuring her identity. Troy saw the ashtray on the coffee table, overflowing with cigarette and joint butts. She was probably trashed and not likely to wake up any time soon.
He passed the lounge entrance and reached the front door. He took the door off the latch, in case he needed a quick getaway, careful not to wake the sleeping girl.
The upstairs looked dark, but Troy knew he’d have to go up there. He inched his way up the stairs, the gun heavy in his hands.
At the top of the stairs, he quickly looked around. Four doors.
The first was open, showing an empty bedroom with ruffled sheets and clothes littering the floor. A used condom lay on the bed sheets. Troy poked his head around the doorframe and guessed that this was one of the brothers’ rooms.
The second door was ajar and he carefully edged closer. He peered through the crack in the door and saw nobody. Still, he thought, they could be hiding.
Heart racing, he opened the door, which creaked and swung forward. Troy drew the gun up to chest level, aiming it around the room, but the bedroom was deserted. Perhaps this was Jayden’s bedroom, he thought.
The third door was open, showing a girls’ bedroom which, after only a few seconds, Troy established was empty. Damn, maybe Jayden wasn’t even in.
The sound of a flushing toilet made him jump. Swivelling on the balls of his feet, Troy aimed the gun at the closed fourth door. He crept closer and reached out for the door handle.
As his fingers touched the metal handle, the handle moved of its own device and the door was opened, swinging backwards away from him. Troy froze, the gun shaking violently in his hand, and he used his other hand to steady it.
He didn’t want to miss. This might be his only chance.
A familiar figure appeared in the doorway.
Troy gasped and Jessie screamed.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Jessie shrieked, throwing her hands over her head at the sight of the gun.
“I could ask you the same fucking thing,” Troy shouted. “What are you doing in the fucking Healy house?”
“This is Jazz’s house,” Jessie replied, “Now, why are you here?”
“Jazz’s house?” Troy repeated.
“Duh, my best mate, Jazz Healy.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Troy said. “Where are her brothers?”
“I don’t know. Out somewhere.”
Troy felt like hitting something, but he cursed under his breath and shoved the gun back into the waistband of his trousers.
“Why do you have a gun?”
“Fuck off,” Troy replied, and went for the stairs.
As he ran down the stairs, he heard the girl downstairs stirring. Jazz. He threw the front door open and ran down the path. He stopped briefly to get his rucksack, throwing the gun back into it, not bothering to wrap the shirt around it, and ran down the street.
His blood was boiling. Jayden was still alive. His plan to get revenge had failed. And fucking Jessie had been there. His anger felt like a volcano, about to erupt and send shockwaves through his whole body.
He was going to get revenge on Jayden and his gang. For Brandy, and for the disrespect they’d shown him, and the humiliation that he felt now. Someone was going to pay.
* * *
The park was always dark at this time in the evening. Perfect, Sasha thought. No prying eyes or judgmental stares. Just her and Wright, alone under the stars.
Wright’s arms were tight around her waist and she kissed him affectionately on the mouth.
“So what was so important that I had to drop all my plans for this evening?” Sasha asked him, tracing a finger over his moist lips.
“You had plans tonight?” he asked, taken aback. “You never said.”
“I was only joking,” Sasha said. “And even if I did have plans, I’d have dropped them for you anyway.”
“Is that right?” Wright smiled, nuzzling her neck with his chin.
“Yeah,” Sasha said, groaning in pleasure as his hands cupped her breasts.
“You want to know what was so important?”
“Of course.”
“I wanted to ask you something,” he said, his voice husky and soft.
“Anything,” Sasha said.
Wright paused and dropped his hands from her body. Sasha looked up at him in surprise.
“I know we haven’t known each other long,” Wright began. “But I really like you.”
“I like you too,” Sasha said playfully.
“I mean, I really like you, Sasha,” he said. “And I just wondered if, you know, maybe you wanted to go out with me?”
“We’re already going out.”
“I mean, exclusively, like, just me and you.”
“No threesomes then?” Sasha asked. Wright looked surprised.
“I didn’t know -”
“I’m only playing,” Sasha said, laughing. Then she went serious. “Of course I want to be exclusive with you, fool.”
Wright’s face creased into a grin and he kissed her on the lips, his hands returning to her waist.
“I’m so glad to hear that,” he whispered.
“Now that we’re exclusive, you’re going to have to work a lot harder,” Sasha breathed gently in his ear. She slid her hands down his stomach and into the front of his jeans. “Starting now.”
“I think I can manage that,” Wright said, and undid his jeans as Sasha giggled.
* * *


The cold night air had cleared his head and Troy slowly felt his anger ebbing away. It had been a simple mistake, he told himself. Jayden had been out and so his plan hadn’t come to fruition, but nobody knew how he’d failed. That thought cheered him slightly. Only he would know how he’d tried and failed to kill Jayden. Jessie had seen him there, but she wouldn’t ask questions, she never did.
Walking towards the Goldsworth, Troy found himself thinking of another plan. Perhaps he could slowly take Jayden’s crew one by one, until Jayden himself was unprotected and alone.
A girl’s laugh cut through the darkness. He turned and looked for the source of the noise. Creeping closer, he saw two figures in the darkened playground on the outskirts of the estate. The figures were pressed against each other. A boy and a girl.
Troy watched for a few moments before deciding to move away. Before he could, the two figures moved and they were briefly illuminated by the moon.
Troy froze. He recognised them both. The male was one of Jayden’s crew. The girl was Sasha, Brandy’s former friend.
Sasha went to walk away, but Wright caught her arm and pulled her back. Troy shook with anger. The son of a bitch was trying to rape her. First Brandy, now Sasha.
He fumbled to open his rucksack and pulled the gun out, holding it in a firm but sweaty grip. He had to put a stop to it, to rescue Sasha. Teach this guy some respect.
He stepped out of the shadows and called out, taking both of them by surprise. Sasha and Wright flew apart, looking towards the voice.
Troy stepped closer and felt his body illuminated by the moonlight. Sasha gasped and Wright stifled a laugh.
“What you doing?” Wright asked, “Pervert.”
“You’re the pervert,” Troy replied.
“What?”
“You heard me. I saw you just now.”
“That’s private.”
“Not anymore,” Troy said. “Fucking rapist.”
Wright looked bewildered. Sasha stood frozen a few feet away.
“Come on, Sasha, I’ll walk you home,” Troy said, motioning for Sasha to come nearer to him, “I’ll teach this piece of scum a lesson.”
“No, Troy, you’ve got it wrong,” Sasha warned.
“You don’t need to defend him, I’ve got a gun.”
With that, Troy raised the gun, levelling at Wright’s chest.
“What the fuck?” Wright protested.
“Troy, you’ve got it wrong,” Sasha said.
Wright moved closer to Sasha, determined to protect her, but Troy flinched, following his movements with the barrel of the gun.
“Get away from her.”
“Listen, mate, fuck the hell off,” Wright said.
Wright moved closer towards Troy, his trainers crunching on loose twigs.
“Don’t come any closer,” Troy said, moving his finger over the trigger.
“Back off, then,” Wright said. “Run home, you stupid little pussy.”
Troy’s finger hovered over the trigger.
One more step. Two.
“Stop,” Troy said. “I’m warning you, I’ll put a bullet in your head.”
“You don’t have the fucking guts,” Wright argued, raising his voice.
Troy’s finger caressed the trigger.
Wright stepped closer.
Only two metres between them now.
“Turn around, and keep walking,” Wright said.
“Stop,” Sasha said, rushing forward.
“Get out of here Banks,” Wright said, taking a lunge forward.
“Please, stop this guys, it’s -”
Sasha’s voice was cut off by the sound of the bullet exploding from the gun. Troy watched in horror as Sasha intercepted it on its way to Wright’s chest. Sasha didn’t scream. Frozen in mid-air, her eyes wide with horror, a fountain of blood erupted from her throat and she dropped to the floor.
Troy and Wright were silent as their eyes followed her body’s fall to the ground, where she lay lifeless, her blonde hair spread around her face like a halo, a puddle of blood creeping slowly outwards from her figure.
She was dead.
Troy felt his heart crashing in his chest. She was dead and he’d killed her.
“What the fuck did you do?” Wright shouted, dropping to his knees beside her.
He put a hand on her forehead and lovingly brushed a few stray hairs from her face.
“She jumped in the way,” Troy stammered. “I was shooting you.”
Wright ignored him for a moment, then jumped to his feet, eyes narrowed.
“You killed her, you piece of shit,” he said, moving around Sasha’s body, eyes locked on Troy.
Troy waved the gun in his direction.
“Stay away,” he said. “I’ll shoot you.”
“Like you just did, you mean?”
“Just fucking try me,” Troy hissed.
Wright stepped closer and Troy fought the urge to take a step back. His face contorted with fury, Wright made a menacing figure.
“You won’t get away with this,” Wright said. “I’ll hunt you down.”
Troy made a split-second decision.
“No you won’t,” he said.
Before Wright could take another step, Troy took aim and fired two bullets. One hit Wright in the shoulder, sending him staggering backwards with a scream of agony. The second hit him in the head, blasting half his head away. The body flew backwards and landed a few feet from Sasha.
Troy looked down at the two lifeless bodies, before grabbing his rucksack and running as fast as he could away from the playground, aware of sirens blaring in the distance.
* * *


Aurora looked out of her bedroom window, wondering at what had happened to bring so many sirens to the Goldsworth estate this time.
She couldn’t see the blue flashing lights, but she closed the curtains anyway. Marlena was asleep, but Aurora couldn’t settle beneath the duvet.
The sirens, whatever commotion was taking place outside, all reminded her of Shaniqua’s murder. She remembered the aching longing she had felt the night the police had told them the news and felt guilty that the ache had faded. She’d been so happy with Clint and making new friends that Shaniqua’s death had been pushed to the back of her mind. Intentional or not, it was unforgivable.
Crawling out of bed, Aurora knelt on the floor and folded her arms in prayer. She prayed for Shaniqua and her killer, and then she prayed for whoever’s life the sirens signalled change for.
* * *


Zoe cradled Sienna in her arms, holding her tight against her chest, rocking her gently from side to side.
The sirens outside, so many of them, the blue flashing lights illuminating her kitchen window, had driven her into her daughter’s room. Whatever was happening out there, Zoe knew that Sienna was safe. That was all that mattered.
* * *
Brandy shut the window, relieved that the sirens distant wail could no longer be heard. They were making her edgy. Where was Troy?
After she’d skived school all day, she’d been expecting him back hours ago. She’d rang Clint, who’d given short shrift and seen unconcerned about Troy’s whereabouts. He’d mentioned that Troy was sorting out some payback, then hung up. Since then, Brandy had paced around Troy’s bedroom with increasing panic.
The door opened and Troy came in, closing the door firmly behind him.
“Where the hell have you been?” Brandy demanded.
Troy remained silent. Brandy saw his hands were shaking and moved closer.
“Troy, are you all right?”
He nodded slowly. She took his hands in hers and led him to the bed, sitting him down on the end.
“You want to talk about it?”
“No,” Troy said. Brandy felt put out, until he continued, “But I’ve sorted it.”
Brandy felt her chest swell with pride and she ran a hand over the top of Troy’s head, through his hair.
“That’s why I love you so much,” Brandy whispered in his ear. “You take care of things. You get things done.”
Troy nodded, glancing at his rucksack by the door.
“Let me take care of you now,” Brandy said, as she began to undress him.




CHAPTER NINETEEN



Two weeks after Sasha was found dead in the playground, Aurora prepared to attend her funeral. Having arranged to meet Zoe before making their way to the church, she showered and straightened her hair, determined to look her best.
In memory of Sasha, the unrivalled fashionista of the group, she and Zoe had both agreed to look as good as they could to make her proud.
Standing in front of the mirror to apply her make-up, Aurora caught Marlena’s reflection standing behind her own.
“Mum, you okay?”
“I’m fine, just seeing you dressed like that,” Marlena said, indicating the black skirt-suit that Aurora was wearing, decorated with a white lily in her hair. “It brings back memories.”
Aurora kicked herself. She should have made sure Marlena was still asleep before getting changed. Black outfits and white lilies had reminded her of Shaniqua’s funeral, so she should have expected her mother to have the same reaction.
“Sorry, mum, I didn’t mean to -”
“Never mind,” Marlena said, waving away her apologies. “Don’t worry about me. Not today of all days.”
Aurora returned to the mirror and finished applying her eyeliner. Behind her, Marlena watched her in the mirror.
“You were good friends then? You and this Sasha girl?”
“Yeah,” Aurora nodded.
“Is Zoe going?”
“She’d known her for years.”
“And the Jackson boy?”
Aurora’s breath caught in her chest, and she was relieved she’d just finished her eyes. She turned to face her mother, anger rising up her body.
“Mum, how can you even start on about this again?”
Marlena looked affronted.
“I only ask because I care,” she said. “I know you and that boy are sneaking around, thinking you’ve got me fooled, but you haven’t. I’ve told you, I don’t want you seeing him again.”
“Tough, because he’s coming with us to the funeral.”
“In that case, I don’t want you going.”
Aurora’s eyes widened in shock.
“You’re not going to let me go to my friend’s funeral?”
Marlena looked uncomfortable at the question, but nodded her head.
“I forbid you.”
“Forbid me? Screw that, I’m going to Sasha’s funeral. She was one of my best friends and I’m not going to stay here just because you’re so biased against Clint.”
Aurora grabbed her purse from her bedroom and headed for the front door.
“I’ve told you I don’t want you to go,” Marlena repeated indignantly. “Get back here now.”
“Just go down some vodka,” Aurora called over her shoulder as she unlocked the door and left the flat.
The day was cold but bright outside and Aurora found Zoe waiting for her at the bottom of the steps wearing a black mini-skirt and matching blouse.
“You look great,” Zoe said, hugging Aurora close to her chest.
“So do you.”
When Zoe released her arms, Aurora looked into her friend’s face. Over the last few weeks, Zoe had cried almost constantly and Aurora had been there to hold her and comfort her. Eyeing the thick mascara Zoe had applied to herself, Aurora was relieved that she had remembered to bring tissues with her.
“Ready to go?” Aurora asked.
Zoe nodded, and she linked her arm with Aurora’s, as Sasha had always done.
Halfway to the church, Clint caught up with them and after pulling Aurora into a strong, reassuring embrace, had informed them that Brandy wasn’t coming to the funeral.
“Are you sure?” Zoe asked, shocked and appalled.
Clint nodded, “Says she has a migraine.”
“How could she do this?” Zoe mused. “I know they’d just argued and everything, but they were friends for ages before that. That should still count for something.”
“Maybe she couldn’t face it,” Aurora suggested.
“No, you know Brandy, she doesn’t think like that,” Zoe said. “She’s just being a bitch.”
“Her and Troy have hardly been out the flat. I guess there’s a deal going down or something,” Clint told them.
“She chose her boyfriend over her friends again,” Zoe said.
When they had reached the church, Aurora waited for Zoe and Clint to have last-minute cigarettes. Zoe inhaled deeply, as if the smoke were an oxygen machine to a drowning man. Still, whatever helped her get through the service, Aurora thought.
After a few minutes they stubbed out their cigarettes and Aurora led the way up the steps and inside. They found a large crowd had already arrived and managed to find space on the fifth pew from the front.
Sat between them both, Aurora clasped Zoe’s hand and pulled the pack of tissues out, and Zoe smiled in relief, having just realised she’d left hers on the kitchen counter with her mother, who was babysitting Sienna.
On her other side, Clint’s warm leg was pressed against her bare skin and the closeness reassured her. Clint took her free hand and wrapped his own hand around it gently.
After the last of the mourners had arrived, the priest stood up in front of the sea of black outfits and began the service.
Despite the differing circumstances and a completely different sermon, Aurora found it a painful reminder of Shaniqua’s funeral. She and Zoe wept into the tissues, decimating the packet. By the end of the service, as the guests began filing outside, Aurora wasn’t sure who she was crying for, Sasha or Shaniqua. Probably both, she decided.
Clint took her arm and helped her stand up and they followed the crowd out, Zoe still sniffling into a mascara-stained tissue.
“Such a nice service,” Zoe said, dabbing at her eyes. “And those flowers were so pretty.”
“Just like Sasha,” Aurora agreed.
“Come on, let’s get you two home,” Clint said, leading them down the road.
“What about the graveyard?” Zoe asked.
“Do you think you can handle it?”
Zoe considered it for a moment and shook her head.
“That’s what I thought,” Clint said. He took out a pack of cigarettes and passed one to Zoe, who lit it gratefully.
“That’s the second funeral I’ve been to lately,” Aurora said, shaking her head.
Zoe remained silent and continued smoking. Clint pulled Aurora closer to him and squeezed her hand.
“Let’s hope it’s the last one, then,” he said.
* * *


Having watched a long trail of mourners, amongst them Zoe, Clint and Aurora, leaving the Goldsworth estate and returning an hour later, Brandy left her perch by the window and sat on Troy’s bed.
Troy was out on the streets with Trent, earning his wage. Since he’d taken out Wright, Troy had risen higher in his brothers’ estimation and now he went everywhere with them, taking care of deals and making deliveries.
Brandy looked around her and wondered whether she should go home. Alone in Troy’s flat, she felt unusually isolated from his family. Even though Troy’s increasing respect meant that Brandy was treated better than ever by his brothers and their friends, she still felt lost.
Troy’s mother had never taken to her, thinking that her precious son could do so much better, so Brandy couldn’t stomach the thought of joining her in the kitchen where she was doing some housework. Jessie, whom Brandy had a slightly better relationship with, was out with Jazz. Tyrese was in the lounge on the phone to his girlfriend Mercy, with whom he was having problems with, and had made it clear he didn’t want to be disturbed.
Maybe she was better off alone at the moment anyway, Brandy thought.
She had wanted to go to Sasha’s funeral and had spent all night wrestling with her conscience. She had wanted to pay her final respects to her, after all, they had been the best of friends for years until Aurora had come into their lives. On the other hand, Troy, her beloved boyfriend, had been the one to end Sasha’s life.
He hadn’t gone into details when he’d told her everything that had happened, but Brandy had heard enough from the news and gossip around school, to know that she had died quickly, had probably felt no pain.
Even so, she was dead because of Troy. No, Brandy reminded herself. Troy and her. She had been weak, and Troy had gone out to get payback. Sasha had simply been in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and had died along with Wright.
The thought of Aurora attending the funeral, whilst she sat in Troy’s bedroom, alone, like a pariah, grated on Brandy’s nerves. She should have been centre stage. Zoe should have been sobbing by her side, not Aurora’s.
It seemed that everything had gone wrong because of Aurora. She’d stolen Zoe and Sasha. She’d seduced Clint, threatening Brandy and Troy’s freedom, and the chance at the glamorous life that Troy was slowly getting closer to providing. Now Aurora had usurped her place as Queen Bee, as Brandy saw it.
Brandy shook her head and was torn from her thoughts by Tyrese’s raised voice in the lounge. Maybe his problems with Mercy were worse than she’d thought, Brandy mused.
Thinking about all the glory that awaited her and Troy, the respect and the money that would soon be theirs, she smiled.
Sasha’s death was a terrible tragedy, Brandy knew. She wiped a tear from her eye. Still, some good had come from it. Troy was rising rapidly through the ranks and Brandy would be right there beside him.
Nothing, Brandy knew, could stop them now.
* * *


At another churchyard, Jayden and Corey watched as Wright’s coffin was lowered into the ground. Only a handful of people had turned up. Wright’s mother had disappeared years ago, following her boyfriend into a life of drug-addiction, and his father hadn’t shown his face since Wright was born, so Jayden and Corey represented his family.
Whilst the other mourners had drifted away to their waiting cars and the vicar had returned to the warmth of the chapel, Jayden and Corey remained by the graveside.
“Damn, that’s sad,” Corey said, keeping his voice quiet.
Jayden murmured an agreement, eyes on the floor.
“You know who’s behind it, don’t you?” Corey asked.
“Yeah.”
“We’ve got to do something,” Corey said. “First Kurt, then Sam. Now Wright’s dead. Fucking dead, Jayden. We’ve got to do something, teach them some respect.”
Jayden was unusually quiet, eyes still fixed on the half-filled grave that housed Wright.
“Say something,” Corey said, nudging his arm.
Jayden looked up.
“We’re going to do something, all right,” he said. His voice was soft but Corey felt a shiver at the menace hidden beneath the surface. “We’ll teach them some respect. The Banks brothers are history.”
* * *


The music was loud and the room, full of people, was soon heating up. Clint looked around the room and noted that he hardly knew anybody here.
They were Troy’s new friends, members of the Banks crew that Clint didn’t know nor want to know. With Amal still in custody, Tamar was the only friendly face he could make out in the throng. Tyrese had skulked away to try and patch things up with Mercy, and Trent had gone out after a call from Jessie.
With Tamar busy trying to get laid, Clint was left to sit on the couch beside Brandy and a girl he’d not met before. She had flirted with him, but he’d quickly told her that he had a girlfriend and didn’t intend to cheat on her.
“Not even a blowjob?” the girl had asked, before falling silent and sulky when Clint had shaken his head.
On his other side, Brandy leant against the arm of the sofa, tipsy and uncharacteristically quiet. Clint had put it down to grief over Sasha’s funeral, even though she hadn’t turned up, and tried not to rock the boat by talking to her. As a result, he drank the can of beer Troy had passed him in silence, watching and listening rather than participating in the party.
He longed to be with Aurora instead of here, but she was preoccupied with Zoe and he accepted that the girls needed some space and had left them to it.
Troy pushed his way through the crowd and waved to Clint. Clint nodded back and Troy came over.
“Damn, talk about sucking out the party atmosphere,” Troy said, sloshing his beer on the carpet, looking from Clint to Brandy, to the sulky brunette.
“I ain’t really in the party mood,” Clint told him.
“Come on, have another beer,” Troy said, thrusting another can into his hand. Clint downed the one he’d already opened and started on the new one. “That should cheer you up.”
Clint nodded and took a long gulp of beer.
Troy didn’t look convinced, and dragged him to his feet.
“Why didn’t you have a go on that bird next to you?” he hissed in Clint’s ear as he led him to his bedroom. “She was all right looking.”
“I’ve got a girlfriend,” Clint reminded him.
Troy rolled his eyes but dropped it. Troy sat down on his bed and Clint stood awkwardly near the door.
“What’s the party in aid of?” Clint asked.
Troy smiled. “Celebrating my success, of course.”
“Success?”
“Shut the door, and I’ll tell you, bro.”
Clint went to shut the door, but Tamar burst through, clearly the worse for wear. Clint turned to Troy, who nodded in consent. Clint closed the door, and leaned against the wooden frame. Tamar sat cross-legged on the floor examining a pair of Brandy’s discarded knickers.
“So what success you going on about?” Clint asked.
Troy grinned at them both.
“I’ll tell you, but you got to keep your mouths shut, right?”
Clint nodded and Tamar looked up, expectant.
“Okay, well, you know someone took out Wright, yeah?” Troy began. Clint and Tamar nodded. “Well, that was me.”
Troy’s smile widened and he looked ready to burst with pride.
“You were the one that shot him?” Tamar asked, awestruck. “Fucking ace, man. That’s wicked.”
“Ain’t it,” Troy said. “You should’ve seen his head explode. Perfect aim.”
“Awesome.”
Tamar high-fived Troy, but Clint remained frozen by the door, his mind racing.
“What about Sasha?” he asked.
Troy and Tamar both looked round, surprised.
“What about her?” Troy asked.
“You killed her too.”
“Yeah, ’course I did,” Troy nodded. “Bitch disrespecting my girl. Can’t have that, can I?”
“Too fucking right,” Tamar said, slapping him on the back.
Clint didn’t have an answer. Troy scrutinized him. Tamar, who had finished his can, left the room to get another.
“What’s your problem?” Troy asked, turning on Clint. “Were you banging her or something?”
“No, don’t be stupid.”
“So what’s with you? Looks like you been punched or something.”
“I don’t get it,” Clint said. “Why Sasha? Did Brandy put you up to it or something?”
Troy laughed, and Clint flinched.
“Nah, bro, she don’t give me orders,” Troy replied. “Look, these things happen sometimes. Wrong place, wrong time, and all that.”
Clint looked up at Troy’s face, surprised. Maybe Troy wasn’t as callous as he’d feared.
“You didn’t mean to kill her?”
“She just got in the way. I was aiming for Wright, and she jumped right in front of the bullet, the stupid bitch.”
“So you regret it?”
“What?”
Troy’s voice was edgy and he looked wrong-footed, surprised by the turn in the conversation.
“You regret killing her then?” Clint pressed. His voice sounded urgent, and Clint was surprised to see Troy looking angry.
“Can’t you just be fucking pleased for me?” Troy said, his voice rising. “I take two people out and everyone gives me respect except for you.”
Clint looked into Troy’s eyes and noticed for the first time how cold and distant they were. His features were hardened into stone, a look of rage evident in every line and movement.
“Sorry,” Clint said, back-tracking. “I am pleased for you, mate, honest.”
Clint watched Troy relax and his face returned to normal, though his icy gaze remained. Troy held out his hand and Clint shook his hand, then patted him on the back, much as Tamar had done.
“Now, let’s carry on with the party,” Troy said, leading Clint out of the bedroom. “And don’t forget, not a word to anyone.”
Clint nodded his head and let Troy lead him back into the crowded lounge. Looking around, Clint no longer saw just a crowd of smiling, laughing, drunken faces. Now they seemed cold, hostile, ready to lunge at a moment’s notice.
They were here celebrating Troy’s promotion, either aware that Troy had blood on his hands and celebrating, or else not knowing but not caring either. He eyed Brandy sitting on the couch, knocking back a vodka and diet coke.
He’d attributed her earlier silence to grief, but now a darker theory formed in his mind. She knew what Troy had done, he was certain of it now. She hadn’t come to the funeral because she knew she was partly responsible for her death. Hell, for all he knew, maybe she had been pleased that Sasha had died. After all, they’d had an argument the day before.
A smiling Tamar offered him a can and Clint took it, drinking deeply. The flat seemed unwelcoming now, sinister even, and he was shocked that it had taken so many years for him to notice it.
The Banks brothers had always seemed so powerful when he was younger that he’d felt nothing but respect for them. As he’d grown up, they became a source of respect through association and great suppliers of booze and drugs.
Now he saw them for what they really were. Thugs and thieves. Murderers. Their mother turned a blind eye, uncaring as to what her sons did.
His stomach rolled over and Clint put the half-finished can on the first surface he found and pushed his way through the crowd and out the front door.
In the fresh air, his head began to clear and he knew that Troy was beyond his reach. He no longer understood his best friend, unable to comprehend his way of thinking. Sasha’s death, Shaniqua’s death. They were needless, but Troy was so proud of it. Whatever remained of his former friend was buried under layers of anger and hatred.
* * *


Trent walked down the alleyway, looking out for signs of movement. The phone call from Jessie had been cryptic.
She was in trouble. She and Jazz had fallen out and she’d been in the middle of a sentence, on the verge of tears, when the phone had cut out. He knew whereabouts Jazz lived and had proceeded to leave the party, to Troy’s chagrin, and jogged towards the house.
Now, though, he was starting to wonder if he had made the right decision in not telling anyone where he was going.
He could easily handle himself against anyone who tried to start a fight, but the jumping shadows and Jessie’s scared voice made him edgy.
He thought longingly of the gun he had stashed back at the house, and the knives he usually carried for extra protection, all safely back at the flat. He only had his fists.
Turning out of the alleyway, down another, darker, passageway, he saw movement at the end. Jessie ran towards him, her face crumpled in relief at seeing him.
He put his arms around her and held her close against him, his racing heart slowing down a notch.
“You’re okay, Jess,” he murmured to the top of her head, “You’re safe now. I’m here.”
Jessie was quiet and he released her. Looking at her face, there was no sign of the tears he’d imagined when she’d phoned him. Her make-up hadn’t run, her hair was still in place, just the same as she’d looked when she’d left the flat a few hours ago.
“What happened?” he asked.
Jessie shook her head, “I’m so sorry.”
From the end of the passageway, a hooded figure appeared, walking confidently towards them.
“Get behind me,” Trent said, instinctively moving forward, protecting his sister.
“They’re not after me,” Jessie said. Her voice was quiet. “They’re after you.”
Trent turned and saw another figure coming from the opposite direction. They were trapped. They’d used Jessie as bait to lure him out, alone.
The hooded figure in front of him stopped and lifted his hood, revealing his face.
Jayden Healy.
He could guess at the identity of the hooded figure behind him. Corey.
“What did I tell you?” Corey said, his voice delighted. “So fucking easy.”
“I never doubted you,” Jayden said. “I thought she might have been double-bluffing.”
“What the hell do you want?” Trent asked.
“Payback,” Jayden replied. “For Kurt, Sam and Wright.”
“They deserved everything they got.”
“Tut tut, you should learn to keep your mouth shut,” Corey shouted.
Trent raised his fists, keeping Jessie as sheltered as he could when their attackers were coming from two directions.
Jayden moved forward, and Trent swung a fist at him, but Jayden was too quick. His blows sent Trent crashing against the wall, stunned by the speed and agility with which he had struck. A sharp kick to the back of his knee sent him to the floor. Corey lashed out, sending blows raining down on his body, but Trent wasn’t going to give up without a fight. He threw a punch and heard the satisfying crunch as it connected with Corey’s chin. Corey disappeared, but Jayden took his place, kicking him relentlessly. Corey re-joined the fray, punching Trent, a right-hook shattering his nose, and Trent groaned in pain.
He couldn’t win. Trent’s body ached and his vision was blurred. He could no longer distinguish which brother was where.
Jessie, he thought with desperation.
“Let Jessie go,” he said, spitting out a mouthful of blood.
Jayden and Corey began to laugh.
“Please,” he begged. “Don’t hurt her.”
Jayden’s face swam above his own, looking down on him, a smirk playing on his lips.
“We won’t hurt her,” he said. “She’s on our side.”
Trent aimed a fist at him, but Jayden easily knocked it away with his foot.
“Don’t you dare -” Trent snarled, but Corey kicked him hard in the ribs, winding him.
“Your precious little sister set you up,” Jayden continued. “It was her idea in the first place. Maybe you don’t inspire as much respect in people as you think you do.”
Jayden and Corey both laughed, and Jessie swam into Trent’s line of sight.
“Jess,” he said, choking on the blood and a dislodged tooth, “Jess, are they serious?”
Jessie smiled down at him, bright teeth in a dark, scowling face.
“Yeah, they are,” she said. “Like I said, they’re after you, not me.”
Trent opened his mouth to speak but the brothers’ fists rained down on him again and he saw Jessie standing a short distance away, watching the scene unfold with detached interest, Jazz standing beside her, arm around her shoulders, before everything went black.




CHAPTER TWENTY



The overhead strip-lighting made everyone look sick and the beeping of the machines made him feel nervous.
Looking down at his brother, lying motionless in the hospital bed, Troy was surprised at how different Trent looked from his normal cheeky self. The bruises and bandages aside, Trent seemed so vulnerable now, his lean frame looking skeletal and delicate. His head and face, wrapped in bandages, looked painfully fragile.
A hand on his shoulder startled Troy. He looked up to find Tyrese standing at his side. His eyes were dry now, but Troy shuddered at the memory of his eldest brother sobbing unashamedly when they’d first seen Trent, bloodied and lifeless, as he’d been rolled into the hospital by the ambulance crew.
An anonymous caller had rung for the ambulance, giving Trent’s location, before hanging up. The police, according to their mother, had tried to trace the call but only found a payphone and had given up. Still, Troy thought, at least somebody had called. It was only too easy to see someone in need and walk away, not wanting to get involved.
In Troy’s mind, there was no doubt as to who was responsible for the beating. The beating that could have ended Trent’s life, if not for the anonymous caller.
“It was Jayden and Corey,” Troy said, looking up at Tyrese.
Tyrese, not taking his eyes off Trent, nodded. “I know it was.”
Troy was rearing to go. He wanted to get them back. So far the Banks brothers had targeted only small fry, the dealers and associates of the Healy brothers. They had taken it a step further and gone for the big guns, and Troy was eager to follow suit and give them a taste of their own medicine.
“Are we taking them out then?” Troy asked, trying to hide the eagerness that bounced from every syllable.
“Not yet,” Tyrese said. He looked tired, having stayed up for two nights in a row, determined not to leave his brother’s side. “We need to do this properly.”
“How do you mean?”
“They’ll be expecting reprisals, so they’ll be waiting. They’ll be ready.”
“I don’t care,” Troy said. “I’m ready too. I’m gunning for them.”
Tyrese turned to face him, huge shoulders hunched.
“I know you are, and so am I. But we can’t rush into this, we’ve got to plan it properly or we’ll be easy pickings for them.”
“That’s what they’ll be expecting though. Maybe if we do it now, before they’ve got time to get ready or prepare or -”
“No,” Tyrese said, strict, his mind made-up. “We’ve got to do Trent proud, and getting our heads blown off or ending up in a bed beside him ain’t going to help any of us.”
Troy considered his words and reluctantly nodded in agreement. Tyrese was right. Being hasty was stupid. Jayden would be only too happy if they rushed straight round, judgement clouded by anger and revenge.
“Don’t worry,” Tyrese said, putting a gentle hand on Troy’s shoulder again. “We’ll sort them out for what they’ve done. And you’ll be my right-hand man.”
Troy looked into his face and smiled back at his brother. Tyrese was not only going to let him be a part of taking down the Healys, but he was letting him be his deputy in lieu of Trent’s hospitalisation.
The door of the private room opened and their mum walked in, a cardboard tray of coffees in her hands.
Tyrese took the tray from her quickly, freeing Keskia’s shaking hands, and she began kneading her hands together, her face lined with worry, bags under her eyes.
“Thanks, mum,” Tyrese said.
“I couldn’t get Jessie on her mobile,” she said, standing motionless in the doorway. “I left another voicemail for her, telling her what’s happened.”
“That’s good,” Tyrese said, hugging her. “Jess wouldn’t want to see her brother like this anyway.”
Keskia nodded solemnly and Tyrese guided her into the chair at Trent’s bedside, and Keskia dropped into it, quickly clasping Trent’s hand in hers and disappearing into her own thoughts.
A few minutes later, she broke the silence of the room.
“I know what you’re both thinking,” she said. Her voice was hoarse and quiet, but filled with a resolution that Troy had never heard come from her before.
“What’s that then?” Tyrese asked, looking at her.
“You want revenge,” she said, and raised her hand before Tyrese or Troy could speak. “Let me finish. You want revenge on the people who did this, and I don’t blame you. But you’ve got to do the right thing.”
“We will,” Troy said with force.
Keskia looked up at him and caught his eye, and Troy saw something in her look that made him uncomfortable. The adoration with which she’d always looked at him was gone, replaced by something else. Did she know about Shaniqua and the others? No, Troy told himself, she knew nothing.
“If you know who is behind this, which I have no doubt that you do,” Keskia continued, averting her gaze. “Then you have to go to the police.”
“The pigs?” Troy asked, shocked.
“They can catch the people responsible and lock them up in prison, which is where these animals belong.”
“We can’t go to the pigs, don’t be stupid,” Troy spat.
“Mum, Troy’s right, the pigs can’t do anything now,” Tyrese said, trying to appease them both. “But we can.”
“No,” she said, her voice cracking.
“They deserve it,” Troy said.
“That’s true,” Tyrese agreed. “And don’t think they wouldn’t do the same to one of us. It’s how the world works, mum. An eye for an eye, you know that.”
Keskia was quiet for a moment, considering his argument. She swallowed hard, and Troy wondered if she was about to start crying but she didn’t.
“And what happens then? After you’ve put somebody else in hospital. They’ll say exactly the same thing as you just did. Then it’ll be one of you in here.”
“We can handle ourselves,” Tyrese said, and Troy nodded fervently in agreement.
“So could Trent,” she said, looking down at his unconscious figure. “Now look at him. I couldn’t bare if one of you were here as well. And what about Jessie?”
“What about her?”
“What if they go after her? Or me? I just can’t face any more of this.”
Tyrese shook his head.
“I want you to promise me,” Keskia said. Her voice was still quiet, yet determined. “Tyrese, I want your word. That you won’t go after whoever did this.”
“Okay,” Tyrese said. Troy looked up in shock at his brother’s agreement. “I promise you.”
Keskia closed her eyes and nodded.
“Thank you,” she said, before retreating back to her own thoughts.
Troy shot an angry glance at his brother, eyes questioning. What was he playing at? After everything they’d just discussed, and now he was brownnosing their mum just because she was worried they couldn’t take care of themselves.
Tyrese gestured towards the door.
“We’re going out for a fag,” Tyrese said, and Keskia nodded.
Troy followed Tyrese through the hospital, watching with a smirk as nurses and doctors moved out of the way for them, intimidated by Tyrese’s bulk. A few nurses looked curiously at them, but Troy wasn’t in the mood for that, even if the uniforms were on the skimpy side.
When they reached the sliding doors and stepped into the fresh air, Tyrese shook two cigarettes out of his packet and passed one to Troy. Troy lit his, savouring the first drag. He hadn’t had a fag in hours and with all the stress they’d been under, it was a miracle he hadn’t sparked up in Trent’s room.
“What are you playing at?” Troy asked, turning on his brother. “You said we were sorting them out.”
“We are,” Tyrese said, tone casual. “What I said still stands.”
“What about all that bullshit you were telling mum a minute ago?”
“That’s exactly what it was. Bullshit.” When Troy looked bewildered, Tyrese continued, “I don’t want mum breathing down our necks, watching our every move. And anyway, she’s got enough on her plate, what with Jessie going AWOL and Trent upstairs. We don’t want to worry her anymore.”
“You mean, we’re still going to sort out the Healys?” Troy asked.
“Yeah,” Tyrese said. “In fact, I want you to deliver a message to the other guys.”
“Sure.”
“Tell everyone that I want Corey dead,” Tyrese said, his voice low. “Spread it around the gang, right? Nobody else is to know.”
“What about Jayden?”
“We’ll leave him for now. At the moment, I want him to suffer like we’ve suffered. You sure you get what I want you to do?”
Troy looked up at Tyrese and nodded.
“Yeah, tell the gang that you want Corey dead,” Troy repeated. Tyrese nodded and patted his brother on the back.
“I’ll stay here a bit longer,” Tyrese said. “I want to be here when Trent wakes up. You go home and spread the message.”
Troy nodded and set off across the hospital car park, a smile on his face.
* * *


Clint walked through the estate, grinning at the bounce in his step. That was the effect that being with Aurora had on him. He’d spent all day with her, first at school and then, deciding that Friday afternoons were wasted at school, they’d gone to the park. All afternoon they’d lain together, kissing, talking. Whatever they wanted.
Afternoon had given way to evening too quickly for Clint, but he’d walked Aurora home, stopping every few metres to kiss her again. Outside Aurora’s flat, which had so far been a no-contact zone because of Marlena’s ever-watchful eyes, Aurora had taken him by surprise by pulling him up against her and kissing him. The door had opened and Marlena’s disapproving face appeared from the darkened hallway, but Aurora had pecked Clint on the lips defiantly and sauntered inside, unapologetic. Clint had smiled at Marlena, who had promptly slammed the door without returning the gesture.
Even so, Clint was on top of the world. Nothing could bring him down now, he was sure of it.
As he opened his front door and walked inside, he was instantly aware that something was wrong. Walking into the lounge, the source of his discomfort became clear.
His father lounged on the settee, his vast stomach barely contained by a stained white vest. Crumpled beer cans littered the floor around him and another was at his lips.
“Oh good, your home,” his mother said from the kitchen. “I can serve dinner now.”
“You didn’t have to wait for me,” Clint said, shrugging off his coat.
“Damn right we didn’t,” Rakhul bellowed from the settee. “Wondering in and out like a fucking alley cat.”
“Not to worry,” Femi said sweetly, trying to divert an argument. “He’s here now. I’ll just get the pie out of the oven.”
“Well hurry up,” Rakhul groaned and continued drinking his beer.
Clint went to his room and found Kojo curled up on his bed.
“You all right, bro?” he asked, kicking off his trainers and spraying some deodorant under his shirt.
Kojo didn’t reply, turning to face the wall.
“Kojo, what’s up?” Clint sat on the edge of his brother’s bed, putting a hand on his brother’s arm. “Is it school or something?”
Kojo still didn’t speak, but he shook his head.
“Then what is it? Come on, sit up.”
Kojo reluctantly did as he was told and sat up, wiping at his eyes. He’d been crying then.
Clint smiled at his brother.
“What’s the matter then? You can tell me.”
Kojo looked up at him and his eyes flickered to the door.
Clint followed his eyes, then realisation struck.
“Did dad hit you?” He could keep the anger out of his voice.
Kojo was silent for a moment, before nodding gingerly.
“Right,” Clint said.
He jumped off the bed and burst into the lounge. Rakhul still occupied the sofa, propping himself up on some cushions so he could eat the plate of pie he’d acquired. Another can of beer hung to his lips.
Clint paused in the doorway.
“Dinner’s ready,” Femi called to him. As if on cue, the smells of chicken and mushroom pie drifted over to him and made Clint’s mouth water, but he was too angry to eat. Somebody had to stand up to the bully and he was the only one who could do it.
“You fucking prick,” Clint said, his voice low and aggressive.
Rakhul turned to look at him, amusement in his eyes.
“You what?” he roared.
Before he could move, Clint jumped across the room and fell on him, clenched fists pummelling his face and shoulders. The beer can flew out of Rakhul’s hand, sending cold beer over the settee. Rakhul was roaring in his ear, but Clint carried on. The plate nudged his hips, and Clint grabbed it.
“You little shit, I’ll -” Rakhul began, freezing mid-threat as Clint smashed the plate as hard as he could into his face.
The plate splintered and cracked, showering Rakhul with broken china. Femi was screaming from the other side of the room, begging Clint to stop, but he couldn’t.
A meaty hand grabbed him around the throat, and Clint stopped, struggling for air. Rakhul’s face, bruised and dripping with beer and chicken pie, was alive with malice.
“I’ll teach you to hit me, you fucking dog,” he said.
He shook Clint and, roaring like a bull, didn’t flinch at Clint’s desperate swings to his face. Clint struggled against Rakhul’s grip but it was too tight. Rakhul lifted himself off the settee and threw him to the floor. Clint grimaced in pain as his back collided with the coffee table but he gasped for air, grateful for the release of pressure on his throat. Rakhul stood over him, eyes wild with rage.
“I’ll show you,” he spat.
As he knelt beside Clint, the punches began. Strong blows that seemed to rattle his whole body. Clint tried to fight back, but he was no match for Rakhul when he was this enraged.
An hour later, Clint crawled to his bedroom, his body shaking in protest and pain. Rakhul had retired to bed, tired out by his exertion, and Femi had gone with him, exhausted by the sobbing she’d done as she watched Clint take his beating.
Clint clambered up onto his bed and lay on top of the duvet, breathing heavily. The room was silent. That meant that Kojo was still awake.
“I’m sorry,” Kojo whispered from the dark.
“Don’t be,” Clint said. He tried to sound reassuring, though every movement made him wince as a wave of pain shot through his body. “You’re not the one who should be sorry.”
* * *


The following morning, Clint awoke to silence. He looked around the room, but he was alone. He stood up unsteadily, the pain he had felt last night now a dull ache that echoed from limb to limb.
He shuffled through the flat but everybody was out. He checked his parents’ bedroom cautiously, but Rakhul was gone. Most likely to the pub, Clint thought.
In the kitchen he made himself breakfast and wolfed it down. He was washing his dishes when there was a knock at the door.
Looking through the peephole, Clint felt a moment’s hesitation. It was Aurora. He was desperate to be with her, but what would she say when she saw him in this state? She knew, as did most people, that Rakhul was a violent drunk who was handy with his fists, but seeing evidence of it was a whole different thing. He couldn’t imagine her running away, but she might feel scared, might want to distance herself from him. He wouldn’t even blame her if she did.
She knocked again and Clint opened the door. The winter sunlight burst into the corridor and illuminated his face and arms, his bruised chest.
Aurora looked at him in surprise, taking it all in. Clint stood still, waiting to see her reaction. She moved forward and kissed him lightly on the lips.
“You poor thing,” she said.
Clint was delighted. Aurora closed the door behind her and took over. She ordered him to lie on the bed, which he did, eager to please her. Aurora disappeared into the bathroom and returned a few minutes later with an ointment he’d seen his mother use on her own bruises.
As she sat on the edge of his bed, Clint resisted the urge to pull her on top of him and make love to her. She looked so beautiful today. And she was playing nurse.
“This may sting a little,” Aurora said, unscrewing the tub. “But it’ll help, okay?”
Clint nodded and closed his eyes. The cream was cold and, as Aurora had warned him, it stung as it penetrated his skin, burning the tissue beneath the bruises. Still, he didn’t flinch. Aurora’s hands were soft and gentle, caressing his face and neck, his chest and stomach, and his aching shoulders.
“Anywhere else?” she asked.
“Just a bit lower,” Clint said, his voice thick with desire.
Aurora laughed. “Nice try, but I think you’ll have to wait a few days for that.”
Clint joined her in laughing and rolled over so that Aurora could do his back.
“Your dad did this to you?” she asked, her hands massaging his aching shoulder blades.
“Yeah,” Clint replied, before adding, with a laugh, “You should see him though.”
Aurora didn’t see the funny side.
“You could always come and stay with me,” she said. “Away from that monster.”
Clint felt his heart swell at her offer and the concern in her voice.
“I’d love to,” he said, smiling into the pillow. “But then my mum and Kojo would take the flack when he’s got a temper, and I can’t do that to them.”
Aurora was quiet, but Clint knew that she understood.
When she’d finished applying the cream, Aurora helped him into the lounge, where they sat on the floor and watched television, kissing and laughing.
Clint frowned when she told him she had to go, a few hours later.
“Do you have to?”
“I promised I’d see Zoe today,” she said, though the reluctance was clear in her voice. “And I can’t let her down.”
Clint smiled at her, kissing her playfully on the lips. He rose to his feet and walked Aurora to the door.
“I love you.”
“I love you more.”
* * *


Aurora walked the short distance to Zoe’s flat and knocked on the door. Zoe ushered her in moments later and began pouring hot water into two mugs for tea.
“Did you go and see Clint?” she asked, passing her one of the mugs.
Aurora nodded but didn’t elaborate. Although Clint had clearly been relieved to have her in the flat with him, she had seen the fear and doubt in his eyes when he had opened the front door to her. It stung that Clint didn’t know for certain that her heart belonged to him and that no matter what, she would always love him.
Zoe looked at her curiously but didn’t press the matter, a knowing look in her eye. Aurora was grateful. If Clint wanted to let people know what his father had done, it was up to him. Whilst it wasn’t unusual on the Goldsworth, she could understand why Clint may feel uncomfortable, so she kept quiet.
“Is everything all right with you then?” Zoe asked. “I got your text earlier.”
This was the moment that Aurora had been anticipating. Earlier in the morning she had text Zoe, knowing she needed somebody to talk to, somebody who wouldn’t judge her and somebody she could trust.
“It said you needed some advice?” Zoe prompted.
Aurora nodded.
“From me?” Zoe asked, bewildered by Aurora’s decision.
“Yeah, I trust you,” Aurora replied, and Zoe blushed. “I just needed to talk about it.”
Zoe was sat sipping her tea, not interrupting but taking in Aurora’s words.
“Okay, let’s hear it,” Zoe said.
“Well, it’s just that I’ve missed my period,” Aurora said, trying to find the words. “And I’ve been having morning sickness for the past few days and -”
“And you think you might be pregnant?”
“Yeah,” Aurora replied. “And I thought, seeing as you’ve been pregnant, that you probably know better than me how you know if you are or not.”
“How late are you?”
“Only a few days.”
“Well, sounds like you might be, but there’s only one way to find out for sure.”
“I can’t go to the shop and get a test though,” Aurora sighed. “What if my mum saw me? Or one of her friends? She’d kill me.”
Aurora looked across at Zoe and groaned.
“I’m so screwed.”
“Does Clint know about it?” Zoe asked.
“No.”
“Do you think he’d be bothered?”
“No,” Aurora admitted truthfully. She remembered his loving eyes looking up at her from his bed. “He’d probably take it better than I have.”
“So that’s one less thing to worry about, eh?”
“I guess,” Aurora said. “But what about the test?”
“Just leave that to me.”
* * *


Zoe walked down the narrow aisles of the corner shop and glanced up at the ceiling. No security cameras. She felt her body relax and was pleased that she had walked a further ten minutes to a different shop to the one she normally used. The shop on the outskirts of the Goldsworth had security cameras and the shopkeeper seemed unusually suspicious of any shoppers, because so many people robbed it. This shop clearly hadn’t experienced the same kind of problems, or at least not noticed it yet.
Zoe stopped at the small section given up to pregnancy testing kits. Blues, greens and pinks looked down at her. She focused in on the green packet with a baby koala on the side. This was the test she had used, all those months ago, and it had been accurate.
She glanced back at the greasy-haired man behind the counter on the far side of the shop. He was preoccupied with an elderly woman emptying a small basket onto the counter, and Zoe quickly snatched the green packet and shoved it into the inside of her jacket.
She walked back down the aisle, pretending to peruse some items that she had no interest in, then walked towards the door. The man behind the counter looked up at her, but the elderly woman was talking and he was quickly distracted. Zoe pushed through the door and sighed as she strolled down the street. Success.
She marched down the road and headed back towards the Goldsworth. After Aurora had told her about her maybe-pregnancy, Zoe had sent her home to wait and come to collect the test. She hadn’t told Aurora that she would shoplift it, as she figured that Aurora didn’t need to worry about anything else right now.
Aurora was a good girl. Zoe was bemused, remembering her first impressions of her. How she hadn’t been able to meet her eyes and had trembled whenever she was near her. Now she was a confidante, a best friend, and Zoe wasn’t sure which one was worst. I trust you. Those were the words that Aurora had used, and Zoe had blushed. From pleasure, certainly. Nobody had told her so explicitly that she was trustworthy before, not even Brandy or Sasha. She had always just been there, like wallpaper. There was also guilt, though. Zoe was pleased that Aurora could trust her and she was pleased that they were such good friends now, but the fact remained that she had witnessed her sister’s murder and had said nothing.
Zoe turned into the Goldsworth and shuddered as she passed Sasha’s flat, the windows dark. Her parents had gone to see Sasha’s grandma again. Zoe averted her eyes and continued through the estate.
Minutes later she knocked on Aurora’s door. It was opened by Aurora’s mother, Marlena. Zoe smiled, but her heart was racing and her throat was constricting. This was Shaniqua’s mother. The mother of the girl she had participated in the killing of.
“You must be Zoe?” Marlena asked.
Zoe nodded. In the daylight from the open door, Marlena’s face was a maze of lines and creases. The face she’d seen on the news, appealing for help, seemed years younger in contrast. Her eyes were bloodshot and lifeless, and Zoe realised that this must be the antidepressants that Aurora had told her about.
“Is Aurora in?” Zoe asked, trying to keep her voice from wavering.
Marlena nodded and stepped aside.
Zoe followed her through the flat, noticing how dirty the rooms she passed were. She caught sight of the lounge, with a sofa indented with Marlena’s frame and a selection of dirty glasses and empty bottles, and quickly walked on.
Marlena stopped outside Aurora’s bedroom and knocked.
The door was flung open and Aurora dragged Zoe in. Marlena hovered for a moment, as if unsure what to do with herself, before retreating down the hallway again. Zoe was relieved that she had gone. Any longer with her and Zoe would have been popping antidepressants herself.
Aurora closed the bedroom door and looked expectantly at her.
“I got you a test,” Zoe said.
Aurora leapt up and hugged Zoe tightly.
“You’re amazing,” she said. “How much do I owe you?”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Zoe said, waving her hand.
Aurora looked surprised but nodded. Zoe was relieved. She didn’t want anything else adding to her growing guilt.
Zoe pulled the green packet out of her coat and Aurora opened it with shaking fingers.
“What do I have to do?” she asked.
“You pee on that end,” Zoe explained. “Then you’ve got to wait two minutes.”
Aurora skimmed the instructions with her eyes then went to the bathroom. Zoe sat on the edge of Aurora’s bed, waiting for her to come back. Another single bed across the room made Zoe feel increasingly nervous. It was Shaniqua’s bed.
She stood up and looked around the walls. Numerous photos decorated the room and most were of Aurora and Shaniqua, smiling at the camera. Shaniqua’s face, bright smile and eyes crinkled with joy and life. Zoe remembered how she had looked that night when Troy had stabbed her. Eyes narrowed, like a cornered cat, her face twisted in fear and then pain. Seeing Shaniqua’s face alive and happy made Zoe’s stomach churn in disgust. She was to blame for putting that life out. Her and the others.
The door opened, distracting Zoe from her thoughts, though her stomach continued to ache.
“I’ve done it,” Aurora said, closing the door behind her. “Now I’ve just got to wait.”
“The blue plus sign will appear if you are,” Zoe said, picking up the instructions. “If it’s just a single line then you’re not.”
“Okay,” Aurora said. She sat on Shaniqua’s bed and she looked worried.
Zoe stood in the middle of the room awkwardly. She knew she should sit beside Aurora and reassure her, but Shaniqua’s accusing eyes peered down at her from all sides, reminding her that she was a liar and a traitor.
“You okay?” Zoe asked.
Aurora didn’t reply, so Zoe walked hesitantly over to her and sat beside her.
“It’ll be okay, you know. Whatever the result is.”
“Yeah,” Aurora said.
The two minutes passed painfully slow and Zoe was reminded of her own waiting-game. Brandy had been there, frustrated because she needed to get ready for one of Troy’s parties. When the plus sign had appeared, Zoe had nearly fainted.
“It’s been two minutes,” Zoe said, checking on her mobile. “You can look now.”
Aurora’s hand fumbled with the thin white testing kit. She turned it over in her hands and sighed. Zoe looked down and saw the blue plus sign looking back up at her.
Aurora was pregnant.
“How you feeling?”
She looked up at Aurora’s face and was surprised to see her cheeks were shining with tears.
“It’s not that bad,” Zoe quickly began. “I mean, look at me. There’s loads of -”
“I know,” Aurora interrupted, wiping at her eyes. “I’m not crying because I’m sad. I’m crying because I’m happy.”
“That’s the spirit.”
“I’m really happy. I didn’t think I would be, but I am.”
Aurora threw her arms around her, and Zoe hugged her back, smiling herself at Aurora’s happiness.
“Congratulations,” Zoe whispered in her ear, and hugged her tighter.
* * *


Troy dialled Clint’s number and was relieved when somebody picked up. The last few times he’d tried ringing there had been no answer and Troy had been irked, wondering whether he was being ignored.
“Hey, Clint,” Troy called down the phone, “You all right? What’s taken you so long to answer?”
“I’ve been a little busy,” Clint replied. “What’s up?”
A little busy, Troy thought. That must mean that he’d been with Aurora. His pulse quickened and he fought to keep his voice normal as he answered.
“Just wondering if you’re coming around sometime. I ain’t seen you since the party and that was like two days ago, mate.”
There was a pause and a deep breath from the other end of the line.
“I know, I’ve just been real busy,” Clint replied apologetically. “I can’t come over today, either, but I’ll give you a ring when I’m going out.”
“Why aren’t you coming out then?” Troy asked.
“I’m just busy at the mo.”
“Let me guess, Aurora’s round your place is she?”
“Nah, she left a while back,” Clint laughed. “I’m real sorry, mate.”
“No worries, see you later.”
“Later.”
There was a click as Clint hung up and Troy dropped his mobile onto his bed and began pacing his bedroom.
Clint had time to see Aurora but he was too busy to come round and spend some time with him. Fair enough if he’d been getting his end away, Troy thought, he could have dealt with that. After all, he’d ditched Clint and the others enough times when he’d been about to get his leg over. But this was different. Clint had admitted he wasn’t with Aurora and yet he’d still not been game for coming over for a few beers. That was just pure disrespect.
Troy glanced out the window as it began to rain.
His mood darkened further as his thoughts remained on Clint’s disrespect. Everybody else was giving him respect, more than he’d ever had before. After he’d left the hospital yesterday, he’d done exactly as Tyrese had asked and visited the other guys who worked for him and relayed his message.
They had seemed excited, now that something was finally being done. They’d shaken Troy’s hand and offered him beers and drugs, and Troy knew that it was because of his rapidly growing reputation.
Yet Clint obviously thought himself above him. Even though it was he, Troy, a fully-fledged gang member now, with three kills under his belt who had rang him, Clint still thought of himself as better than he was.
Well, fuck him, Troy thought. What did he need people like that for anyway? There were plenty of people who would show him respect, people who would give anything to be invited round for a few beers by him, he didn’t Clint anymore.
* * *
“To you and Clint,” Zoe said, smiling, raising her glass of fizzy white wine, “And the baby.”
Aurora dutifully raised her own glass and there was a soft clink as the glasses touched. Zoe took a long drink, but Aurora merely sipped her own.
“I shouldn’t really be drinking this, should I?” Aurora asked, putting her glass of wine down on the kitchen table.
Zoe shrugged, “They say you shouldn’t, but I drank all the time and Sienna’s fine. Still, it’s up to you.”
“Should I go to the doctor or something?” Aurora asked. “Do I need to tell them I’m pregnant, or should I wait?”
The questions were building in her mind. They had left Aurora’s flat, not wanting to wake Marlena, who had fallen asleep on the sofa. On the short walk to Zoe’s flat, Aurora had barely heard a word of Zoe’s, her mind buzzing with questions and thoughts about the pregnancy. She was happy. Yet there was a part of her that was doubtful. Only her and Zoe knew so far. There was still her mother to tell, and Aurora knew that she would be furious and disappointed at the news. Then there was Clint, the only person whose opinion really mattered to her. How would he take the news? She knew she should tell him, yet her heart fluttered whenever she thought of what she would actually say to him.
As if reading her thoughts, Zoe answered her.
“You can tell the doctor if you want, but you don’t have to do it straight away. But you should tell Clint.”
“I know,” Aurora sighed. “Did you tell Sienna’s dad when you found out?”
Zoe flushed.
“Actually, no, I didn’t say anything. I slept with a few people, and I didn’t think he’d believe me. Anyway, he wouldn’t have been interested. Not exactly father material, you know?”
Aurora nodded, her mind still on Clint.
“Not like Clint,” Zoe continued. “He’ll be a great dad. You’re lucky.”
“I know I am. I’m just nervous.”
“Who wouldn’t be? It’s big news, and he’ll probably be a bit shocked, but once he’s got over it you’ll live happily ever after, I just know it.”
“What if he doesn’t get over the shock though?” Aurora asked, finally voicing her darkest fears. “What if he doesn’t want anything to do with me?”
“Don’t be silly, of course he will.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because he loves you,” Zoe said simply. “That’s obvious. And he’ll love you just the same, baby or no baby. You just need to get it over with.”
“You think?”
Zoe nodded. “Guys don’t like being the last to find out anything, especially something like this. This is big, and he deserves to know. Don’t you think?”
Aurora knew that Zoe was right. Clint was the father, he had just as much right to know as she did. She would have to tell him sooner rather than later.
“I’ll tell him tomorrow,” Aurora said decisively. “You’re right, he’s got a right to know.”
Zoe clutched her hand and smiled.
“You two are the sweetest couple I’ve ever met,” she said. “If anyone deserves a beautiful baby, it’s you two.”
Aurora smiled back at her, feeling her chest swelling. The doubts were slowly melting away. Zoe was right. Clint loved her and she loved him. They would both love their baby and they would be a happy family. Nobody could stop that.
A loud rapping on the door stirred her. Zoe rose to her feet and trudged down the hallway to the front door. She returned a moment later, and Aurora hadn’t heard her open the front door.
“Who was it?” she asked as Zoe sat down at the kitchen table and took a gulp of wine.
“Nobody.”
Aurora raised her eyebrow suspiciously, and Zoe grinned mischievously as she poured herself another drink.
“Well, it is somebody. It’s Brandy.”
“Oh, right.”
“I’m not answering it,” she explained. “I just don’t have time for her anymore. She didn’t have time for anyone else when she missed Sasha’s funeral. Why should I make time for her now? And anyway, she’s been a right grumpy twat lately. Who needs more misery?”
Aurora shrugged, “Maybe she’s upset over Sasha.”
“Nah, it’s something else. She’s made her choice. She chose Troy over her mates, and she can live with that now.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Aurora smiled and raised her glass.
It seemed Zoe was finally out from under Brandy’s control and Aurora could see the invisible weight already lifting from Zoe’s shoulders.
Zoe grinned and raised her own glass.
* * *


Half an hour later, Aurora let herself into her flat and crept towards her bedroom door. There were no sounds within the flat and Aurora guessed that her mother was still asleep on the sofa. She peered around the doorframe and surveyed the lounge. The sofa was empty. Aurora was nearly at her bedroom door when Marlena’s voice called out from the kitchen.
“Can you come in here a minute?”
Aurora froze but retraced her footsteps back down the hallway and went into the kitchen. The countertops were devoid of empty bottles now, and Aurora wondered whether her mother had finally taken some of the rubbish out to the chute.
The light bulb flickered ominously and a cold breeze from the slightly-open window caused the blinds to swing forwards and backwards with a creaking noise.
Marlena was sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of what looked like cider in front of her. Her arms were crossed and she was eyeing Aurora suspiciously.
Aurora stood in the doorway, her pulse quickening.
“You wanted something?”
“Sit down,” Marlena said. Her voice was level, but Aurora could tell that she’d been drinking as the words slurred together a little.
Aurora reluctantly dropped her bag onto the kitchen table and sat down in the chair opposite her mother.
“What is this?” Aurora spoke, breaking the silence. “I’m tired, I just want to get to bed.”
“I took the rubbish out earlier,” Marlena said.
“Good for you.”
“The bags split on the way to the chute, but I picked it all up and threw it all out anyway. Was a right nightmare, but I did it.”
“Do you want a prize or something?” Aurora asked, wondering how drunk her mother actually was, if she wanted to discuss the rubbish.
“No, but it was such a pain when the bag split,” Marlena continued. “Rubbish everywhere. I started picking everything up, and you’ll never guess what I found.”
“An empty vodka bottle?”
Marlena shook her head, “Something much more interesting. A pregnancy test.”
Aurora froze. She had thrown the pregnancy test into the bin in the bathroom and covered it with some wet wipes, hoping that they would disguise the little green box. She had not counted on the bag splitting and revealing her secrets to her mother.
Marlena was watching her closely and Aurora tried to keep her face composed.
“And? It wasn’t mine, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Aurora said, hoping she sounded outraged.
“Really? Then how did it come to be in our rubbish bag?”
“I don’t know,” Aurora shrugged. “Maybe it was a neighbour or something.”
“Well, whoever it was must be over the moon. The test was positive.”
“Aww, that’s nice then,” Aurora said. “For whoever the test belonged to.”
Marlena was still watching her, eyes narrowed, and Aurora felt a bead of sweat on her forehead but didn’t dare wipe it off.
They remained in silence for a whole minute, before Marlena spoke.
“I know it was yours, Aurora. You might think you’ve got me fooled, but you forget that I’ve known you your whole life. Hell, I carried you round for nine months before that too. I’ve seen you lie a thousand and one times in your life, and you’ve never had me fooled, not once, even though you might think you have.”
“Mum, you’re just jumping to conclusions, you’re not even listening -”
“To more lies?” Marlena interrupted. “You’re right, I refuse to. I know exactly whose test that belonged to and I know exactly who the father is. It’s that Jackson boy, isn’t it?”
Aurora was silent, thoughts racing through her mind. Her mother was clearly convinced that it was her who was pregnant, and rightly so, and it seemed stupid, and futile, not to come clean and get it over with. Just as Zoe had said, the worst part was getting it over and done with.
“Yes,” Aurora said.
Marlena sighed.
“Does he know?”
“No, I only found out this afternoon,” Aurora admitted.
“Are you going to tell him?”
“Of course.”
“Are you keeping it?”
“Yes,” Aurora said, outraged.
“Are you sure?” Marlena persisted. “There are other options. You don’t have to be tied down to that boy, you know. You don’t have to let him have this hold over you, all because of one stupid mistake -”
“Mistake? We might not have planned this, mum, but we’re in a loving relationship -”
“You’re only young, Aurora. You don’t want to let this boy ruin your life! There’s still time to get out, escape before he turns into his father and -”
“Mum! Enough. For a start, his name is Clint, not ’that boy’. Second, he is nothing like his father, not like him one bit. And he doesn’t have a hold over me. I love him and he loves me. Why can’t you just accept that? Is it so difficult to be happy for us? For me?”
“No,” Marlena protested, shouting now. “I will not be happy for you, not when you’re throwing your life away on a stupid teenage fling. He’s not good for you, he never will be, and you can’t even see it! Can’t see that he’s damaged goods, he’s a wrong’un -”
“Shut up! Just shut up!” Aurora shouted, rising to her feet, and glaring down at her mother with fury. “You don’t know anything about Clint, because you’ve never bothered to speak to him before. We are having this baby, whether you like it or not, I don’t care anymore.”
“Oh well, he’s going to pay for nappies and baby food is he?” Marlena laughed, spit forming in the corners of her mouth. “Makes a lot of money does he? Deals drugs or something?”
She was on her feet now, too, swaying slightly, her eyes wild and manic.
“We’ll sort something out,” Aurora snapped. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to bed.”
“Your own bed or his?” Marlena called after her as she retreated down the corridor.
Aurora had just reached her bedroom door when she heard shuffling footsteps behind her and realised her mother was following her down the corridor.
“I’m going to bed, mum,” Aurora said, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. “I think you should do the same.”
“Giving me orders now are you?” Marlena shouted, spraying Aurora with flecks of spit. “A baby on the way and you already think you’re the bees-knees, eh? Well, love, I’ve got a news flash for you. I’ve popped two of them out myself, you included, and it don’t make you smart or special.”
“Whatever,” Aurora said, going to close the bedroom door behind her, but Marlena stuck her foot in the way, keeping the door open.
“Hit a nerve did I? Bit of a shock, was it, finding out you’re not some princess just because you’re up the duff? Well, anyone can do it, love, not just you. Take that fat redhead who came around earlier. She managed it, and I doubt she can string two sentences together!”
“That’s my friend you’re talking about, now let go of the door. I want to go to bed.”
“Tired are you?” Marlena shrieked, her eyes widening manically. “That’ll be the baby, eh? You’ll be tired all the time now, if you keep it. Tired and fat. You’ll lose that nice figure, you’ll have a nice big layer of flab and huge stretch marks. Your boyfriend won’t like you then, will he? Not when your twenty pounds heavier and aching all over. You won’t be in the mood then, will you? And how long will it take for him to go looking elsewhere, eh?”
Aurora looked at her mother, too shocked for words. She had never heard her mother speak in such a way before. This was a completely different person speaking, yet Aurora knew that they came from her mother. These were her mother’s thoughts, finally coming to the surface.
Marlena stopped shrieking and disappeared from sight. Aurora opened the door wider and saw her mother kneeling on the floor. She went to kneel down beside her, make sure her mother was feeling all right, but froze mid-way.
On the floor, half a dozen round, white pills had scattered from a small plastic bag that had fallen from Marlena’s pocket. She was now frantically picking them up and placing them gently back into the bag.
“What are they?” Aurora demanded.
Marlena didn’t answer, too preoccupied with the pills. When she had retrieved them all, she placed the plastic bag into her jeans pocket and turned to face Aurora. Her face looked slack, and her eyes were bloodshot but no longer had the psychotic gleam from a few moment’s ago.
“What are those pills?” Aurora repeated.
Marlena looked down at her feet, “Nothing, don’t you worry. Get off to bed.”
Aurora watched her mother tread slowly back down the corridor to the lounge and disappear. Aurora closed the bedroom door and settled herself down on her bed.
The pills, at least, explained why her mother had been raving like a lunatic, but this thought didn’t comfort her. It made her feel sick. Her mother had slipped further into depression, she knew that now. She hadn’t supported her as she should have done, yet Aurora had received little support and she hadn’t resorted to drugs to get through the day.
After undressing and turning the light off, Aurora settled down beneath the duvet covers. Outside, streetlights beamed and occasional drunken shouts drifted up to the window, but Aurora ignored them. She placed her hands on her stomach and smiled. She was going to have a baby and she now realised why she had felt so happy earlier. She was going to be a mother, but more than that, she now had a little piece of Clint with her wherever she went.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Clint watched from the sofa as Rakhul led the rest of the family out of the flat.
“Don’t break anything,” he growled at Clint, before slamming the door shut behind him.
Alone at the flat, Clint returned his gaze to the television but only half-listened to the programme. He was waiting for Aurora to come over and any slight sound made him leap up, hopeful that it was her knocking on the front door.
In the days since his beating from Rakhul, Clint’s injuries had improved and although the bruises were still evident on his dark skin, they no longer ached as much as they had done before and he was able to move freely without wincing in agony.
Aurora had not been to visit over the past few days and Clint had missed her enormously. She had told him over the phone that she had to stay and look after her mum, and Clint had accepted what she told him, but that hadn’t stopped him thinking about her all day and night, wondering what she was doing and whether he should go and visit her. The thought had quickly been pushed from his mind, as Marlena was unlikely to want him around her. Without Aurora to keep him company, he had been bored and lonely, wondering aimlessly around the flat and occasionally venturing out onto the estate, keeping his hood up in case anybody saw the dark smudges still under his eyes.
Troy had visited him, but the visit had only made Clint more frustrated with his best friend. They had talked and watched football on the television, but Troy had been unsympathetic towards him after noticing the bruises and although Clint wasn’t looking for pity, he had expected more of a reaction from his friend. A few months ago, Troy would have been livid and would have offered to set his brothers on Rakhul as payback, and Clint would have laughed along with him as they discussed ways they could get revenge on Rakhul and his handy fists. Now, though, Troy had simply shrugged and Clint had caught a glimpse of what looked like a smirk on Troy’s face, although he later wondered whether he had simply imagined it or not. Surely Troy, whatever had happened to him lately, would not have been pleased that he had been beaten up and bruised. Then again, Clint found himself thinking, at his darkest moments, Troy was a completely different person now and perhaps the thought of anybody in pain made him happy.
After that uncomfortable visit, Troy had rung a few times but Clint had told him he was busy again, not wanting to spend time with him. He would much rather spend time with Aurora. Although he knew that Troy allowed him to vent his feelings whilst they kicked a ball around, he now found himself increasingly on edge in Troy’s presence. Troy had become an unpredictable force to be reckoned with, and Clint didn’t like the change.
A few long minutes of watching the television, and there was the unmistakable sound of a knock on the door. Clint leapt off the sofa and threw the front door open. Aurora smiled at him and he pulled her into a tight hug and kissed her hungrily on the lips. He knew that he should not make his desire so obvious, especially after days apart, but he wanted her so badly. Each night, separated from her, he had imagined her lying beside him, lips moist and groaning in pleasure as he lowered himself down on top of her.
Now she was here and he felt himself stirring against her as their tongues twisted against each other’s. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her harder against him.
As he manoeuvred down the corridor, he heard her kick the front door shut with her foot. He led her into the lounge and continued kissing her, unwilling to be separated from her even for a few seconds. He backed her against the sofa and they half-fell, half-sat on the cushions, his arms still pulling her body against him. She was moaning, but she was moving her lips away from him and Clint kissed her again, desperate for her touch.
Aurora clearly had other ideas, as she extricated herself from his grip and Clint looked at her face. She was hard to read, though it was obvious that something was bothering her. Clint sat back against the cushions facing her, worried that he may have offended her somehow.
“Is everything all right?” he asked hesitantly.
Aurora nodded, but her face suggested otherwise.
“Come on, Aurora, you can tell me. Is it about your mum?”
“No,” she replied. “Well, she’s being a complete nightmare, but it ain’t her. I just need to talk to you about something.”
Clint waited a moment, expecting her to fill the silence, but she remained silent, looking down at her hands which, he noticed, were clutched together nervously.
“Is it bad?” he asked.
His heart began to beat faster. Aurora was looking serious. Was he about to get dumped? Was this why she had distanced herself from him over the past few days? Why she had pulled away from him, when it had been so obvious what was on his mind.
“First, I just want to say that I love you so much,” Aurora said, her eyes not meeting his. Clint’s palms were sweaty now. He was sure that she was about to dump him. Then he’d have lost the only girl he’d ever felt so strongly about. He was in love with her, he was sure of it, and he had never been in any doubt, since they’d begun dating, that they would be together for the rest of their lives.
“I love you too,” Clint said, trying to keep his voice steady. He didn’t want to betray his nerves. “I love you more than anything else on this planet, seriously.”
Aurora looked up and their eyes met. He looked deep into her beautiful eyes, but she cast her eyes down once more.
“I’ll understand if you don’t want to be with me anymore,” she said, her voice strained, and it was clear to Clint that she was struggling with the words. “I mean, I want to be with you, of course I do. It’s just, well, if you change your mind, I’ll obviously…obviously I’ll understand.”
“What is it?” Clint asked, his mind racing. She didn’t want to finish with him after all, but she was acting as if he might want to. He knew that whatever she had done, he would forgive her. He couldn’t imagine life without her, no matter what. Before he could stop himself, he asked, “Have you cheated on me?”
Aurora’s head snapped up, her eyes wide.
Clint quickly went on, determined not to worry her anymore, “Because I don’t care. Well, I care, you know, because you’re my girl. But I forgive you. Whatever you’ve done, or think you’ve done, or whatever it is, I forgive you. Just as long as we can stay together.”
He looked at Aurora and saw that a tear glistened in the corner of her eye. She wiped it away but still didn’t speak.
“Come on, Aurora, we can work it out,” Clint persisted. “Whatever it is. I love you.”
Aurora took a deep breath and looked into Clint’s face.
“I’m pregnant.”
Her voice was quiet but Clint heard them as clearly as if she’d shouted them through a megaphone. His heart continued to race and his mind remained filled with thoughts, but he felt relief course through his body, to the tips of his fingers.
She hadn’t cheated on him. She wasn’t going to leave him. Her love had not faltered and he wasn’t going to lose her. He still had her. And now he had a baby as well, a connection between himself and Aurora that would always be there.
The relief choked him and he found himself laughing. Aurora watched him, bewildered and nervous, and Clint clutched her hands in his and smiled at her. Her lips twitched, as if wanting to smile, but her eyes were still wide with apprehension.
“That’s fantastic,” he managed, squeezing her hands.
Aurora seemed frozen for a moment, before her face crumpled into a smile and she pulled him against her and hugged him, and Clint knew that tears were pouring down her face.
“Don’t cry,” he whispered in her ear, as he held her against him, “This is good news. We should be happy, not sad. This is…it’s just…it’s the best news. The best news ever.”
Aurora released him and took his face in her hands.
“Are you sure?” she asked. “Absolutely, one hundred percent sure about this?”
Clint nodded.
“A hundred and ninety percent sure,” he smiled. “You had me scared, thinking you were going to dump me or something. Right now, I’m just fucking made up.”
Aurora giggled and hit him playfully on the chest.
“You know I’d never dump you,” she said indignantly. “I love you way too much.”
“That’s good, because I don’t ever want to let you go.”
Aurora kissed him playfully on the lips and Clint felt himself stir again. He kissed her back more forcefully and she splayed her hands on his chest.
“Can we still,” Clint murmured, “You know, can we still, erm -”
Aurora giggled again and looked him in the eyes.
“Yeah, we can,” she smiled and jumped off the sofa. Clint watched as she stood above him, a playful look on her face.
She took his hand and Clint allowed her to lead him into his bedroom.
* * *


Troy’s eyes followed Brandy as she crossed his bedroom and threw herself onto his bed. Her skin-tight jeans and stretchy pink top, which showed-off her chest, called out to him but he knew that there was no chance he would get lucky any time soon. She was in a bad mood, he could tell, and he found himself wondering when Brandy hadn’t been in a bad mood lately. On top of that, she hadn’t been in the mood for sex since her attack and although Troy tried to act cool, it was starting to seriously get on his nerves.
“What is it this time?” he asked, going through his phone, uninterested in Brandy’s answer.
“I’ve just seen that bitch again,” Brandy spat out. “Strutting around like she’s something special. Fucking ugly bitch, acting like she’s better than me.”
“Who?” Troy asked dully, though he thought he knew who she was referring to.
“Aurora,” she replied, confirming Troy’s thoughts. “I just seen her on the estate.”
“What do you expect? She lives here too, you’re bound to see her round sometimes.”
“So what? Am I supposed to bow down to her when she passes me or something?”
“Don’t be a twat,” Troy said. “Just fucking ignore her.”
“She was on her way to Clint’s,” she continued. “I could tell.”
“She could’ve been going anywhere.”
“Open your eyes, they’ve been inseparable for ages now. Why do you think your little buddy’s been ditching you so much lately? Got a better offer now, hasn’t he?”
Troy knew that he should ignore Brandy’s jibes about Clint and Aurora’s relationship, but he felt his temper rise and felt the urge to hit her in the face. Raised voices from the lounge stirred his anger further.
“You don’t seem that bothered, though,” Brandy persisted. “Not miss him then?”
“Who?”
“Clint, of course. You two were well tight before, now that bitch is keeping him all to herself. And you aren’t even a little bit jealous?”
“No,” Troy managed through gritted teeth.
Brandy was deliberately fishing for a reaction and Troy was angry that she had succeeded. He was jealous. Not because his friendship with Clint was strained. As far as he was concerned, Clint didn’t deserve to be called a friend until he’d started showing him some serious respect. No, he was jealous because he had grown increasingly aware of the sexual pull that Aurora held over him. His dreams were filled with thoughts of her. Her lips, her body, her silky voice, whispering in his ears, begging for more. He awoke every morning with her on his mind, and Brandy’s refusal to do anything sexual only made him more frustrated.
“Aww, poor Troy,” Brandy cooed, edging closer to him so she was beside him, an arm draped lazily around his shoulders. “Missing his mate. Boo hoo.”
Before Troy could stop himself, he’d grabbed Brandy around the throat and thrown her from him forcefully, so that she flew off the bed and crashed onto the floor with a loud bang that seemed to shake the room.
Brandy rose to her feet unsteadily, eyeing Troy angrily, tugging her pink top down over her stomach.
“What the fuck was that for?”
“You were pissing me off,” Troy snapped. “And keep your voice down.”
“I was only having a laugh,” Brandy said, her voice rising. “Don’t take it out on me if your friends don’t want to come out and play with you anymore.”
“Shut your mouth.” Troy rose to his feet, anger pulsing from every inch of his body.
Brandy screwed up her face, her eyes narrowed in anger.
“Fucking make me.”
Troy lunged and he felt his fist connect with her jaw, but she had moved and he felt her sharp nails clawing at his face and neck. He winced and aimed another blow at her, which missed. He found her shoulders and pushed her backwards, and she fell away from him. He looked down at her, her hair now messy and her fists clenched.
“You still want to piss me off?” Troy asked, standing over her, his own fists clenched too.
Brandy stood back up and pushed past him, throwing the bedroom door open.
“You’re a class A cunt,” she said, before storming out.
He heard other doors slamming shut and he knew that she’d left the flat. He didn’t regret hitting her. He wanted her to come back, just so that he could hit her again. He’d been wanting to strike her for days now and the urge was still there.
At first, he’d thought it was her bad mood that grated on him but now he wondered whether there was something more to it than that. He’d always greatly admired Brandy, for both her looks and her attitude, but recently he had begun to wonder whether he had ever really loved her. He had wanted and he had gotten her, it had been as simple as that. Now he began to wonder if the reason he found Brandy so irritating and why he wanted to hurt her so much was simply because it was Brandy and not somebody else. Not just anybody else, but not Aurora. Brandy was feisty but Aurora was independent and classy, which he found a lot more attractive.
Aurora was the girl he really wanted. Wanted, but also needed. Perhaps if he had one good session with Aurora he would be able to forget all about her and get her out of her system. He imagined her writhing and groaning underneath him, gasping for more. He felt himself stirring again and knew that he had to be with her.
An added bonus would be that he would be truly showing Clint who was the boss. Fucking Clint’s woman might give Clint the shock he needed to finally start showing him some respect. And Brandy was right, however irritating she was, that Aurora was tightly wound, or at least so it had always seemed to him. A good fuck ought to loosen her up a bit, Troy thought. He’d put a smile on her face, even if Clint couldn’t.
As he stretched out on his bed again, he made his decision. He would have sex with Aurora. That was the solution to his problems with Clint and Brandy, and it was also simply because he wanted to. She was hot and he had never been able to stand other guys enjoying a hot girl without wanting a slice of the action. He would have her, Troy decided, and she would enjoy it.
* * *


Outside the flat, Brandy leant against the low wall overlooking the courtyard, inhaling deeply on her cigarette. Troy could be such a twat sometimes, but she knew that she would forgive him, no matter how angry she was now.
Their relationship was built on a deep love. So deep, in fact, that Brandy sometimes found herself wondering whether it was too deeply buried now. Sometimes, especially recently, she had worried that Troy was starting to resent her. She couldn’t understand why. She had put a sex ban on their relationship, but that was simply because she needed a few more weeks to overcome her fear of a man’s touch on her skin before she could enjoy it again. The attack had shaken her more deeply than she had ever wanted to believe, but it seemed as if Troy had already forgotten about it. She heard him muttering in his sleep and he always woke up aroused, desperate for relief, yet she still pulled away from him. She knew she was treading a dangerous line. If she waited too long to satisfy him, he would surely find somebody else who was willing. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to let Troy press against her yet. The thought, once a comfort, was now a discomforting image. She knew she’d grow to love it once more, but in the meantime, she worried that Troy would stray.
No, Brandy told herself. No matter how much he wanted to, Troy respected and loved her too much to betray her. After everything she had done for him, after everything they had been through together, he would not hurt her like that.
She looked down at the courtyard and watched a couple walk along, arm-in-arm, laughing about something. She took a deep drag on her cigarette and let it fall to the floor, before lighting another.
A month ago, Brandy thought, she would have been able to spend hours separated from Troy. After a row, she would have stormed out and spent hours with Zoe or Sasha, keeping Troy waiting to see if she would return and accept his apologies.
Now, though, was a different story entirely. She had thought briefly of going to see Zoe, but it seemed Zoe was still ignoring her, as she never answered the door and hung up whenever Brandy tried to ring her. Any texts she sent her were probably just deleted too, Brandy thought miserably.
The door behind her opened and Brandy turned to face Troy’s front door. Tyrese was blocking the doorway, his back to her.
“You ain’t leaving like this,” he was shouting. “Just put the fucking bag down.”
“Fuck off, Ty, I’m not putting up with this anymore,” a woman’s voice shouted back, and Brandy thought she sounded on the verge of tears. She knew the voice, it was Mercy, Tyrese’s girlfriend.
“Calm down, we can work this out,” Tyrese persisted, desperation in his voice. “You know we can. We love each other.”
“This isn’t love,” Mercy said. “Now let me out.”
There were sounds of a struggle and Tyrese let out a groan and bent over double, falling against the door frame and gasping.
“There was no need -” Tyrese began, panting, clutching his privates and freeing the doorway.
“I told you to move and you wouldn’t,” Mercy said. She pushed past Tyrese, carrying a large suitcase behind her. Her hair and make-up was perfect, as it always was, and she wore a brightly coloured, loose-flowing top and a stretchy white mini-skirt and heels. The overall effect, Brandy thought sourly, was very good.
Mercy caught Brandy watching her and straightened up.
“Got a problem, do you?” Mercy asked, eyeing Brandy with distaste.
“Not if you don’t,” Brandy replied. “What’s going on?”
Tyrese seemed to have gotten his breath back again, and was eyeing Mercy with apprehension and disappointment.
“Mercy, just come back inside and stop causing a scene.”
“Fuck off,” Mercy shouted. “I’ve had enough. We’re finished.”
“You always say that,” Tyrese said, with a trace of a smile.
“This time I mean it,” Mercy said, her voice quiet now. “It’s just not working anymore.”
Tyrese looked about to protest but Mercy held up a hand to stop him. With her other hand, she shifted her bag up on her shoulder.
“I’ll see you around,” she said, and walked off along the corridor towards the stairs. Tyrese groaned and went after her.
Brandy watched them disappear down the stairs, Mercy deliberately ignoring Tyrese’s attempts to persuade her to come back upstairs.
Jessie appeared in the doorway and Brandy followed her into the kitchen, where they both lit cigarettes.
“What was that all about?” Brandy asked.
“The usual,” Jessie replied. “Mercy wants commitment, Tyrese laughs, they argue.”
“It sounded serious.”
“Mercy’s been wanting to get married lately,” Jessie said. “Tyrese doesn’t. Says he doesn’t want to be tied down. Mercy thinks he doesn’t take their relationship seriously and she’s just decided she thinks they should stop messing about.”
“So it’s final then?” Brandy asked, flicking ash into the ashtray.
“Seems that way,” Jessie shrugged. “Good for her, I say.”
“What happened to family loyalty?”
Jessie put out her cigarette and rose to her feet. “I just see where Mercy’s coming from, that’s all. If they don’t love each other anymore, what’s the point in staying together?”
She sauntered off to her bedroom and Brandy sat in silence at the kitchen table. Jessie had a point. So did Mercy. What if Troy no longer loved her? Would it be better for her to just pack up her things and leave, like Mercy had just done. Leave them both free to get on with their lives, perhaps find love elsewhere, rather than trying to keep a dead relationship alive, hurting each other over and over again in the process.
But no, Brandy thought, pulling herself together again. Mercy and Tyrese were different. They probably had fallen out of love. But she and Troy were as in love as ever. They were having problems, but everyone did. It didn’t mean that they should throw everything they had, all their history, away just because it might not work.
No, they would be together forever, Brandy thought. She just had to hold onto that thought.
* * *


Troy spent the rest of the day wondering aimlessly around the flat. Brandy had tried to speak to him but he’d grunted simple responses and walked away, determined to let her suffer like she so often did to him.
Ignoring Brandy had been made easier when Tyrese had returned a few hours after Mercy had walked out. The tension that emanated from his older brother meant that nobody wanted to speak and they sat in silence watching the television. The only thing that broke the monotony of the day was a phone call from the hospital, telling them that Trent was ready to come home. Keskia had been overjoyed and they’d all spent a few minutes congratulating each other, before silence descended over the flat again and Keskia and Jessie went to collect him.
Troy ignored Brandy’s constant attempts to catch his eye, not wanting to be alone with her and wondering irritably if she couldn’t just return to her mother’s flat and be done with it.
After all, it wasn’t like her mother was that bad. Sure, she was a junkie and a hooker, but was that so bad? Troy could think of worse people to have as a mother.
The front door opened and Jessie joined them in the lounge.
“He’s back,” she said. “Mum’s just helping him in now.”
Troy leapt off the sofa and followed Tyrese into the kitchen, just as Keskia helped an unsteady Trent through the front door.
“Kitchen or lounge?” she asked, struggling to support him.
“Lounge.”
Troy and Tyrese crossed the room and each took one of Trent’s arms and half-dragged, half-carried Trent through to the lounge and lowered him onto an armchair whilst Keskia hovered inches behind them, a worried expression on her face.
“Thanks,” Trent said, settling himself down. “And stop worrying mum, the doctors said I was fine to go home.”
Keskia nodded, but didn’t seem convinced, and retreated to the kitchen.
Troy sat back down on the sofa and was joined by Tyrese. Jessie and Brandy lingered on the edge of the room.
“Why don’t you two go help mum in the kitchen?” Tyrese said.
Jessie and Brandy skulked out of the room and closed the door behind them. Troy looked expectantly from Tyrese to Trent, but it was a full minute before either of them spoke.
“So what happened?” Tyrese asked eventually.
“Not much to say,” Trent replied. “They got me down an alley. Don’t know how they knew I’d be there. Just luck, I’d guess.”
“Luck?” Troy asked incredulously.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Trent repeated. It seemed to Troy as if his brother was holding something back, but maybe it was because he was still embarrassed. Hell, he’d be embarrassed if he’d been jumped down an alleyway.
“So where’s my party?” Trent asked, clearly closing the conversation.
Half an hour later, the flat was full of grinding people and loud music. Tyrese and Troy had gone to the shop and bought as much alcohol as they could carry. Trent sat in his armchair, drinking a can of cider, chatting to a long stream of well wishers, most of whom had brought more alcohol along with them.
Troy watched Brandy sitting on the sofa, chatting half-heartedly to a blonde girl who winked in Troy’s direction when Brandy wasn’t looking.
He thought of calling Clint, but quickly pushed the thought from his mind. Whatever friendship they had once shared, Troy was certain that it was over. He briefly wondered whether Clint would bring Aurora, but then decided against that too. He wanted to be alone with Aurora, not seeing her in a room full of people.
Brandy had risen to her feet and crossed the room to stand facing him.
“Do you want to go outside?” she asked.
“No,” Troy shook his head.
The party was kicking off properly now, and he didn’t want to be stuck outside listening to Brandy moan and bitch about everything.
“Come on,” Brandy said, nudging him, sounding put out.
“Fuck off,” Troy snapped.
“Fine, I’ll go home then,” she said, shooting a filthy look at him and storming off through the kitchen and out of the front door.
Troy continued drinking his beer, relieved that she had gone at last. The blonde who had been sitting next to Brandy was now alone and Troy sauntered over and sat down beside her.
“You all right?” he asked, leaning back against the cushions and eyeing her up.
She had a pretty face and a nice body, and she seemed interested.
Leaning forward, she smiled, “I am now you’re here. I thought your girlfriend wouldn’t ever fuck off.”
“So did I,” Troy said. “So, what’s your name?”
“Siobhan,” she replied. “No need to ask who you are.”
Troy grinned broadly. This was so much easier than he had anticipated.
“You from the Goldsworth?” he asked her.
Siobhan downed the rest of vodka and coke and pressed closer against him.
“We can carry with all this bullshit, or you can take me straight to your bedroom,” she whispered, licking her lips.
Troy was surprised, but hid it well. He smiled and nodded in the direction of his room. He stood up and led Siobhan through the dancers. His hand was on the door handle when a scream came from the kitchen. The scream was followed by more and everyone seemed to be panicking. Troy looked across the lounge, and Siobhan gasped and dashed away.
Troy groaned. Two policemen were standing in the doorway, and in between them, Serena Patterson stood, looking triumphant.
Troy watched her for a moment, before she caught his eye and he looked away. He saw Siobhan grabbing her handbag and heading to the door as quickly as she could, along with the other guests.
Troy’s pulse quickened and he began to panic. Patterson was here. That meant she was here to make an arrest, and he was certain that it would be him. After all, wasn’t it him who she had been trying to catch for weeks? Glancing at her again, he could see she still wore a look of barely suppressed victory, and he thought he knew why.
As the last of the guests disappeared out of the flat, Troy remained frozen by his bedroom door. Trent remained in his armchair, and Jessie was watching the proceedings with a bored bemusement from his side, dangling precariously from the arm of the chair. Tyrese was still ushering people out of the flat and when the last had gone, he re-joined them in the lounge, a falsely cheery smile on his face.
“What can we do for you?” he asked, addressing Patterson. “It was just a party. You could have just knocked on the door if someone’s made a noise complaint.”
“Exactly, and it’s not like the neighbours are quiet,” Jessie piped up, but went quiet after a furious look from Tyrese.
“Anyway,” Tyrese continued, “the party’s over now. No need to hang around.”
A bedroom door opened and Keskia emerged, a dressing gown clutched at her chest. She looked wearily around the room, eyes lingering on Patterson with a mixture of confusion and suspicion.
“What are you lot doing here?” she demanded. “You know what time it is?”
“I’m sorry for the intrusion,” Patterson said, smiling. “It’s just -”
“And I suppose you have a warrant?” Keskia persisted. “As you’re standing in my living room bold as brass.”
“We have an arrest warrant,” Patterson explained.
The colour drained out of Keskia’s face and she went silent. Troy saw Tyrese and Trent exchange looks but remained frozen.
As Patterson stepped forward, Tyrese moved almost imperceptibly to his left, so that he was in front of Troy. Patterson seemed to notice and for a moment looked intrigued, but then she continued across the room and stood in front of Trent, the two policemen flanking her.
“Trent Banks,” Patterson said. “You are under arrest for the murders of Wright O’Neill and Sasha Morton. You have the right to remain silent -”
“What?” Trent cried out. “Are you crazy? I never did that.”
“The evidence suggests otherwise, mister Banks,” Patterson smiled. “Now, if you’ll stand up, we need to take you down to the station.”
“I want to see a lawyer,” Trent demanded, remaining sitting. Jessie hastily moved away from the armchair and crossed the room to join her mother, who was looking just as scared.
“You can see your lawyer down at the station,” Patterson said. “Now, please stand up.”
“What proof have you got?” Tyrese asked, stepping forward. The two policemen looked at him wearily but Patterson shook her head.
“We found the murder weapon that was used to kill them both,” Patterson explained, looking at Tyrese. “Forensics examined the gun and found fingerprints. There was a match on the system and it turned out to be your brother’s. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
Patterson’s voice had gone more forceful as she turned to Trent once more, whose face was a picture of confusion. He looked from Tyrese to Troy and then to Patterson, who was standing over him, hands on hips.
Troy watched the scene, feeling his heart rate slowing down. Of course, he’d stolen Trent’s gun to kill them and he’d worn gloves, but he’d forgotten to wipe the gun down in case either of his brothers’ prints were still on it.
“Come on, Banks, time to go,” Patterson said.
Trent reluctantly rose to his feet and Patterson slid the handcuffs around his wrists and snapped them shut.
“Don’t worry, we’ll call a lawyer right now,” Tyrese called out, as Trent was led out of the flat.
Before they left, Troy caught Patterson’s eye again and this time held her gaze. It was if she knew he was really responsible, and he shuddered.
The front door closed behind them but the room remained silent.
Keskia was the first to speak, in a shaking voice.
“I’ll ring a lawyer,” she said, heading to the kitchen. “I knew this would happen, I just knew it. It was only a matter of time.”
The door closed behind her, and Troy waited a moment before releasing his grip on the door handle and sitting on the sofa.
Tyrese turned to face him, his face unreadable.
“You’re just going to let him get sent down?” he asked, eyeing Troy with doubt. “You did it, but you’re going to sit there and let Trent do time for you?”
Troy opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.
“Your own brother?” Tyrese continued, his voice rising. “Scared of prison, are you? If you weren’t prepared to take the consequences, why the fuck did you do it?”
Troy shook his head, still unable to speak. His mind was racing. He knew, as Tyrese spoke, that he wouldn’t be able to face prison. For all he told people, he knew he wouldn’t survive behind bars. He couldn’t face it.
He looked up and Tyrese was looking at him expectantly, a vein in his forehead throbbing.
“Lost your nerve have you?” he shouted, making Troy jump. “Not such a big man now are you?”
“I forgot to wipe it down,” Troy stammered. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Tyrese shouted, incredulous. “Sorry don’t cut it. Try telling Trent that when he gets sent down. I thought you understood where we were coming from, but you clearly didn’t. You only do something if you’re willing to do time for it. You don’t let someone else take the rap -”
“You do,” Troy interrupted, before he could stop himself. “You and Trent always let other people go down for stuff you do.”
“They work for us, and they get paid well for it,” Tyrese said. “They understand that and they accept it. And that’s small fry, a few months. Maybe a year. Small time drugs charges, not fucking double murder.”
“I’m sorry,” Troy repeated, knowing it was a lame response.
He thought of his reputation. Surely it would be in tatters now, after everyone knew that he had let his own brother be sent down for a crime that he’d done. All because he was too scared to hand himself in. The very thought of coming clean made Troy’s palms sweat and he knew that his bravado had deserted him.
“So you’re not going to help him out?” Tyrese asked, though the answer was clear enough. Before Troy could respond, Tyrese continued, “Right, well, you can consider yourself well and truly ditched. You ain’t man enough to be involved in this kind of thing.”
“What about Corey?” Troy asked, eyes widening. He had been hoping that this could help him regain some respect from his brothers, but Tyrese’s eyes widened in shock.
“You ain’t cut out for this,” Tyrese said. “You’re a fucking pussy. I’ll take Corey out, you can stay here and thing about all the shit you’ve just caused.”
Troy opened his mouth to protest but closed it quickly. He didn’t want to anger his brother anymore.
Tyrese headed for the door, but it opened before he reached it and Keskia emerged, looking worried.
“I’ve called a lawyer,” Keskia told them, “He said he’ll go straight down to the station.”
“He say anything else?” Tyrese asked.
“He said he’d do everything he can,” Keskia answered. “But he said, well, that it didn’t look good for Trent.”
“Well, I’ve got to go out,” Tyrese said, heading for the door, shooting Troy a murderous glare.
Keskia looked alarmed, “Where are you going?”
“I’ve got to sort out some business,” Tyrese replied. “Troy, you stay here and look after mum, if you can manage that.”
He reached for the door but Jessie threw herself in front of him.
“No, you can’t go,” she said, her face panic-stricken. “Just stay here, please.”
“Get out the way,” Tyrese said. “I’ve just got to -”
“No, I know what you’re going to do. You’re going to kill Corey.”
“Oh Lord,” Keskia cried, raising a shaking hand to her heart. “Tyrese, you can’t!”
“Listen, both of you,” Tyrese said, trying to control his mounting temper. “I’ve got to, this is important.”
“More important than your family?” Keskia said. “You’ve just seen what’s happened to Trent. Do you want the same thing to happen to you?”
“It won’t,” Tyrese said firmly.
“Please, don’t,” Jessie cried, tears running down her face, “You can’t kill him. Please, he’s not a bad person -”
“You don’t know him,” Tyrese persisted.
Jessie continued to block the doorway.
“I do know him,” Jessie said. “He’s Jazz’s brother. Him and Jayden. They’re really nice, they’re not as bad as you make them out to be.”
“You’ve been hanging out with them?” Tyrese snapped, eyeing Jessie angrily. “After everything we’ve told you about them, you’ve been -”
“They’re nice!” Jessie protested. “Corey is sweet and funny, and he’s -”
“Dead,” Tyrese interrupted. “I’m going to kill him with my bare hands.”
“No, you can’t,” Jessie said. “You don’t understand. He’s my boyfriend.”
Troy watched as Tyrese’s eyes bulged angrily. Troy clenched his fists, the guilt he’d been feeling minutes before replaced with a burning anger.
“Right, that’s even more reason to pay him a visit,” Tyrese said, pushing Jessie forcefully out of the way.
Keskia cried out and began sobbing and Troy jumped to his feet.
“I want to come too,” he said.
Tyrese surveyed him for a moment and nodded.
“No,” Jessie continued. “You don’t get it. I’m pregnant.”
Her words rung out in the room and even Keskia’s sobbing stopped as they all looked at Jessie. Troy felt his anger mounting and was sure his brother was feeling the same, but when Tyrese spoke his voice was surprisingly quiet.
“Pregnant?” he repeated. “And it’s Corey’s?”
“Yeah,” Jessie replied. “And we love each other.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, it’s not some stupid way of pissing people off,” Jessie said earnestly. “We love each other. We couldn’t help it.”
Tyrese looked at his sister’s face, the tears on her cheeks, and sighed heavily.
“Okay,” he said. “We’ll have to meet him, sort some stuff out, but this changes things.”
Troy couldn’t believe his ears.
“Are you serious?” he stammered, looking from Jessie to Tyrese. “He fucking put Trent in hospital, and we ain’t getting him back?”
“You put him in prison,” Tyrese said. “But I haven’t broken your legs, have I?”
“But, he deserves it.”
“Oh shut up,” Jessie snapped. “You’ve done more damage than anyone else, so you’re hardly one to talk about deserving punishment.”
Troy’s anger flashed so suddenly he thought he’d been electrocuted. Jessie was disrespecting him as if he was a piece of shit on her shoe. He’d proven himself far more than Corey had, yet she was acting as if Corey were a God and Troy just a peasant.
Jessie’s smug look of satisfaction was the final straw. Troy crossed the room in two swift strides and delivered a blow across her face, sending her flying back against the wall. Keskia screamed and Tyrese lunged forward, knocking Troy backwards.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Tyrese shouted, pushing Troy backwards again.
Troy was shaking with anger but he knew he couldn’t hope to win in a fight against his brother. He looked round his shoulders and saw Keskia crying again, an arm around Jessie’s shoulders. Jessie was looking at him with a mixture of hatred and pity, her hand rubbing her jaw.
“You fucking deserved it,” Troy shouted at her, trying to side-step Tyrese. “Fucking slag, sleeping with a Healy.”
“Cool it,” Tyrese said warningly, keeping a grip on Troy’s arm.
“I want you out,” Keskia said suddenly, crossing the room to face Troy. “I don’t want you staying here anymore.”
“What?” Troy asked, caught off guard. “What the fuck you on?”
“I know what you’ve been doing,” she said. “I know about Shaniqua Curtis, and the other two. I know all about them, Troy.”
Troy looked incredulously at his mother, but then he suddenly understood. He had wondered why his mother was acting differently around him over the past few weeks, and this explained it. The cold looks and the lack of her usual loving adoration. She had known all along.
“So what?” Troy replied. “You can’t kick me out.”
“Can’t I? I’ve put up with enough from you. From you all. But this is the final straw. Innocent people dying, because of you. You’re selfish and rude, you’re arrogant and you have no idea that what you’re doing is wrong. I can’t take it anymore. I can’t have you around here, risking my family. You’ll have to go.”
“Fuck off,” Troy laughed. “You don’t mean that.”
“Yes I do.”
Troy looked in his mother’s face and realised that she was serious. This wasn’t an idle threat or an angry rant. She was deadly serious. She wanted him out.
“Fine, I’ll go,” he snapped. “Fuck you all.”
He pulled himself out of Troy’s grip and crossed the room, sneering at his mother and Jessie as he passed them. In the kitchen, he briefly wondered whether he should go to his room and collect some of his belongings, but decided against it. He could come and collect them another time.
Something caught his eye on the counter. A bag of cocaine, left over from the party no doubt. He pocketed it and threw the front door open. He turned and saw Keskia, Tyrese and Jessie watching him from the doorway. Their faces were stern, unreadable, but he knew that there was no trace of regret on them.
Troy slammed the door shut as hard as he could and set off across the estate.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Troy knocked on the door and felt his temper rising once more. The short walk across the estate had momentarily calmed him, the cool air numbing his mind. Now, though, standing at Brandy’s front door, he fought the urge to kick down the door. What was taking so long for her to answer?
The door opened and Brandy appeared, illuminated by the hallway light behind her. She was wearing a skimpy dressing gown over her underwear, her soft skin visible, but Troy wasn’t in the mood and pushed past her into the flat.
“What’s wrong?” Brandy asked, closing the door and following Troy down the corridor and into her bedroom.
Troy ignored her and sat down on the bed, the mattress springs creaking annoyingly. Brandy lit a cigarette and opened the bedroom window, eyeing him with concern.
“You sure everything’s okay?” she asked, blowing smoke out the window.
Troy didn’t answer but pulled the bag of cocaine out of his pocket and dropped it onto the duvet beside him. He fumbled in his pockets for a note and found a crumpled fiver. He rolled it up and crossed to the small desk in the corner of the small room.
“Where did you get that?” Brandy asked.
“Does it matter?” Troy snapped.
Brandy bristled but kept quiet, and Troy was relieved. The last thing he needed was for Brandy to start giving him shit on top of everything else. He shook some of the fine white powder out onto the desk and split them into narrow lines. He put the rolled-up fiver to his nose and snorted three lines, one after the other.
He leant back on the small swivel chair and felt slightly calmer.
“So are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Brandy asked, crossing the room and snorting a line herself. “I guess you’ve fallen out with someone. Was it Clint?”
“No,” Troy replied. “I got kicked out.”
“By your mum?” Brandy asked, surprised. “Why?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
He didn’t want to have to explain the evening’s events to her. It would just get him worked up again and he knew he’d do something he’d regret.
He tipped more cocaine out and snorted a few more lines, aware of Brandy watching him closely.
“So you want to stay here tonight?” she asked.
Troy nodded, and Brandy smiled.
“My mum’s gone out for the night,” she told him. “She probably won’t be back for a few days, so you can stay as long as you want.”
She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him lightly on the top of his head. Troy shrugged her off him and tipped some more cocaine out onto the desk. He wasn’t in the mood for Brandy’s clinginess, not now.
“Haven’t you had enough for now?” Brandy asked.
“No way,” Troy replied.
He snorted three more lines and felt the drug course through his body. He was already feeling better than he had before he’d arrived. Brandy was eyeing him carefully, and Troy resisted the urge to hit her. Maybe, he thought, it had been a mistake to come here.
“Why don’t we watch a film?” Brandy suggested.
Troy shook his head and tipped more cocaine out. Brandy was looking apprehensive now.
“Wait a bit,” she said. “You don’t have to do it all now. You can do some more later.”
Troy ignored her again and snorted one line. Then another.
“Troy, what’s going on?” Brandy said, exasperated.
“Mind your own fucking business.”
He snorted the last two lines and sat back, trying to block out Brandy, with her arms crossed against her chest, an angry look on her face.
“The least you can do is tell me what’s going on,” she said. “After all, you are staying here.”
Troy was feeling the buzz of the drugs properly now and he looked witheringly at Brandy. He knew that it had been a mistake to come to her flat. She was just going to nag him all night until she either fell asleep or he hit her.
He rose to his feet and Brandy looked at him expectantly.
“Film then?” she asked.
“I’m out of here,” Troy said, heading for the door, grabbing the half-full bag of cocaine and shoving it into his pocket as he went.
Brandy followed him down the corridor to the front door, demanding answers.
“You’ve only just got here,” she protested. “Where else are you going to go?”
Troy continued to ignore her, pretending her voice was the buzz of a particularly annoying bee and nothing more. He opened the front door and stepped out into the fresh air. Brandy was still talking but Troy walked away without looking back at her, and a few moments later he heard the door slam shut.
He crossed the estate and realised he had already decided where he was going. There was only one thing that could fully satisfy him now. Only one person whose touch could lift his mood. He was going to see Aurora. The time had come for her to give herself up to him. He wanted her badly now and he knew that he would get her.
* * *


The night was cool and Aurora was grateful that Clint’s arm was wrapped around her shoulders, protecting her from the harsh breeze that whipped across the Goldsworth.
“We could call him Jack,” Clint suggested. “Jack Jackson, got a ring to it, don’t you think?”
Aurora laughed and shook her head.
“I still don’t see why you’re so convinced it’s going to be a boy,” she said. “I think it’s going to be a girl.”
“Nah, you’re carrying a future football star, I can feel it.”
Aurora laughed again and found her heart soaring. She had never been this happy. She had spent the whole day with Clint after telling him about the pregnancy and when his parents had returned, they had taken their leave and had spent the short walk to Aurora’s front door discussing possible baby names.
“I still think Amelia would be a nice name,” Aurora said, but Clint pulled a face and they both laughed again.
As they turned a corner and began climbing the steps, a poster flapped in the wind. It was pinned up on the concrete wall, but half had come detached and was flapping loudly in the wind. Clint lifted it to see it better and quickly took an intake of breath.
Aurora sighed. It was a poster advertising for information on Shaniqua’s murder. She had struggled to walk past them when they’d first been put up but now they came as a surprise whenever she saw one.
“You all right?” Clint asked, pulling her against him as they continued up the steps.
“Yeah,” Aurora said. “I guess I’ve gotten used to it now. Her not being around.”
Clint nodded but remained quiet.
Aurora continued, “I would have thought they’d had more success. The posters, I mean. There’s a financial reward and everything.”
“Yeah, but maybe nobody saw anything,” Clint said, a strange tone to his voice.
Aurora looked inquiringly at him.
“But somebody must’ve, I mean it’s the Goldsworth.”
“Maybe,” Clint said, clearly uncomfortable.
“Sorry,” Aurora sighed. “I keep forgetting how morbid it must be for you, hearing me go on about stuff like this.”
Clint shushed her, “Don’t be silly. You’ve got every right.”
“Still, we should be celebrating right now, not being sad,” Aurora said, smiling and hugging Clint closer. “We’ve got the future to look to now. I can’t keep looking back all the time.”
They had reached the top of the stairs now and Clint walked apprehensively forwards, but Aurora smiled again.
“I already told you, mum knows everything,” she said, tugging on Clint’s arm, pulling him right to her front door. “And she’s just got to deal with it now.”
Clint smiled and kissed her tenderly on the lips.
He waved goodbye and Aurora watched him disappear into the darkness. When he’d gone, Aurora fumbled in her bag for her keys and let herself into the dark flat.
* * *


Tyrese looked down at his sister and wondered, for the first time, how he had not noticed such changes in her. She had grown-up in a matter of months and he hadn’t realised. He hadn’t been paying attention and now she was beyond his reach.
“I told you, I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I can’t say it anymore.”
Jessie surveyed him for a moment, clearly unimpressed.
“You keep saying that,” she said. “But it never changes anything.”
“Look, I’ve already said that I’ll go and see him tomorrow. We’ll make arrangements, or whatever. Everything will get sorted, I promise.”
“A promise from you? That doesn’t mean much,” she snorted.
The kitchen was bright and Tyrese felt his eyes begin to ache. He was tired. Tonight had drained him, not just physically but mentally. Yet Jessie was still demanding his time. He turned to look at his mother, who was sat on a wooden chair, watching their disagreement, looking worn out and on the verge of tears again.
“What else do you want me to do?” Tyrese sighed. “That’s all we can do. Try and make things right.”
“Don’t you think that it’s a bit late?”
“Not if Corey and Jayden are willing to listen. Maybe we can make some deals, make sure everyone’s happy. Then there’ll be no more problems. No more fighting.”
“I don’t believe you,” Jessie said. “It’s all gone too far. I’ve got to leave.”
“Don’t be stupid. Where are you going to go?”
“I’m going to get Corey, get on a train and get out of here. That’s what I’m going to do.”
“Now you’re just being crazy.”
“You have a better idea?”
“Stay here and let me sort everything out.”
“No, I know what your idea of sorting stuff out is, thanks.”
Jessie’s face was set and Tyrese felt, for the first time in his life, helpless.
“Why don’t you sleep on it?” Keskia said weakly.
Jessie turned to her mother, her face resolute.
“I’m sorry mum,” she said. “But I’ve got to do this. I’m having a baby. I don’t want to be a single mum. I want Corey to be there, and that can’t happen if we stay here.”
“Why not?” Tyrese interrupted. “If we can all sit down and talk, we can sort things out.”
“Really?” Jessie said, voice raised. “After you’ve worked your way through half their friends, killing and crippling them? I don’t think so.”
“Just give me a chance.”
“It’s too late,” Jessie said.
She picked up her small suitcase and stepped around him to the front door. Tyrese was reminded of Mercy and quickly pushed the painful thoughts from his mind. Keskia was on her feet, sobbing as she pulled Jessie into a tight embrace.
“I wish you didn’t have to do this,” she sobbed. “I wish you could just stay.”
“I wish there was another way too,” Jessie said. “But there isn’t.”
She kissed her mum on the cheek and turned to Tyrese. Her eyes were moist and she was clearly working hard to keep herself composed.
“Bye, Tyrese,” she said.
Tyrese had expected a hug, tears, but there were none. Jessie opened the door, blew a kiss to Keskia, and then stepped outside. The door closed behind her and she was gone.
Tyrese stared at the front door for a few minutes, hoping for her to return, but he knew that it was just wishful thinking. Keskia rose to her feet and wiped her eyes.
“I’m sorry, mum,” Tyrese said, catching her arm as she headed for her bedroom.
Keskia turned to face him and Tyrese was surprised to see her lip curled in disgust.
She drew back her arm and slapped him hard across the face. Tyrese’s cheek stung where her hand had struck and he was shocked. He had never seen her mother use violence on anyone, let alone her favourite son.
“It’s too late for apologies,” she said, her voice shaking but determined. “I hold you responsible for this. For everything. Jessie, Trent, Troy. You’re the oldest and you’ve set a bad example to them all. You’ve dragged them all down into the gutter with you.”
“What -” Tyrese began, but Keskia cut across him again.
“I hope you’re proud of yourself,” she said. “You’ve single-handedly destroyed this family.”
With that, she went into her bedroom and closed her door firmly behind her. Tyrese stood in the empty kitchen and felt tears sting at the corners of his eyes.
* * *


Clint closed his front door, careful not to let it slam shut in case it woke up Rakhul. He crept down the hallway, his trainers muffled by the threadbare carpet. The kitchen light was on and he poked his head around the door.
His mother stood at the counter, her back facing him, and he could tell that she was crying. Her shoulders shook gently and her hands were over her face.
“Mum?”
He was careful to keep his voice low as he went to his mother’s side.
“Oh, I thought I heard you come in,” Femi said, trying to keep her voice light.
“I thought you’d be in bed by now,” Clint said.
“I was just doing the dishes,” she said airily. “All finished now, so I’ll just get off to bed now.”
She turned, keeping her back to Clint and shuffled to the door. Clint caught a glimpse of her face and stopped her.
“What happened to your eye?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.
The bin was overflowing with empty beer cans, which meant that Rakhul had been enjoying an evening of drinking and fisticuffs with his wife.
Clint ground his teeth, trying to stop himself from shouting.
“It was him, wasn’t it?” he said softly.
Femi shook her head, but only half-heartedly. There was no point, after all, in denying what was going on, as they both knew all too well.
“Why do you out up with it?” Clint asked, hugging his mum. “You don’t have to, you know.”
He let go of her and she looked into his face, her eyes moist.
“You’re a good boy,” she said, patting his cheek. “You’ll make something of yourself. You and Kojo will.”
She pecked him on the cheek and moved off to the bedroom, leaving Clint standing alone in the kitchen. He switched the light off and went into his bedroom.
As he crawled between the sheets, he heard Kojo’s gentle snores and wondered at how much different their lives may have been if only their mother had the strength to leave her husband. Even as he thought this, he knew that it would never happen. As wonderful a mother as Femi was, Clint knew that she could never bring herself to leave Rakhul.
* * *


The flat was dark and Aurora fumbled for the light switch, casting the hallway into a bright light. She checked the lounge and found it empty. Loud snores drifted through the flat and Aurora pushed her mother’s bedroom door open slightly. In the chink of light that poured into the room from the hallway, Aurora could make out her mother’s sleeping form beneath the sheets. She closed the door and went into the kitchen, careful not to make noise, although she was sure that her mother had drunk herself into a stupor that would be hard to wake her from.
In the kitchen, her suspicions were confirmed. Two empty vodka bottles stood on the table and Aurora guessed that her mother was knocked out on the vodka and the pills she now popped hourly.
She retreated to her own bedroom and dropped her bag onto Shaniqua‘s bed. She kicked off her shoes and undressed. A knock on the door startled her. She pulled a dressing gown on over her underwear and crept down the corridor.
The peephole was too dirty to see who was standing on the other side of the front door. There was another knock, louder this time. Aurora opened the door, expecting to see Clint standing there, grinning like he did whenever he saw her.
The light illuminated a dark figure standing at her door. He looked up and his eyes met hers. Aurora was taken aback. Troy smiled, showing white teeth.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Aurora pulled the dressing gown closer to her chest. His eyes seemed to linger on her body for a moment before he looked up at her.
“Can I come in?” he asked.
Aurora paused, unsure of what she should do. He saved her the trouble of answering as he stepped past her and into the corridor. Aurora closed the door awkwardly behind him and looked at him. In the light of the corridor, his eyes looked unnerving as they took in his surroundings.
“Is everything okay?” Aurora asked, unsure what else to say.
Troy shrugged, “Just had an argument, that’s all. But could be worse, I guess.”
Aurora kept quiet, watching Troy as he remained standing in the corridor, seemingly not in a rush to tell her why he had come around.
“You got anything to drink?” Troy asked, looking at her inquiringly.
Aurora nodded and went into the kitchen and poured him a cider. She could feel his eyes on her and wished that the hem of the dressing gown was lower.
She passed him the glass and he sauntered out of the room. Aurora followed reluctantly, her mind racing. If he’d had a row, perhaps she should ring Clint and ask him to come over. Surely Troy would rather talk to him about his relationship problems that with her. After all, they barely knew each other and she was already feeling slightly uncomfortable.
Troy went into the lounge and sat down comfortably on the couch. Aurora hesitated for a moment and joined him, making sure there was a space between them.
“What can I help you with?” Aurora asked.
Troy took a long drink of cider and seemed to consider her question.
“I just needed to come round,” he said, shrugging. “I don’t understand it myself, really.”
This answer wasn’t what Aurora had been hoping for.
“Listen, if you and Brandy are having problems,” Aurora said, and Troy snorted. “If you two have had an argument and you’re wondering what to do, I should warn you that I don’t know much about that sort of stuff.”
“No matter.”
“Do you want me to call Clint or someone?” Aurora asked, thinking where she had last put her phone.
“No,” Troy said sharply, and Aurora was startled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump. I just don’t think Clint would be too happy to see me right now.”
“Why not? You’re his best mate aren’t you?”
“That’s what I thought,” Troy said solemnly, draining the rest of his cider.
“You haven’t fallen out have you?”
“Not exactly,” Troy replied, fumbling for something in his pocket. “Sorry, do you mind?”
Aurora watched as he dropped a half-bag of cocaine onto the sofa and crumpled fiver. He pulled the small coffee table closer to the sofa and tipped some out onto the wooden surface. Aurora wanted to protest but found herself watching him instead, as he separated the powder into fine lines, and snorting them with the rolled-up fiver.
He looked at her when he’d done four lines, his eyes unfocussed. Aurora thought about going to get her phone from her bedroom, but didn’t feel as if she should leave Troy unattended in her lounge.
“You want some?” he asked, offering her the fiver and pouring out more of the cocaine.
“No thanks,” Aurora shook her head. “I don’t think you should have anymore, either.”
Troy laughed and snorted the four lines that he’d just separated.
“You should try it sometime,” he said jovially. “It’s great stuff.”
Aurora didn’t answer. She watched Troy empty the last of the cocaine onto the coffee table when he looked up at her unexpectedly.
“You don’t like Brandy do you?” he asked, suppressing a smile.
“Erm, well, I’ve never really had a chance to get to know her,” Aurora said, trying to be diplomatic.
“It’s all right,” Troy said. “You can bitch about her all you want.”
Aurora pressed her lips together, wondering where the conversation was going.
“She’s a right bitch,” Troy said, snorting a line. “Gets in everybody’s business and stirs up shit. My life would be so much easier without her, you know.”
“How long have you two been together?”
“Too long,” Troy laughed, bending down to snort another line.
“That must mean something though,” Aurora said, her voice soft. “You must really love each other if you’ve managed to -”
“Love? Forget that, we fucking hate each other most of the time.”
Aurora didn’t know what to say, so she stayed quiet as Troy snorted the last two lines of cocaine and crumpled up the empty plastic bag and dropped it onto the floor.
“How are you and Clint?” he asked.
Aurora couldn’t help but smile.
“We’re really good,” she said. Troy looked downcast.
“Lucky Clint, eh?” Troy said, “You ought to watch yourself though.”
“Why?” Aurora asked, not liking the direction Troy was leading the conversation.
“He ain’t trustworthy. He’d sell his own bloody mother up the fucking river.”
Aurora frowned. This was a far cry from the Clint she knew. Troy turned to face her, his eyes oddly menacing, and continued.
“We’ve been mates for years and years, did he tell you? Lately, not so much as a text. He couldn’t hack it, could he! Jealous of me, that’s what it is.”
“Jealous?”
“Of me, yeah. I’ve got the rep, you know. He doesn’t, that’s why he couldn’t face hanging out anymore. Thought it should’ve been him.”
“I don’t think Clint thinks that at all -” Aurora began.
Troy held up a hand and she went quiet.
“You don’t know him though. Clint’s weak. He acts all hard, but he’s just soft -”
“Listen, I don’t think Clint wants -”
“He couldn’t handle himself in a fight,” Troy continued, ignoring Aurora. “Not like me. I could take on twenty Clints and still come out on top.”
“Clint doesn’t like fighting,” Aurora said, growing agitated with Troy.
“Exactly,” Troy said, a strange smile playing across his lips. “Not like me. I like a challenge, you know.”
“Well, Clint -”
“Clint goes for the easy option,” Troy said dismissively. “Not like me. I fight for what I want and I won’t stop ‘til I get it.”
“Listen,” Aurora said, interrupting Troy. “I was going to bed when you came round.”
“Really?” Troy said, licking his lips. “Was that an invitation?”
“Why did you come round?” Aurora said, not caring that she was being blunt now. “I just want to get some sleep, so either tell me what you want or just leave.”
Troy considered her for a few minutes.
“I want you,” he said, leaning forwards.
Before Aurora could react, he was pressed against her, his lips on hers. She pulled away, but he was pressing against her. She slid sideways, and fell off the sofa. Troy looked up at her, surprised, and Aurora glared down at him.
“What the hell are you playing at?” Aurora demanded. “I’m your best mate’s girlfriend.”
Troy smiled again and he too stood up. Aurora pointed at the door.
“I want you to leave,” she said, her voice shaking.
“There’s no need to play hard to get,” Troy said, closing the door quietly and covering the distance between them with ease, “You’ve already played that game long enough and I’m fired up and ready.”
He reached for her waist, moving his face closer to hers, and Aurora stepped backwards. As he moved forwards again, she drew back her hand and slapped him. The noise rang out in the quiet room. Troy looked taken aback and narrowed his eyes at her.
Aurora looked at him defiantly, determined not to let him bully her. She wasn’t going to be intimidated by him.
“I’ve asked you to leave,” Aurora said. “Just get out.”
Troy remained motionless and Aurora felt her pulse quicken. A smile played on Troy’s lips and he took a step closer to her.
“Why don’t you try and make me?” he said, licking his lips.
Aurora took a step backwards and found herself against the wall. Troy was standing between her and the door. He continued to close the distance between them.
When he was only a few inches from her, Aurora looked into his face and he lifted a hand and caressed her face. She flinched and pulled away, but he grabbed her around the neck and forced her back against the wall, banging the back of her head against the wall.
“Please, just leave,” Aurora pleaded, desperate now.
Troy smiled again.
“Not when we’re having this much fun,” he said playfully. “Now, take your knickers off.”
Aurora threw her hands up against his face, clawing at his skin and struggling against his grip. She broke free and dived for the door. Troy was too quick for her and grabbed her hair before she’d made it a few feet. He yanked her back, and Aurora let out a shriek of pain. He pulled her up against him and his smile was gone, replaced by a cold sneer.
“Fine, we’ll do it your way,” he said coldly.
He threw her down onto the floor and Aurora felt the wind knocked out of her as she landed on her back. She gasped for breath and tried to crawl away from Troy. He dropped to the floor and grabbed her ankle, pulling her back towards him. Aurora felt her legs burning against the carpet and tried to kick out, but Troy’s grip was too strong. He was too powerful for her, Aurora realised.
He drew back his hand and hit her hard across the face and Aurora felt tears in her eyes. She pleaded with him but Troy ignored her as he unzipped his jeans.
“Please, please,” Aurora begged. “Please, just let me go.”
“That’s right,” Troy smiled wickedly. “Beg me for more.”
He forced her legs apart and Aurora felt powerless. He was a lot stronger than her. She cried out as he pressed himself against her, fumbling for her knickers. His fingers found them and Aurora closed her eyes as he began pulling them down her thighs, his lips moist with expectant pleasure now and his eyes wild with ecstasy.
“Please stop,” Aurora pleaded, as he pulled the knickers down over her knees. “I’m pregnant.”
The words had come out without her meaning them to, but they had the desired effect. Troy froze.
“Pregnant?” he repeated.
Aurora nodded, trying to stem the flow of tears.
Troy looked down at her and pulled himself off of her. Aurora dragged herself away from him across the carpet, watching him wearily. She pulled her knickers back up and hugged her dressing gown closer to her. Troy stood up and did up his jeans. He looked across the room at her, huddled in the corner beside the television.
“I’m sorry,” he said simply.
He turned on his heel and strode out of the lounge. Aurora watched him disappear down the corridor and heard the front door open and close. She waited a few minutes, before treading quietly through the flat, making sure that he was really gone.
When she was certain, she fastened the chain on the front door and stepped back. Her mother’s snoring still drifted from her bedroom. She had not even woken up to help her. She was too gone on booze and drugs. Aurora retreated to her bedroom and closed the door firmly behind her before crawling under the covers.
Tears were still staining her cheeks and she wiped them away. Her hands settled on her stomach and she thought of the unborn baby inside of her. Would this be the life her child would be born into? Murder and unwanted advances, violence and tears? She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t let her baby share the life she had. Tonight had opened her eyes to the truth about her life, Aurora realised. And whilst she could not change what had happened to her, she could still change her baby’s future. She was determined to.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Clint waited patiently for the front door to open. He knocked again, louder this time, and wondered whether Aurora was still asleep. The door opened and Marlena peered out at him. The harsh morning sunlight highlighted the dark lines in her face and Clint thought again how much Marlena had aged since Shaniqua had died.
“Oh, it’s you, is it?” she mumbled and stepped aside, opening the door wide enough for Clint to squeeze through into the flat.
He looked around at Marlena and waited for her to tell him where Aurora was, but she gestured vaguely down the corridor and disappeared into the kitchen where he heard the sounds of a bottle being opened.
Clint walked down the corridor and knocked gently on Aurora’s bedroom door. He heard muffled sounds from the room and then Aurora let him in. She retreated back to her bed, where she sat cross-legged, a pillow held tight against her chest.
Clint walked in and closed the door behind him. Aurora looked tired and ill, he thought.
“Your mum just let me in,” Clint said. “I thought she’d just slam the door in my face when she saw that it was me.”
He laughed but Aurora only managed a small, half-hearted smile.
“You feeling all right?” he asked as he perched on the edge of her bed.
Aurora nodded but Clint knew that something was wrong. It emanated from her body, sending him signals that he felt he should be able to read but was unable to.
“You sure?” Clint asked, concern in his voice now.
Aurora nodded, but her eyes were downcast and he knew at once that she was lying. His heart was beating quicker now. Something had happened last night after he’d walked her home.
“Did something happen last night?”
Aurora looked up at him, her eyes wide for a moment before she shook her head.
“You can tell me,” he said. “Come on, Aurora, after everything we’ve been through. I know you’re not telling me something.”
Aurora remained quiet but a tear slid down her face. Clint moved closer and Aurora flinched. Clint looked at her suspiciously, heart racing. He took her face in his hands, despite Aurora’s reluctance, and he wiped the tear away with his thumb and looked into her eyes.
“Tell me,” he said.
The silence was threatening now. Clint didn’t know what was wrong but he knew that it must be serious for her to be so determined not to tell him. A sudden thought struck him.
“It’s not the baby is it?” he said in alarm. “Has something happened to the baby?”
Aurora burst into tears, burying her head into the pillow and shaking quietly with her sobs.
“Is the baby okay?” Clint pressed, a note of urgency in his voice now.
His mind was reeling. If something had happened to the baby, he thought, but stopped. He couldn’t think about that now. Not whilst Aurora needed him so badly.
Aurora shook her head and spoke, her voice muffled slightly by the pillow.
“The baby’s fine.”
Clint felt a wave of relief wash over him and he almost clapped his hands together in delight, but another thought occurred to him. If the baby was okay, then that meant something else had happened to upset Aurora.
“What happened?” Clint said. “I need to know.”
Aurora finally looked up from the pillow and Clint was worried by the tears that continued to trickle from her eyes.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I didn’t want him to come round.”
“Who came round?”
There was a pause, and Clint leaned closer, holding his breath.
“Troy,” Aurora replied.
Clint watched her, his mind racing. He had not spoken to Troy in days, so he didn’t see why he would pay her a visit, nor why it would cause a reaction like this in Aurora.
“What did he want?” Clint asked.
Aurora shook her head and cried silently.
“Come on, Aurora, what did he want?”
She took a deep breath and spoke.
“I don’t know really,” she said, her voice scratchy from the crying. “He started drinking and he did some lines. He’d had an argument with Brandy or something and he kept saying things about -”
She broke off.
“About who?” Clint prompted her.
“About you. I told him to go but he went all weird, I don’t know why -”
“What do you mean ’weird’?” Clint interjected.
“He was sort of…kind of…flirting,” Aurora whispered.
Clint felt his fists clench but kept quiet, not wanting Aurora to start crying again.
“What happened then?”
“He tried to kiss me,” Aurora said, looking up at Clint, before averting her eyes back to the pillow. “I pushed him off me. He just kept saying things, flirting, acting like I’d led him on or something. He tried it on again and I asked him to leave.”
“And then he left?”
Aurora shook her head.
“No, he hit me and then he -”
Aurora broke down into renewed sobs and it took all of Clint’s self-control to stop himself from smashing things. Troy, who was supposed to be his best friend, had tried it on with his girlfriend and hit her.
“And then?” Clint prompted.
When Aurora had calmed down and wiped her eyes with the pillow case, she looked up at him.
“I don’t want you to go after him,” she said, and when Clint tried to protest, she added, “Please, promise me.”
Clint forced himself to nod.
“He threw me onto the floor,” Aurora said. She was speaking quickly, no doubt trying to get this part over with as quickly as she could. “And he tried to pull off my knickers. I tried to get away but he was too strong and then -”
Clint felt his blood boiling.
“Did he force you?” Clint asked, trying to keep his voice level. “Did he rape you?”
Aurora shook her head, “I thought he was going to. But I told him I was pregnant, and he stopped. He just got up and walked out.”
Clint was quiet for a moment. All his previous thoughts about Troy were history. This changed everything.
“Did he come back?” Clint asked.
Aurora shook her head.
“Have you seen him since?”
“No.”
Clint stood up and Aurora glanced up in alarm.
“You promised,” she stammered, clutching his arm. “Please don’t go Clint, please -”
Clint shrugged her off him and went to the door.
“Clint, please don’t -”
“Stay here,” Clint said through gritted teeth. “I’ll be back in a bit.”
He left the flat and ignored Marlena, who watched him suspiciously as he went out the front door. He was brisk as he went down the steps and across the estate. His fists were clenched at his sides and his chest was thumping. He was going to find Troy. Then he was going to kill him.
* * *


“What did you do last night then?” Brandy asked, glaring at Troy.
Troy shrugged and Brandy bristled silently.
“Did you finish the coke?”
“Yeah.”
Troy sat on the sofa trying to ignore Brandy’s numerous questions about last night. His mind was still on Aurora. She had rejected him. The slag had actually fought him. She should have been proud to give herself up to him. Any other girl would have been. But no, she’d struggled and then she’d told him about the baby and he’d been disgusted. He no longer wanted her after that. Knowing that she was so much a part of Clint’s that she was carrying his baby inside of her and sickened him.
The kitchen door slammed and Troy looked up at his mother’s disapproving face.
“I thought I told you to pack a bag,” she said, hands on hips. “I’ve already told you I don’t want you staying here anymore.”
“Fuck off,” Troy said, waving his hand dismissively at her.
He caught Tyrese’s eye, who was sitting in an armchair watching the television. Keskia continued to mutter under her breath as she began tidying up the lounge. Troy had come back after he’d left Aurora’s whilst everyone was asleep and he knew that without Jessie and Trent here, Keskia wouldn’t have the guts to throw him out when Tyrese was being so morose and gentle.
Troy leaned back against the sofa and felt a stab of annoyance as Brandy stretched out and leant against him, her eyes on the programme they were watching.
A loud bang came from the kitchen and they all looked up. The door to the kitchen flew open and Clint burst in, his face contorted in rage.
Troy sat up straighter. He hadn’t expected Aurora to tell anybody what had happened, but she clearly hadn’t kept her mouth shut.
“All right Clint?” Tyrese nodded at him, eyes still fixed on the television.
“What do you want?” Brandy asked unconcernedly. “Shouldn’t you be with Aurora?”
Clint didn’t answer but strode towards Troy. Troy looked in his eyes and saw a level of fury that he’d never seen in his friend’s eyes before.
Before he could react, Clint had thrown a punch that caught him squarely in the face. Troy groaned but Clint’s fists continued to rain down on him and he felt a hot sticky liquid pouring down his face and knew that it was coming from his nose. Clint was shouting now and Keskia and Brandy were screaming, but Troy couldn’t see. His eyes were firmly shut, his head lowered, trying to protect himself from Clint’s blows.
There were sounds of a scuffle and the punches stopped. Troy chanced a look up and saw Tyrese dragging Clint towards the door, muttering threats in his ears.
“What the fuck’s all that about?” Brandy shrieked, standing up and jabbing her finger threateningly at Clint.
Keskia was hovering in the corner of the room, shaking and looking despairingly at from Troy to Clint and back again.
“Ask your fucking boyfriend,” Clint shouted, struggling against Tyrese’s grip. “Ask him.”
Brandy looked bemused and turned to Troy.
“What’s he going on about?” she demanded.
“I don’t know,” Troy shrugged, trying to look bewildered.
Clint roared and broke free of Tyrese’s grip and lunged at Troy again, getting in a few punches before Tyrese dragged him off again.
“Calm down,” Tyrese said warningly. “Or I’ll break both your fucking legs.”
“I don’t give a fuck,” Clint said, still struggling. “He deserves it. I’m going to kill him.”
“Whatever you two have fallen out about, there’s no need for this,” Keskia stammered from the corner, directing her glare at Clint.
“Fallen out?” Clint said, and an angry laugh filled the room. “You think this is about some pathetic argument?”
“Of course it is,” Brandy snapped.
Troy knew he should intervene, find a way to stop Clint saying what he knew he would say, but before he could think of anything, Clint was shouting again.
“He tried to rape Aurora! Your precious little Troy tried to rape my girlfriend!”
Tyrese dropped him in surprise but Clint didn’t lunge again. He stood in the middle of the silent room, looking down at Troy with disgust.
“I know exactly what a fucking scum you are now,” he said, unnervingly calm. “And you’re going to pay for what you’ve done.”
He turned around and ducked under Tyrese’s outstretched arms and the sound of the front door slamming shut rang through the silent flat like a gunshot.
Troy felt all eyes on him and didn’t know what to say or how to break the silence, which seemed to drag on and on.
Troy looked up and saw his mother fighting tears again, looking at him with disgust. Without saying a word, she crossed the room and disappeared into her bedroom, closing the door loudly behind her. Brandy and Tyrese remained on their feet, looking down at Troy.
“Is it true?” Tyrese asked.
“Don’t be stupid,” Troy said, hoping he sounded bemused. “As if I’d want to fuck that jumped up little slag after he’s had his filthy hands all over her.”
“So you didn’t go round there last night?” Brandy asked.
Troy paused, thinking over what he was going to say.
“Yeah, I went round,” Troy said, and Brandy let out a snort of derision. “I just wanted a chat, find out what was going on with Clint.”
“Really?” Brandy asked, sounding unconvinced.
“Yeah, really,” Troy snapped. “She was drunk, been with Zoe or something. She was all over me. I told her where she could go and I left. Came back here.”
“Then what’s with Clint then?”
“She probably made up some shit and told him in case I told him what she’d done,” Troy said, trying to sound convincing. “You know what she’s like. Always got to be the victim.”
Brandy eyed him suspiciously but sat back down on the sofa. Tyrese dropped into the armchair and returned his gaze to the television.
“You should sort that Clint out,” he called over to Troy. “Make sure he gets his story straight before he starts flying off the wall like that.”
Troy nodded absentmindedly and pretended to be watching the television. He sensed Brandy’s eyes on him but then she stood up and went to the kitchen to get some drinks. Troy sighed and felt his body relax.
* * *


In the kitchen, Brandy poured herself a large vodka and coke and downed half of the glass in one gulp. She smacked her lips and finished the rest, before pouring herself another. Whatever Troy had said, she knew that he was lying. She had spent the past month or so hating Aurora with every ounce of her being and although she knew Aurora was a lot of things, she was most definitely not the type of girl to cheat on Clint. She had seen them together and nobody else seemed to register on their minds.
Whatever had happened, Aurora had not initiated it and the more she thought about it, the more she began to believe what Clint had said. Troy had tried to rape her. After all, he had been high on coke when he’d left hers and he hadn’t told her where he was going. He hadn’t had sex in weeks either, and she knew that, no matter what he said, he thought Aurora was attractive.
She had never mentioned it to him, or anybody else for that matter, but Brandy had heard Troy muttering ’Aurora’ in his sleep. She had tried to convince herself that it was just a dream and meant nothing, but she had always known that Troy wanted her. If she had rejected him, she was quite certain he could have tried to force her.
It seemed he was capable of almost anything.
Brandy sighed and opened the fridge to get two beers for Tyrese and Troy. The Troy that she had fallen in love with had disappeared. He looked the same, talked the same, yet the inside was different. He had changed from within and Brandy knew that this change was permanent. He had become a different person and as she returned to the lounge, Brandy wondered whether she could love this new Troy the same way she had loved the old one.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Aurora watched as Clint’s parents and younger brother closed the front door of their flat behind them and traipsed down the steps, Kojo walking a fair distance from his father. When they had disappeared down the steps, Aurora hurried forwards and rapped quickly on the door. The door opened within seconds and Clint stepped aside to let her in.
She went into the lounge and sat nervously on the sofa, whilst Clint surveyed her for a few more moments before sitting beside her.
There was an awkward silence and Aurora let her hands rest in her lap, although she longed to take Clint’s in hers and hold them close to her.
“I’m sorry,” Clint said slowly, taking her by surprise. “About yesterday. I should’ve stayed with you instead of flying off the handle like that.”
Aurora thought over his words and nodded.
“I’m sorry too.”
“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Clint said. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Neither have you.”
Clint looked uncomfortable but Aurora took his hand in hers and smiled at him.
“We’ve got to keep looking forwards,” she said gently. “We’ve got our baby to think about now.”
“I know,” Clint nodded.
Aurora leaned forwards and took a deep breath. She had thought last night and decided that something should be done about Troy. Clint looked at her expectantly.
“I’ve been thinking. Maybe I should go to the police.”
“The police?” Clint asked, shocked.
“About Troy. What he tried to do,” Aurora said, her heart beating faster. “What if he tries to do it to somebody else?”
Clint shifted in his seat uncomfortably.
“I’m not sure,” he said.
Aurora felt a stab of annoyance at his reaction.
“What if he hadn’t stopped?” Aurora persisted. “He’s dangerous. I’ve got to say something.”
“That’s exactly my point,” Clint said. His face was serious and his eyes alarmed, “He’s dangerous. We should just look forward, you know, like –”
“I can’t,” Aurora interrupted. “If he attacked somebody else, I couldn’t live with myself.”
“What if he doesn’t?” Clint countered.
“He deserves to be punished. Somebody’s got to stand up to him.”
“Yeah,” Clint agreed. “but it doesn’t have to be you.”
“Who else is going to do it?” Aurora asked, eyeing him sharply. She was feeling frustrated with Clint’s attitude. She had hoped for a little support, even if he did distrust the police. “I’ve got a responsibility.”
“You’ve got a responsibility to our baby,” Clint said. “Troy’s dangerous –”
“He doesn’t scare me anymore. He’s pathetic.”
“You don’t understand, Aurora. He’s really dangerous. He’s killed people.”
Aurora froze. She had always known that Troy was bad news, but she hadn’t expected this. Her mind was racing, filled with unanswered questions.
“What?” she stammered. “Who?”
“He’s got a gun,” Clint answered. “He killed Wright and Sasha.”
Aurora struggled to clear her head. Troy knew Sasha, they had seemed to get along well. Better, in fact, than she had ever gotten along with him or Brandy.
“Why? How could he?”
“No reason,” Clint said, the urgency clear in his voice. “That’s what makes him so dangerous. He doesn’t care who he hurts as long as he builds his reputation.”
Her stomach lurched and for a moment Aurora thought she was going to throw up, but she swallowed hard and took a few deep breaths. The fact that Sasha had been killed just because Troy wanted a reputation was sickening.
“Why hasn’t he been arrested then?” she asked.
“I don’t know, there’s probably no evidence,” Clint said. He was frustrated now. “That’s why you can’t go picking fights with him, he’ll love a reason to score some more points.”
“He needs to be locked up,” Aurora protested. “Maybe I can do that –”
“You’re not listening,” Clint snapped, his voice rising. “He’ll love any excuse to get at you. That’s probably why he did what he did the other night, probably found it a turn on or something sick like that -”
“What are you talking about?”
“Then he’ll have a full set, he’ll be boasting –”
Clint froze and fell silent. Beads of sweat hung on his forehead and his hands in hers were clammy. She released them, eyeing him closely. He wasn’t making sense.
“A full set?” she repeated. “What does that mean?”
“Never mind,” Clint said. He rose to his feet and began pacing nervously around the lounge, wringing his hands together. “I don’t know, I just don’t think it’s a good idea –”
Aurora watched him and everything suddenly clicked into place. She gasped and Clint turned and looked at her, his eyes wide with fear. Aurora looked at him and finally managed to speak.
“A full set. You mean, he – he killed my sister?” she tried to keep her voice from breaking.
Clint remained silent but he didn’t deny it.
“He killed Shaniqua and you knew that?” she continued. “Did he tell you or something?”
“Does it matter?” Clint asked weakly.
“Of course it matters. Did he boast about it? Did he – Oh no,” Aurora froze mid-sentence. She looked at Clint and he closed his eyes as if in pain. When she finally found her voice, it trembled, “You were there, weren’t you?”
“I’m so sorry.”
“You saw him kill my sister,” Aurora said, feeling numb.
“I wanted to stop him,” Clint said, hurrying to Aurora and taking her hands in his. “But it was so fast –”
Aurora threw his hands off hers and looked into his eyes. The eyes she had thought would never lie to her, never hurt her, never betray her. Clint looked pained and stepped away from her, looking wounded.
“Who else was there?” Aurora demanded.
“Just a few of us,” Clint answered quietly. “It wasn’t planned or anything. We were just hanging around and -”
Aurora ignored his grovelling and continued.
“Brandy?” she asked, and Clint nodded almost imperceptibly. “So that’s why she’s always hated me. And let me guess, Zoe was too? They never went anywhere without each other back then.”
Clint nodded. Aurora thought her head was about to explode. She had trusted these people. Fair enough, Brandy and Troy had never been close to her. But Zoe had become her closest friend, and all the time she had known the truth about her sister’s death. And Clint -
“I’m sorry,” Clint said, looking earnest. “I wanted to go to the police, but –”
“But what?” Aurora shouted, jumping to her feet, her anger flaring. “You were scared of him? Or were you just scared that you were going to get locked up in the cell next to him?”
“It wasn’t like that,” Clint stammered. “I was confused, I –”
“You were confused,” Aurora hissed, almost laughing. “Think how I felt! My sister was murdered and there were no answers. I cried myself to sleep for weeks afterwards, and the only thing that got me through it was –”
She stopped. It was too painful to think about Clint. The betrayal was too deep.
“I’m sorry,” Clint said, tears forming in his eyes.
A few minutes ago, Aurora would have done anything to stop Clint from hurting, and wiped away any of his tears. Now she felt a vindictive pleasure in seeing them. She put a hand to her head and ran it through her hair, hoping that she would wake up from this nightmare, yet she knew that it was real. All the pieces fit.
“This is so sick,” she cried. “I trusted you. I loved you. And all this time, you’ve known who killed her.”
Clint was silent and Aurora fought the tears, determined not to show any weakness in spite of everything.
“You even came to her funeral,” she gasped in horror, remembering how he had comforted her when she had thought nobody could.
“I didn’t know what else to do,” Clint said, tears flowing down his face now. “I love you so much.”
“You say that Troy’s sick, but you’re just as bad,” Aurora shouted. “We’ve slept together. And you were there. You didn’t help. You just let her die. I’m having your baby!”
The thought of the baby growing inside her suddenly made her feel sick. Aurora thought of the circumstances. Her child’s father was involved in the aunt’s murder. It was so messed up and sick, and Aurora couldn’t cope.
“Listen, please,” Clint said, his voice pleading now. “You’ve got to understand –”
“Don’t worry, I understand it perfectly,” Aurora interrupted, grabbing her bag and throwing it over her shoulder. “You’re sick. I can’t believe I fell in love with you. I never want to see you again.”
She headed for the door but Clint threw himself in front of her, wiping away the tears and desperation emanating from every part of his body. She looked into his face and pushed him out of the way, throwing the front door open.
“Aurora,” he called after her, as she hurried away, “Please.”
She paused and looked around. Clint’s face suddenly appeared hopeful.
“Go to hell,” she screamed back at him, mustering all the venom she could and throwing it into her voice. Clint’s face crumpled and the tears continued, but Aurora forced the image out of her mind and hurried down the concrete steps and across the courtyard. She had to put as much distance between herself and Clint as possible.
The only place she could think of going now was to the churchyard. She had to visit Shaniqua’s grave. She had to be alone with her sister and mourn her death all over again.
* * *
A few hours later, Clint staggered down the road, his beer can nearly empty. He stopped as the building he was looking for came into view.
Although he’d been drinking since Aurora had ran away, the alcohol did not numb the pain that made his whole body ache, as he had hoped it would. The look on Aurora’s face as she had discovered the truth, her angry words and her tears were etched into his mind, and he saw only this when he closed his eyes.
He drained the rest of the beer and made his way across the small car lot to the small brick building. A few police cars were parked outside and Clint felt every fibre of his body protest, screaming at him to turn and flee. But Clint walked on towards the police station.
He knew that he had to do this if he was ever to find forgiveness.
He pushed through the double doors and found himself in a plain reception area, with blue plastic chairs lined against one wall. Nobody looked round at him as he entered and he knew that this was his last chance to go, but he walked forwards and stopped in front of a high counter, behind which a policewoman sat, safely ensconced behind a glass window.
“Can I help you?” she said, looking at Clint.
Her expression seemed uninterested. If only she knew, Clint thought.
“I need to speak to Detective Patterson,” Clint said.
“She isn’t here,” the woman replied curtly. “Perhaps -”
“It’s got to be her,” Clint interrupted.
“Miss Patterson is very busy,” the woman persisted. “Now, I have detective -”
“No,” Clint protested. The woman looked at him with frustrated, so Clint added, “I need to see Patterson. It’s about Shaniqua Curtis. I know who killed her.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Clint waited patiently in the reception of the police station for twenty minutes before an interior door opened and Patterson emerged, flanked by another officer.
“Clint Jackson?” she asked, walking over to him.
Clint nodded.
“You have some information?” she asked, eyeing him with suspicion.
“Yeah.”
She gestured him to come with her and Clint rose to his feet and followed her through the door. They went down numerous corridors and past offices and coffee machines, before finally reaching a plain wooden door with ‘Interview Room Five’ printed in black letters across the door.
Patterson opened the door and Clint stepped inside.
The room was smaller than he had expected. The floor was linoleum and the walls were a pale, dull blue. A table stood on the far side of the room with two chairs on each side, facing each other. A large black tape recorder sat on the table against the wall and security cameras blinked at them from each corner of the room.
“Take a seat,” Patterson said, and Clint sat down on one of the plastic blue chairs that reminded him of the ones in reception.
Patterson and her partner sat down on the other side of the table and observed him closely. Clint didn’t wonder at why they seemed to suspicious. He knew it was unusual, almost unheard of, from any residents of the Goldsworth to willingly turn up at a police station. He also knew that his tracksuit was a mess, having spilt beer down it on the way here, and his eyes were still red and bloodshot from crying.
“I’m Serena Patterson,” Patterson introduced herself, and Clint nodded. He recognised her.
She motioned towards her colleague, and said, “And this is Casey Jenkins.”
Jenkins nodded but Clint didn’t nod back. Clint had wanted to speak to Patterson alone, but Jenkins had insisted on coming along and Clint had eventually backed down, accepting that what he had to say would soon involve more people than just himself, Aurora and Patterson.
Jenkins flicked the tape recorder on and gave an introduction, whilst Clint sat silent, listening. He could feel Patterson’s eyes on his face and wondered what she thought of him.
“Now, Clint,” Patterson said, smiling at him, “You told the desk sergeant that you had some information for me?”
“I do,” Clint said. “It’s about -”
He stopped. He was desperate to tell her everything, but where would he begin? There was so much to tell and so many things he had to get off his chest.
Patterson waited patiently.
“Well, it’s just that,” he began again, but fumbled once more.
“Now, should we begin with Sasha Morton and Wright O’Neill’s killings?” Serena asked.
Clint felt relieved that she had taken over the interview and he nodded.
“Do you know who killed them?”
“It was Troy Banks,” Clint said.
The guilt he had expected to feel when he said it did not come. Too much had happened, Clint thought, for him to care about his former best friend anymore.
“How do you know this?” Patterson asked, making notes on a pad of paper even though the tape recorder was no doubt recording everything in more detail.
“He told me,” Clint answered. “Him and his brothers, they were having a party to celebrate, because Troy had got into the gang.”
“The Banks brothers gang?”
Clint nodded.
“And Troy actually confessed to you?”
“Yeah, and our other mate, Tamar.”
“Okay, did he tell you why he killed them?”
Clint thought back to the party.
“At school, he said he wanted to take out Jayden Healy -”
“The rival gang leader?” Patterson asked, and Clint nodded. She continued making notes.
“He wanted to take him out. I guess that didn’t work out, because next thing, he’d killed Wright and Sasha.”
“Was it premeditated?” Jenkins interrupted.
“I don’t know,” Clint shrugged. “He said he’d seen them in the park and that he’d wanted to kill Wright. He told me Sasha tried to save Wright, jumped in front of the bullet, that’s why she died. He shot Wright after that.”
“Did he seem remorseful?”
Clint pictured Troy’s triumphant smile as he had relived the murders, and he shook his head.
“Did he tell you anything else about the murders?”
Clint racked his brains.
“No, only he used one of his brothers’ guns because he didn’t have one of his own.”
Patterson and Jenkins exchanged meaningful looks but didn’t say anything. Clint watched them suspiciously.
“We’ve already arrested Trent Banks for the murders,” Patterson explained. “But we’ll look over your statement and review the case.”
“Okay.”
“Now, you said you also had information about Shaniqua Curtis’ murder?”
“Yeah.”
“Who killed her?”
“Troy did.”
“What did he use?”
“A knife. He’d brought it out just for a laugh, I don’t think he meant -”
“Who else was there?” Patterson interrupted him.
“Troy was, and me,” Clint said, feeling his palms get sweaty again. “Brandy, Troy’s girlfriend was there. And her mate Zoe. And then Tamar and Amal too.”
“Could you take me though what happened that night?”
Clint nodded and described in as much details as he could what had happened, up until the moment that Shaniqua had collapsed and they had all fled in different directions.
When he had finished, Patterson studied him for a minute.
“Why are you telling us all this now?” she asked.
Clint shrugged, “I don’t know.”
* * *


The front door creaked open and Aurora stepped into the darkened flat. Closing the door behind her, she crept down the hallway and locked herself in the bathroom. She pulled the cord and the fluorescent light filled the room.
She hastily looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were red and her make-up had run. There were flecks of dirt in her hair, no doubt from when she’d been lying on Shaniqua’s grave, crying her heart out.
She washed her face under the cold water tap and a ran a brush through her hair. Another look in the mirror showed her that she had at least got rid of the dirt.
She let herself out and went into the lounge. Her mother was sitting on the couch, a bottle of cider in her hands. She wasn’t even drinking out of a glass now, Aurora thought sadly.
Marlena turned to look at her, eyeing her suspiciously. Her eyes were wide open and her pupils were large. Her lips were dry and cracked, from her front teeth constantly biting down on them. Aurora knew it was the drugs, and she knew her mother did too, but she was beyond her help now.
“All right mum?” she asked, surprised by the cheeriness in her own voice.
Marlena narrowed her eyes at her and then nodded.
“I’m okay,” she said. “You?”
For a second, Aurora wondered whether she should tell Marlena everything that had happened today. The fact that she had been right about Clint, he had broken her heart, just as Marlena had assured her he would. And that she knew who had killed Shaniqua.
But Aurora simply nodded her head and muttered, “Fine, thanks.”
Marlena didn’t seem to have heard her and was greedily gulping down more cider. Aurora averted her gaze and shuddered as she looked around the room. An image of Troy bearing down upon her flashed before her eyes.
Half an hour later, Aurora was surprised when Marlena rose unsteadily to her feet, the empty cider bottle discarded on the floor, and began pulling a coat on.
“Where you off to mum?” Aurora asked.
Marlena turned to look at her, wide eyes glazed.
“Just off down the pub, love,” she said, blinking slowly. “Be back later.”
Aurora watched her mother go with a frown. She heard the front door open and voices drifted into the flat. Aurora thought of getting to her feet but found she was too tired to go and eavesdrop on her mother and a neighbour. The door slammed shut and Aurora instinctively looked to the lounge door. She could hear muffled footsteps and was surprised when Brandy appeared in the doorway.
“Your mum let me in,” Brandy said, looking around the room uncertainly, unable to make eye contact with Aurora.
Aurora observed her. She felt a small thrill of pleasure watching her squirm uncomfortably, unsure of what to do.
“I just thought we should have a chat,” Brandy said, stepping further into the room.
“A chat?” Aurora repeated. “Why now? You’ve never shown any interest in wanting to chat to me before.”
Brandy shifted uncomfortably and sat down in the worn armchair, still averting her eyes from Aurora’s.
“It’s just,” Brandy said, flustered. “It’s just - it’s about what happened the other night.”
“What about it?”
Aurora had half-expected Brandy to visit but that didn’t mean she wanted to make it any easier for her, especially after what she had found out earlier.
“Well, Clint came round and had a few digs at Troy. He said some things,” Brandy explained. She looked cautiously at Aurora, “Then Troy told me something different and -”
“Of course he said something else,” Aurora snapped. “And I guess you believe him?”
“No,” Brandy said. Aurora looked at Brandy and saw for the first time that she looked worn out compared to a few weeks ago. “I didn’t believe him. I don’t know what to believe. I wanted to hear it from you.”
She looked directly at Aurora and their eyes met.
“What, you want me to back up Troy’s story?” Aurora asked. “Because I can guess what he’s told you. Or you want the truth?”
“I want the truth.”
Aurora took a deep breath.
“He tried to rape me.,” she said.
“He tried?” Brandy repeated. “So he stopped.”
“Only because I told him that I’m pregnant.”
“And are you?”
“Yeah, I am. I’m not like Troy, I don’t lie,” Aurora said indignantly. “Sorry, was that not what you wanted to hear?”
“No, but I needed to know. I could tell Troy was lying.”
Aurora felt surprise at Brandy’s honesty. She had never heard her utter a single bad word about Troy before.
“I’m sure you’ll find a way to forgive him, though,” Aurora said.
Brandy didn’t answer but looked down at her hands. Aurora watched her for a moment and was about to open her mouth to speak when Brandy spoke first.
“I know what it’s like,” she said.
“Oh really?” Aurora’s voice had risen. She was growing tired of Brandy’s pity act. It was her that Troy had attacked, yet Brandy was acting as if it were her.
“I was raped,” Brandy said, her voice shaking. “The night you babysat for Zoe.”
Aurora was momentarily stunned as all the dislike she had always felt for Brandy fought with sympathy in her mind.
“It was two guys from Jayden Healy’s gang,” Brandy continued, not looking up. “They both did it. Here on the estate.”
“That’s why Troy killed Wright?” Aurora asked, before she could stop herself.
Brandy nodded.
“Yeah. He was so mad, he wanted payback.”
“What did you want?” Aurora asked, aware that she was nearly whispering.
“To forget about it,” Brandy sighed.
She looked up and Aurora saw that her eyes were dry.
“So why did he kill Shaniqua?”
Brandy looked up, startled.
“You know?” she asked, before sighing, a trace of a smile. “Clint told you then.”
“Yeah, he told me today. So, why did he kill my sister?”
Brandy thought it over for a few moments.
“It was because of me,” Brandy said quietly. “She’d looked at me funny.”
“And he killed her for that? That’s fucked up.”
“I know,” Brandy said, looking uncomfortable. She rose to her feet, and looked down at Aurora, “Look, I’d better go.”
Aurora nodded and followed Brandy out to the front door. She opened it and Brandy stepped out into the cold evening. She turned around and looked into Aurora’s face.
“I’m sorry, Aurora,” she said. “For everything.”
Before Aurora could say anything, Brandy turned on her heel and walked away, enveloped by the darkness. Aurora stood in the doorway for a few minutes, staring at the place where Brandy had disappeared into the night.
Now Brandy knew that Troy’s secret was out of the bag. Aurora was not sure whether or not Brandy would inform Troy. That meant, surely, that she and Clint were now in danger. If Brandy told Troy what she had heard, then Troy would be desperate to silence them before they could get to the police.
Aurora shuddered and closed the front door, putting the chain on. She went into the lounge and dialled Clint’s mobile. It was off.
Despite her anger at him, her sense of raw betrayal, she could not help but feel panic flutter in her chest. He was in danger and he might not even know about it yet. Whatever she felt about him now, she couldn’t let him die. She tried his number again and threw her phone down on the sofa in frustration. His phone was still off.
A thought started up in her mind and she felt her palms go sweaty. What might Clint have down after she had stormed out of his flat earlier? Aurora put a hand to her stomach instinctively. She just hoped she was wrong. She hoped that he hadn’t gone and done something stupid that would put both their lives at risk.
* * *


Clint stepped out of the police station and blinked in the sudden darkness. Patterson followed him out, a few steps behind him, her eyes watching him closely.
“Remember, you’re only getting out because you gave us so much,” she said, as Clint turned to face her. “You’ll still need to show up for your court hearing.”
Clint nodded, only half-listening.
“When will Troy get arrested?” he asked.
Patterson looked frustrated.
“We’ve sent off for the arrest warrant. It shouldn’t take too long. Still, you’ll need to keep a low profile until we’ve brought him in.”
“You don’t think he’ll get tipped off?” Clint asked.
Suddenly, everything seemed like a bad idea. The two hours he’d spent in the station, answering detailed questions whilst the tape recorder clicked over and Patterson took notes, had felt so secure that he had been certain he was doing the right thing.
Now that he was standing out in the open, the streetlights casting an orange glow down on them, unknown cars passing on the road behind them, everything seemed menacing.
“I don’t think so,” Patterson said sternly. “But you should still keep a low profile. When the police turn up, things could get ugly.”
Clint nodded and held out his hand. Patterson shook it and smiled for the first time that evening.
“Thank you Clint,” she said. “And good luck.”
“You too,” he nodded.
As Patterson retreated into the warmth of the station, Clint set off across the car park and down the road. He couldn’t be sure that nobody had seen him going in or out. He had risked everything and now he knew that he was in danger.
He pulled his mobile out of his pocket and turned it on. He had a message from Aurora. He listened to the voicemail and felt his pulse quicken. As the message finished, Clint broke into a run.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Aurora watched the clock as the seconds ticked by. Her palms were sweaty and she ran a hand through her hair anxiously.
There was a pounding on the door and she flew down the hallway and peered through the peephole, before throwing the door open in relief. Clint jumped inside and pulled her into a tight embrace, kicking the door shut behind him.
His arms around her, Aurora felt her fear ebbing away. Her earlier thoughts fought their way to the front of her mind and she pulled away from him. He looked at her and she saw his skin was sweaty and his chest rising and falling fast. He had run to her.
Despite herself, she felt relief that he had made it across the estate to her.
“Brandy knows,” Aurora told him, her fear returning. She didn’t bother to lower her voice, her mother was still at the pub. “She came round and I told her I knew about Troy killing Shaniqua. She left and then I realised. I was so stupid, I didn’t think -”
“I’ve been to the police station,” Clint interrupted her. He looked into her face. “I told Detective Patterson everything.”
Aurora was quiet. She didn’t know what to say. She had not expected this.
“You’ve told them?” she said. “Have they arrested him?”
Clint shook his head.
“Patterson said to keep a low profile until they do, but he’ll find out.”
Aurora felt fear in her heart now. Her hands started to shake.
“But if he finds out before they arrest him, then he’ll -”
“Come after us,” Clint finished for her, nodding. “Neither of us are safe.”
“How will he find out?”
“Tyrese has contacts, he’ll hear about it before Patterson does, I’ll bet.”
“How long do we have?”
“I’m not sure,” Clint said. “Half an hour, tops.”
Even though Aurora had expected it, she still felt her breath catch.
“What are we going to do?” she asked, looking at Clint, eyes wide.
Clint paced, thinking. Aurora watched him. Her mind fought. Part of her wanted to take him in her arms and comfort him, but another part wanted to punch and scratch him for everything he had done to her life.
The silence was broken as Clint’s phone began ringing. He fumbled in his pocket and answered it. Aurora watched for clues as to what the call was about, but a few moments later, Clint had hung up and looked at her and she registered the fear in his eyes.
“Who was it?” she asked, dreading the answer.
“It was Tamar,” Clint replied. “Troy knows the police are on their way.”
Aurora put a hand to her face. Her whole body seemed to shake with fear and tension.
“He thinks that Zoe grassed him up,” he said. His voice was calm, but Aurora felt the panic coming off him in waves. “They’re going to go round hers.”
“What about Sienna?” Aurora asked. “And Zoe? What will they do to them?”
Clint grimaced.
“I don’t know, but if Troy thinks she’s grassed him up.”
He left the sentence hang in the air, and Aurora knew what would happen. He would kill Zoe and perhaps even Sienna. She was certain of it.
“We can’t let them do it,” Aurora stammered. “We’ve got to do something.”
Clint was pacing again. He stopped and turned to Aurora.
“I love you,” he said. She looked at him, surprised.
“What?”
“I love you,” he repeated. “More than anything else in the world. You know that, don’t you?”
Aurora nodded, her mind racing.
“Do you love me?” he asked. “Do you still love me? Even after everything I told you earlier, can you forgive me?”
His face was earnest and Aurora found herself unable to speak.
“Aurora?” he pressed.
Aurora stammered, before nodding.
“Yeah, I still love you,” she said, and found that she really meant it.
Clint sighed with relief, his eyes burning with tears.
“Will you marry me?”
His words tumbled out and Aurora wondered if she’d heard him right. He looked at her expectantly and she felt tears in her own eyes. The adrenaline and the thought of being with Clint forever, the tension building in her body, her shaking hands, clouded her mind.
“Will you?” he repeated, apprehensive.
“Yes,” Aurora managed.
Clint smiled and pulled her close against him, his strong arms cradling her and more tears came. She knew that he was crying too.
She longed to stay in his arms forever but she pulled away from him again. She looked at him and wondered how she’d ever doubted him.
“What are we going to do?” she asked. “We can’t let Troy -”
“We’ve got to get away.”
“Where?”
“Anywhere, maybe the countryside. Away from the Goldsworth, away from London.”
“We can’t -”
“We don’t have a choice. Troy will kill us if we stay. You deserve better, and so does the baby.”
Aurora couldn’t stop the tears or her shaking body, but she nodded. She knew that they had to leave. It was the only way they could survive.
“Pack a bag and meet me at King’s Cross in half an hour,” Clint said. “Make sure you’ve got your passport and stuff. Once we leave, we won’t be able to come back.”
“What about you?”
Clint looked at her and Aurora realised with a start what he was going to do.
“I’ve got to go to Zoe’s,” he said calmly, though she knew that inside he was frightened. “I can’t let her take the rap for me.”
“But they’ll kill you,” Aurora gasped. “You know Troy won’t let you walk out -”
“I’ve got to try,” he interrupted. “Listen to me, Aurora.”
Aurora fell quiet. Her whole body ached, but it was her heart that hurt her so much. She looked into his eyes and saw how serious he was.
“You’ve got to get to King’s Cross, okay? Get the tickets,” he said, and he shoved some notes into her hand and closed her fingers around them. “I’ll meet you at platform nine. If I’m not there after half an hour, I want you to get on the train.”
“No, I can’t go without you, I won’t -”
Clint held up his hand and Aurora went quiet again, her tears thick now.
“You’ve got to, Aurora,” Clint’s voice was calm, authoritative. “There’s a chance that I won’t - won’t - there’s a chance I won’t make it.”
Aurora threw herself into Clint’s arms and sobbed. Clint held her close for a moment, before taking her head in his hands. His eyes were watery but his face was stern.
“You’ve got to promise me, Aurora.”
Aurora looked into his eyes and felt her heart breaking.
“I promise.”
Clint smiled and kissed her tenderly on the lips. He turned and opened the front door again, stepping out into the cold.
“I love you, Aurora Curtis.”
His voice was so full of love and tenderness that Aurora felt her heart might break all over again.
“I love you too, Clint Jackson,” she said. “And we will get married.”
Clint smiled, wiping at the tears in his eyes, before setting off at a run down the balcony. Aurora went back inside. She wiped her tears away and tried to focus. She had half an hour. As she hurried into her bedroom and pulled a small travel case from under her bed, she thought about the future. She was leaving the Goldsworth at last.
* * *


Zoe lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. Her kitchen was cluttered and she felt a pang of guilt for smoking so close to Sienna, having brought her and the cot into the room so she could keep a watchful eye on her whilst she had a fag.
She looked down at her beautiful daughter and felt proud, as she always did when she looked at Sienna.
She heard raised voices outside but ignored them. There were always loud voices, day and night, round here. The voices got louder and then there was a bang. Zoe jumped, dropping the cigarette. She hastily picked it up and brushed the ash off the table onto the floor.
She jumped as she heard the unmistakable sound of her front door being kicked in. She rose to her feet but there were already figures running down the hallway. Tamar burst into the kitchen, out of breath, and leant against the counter, closely followed by Troy. Troy’s eyes were alive with anger and his fists were clenched.
Zoe looked from one to the other, eyes wide and her heart racing. Troy smiled wickedly at her and bent down over the cot. As he cradled Sienna in his arms, Zoe let out a whimper.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Troy watched Zoe as tears rolled down her cheeks. Her hair was tied back in a loose knot and her whole body was shaking.
“Please, Troy, please,” she was mumbling, “Don’t hurt her, don’t hurt my baby.”
“Should have thought about that, shouldn’t you?” Troy said, smiling. “Should’ve thought about your precious baby before you opened your big fat job.”
He laughed as Zoe started crying harder.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zoe said. “Honestly, I don’t have a clue.”
“Shut up piggy,” Troy snapped. “Or I might lose my grip on the baby.”
Zoe fell silent, and Troy found that he was enjoying himself. He had been snorting coke before he’d had the tip-off from Tyrese. It seemed somebody had finally caved in and told Patterson what had happened to Shaniqua, and he knew that Zoe was responsible. She had proven she was a liability time and time again. After he’d finished up here, he was going to teach Brandy a lesson about picking her mates more carefully in future. The thought of bringing Brandy down a few pegs excited him.
“Why did you go and tell her?” Tamar asked.
“She’s a grass, that’s why,” Troy said. “She doesn’t know how to keep her mouth closed.”
Zoe looked between them, confusion on her face.
“I haven’t told anyone, not about -”
“Who else would’ve done it?” Troy cut across her. “You’re the only one dumb enough to grass up a Banks brother.”
“I swear I didn’t, I swear on -”
“On little baby’s life?” Troy asked, looking down at Sienna. His smile was wide now.
Zoe looked alarmed, but she nodded.
“I swear on Sienna’s life, I haven’t been to the pigs, I wouldn’t -”
“Poor little baby,” Troy cooed. He knew Zoe was getting more frightened by the second. He lifted the baby higher into his arms. “She swore on your life, baby, you hear that?”
Troy looked into Zoe’s face and grinned. Tears were still pouring down her face and Troy felt the urge to hurt her more, make her suffer.
“Did you know, piggy, that when you swear on someone’s life when you’re lying, that person dies?” Troy asked, keeping his voice conversational. Zoe looked petrified. “So it’s only fair that little baby goes for a swim.”
Zoe screamed.
“No, please, I didn’t -”
Troy ignored her and dropped the plug into the kitchen sink. It was empty. He turned on the taps and there was silence apart from Zoe’s hysterical sobbing as the sink slowly filled with water.
“What are you doing?” Zoe asked, voice thick with panic. “Why are you filling the sink?”
Troy shrugged.
“You lied to me. You swore on her life, so there’s only one thing left to do,” he replied. “I’ve got to drown her.”
Zoe screamed and moved across the kitchen, but Tamar grabbed her and threw her back against the counter, winding her. Zoe gasped and struggled against Tamar, screaming as loud as she could. Troy licked his lips. He hadn’t expected this to be so much fun.
A figure appeared in the kitchen doorway and Troy spun around. Clint walked into the room, looking out of breath.
“You took your time,” Tamar said. “I phoned you like ten minutes ago.”
Clint shrugged and looked around the room at the scene before him.
“Please, Clint, you’ve got to believe me, you’ve got to stop him -” Zoe pleaded.
Clint crossed the room and looked into the sink. He pulled the plug out and turned to Troy.
“Bit harsh, ain’t it? Killing a baby.”
Troy looked murderous. He eyed Clint with mounting anger. He’d turned up late and then he’d disrespected him in front of Zoe and Tamar.
“She deserves it, the fucking grass,” Troy snapped, spitting on the floor.
“I think we should wait, you don’t know it’s her for sure,” Clint said calmly.
“Who else could it have fucking been?” Troy asked. “She’s the only one thick enough.”
“Could have been Amal,” Clint suggested. “He’s been locked up, he might’ve boasted about it. Or maybe Patterson visited him.”
“He wouldn’t,” Troy insisted. “I know it was piggy over there. It’s all over her face.”
“I didn’t -”
“Do you have proof?” Clint asked.
“I don’t need proof,” Troy said. “It was her.”
“It wasn’t,” Clint said, his voice low.
All eyes were on him now. Troy watched him suspiciously. Clint was turning out to be a right party-pooper and he wished he hadn’t told Tamar to phone him now.
“How do you know?” Troy sneered.
“Because I was the one who grassed,” Clint said. “I told Patterson everything.”
Troy was stunned for a moment. Zoe and Tamar were silent, watching the two of them. Only Zoe’s low sobbing broke the silence.
“What the fuck do you mean? Why the fuck would you want to grass?”
Troy knew his voice was shaking with anger. Clint didn’t move. His face remained impassive, except for a flicker of fear behind his eyes.
“You tried to rape my girlfriend,” Clint said. “You deserve everything you get.”
Troy was momentarily speechless. He looked at Tamar and Zoe, both open mouthed at Clint’s words.
“He’s lying,” Troy said. “What would I want with that bitch?”
Clint was still quiet, and Troy felt uncomfortable.
“Why would he make it up?” Tamar asked in a low voice.
“Just ask yourself,” Clint said, addressing Tamar. “Who do you trust more? Me or Troy?”
Troy watched Tamar’s face and knew that Clint had hit a nerve.
Tamar looked from Clint to Troy, then moved towards the door.
He looked at Troy, his face unreadable, “You’re a waste, man.”
Troy felt his blood boiling but Tamar disappeared through the kitchen door and Troy knew that he had lost his last ally. He shifted the baby in his arms, her weight annoying him. He placed her back into her cot, not too gently, and turned to face Clint. Zoe hurried across the room and snatched Sienna up into her arms, clutching her tight to her bosom.
“You going to hand yourself in peacefully then?” Clint asked. “It might help you, when you get to court.”
Troy felt nothing but hatred as he looked at Clint. A glint of silver caught his eye. He grabbed the knife off the cluttered counter and spun around. Clint wasn’t moving fast enough. Zoe screamed as Troy lunged.
Before Troy could take another step, he was knocked to the floor. The knife flew out his hand and clattered across the floor out of his reach. His arms were being forced behind his back and he felt handcuffs snap into place against his wrists.
He was hauled to his feet and found himself staring at Detective Patterson.
“You’re under arrest, Troy, for the murders of Shaniqua Curtis, Wright O’Neill and Sasha Morton,” she said, a barely suppressed look of triumph on her face. “Let’s not add any other charges to the list, shall we?”
Troy glared at her, but he knew that he would have the last laugh.
* * *


Brandy watched the scene from the balcony outside Troy’s front door. Keskia had been unable to watch and had hurried inside, close to tears. Brandy took a drag on her cigarette and surveyed the scene. The flashing lights, men and women in uniform.
Patterson walked across the courtyard, Troy walking a few paces in front of her, his hands handcuffed behind his back. She motioned towards a waiting police car and Troy muttered something that Brandy couldn’t quite make out. Patterson ignored him and opened the back door for him.
Troy looked up and his eyes met Brandy’s gaze. She looked down at him and then turned away. She heard the door slam shut and knew that he was safely inside the police car now. She opened the front door and found Keskia sobbing at the kitchen table. Ignoring her, she went through to Troy’s bedroom and picked up her handbag. A bin bag filled with her clothes stood on the floor beside it. She had packed it minutes earlier, ensuring that no trace of her was left in the flat. She picked it up, surprised at how light it was, and glanced around at the room.
She had once loved being here, lying on the bed with Troy, discussing their plans for the future and badmouthing other people. She smiled at the thought of it. She had been so naïve and so needy. Any moment spent without Troy had been a waste back then.
She flicked the light off and the room went dark. She crossed the lounge, ignoring Tyrese’s weary eyes, which she knew were following her. She ignored Keskia again and let herself out of the flat, closing the front door behind her. She glanced over the balcony wall and saw the police car that Troy had been put into reversing out of the courtyard.
She walked down the balcony, feeling lighter than she had done in years. Without Troy, she felt she could breathe again. She turned the corner and began down the steps, her heels clattering on the concrete.
As she crossed the courtyard, she felt eyes on her and knew that they were Troy’s. She wondered whether he was angry or scared, sad or elated. Then she realised that she no longer cared. She continued walking without looking back.
* * *


The flat was eerily quiet now apart from Zoe’s continued sobbing and Clint walked from the room. As he reached the door, Zoe caught up with him, her hand on his arm.
“Thank you Clint,” she said, wiping her eyes. “You saved Sienna’s life. I’ll never forget it.”
Clint nodded and left the flat. There were still flashing lights and he wondered whether Troy was still here or if he’d already been driven off to the station.
He walked quickly, aware of time slipping away, and reached his own front door at a jog. He pushed it open and heard raised voices.
His mother and father were arguing in the kitchen, and they didn’t pay any attention to Clint as he went into his bedroom and closed the door behind him.
Kojo was lying on his bed, curled up and trembling.
“You all right Kojo?” Clint asked, sitting down on the edge of his bed.
Kojo shook his head.
“They always fight,” he said quietly. “I don’t like it when they fight. It’s scary.”
Clint understood. He had felt the same way when he’d been younger.
The thought of getting away from the Goldsworth suddenly seemed distant. He wanted nothing more than to leave the estate with Aurora and be a good father to his baby, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t leave Kojo and Femi alone to face Rakhul’s anger and his drinking. That would make him as bad as the social workers that never seemed able to do anything or the neighbours that saw the bruises and the black-eyes but never wanted to get involved.
Clint looked down at his little brother, shaking in his blue pyjamas. His heart was bursting. He had to make his decision. He had to decide now and he knew that no matter what he decided, somebody would be heartbroken.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Troy watched as Detective Patterson and her assistant crossed the interview room and sat down across the table from him.
Patterson leaned forward and Troy resisted the urge to punch her in her smug face. She thought she’d gotten him good and proper, but Troy knew that they had nothing.
“You’re not scared?” Patterson asked, raising an eyebrow as she observed his expression. “Most people in your position would be. Facing three murder charges.”
Troy couldn’t suppress a smile.
“You think you’re going to make anything stick?” he said. “You’ve wasted your time.”
“I think we’ll manage it just fine,” Patterson said, smiling back at him.
“Clint probably won’t even turn up in court,” Troy said. “He’s spineless, just like the rest of them. Even if he does turn up, that doesn’t prove anything.”
Patterson looked inquiringly at him.
“What makes you think that?”
“Simple, ain’t it? Clint was jealous of me. See, his girlfriend had a bit of a thing for me. He’s just told you all this because he wants me out the way. Scared I’ll get in there with his bird.”
“That’s funny, because he tells us a very different story about you and his girlfriend,” Patterson said. “Apparently, you tried to rape her.”
Troy frowned but quickly pulled himself together. As long as he kept a level head, he would be fine. Then he’d be free and he’d have some people to sort out, starting with Clint.
“That’s what she says,” Troy said, yawning as if to drive the point home. “She tried it on with me and panicked. Nothing more than that.”
“Don’t worry, Mr Banks, we won’t be charging you with attempted rape.”
“As if you’d dare.”
“There are quite enough charges for us to get a nice long sentence without adding that to the list,” Patterson said. “Now, let’s start with Shaniqua Curtis. You admit to killing her?”
“No, of course I don’t,” Troy snapped.
The room was hot and he was starting to get impatient. He just wanted to get out and start planning revenge on everybody who’d enabled this embarrassing and frustrating scenario to take place.
“It would look better if you co-operated,” Patterson said. “Could help you in court.”
“This won’t get as far as court, you moron.”
“Well, we have statements from Clint Jackson and Zoe Taylor, both stating that you stabbed Shaniqua Curtis because she disrespected your girlfriend, Brandine Mason.”
“Those two?” Troy laughed. “Fuck me, if that’s all you’ve got, I might as well go home now.”
He rose to his feet, but Patterson spoke with a stern voice that echoed around the room.
“Sit down, Mr Banks.”
Troy hesitated but sat down again, feeling his anger with Patterson mount.
“We also have a small kitchen knife,” Patterson said, placing a plastic bag on the table, in which Troy saw a knife with a black plastic handle. “With your finger prints on the handle.”
“So what?”
“There are also trace amounts of Shaniqua Curtis’ blood on the knife,” Patterson continued. “Forensics have now confirmed that the knife is the murder weapon. Care to explain?”
Troy felt his chest constrict. The knife had been found.
“Where did you get that?” Troy asked, before he could stop himself.
Patterson raised an eyebrow again.
“Recognise it do you?” she asked.
“No, don’t be thick.”
“How did your fingerprints end up on it?” Patterson persisted.
Troy shook his head, but he knew the game was up. They had the murder weapon. His finger prints and Shaniqua Curtis’ blood on the same knife. He would be going to court and he would be found guilty, he could tell now.
“How did you get the knife?” he asked, looking directly at Patterson.
She smiled.
“Brandine Mason gave it to us,” she replied. “Seems your girlfriend wasn’t too sad to see you locked up.”
“She gave it to you?” Troy asked, struggling to understand. “But she got rid of it, she told me she had.”
“She said that, yes. Turns out that she kept it hidden away in her mother’s flat, just in case.”
“In case of what?”
“She ever needed to use it, I suppose,” Patterson said. “She handed it over in return for being kept out of the rest of the investigation.”
“And you agreed?” Troy asked, incredulous.
“Yes, we did. Now, you have been charged with the murders of -”
Troy didn’t listen as Patterson spoke. His fury subsided and he thought of Brandy. She had kept the knife and waited until she needed to use it over him. He had always known how shrewd she was, but he had never thought that she would turn against him.
With a start, he realised Patterson had risen to her feet. He stood up to and allowed her to lead him out of the interview room and down the corridor. She was quiet but he could tell that she was pleased with her collar.
Troy wished he hadn’t been such a bastard to Brandy recently. If he hadn’t, she wouldn’t have handed the knife over and he could have gotten away with it.
A few minutes later, they stopped outside a cell. Troy looked inside and felt his pulse quicken. He wouldn’t survive prison, he knew it already. He had always known it.
“In you go, Mr Banks,” Patterson said, and Troy had no choice but to step inside.
The door closed heavily behind him and he heard the bolts slide into place, barricading him in the tiny room.
A small grid opened in the door and Patterson looked in at him.
“You didn’t think I’d get you, did you?” she said, smiling. “But one thing you should remember, Banks, is that I always do. Remember that.”
She closed the grid and Troy was left in the gloomy light of the cell. He heard footsteps in the corridor outside and imagined Patterson heading off for bed. He wished he had that sort of freedom.
As he sat on the stone shelf and thin blue mat that served as his bed, Troy found himself crying. He wiped them away angrily, but it was no use. The tears came and Troy buried his face in his hands. This, he knew, would be his life for the foreseeable future.
* * *
Aurora looked around at the deserted platform and then returned her gaze to the large clock. It had been half an hour and there was no sign of Clint. She briefly allowed her mind to consider what may have delayed him, but she quickly forced them away again. She didn’t want to think the worst.
The train station was reasonably busy, but platform nine was empty apart from her. She crossed her legs and thought again about how uncomfortable the bench she was seated on was. Her travel bag stood beside her, filled with as many clothes and other items she’d been able to fit inside it. Her handbag was also filled to bursting with an assortment of items she’d deemed necessary to bring; her passport, the train tickets, her birth certificate.
She looked down at her right hand and stared at the photograph that she grasped between thumb and forefinger. The photo showed a picture of her family, before all the drama, before they’d fallen apart into misery and desperation. Her smiling father, before he died, and her waving mother, cheerful before she’d succumbed to alcohol and drugs, and Shaniqua, clutching Aurora to her side, before Troy had ended her life.
Now that she knew the truth of Shaniqua’s death Aurora felt clearheaded. It was as if a thick mist within her mind had lifted now and she could focus on the future. Shaniqua’s killer would be punished, she was sure of it, and she and Clint would live happily ever after.
Looking at the photo, she felt a stab of guilt. She had not had a chance to say goodbye to her mother. She hadn’t come home from the pub, even though Aurora had rung her mobile and asked her to come home urgently.
Still, Marlena was safer without Aurora around. At least from any retribution from the Banks brothers. She was still a danger to herself, but Aurora had accepted that Marlena was beyond help. She couldn’t bare standing by and watching her mother slip further into depression and drugs, misery and squalor.
She would phone her when they reached a new destination and let her know she was all right. Maybe, Aurora hoped, Marlena would begin to improve when she didn’t have Aurora around constantly watching her and berating her for drinking so much.
Footsteps echoed along the platform and Aurora looked up hopefully. It wasn’t Clint. She was beginning to feel the first real lickings of fear now. Troy was violent, he was capable of murder, and she wondered if Clint had become Troy’s fourth victim.
There was a noise and the train conductor announced over the loudspeakers that the train at platform nine was now ready for boarding. Aurora remained sitting, scanning the platform again.
She hesitated and stood up. She put the photograph of her family into her coat pocket. There were raised voices coming from the stairs and Clint ran round the corner, dragging his younger brother, Kojo, by the hand. They were both carrying sports bags over their shoulders, and a security guard pounded after them. Aurora squealed and ran forwards, forgetting about her luggage.
Clint was smiling triumphantly and pulled her into a tight embrace, swinging her around, her feet momentarily leaving the floor. Kojo clapped as he watched them with a smile.
“You made it,” Aurora said, kissing Clint. “I thought for a minute that -”
“I’ll never make you wait again,” Clint said, kissing her back.
The security guard caught up with them and scowled at them.
“You don’t have tickets, you ain’t allowed to be here,” he grunted.
Aurora pulled out the two tickets she had bought and the ticket inspector examined them.
“What about him?” he asked, gesturing towards Kojo.
“He’s coming with us,” Clint said, glancing at Aurora apprehensively.
“He’ll need a ticket then.”
“I’ll pay,” Aurora said, and handed the man some money. He sighed and handed her a third ticket.
Clint looked at her and she nodded, silently letting him know that she understood why he couldn’t leave Kojo behind and that she was happy to have him with them.
Aurora led the way back to the train, grabbing her own luggage on the way, and they boarded. They walked down compartments and found four seats facing each other around a small plastic table.
They stowed their luggage and they all sat down. Aurora felt butterflies in her stomach and all her previous doubts melted away. She knew that she was doing the right thing now.
A few minutes later, the train pulled away from the station and Kojo drifted off to sleep. Aurora folded up her coat and placed it under his head like a pillow. Clint smiled at her, grateful to her. They looked at each other, silent, for a few long moments.
Clint reached out and touched her face, then her stomach.
Aurora smiled, “This is the start of the rest of our lives.”
“I love you so much,” Clint said. His face was a picture of happiness.
Aurora looked out of the window and watched the London cityscape transform into darkness, which she knew hid fields and farmyards. Clint grunted as he fell into a gentle sleep. Aurora turned from the window and looked down at Clint and Kojo, her two boys. She felt her stomach and couldn’t help but feel that, no matter what life dealt them, they could survive it. They had survived so much already that anything else would be easy.




BABYFATHER


 BOOK 2






CHAPTER ONE



The door slammed, rattling the flimsy frame. Footsteps came down the hallway, the door to the kitchen flew open and a large black woman with a menacing look on her face appeared.
Charley Brunns looked up at her mother and knew that she had been found out. Although she was now fifteen years old, she still found her mother to be a formidable woman. Toni was a force to be reckoned with; what she lacked in height she made up for in mass, her voice loud and deep. Charley, on the other hand, was taller than her mother, prettier and slimmer.
She remained frozen in her seat, looking at her mother standing at the door, blocking any escape.
They were both silent, the only noise coming from the rattling old fan on the ceiling and the small moths flapping their wings as they floated around the light bulb that flickered intermittently. Outside, the darkness was broken by the lights of other high-rise blocks of flats around the Goldsworth Estate. After a few moments, Toni broke the silence.
“You’re still awake then?”
“Yeah.” Charley thought about the unusual question. It was a way to break the tension, ready for the conversation that would follow. It was unlike her mother, almost unheard of even, to be indirect in her approach. She knows, she thought, and felt her stomach constrict.
“I’ve just been talking to Leigh-Ann’s mother.”
“Really? How is she?” Charley asked.
Surely Leigh-Ann wouldn’t have betrayed her trust? They had been best friends since the start of school. 
“She’s fine. She told me something interesting though.”
This was it.
“Oh. What was it?” she asked, trying to keep her voice level.
“Apparently she found a note you wrote to Leigh-Ann in class. She showed it to me,” Toni answered, her voice unnervingly normal. “She thinks that it sounds like you might be pregnant.”
“Pregnant?”
“So is it true?”
It was now that Charley saw the panic behind her mother’s eyes, awaiting her reply.
“Mum, please.”
“I take it that means yes?” Toni asked slowly, shaking her head, already knowing.
“Yeah.”
“How far along?”
“I don’t know.”
“And the dad?” Toni asked, “Bolton?”
“Yeah.”
Now Toni’s face contorted with outrage. She had never liked her daughter spending time with Bolton, she thought he was a bad influence. She’d lectured Charley for hours about how much better she could do and how she would soon grow out of her attraction to him. That Bolton and his friends were bad people. They caused problems all around the estate and that she should find herself a future lawyer, not a future convict. It was too late, Charley had always known, but she had suffered through the lectures, nodding her head absentmindedly. She loved Bolton and he loved her.   
Charley was torn from her thoughts when Toni landed a heavy fist on the table, making her jump and the table groan in protest. Charley had wondered how long it would take her mother to explode with rage, and the moment had arrived.
Toni’s speed took Charley by surprise, and before she could jump off the stool her mother had flown at her, slapping her face and chest with open palms, small speckles of spit flying from her mouth and her wig of thick black hair slipping askew atop her head.
“You stupid little girl,” she was shouting, “You filthy tramp.”
“That hurts,” Charley shouted, “Stop.”
She managed to escape her mother’s flailing arms and skirted around the worn wooden table, banging her leg on the corner and wincing in pain. Toni seemed to compose herself, and wiped sweat off her brow, before readjusting her wig. She leant against the chipped Formica counter to catch her breath, her huge body heaving. 
“You’ve thrown away your life, you silly girl,” she panted, “Pregnant by that good for nothing criminal.”
“He isn’t a criminal,” Charley moaned, half-pleading, “I love him.”
It was true. Charley had been in love with Bolton since she had first set eyes on him. Sure, he might shift a bit of weed and coke here and there, but he wasn’t a bad person, and he only did it because he needed the money.
“Oh, you love him?” Toni sneered, “Hah. You don’t even know the meaning of the word.”
“Oh? And you do then?” Charley retorted, her own temper beginning to rise.
Toni’s eyes narrowed and they did a dance around the table, Toni trying to grab her daughter and Charley trying to avoid her mother’s meaty hands. She felt her mother’s fingers in her hair, and shrieked as pain shot through her scalp, as Toni yanked her towards her.
“What’s going on?” a male voice called from the doorway.
Toni hastily released her grip and Charley hurried away, afraid that her mother would strike again.
Charley looked at her older brother standing at the kitchen door in his underwear and a sleeveless white vest that still had stains leftover from dinner. His dark hair was ruffled from sleep and his eyes were glazed as he looked from one to the other, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the strip lighting.
“Ask your sister,” Toni said, shooting Charley a venomous look.
Asher, not picking up on the tone of his mum’s voice, or the glare she had given his sister, moved forward with concern.
“Charley, what’s going on? Something happened?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“Fine? Hah.” Toni snorted.
Asher looked between them again, and put his hands on his hips, much like Toni had done a few minutes ago.
“Will someone just tell me what the hell’s going on?”
Charley looked at her mother, wondering which one of them should deliver the news, but Toni made the decision for both of them.
“She’s pregnant.”
A few moments of silence followed, as Asher registered the news. Without speaking or looking at either woman, he grabbed the stool nearest to him and sat down, resting his arms on the table as he always did.
“Right,” he finally managed.
Charley moved forward and put her hand on her brother’s shoulder.
“Asher?”
“Sorry, it’s just -”
“Don’t you dare apologize to her,” Toni interrupted, moving forward and towering over her eldest child, “It should be her apologizing.”
With this, Toni pointed accusingly at Charley. Charley moved to the other side of the table, not wanting to be within reach of her.
“Mum -”
Toni ignored her son, and continued.
“She should apologize to us. And to God.”
“Mum!”
Asher’s voice had risen, and Charley knew that normally her mother would have stopped, at least for the time being. Toni usually seemed to have eyes only for her eldest son and no-one else. She would only take instructions from him and none of her other children. His father, her first love, had been killed in an accident. The fathers of her other children had simply left her, for which she seemed to blame her children.
Toni turned to Asher, and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“She’s carrying that Bolton Smith’s baby. What will people say?”
“I don’t care what people say or what they think,” Charley said, “I love Bolton and you can call him whatever you want, but it won’t change my mind.”
“You’re not to see that boy again,” Toni said.
“You can’t stop me.”
“Oh yes I can,” Toni said, voice rising, “I’ll chain you to the kitchen sink if I have to.”
Charley watched as her mother drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t very much, but her body was a mass of solid flesh and she knew all too well now the momentum her mother could gain if she put all of her weight into a blow.
“Calm down, mum,” Asher warned her gently.
“Calm down?” Toni repeated incredulously, nearly shouting now, “When that she-devil
stands there acting as if she’s done nothing wrong? Do something, Asher.”
“Do what? It’s too late now,” Asher sighed.
“If you’d have acted sooner,” Toni hissed, eager to shift the responsibility onto somebody else, “When I told you about her and that boy, you should have gone down there and knocked some sense into him. But oh no, you just stood by and let your sister throw her life away, shame the rest of us, and bring a bastard into the world.”
“Bastard?” Charley interrupted, her cheeks flushing, “You think I’ll be a single mum? Bolton won’t dump me.”
“You mean you haven’t told him?” Toni clapped her hands together, eyes bulging hopefully, “Hah! He’ll be onto the next foolish girl within a day, I’ll bet.”
“No he won’t. He’ll be happy. We love each other.”
“Love?” Toni laughed. “That’s just a fairytale. Something boys say until they’ve had what they want, and you fell for it.”
“He does love me,” Charley persisted, her fists clenched, “I can see it in his eyes.”
“Was that before or after you slept with him?”
Charley sighed heavily, eyeing her mother with a mixture of anger and pity. How could a woman with four kids not believe in love?
“If there’s no such thing as love,” Charley snapped, struggling to keep tears out of her eyes, “Then why do you still kiss that photo of Asher’s dad every night before you go to bed?”
The look on her mother’s face told Charley that her words had hit the raw nerve she’d been aiming for. Toni bellowed and lunged for her, sending the table flying across the room, the stools clattering onto the tiled floor. Charley shrieked and ducked, narrowly avoiding one of her mother’s arms. She dodged her mother and the table, and flew out of the kitchen and down the small, darkly lit hallway to the front door.
“Mum, calm down!” Asher was shouting, trying to restrain Toni.
Doors flew open in the hallway and Charley saw, from the corner of her eye, her brother and sister staring sleepily from half-closed doors, eager to see what the shouting was about, but not wanting to encourage their mother to turn on them.
She flung the front door open and inhaled the cold night air.
Behind her, from the kitchen doorway where her mother and Asher were now a tangle of arms and legs, Toni yelled, “If you walk out that door, you don’t dare come back here!”
Charley turned around and let the door slam shut as she set off into the heart of the Goldsworth.
* * *
Twenty minutes later, Charley sat on the floor of Leigh-Ann Gallows’ bedroom, wiping the tears out of her eyes.
“What are you going to do then?” Leigh-Ann asked, perched at the end of the single bed.
“I’ve got to talk to Bolton tomorrow,” Charley replied. “He’ll know what to do.”
“You mean you’re keeping it?”
“Of course. I already told you that.”
Charley pulled the spare duvet back over herself and lay back against the pillows. Leigh-Ann didn’t move.
“You really think Bolton will be happy?”
Charley nodded. He would be, she knew it in her heart.
“What if he isn’t though?” Leigh-Ann pressed. “What will you do? It doesn’t sound like your mum’s going to take you back now.”
Charley sighed heavily. Leigh-Ann had never been in a serious relationship; that was why she found it so difficult to understand.
“I don’t need to worry, Leigh, honestly,” Charley smiled. “And neither do you. Everything will be fine, you’ll see.”
“Okay,” she muttered, “I guess we better get some sleep. You look shattered.”
* * *
Toni paced the kitchen angrily. She had tidied up the mess made earlier but that had done little to take her mind off her eldest daughter.
“Mum, you need to get some sleep,” Asher said from the doorway.
“Did you find her?” Toni asked.
“She’ll be at a friend’s house,” he replied. “You know what she’s like. She’ll be back tomorrow and we can sort everything out then. She won’t come back tonight, so you might as well try and get some sleep.”  
“When I get my hands on her,” Toni grumbled.
Asher sighed and filled the kettle with water and put it to boil.
“I’ll get you a cuppa to take to bed.”
Toni smiled at her son, and reached up to place her hand on his shoulder.
“You’re a good boy,” she smiled. “Always looking after your mama. You’ll go far in life, you will. You’ll make me proud.”
The kettle whistled and Asher turned to make the tea.
“I should’ve known from the day she was born,” Toni continued, “In fact, before then. She was trouble even in the womb. Made my ankles swell to the size of melons. Didn’t let me get one good night’s sleep in nine months. Then she made me push for hours and hours, she did.”
“Your tea’s ready,” Asher interrupted, ignoring his mother’s mutterings, and placing the mug on the kitchen table. Toni sat on a creaking stool, and continued.
“Never had a minute’s rest with that one. Of course, you were no problem, Ash, my love. I glowed when I was pregnant with you, your father said that all the time. Everyone did. I was radiant then. And you’ve still never given me grief. You’re a good son.”
Toni sighed and took a sip of tea.
“Oh, Ash, what are we going to do?”
“First, you need a good night’s sleep. It’ll help you think clearly tomorrow.”
“She better not show her face here,” Toni growled. “The shame she’s brought on us. No thought for her poor mother. What will people think of me?”
“I’ll sort it out,” he said gently, “Don’t worry about it.”
“You’re such a good boy. Always looking out for your dear mama.”
“Get to bed. You need some rest after tonight.”   
“You’re right,” Toni nodded.
She rose to her feet and picked up her tea, then headed for the kitchen door.
“I know you won’t let me down,” she smiled as she retreated down the dark hallway to her bedroom door.  
“Just leave it to me,” Asher sighed.




CHAPTER TWO



The following morning, Charley sat at the Gallows’ kitchen table, half-heartedly eating the bowl of dry cornflakes Leigh-Ann had poured for her.
“You’ve got to eat something,” Leigh-Ann said, eyeing the nearly full bowl.
“I’m not hungry,” Charley replied. “You know, morning sickness.”
“That doesn’t mean you can stop eating. You need to keep your strength up. If you’re keeping it, you’ll need to eat for two now.”
“It’s not just that,” Charley said. “I’ve got butterflies.”
“I thought you knew Bolton would be happy?” Leigh-Ann asked, her tone still doubtful.
“I know he will be,” Charley persisted. “I’m still nervous, though. I mean, what should I say to him?”
“I don’t think it matters how you say it. You can dress it up all you like; it’s still going to be a shock for him.”
“Should I get him a present? To take the edge off, you know?”
Leigh-Ann laughed.
“What, like, take him some beers so he can wet the baby’s head, or whatever it is?”
“I was being serious, Leigh.”  
“In that case, just get it over with,” Leigh-Ann said gently. “Be honest and don’t pile the pressure on him. You know what guys are like.”
“Bolton’s not like that.”
“He’s still a seventeen year old lad, isn’t he?”
Charley rose to her feet and emptied the cornflakes into the bin and put the bowl into the already cluttered sink.
“Are you coming to school?” Leigh-Ann asked, “Or are you going to find him now?”
“I guess I should go find him. He’s probably round his mum’s.”
“I’ll say you’re sick then, should I?”
“Yeah, that’d be great,” Charley replied, smiling at her friend. “Thanks for everything, Leigh. You’re the best.”
Leigh-Ann blushed, and quickly grabbed her schoolbag, “Come on, let’s get going before you throw up again.”
Charley followed Leigh-Ann out of the small terrace house and into the street. The sky was bright but a cold breeze made her shudder. Now that she was going to see Bolton, the butterflies were going into overdrive. She would be lucky if she managed to make it across the estate without being sick.
They set off down the road together, Leigh-Ann shooting cautious glances at Charley from the corner of her eye.
“You sure you’re going to be all right?” Leigh-Ann asked, as they neared the end of the road.
“I promise,” Charley smiled, putting as much conviction in her voice as she could.
“You trying to convince me or yourself?” Leigh-Ann asked, frowning.
“I’ll speak to you later,” Charley said.          
“Laters,” Leigh-Ann said, forcing a smile. “Good luck.”
Charley watched as Leigh-Ann took the left turning towards school, sashaying down the pavement and occasionally pulling her skirt higher up her thighs for the benefit of the passing cars.
Taking a deep breath, Charley took the right turning back towards the heart of the Goldsworth estate, where Bolton’s mum lived. She hugged her parka closer to her chest. To get to Bolton she would have to pass dangerously close to her own block of flats. Still, she reassured herself, her mother wouldn’t be out looking for her. She’d made herself perfectly clear last night.
As she walked, she allowed herself to imagine what the atmosphere in her flat would be like right now. She could picture her mother sat at the kitchen table in her nightdress, a mug of tea, glaring angrily into space. What would she tell her brother and sister? Asher knew the truth, but they didn’t, as far as she knew. Unless Asher told them what had happened, they would hear only her mother’s version of events. Charley grimaced. She didn’t want to think of the lies that would be spewing from her mother’s mouth.
She was torn from her thoughts when a hand reached out and grabbed her arm. Charley span around, instantly alert, heart racing. She should have known better than to let her guard down, even on a bright morning like this. Just the other night she had heard on the news that a teenage girl had been stabbed on the estate, left to bleed to death after a night out clubbing.
Face to face with the hooded figure, she felt an instant relief. She knew that coat. When he pulled down the hood, his face was stern and Charley began to worry again.
“Ash, what are you doing here?” Charley stammered, “You scared me.”
Asher’s jaw was still set, but she thought she saw his lips twitch.
“You going to talk to me or just stand there like a retard?” Charley persisted.
Asher’s face softened and he shoved his hands back into his pockets, releasing her from his grip. He looked tired and uncomfortable.
“Where did you stay last night?” he asked slowly.
“Leigh-Ann’s.”
“Oh, right,” Asher said, sounding relieved.
Charley picked up on his tone. He’d obviously thought she’d stayed with Bolton.
“Not that it’s anyone’s business but my own,” Charley added.
Asher ignored her and continued.
“So you haven’t seen Bolton?”
“I’m on my way to see him now.”
“Why don’t you come home first?” Asher suggested. “Sort everything out properly.”
Charley shook her head.
“Mum made it clear what she thought about it,” she said quietly. “I don’t want another row with her. I just want to tell Bolton.”
Asher gave her a look of resignation, and Charley felt a moment of pity for him. She had always felt sorry for herself, because of her mother’s obvious indifference towards her which, at times, bordered on dislike. She had never really spared a thought for her older brother, the apple of their mother’s eye. Her love for him bordered on adulation and the pressure that Asher must feel registered on his face now. Charley looked down at her feet.
“You never know, mum might come round,” Asher said, though Charley could hear the doubt in his voice. “And Torey and Huw miss you.”
“Tell them I’ll see them around,” Charley said, trying to keep her voice from cracking. “And tell mum that she’s got to accept me and Bolton if she wants me to come home.”
“You’re serious about this?”  
“Yeah.”
“What if Bolton doesn’t want to know?” Asher persisted. “What are you going to do?”
“It won’t be like that.”
“You know that for sure?” Asher asked.
“We love each other.” Charley put a reassuring hand on his arm and smiled up at his face, “Everything is going to be all right, Ash, I promise.”
“I hope you’re right,” Asher said softly. “For your sake.”
Asher pulled Charley into a tight hug, and Charley was reminded how much Asher did to protect their family. How safe she felt when she was with him.  
He released her and started walking down the road, not turning back, and Charley wondered what he would tell their mother. When he’d rounded the corner, she tore her eyes away and continued down the road, acutely aware that each step she took brought her closer to Bolton and her future.
* * *
Charley hurried up the stairs. Although with every stairwell she felt her heart beat a little faster, she was now eager to speak to Bolton. Her nerves had drifted away now she was so close and the nausea had passed.
On the fifth floor, she pushed through the heavy door and into the corridor. She sniffed her top awkwardly, realising that she was wearing the same clothes she’d been in since last night. It would have to do.
She stopped outside Flat 93. The door with its cracking red paint was all that kept her from Bolton now. She knocked twice.
She could hear noises from inside, voices and then the sound of a door slamming. She knocked again, more tentative this time.
The door was opened by Julie, Bolton’s mother.
“All right love, you after Bolton?” Julie asked, a cigarette hanging precariously from her lips and a bundle of washing in her arms.
“Yeah,” Charley nodded. “Is he in?”
Julie stepped aside, and Charley stepped into the narrow hallway, pressing herself against the wall to pass.
“He’s in his room,” Julie told her.
Charley went through the small, over-cluttered lounge to a door on the far side. Bolton’s bedroom. She could hear music playing through the closed door.
“Tell him to tidy up in there,” Julie called after her, and Charley smiled.
She liked being here. There was an air of ease in the flat. Bolton was an only child and Julie clearly didn’t have the same issues with him as Toni did with her. They were comfortable in each other’s presence and Charley always felt welcome here.
She knocked once on the bedroom door before she let herself in. The smell of weed smothered her instantly and she had to peer through the gloom and the smoke to make out where Bolton was sat on his bed, flicking through music channels on the television on his desk.
“All right babe?” he called to her, hastily putting the joint out in an overflowing ashtray on the floor. Charley stepped over clothes and game consoles to the far side of the room, where she wrenched open the curtains and the window.
“You not at school today then?” he asked her, grinning broadly.
“I figured I had better things to do,” Charley smiled and sat down on the bed.
She felt the butterflies take flight in her stomach once again. That was the effect Bolton had on her. He was tall and lean, his skin a bronze colour and his hair shaved close to his scalp. An earring glistened from his ear and his eyes were dark.
“What’s with the surprise visit anyway?” he asked, looking at her inquiringly. “I could have had a couple of girls back here, you know.”
Charley looked up at him, eyes wide, but his perfect face crinkled into a smile and he burst out laughing. Charley felt her body relax and allowed herself to laugh along with him after slapping him playfully on the leg.
“You need to stop worrying babe,” Bolton said softly, pulling her closer to him across the bed, “You know you’re the only girl for me.”
Charley smiled. She couldn’t help herself.
“And you’re the only boy for me.”
“That’s a relief,” he grinned, nuzzling her neck with his lips, “I’d hate to have to go beat some guy up, especially this early in the morning.”
“You shouldn’t talk like that,” she chastised him, though she felt her chest swell at his words.
“Why not?” he whispered, his lips hovering inches from her own. “I’ve got to let people know you’re my girl. And I don’t do sharing.”
“I love you,” she said, clasping his hands and looking into his eyes.
“I love you too.” 
His fingers intertwined with hers and he kissed her. Charley felt all her thoughts and worries from earlier disappearing, replaced by a contented bliss as he pressed against her.
She had to tell him though. She slowly moved her lips away from his and put her hand on Bolton’s chest, separating them. Bolton leaned back, curiosity in his eyes at her withdrawal.
“What is it?” he asked. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, nothing like that,” Charley said quickly, eager to appease the worry in his eyes. “I just need to talk to you about something.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “You sure everything’s okay?”
“Yeah,” she insisted, “It’s just –”
“Just what?”
“It’s nothing bad, really.”
Charley winced at the pleading tone in her voice. Now that the moment for truth had come, she wasn’t sure if she could do it.
“Come on, Charley, you got me worried. What’s wrong? You can tell me anything.”
His voice was sincere and Charley felt the butterflies slow down. 
“I’m –”
“You’re what?” Bolton prompted, laying his warm hand reassuringly on her leg.
“I’m pregnant.”
Charley looked down at the dark blue duvet and her folded legs, Bolton’s hand still casually lying on the hem of her skirt. She couldn’t bear to look at Bolton’s face as he registered the news. She wondered what he was thinking as silence filled the room. Her heart was pounding hard again. Would her mother and Leigh-Ann be right? Would he leave her?  
After what seemed like an age, Bolton broke the silence.
“You’re pregnant?” he managed, the shock evident in his voice. 
“Yeah,” she nodded. She kept her voice low. “Are you okay?”
“And it’s mine, right?” Bolton was hesitant.
“Yeah,” she replied, trying to keep the defensiveness out of her voice. “I haven’t been with anyone else. Ever. I promise.”
“Okay.” Bolton’s face had drained of colour and a bead of sweat formed on his forehead.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Charley asked, though her voice shook, awaiting his answer.
“Yeah, it’s just a shock. That’s all,” Bolton said, regaining some of his composure. “I thought we’d been careful, you know, but –”
“I think it was that time at the party,” Charley interrupted, “We were drunk and –”
“And you didn’t –”
“When I got back, mum grounded me for the rest of the weekend, and by Monday it was too late to take the pill. I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” he said gently. “It’s not your fault.”
Silence descended over the room again, and she clutched at Bolton’s hand. He looked up at her, but quickly looked down again.
“So, are you going to...you know...keep it?”
Bolton was clearly nervous and hesitant, but Charley couldn’t read through his words. Did he want her to keep it? She struggled to keep from shaking at the thought of the alternative.
“Yeah,” she replied, “I mean, if you –”
“It’s up to you. But, you know, if you want to then –”
“I think I do,” she said. She was surprised her words didn’t waver. 
There was another pause as they both absorbed her words.
“So we’re going to be parents, huh?” Bolton said, looking up and meeting Charley’s eyes. He smiled and Charley felt her body relax.
“Bit scary, innit?”
“Just a little,” Bolton agreed, squeezing her hand gently in reassurance.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Charley said. As she said it, she realised that she really was. After the weeks of worry and doubt, the moment she had been dreading had not been half as bad as she had feared. Bolton still loved her. Just like she had always known he would.
“How long have you known?” Bolton asked.
“Only a few weeks.”
“Who else knows?”
“Just Leigh-Ann,” Charley replied, then quickly added, “Only because she helped me with the test. Oh, and my mum knows, too.”
“Shit. What did she say?”
“What do you think? She wasn’t exactly planning the baby shower when I left.”
Bolton laughed despite himself and Charley allowed herself to smile.  Bolton had been on the receiving end of too many of Toni’s rants not to know her reaction.
“She never liked me,” he said. 
“Who cares what she thinks?” Charley snapped. “All we need is each other.”
“We should care, though,” he sighed. “We’re going to need a lot of –”
“We don’t need anything from her.”
“Charley, this is serious. We can’t do this, not just us.”
“We’ll manage. We love each other. That’s all we need.”
As if to confirm it, Charley wrapped her fingers in his and kissed him lightly on the lips.
“Babe, love ain’t going to feed this baby. Or get it clothes. Then there’s nappies, and where we going to live?”
Charley knew he was right, but she couldn’t allow herself to think like that.
“We’ll find a way, though, won’t we?”
Bolton nodded and wrapped his arms around her. She relaxed against him, smelling the soothing scent of the shower gel he’d used earlier mixed with the weed he’d been smoking when she’d walked into his room.
“Yeah, course we will,” he reassured her. “I’ll take care of you.”
Charley smiled, trying to ignore the flicker of panic she’d seen in his eyes.
“You promise?”
“I promise,” he answered, and she knew he meant it. He slid a hand around her waist and rested it gently on her stomach. “I promise both of you.”




CHAPTER THREE



When Asher let himself into the flat he could hear his mother in the kitchen, humming along to the radio.
At the sound of the door closing, the humming stopped and Toni poked her head around the doorframe.
“It’s only me, mum,” Asher called down the corridor, dropping his keys into his pocket.
“That was quick,” Toni said when he entered the kitchen. “Did you see her?”
“Yeah, I saw her,” Asher replied, looking down.
Toni placed the mop in the corner of the room, resting against the freshly-scrubbed Formica counter, and sat down at the table, motioning for Asher to join her.
“So, what did she have to say for herself?”
Asher sat down and placed his hands on the table, looking at his mother.
“Not much,” he admitted. “She’s going to see Bolton.”
Asher watched as something flickered behind his mother’s eyes, but her face remained calm and he knew that it was taking all her strength to maintain her composure.
“Anything else?”
“She feels bad about what happened last night –”  
“And so she should,” Toni interrupted. “Causing such a scene like she did. Half destroyed my kitchen and all.”
“Seriously, I could see it in her eyes,” Asher persisted, “She wants to make it up with you.”
“Then why isn’t she here herself?” Toni asked, eyeing him suspiciously.
“I told you, she was going to tell Bolton.”
“Huh,” Toni grunted.
“Where will she go after Bolton kicks her out?” Asher asked, determined, “She needs us, you know that. We can’t just leave her out on the street.”
“She’s made her decision.”
“So she’s not allowed back?” Asher asked, voice rising slightly, “Just like that?”
Toni, sensing her son’s frustration, rose from the table and picked up the mop. Asher watched as she began mopping the tiled floor again.
“Mum?” he questioned.
Toni sighed heavily and leant against the mop.
“It’s out of my hands,” she replied. “She’s made her decision.”
“If she comes back here, will you let her stay?” Asher asked, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.
“We’ll see,” was Toni’s reply, before she turned up the radio and continued mopping, signaling an end to the discussion.
* * *
Bolton sat across from his mother in the lounge and watched her face register the news he’d just imparted to her.
“And you’re okay with it?” Julie asked her son, eyebrow raised slightly.
“Of course,” Bolton replied. “I love Charley.”
“Well, I don’t see a problem then,” Julie shrugged.
“Really?” Bolton asked, surprised.
“It was only a matter of time,” Julie explained. “And I’m hardly one to judge, am I? At your age I’d already had you, love.”
“Still, I thought you’d be more –”
“Angry?” Julie asked, amused. “I can’t say I’m thrilled. But I’m proud of you.”
“Proud?”
“Of the way you’ve handled it all. You’re being a responsible boy. Or man, I suppose I should say. That’s why I’m proud. A lesser man would’ve walked away.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Bolton said. “Not after dad.”
“You’re a better man than he ever was,” Julie smiled. “But there are some things you need to think about now.”
“I know.”
“Like getting yourself a job,” Julie pointed out. “And then there are all the hospital visits and check-ups. And what about living arrangements?”
“I thought, maybe, Charley could stay with us for a bit?”
Julie grimaced.
“You know I’d love to have her,” she sighed. “But I can’t afford it. It’s hard enough keeping our own heads above the water, let alone supporting a pregnant girl as well.”
“You know she can’t go back to her mum’s,” Bolton argued. “And I swear, I’ll pay for her to stay, you won’t have to worry about that.”
“I admire you’re determination,” Julie said, “But I just can’t allow it. She’ll just have to sort things out with her mum and stay there until we can figure something out.”
“What if she can’t go back?”                                            
“Trust me, her mother won’t let her sleep on the streets in her condition.”
“But mum –”
“Enough Bolton,” Julie said, holding up her hand. “Now, I’ve been more understanding than most mums would’ve been. Let’s drop it now, okay?”
Bolton nodded in resignation.
“Congratulations,” Julie smiled and hugged her son.
“Thanks, mum,” Bolton replied, and retreated to his room.
* * *
Charley lay on Bolton’s bed and watched the sun glance off the windows of a nearby block of flats. She wondered what her mother was doing, but quickly pushed the thought from her mind. It no longer mattered what her mum thought. Bolton was fine with the whole situation. She had always known he would be and although she longed to boast about it and prove her mother wrong, Bolton had made her promise to keep quiet until he had spoken to his own mum.
The bedroom door creaked open and Bolton walked in. He looked downcast and was frowning slightly. Charley sat up, smoothing down the duvet covers that she had ruffled with her sudden movement. 
“What did she say?”
Bolton sat heavily on the edge of the bed and Charley shuffled beside him, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“She didn’t go mad, like I thought she would,” Bolton said. Charley nodded, and he continued, “She just said she was proud, that we were doing the right thing.”
Charley felt relief flood through her body. She laid her head on Bolton’s broad shoulder, inhaling the smell of freshly laundered cotton, Lynx and the lingering smell of weed.
It was a few moments before Charley realized that Bolton hadn’t moved, still sitting upright, his body tense.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, though she had an idea of what was coming.
“Mum was all right with everything, but she says you can’t stay.”
Bolton’s voice was quiet and thick with guilt. Charley squeezed his shoulder, hoping it would reassure him.
He turned to look at her, frowning.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m really sorry. I thought she’d –”
“It’s okay. I understand where she’s coming from.”
Charley kept her voice as light as she could manage. She felt disappointed, but she had known, in the back of her mind, that a chance to get away from her mother was always going to be too good to be true.
“I’ve already let you down,” Bolton said. “I can’t even give you a place to stay.”
“We’ve got months before the baby comes. We’ll have plenty of time, don’t worry, you haven’t let anyone down.”
“Where are you going to live though?”  
Charley sighed.
“I’ll go back to my mum’s,” she said.
Bolton looked at her doubtfully.
“But you don’t want to, that’s the point. I should be taking care of –”
“Stop worrying about it, I’ll be fine,” Charley said, smiling. “Mum ain’t that bad.”
Bolton raised an eyebrow and Charley laughed, hitting him playfully on the shoulder. Bolton smiled properly this time, his white teeth bright against his caramel skin, and Charley felt the pull of him.
“Okay, she’s that bad, but I can deal with it. I’ve had years of practice. And we could get a council flat if we wanted, couldn’t we?”
“Yeah, we could. Anything to get you out of there.”
“Then we’ll be living together,” Charley said, not bothering to hide the immense pleasure these words brought her.
Bolton wrapped his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. Charley leant back against him. Going back to her mother’s would be hard, but she would survive it. At least she knew that it was only a temporary measure, before she and Bolton could get a place of their own. Then everyday would be like this, wrapped up in his arms, feeling nothing but love and happiness.
* * *
That evening, Charley walked down the street feeling both cheerful and apprehensive. She had spent all day in Bolton’s bedroom, talking and kissing. When Julie had popped out to the shops, she and Bolton had slipped under his covers. Bolton had been gentle, as he always was, and Charley had been lost in pleasure.
When she’d left Bolton’s flat, Julie had hugged her and congratulated her. Knowing what awaited her when she finally made it home, Charley had taken a diversion and visited Leigh-Ann to tell her all about her day and Leigh-Ann had said all the right things and hugged her close, even if she had still looked doubtful.
Now, with no other distractions coming to mind, Charley made her way down the street towards her block of flats. She had thought about what her mother’s reaction would be, but had eventually given up and tried to push it to the back of her mind. Her mother was too unpredictable to forecast and the best she could do was to hope that she was in a good mood.       
At the entrance to the building, Charley fumbled in her bag and pulled out her keys. A gold key-ring of a love heart caught her eye and she smiled. It had been a birthday present from Bolton and it reminded her of the love they shared, even when they were apart.
She unlocked the front door and stepped aside to let two boys out. They eyed her up and down and one of them winked, but Charley ignored them, closing the door firmly behind her as she stepped into the brightly lit entrance hall.
She walked past the lift, knowing that the floor would be sticky with urine and God knew what else, and climbed the stairs. At the third floor she blinked as the dark corridor was illuminated as the automatic light flickered into life.
Before she’d inserted the key into the lock for Flat 35, the front door was thrown open. Torey stood in the doorway, looking at Charley in surprise.
“Didn’t expect you to show your face,” she said, still eyeing Charley suspiciously. “After everything you done, I thought you’d be long gone.”
Charley looked at her younger sister. At thirteen, Torey was already well developed and her braided hair swung around her shoulders as she moved her head. Her leopard print top was low-cut and her short skirt showed-off short and stubby legs.
Charley forced herself to smile.
“Right, well, I’m not going anywhere. Not yet, at least.”
Torey shrugged.
“Whatever. I’ve got a party tonight so don’t get mum mad or she’ll make me come home early.”
Charley stepped aside and let Torey pass her. As she strutted down the hallway, heels clicking on the dirty linoleum, she paused and turned around.
“I borrowed your shoes,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d be back.”
Charley shrugged and watched Torey push through the door to the stairs and disappear. The sound of the television came from inside the flat.
Taking a deep breath, Charley stepped inside and closed the front door behind her.
“Is that you back already Torey?” Toni’s voice called from the living room. “I told you I don’t want you out late. I hear that door open once more, and you’ll be grounded for –”
Toni froze, mouth open mid-speech. Charley stood in the doorway, looking at her mother ensconced in her armchair. Her feet were resting on the footstool and she was in her faded nightdress, her wig discarded on the end table beside her. Dry tufts of dark hair stood on end on top of her head, having escaped the tight knot at the back of her head.
Charley began to wonder whether she had made a mistake coming home. She was sure that Leigh-Ann would have let her stay at hers for a few more nights, or at least until the tension from last night’s argument had faded.
Toni observed her daughter through narrowed eyes. She had expected her back, but taking in Charley’s appearance she couldn’t make out the tell-tale signs of heartbreak. Charley’s eyes were dry and her make-up was still intact, untouched by tears.
Charley shifted her weight from one foot to another. She knew that her mother would be the one to have the first word. It was how her mother functioned. She had to set the tone of the conversation; it was her way of controlling a situation. Although Charley longed to break the silence, she knew it would be a mistake to antagonize her mother this early on in negotiations.
“You’re back then,” Toni said, folding her arms against her chest but not moving from her armchair. “And I suppose you’ll be wanting your old bed back.”
Charley nodded.
“And you’ll be wanting hot water, no doubt? And –”
“Look, mum, I’m sorry about last night,” Charley interrupted. Toni’s eyes bulged but Charley pressed on, “I know I don’t appreciate you as much as I should, and I’m sorry.”
Toni shook her head but her shoulders relaxed, and Charley knew that her mother was pacified.
“I should have told you earlier,” Charley continued. “So you didn’t have to –”   
“You shouldn’t have had to tell me anything, girl. You shouldn’t have been fraternizing with that boy in the first place.”
Charley groaned inwardly. She had said the wrong thing and Toni was leaning forward again, her chest heaving.
“I know, mum, I’m sorry. But I love –”  
“Your brother was under the impression,” Toni continued, as if Charley hadn’t spoken. “That you went to see Bolton this morning.”
She looked inquiringly at her daughter and Charley nodded.
“I told you what he’d say,” Toni said, looking satisfied. “I warned you about that boy, but you refused to listen. He was after one thing, girl, and you didn’t see it. Look what you’ve done to your life now, a single mother. I never thought I’d feel so ashamed of my own flesh and –”
“I’m not going to be a single mum,” Charley snapped. Her temper was rising, as was her voice. “I went to see Bolton and I told him. He was really pleased, for your information.”
Toni looked shocked. Her mouth was opening and closing, though no words came out. Charley took advantage of her mother’s silence, and continued.
“He’s really happy that we’re going to be parents. We’re staying together; we’re stronger than ever –”  
“Oh, is that so?” Toni said, glaring at her daughter. “Then why are you back here, eh? Why didn’t he want the mother of his precious child to stay with him?”
Charley looked down at the floor. Toni watched the reaction and settled back against the cushioned armchair, satisfied that she’d hit a nerve.
“There wasn’t enough room,” Charley said. “And his mum couldn’t afford to have me.”
“And does his mother know what you’ve been up to?”
“Yeah, she does actually. And she’s happy for us.”
Charley was pleased to see the smile wiped off her mother’s face, before she quickly composed herself.
“Well, I should’ve known she’d be all for it,” Toni said, her lips curling. “A woman like that. No morals, that woman. Like mother, like son, that’s all I’ll say.”
“She’s really nice,” Charley said, knowing that she was pushing her luck being so argumentative. “And anyway, I won’t need to stay at Bolton’s. Not when we’ve got our own council flat and –”
“You two get a council flat?” Toni asked, incredulous. She started to laugh. “You won’t last five minutes. He might like you now, but he won’t. Oh no. When he realises you can’t cook or clean, then he’ll be gone quick as the wind. You mark my words, girl.”     
Charley wanted to argue, fight her case, but she knew that it was futile. Her mother was determined to see her relationship and her pregnancy in a negative light. Whatever she said, her mother would find a way to twist it, turn it into something bad.
“Hit a nerve, have I?” Toni asked, leaning forward hopefully.
Charley shrugged. She knew that the nonchalance of the gesture would irritate her. She wanted a reaction and Charley was determined not to give her one.
“I’m going for a shower,” Charley said.
Toni was dismayed and turned her gaze back to the television as Charley left the room and the hum of the water heater kicked in a few moments later.




CHAPTER FOUR



Charley awoke with a start and groaned as bright sunlight filled the room. Toni tugged the other half of the curtains and more light filled the room. Torey gave a grunt as her face was illuminated by the sun and she pulled the duvet over her head.
“You’ve had all night to sleep,” Toni said, snatching the duvet off her bed. Torey shrieked and grabbed at the cover, but Toni pulled it out of her grasp and dumped it on the floor.
“What’s your problem?” Torey shouted, sitting up and glaring at her mother. “I don’t have school for ages; I could’ve had a lie in.”
“It’s your own fault you came home late,” Toni said, standing over them, hands on hips. “If you want to break my rules, you’ll be punished.”
“I was an hour late,” Torey said, climbing out of bed. “And I told you it weren’t my fault. The bus was late. What was I supposed to do?”
“There were earlier buses,” Toni replied. “Other girls manage to get them, I’m sure.”
Torey muttered under her breath as she grabbed at her duvet and dumped it back on the bed. She rummaged through her bedside cabinet for her toiletries.
Charley watched as her sister crossed the room and turned to glare at her.
“Why does Charley get to stay in bed?”
“She doesn’t,” Toni said. “Out of bed, now.”
Charley groaned but didn’t move. She was tired and her mother’s voice was grating on her.
“This is so unfair,” Torey said, heading for the bedroom door. “I’m late coming home and I get punished, but she gets pregnant and she gets a lie-in. Maybe I should get knocked up and all, then I can stay in bed longer and –”
She shrieked as Toni lunged at her, fist raised.
“Don’t joke about these things,” she shouted, as Torey fled the room. The bathroom door slammed shut across the hallway.
“Now,” Toni said, turning on Charley. “Get up, now.”
“School ain’t for two hours.”
Toni grabbed Charley’s duvet but Charley was already gripping it. Toni cursed and they struggled over the duvet.
“You little brat,” Toni said, sweat on her brow from the exertion. “Let go of it, madam, or you’ll be sorry.”
“Fuck off, mum.”
Charley knew she’d said the wrong thing instantly, but she couldn’t take back her words. Toni shrieked in anger and took advantage of Charley’s momentary lapse, ripping the duvet off the bed and throwing it onto Torey’s vacated bed.
“Swearing at your own mother,” Toni said, breathing hard. “What’s happened to you?”
She slapped Charley’s legs and Charley curled into a ball as Toni hit her, still ranting.
“Leave it out mum,” Asher said from the doorway.
Toni landed a final blow and straightened up.
“Out of bed now,” she said to Charley. “If I find you still here when I come back, I’ll fetch a bucket of cold water.”
She left the room and Charley smiled her thanks at Asher, who was wiping sleep out of his eyes. He disappeared from the doorway too, and Charley sat up in bed and rubbed her legs and arms. Her mother’s blows hadn’t left marks but they still made her ache.
Standing up, she stretched and brushed hair off her face. She could hear her sister in the shower and hoped she’d hurry up.
Before she could do anything else, Charley felt her stomach churn. She ran from the room and pushed open the bathroom door, ignoring Torey’s protests. She pushed the toilet lid up and knelt down just as a hot wave of vomit forced its way up her throat.
Charley leant over the toilet for a few more minutes but that seemed to be all there was this morning. She flushed the toilet and washed her face in the sink. As she brushed her teeth, Torey turned the shower off and pulled the shower curtain aside.
She looked at Charley and pulled a face.
“You are so fucking gross,” she said, stepping onto the frayed mat on the floor. “Next time wait ‘til I’m finished, yeah?”
As Torey left the bathroom, muttering under her breath, Charley laughed. She pushed the bathroom door shut and stripped off her pyjamas.
At least, she thought, as she stepped into the bath and turned the shower on; her morning sickness had gotten Torey out of the bathroom ten minutes quicker than usual.
* * *
Bolton kissed his mum on the cheek and called goodbye before leaving the flat. He hurried down the stairs and left the block just as a small red car pulled up on the side of the street. Pulling the front passenger door open, Bolton grinned.
“You’re still driving the shit-mobile then?”
As soon as Bolton’s door was closed, the car lurched forwards and pulled away from the street. Bolton looked at the driver.
He was shorter than Bolton with pale skin and a shaved head. He had a strong jaw and Bolton knew that the girls liked him; just not as much as they liked Bolton.
“Don’t diss my wheels,” the driver said, grinning too. “At least I got a motor.”
“Fair point, Dante.”
Dante Cortez was Bolton’s oldest friend. They had been at primary school together and had attended the same secondary, although they preferred skiving together rather than attending class. His father had done a runner shortly after Dante had been born, so they were both from single mother families and whilst this didn’t bond them, they had an understanding between them that others did not.
“So what was up yesterday?” Dante asked, glancing at Bolton whilst trying to watch the road ahead. “All you said was that you were busy. What’s the deal?”
Bolton thought for a moment. He had indeed been busy yesterday. There had always been an unmentioned tension between his mates and Charley. He had tried to split his time between them so that nobody felt left out, but his friends, Dante in particular, had taken opposition to this. Bolton knew that Dante felt jealous of the reduction in the time they spent together, messing about, drinking and causing aggro, but Bolton had made it clear that it was a sacrifice that had to be made. Dante had accepted this, but Bolton knew that his friend had never liked it. Charley, on the other hand, had been only too happy to spend time apart. He spent time with his mates and she spent time with hers. When she’d realised how little Dante thought of her, however, Charley had become paranoid that Dante would try and lead her boyfriend astray and replace her with a girl that Dante liked.
Recently, an uneasy truce between Charley and Dante had been struck up. Neither mentioned the other if they could help it and Bolton made sure that he brought up subjects that wouldn’t lead to questions about the other.
Now, with Charley being pregnant, Bolton knew that things would have to change and he didn’t want them to. He wanted both Charley and his friends, but he knew that it would be more difficult after Charley’s revelation yesterday.
“I was busy with Charley,” Bolton said. He knew he would have to choose his words carefully.
“Right,” Dante said. “Everything going all right in that department, then?”
His voice was flat. This wasn’t his favourite subject.
Bolton wondered whether he should leave it for another time. No, he told himself. His best friend deserved better than that. If he found out from someone else then he’d never forgive him, and Bolton wouldn’t blame him.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” Bolton said. “I’ve got a bit of news, actually.”
Dante raised an eyebrow.
“You not gone and knocked her up, have you?”
Dante’s voice was casual, but Bolton heard the serious tone beneath it. Dante was watching him closely, one eye on him, the other on the road.
Bolton looked down at his lap, averting his gaze. He couldn’t find the words now that he was faced with Dante’s direct question.
“Damn, man, you did,” Dante said, shaking his head. “You knocked her up.”
Bolton nodded.
“What have I told you, man? Always wear a rubber. Otherwise shit like this happens.”
Dante’s voice was loud and Bolton knew he was feeling frustrated.
“So what you going to do?” Dante asked, turning the car out of the estate. “She going to get rid? Or you going to do the adoption thing?”
Bolton shook his head.
“We’re keeping it,” he said. A sharp intake of breath beside him indicated that Dante hadn’t been expecting that. “We’re going to stay together, raise the kid and that.”
“Damn, you lost your fucking mind?”
Dante wasn’t shouting, but Bolton knew he was seriously pissed off.
“She wants to keep it. And I want to be a dad, look after my kid. Not like our dads.”  
Bolton watched his friend’s face. Dante sighed heavily.
“I get where you’re coming from, mate, I really do, but you know what this means? You ain’t going to be able to do what you want anymore. Once that kid comes along, that’s it. You’re stuck with it for life, whether you want it or not.”
Bolton had expected nothing less than this reaction and he was ready for it.
“So what would you do?” Bolton asked. “Just forget all about it?”
“Nah, mate,” Dante said, shaking his head. “I dunno, mate. I wouldn’t get myself in this position in the first place. I’m too smart for that.”
“We’re going to get a council flat,” Bolton said.
He thought it was better to get the whole story out now. He knew that once the subject was changed, Dante wouldn’t want to revisit this particular topic for as long as possible.
“Whereabouts?” Dante’s voice was suspicious. “You ain’t moving away from the Goldsworth, are you?”
“Nah, we both want to stay round here.”
“You spoke to the council yet?”
Bolton shook his head.
“Not yet, we’ve got ages. She’s only a couple of months gone.”
“Wow, man, I never thought I’d see the day you settled down,” Dante said, shaking his head. “I always thought you and Charley was just a fling. But you’d best get yourself down on a council list soon, I heard some people been waiting years for a flat.”
Bolton smiled to himself. Dante had taken the news better than he had thought he would. Dante was whistling under his breath in time to the beat on the radio.
“I need to start earning some money,” Bolton said.
Dante turned around.
“We already make some,” he said sharply. “I hope you ain’t thinking about dropping out. We make a good team, we do, that weed sells itself and –”
“I don’t want to drop out,” Bolton said. “But I’m going to be a dad soon and all I’m making at the moment is small fry, pocket money. I need a proper earner.”
Dante considered this for a moment and then smiled.
“You know where we need to go right?”
“Harley?” Bolton said, doubtfully. “He don’t do big earners, he told us so himself. We practically had to rip his fist open to get a job dealing a bit of weed.”
“Not Harley, man. We need to go see Uncle Jasper.”
“Uncle Jasper?” Bolton repeated, even more doubtful now.
He had never met him, but he had heard the stories about Uncle Jasper. He was a big name in north London. He ran drugs and guns and had a fearsome reputation. Most of the stories surrounding his name involved guys who’d disrespected him ending up with stab wounds or bullets to the chest. So far as he’d heard, nobody had ever come off the better for meeting with Uncle Jasper.
“What do you think?” Dante asked, still smiling.
He clearly thought it was a brilliant plan. That made Bolton more nervous.
“I dunno. I don’t reckon Uncle Jasper’s going to be happy, us just turning up and asking him for a job.”
“Two jobs, you mean,” Dante corrected him. “I ain’t getting stuck dealing weed for a stingy arse like Harley whilst you’re living the high life working for Uncle Jasper. We can both do it. Maybe he needs two guys to –”
“This is fucking insane,” Bolton said. “What if he doesn’t need anyone else?”
Bolton closed his eyes and tried to think clearly.
Dante did a U-turn and Bolton felt more uncomfortable.
“You ain’t seriously thinking of driving us to meet him now?” Bolton asked, his palms sweaty. “He’ll fucking shoot us.”
“Stop worrying,” Dante said. “We won’t be able to get a meeting with him straight away. We’ll need to set up an appointment or something and –”
“Set up an appointment?” Bolton repeated, not sure whether to laugh or cry. “We ain’t talking about going to the fucking doctors, Dante. This is serious. He probably doesn’t need anyone else, anyway. And even if he did, why would he choose us, eh?”
“You finished making up excuses now?” Dante said calmly. “Listen, you want to make good money, right?”  
“Yeah,” Bolton said. “But not –”
“Exactly, and how else you going to make big money? Don’t tell me you think you’re going to make anything worthwhile at Asda, my mum hardly earns anything there. Harley ain’t generous with his payments, and we’re in a fucking recession. Ain’t you heard the news? It’ll be ages before you find yourself a job.”
Bolton could see the argument. He needed money. Not just for himself, but for Charley and their baby. It would be stupid not to at least try and get an in with Uncle Jasper.
“All right,” he said, turning to Dante, who smiled. “How we going to get a meeting?”
“You need an invitation from someone who already works for him,” Dante said. “And luckily for us, we know someone who does.”
“No fucking way,” Bolton said, clapping his hands on the dashboard. “You’re fucking ace, man.”
“You know him too. That Kareem Brown, the guy who used to work for Harley a couple months back.”
“I thought he died?”
“Nah,” Dante said, tapping his nose. “That was his brother.”
“Right. So we going to find him then?”
“Yeah, I know where he’ll be. Always drops some coke off at my cousin’s this time of day.”
Bolton smiled and settled back against the seat. Dante swerved in between cars and handled the steering like a pro. Hopefully they would soon be earning big time and then he could provide for Charley and their baby in a way that his own father had never even come close to providing for him. The thought relaxed him, gave him a sense of responsibility.
* * *
Charley sat at the kitchen table and picked unenthusiastically at her toast. Beside her, Torey had already cleared her plate and was eyeing Huw’s half-finished toast eagerly.
“You finished with that Huw?” she asked.
Huw looked at her suspiciously. His hair was ruffled from sleep and his smooth face creased into a frown.
“Fuck off,” he said. “Make your own, you fat cow.”
Torey slapped the back of his head and Huw hit out at her.
At ten, Huw was already prolific at swearing, yet he seemed to get away with it. Charley thought, her expression going grim, that their mother let Huw have more leeway than her daughters, hoping that Huw would grow up to be a junior version of Asher, even if they did have different fathers.
“Shut up,” Charley snapped, as Torey and Huw bickered.
“Who made you the fucking boss?” Torey said, rolling her eyes at her. “Like we’re going to listen to you.”
“You’d better fucking listen –”
Charley winced as a hand slapped her painfully on the back of her head. Toni had walked in and heard her swearing.
“Watch your language,” she said, crossing the room and clearing up Torey and Huw’s now empty plates. “And don’t waste that toast. You think bread grows on trees?”
Charley took a bite of toast and glared at Torey, who was sniggering, unseen by their mother.
“Torey swore too,” Huw said, looking dolefully up at Toni. “She said ‘fuck’.”
Torey stopped laughing as Toni’s hand hit her on the back of the head too.
Charley dropped the unfinished piece of toast back onto the plate and stood up.
“Mum, Charley hasn’t finished her breakfast,” Huw piped up.
Toni turned and scowled at Charley.
“You’re wasting perfectly good food.”
“I’m not hungry,” Charley said.
“You think I can afford to buy food and let it go to waste?” Toni said, voice rising. “You think I’m made of money, eh?”
“I’ve had morning sickness, I lost my appetite.”
“Well, you can buy your own food in future.”
“Fine, I will,” Charley retorted.
She threw the toast onto Torey’s plate and headed for the kitchen door.
“What’s that you’re wearing?” Toni asked, and Charley turned to see her staring at her skirt.
“My school skirt, I’ve worn it every day since I was twelve.”
“You look like a whore,” Toni said, shaking her head. “I shouldn’t have been surprised you got pregnant. I should be grateful it wasn’t years ago.”
“Oh fuck off,” Charley snapped.
“Charley swore, mum. Charley swore,” Huw was shouting.
Before Toni could hit her again, Charley hurried down the hallway and out the front door. She could still hear Huw’s shouts but she relaxed.
She walked down the stairs feeling distinctly annoyed. It was always her that her mother picked on. Torey’s skirt was at least two inches shorter than hers, yet Toni never mentioned it. Huw swore more than her, but Toni had selective hearing when it came to that.
Still, it was a temporary measure, Charley reminded herself. She only had to put up with her for a little while longer and then she and Bolton would be moving to a flat and she wouldn’t have to put up with it anymore. Then she could have a lie-in if she wanted to, could eat as much or as little as she wanted and not be bullied about it.
Ten minutes later, she was happily chatting to Leigh-Ann as they neared the school gates.
“Are you coming to the party tonight?” Leigh-Ann asked. “This girl called Sasha is having one. We could get ready at mine.”   
“Yeah, sounds good. I’d only be stuck at home with my mum otherwise.”
“Great. It sounds like it’s going to be awesome.”
As Leigh-Ann chatted about the party, Charley felt happier. Maybe the weekend wouldn’t be so bad. Saturday night was sorted, and she knew that Bolton would come and see her on Sunday.
The thought lifted her spirits and she walked into school smiling like Leigh-Ann.
* * *
Dante parked the car on the side of the street a few doors down from his cousin Sapphire’s house. When the engine was off, Bolton got out of the car and crossed the road with Dante.
Sapphire Cortez’s house was a small terrace unit. The white paint was peeling off the walls, there were tiles missing from the roof, and the windows needed cleaning but it suited Sapphire.
A large girl with pendulous breasts and huge thighs, she didn’t take herself too seriously. She had long black hair and a kind face. She also loved the little house that she lived in alone now. Her boyfriend was in prison and he had made sure she had enough money to keep up with the rent.
When the doorbell rang, she got up and checked her reflection in the small mirror in the hallway, before opening the front door. She grinned.
Dante smiled at her and walked past her into the cluttered lounge. Sapphire had always liked her cousins, but Dante more than the others. He was cheeky, which she liked, and he gave her a discount on any weed she might want. Bolton followed, and Sapphire eyed him with interest. He was an attractive young man, she thought. She’d seen him around before, usually hanging around with Dante, but in the last few months he’d matured. She could tell that beneath the polo-shirt his body was toned. She closed the door and followed them into the lounge.
“Sit down boys,” she said, smiling. “Want something to drink?”
“We’re all right, thanks, Saffy,” Dante said, dropping on to the sofa.
Bolton nodded in agreement and sat down beside him.
Sapphire sat down on the adjacent sofa.
“So what can I do for you?” she asked. “If you’re after some coke, you’ve come too early. My dealer doesn’t come for a few minutes yet.”
“We wanted a word with your dealer, actually,” Dante said. “Kareem, ain’t it?”
Sapphire nodded.
“Yeah, Kareem Brown,” she said, though she looked apprehensive now. “Listen, he’s a nice lad and I don’t want any trouble in my house.”
“We just want a word, that’s all,” Bolton said.
Sapphire smiled at him. His voice was reassuring and she felt herself relax.
They had been waiting five minutes, Sapphire chatting animatedly to them, when the doorbell rang again.
Sapphire heaved herself up to her feet, pulling down her skirt, which had risen up her thighs whilst she’d been sitting down, and left the lounge. Bolton and Dante listened carefully as Sapphire greeted Kareem and invited him inside.
Seconds later, Sapphire returned with Kareem a few steps behind her.
Kareem Brown was tall and well-built, his t-shirt framing his muscular arms. His jeans were baggy, his blue and white striped boxers clearly visible.
Bolton watched as Kareem paused, catching sight of them. His eyes darted back to the door but he remained standing, his face cautious.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Bolton said. “We just wanted your advice.”
Kareem seemed surprised, but the tension was gone and Kareem sat down beside Sapphire. Keeping a close eye on Bolton and Dante, he pulled out a bag of white powder.
“Your usual, Saffy.”
His voice was deep and Bolton caught a hint of a Jamaican accent.
“Thanks, sweetie,” Sapphire said, taking the powder and putting it carefully in her handbag.
She fumbled in her purse and pulled out some notes. Kareem took them and shoved them into his pocket. He didn’t count them. Sapphire was a regular who knew the score.
“What did you boys want to ask then?” Sapphire asked, looking at Bolton.
“We want a meeting with Uncle Jasper,” Bolton said.
Kareem raised an eyebrow but remained quiet.
“Well, you work for him don’t you?” Dante asked impatiently.
“Yeah, but he don’t like strangers just turning up,” Kareem said. “You come to meet him, he’ll shoot you dead.”
Bolton and Dante exchanged looks. Bolton was feeling nervous now.
“How do we arrange a meeting then?” Bolton asked.
Kareem looked bewildered.
“You want drugs? You ask me, I’ll bring them to you.”
“We don’t want drugs,” Dante said. “We can get our own drugs. We want jobs.”
Kareem smiled broadly, showing a few gold teeth.
“You want to work for Uncle Jasper,” he said, and laughed. “You met him before?”
They shook their heads.
Kareem was still laughing, and Bolton felt a stab of annoyance. He coughed and Kareem stopped laughing. He looked between Bolton and Dante, and shrugged.
“I’ll try and set something up,” he said slowly. “Only because Saffy’s a regular and her man worked for Uncle Jasper before he got sent down. If it weren’t for that, I’d tell you to fuck off. I’ll try, but I can’t promise nothing.”
Bolton nodded.
“We understand.”
Kareem took their mobile numbers and scrawled his own down on some paper that Sapphire had provided him with.
“I’ll ring you if I get something set up,” Kareem said. “I’ll have to come with you.”
“Can you try and get something for tonight?” Bolton asked.
Kareem shrugged.
Bolton and Dante stood up and shook Kareem’s hand.
“We’ll see you later, then,” Dante said.
Bolton followed Dante out of the lounge and down the corridor. Sapphire poked her head around the doorway.
“Just let yourselves out,” she said, a hint of colour in her cheeks. “Me and Kareem still have a bit of business to take care of.”
Dante and Bolton let themselves out and closed the door firmly behind them.
“I wonder what business they had together,” Dante said as they crossed the road.
Bolton was surprised. It had been perfectly clear to him what business they had planned. With a boyfriend in prison, Sapphire had to be getting sex elsewhere and Kareem had seemed a little too happy at the drop-off.
Bolton knew what a drag it could be dropping off drugs to customers. It was boring and monotonous work. Kareem had clearly been getting his leg over and that was why he had been so pleased to deliver to Sapphire.
“I don’t think we want to know,” Bolton answered.
Dante considered it for a moment and nodded.
“Think you’re right there, man.”
As they got back into the car, Bolton found himself thinking about tonight. He hoped Kareem would manage to get them a meeting with Uncle Jasper. His earlier doubts were fading fast, replaced by excitement. Looking at Dante, he knew that his friend felt the same.     




CHAPTER FIVE



Charley dressed quickly and checked herself out in the mirror. She had chosen to wear her skin-tight black dress. It was short and sexy, and she knew that it would be the last time she’d be able to wear it until after the baby had been born. In a few weeks her bump would start to show and she was dreading it.
She applied some mascara as Torey came into the room, slamming the door behind her and cursing under her breath.
“What’s up with you?” Charley asked.
Torey snorted and sat down on her bed, kicking off her shoes.
“I got invited to a party tonight, but mum won’t let me go because I was late last night. Even though it wasn’t my fault.”
Charley glanced at Torey through the reflection in the mirror.
The two sisters were so different in appearance. Charley was slim and pretty, evidently taking after her father, whom she had never met or seen a picture of. Torey, unfortunately, clearly took after their mother. She was short and chunky, and her figure was already starting to resemble that of Toni’s.
“Have you tried apologizing?”
Torey gave Charley a withering look.
“Of course I did, she just shook her head. How come you’re allowed out anyway?”
Charley shrugged. She didn’t want to get into an argument with her sister. She was meeting Leigh-Ann in twenty minutes and the last thing she needed was for her sister to cause trouble for her.
“There’ll be other parties, Tor,” Charley said.
She finished doing her make-up and ran a hand through her hair. She’d straightened it as best she could and examined her reflection. She was pleased.
“Other parties?” Torey repeated, sounding outraged. “This ain’t just any party; this is Devon Mason’s party. And he invited me personally.”
Charley smiled to herself. This was why Torey was so desperate to go to the party. She had known her sister had a crush on Devon for months. She understood her sister’s frustration. She had been grounded the day after Bolton had first taken a shine to her and she’d been livid. Still, she felt a smug sense of satisfaction as she stood up and threw her phone and accessories into her handbag whilst Torey watched jealously.
“You might be able to go out tomorrow night,” Charley said. “Why don’t you just text him tomorrow and ask if he wants to meet you?”
“As if I’m going to take your advice. I don’t want to be a single mum like you.”
“I ain’t a single mum,” Charley said, losing patience with her sister.
“Whatever. People still talk about you, I heard them at school. They reckon you’re a right slag.”
Charley didn’t bother to respond. She knew her sister was trying to provoke a reaction from her. She hoisted her handbag over her shoulder and opened the door. She turned to look at her sister, and couldn’t resist.
“Have a nice night,” she said sweetly. “I know I will.”
Torey looked murderous.
“This is so unfair.”
Charley left the room and crept down the hallway. She heard voices in the kitchen and guessed that Asher had just gotten home from work. The sound of cartoons came from the living room and she knew Huw was watching them, allowed to stay up later than usual given that it was a Saturday night.
When she reached the front door she opened it as quietly as she could. She heard the voices in the kitchen pause.
“Where are you going dressed like that?” Toni bellowed from the kitchen doorway.
Charley jumped through the door and closed it behind her. She hurried down the corridor, heels clicking on the floor, and barrelled down the stairs as fast as she could.
Outside, she felt relieved that she had gotten away with the short dress. Although she knew that there would be hell to pay when she got home, she was too excited about the party to care. She was determined to enjoy herself tonight and that was all that mattered.
* * *
A few hours later, Charley sat down heavily on the couch in Sasha’s lounge. Her feet were killing her and the few glasses of wine she’d drunk had gone straight to her head. Leigh-Ann was still dancing in the middle of the room, her hands firmly around a handsome boy called Luis’ waist. Charley smiled to herself. It was about time that Leigh-Ann found herself a decent guy.
The party was good. The music was loud and there was plenty of wine, fags and grinding bodies. Sasha ran around the flat, looking on edge, checking that nothing had been broken and that nobody had spilt anything which would stain, like red wine; at least, she had done until she had slipped into her bedroom with a guy she thought was called Tamar.
Charley watched the dancers for a few minutes, and then rummaged through her handbag for her phone. She checked it. No new messages.
She felt her heart sink and sighed. She had been hoping that Bolton might have rung her by now. When she had spoken to him earlier he had told her he was busy in the evening with a meeting. Charley had questioned him, but he hadn’t divulged any details. He had agreed to look in on the party when he’d finished, but Charley was starting to wonder whether it had been wishful thinking on her part, hoping that he would make it.
He was with Dante, and she knew that he would do anything he could to keep them apart. She didn’t know why Dante disliked her so much. Maybe it was because she was younger, or maybe because he was jealous that she was taking his friend away from him. Whatever the reason, he pissed Charley right off.
She considered texting Bolton but decided against it. She didn’t want to pressure him, especially when they’d soon be living together and would be able to spend hours at a time together with nobody else interfering. She dropped her phone back into her handbag as Leigh-Ann crossed the room and sat down beside her, breathing heavily and smiling.
“This party rocks,” she said, wiping her forehead.
Charley nodded. She just needed another glass of wine and she’d be fine. Bolton would come in his own time. In the meantime, she would start enjoying herself some more.
* * *
Bolton waited in the front passenger seat of Dante’s car. His heart was beating fast and the darkness pressing against the windows added to the rising tension. Now that the time had come for action, Bolton was feeling nervous again. Dante was quiet as he rolled a joint and Bolton knew that they were both wondering what the outcome of tonight would be.
Kareem had phoned them half an hour ago and given them directions to a nearby estate where Uncle Jasper used one of the flats as an office. When they had gotten the call, they’d been overjoyed and excitable but that had been replaced with fear and apprehension now that they were so close.
“Do you reckon he’s driving?” Dante asked, as he finished rolling the joint.
Bolton shrugged.
Dante lit the joint and took a few deep puffs, the car filling up with smoke. After a third puff, he passed it across to Bolton.
“Cheers, man.”
Bolton savoured the weed as he felt himself begin to relax.
“We can’t have too much,” he said. “We’ve got to be ready for anything.”
Dante eyed him closely and then nodded, winding down his window to let some smoke out.
Bolton had just passed the joint back to him when a knock on his window made them both jump.
“Fuck sake, man, nearly gave me a heart attack,” Dante said, as he got out of the car.
Bolton climbed out and nodded to Kareem.
“You ready for this?” Kareem asked.
He looked from one to the other and Bolton could tell that Kareem was already having doubts about their suitability for the job.
“Yeah, we’re ready,” Bolton answered.
Kareem shrugged and led them across the estate. As they walked, Bolton felt his nerves mounting. He wanted the job and the money more than anything, but he was starting to have serious misgivings about walking into Uncle Jasper’s office and asking for a job.
Dante, walking beside him, was having similar thoughts. The thought of getting taught a lesson in respect from Uncle Jasper and his henchmen was a truly terrifying image and he wiped his sweaty palms on his tracksuit bottoms, hoping he could get a grip on his nerves before they came face to face with Uncle Jasper.
Ten minutes later, they were climbing the stairs in a tower block. Kareem was in front, relaxed and at ease with their surroundings and what lay ahead. Bolton could feel his heart pounding in his chest and hoped that he would not betray his nerves when they got to the fourth floor.
Kareem pushed through the door to the fourth floor and led them down a gloomy corridor. The walls were white but stained with dirt and the smell of neglect and years of cigarette smoke.
When they reached the end of the corridor he stopped abruptly. Bolton followed his lead, but a nervous Dante walked into the back of him and Bolton cursed him under his breath.
Kareem knocked on the door for Flat 39. Bolts were undone on the other side of the door and then it swung open. Kareem nodded at the large white man beside him. He was built like a wrestler and Bolton hoped they would not have to fight him if the meeting went badly.
The big white man nodded at Kareem, who stepped aside and motioned for Bolton and Dante to go ahead of him. Bolton nervously stepped into the flat and he could feel Dante close at his heels. He glanced backwards and saw the white man closing the door. Kareem was clearly not high-up enough to be invited to meetings like this.
“Stop,” the white man said.
He patted Bolton down and then Dante, who shifted uncomfortably as the man ran his hands over him. A few minutes later, the white man seemed satisfied.
“All clear,” he called over his shoulder.
“Bring them through,” a deep voice called back.
Bolton followed the man through a beaded curtain to a large lounge area. The room was lavishly decorated with leather settees, a coffee table and expensive-looking gadgets.
There were already people in the room. Two dark men in jeans and hoodies sat on the sofa, guns evident at their hips. A dark girl with a pretty face and large breasts was perched on the edge of an armchair. In the armchair, a huge black man with a round belly and a silver-streaked beard sat as if he were seated on a throne. Gold rings gleamed on his fingers and he wore an expensive dark suit. The girl was smiling as she dropped a grape into his waiting mouth.
When they walked in, the man turned and smiled, showing gold teeth. This was Uncle Jasper.
He made a gesture with his hands and the two men with guns stood up and traipsed out of the room. The girl frowned but she too sauntered out.
“Take a seat boys,” Uncle Jasper said, grinning again, motioning to the settee.
Bolton and Dante did as he had asked.
“I’m Uncle Jasper,” he introduced himself, “But then you already knew that.”
His voice was deep and jovial, a far cry from what Bolton had been expecting.
“And you’ve already met Barry,” Uncle Jasper continued, waving a hand towards the bodyguard who had led them into the flat. He remained standing by the door, motionless, but Bolton knew that he would be quick to react if anything went wrong. He was a bodyguard.
Bolton nodded. Beside him, Dante seemed to have frozen with fear. Uncle Jasper didn’t seem to be paying Dante much attention, his question directed towards Bolton.
“And you are?”
“I’m Bolton. This is Dante.”
“So Kareem tells me you wanted a meeting,” Uncle Jasper said, his voice suddenly serious. “A lot of people want meetings with me. You’re lucky I agreed. I wouldn’t have, but Kareem said you could be trusted. I hope he wasn’t wrong.”
“Thank you,” Bolton said, inclining his head. “We wanted the meeting to ask about, well to see if, maybe, we could work for you.”
Uncle Jasper considered it for a moment and laughed, holding his belly as he did. The noise echoed around the room and it was a few minutes before he composed himself. He looked at Barry and Bolton knew that a smirk had passed between them.
“What makes you think you’ve got what it takes to work for me?” Uncle Jasper said, leaning forward, his eyes suddenly hard and cold.
Bolton’s mind was racing and he couldn’t think of what to say.
“We’ve worked for Harley,” Dante said in a small voice. “We dealt some weed for him, but that’s only small change and we want –”
“You worked for Harley?” Uncle Jasper said, and laughed again. “He’s a nobody; he only works because I let him have his little patch. I’m not interested in small notes.”
“Neither are we,” Bolton said, before he could stop himself.
Uncle Jasper considered them for a moment.
“Why do you need the money so bad?” he asked. “You in some sort of trouble? Debts? Or drugs?”
Bolton shook his head.
“Because nobody who works for me takes the piss,” Uncle Jasper continued. “I expect respect. I ain’t a charity; you work hard for the money you earn.”
“We’re not in any trouble, sir,” Bolton said, and Uncle Jasper glared at him. “We just need more money. I’m having a baby, that’s why.”
Uncle Jasper was silent for a few long moments.
Bolton and Dante waited with baited breath, hardly daring to breathe. Uncle Jasper seemed to be deep in thought.
As he watched the two boys, Uncle Jasper wondered whether he could make use of them. It was true that he needed more men, especially after the last few arrests. He was three men down and these boys seemed to be savvy, or at least Bolton did. The other one he could take or leave. And Kareem had said they were trustworthy, or they seemed to be.
He heard a tinkling of laughter from the kitchen and thought of his much-younger girlfriend, Charice. She was younger than most of his kids but she was beautiful and good in bed. The thought made him smile inside and he wanted to get these two out of his hair so he could take her next door.
“Okay,” he said, and Bolton and Dante leant forwards. “I’ll give you jobs. You can start out with dealing some coke.”
“Great,” Bolton said, his body relaxing. “Thanks so much, sir.”
“I’ll send Kareem round to you tomorrow, he’ll show you the ropes,” Uncle Jasper said. “Just remember, you work for me now so I expect the best.”
Bolton nodded and rose to his feet. Dante did the same.
They walked to the beaded curtain, but Uncle Jasper had risen to his feet too.
“And boys, I hope you remember who you’re working for,” he said, his voice cheery but with an underlying menace that made Bolton sweat. “You mess me about, you’re dead.”
He smiled broadly and Bolton attempted to return the gesture. Barry led them out of the flat and bid them farewell.
Not until they were back at the car did Bolton sigh with relief. 
* * *
Charley stood in the kitchen and sipped her glass of white wine. Leigh-Ann watched her apprehensively.
“You sure you should be drinking so much?”
Leigh-Ann’s voice was quiet. Charley smiled at her.
“It’s only a couple of glasses. It’ll be fine.”
“Yeah, not like your downing vodka, is it?” Sasha said, nodding as she joined them, readjusting herself in her red dress. “Besides, my mate Zoe drinks and she’s about to pop, you know.”
Charley wiped a hand across her forehead. She felt hot in the small flat and she’d been dancing for over an hour. Leigh-Ann had dragged her into the kitchen to complain about Luis, after he’d gone home with another girl. Sasha had given up trying to stop spillages and was drinking vodka from the bottle to ease her nerves.
“I still can’t believe that Luis guy,” Leigh-Ann said. “I thought he liked me.”
“You can do better,” Charley said.
“That girl he went off with is a right slag anyway,” Sasha said. “I heard she’s got crabs, so Luis is going to wish he’d stuck with you by tomorrow morning.”
Leigh-Ann seemed pleased at this piece of news and smiled.
The kitchen door opened and Bolton walked in, closely followed by Dante.
“I was wondering where you’d got to,” Charley said, pulling Bolton into her arms.
“We just had some business,” Dante said.
“What kind of business?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Bolton replied. “But I’ll be raking the money in soon.”
Charley eyed him closely and sighed. Bolton didn’t want to tell her what he’d been doing tonight and she understood his need to keep things quiet. She had only found out he’d worked for Harley because she’d seen them together. Whatever this was, it was obviously a good earner. Charley smiled at this thought. He would be able to provide for her and their baby and at the end of the day, that was what mattered the most.
“Got any more booze?” Bolton asked, looking at Sasha, deliberately avoiding glancing at her breasts on show in her low-cut red dress.
She nodded and opened the fridge.
“Help yourselves to cans.”
Bolton and Dante took a can of beer each.
Sasha and Leigh-Ann drifted off into the lounge and Dante eventually left them alone in the kitchen. Charley watched him go, pleased that he wasn’t hanging around them like a fly like he usually did.
Bolton pulled her against him and kissed her on the lips. She kissed him back.
“Don’t worry about the business,” he said. He looked sincere. “I’m going to be making good money now. I can support you both, like a proper dad.”
Charley smiled and kissed him again, more passionate this time. She loved him so much. He was so thoughtful. She decided that she didn’t want to know what business he was getting himself involved in. As long as he was there for her and the baby, that was the important thing.




CHAPTER SIX



Asher stripped down to his underwear and threw his clothes into his locker. He pulled on his uniform as the door to the men’s changing rooms in the police station opened. He looked around as his friend and beat partner, Carl Hurst, crossed the room.
“You’re here early,” Carl said, dropping his bag onto the bench in the middle of the room.
“Couldn’t face breakfast at home this morning,” Asher said. He started doing the buttons up on his shirt, averting his gaze as Carl stripped down too.
“Things still bad then?”
Bad was an understatement, Asher thought. It had been a month since Charley had told them she was pregnant but the tension in the flat was still as palpable as the night he had stepped in to stop his mother tearing her to bits. Some days, he reflected, were better than others and Toni was almost friendly to Charley, but this was rare and more often than not they spent as little time together as possible. When they were forced to, such as at meals, they made snide remarks and snapped at each other, sometimes culminating in an argument that Asher had to try and resolve the following day.
“You could say that,” he answered. “How was your weekend anyway?”
He was keen to talk about something else. Work was the only time he wasn’t hounded by his mother and didn’t have to think about what lay ahead for them, what the future would bring when Charley had the baby.
“It was good; me and the missus went to see some show in the West End. I wasn’t really into it, but she’d wanted to go for a while so I got the tickets. Wasn’t bad, I guess.”
Carl shrugged, and Asher laughed. Carl was his close friend and had taken Asher under his wing when Asher had left the police academy and started training on the beat. Carl was a few years older than him, with dark hair, broad shoulders and a charm that drew the female officers to him in droves, though he never seemed tempted by them.
“What about you?” he asked.
He turned to look at Asher.
“Not much, went down the pub for a few pints and saw a few mates.”
Carl nodded and pulled his crisp white shirt on over his lean chest. Asher looked away again and busied himself with searching for his jacket and cap in his locker.
“Wish I could get out to the pub sometime,” Carl said, sounding envious. Asher risked a glance over his shoulder and was relieved that Carl had done up his shirt and was pulling his jacket on now. “Clare won’t let me near one. She’s been trying to get me all excited over some dinner party she’s organising. I’d rather be having a pint down the pub, you know what I mean?”
Asher nodded.
When they were fully dressed in their uniform, Carl held the door open for Asher and they left the changing rooms.
“We in the car today?” Asher asked, as they made their way through the maze of corridors that made up the lower levels of the police station.
Carl shook his head, sighing.
“Nope, we’re on the beat today. Trust it to be today, I’ve still got blisters from Saturday night. Walking up and down The Strand, trying to find that damn theatre.”
Asher smiled and followed Carl down the corridor. He didn’t mind being on the beat. He got fresh air and Carl amused him with stories and jokes. If he faced a choice between staying at home with Toni and Charley tearing chunks out of each other, and patrolling the streets with his best mate and having a laugh, he knew which one he’d choose every time.   
* * *
“You were supposed to have sorted this out ages ago,” Charley said.
“I was working on it,” Bolton said. “I’ve been busy with work, you know that.”
“Well, if I’d left it to you to sort out, I’ll still be living at mum’s flat when the baby comes, and there’s no way I’m going to let that happen.”
“I told you I’d sort it,” Bolton said.
“Well we’re here now, so stop going on. It doesn’t matter who sorted it, just as long as it gets done.”
Bolton opened his mouth, but closed it again and remained quiet.
Charley was getting impatient with Bolton. He had been annoyed that she had booked them an appointment at the council to sort out getting a flat and had nearly refused to come with her. He had insisted that he had been sorting it out, but Charley had gone behind his back and arranged the meeting anyway.
Though she knew that Bolton was frustrated, Charley didn’t feel guilty. Living with her mother was becoming almost unbearable. Life with her had always been difficult; given that Toni seemed to despise her, but since she had found out about the pregnancy she had outdone herself with rude remarks and was still as unpredictable as ever.
She had even gone as far, a few weeks ago, as banning Charley from attending church with the rest of the family. She had ranted for hours about how Charley’s pregnancy would bring shame on them and that God did not want unwed pregnant teenagers in His holy buildings. Charley, who had never much liked church anyway, wasn’t that bothered.
Just this morning, Toni had flipped out when the post had arrived. Charley, trying to be nice, had asked her what was wrong and had been screamed at and told to mind her own business.
The assistant came out and called a couple forward. The couple beside Charley rose to their feet and followed them down the corridor and into an office.
“This is taking ages,” Bolton said, looking at his watch again. “Some of us have got jobs to do, don’t they know that? Any longer and I’ll have to get going.”
“You can’t leave me by myself; I’m rubbish at interviews.”
“They’re not going to ask you anything difficult, babe, just about the baby and stuff.”
Charley shrugged. She was feeling flustered. The room was hot and stuffy, and the breeze coming from the window that Bolton had opened a few minutes ago did little to cool her down.
Bolton glanced at his watch again and Charley felt annoyed. Surely this was more important than whatever he was doing to make money. This was their future home they were trying to sort out, his job was just a temporary way to make some money until he could find something else, he’d said so himself.
Bolton felt Charley’s irritation and squeezed her hand. He guessed she was annoyed because of the hormones. Dante had mentioned that to him a few days ago. Pregnant women were hormonal and that made them moody and irrational, even though they didn’t mean to be. She obviously couldn’t help herself, and Bolton didn’t want to give her a reason to start an argument and kick off, not here of all places. Not when he had to be gone soon. He and Dante had a meeting with Uncle Jasper and he couldn’t be late for that. No way.
In the month since he’d started working for Uncle Jasper, Bolton knew that he had impressed his boss. His natural charm made him a borne salesman and he knew that sales in coke were going up; Kareem had told him a few nights ago.
Not only that, but the money was rolling in now. Well, it was nothing compared to what Uncle Jasper made, but it was more than he’d thought it would be, and it was a hell of a lot more than he’d earned working for Harley.
He had been able to start paying his mum a decent amount of rent and she was thrilled. She had seemed uncomfortable at first, wondering where he had got the money, but she knew better than to ask questions.
His phone began to ring and he pulled it out of his pocket and answered.
“Where you at man? I tried yours but your mum said you were out with Charley. You better not have forgotten about meeting Uncle Jasper today.”
It was Dante.
“I ain’t forgotten, don’t worry. I’m just at the council with Charley, trying to sort out our flat and that. Where are you?”
Charley was glaring at him, as if daring him to leave her by herself.
“I’m just driving round, waiting. You need a ride?”
Bolton looked at Charley and opened his mouth, but she spoke first.
“Just go,” she said, shaking her head so that glossy black curls fell over her face. “It’s obviously something more important than us getting a flat.”
“Thanks, babe, you’ll be fine,” he said, then spoke to Dante, “Okay, man, can you pick me up now?”
“No problem, meet me out front in a few minutes.”
Bolton stood up and kissed Charley on the lips.
“I’ll see you later, find out how it went,” he said, as he backed down the corridor.
“Whatever,” Charley said, watching him go. “Just ring me when you’re finished with whatever you’re up to.”
Bolton nodded and was gone. Charley stared at the wall in front of her. Posters of all shapes and sizes and colours gave advice and help-line numbers. Charley hated these places. They made her feel stupid, like a kid waiting outside the headmaster’s office for a telling off.
“Miss Brunns?” the assistant called.
Charley looked up in surprise and followed her into an office.
* * *
Toni sat in the kitchen, ignoring the creaking of the wooden stool beneath her. She sipped at her tea but her gaze remained focussed on the letter in front of her.
She was alone in the flat and was grateful for that. She had deliberately waited until everyone had gone before reading the letter. As soon as Torey had brought the post to her, she had recognised the untidy scrawl on the small envelope addressed to her.
So he knew where she lived.
She rose to her feet, the wooden stool scraping noisily on the floor. The washing machine, on its last legs, gave off a whine and started to rattle loudly as the washing went through its final cycle.
Crossing to the sink, Toni poured her tea down the drain and rinsed the mug. Her back ached and the twinge in her ankle irritated her rather than pained her today.
She had been expecting the letter but it still made her nervous. It was so unwelcome, especially with everything else that was going on. Charley was pregnant and still flouting her rules by spending every unsupervised moment running around with Bolton. Torey was fast reaching womanhood and Toni knew she would have to put a stop to any ideas she might be having about boys. Huw was still young, which was a relief. Asher was the only one she could depend on, could say with all of her heart that she loved unconditionally.
But would he still love her if he knew?
No, she couldn’t risk him finding out. God knew it was bad enough, but if Asher deserted her she would have nothing left to live for.
Nathaniel Okoro was the past. He had only sent the letter to cause trouble. Toni tried to convince herself but she knew it was useless. He was not only a clever man but he was sly as a dog. Dangerous. She couldn’t let him destroy everything, not like he had done before.
She strode back to the table and picked up the letter. She tore it into shreds and dropped the pieces into the bin, covering the fragments with kitchen roll so they couldn’t fall into the wrong hands.
With the letter gone, Toni felt relieved. It was as if the letter had represented an evil presence in the room and that it had been exorcised with the destruction of the letter.
She picked up her coat and handbag and decided to go to church. She was sure that he wouldn’t dare to contact her again if he didn’t get a reply, but it couldn’t hurt to say a few prayers. If he contacted her again, well, she would have God on her side at least.
It was a delicate matter and she knew that she had to handle it with the utmost care and caution. At the moment, she held all the cards. But past experience had taught her that one wrong move and everything could come crashing down around you.
* * *
Bolton felt the familiar butterflies in his stomach as Dante parked the car on the side of the road. They were a few minutes’ walk from Uncle Jasper’s base.
Even though he was no longer as nervous as he had been the first time he’d met Uncle Jasper, Bolton still felt his palms go sweaty and had to urge his feet forwards across the concrete. Beside him, Dante was uncharacteristically quiet and he knew he was feeling the same. Although he would never admit it to his friend, Bolton was glad for the silence. In the car, Dante had kept up a catalogue of reasons why he should get out of Charley’s ‘trap’ before the baby was born. It had been the same story ever since he’d heard about the pregnancy and Bolton wasn’t sure he could take much more of his friend’s advice.
They reached the block and let themselves in.
The staircase was gloomy, the light from outside struggling to penetrate the grimy windows. Bolton led the way, Dante a few paces behind him.
He followed the route they had come on their first visit to the block, leaving the staircase on the fourth floor and winding their way down the corridors until they stopped outside Flat 39.
He knocked and smiled reassuringly at Dante. Dante looked paler than usual but his eyes were alert. Bolton knew that it was the cocaine. Dante had done a few lines before the meeting to get over his nerves. Bolton had refrained. Whilst he was partial to a few lines at parties, he wanted his full faculties whilst meeting Uncle Jasper. And he knew that Dante had been skimming the packets of cocaine they had been delivering. A few lines from each packet before the delivery, and Dante was quite happy. Bolton disapproved but he knew that Dante meant no harm, and so far none of the customers had complained.
The door swung open and Barry stepped aside. He scrutinized them. Bolton sighed as he stood still whilst Barry patted him down. Dante did the same, but he was frowning and Bolton worried that he would cause problems. Then Barry was leading them through the beaded curtain and Bolton felt his pulse quicken.
Uncle Jasper sat in his armchair, his usual jewellery on his fingers and around his neck and wearing a crisp white suit and shirt that was unbuttoned on his chest, showing a thicket of curly black hair. His large stomach strained against the shirt and his hands rested on it, folded delicately, as he eyed them closely.
“Morning, boys,” he said, gold teeth shining. “I’m glad you were prompt. I hate tardiness, don’t you?”
Bolton nodded, as he knew he was supposed to. He sat down on the sofa opposite Uncle Jasper and Dante did the same.
A tall, thin man sat on Jasper’s right. He was dark and lean, wearing a dark suit and pointy leather shoes. His face was stern and Bolton noticed a large purple scar running down the side of his face. He looked at it, wondering what had caused it, but saw the man watching him and glanced away.
“This is Ritchie Masters,” Uncle Jasper said, gesturing towards the man. “He’s my deputy. Sorts things out for me, makes sure everything runs smoothly.”
Bolton nodded towards him, but Ritchie’s face remained impassive.   
“Now I suppose you’re wondering why you’re here?” Uncle Jasper said, looking at Bolton, who nodded. “Well, it’s been a month since our last little chat and I thought another was due. I like to get to know whose working for me. Check that everyone’s happy, not having any problems.”  
Bolton nodded in understanding but beside him, Dante appeared to be frozen.
“You were having a baby?” Uncle Jasper said, surprising Bolton. “How’s that going?”
“Fine, thanks, sir. She’s four months gone and –”  
“Excellent and what’s your lucky lady’s name?”
“Charley, sir.”
“Nice name,” Uncle Jasper said, smiling at Bolton and observing him closely. “And how are you finding your new income? I bet Charley loves it?”
Bolton nodded.
“It’s brilliant, thanks.”
Uncle Jasper nodded, as if thinking over his answer.
“Now, I have a proposition for you, boys.”
Uncle Jasper said it casually, but Bolton knew that he was watching them carefully for their reaction. He kept his face impassive, trying to hide his excitement and nerves. 
“You’re interested?” he asked.
Bolton and Dante nodded.
Uncle Jasper smiled, but Bolton noticed that Ritchie shot him a dark look and frowned.
“Well, boys, I’m expecting a delivery soon,” he explained. “A big shipment of coke, and I need it picked up and brought back here. I need someone trustworthy to help me out.” 
“We’ll do it,” Bolton said.
“Excellent, good answer boys,” Uncle Jasper said. “Kareem will be going with you to supervise. The men we deal with are, unfortunately, a little untrustworthy at times. They might try and take the piss, and as you’ve probably guessed, I didn’t get where I am today by letting people take the piss.”
Bolton felt his excitement mounting. This was an important task. Uncle Jasper obviously thought highly of them and that meant they’d made a good impression so far. He wondered whether he knew about Dante ripping off the customers, as he seemed to be speaking to Bolton alone, barely glancing at Dante.
“You’ll be well compensated, of course,” Uncle Jasper said. “Financially, that is. And if you do well, it could become a regular thing for you.”
“We won’t let you down,” Bolton said.
“Make sure you don’t.”
* * *
Charley watched her mother out of the corner of her eye. She was being unusually quiet and it unnerved her. Since Charley had come back from the council, Toni had barely said two words to her. It made her suspicious, but Charley ate her lunch quietly, determined not to disturb her mother. Whilst it was unusual, it was a pleasant change for Toni not to be making remarks and Charley wondered how long it would last.
“How was your meeting?” Toni asked.
Charley looked up at her mother’s back in surprise. Her mother didn’t turn around, remaining focused on the washing-up.
“It was all right. They said they’d let me know in a few weeks.”
“Right.”
Charley finished the last of her sandwich and hesitated. She wanted to leave the room as quietly and quickly as possible and retreat to her room before her mother’s relative pleasantness wore out. On the other hand, something was clearly on her mother’s mind.
“Is everything all right?” she asked.
Toni turned around, her eyes narrowed.
“Why do you ask that? What are you getting at?”
“Nothing,” Charley said hastily. “I was just wondering.”
“Everything is fine.”
Charley stood up and took her plate to the sink. Toni snatched it out of her hand and placed it under the hot water to soak without looking at her.
“I might go out later,” Charley said. “Is that okay?”
Toni shrugged and continued doing the washing-up.
Charley sighed and left the kitchen. As she lay down on her bed, she wondered about her mother’s mood. She had briefly thought that it might have been because, a few weeks ago, she had dropped out of school. The school had questioned her about her pregnancy and she had sworn at them. After that, they had made a mutual decision that Charley was excused from school, which suited her fine.
Toni had not been happy when she’d been called into school and was told about the decision, but it was too late for anything to be done. She had been furious by the time she’d gotten home and the argument that night had been so bad that Charley had stayed at Bolton’s.
She closed her eyes and wondered what Bolton was doing. She hoped he wouldn’t take too long to ring her. She wanted to tell him about her meeting with the council. Stupid twats, they were. They’d put her on a waiting list for a flat but hadn’t been able to give her a specific date or make any guarantees. What had been the point in going?
She dialled his phone, but it was off. Charley sighed. Since he had started his new job, he had been distant and busy. She didn’t like it but she knew that he was doing it for her and the baby, so she tried not to let it bother her.
* * *
In the kitchen, Toni finished the washing-up and pulled the yellow rubber gloves off and hung them over the tap to dry. Music started playing from Charley’s room but she couldn’t bring herself to tell her off. She was going out, so she’d be out of her hair in a while anyway.
She filled the kettle and waited, tapping the Formica counter impatiently. Charley was too nosy for her own good, that much was for sure. Torey and Huw were the same and she was dreading their return from school.
She would sit them down to do their homework and there would be no arguments, she decided. Any questions and she would quash them instantly. The last thing she needed was them to start asking awkward questions.
Asher was working a long shift today, so he wouldn’t be back until the evening. He was a good boy, though; he wouldn’t cause her any aggravation. He might have questions to ask, but he would keep them to himself. That was good. She just wished the others would take a leaf out of his book.
“Mum, I’m going out now,” Charley called from the hallway, startling her. “See you later.”
Toni heard the front door open and close. The flat fell silent apart from the kettle, which was rattling as it began to boil.
She couldn’t get Nathaniel Okoro off her mind. The letter.
The kettle finished boiling and she poured herself a cup of tea.
Taking a sip, the hot water burning the insides of her mouth, Toni forced herself to snap out of it. She had got rid of the letter. There was no way the kids would know anything about it. The panic was over and she just needed to get back to normal.
Still, a part of her knew that it wasn’t over yet. She knew Nathaniel too well. He wouldn’t give up. The letter was gone, but it wasn’t over. It was just the beginning.




CHAPTER SEVEN



Bolton listened to Kareem’s instructions carefully. He didn’t want to miss anything important. This was a big break and Uncle Jasper had enlisted his help. That meant something. If they did well, they would be rewarded and Uncle Jasper would know he’d made the right decision in trusting them. If they failed, Bolton knew that there would be hell to pay and he didn’t fancy having his legs broken.
“You got that then?” Kareem asked, eyeing him closely.
Bolton nodded.
“We pull up and stay in the car. Wait for them to arrive. We don’t get out the car until they do. They’ll open the boot. We check the amount. I wait by the boot whilst you show them the money in our boot. When they’re happy, we shake hands and I get the bag of coke and we get back in the car and get the hell out of –”
“What the fuck you doing?” Kareem snapped.
Bolton looked around, following Kareem’s angry glare, and saw what was annoying him. Dante was leaning over the small table snorting a line of coke.
When he turned around, he sniffed a few times and smiled.
“What’s the problem?”
“The problem?” Kareem asked, taking a step forward, looking menacing. “The fucking problem is that in a few hours we’re going to have to collect a big shipment for the boss and there ain’t room for any mistakes. Bolton’s got the plan down, but you’re too busy –”
“I let you guys borrow this place,” Dante interrupted, shrugging. “My parents ain’t back ‘til tomorrow so I let you use my house to plan this shit. You should be grateful for that, at least.”
“You fucking serious?”
Kareem’s voice was low and there was an edge to it that Bolton knew didn’t bode well.
“Come on guys, let’s just drop this,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “We don’t want to fall out before tonight, eh? Uncle Jasper’s relying on us.”
“That’s damn right,” Kareem said. “So if you don’t pull your weight, Dante, you ain’t coming along and I’ll tell Uncle Jasper myself why not.”
Dante looked annoyed. He turned to Bolton.
“Is this guy serious, Bolton? Who made him boss all of a sudden?”
“I’ve been doing this for a year, you ain’t even done it once yet,” Kareem said. “I got told to supervise you, show you how it’s done. So don’t start pissing me off.”
“We don’t need your help. Jasper gave the job to me and Bolton, you’re just –”
“Don’t take the piss, mate, we need his help,” Bolton said, shooting Kareem an apologetic look.
Kareem looked furious.
“You want to take them on by yourself, eh?” he said, clenching his fists. “You ain’t even been on a pick-up before. You think you’re a big man, don’t you, just because you’ve dealt a bit of coke? That don’t make you a man, bro, this shit is in a whole other league.”
“Oh yeah?” Dante said, rolling his eyes. “If you’re so great at it, why does Jasper want me and Bolton to take over the job?”
“That’s because I’m moving on to something else. Now, you got a gun?”
Dante snorted derisively and Bolton felt annoyed with his friend’s behaviour.
Kareem reached behind him and pulled out a small gun. Bolton took a step back and Dante’s eyes widened. He put his hands up, his eyes focused on the gun.
“Jeez, man, don’t fucking shoot me,” he said, his voice shaking. “I was just having a laugh; you know what I’m like. Come on, man, put it away.”
Kareem lowered the gun.
“The guys we’re dealing with are all going to be armed,” Kareem said. “That’s why this is some serious shit. They ain’t going to mess around. We’ve got to be careful and we got to be professional. If we’re not, they’re just going to put some bullets in us.”
“No shit man,” Dante said, eyes still wide, but looking more serious now.
“Who is it we’re dealing with anyways?” Bolton asked, directing the question at Kareem. Dante sat down but looked at Kareem too, interested now.
“The Turks,” Kareem explained. “They’ve got their own routes from the continent. I ain’t sure how, that’s for them to know. Smack and coke, that sort of thing. We’re just picking up the coke tonight. Some other guys will pick up the other gear another time.”
“Why the Turks?” Dante asked.
“Fucked if I know, they’re sneaky bastards. Can’t trust any of ‘em. Still, they get good stuff and they don’t get involved much on the dealing side of things. Import it and sell it to Uncle Jasper, then he makes his profits bagging it up and dealing it.”
“That’s where we come in,” Bolton said. 
“Right,” Kareem said, cooling off. “So Uncle Jasper is relying on us. If we don’t get that coke, he don’t get a profit. And I don’t want to find out what he’s like when that happens. Neither do you boys. Now, let’s go over the plan for tonight again.”
* * *
“I can’t fucking believe you sometimes,” Torey said, throwing a pillow at Charley’s head but missing. “You just had to piss mum off didn’t you?”
“It wasn’t my fault, you know what she’s like.”
Charley kept her voice level but she was getting increasingly annoyed with Torey. It was just as much her sister’s fault as her own that Toni was in a bad mood.
“You were the one who started asking her about her post or whatever,” Torey said. “Why did you have to stick your nose in? You know she hates that. Who cares if she gets a stupid letter?”
“I was just wondering, for fuck’s sake. Last time she got a letter she went all weird.”
“Probably bills or something,” Torey said, throwing her a dirty look. “It’s none of your business. You’re just lucky she ain’t thrown you out, all the shit she’s got to put up with because of you.”
“Don’t start that again,” Charley said.   
Torey looked as if she was going to say something else, but the bedroom door opened and Asher came in.
“What’s going on?” he asked. “What’s with all the arguing?”
“We weren’t arguing,” Charley replied.
“I was just asking her why she had to go and put mum in a bad mood,” Torey said, hands on her hips. “She knew I wanted to go out tonight, she just does it so mum will take it all out on me.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Charley said. “You think I care if you go out or not?”
“You’re just jealous because I didn’t go and get myself up the duff.”
“Now I know you’re just being stupid.”
“Stop bickering, for God’s sake,” Asher said, coming further into the room, his eyes taking in the mess of clothes and make-up on Torey’s bed. “Mum’s probably just tired. If you want to go out just ask politely, she won’t stop you.”
“Hah, says the golden boy,” Torey snorted, forcing her feet into stilettos. “You’ve never had to ask her to go out, she doesn’t stop you from doing anything.”
“Don’t be so dramatic, Tor,” Asher said, though Charley saw his cheeks were flushed. “She can’t stop you going out tonight, I’m off down the pub anyway.”
“Great, wait for me then,” Torey said, pulling her skirt up over her thighs and observing her reflection in the mirror, pouting. “She can’t stop me if I say I’m going with you.”
“You can’t come to the pub, you’re underage.”
“What you going to do, arrest me?” Torey said, glaring at him mockingly. “Anyway, I ain’t going to come with you, I’m not that lame. I’m going to a party, I just need her to think we’re going together so she won’t stop me.”
“You don’t have to lie. Mum isn’t that bad, she –”
“Whatever, I didn’t ask for a life story. I’m ready now, anyway.”
Torey grabbed her handbag and pushed past Asher. Asher shrugged helplessly at Charley and followed her out of the room.
Charley closed her eyes. She was relieved that her sister had finally gone. Anymore of her backchat and she would have lamped her one.
She could hear Toni’s voice, loud and disapproving, coming from the lounge. Charley hastily pulled her own shoes on and checked her handbag. It sounded as if Torey’s plan was working and Toni didn’t sound happy. If Torey got out, Toni might stop Charley from going out just because she hadn’t gotten the chance to deprive Torey of a night out. And tonight, Charley had plans to meet Leigh-Ann.
Charley slipped out of the room and opened the front door.
She heard raised voices and Torey was shrieking at their mother. Footsteps came behind her and Torey pushed past her, Toni’s voice bellowing after her.
“Move, you stupid cow,” Torey said, as she clattered down the corridor and down the stairs. Charley turned and saw Asher and Toni coming down the corridor. Asher looked frustrated, but Toni looked enraged.
“Bye mum, see you later,” Charley called over her shoulder, as she threw herself out the front door and down the landing before Toni could stop her.
Halfway down the stairs, Charley caught sight of Torey through the window. She was with two other girls that Charley recognised from school. One of them was passing Torey a bottle of vodka, which she drank from heartily. Charley smiled to herself.
It was as if she was looking down at herself, only a few pounds heavier, and a few years younger. The thought was pleasant, but that had been before Bolton had come into her life and everything before their first meeting seemed somehow less joyful than the ones after.
She could hear footsteps on the stairs above her and she hurried down the last few flights. It was probably just Asher, but if it was her mother, she didn’t fancy an argument in the stairwell where it was only too easy for her mum to push her down the stairs.
* * *
Bolton sat in the front passenger seat and felt the adrenaline pumping through his body. Kareem was in the driver’s seat and he looked tense and alert. Dante sat in the back, quiet and edgy. The cocaine had worn off and his high had been replaced by nerves and fear.
“You all right?” Bolton asked, looking into the back.
The car was dark now that night had fallen and only when they passed under a streetlight was Dante’s pale face illuminated.
“Yeah,” Dante replied. “Can we go over the plan again?”
Bolton sighed.
He and Kareem knew the plan off by heart now, but Dante kept forgetting it.
“Listen, I think you should stay in the car,” Bolton said, voicing an idea he had been thinking about all afternoon and evening. “It’ll be safer, and there won’t be any mistakes.”
“I think so too,” Kareem said, not taking his eyes off the road. “If you fuck things up, we’ll end up dead. Either the Turks will shoot us there, or Uncle Jasper will break our necks when he finds out we’ve fucked up. You’re a liability, mate, best you stay in the car and let us get on with it.”
Dante looked uncomfortable, torn between giving into his nerves and agreeing or protesting and keeping up his pretence of bravado.
“You’ll still get paid,” Bolton said coaxingly. “We won’t tell anyone you stayed in the car. It’s just better this way, don’t you think?”
Dante eventually nodded.
“All right, I’ll stay in the car. But don’t tell anyone, you hear me? I don’t want people thinking I’m a pussy or something. I’m only going to stay in the car because it’ll make it easier for you two, right?”
“Right,” Bolton said, nodding. “We won’t say anything. Now stop worrying, you’re making me fucking nervous.”
“I’d be more worried if you weren’t nervous,” Kareem said, turning the car off the main road and into a wide, dark industrial estate. “We’re nearly there.”
“How long ‘til the pick-up?” Bolton asked.
“Twenty minutes,” he said. “But we need to get there a bit early. Like I said earlier, we need to check the area, make sure we ain’t being set-up.”
“But Uncle Jasper trusts them right?”
“Uncle Jasper don’t trust anybody, that’s why he’s top of his game.”
A few minutes later, Kareem parked the car in a darkened clearing surrounded by empty containers. They had driven round the area twice, looking for signs of hidden cars or people, but it all seemed clear. Kareem turned off the engine but left the headlines on, so that a beam of light illuminated the way out.
“What now?” Dante asked, sounding scared.
“We just wait,” Kareem said.
Ten minutes later, another set of headlights cut through the dark. The atmosphere in the car tensed and Bolton had to force himself to keep breathing evenly. Kareem nodded at him as encouragement. The car circled them and then pulled up in front of them, facing them. The headlights blinded them momentarily.
“It’s time,” Kareem said and opened his door.
Heart in his throat, Bolton did the same and stepped onto the hard ground beneath him. He took a deep breath and closed the car door behind him.
* * *
“I didn’t think you’d make it tonight,” Asher said, smiling.
He was sat at the bar, a cold pint clutched in his hand. He was still relieved that he had managed to get out himself. Charley and Torey had both managed to get out the door before Toni had stopped them and he knew they wouldn’t be giving their behaviour a second thought. He had got out only by reassuring Toni that he would only be out for a few drinks and that it was his work colleagues that he was meeting.
He was worried that he had dressed too casually. He had opted for jeans, trainers and a caramel-coloured leather jacket over a freshly ironed white shirt. The top few buttons were undone and his dark chest was visible. He had considered doing the buttons up but his friend had arrived and he had left them as they were.
“Same here, Ash,” Carl said, sipping his own pint. “Clare took some persuading, but she’s gone off to her mate’s hen night. Won’t be home for ages, you know what those things are like. Thought I might as well get down here for a pint whilst I’ve got the chance.”
“Exactly, the mouse will play whilst the cat’s away, and all that,” Asher said, nodding. “Still, if she’s out drinking, it’s only fair you get to do the same.”
Carl grinned.
“You’re right there, Ash. She doesn’t mind much though. I might even be back before her anyway, and then she’ll be the one in the shit.”
“She expecting a late night?”
“It’s a hen-night. All those chicks, gabbing away with them drinks. She’ll be hours.”
Asher nodded and took another drink of his pint.
Carl was freshly shaved and his hair was tousled from a recent shower. He was wearing jeans and a light blue shirt, and Asher was relieved that he’d dressed as casually as he had done. Carl’s black jacket was hung on the back of his stool and he smelt of aftershave.
“How’s your day been then?” Carl asked. “Family still giving you hassle?”
“You could say that,” Asher said.
He told Carl about Charley and Torey’s arguments, and about his mother’s mood swings and how he had nearly been stopped from coming out tonight because his sisters had gone out without permission.
When he’d finished, Carl looked at him for a moment, thinking.
“Why don’t you get your own place?”
Asher shrugged. The thought of getting a place of his own was exciting and he had often wondered how good it would be, having friends around without worrying that Toni would scare them off. And having a bedroom he could bring people back to after a night out, so different from the bedroom he had now, which he shared with Huw.
“I couldn’t,” he said. “They’d all tear each other apart. It’s easier to stay, even if it is a pain in the arse sometimes.”
Carl sighed and shook his head resignedly.
“Well, what you need is a few more drinks then,” he said, gesturing for the barmaid. “I’ll get this round, don’t worry. You need cheering up, Ash, you look grumpy as hell.”
Asher smiled and drained the rest of his pint as Carl ordered another for him. He caught Carl’s eye and quickly turned away. Drinking with Carl, with no worries and no arguments, made Asher want to forget all about home and stay here for as long as he could.
* * *
Bolton remained still and glanced at Kareem. The doors of the other car opened and two men got out. They were wearing thick dark jackets and Bolton knew that they concealed guns. Guns that would be used on them if they made one wrong move.
For a moment, the four men looked at each other, nobody moving. Then the larger of the Turks nodded. Bolton moved forwards, his feet feeling heavy, and followed the Turk round the car to the boot.
The Turk clicked a button in his hand and the boot automatically opened. The lights in the boot revealed a black leather bag. The Turk nodded at Bolton.
He reached in and unzipped the bag, his hands shaking and sweaty. He saw large bags of coke. He slid his hand down the sides of the bag and then the centre, making sure that the leather bag was full of cocaine. Kareem had warned him that one particular rip-off was putting cocaine at the top of the bag and filling the rest with cardboard or paper. Slicing open the top bag, he dipped his finger in and brought it to his mouth, tasting the powder as he had been told to do.
Bolton was satisfied with the cocaine and nodded at the Turk. The Turk waved and shouted something at the other. From his position, he couldn’t see what was happening. The other Turk had moved to the back of Kareem’s car and he knew that he’d be counting the cash.
A few minutes later, the Turk motioned for Bolton to take the leather bag. He zipped it back up carefully and picked it up, surprised by how heavy the bag was.
He walked briskly back around the car and towards Kareem, careful to keep his pace level in case he broke into a run and the Turks panicked and shot him, thinking something was going down.
He nodded at Kareem and climbed into the car, relaxing only when he had closed the door. Kareem waited whilst the Turks’ car reversed and disappeared into the darkness. A few more minutes, and Kareem turned the engine on and the car sped out of the industrial estate.
“Wasn’t so bad, was it?” Kareem said, looking at Bolton when they were safely back on the motorway.
“Yeah, it wasn’t too bad.”
“You did well.”
Bolton nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak at the moment. He was excited and proud at the same time as being nervous and the adrenaline was subsiding, leaving him feeling slightly deflated.
In the backseat, Dante was smiling broadly, clearly more confident now that it was all over.
“Well done mate, we’re well in there now,” he said.
Bolton smiled back.
The leather bag in his lap still felt heavy. He was pleased that Uncle Jasper had gotten his coke and his mind turned to what his reward would be, pushing his previous doubts aside.
* * *
Asher stumbled home and paused outside his block of flats. His evening with Carl had been wonderful. They had sat at the bar and drank pint after pint, laughing and telling each other stories from the past. Then Carl had gotten a call from his wife and he’d finished his pint and set off for home, leaving Asher to walk home.
He had been disappointed when Carl had left. They were such good friends that Asher wished they could have spent more time together. His wife was probably drunk and bored, he thought, and felt a pang of jealousy that took him by surprise.
Letting himself into the block and climbing the stairs, Asher wondered why he felt so disappointed. He would see Carl tomorrow at work. The thought cheered him somewhat.
Still, there was something else that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. As much he liked Carl as a friend, he felt as if he wanted more. He wanted to be with him all the time. Laughing, joking and having a few drinks. Watching films together, moaning about the long hours they worked and the poor pay, singing along to the juke box together and kissing.
No, not kissing. Asher shook his head as he reached the front door to his flat. That was wrong. He was just drunk, that was all. He didn’t want to kiss Carl. Carl was a mate. He was a man. It was wrong on too many levels.
As Asher climbed into bed five minutes later, he couldn’t help but think about kissing Carl. It would feel good, he thought. He wanted to kiss him. He felt himself beginning to stir. Huw was still snoring, fast asleep, in his bed on the other side of the room. The flat was quiet and with thoughts of Carl filling his mind, Asher slipped his hand into his Calvin Klein’s.  
* * *
Bolton held his breath as Uncle Jasper unzipped the sports bag and surveyed the contents with sharp eyes.
He started pulling out the plastic bags of cocaine and piled the packages upon the coffee table. After the last one had been taken out, Uncle Jasper looked at Bolton.
Beside him, he could feel Dante shaking. Kareem was staring straight ahead, waiting for Uncle Jasper’s verdict. Bolton was praying that they hadn’t been ripped off. He didn’t want to think about what would become of them if they had gotten him ripped off. As Bolton had done, Uncle Jasper dipped a finger into the powder and rubbed it into his gums, tasting it.
“Everything seems to be in order,” Uncle Jasper said, and broke into a smile, his golden teeth gleaming in the harsh overhead lighting. “Well done, boys.”
Bolton let the air out of his lungs and realised he had been holding his breath. Dante seemed more relaxed too, his shoulders slumping forward and he wiped his forehead with the arm of his jumper.
“I think this deserves a celebration,” Uncle Jasper continued. “Nadine, get us some champagne.”
A young woman with bright red hair, teased high on top of her head, strutted out of the room and returned a few moments later with an ice bucket, some glasses and a bottle of champagne.
As Bolton sat down on the sofa, he noticed that Ritchie was frowning as he piled the packages back into the sports bag. Perhaps he’d been hoping they would fail, Bolton thought, but pushed it from his mind. He didn’t know why he would be disappointed with them, but it wasn’t his approval they were after. It was Uncle Jasper’s, and they seemed to have gained it.
Uncle Jasper opened the champagne bottle with a satisfying pop and filled the glasses. Bolton took his gratefully and sipped at it. It was the expensive stuff. Dante gulped his down, the relief still clear on his face. Kareem took his glass but didn’t drink from it.
Ritchie looked expectantly at Uncle Jasper.
“You can take the goods and put it in the safe,” he said, and Ritchie picked up the sports bag and left the room with a scowl.
“Cheers, boys,” Uncle Jasper said, raising his glass.
Bolton raised his glass and they clinked.
“Do you think you’re ready to make these pick-ups a regular thing?” he asked, directing the question, as usual, towards Bolton rather than Dante.
Bolton considered the question for a moment.
“Yeah, we’re ready,” he said.
Uncle Jasper’s smile widened.
“Confidence, I like that. Kareem, you think they’re ready?”
Kareem glanced uncertainly at Dante but nodded, although Bolton thought he saw Uncle Jasper catch the glance.
“They did well tonight,” Kareem said. “They can handle it.”
“Good man. Let’s make it a regular thing, then.”
Bolton sipped his champagne, feeling elated. Not only had they succeeded in the task he’d set them, but now they’d be earning a proper wage. Pick-ups were big earners and he knew that this would be a lucrative job.
“Thanks, sir,” Bolton said, tipping his head towards Uncle Jasper.
“I reward people who do well,” he said. “And you’re going to go places, I can tell.”
Bolton felt his cheeks flush at the praise.
Uncle Jasper reached behind him and pulled out a smaller bag of black leather. He opened it and pulled out three bundles of cash, tied in elastic bands.
“Your money, before I forget,” he said, passing one bundle to each of them.
Bolton took his and felt awed at the amount of money he was holding in his hands.
“Five hundred pounds each,” Uncle Jasper said. “And well earned.”
Bolton put the money into his pocket and drained the last of his champagne. Nadine, the redhead, slipped onto Uncle Jasper’s lap and Bolton wondered whether it was their cue to leave the flat. He was about to stand when Uncle Jasper held up the bottle of champagne.
“Have some more,” Uncle Jasper said, topping up their glasses. “We’re celebrating.”




CHAPTER EIGHT



Charley sat on Bolton’s bed and twisted her hands together. Bolton clasped her wrist but she shook him off and stood up, resuming her pacing of his room.
“They wouldn’t even give me a date,” she said, thinking back to the meeting at the council office. “No guarantees, that’s what they said.”
“Don’t get worked up, it ain’t good for you or the baby when you get stressed out like this,” Bolton said, his voice frustrated.
Charley felt her agitation rise at his words.
“Are you serious? They’re not going to give us a flat, I can tell that much already,” she said, her voice rising. “I should’ve taken my mum with me. Once they’d seen what I was living with, they might have bumped me up to first on the list.” 
“The council are pricks, we already knew that. We’ve just got to be patient.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” Charley snapped. “You don’t live with my mum.”
“Come on, she can’t be that bad.”
Charley laughed.
“You want to try and live with her?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. Bolton considered it for a moment and shook his head. “Exactly. And she’s been even worse lately, since she got some weird letter in the post.”
“What letter?”
“I don’t know, but she’s been acting funny ever since,” Charley replied. She thought of her mother’s unusual behaviour. She had seemed more on edge lately, more prone to arguments and irrational outbursts. And Charley had searched for any suspicious mail around the flat, but her mother had either hidden it well or thrown it out. “Anyway, what are we going to do about somewhere to live? I can’t stay with mum much longer, I’ll go insane.”
“I’ll find us somewhere, don’t worry,” Bolton said.
His voice was reassuring, but Charley refused to be satisfied. She knew that he meant well, trying to calm her down, but she had to know she would be leaving home soon. It would help keep her focused and calm when her mother was in one of her moods.
“The council ain’t going to give us a place, you’d just be wasting your time and –”
“Who said anything about going to the council?” Bolton asked. “I’ll find us a decent place.”
“We can’t afford to rent anywhere, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“Just leave it to me, babe.”
Charley had stopped pacing the room and eyed Bolton, as if daring herself to hope that this meant what she thought it did.
“You mean you can afford to rent a place?” she asked, keeping her voice low. 
“Yeah,” Bolton said, a hint of pride in his voice. “I’m earning a decent wedge now, so I’ll sort us something out.”
“Seriously? You can afford to rent us somewhere?” Charley said, breathless with excitement. Bolton nodded, a smile curling at his lips. “That’s amazing. It’s brilliant.”
She rushed over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing his face. Her heart was beating fast, her agitation seemed to be melting away. As she released him, he smiled up at her, his eyes shining.
Charley kissed him on the lips.
“This is why I love you so much.”
“I hope that’s not the only reason,” Bolton said, smiling. “Now, you should be taking it easy, so stop worrying about your mum and finding a flat.” He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and led her back to the bed. Charley allowed him to pull her down onto the duvet and she relaxed against the pillows, Bolton’s arm around her. “I’ll take care of the flat,” he continued. “And you know what your mum’s like. She’s probably angry about having to pay a gas bill or something stupid like that. You just need to chill out and relax. Take it easy, babe.”
Charley realised that her heart rate had returned to normal and the knot in her stomach had loosened. Bolton’s arm felt reassuring around her waist, his hand resting gently on her stomach. She could feel his soft breathing and the rise and fall of his chest.
She felt tired and realised how much her frantic pacing and worries had exhausted her. She relaxed against Bolton and smelt his deodorant and the faint trace of dirty socks from the pile of laundry in the corner of the room, and felt comfortable.
“You’re right,” she said, smiling as her eyes closed. “What would I do without you?”
* * *
Asher watched as Carl crossed the locker room towards him. He looked tired, with dark smudges under his eyes and his hair still tousled from the shower.
“Morning,” Asher said, pulling his shirt on.
Carl mumbled a greeting and began to strip out of his jeans and t-shirt. Asher glanced away, feeling his face flush.
“You look tired,” he said, chancing a look at his partner.
Carl was pulling off his jeans, and Asher couldn’t help but notice the black Calvin Klein’s he was wearing. Feeling himself starting to stir, he forced himself to look away.
“Yeah, didn’t get much sleep last night,” Carl replied.
Asher eyed him closely. Carl pulled on his black uniform trousers and turned to face him.
“Like that, is it?” Asher said, forcing a smile.
The thought of Carl and Clare having sex forced itself into his mind and he struggled to get rid of it. He didn’t need anything clouding his judgement today, not whilst he was on the beat.
“I wish,” Carl said, catching Asher’s drift. He pulled a white shirt over his shoulders and began to do up the buttons. “I was sleeping on the couch, actually.”
Asher was surprised and frowned.
“What did you do wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Carl said, shrugging. “She just needed some space, that’s all.”
“Right.”
Asher did up his own shirt and an awkward silence fell over them. He had mixed emotions over the thought of Carl having problems with his wife. On the one hand, he felt secretly pleased that Carl could be back on the market soon. On the other, Carl was his friend and partner and he didn’t want to see him upset, no matter what the cause. And even if Carl did end up single again, he reflected sadly, he stood no chance where he was concerned.
“Is everything all right with you guys?” Asher asked, trying to keep his voice light.
Carl looked up from pulling on his shoes and sighed.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” he said, lowering his gaze. “She was just on her monthly. Had one of her moods on, you know.”
Asher nodded.
“With my mum and two teenage sisters? Trust me, I get what you mean.”
Carl laughed and Asher was pleased he could put a smile on Carl’s face. He turned to his locker and busied himself with retrieving his police issue vest to hide his goofy grin.
“Anyway, what about you?” Carl asked from behind him.
Asher turned and was surprised at how close Carl was standing to him.
“What about me?”
“You got any ladies on the go?” Carl asked, opening his own locker.
Asher took a few steps backwards, feeling heat rush to his face at the proximity of him. A whiff of aftershave reached him and he felt a bead of sweat form on his forehead.
“Nah, mate,” Asher said, shaking his head, wiping away the sweat. “Not at the moment, anyway.”
“Wouldn’t have thought you’d have any problems,” Carl said, turning to face him, pulling on his own vest. Asher tried to maintain his eye contact. “Police officer and all that, I mean. The ladies like a man in uniform, you know.”
Asher felt his face began to burn. It was times like these, when Carl complimented him, that he got the briefest hope that he could be with him.
“Yeah, that’s true.”
“You got your eye on anyone then?” Carl asked, fastening his vest and helping Asher with his.
Asher wondered what Carl’s reaction would be if he told him the truth. That he’d fantasised for months about kissing him. Taking him to bed and spending hours making love. He became aware that Carl was watching him curiously, having finished helping Asher with his vest, and he flushed furiously.
Carl was about to open his mouth when the locker room door opened and Diane, a female police officer with sandy blonde hair and a pale complexion, stuck her head round the door.
“Boys, you ready? Your shift starts in a minute,” she said, pushing the door open wider and walking in, having deduced that they were fully dressed in their uniforms. “Sergeant sent me to check up on you, make sure you ladies weren’t going to stay in here gossiping all day.”
“We’re ready now,” Carl said, shooting a glance at Asher, who was still blushing.
“What were you chatting about, anyway?” Diane asked, looking from one to the other.
Asher blushed harder, imagining the gossip that would spread if Carl told her what they had been talking about. He was relieved that they couldn’t read his mind, but Diane’s curious gaze unnerved him. Did she know what he was thinking?
“Nothing really, lads chat, that sort of stuff,” Carl said.
Diane groaned and rolled her eyes.
“Typical,” she said, heading back towards the door. “You’ve got two minutes.”
She left the room and closed the door behind her.
Asher glanced at Carl and felt relieved that he hadn’t said anything to Diane. Not that it would matter, but the last thing he needed was for everyone at the station to start questioning him about his love life.            
“Guess we’d better get going then,” he said, closing his locker and avoiding looking at Carl. 
“No way, not Diane,” Carl said in a whisper, closing his own locker.
“Diane?”
“Mate, you should get in there. You could do a lot worse than her.”
Asher felt his mind racing. Then he understood. Carl had taken his blushes to mean he fancied Diane. The thought made Asher feel amused, then alarmed.
“No, it’s not like that, it’s –”
“Hey, I ain’t judging mate,” Carl said, heading for the door. “She’s a nice girl. You should just bite the bullet, ask her out for a drink or something. You obviously like her.”
Carl opened the door and paused to wait for Asher.
“Yeah, maybe,” Asher managed.
He felt miserable as he crossed the room after Carl. Now Carl thought he fancied Diane and would probably expect him to ask her out or he might get suspicious. And if Carl was, by a small chance, interested in him, Asher had just blown his chances.
As he closed the locker room door behind him and headed down the corridor with Carl to where Diane and the sergeant were waiting for them, he wondered how a day could start so badly. 
* * *
Toni waited until the flat was empty before she sat down at the kitchen table and tore the letter open.
The second letter from Nathaniel Okoro had arrived in the morning. She had been preoccupied with Charley when the post had been delivered. Charley had been going round to Bolton’s flat and Toni had been determined to stop her from going out, but Huw had distracted her and Charley had slipped out the front door and down the steps before Toni could catch her.
It was then, in the corridor, that she saw Torey coming up the stairs with a bundle of envelopes and the post key dangling from her fingers.
She had snatched the key and the post from her when she’d reached the flat door. Torey had protested and gone into a rant, but Toni had ignored her. She skimmed through the envelopes and had shuddered when she found one with Nathaniel’s untidy scrawl.
Folding it and sliding it into her pocket, she had sent Torey and Huw off to school and had put the key around her neck, the thin chain cold and uncomfortable on her neck, but at least it was safe. She didn’t need another close call.
Toni dreaded to think what might have happened if Torey had opened the letter and read the contents. Perhaps nothing. Torey wasn’t too bright. But if she’d told Charley or Asher what she had read, they might make something of it. Charley was too smart for her own good, at least in matters like these. Spying and questioning, that was what she did.
Toni knew that her eldest daughter had been suspicious since the first letter had arrived, and she had been careful not to let her guard down around her.
In a way, it was a relief that Charley wasn’t hanging around the flat, popping in to the kitchen to check on her every few minutes as if to catch her out. Even though she was with Bolton, at least she was out of the flat and out of her hair for a while.
Now, she looked at the letter with apprehension, as if it might explode. Gingerly, she picked it up and opened it, sliding the letter out onto the table.
She read in silence and folded her arms when she had finished. It was much the same as the first letter had been. He wanted to see her. Nathaniel was persistent; she had to give him that.
But Toni could be just as stubborn as he could.
In a swift moment, Toni rose to her feet and picked up the letter. She tore it into pieces, careful to check that nothing could be derived from any individual fragment, and threw it into the bin.
Toni leaned heavily on the kitchen counter, ignoring the soft whine of the pipes as a neighbour ran hot water. She tried to force herself to stay positive but things were looking grim.
At least he hasn’t turned up at the flat, that was surely a positive.
But what would happen if he did?
The thought terrified Toni.
She knew that for all her positive thinking, he had the upper hand. Whilst she had everything to lose, he had nothing to lose and everything to gain.
And that made him a dangerous enemy.




CHAPTER NINE



Bolton looked around the small kitchenette and shook his head.
“It’s too small,” he said, and the estate agent raised an eyebrow in surprise. Bolton ignored her, and turned to Charley, who was looking at him expectantly. “We can afford somewhere better than this, babe.”
Charley’s eyes wandered around the flat and her gaze lingered on the doorway to the master bedroom, a large room with a view of the concrete jungle around them.
“This is a big place, are you sure we’ve got the money for somewhere else?”
Bolton nodded, feeling both frustrated at her doubts and proud that he was being honest. The weekly pick-ups that he and Dante made, now unassisted by Kareem, were bringing in big money for him. Uncle Jasper was pleased with him and had hinted the last time that they had met that Bolton would go far in the business if he kept up his good work. The words had given Bolton the boost he needed. No longer would he need to worry about financial burdens and providing for his unborn child. It would all be taken care of now.
“If you’re sure then,” Charley said, clasping his hand in hers and leading him out of the flat, the estate agent trailing behind them in her beige suit, a frown on her lips. “I saw a nice one on the way here, maybe we can have a look at that one.” 
“Whatever you like,” Bolton said.
The estate agent locked the flat door behind them and led them down the stairs and out into the street. Bolton stood at the kerb with Charley as the estate agent drove away, and Charley turned to him, hand on hip.
“That flat was nice,” she said, pursing her lips. “I know you say we’ve got the money for somewhere better, but that’s no reason to go overboard. We don’t want to blow it all on a deposit and have nothing left for the baby, you know.”
Bolton felt his pride deflating and swallowed down his frustration.
“We’re not going to run out of money, so stop worrying.”
“What if you lose your job or something?” Charley asked, glaring at him. “There’s no need for us to take risks, not when there’s still months until the baby comes. And we haven’t even bought a cot or anything yet.”
“I’m not going to lose my job and it’s bringing in good money. We’ll be able to spoil this baby rotten and still have plenty left over for a luxury pad.”
Charley looked uncertain, but her body relaxed and Bolton wrapped an arm around her waist and gently guided her down the road.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quiet. “I just want everything to be right. I don’t mean to doubt you. It’s just hard to believe that things are finally getting better.” 
Bolton smiled and kissed her on the top of her head and felt her lean against him, closing the gap between them.
“I know it’s going to take some getting used to, having all this money and stuff, but let’s just roll with it. We might as well enjoy ourselves before this baby comes and keeps us up all night.”
“You’re right, I was just being stupid,” Charley sighed. “And I guess that flat wasn’t the right one. That bathroom was disgusting and there was no wardrobe space.”
“We’ll find you somewhere with huge wardrobes, don’t worry,” Bolton said, feeling himself relax now that Charley had softened. “You’ll need them for all the clothes I’ll buy you.”
“I’ll hold you to that, you know that don’t you?”
“I know you will,” Bolton said, kissing her on the lips and sticking his hand out for a passing black cab.
* * *
Asher ran a hand through his short hair and groaned into the mirror.
He undid the top two buttons on his shirt and posed, before doing them up again. He wished that he had not gone along with Carl’s plan and agreed to going out for dinner with Diane. She was expecting a date with him, and Asher shuddered at the thought.
He had considered calling her to cancel, but then Carl would want to know the reason and Asher would have to think up excuses and lie to him.
The floorboard outside the bathroom creaked and Toni appeared in the doorway, wearing a dressing gown and slippers. She eyed him with fierce approval and smiled.
“Look at you all dressed up,” she said, taking in his freshly ironed white shirt and black trousers, and the shiny new loafers he had bought in the hope of impressing Carl. “You take after your father. He was a handsome man, just like you.”
“Thanks,” Asher said, shifting uncomfortably. Although he had no memory of his father, having been young when he had died, he felt emotional whenever Toni brought him up in conversation, as if he was still around.
“Are you putting a tie on?” Toni asked.
Asher shook his head.
“Not wearing a tie? What will your lucky lady friend think?”
Asher sighed as Toni moved out of sight along the corridor. He could hear her rummaging around in her wardrobe and she returned moments later with a navy blue tie.
She draped it around his neck and busied herself tying it for him.
“Everyone knows that a man who wears a tie is a good man,” she said, fumbling with the knot. “This tie was your father’s. He wore it on special occasions, and he’d want you to wear it for your date. Any girl would be impressed if you show up wearing this tie.”
Asher remained silent, not trusting himself to speak. He let his mother finish tying the knot and smiled as she stepped back to survey his appearance. She nodded in approval and put a hand to her face.
“You look handsome,” she said, her eyes watering. “The spitting image of your father when he was your age. This girl you’re meeting is lucky and you’d best make sure she knows it, too.”
“Yes, mum,” he said, reasoning with himself that he could take the tie off when he left the flat. He splashed some cologne on his cheeks as Toni watched him. He felt irritated with her but he knew that it was all his own fault.
He should never have agreed to the date with Diane. It was bound to end in disaster and he knew that a braver man would have cancelled. Or better still; have told the truth before it had reached this point. He was giving Diane false hope that they might have a future together and it wasn’t fair to her. He wasn’t attracted to her in any way and he felt uncomfortable at the thought of having to pretend that he was.
Perhaps after the meal, he could tell her that he had enjoyed himself but that there wasn’t enough chemistry between them. No, that sounded like he was blaming her and that was wrong. He would have to tell her it was him. He was interested in someone else. That would have to be his line.
Toni watched him and Asher was brought back to reality with a bump. She was surveying him like a designer surveying a new outfit, scrutinizing him for flaws.
“Perfect,” she said, clapping her hands together.
“Thanks,” Asher said, stepping past her into the corridor. He felt her at his heels as he went into the kitchen to collect his jacket.
“You make sure that you’re a gentleman,” she said, smoothing out his shirt. “But don’t let her take advantage of you. A nice boy like you and the girls are bound to try and cause you trouble.”
“I’ll be careful,” Asher said, pulling his jacket on and heading for the door.
Toni followed, still giving him advice.
“And make sure she’s a good girl,” Toni was saying, hand on chest, holding her gown together. “I don’t want you introducing me to a two-bit hooker, no matter how pretty she might be.”
“Don’t worry, we’re just going for a meal, I’m not going to be proposing,” Asher said, opening the front door and widening the space between them.
“You never know,” Toni said, her frame filling the doorway as she stood there admiring him. “Nice Christian girls are hard to come by these days. When you find one, you should snap her up quick. Make me proud, not like your sisters.”
Asher turned and rolled his eyes as he heard the front door close behind him. He loosened his collar and took off the tie, shoving it into his pocket. He loved his mother, but she was hard work.
His phone beeped and he read a text from Diane. She was looking forward to their date. Asher sighed and headed down the stairs, dreading the hours ahead of him.
* * *
With Asher gone, Toni sat in her armchair and switched on the television. She flicked through the channels, listening to the sounds of Huw playing a videogame in his bedroom.
The flat was quieter than usual and Toni was grateful as she felt herself relaxing into the cushions. Charley was with Bolton, Asher had gone out for his date, and Torey was out with her friends, getting up to mischief and no doubt making trouble that Toni would have to deal with soon enough. But Toni pushed the thoughts from her mind and focused on relaxing.
There had been no letters from Nathaniel for weeks and she was beginning to think that he had given up. She had sent no replies to his letters and he had obviously got the message. He wasn’t welcome and it was time he accepted that.
She found a documentary and watched it absentmindedly, allowing her thoughts to wander as she put her feet up on the footstool and felt the armchair groan beneath her.
She knew that the quiet was only temporary, and that trouble was lurking just around the corner, but for now she was happy to enjoy the quiet and not have to deal with any drama. 
* * *
“How’s the flat hunt going?” Leigh-Ann asked, raising her glass and taking a sip of vodka and diet coke.
Charley shrugged and closed the magazine she had been flicking through.
“We’ve seen some places, but they’re all either too dirty or too small.”
“There’s such a thing as cleaning,” Leigh-Ann said, laughing. “And it’s not like your mum’s place is a palace. I thought you just wanted to get away from her, no matter what the place was like.”
“I did at first, but now Bolton’s earning some money, he thinks we should get a better place. I mean, I see his point. If we’ve got the money we might as well find somewhere nice.”
“I heard he was making a good wedge. What’s he doing exactly?”
Charley glanced at her and saw Leigh-Ann’s glass pause at her lips. Charley trusted her friend but she wasn’t sure whether she should say anything.
After all, Charley had told Leigh-Ann about her pregnancy and a few weeks later, everybody had found out. Not that it was Leigh-Ann’s fault that her mum had gone through her exercise book, but it was a reminder that secrets rarely stayed so once divulged all the same.
“I don’t really know,” Charley said, avoiding Leigh-Ann’s gaze. “He’s never told me and I guess it’s for good reason.”
Leigh-Ann took another drink and eyed her wearily.
“But you have an idea.”
“I’m guessing he didn’t find it down the job centre, if that’s what you mean,” Charley said and Leigh-Ann shook her head.
“Just be careful,” Leigh-Ann said. “You hear all kinds of stories. You hear about that Troy Banks from school? Some real crazy shit is going down with him and his brothers and that’s all from messing with things that ain’t meant to be messed with, if you get my drift.”
“Bolton’s being careful. He’s not stupid. And it’s only for a while, so we can get a place of our own and get everything ready for the baby.”
“If you say so.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” Leigh-Ann said, setting her drink down on her kitchen table and folding her arms across her chest. “It’s just that it sounds like you’re taking a big risk and I don’t want to see you getting hurt. You can’t just think about yourself now.”
“Like I said, Bolton knows what he’s doing and the money he’s making outweighs the risks. I might not know exactly what he’s doing, but he wouldn’t do anything stupid.”
“Just as long as you don’t get yourself in trouble, not like that Sasha girl. You heard she’s dead right? Shot, right near here and all,” Leigh-Ann said, finishing off her drink. “Now, I need myself another vodka.”
Charley smiled and watched as her friend rummaged in the fridge and made herself another drink. Her thoughts drifted to Bolton and what he was doing now. He had told her he had to go to work and Charley had thought nothing of it, but now she wasn’t so sure.
Leigh-Ann was right. Charley didn’t just have herself to worry about now and whatever Bolton said about being financially secure, the future was unpredictable and she wanted everything to be perfect for when the baby came. She was sure Sasha had not seen what was coming, could not have predicted it.
She wanted to know what Bolton did to earn his money, but she knew he wouldn’t tell her and she didn’t want to break his trust by finding out through other channels. It wouldn’t do her any good to worry herself. She needed to take Bolton’s advice and roll with it all.
Leigh-Ann dropped into her seat in front of her and lit a cigarette. Charley forced herself to smile at her friend’s glance and opened the magazine again.
* * *
Asher followed the waiter to the table, where Diane was already sitting, her hair and make-up done, wearing a black dress. Asher was surprised, having only seen her in her usual uniform in the past.
Diane smiled as he joined her and gestured towards a bottle of white wine.
“I ordered some wine before you got here,” she said, sounding apologetic. “I thought I should order something, the waiter kept hovering over me like a vulture. For a few minutes I thought you might not show up.”
She laughed and took a sip of wine, leaving a lipstick mark on the rim of the glass. Asher poured himself a glass and took a long drink, hoping it would help him get through the night.
“You look nice,” Diane said, brushing a strand of hair off her face. “I wasn’t sure what to wear, so I got this out the back of my wardrobe. I haven’t worn it in a few years, but it still fits, thank God.”
Asher smiled and took another drink.
“You look great too,” he said, realising a second too late that she was expecting him to have complimented her by now.
Diane muttered her thanks and blushed.
Asher felt awkward and looked down at the menu, hoping that the wine would kick in soon. They remained silent for a few minutes, until the waiter returned to take their orders.
Diane looked at Asher and he wondered what he was expected to do. He ordered for them both and felt sweat under his armpits, feeling the stress of the evening. He took another long drink from the glass of wine and caught Diane’s eye. He smiled and she blushed again.   
“You know, I’m surprised you invited me out for dinner,” she said, leaning forwards and folding her arms on the table.
“How come?” Asher asked, trying to hold her gaze.
“I just assumed you already had a girlfriend. You never seemed interested in anyone at the station and I never heard any gossip about you trying it on with a junior recruit or anything like that.”
“A junior recruit?” Asher repeated, amused.
He too had heard rumours about some of the officers trying it on with young women fresh out of training academy. Diane laughed and he joined in.
Their starters arrived and they were quiet as they ate. Asher realised that his glass was empty and poured himself another. Realising that Diane would be expecting more, Asher played the part of the gentleman and poured her one, leaving the bottle empty.
“Looks like we’ll need another,” Diane said, pausing between mouthfuls. “I don’t know about you, but I could do with one.”
Asher nodded, feeling himself begin to relax. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the wine or because Diane seemed so relaxed. He had been worried she would be all over him but she was keeping her cool, probably waiting for him to make the first move after dinner. He was safe until then, he reasoned.
He stopped a waiter and ordered another bottle. He pushed thoughts of what would happen after the meal was finished out of his mind and decided to focus on the present. At the moment, everything was going fine and he was beginning to loosen up.
All he had to do was keep this up and he’d be able to make excuses and get home soon enough. Then he’d be able to put Diane out of his mind and forget about tonight.
* * *
Bolton watched as Dante snorted a line of cocaine and felt the urge to join him. As if reading his mind, Dante looked up and cut another line.
“You want to try some of this stuff?” he asked. “It’s fucking amazing.”
“No thanks, I promised Charley I’d meet her later.”
Dante groaned and returned to his line.
“You spend too much time with her,” he said a few moments later, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “You shouldn’t ditch your mates for her so much.”
“She’s my girlfriend,” Bolton said, not wanting to get into a discussion about this with him again. “And she’s pregnant. She needs me around.”
“More like she needs a place to stay.”
Dante busied himself cutting another line and Bolton clenched his fists. He hated the effect the cocaine had on Dante. He went from being his best mate to someone else in seconds. His comment had been meant to get a reaction and Bolton fought the urge to rise to it, but he couldn’t. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Dante looked up, surprised by the question.
“What do you think I mean?” he answered. “I mean, I’m guessing you’re not spending the night round at her place.”
“Of course not, you’ve met her mum. She’s a nutcase.”
“Yeah, no wonder Charley don’t want to be around her. She’d do anything to get away from her, I know I would. That’s where you come in, mate.”
“You think she’s using me just to get away from her mum?” Bolton asked, incredulous, torn between wanting to laugh and wanting to slam his fist into Dante’s face.
Dante shrugged and picked up the rolled-up fiver.
“I wouldn’t put it past her,” he said, putting the fiver to his nose and lowering his head. “Girls are sneaky like that. When you’ve bedded as many as I have, you get to know how their minds work.”
“You trying to tell me you’re an expert now?”
“I’m just telling you how I see it,” Dante replied, snorting the line. “That girl ain’t no good for you. It’s a fact.”
“It’s your opinion,” Bolton corrected him. “And it’s not like you know what you’re talking about.”
Dante raised an eyebrow.
“Come on,” Bolton sighed. “How many girls you got knocked up?”
“None, because I ain’t stupid. I keep mine wrapped.”
“And how long has it been since your last girlfriend chucked you?”
“Months, and that’s the way I like it. I’m not a one girl kind of guy. I like options, you know that man.”
Bolton rolled his eyes and Dante caught him.
“It ain’t a joke, mate,” Dante said, pushing the packet of coke towards him. “You let a girl in and she’ll take you for everything you got.”
“Charley isn’t like that,” Bolton said. “She’s a good girl.”
“There ain’t no good girls round here. There are just bad girls and the girls who want you to think they’re good.”
Bolton eyed the cocaine and wondered whether he had time to have a few lines and calm himself down again before he had to be home to meet Charley.
Dante smiled, sensing his indecision.
“She’s got you under her thumb already,” he said, shaking his head.
“No she doesn’t,” Bolton said.
“Then what’s stopping you?” Dante asked. “Look, if you don’t want none then just tell me. If you do, and I know you man, then don’t worry about Charley finding out. I won’t tell her.”
Bolton felt his resolve wavering and Dante pressed his advantage.
“It’s great stuff,” he said, nudging the packet closer to him. “And it was a gift from Uncle Jasper. He’d want you to try it out, he wouldn’t have given it to us otherwise.”
Bolton sighed and reached for the packet. He cut himself a line and took the rolled-up note from Dante’s outstretched hand. Dante grinned.
As he snorted the line, Bolton heard his phone beep. It would be a text from Charley, making sure he remembered that she was staying over.
“She needs to get herself a life,” Dante said, guessing who the text was from. “Ain’t nothing attractive about a clingy girlfriend, I know that from personal experience.”
Bolton ignored him and sent her a reply, before cutting himself another line. He didn’t have to meet Charley for an hour yet, and it was only a ten minute walk back home from Dante’s house.
“That’s my boy,” Dante said, lounging back on the sofa, as Bolton put the note to his nose and had his second line.
* * *
Asher paid the bill at the counter and waited whilst Diane collected her coat. They had drunk three bottles of wine between them and Asher was feeling relaxed and mellow. Diane was tipsy and clutched his arm as they left the restaurant.
The cool November air whipped around them and Asher hoped that the sudden burst of fresh air wouldn’t sober him up before he had bid goodnight to Diane.
They walked a few blocks, huddled close against the wind, and Asher found himself thinking longingly of Carl. He imagined being on a date with him and the expectation of what would follow when the meal had finished. He wondered if Diane was expecting the same and shuddered at the thought.
Diane stuck her hand out and a taxi slowed down beside them. Diane scrambled into the back seat and motioned for Asher to follow.  
Asher stood still, debating his options. Diane was waving him inside and the taxi driver was waiting for him, looking bored and impatient. He wanted to say goodnight and escape back home, but he couldn’t find the right words and climbed into the taxi beside Diane. She seemed pleased and linked her arm through his as she gave the taxi driver the address of her apartment.
Asher was relieved that the taxi was warm and he retreated back into the alcohol haze in his mind, only vaguely aware of his surroundings and Diane leaning against him, her cheeks flushed from the wine.
A few minutes later, the taxi slowed to a halt outside an apartment block and Diane fumbled for her handbag. Asher dug into his pockets, waving off Diane’s offer to pay, and handed the taxi driver the money.
“Keep the change,” Asher said, only half aware of how much he had tipped him, and climbed out of the backseat. He went round to the pavement and opened the other door for Diane. She climbed out and clutched the front of his jacket for support.
“Do you want to come in for coffee?” she asked, her face inches from his.
He wanted to say no, but he found himself nodding and she took him by the hand and led him through the entrance to the building. They travelled up to the fourth floor in the lift, both quiet, Asher wondering when he would be able to leave and how he was going to go about making his excuses. Perhaps he could pretend to get a phone call.
When the lift doors opened, he followed Diane down the corridor and waited whilst she searched for her keys and then unlocked her front door. She went inside, flicking light switches as she went, and Asher followed, his uncertainty rising.
He followed her into the lounge and paused when Diane turned to face him, a smile playing on her lips. She licked her lips and stepped forwards, closing the distance between them in two strides, pinning him against the wall.
Before Asher could say anything, Diane leaned in and kissed him, her mouth hungry. Asher kissed her back, wanting to pull away but knowing he had taken things too far and that he had to go. He wouldn’t be able to satisfy her because he wasn’t attracted to her.
“You don’t know how gorgeous you are,” Diane purred in his ear, her hands sliding down his chest and fumbling with his buttons. “You’re just delicious.”
Asher tried to open his mouth to make his excuses and leave, but Diane’s hands were wandering too low and he reached up to stop her. Diane slapped his hand away, smiling and swaying slightly.
“I’m in control now,” she said, her voice flirtatious and slurred. “You just relax.”
Asher was far from relaxed, his pulse quickening as panic filled him. He wanted to push her away and run but his body wouldn’t move.
“Now let’s get you out of these clothes,” Diane said, giving up on his shirt buttons and fumbling with his belt.
Asher remained frozen, wanting to stop her but unable to. Diane finally managed to unbuckle his belt and unzipped his trousers. Asher opened his mouth to tell her he was leaving but the words caught in his throat and he took a sharp intake of breath as Diane’s cold hand slipped inside his boxers.   




CHAPTER TEN



“Stop, Diane.”
Asher knew that his voice had risen a few octaves above normal as he nudged her hands away from him and fumbled to do up his trousers.
Diane looked affronted for a moment before she crossed the room and sat heavily on the red couch, sighing in resignation.
Asher finished buckling up his belt and wiped the beads of cold sweat off his forehead, wondering whether he should make his exit.
“I’m sorry,” he said, already worrying about the rumours that would start at the station after tonight. “I’m just not in the mood, you know.”
He hoped his voice sounded casual, but Diane looked at him and a half-smile played on her lips.
“There’s no need for you to apologize,” she said, leaning back against the cushions and kicking of her high-heels. “It was just wishful thinking on my part.”
“How do you mean?”
“I could tell you weren’t interested, but I was kidding myself that I still had a chance with you.”
Asher remained quiet and sat down on the adjacent couch, wondering whether he was overstaying his welcome. Diane glanced at him but didn’t say anything or ask him to leave.
“Do you want some more wine?” she asked.
“I don’t mind.”
“Well I could do with some,” Diane said, rising to her feet and leaving the room. Asher waited, fidgeting as he waited. Diane was still talking, her voice raised so he could hear her from the kitchen as she uncorked a bottle of wine, “I don’t normally embarrass myself on dates, you know.”
“You didn’t embarrass yourself,” Asher said, hoping he looked sincere as Diane returned to the room, a bottle of wine and two glasses in her hands.
She laughed and put the glasses on the coffee table and poured them each a glass.
“What else would you call it?” she asked, taking a long drink. “I just wanted to clear it up for you, before you go telling the guys at the station and I become a laughing stock.”
“I won’t tell anyone, you don’t have to worry about that.”
“I’ve heard that before. I know what the guys are like, they gossip more than girls do in that locker room.”
Asher knew that she was right. But he wouldn’t tell anyone, he knew that much. The thought of people, especially Carl, discussing what had transpired tonight was almost too much to bear.
He wondered if he should have let Diane do her thing and spent the night with her. It would have been easier to go along with it all, but he knew that it would never have worked. For a start, he couldn’t get it up for her. Not just her, but any woman.
“I wouldn’t even blame you,” Diane said, taking another drink. “I mean, I like a laugh about some hot piece of gossip just like the next person. I guess it’s different when the subject is you.”
“I was being serious before, I won’t tell anyone about tonight.”
“Even when your mate Carl asks how things went?” Diane asked, sounding doubtful.
“You don’t have any reason to be embarrassed,” Asher said. “It’s me that should be embarrassed.”
“Don’t be stupid. I knew you weren’t interested when you turned up but I still went ahead and tried it on with you. Maybe I’ve had too much wine.”
“It’s not your fault,” Asher said, trying to reassure her. “I just couldn’t, you know, go through with it.”
“I’m not that unattractive am I?” Diane said, sounding amused. “Jeez, I’ve heard some excuses but no one’s ever told me they couldn’t get it up for me before.”  
“It’s not you, it’s –”
“Me?” Diane laughed. “Damn, I didn’t have you down as the type of guy who came out with lines like that.”
“I’m sorry, but it’s true. It’s not your fault, it’s mine. You’re an attractive woman, but I’m just not interested,” Asher said, feeling brave and irrational from the wine. He took another drink, aware that Diane’s eyes were on him now. “It’s because I’m gay.”
* * *
Charley waited at the entrance to Bolton’s block of flats and checked her phone for the tenth time since she had been standing there.
There were no texts and she was feeling impatient and pissed off. Bolton had agreed to meet her at ten, and it was quarter past and there was no sign of him. She thought of ringing him but she had already sent a text and left a voicemail message, and she was beginning to wonder whether she should just head home and put up with Toni’s ranting at how late she was coming in.
As she put her phone back in her handbag, she saw Bolton round the corner and walk under a streetlight. Her anger melted away, replaced by relief. He hadn’t stood her up, as she had feared he would.
“Where have you been?” she asked as he hugged her close to him. “I’ve been here twenty minutes. I sent you a text and left a message for you.”
“Sorry, babe,” he replied. “I was at Dante’s place and you know what he’s like.”
Charley sighed. She had known he would be spending his evening with his best mate, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow. She knew he didn’t like her and yet she wasn’t sure why. He might be jealous of their closeness, but that seemed irrational because it wasn’t as if she were taking Bolton away from him. It was up to Bolton how he spent his time, and she couldn’t be blamed if he’d rather spend time with her than with him.
“You have a good night then?” she asked, as they let themselves into the block and made their way up the stairs, trying to hold their breath as the stench of urine overwhelmed them.
“It was fine,” he said, taking out his keys and unlocking the front door to the flat. “We just had a few cans and chilled out for a bit.”
They went quiet as they made their way to Bolton’s bedroom, careful not to wake his mother. She was fine with Charley staying over, but they didn’t want to push their luck by waking her up and putting her in a bad mood.
When they were ensconced in Bolton’s bedroom, Charley closed the door and drew the blinds. Bolton kicked his trainers off and threw his jacket onto the floor.
“Your mum’s going to go nuts when she sees the state of this room,” Charley said, sitting down on the bed and taking her own shoes off.
Bolton lay down beside her and stretched out, resting his head against the pillows, pulling her against him.
“She says she doesn’t like it, but I don’t think she minds too much,” he said, resting his head against hers. “It’s her way of checking up on me, cleaning up in here.”
“Maybe you should hide your condoms,” Charley said, “Or does she not check in your top drawer anymore.”
Bolton’s eyes narrowed and his lips twitched.
“She won’t find them,” he said, his lips hovering inches above hers, his eyes melting and his body tense. “But we could always use them up now, just in case.”
Charley smiled and leant in to kiss him. His pupils were small dots in his dark eyes and she wondered whether he had taken anything other than just a few cans of beer. She knew that Dante would encourage him, the bad influence that he was. And it wasn’t exactly a secret that he had experimented with drugs. Hell, even she’d experimented with some weed and coke.
As Bolton’s tongue explored her mouth and his hands slid down her stomach and into her knickers, all her worries evaporated and Charley groaned in pleasure and anticipation.
* * *
Asher watched Diane for her reaction, but her expression was unreadable. She took a long drink and placed the glass down on the coffee table.
“You aren’t just saying that to make me feel better?” she asked, her voice level but the amusement gone.
Asher shook his head, wishing he could say that it was. That would make his life so much easier.
“I guess it makes sense,” Diane said, lighting a cigarette and offering Asher one. He declined the offer, and Diane continued, pulling smoke deep into her lungs. “I mean, you never flirt with any of the girls and I’ve never seen you bring a girlfriend to work parties. And it explains why you nearly jumped out your skin when my hands went down, well, down there.”
Asher blushed and raised his glass to his lips, savouring the taste of wine. Diane was still scrutinizing him, but her body had relaxed and she seemed to have gotten over the embarrassment of a few minutes before.
“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” she asked, the amusement back in her voice now. “It would have saved a helluva lot of embarrassment on both our parts.”
“I guess I was scared,” Asher replied.
It felt good to be telling the truth. He had never told anybody about his secret desires, the fear of reprisals or exposure always ensuring his silence. It was bad enough that people judged him based on the colour of his skin, always weary of him, assuming him to be a macho-male type determined to cause trouble. The last thing he wanted was to give people another reason to treat him differently.
And the thought of his mother’s reaction if she ever found out was enough to make him shudder. She would be furious, blaming him and herself and God, unable to understand that his sexuality wasn’t a choice; it was how he had been born. After all, why would he choose to make his life so difficult?             
“Scared of how I’d react or scared that I’d tell everyone?” Diane asked, raising an eyebrow and sounding genuinely interested.
“Both, I guess.”
“You don’t have to worry, I’m not one to judge,” she said, smiling at him, and Asher relaxed for the first time since he had met her this evening. “Hell, if I was a lesbian it would probably make my life a lot easier. Then I wouldn’t have to put up with the whole chauvinistic world of the police force. And as for telling anyone, I won’t do it. It’s up to you when you come out, and you can count on me to keep a secret.”
“Thanks,” Asher said, taking another drink. “You’re the first person I’ve told.” 
“Really? So you’ve never slept with a guy then?”       
“Once,” Asher admitted, remembering the encounter with a mixture of embarrassment and excitement. “Just some guy I met online. We hooked up at his place and messed around, then I left and we never met again.”
“And women?”
“No, and not for lack of trying. When I was younger I thought I could ignore it all and get myself a girlfriend, hope it all went away. It was just a mess, the whole thing. She didn’t call me after that, and I didn’t want her to if I’m honest.”
“Life’s never as easy as you’d like it to be,” Diane said, refilling their wine glasses.
“Amen to that.”
“So nobody else knows you’re gay?”
“No,” Asher said, wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead, aware that he was uncomfortable with such direct questions but knowing it was making him feel better finally getting it all off his chest.
“Why not? You don’t think your family would approve?” Diane asked, passing him his glass. Asher took it and gulped half down, and Diane raised an eyebrow.
“I guess they might be all right with it,” Asher said, shrugging, licking his lips. “But I don’t want to risk telling them. They might throw me out, disown me, anything. I don’t want to lose them, not when I don’t have anyone else.”
“You don’t have your eye on anyone then?”
Asher thought of Carl and how much he wanted to be with him.
“Not really,” Asher said, shaking his head.
Whilst he was grateful to have Diane to talk to, he didn’t want to admit the whole truth to her. It would change things between him and Carl, if Diane knew the depth of Asher’s feelings for him.
Diane looked suspicious but had a drink and didn’t press the subject further.
“I won’t say anything to anyone, but you should consider telling people. They might not take it as bad as you think, and you can’t live a lie your whole life, it isn’t right.”
“What if they reject me?” Asher asked.
He was aware that he was asking about his family, but also about Carl. Diane considered the question for a moment before responding.
“If they reject you just because you’re gay, then they’re not worth it anyway, mate.”
* * *
Charley lay in Bolton’s arms listening to his gentle snores and watching his smooth chest rise and fall in time with his breathing.
She was content and sleepy, comfortable with his arm wrapped around her waist and one of his legs entangled within hers.
For an hour, Bolton had transported Charley to a world of pleasure, but now that it was over her thoughts returned, clear and sharper than before.
Bolton’s pupils had been small dots in his beautiful eyes and his body had been tense, his movements quick and agile.
Although she was no expert, she knew that he had taken something whilst spending time with Dante. Probably coke or a few pills, but knowing Dante, it could have been almost anything.  
The thought didn’t disturb her much, but Charley knew that Bolton wouldn’t have been tempted if it wasn’t for him being with Dante and listening to his deluded reasoning about drug use and how it never harmed anyone.
Part of her wanted to forget it all and drift into sleep, where she was free from thinking about it and could wake up tomorrow relaxed and happy. The other part of her wanted to wake Bolton up and insist he not spend so much time with his best mate.
It was unreasonable, she knew, but she couldn’t help herself. She didn’t want to stop Bolton from seeing his mates, but if he couldn’t be trusted to behave sensibly then what other choice did she have? When she spent time with Leigh-Ann, they chatted and maybe had a few drinks; they didn’t risk everything by snorting lines and dropping pills.
Bolton stirred beside her and nestled against her, his body warm against hers and his gentle breathing soothing against her neck.
She closed her eyes and decided she would see how she felt in the morning. It was too late and she was too tired to make any rash decisions now. If in the morning she still had the same doubts, she would broach the subject with Bolton and deal with it then.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Charley looked around the flat and knew that this was the place she wanted to make her home. Standing beside her, Leigh-Ann seemed equally impressed.
“You think this is the one?” Leigh-Ann asked, turning to face her.
Charley nodded, surveying the wooden floors and large windows in the lounge. The view wasn’t great, the only landmarks in sight being her mother’s block of flats and the rest of the Goldsworth estate spread out like a concrete stain beyond, mirroring the bleak grey sky above. Still, the two bedrooms were spacious and airy, the kitchen was modern and free of cockroaches, and the bathrooms were clean and without any leaks.
“This is the place,” Charley said. “It’s perfect.”
The estate agent walked over, her hair pulled into a tight bun and a clipboard under her arm, hardly able to contain the smile on her face.
“Would you like to make an offer?” she asked, looking between them.
Charley wanted to say a resounding ‘yes’ but she wanted to consult Bolton first. Even though he had told her that the decision was up to her, she wanted him involved in the process. He had gone off to work with Dante, leaving her to attend the viewing alone. Luckily, Leigh-Ann had phoned a few minutes later and Charley had persuaded her to join the search, with the offer of letting her organise the housewarming party when they found the right place.
“I’ll have to check with my boyfriend,” Charley said, casting an apologetic look at the estate agent and ignoring the look of disapproval that crossed Leigh-Ann’s face. “I’ll ring him now, see if he can get some time off and come and check this place out.”   
“Very well,” the estate agent nodded, and retreated.
“Didn’t he tell you that it was up to you?” Leigh-Ann asked, lips pursed.
“Yeah, but he’ll be living here too. It feels wrong to put an offer in without even asking him first.” 
“What if he doesn’t want to be disturbed?”
“He can make time to come see this flat,” Charley said.
Leigh-Ann looked doubtful but remained silent.
Charley pulled out her phone and rang Bolton. He picked up on the last ring, sounding impatient.
“I’m at work,” he said, the frustration barely controlled. “In an important meeting, can’t this wait?”
“I’ve found the place,” Charley said, ignoring his tone. “You have to come see, it’s amazing. Two bedrooms and an ensuite bathroom. And the lounge has –”  
“Listen, babe, that’s great. You should put in an offer.”
“Don’t you want to come and see it?” Charley said, struggling to keep the disappointment out of her voice.
“I would love to, but I can’t. I’m busy with work.”
“What if I put an offer in and you don’t like it?”
“I will like it,” Bolton said, “I trust your judgement. Now I’ve got to go, but put an offer in if you like it so much.”
Charley was about to say goodbye when Bolton hung up. Charley dropped her phone back into her bag feeling annoyed at the dismissal.
“What did he say?” Leigh-Ann asked.
The estate agent drew closer but remained at a distance, not wanting to intrude.
“He said I should put an offer in,” Charley said.
“Excellent,” the estate agent said, stepping forward and consulting her clipboard. “Would you like me to do it all now, or would you rather come back to the office?”
“Might as well do it here,” Charley said, shrugging. “Save on the taxi fare.”
The estate agent nodded, covering her grimace by plastering a phony smile on her face. Leigh-Ann was looking around the room, as if looking for a fault they had not yet discovered. Charley heaved her handbag up onto her shoulder and listened as the estate agent explained what happened next.
* * *
“Did you put a deposit down?” Toni asked, scrubbing the dishes in the sink, throwing specks of foamy water up her arms.
Charley sat down at the kitchen table and groaned.
“Not yet, the estate agent said we’ll hear back from them soon. They’ve got to sort it all out with the landlord first.”
“What’s there to sort out?” Toni asked, frowning at her over her shoulder. “You’ve offered to pay the deposit, that should be it sorted.”
“I don’t know mum, they said there are other things to consider.”
“Like what?”
“I guess they want to make sure we pass credit checks and stuff,” Charley answered, feeling tired and irritable after an afternoon spent with the estate agent and her clipped tones and fake smile. “Make sure we can afford the rent each month.”
Toni was quiet for a moment and Charley leaned back in her chair, making the wood creak in protest.
“You don’t have to leave,” she said. Charley looked up in surprise, but Toni still had her back to her, the water still splashing in the sink as she washed up. “If you stayed here you could save your money and focus on the baby. That should be your priority.”
Charley considered her mother’s words. They seemed fair enough on the surface, but she knew that there must be an ulterior motive.
“You just don’t want me moving in with Bolton. You don’t care about saving me money; you just want me to stay here where you can keep bossing me about and make sure I don’t spend too much time with my boyfriend.”
Toni turned to face her, her look stony and her eyes round with anger.
“Can you blame me? That boy is no good for you, I can see that even if you can’t,” she said, flecks of spit pooling in the corners of her mouth. “And no good will come from you two sharing a flat, he’ll just corrupt you even more.”
“And you think me staying here will be good for me?” Charley asked, her voice raised. “I get a headache every five minutes when I’m here. I can’t move for people, and the bathroom is like bloody Waterloo Station, the amount of people in and out of there.”
“You think you can cope with living with a boy, do you? You just wait until you have to do the cooking and cleaning, all whilst having a crying baby wanting attention. You’ll soon be wishing you’d listened to me then.”
“Is that you offering to help out with the baby then?” Charley asked, feeling the beginnings of a migraine at the base of her skull. “Because we both know you won’t lift a finger to help me out. Not unless there’s something in it for you, eh mum?”
“I’ve paid my dues, in case you hadn’t realised. I’ve raised you and three others, and you still expect me to pick up the pieces behind you. Now you want me to raise your baby as well? What did I do to deserve such an ungrateful brat? Dear God, what did I do?”
She put her hands up in prayer, the rubber of her Marigold gloves squeaking with the movement.    
“I don’t want your help,” Charley said, raising her voice above Toni’s mumbled prayers, “Me and Bolton will be just fine, if only you’d stop interfering and leave us to it.”
Toni snapped out of her prayers and lowered her arms, her hands clenching into fists.
“You’d best hope this landlord lets you move in,” she said, a vein twitching in her forehead, “Because any much more of this and you’ll give me a coronary.”
Charley rose to her feet and left the room, slamming the kitchen door behind her. She heard a dish shatter against the wall in the kitchen and retreated to her bedroom. She collapsed onto her bed and closed her eyes.
She had thought that she would feel pleased, having found the flat of her dreams. Now she just felt irrationally upset that she was not yet living there. She had phoned Bolton and told him that they hadn’t let her put down the deposit and he had reassured her that they always consulted with the landlord first, but Charley didn’t entirely buy it.
On top of it all, Charley was still feeling frustrated with Bolton for spending so much time at work. She knew that it brought in good money and that it gave Bolton a sense of pride and respect, but she didn’t like that it meant he was spending even more time with Dante.
She had decided to quell her doubts over him and hadn’t told Bolton that she didn’t want him spending so much time with his best mate. After all, she had reasoned, she had no place to decide who he could or couldn’t spend time with. She would hate it if he tried to control her life, so she had no right in trying to control his.
Still, between Toni’s frequent mood swings and disapproval over everything she did and Bolton’s increasing work hours and time with Dante, Charley was feeling stressed out.
She took a few deep breaths and tried to calm herself down. She had been warned not to get so frustrated because it wasn’t good for the baby.
When she was feeling calmer, Charley returned to the kitchen to help Toni with the dishes and to ensure that she could remain at home until the landlord got back to them.
* * *
Asher walked into the pub feeling the knot in his stomach expand. His eyes took a few moments to adjust to the gloom of the room and he looked around, spotting Carl sitting at a table with two bar stools at the back of the room.
He waved and Carl nodded in his direction. Asher ordered a pint of beer and waited for the barman to pour it, glancing occasionally at his friend. Carl was wearing his usual attire of jeans and T-shirt, unwinding after a day of patrolling the streets.
The barman handed him his pint and Asher paid, before taking the stool across the table from Carl.
“I was wondering what took you so long,” Carl said, glancing at his watch. “Was starting to think you might have gotten roped into another date with Diane.”
Asher grinned and shook his head. After their date, Asher and Diane had both remained tight-lipped about what had happened and the others had gradually grown tired of asking them, shifting their attention to other things and forgetting all about it.
Except, it seemed, for Carl.
“So how are things going with you two?” he asked, looking inquiringly at Asher.         
“I told you already, nothing happened.”
“Yeah, but that was in front of the other guys,” Carl said, sipping his pint. “Now it’s just the two of us, I thought you might tell me. We’re mates, aren’t we?”
“Yeah, we are,” Asher nodded. “But I’m being serious, nothing happened.”
“She weren’t up for it then?” Carl asked, shaking his head. “That’s a damn shame. She seemed well into you when you asked her out.”
“I guess she changed her mind.”
“There’s not a second date lined up then?”
“Nope,” Asher said. “How are things with you anyway?”
Carl laughed, spilling some beer onto the tablemat beneath his glass.
“I see what you’re trying to do, changing the subject and all that,” Carl said, mopping up the mess he had made with a tissue. “But fair enough, nobody likes to talk about how they got dumped.”
“I didn’t get dumped,” Asher said, feeling indignant. “It was a mutual decision.”
“Yeah, whatever you say. Anyway, things are going all right with me. Clare’s folks came down and that was hell, but we’re getting back to normal.”
Asher felt his face fall and fought to keep smiling.
“That’s good to hear,” he managed.     
“I mean, we’re out of the honeymoon stage,” Carl continued. “But things are getting better. We’re talking properly, which is a start, I guess.”
Asher nodded, trying not to look too pleased for himself.
* * *
Toni sat in the lounge and watched Charley as she flicked through the television channels. They had reached a truce, of sorts, after their earlier argument. Now they sat in silence, the television the only sound in the room, and Toni tried to focus on her newspaper.
The phone rang in the hallway and Charley jumped out of her seat and ran to pick it up. Toni knew why. She was hoping it was a call from the estate agents. It wouldn’t be Bolton, who knew better than to ring the house phone when Toni was home. And anyway, he always rang Charley’s mobile, where Toni couldn’t monitor what was said between the couple.
“It’s for you mum,” Charley said, sticking her head around the door, the phone in her hand, covering the mouthpiece. “I’m not sure who it is, but they say it’s important.”
“Tell them to call back,” Toni said.
Charley mumbled something into the phone and looked back up at her.
“They say it’s really important,” she said, grimacing.
Toni groaned and rose to her feet. She snatched up the phone and waited whilst Charley retreated to the lounge before raising the phone to her ear, twisting the cord in her hand.
“Toni Brunns speaking,” she said, “Who’s calling?”
She kept her voice blunt and unfriendly. She wanted to make it clear that she had been disturbed and wasn’t in the mood for social niceties.
“It’s Nathaniel,” a man’s deep, gruff voice said. “Did you get the letters I sent?”
Toni felt the air catch in her chest. He had gotten her phone number. She had known it was only a matter of time, but she had been hoping that he would have given up already.
“Are you still there?” Nathaniel said, his voice crackling down the line. “We have to talk.”
“Sorry, you have the wrong number,” Toni said, trying to keep her voice from shaking.
Nathaniel began to speak, but Toni dropped the phone back into its cradle. She took a few deep breaths and put a hand to the wall to steady herself.
A few moments later, she returned to her armchair in the lounge and Charley looked up at her, curiosity in her eyes.
“Who was it?” she asked.
“Wrong number,” Toni said.
“But they asked for you,” Charley said, her forehead creasing in confusion. “How could it have been –”  
“It was a wrong number,” Toni reiterated, her voice stern now.
Charley still looked suspicious but didn’t say anything else, returning her gaze to the television. Toni watched her for a moment, before opening the newspaper. She knew her daughter had doubts, but hopefully that would be the last of it. She would never suspect the truth.
But Toni knew that time was running out. He had gotten her phone number and he knew her address. She could control things at the moment, but if he turned up at the flat, matters would be taken out of her hands and she couldn’t allow that to happen.
* * *
Asher followed Carl out of the pub and stood for a moment, savouring the fresh air and cool breeze that whipped across his face.
“You need a ride back home?” Carl asked, zipping up his jacket against the cold.
Asher considered the offer and couldn’t help but compare it to his date with Diane. She had offered him a taxi ride and he had felt like a deer caught in the headlights. Now that Carl was offering, he nodded instinctively, eager to prolong the time they spent together.
Carl led the way to where he had parked his car and Asher listened raptly to what he was saying. They had made sure they had only had a pint each, so that Carl was under the legal limit to drive.
Asher waited for Carl to unlock the car and then dropped into the front passenger seat, getting a rush of excitement when Carl’s hand brushed against his as he put the car into gear and they did up their seatbelts.
“I’ll drop you on the edge of your estate,” Carl said, pulling out from the side of the road. “I can’t be too late, Clare will get worried.”
“Maybe it’ll do you both some good,” Asher said, before he could stop himself.
Carl glanced at him, clearly taken aback at the comment.
“What do you mean?”
“Just that maybe you two spending some time apart will make you appreciate what you have,” Asher said, feeling himself start to sweat. “Some people would do anything to have what you’ve got.”
Like me, Asher thought. He would do anything to have Carl to himself.
“Maybe you’re right,” Carl said, not taking his eyes off the road. “But I don’t think Clare would see it that way. She’d think I was asking for a separation or something.”
Asher kept quiet, not wanting to rock the boat anymore and make him uncomfortable. He thought about Diane’s words of wisdom. Maybe he should just tell Carl how he felt about him. Then he would know either way and could stop his heart from aching with each beat.
Carl pulled up to the side of the road and Asher felt frustrated that the drive was over already. He had wanted to tell him how he felt, explain how much he loved him, and had hoped that Carl would tell him the feelings were reciprocated and they could be together at last.
Now, Carl looked at him expectantly and Asher undid his seatbelt, his hands shaking, starting to feel nervous at being in such close proximity to him.
“Thanks for the ride home,” he said.
“No problem,” Carl said. “We should do it again sometime. Maybe make it a weekly thing. God knows I could do with a couple of pints these days.”
“Yeah, that would be great.”
Carl was leaning forward in his seat, looking at him. His face was half in shadow and half illuminated from the nearby streetlamp. Asher looked at him, unable to move. He wanted to say goodnight and leave, but his body wouldn’t let him.
Before he knew what he was doing, he was leaning forwards. Carl’s eyes widened in surprise and Asher closed his eyes, finding his lips with his own. For a second, their lips met and Asher felt his heart leap.
Then Carl’s hands were on his chest, not pulling him closer, but pushing him away. Their lips broke apart and Asher saw, in the dim light, that Carl’s face was a mask of horror and shock.
“I’m sorry,” Asher said, horrified at what he had done.
Carl didn’t speak, looking too shocked to say anything. Asher opened the car door and was grateful for the cold air pouring over him. He took a backwards glance, but Carl’s expression hadn’t changed. Asher climbed out of the car as fast as he could and slammed the door behind him.
The car’s engine caught and Carl sped down the road, leaving Asher looking after him feeling both humiliated and devastated. He had acted, and he had been rejected. Not just rejected, but now he would be lucky if Carl didn’t come after him with a tyre iron.
He wouldn’t want to partner him anymore and definitely wouldn’t want to go for a few pints at the pub with him. The news would spread around the station and Asher felt himself sweating at the thought of the embarrassment he would feel.
He began walking across the estate towards home, fighting against the tears he knew would come. He had blown his chances and things could never be the same again. 




CHAPTER TWELVE



“What do you mean, we can’t have it?” Charley asked, feeling her temper rising. “We offered to pay the deposit and everything. You said that the checks were just a formality.”
The estate agent looked uncomfortable but Charley didn’t care. She had been kept waiting at the office for over half an hour, expecting to be able to sign the lease, hand over the deposit and collect the keys to the flat. Instead she had been told that the official checks had come through and they couldn’t rent the flat.
“They are a formality,” the estate agent said, trying to keep up the facade of a smiling beauty. “We check employment history and financial history. It’s just to make sure that the rent can be paid in full each month and it’s just a nuisance for most people.”
“Why not for us then?” Charley asked, rising to her feet and looming over the woman, putting her hands on the desk. “We can afford to pay the rent each month, so I don’t get what the problem is.”
The estate agent blanched but kept her ground, crossing her arms and looking up at her, holding her gaze and battling not to betray her nerves. 
“You’re both listed as unemployed,” the estate agent said, her voice cool. “The landlord isn’t happy about renting the property to you. If your circumstances have changed, we can run another check and everything would be fine. As it is, we can’t rent you the flat.”
“My boyfriend has a job,” Charley said, fighting to stop herself from reaching over the desk and throttling the woman. “He earns good money. How else do you think we can afford the deposit? I have the cash right here, have a look.”
She dropped her handbag onto the table and fumbled with the zip. She pulled out a small pile of twenties, wrapped in an elastic band. She knew that it was enough for the deposit, because she’d counted it out with Bolton that morning in his bedroom.
“Look, its five hundred quid,” Charley said, shoving the money under the woman’s nose. “And if you ask me, the flat ain’t even worth that much, but we’re willing to pay it.”
“You’re not listed as employed,” the woman insisted. “Without proof of a steady income, the landlord just doesn’t want to take a risk and rent the property to you.”
Charley dropped into the chair she had vacated and groaned. There was no point in getting worked up over this, she told herself. There were better places out there, after all.
“Can’t you just take our word for it?” she asked, knowing the answer even as she asked.
The woman smiled genuinely for the first time and shook her head.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and Charley looked into her eyes. The woman may not be entirely sorry, more eager to get her out of the office than willing to help out, but she felt apologetic for raising her voice to her all the same. “You say your boyfriend has a job? If he comes in and proves his employment with us, then we could start the negotiations again.”
Charley considered it for a moment.
She knew that Bolton’s line of work was either illegal or on the borderline and she doubted he could prove anything to the agency. Still, it was the only option available to her.
“Thanks,” Charley said.
She picked up her handbag and rose to her feet. She nodded at the estate agent, who looked relieved that she was leaving, and crossed the room to the front door, where the plate glass windows made up the front of the office.
“I’ll be back,” she said, and gave a little finger-wave to the woman.
Enjoying the reaction she got, Charley breezed through the front door and began walking down the street. Half a block down from the office, she pulled out her phone and dialled Bolton’s number. Tears stung at the corners of her eyes.
She had wanted the flat so much, and she just hoped Bolton could get it for her.
* * *
Asher lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. The white paint was cracking and was turning brown in some places, where the moisture had got in from the flat above.
The thought of going to work made him feel ill. Since he had tried to kiss Carl and been rejected, he hadn’t heard from him. He could picture Carl and Clare laughing about it, their marriage cemented at his expense. Then Carl would tell everyone in the locker room and Asher would be laughed out of the station when he next went in. 
The bedroom door creaked open and Toni stood in the doorway.
“Why aren’t you at work?”
“I called in sick,” Asher said, not looking at his mother. He could picture the look of disapproval on her face and didn’t need to see it. “I’m staying in bed today.”
“If you’re ill, I’ll go to the shops and get you some medicine,” Toni said, her voice softening. “Then you can go to the doctors when you’re up to walking.”
“I don’t need medicine; I just want to be left alone.”
“If you’re not ill, you should be at work. It doesn’t do you any good, lying in bed like this. This isn’t the man I raised you to be.”   
Asher groaned and pulled the covers over his head. Seconds later, the duvet was pulled off his face and Toni loomed over him, glaring down at him.
“Is this because of that girl you met?” Toni asked. “Has she broken up with you?”
“No, it’s nothing to do with that.”
“You shouldn’t let a girl like that upset you so much,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. “If she can treat you like this, then you can do much better.”
“This is nothing to do with a girl,” Asher said, growing impatient.
“Is it work then? Are they treating you badly?”   
“No, I just didn’t feel like going in today.”
“In that case, I expect you to be out of bed in ten minutes,” Toni said, heading for the door. “And I’ll be up to check before I go to the shops. A man needs to earn good money before he can find a decent wife, and you’re not getting any younger.”
Asher rolled his eyes as Toni left the room and pulled the duvet back over his head.
* * *
Bolton hugged Charley close to him and kissed her on the cheek.
“I’ll go round now and sort things out. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we get this sorted out and we get our flat.”
“They aren’t going to listen,” Charley said, pulling away from him and wiping at her eyes. “That bitch in the office told me that we need to prove one of us is in steady employment.”
“That’s fine.”
“Really?” Charley asked, eyebrow raised. “Whoever you work for is going to give you a written reference or whatever? I don’t think so.”
“Maybe not, but there’ll be a way round it.”
“She sounded pretty sure that there wasn’t,” Charley said.
“She ain’t met me yet, babe.”
Charley considered him for a moment and shrugged.
“It can’t do any harm I suppose,” she said. “Anyway, I’d best go home. Mum rang me, saying something about Asher. Apparently he’s not going into work today.”     
“Doesn’t she even let him have a day off every now and again?”
“I think she’d have us all out working twenty-four-seven if she could get away with it,” Charley said, the traces of a smile forming on her face. “You know what she’s like. Everyone should be out working except for her.”
Bolton kissed her again and rang Dante for a lift to the office. Charley waited at his side whilst he made the call and then headed for the bus stop.
Ten minutes later, Bolton arrived at the estate agency’s office and marched through the door, a sports bag in his hand. Dante was two steps behind him, his fists clenched and his nostrils freshly lined with a few lines of cocaine.
“Remember the plan,” Bolton said out of the corner of his mouth.
Dante nodded.
“No violence,” he said, shaking his head. “Unless absolutely necessary.”
The estate agent looked up as they entered. Her eyes flickered nervously towards them and she ran an anxious hand over the top of her head to the tight bun at the back, forcing herself to smile at them.
“What can I do for you gentlemen?” she asked.
Bolton stopped in front of her desk. Dante was bouncing on his heels beside him, unable to stand still. The estate agent eyed him wearily.
“My girlfriend was here earlier,” Bolton said. “About the flat she viewed and –”
“I remember,” the estate agent nodded. “Have you come to prove your employment?”
Dante snorted beside him and Bolton shot him an angry look. The estate agent stiffened behind the desk.
“Sort of,” Bolton said, dropping the sports bag onto her desk, flattening her paperwork and the estate agent murmured in protest. Before she could say anything, Bolton unzipped the bag and opened the flaps. The estate agent gasped. The bag was filled with stacks of notes. Bolton smirked at the shock on her face.
“Call the landlord and get him down here,” Bolton said. “See if he still wants to carry out that employment check when I’m paying the first six months up front, in cash.”
The estate agent looked at him, a new look on her face.
“With your commission, of course,” Bolton said, with a smile. “With a little extra if we can get this sorted quickly. I’m sure there are plenty more flats out there if you can’t deliver.”
She seemed to regard him in a different light now. She picked up the phone from her desk and punched a number in. Whilst it rang, she looked at Bolton, with a glance at the stacks of money.
“I’ll get him down here,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll be willing to reconsider.”
* * *
Charley arrived home to find Toni sitting in the kitchen across from Asher, who was wearing a dressing gown and looking tired and irritated.
“What’s going on?” she asked, looking from one to the other as she put her bag on the kitchen table and ran a hand through her hair. “You made it sound like this was some big emergency, mum.”
“Your brother’s refusing to go to work,” Toni replied, shaking her head. “He’s even threatened to resign. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he says he’s not feeling ill.”
“What’s wrong then?”
“It’s too early for him to be having a midlife crisis and he won’t talk to me. I’m worried, he’s never been like this before.”
“I am here, you know,” Asher said, glaring at them both. “I’m not deaf. I just don’t know whether I want to work at the station anymore.”
“Why not? I thought you liked your job,” Charley said, sitting down across from him.
Asher shrugged.
“It’s all right,” he said. “Let’s face it, I’m hardly saving the world.”
“You’re not doing it any harm either,” Charley reasoned, “And you’re doing more for it than most.”    
“Never mind all that,” Toni interrupted, leaning forwards and clasping Asher’s hand in hers. “You make good money. You have a respectable career. Why would you want to throw it all away just because of some girl?”
“What girl?” Charley asked.
She had never seen Asher with a girlfriend, but then she hadn’t spent too much time with him. She had her own life, and he had his. It wasn’t her business what he got up to with his lady friends.
“It’s nobody,” Asher said.
“A girl he went for dinner with,” Toni said. “She broke up with him.”
“It was a mutual decision.”
“Why are you so down then?” Charley asked.
“It’s nothing to do with that,” Asher said, sounding agitated. “Can’t you two just leave me in peace for a bit? I need time to think.”
“Fair enough,” Charley said, rising to her feet. “I’m here if you need to talk.”
“Typical of you,” Toni said, glaring at her, and looking offended. “Your brother is in trouble but all you can think of is yourself. I don’t know where you got your selfishness from, but it certainly wasn’t me.”
“Leave it mum,” Asher said, holding up a hand.
Charley looked at him, amazed. Even when he was in a bad mood, Asher played the peacemaker. She had to give him respect for that.
“I won’t resign,” Asher said. “I just needed a day off. That’s all. I’ll be back at work soon.”
“That’s my boy,” Toni said, looking relieved. “I’ll make you breakfast. Maybe you haven’t been eating properly. A nice cooked breakfast and you’ll be feeling better.”
Asher nodded, not looking entirely convinced.
Charley wanted to rescue him and was about to open her mouth to speak as Toni got up and began making breakfast, but her phone rang.
It was Bolton.
“Did you visit the agency?” she asked, after answering. “What did they say?”
“I told you I’d sort it all out,” Bolton said, and Charley could hear him smiling down the phone. “I paid the deposit and filled out the paperwork.”
“We got the flat?” Charley asked, hardly able to believe it.
“Yeah, we got it,” Bolton said. “I told you not to worry.”
Charley put a hand to her chest and felt her heart beating beneath it. Toni and Asher were both looking at her, Asher looking pleased for her and Toni wearing a frown. But even Toni’s disapproval didn’t affect her.
Charley was delighted that she and Bolton would finally have a flat of their own and she would no longer have to live with her mum. Everything was falling into place.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Charley surveyed her small bedroom to make sure she hadn’t forgotten to pack anything. Her clothes were crammed into a suitcase that waited for her by the front door, and there were two cardboard boxes of hair products, make-up and the rest of her things.
“Don’t even think about taking anything that belongs to me,” Torey said, stretched out on her single bed. “And once you’ve gone, don’t think about coming back. I finally get my own room and I don’t want to have to share with you again.”
Charley rolled her eyes and felt emotion rise inside her.
She had lived and slept in this room all her life and despite the frequent arguments caused by living in such close proximity to her sister, she had good memories too. It felt strange to be leaving, knowing that she wouldn’t be coming back, except for perhaps the occasional visit, though she doubted her mother would be forthcoming with invitations.
“You going to miss me?” she asked Torey, looking down at her.
“Like a dog misses fleas,” Torey said, busy on her phone.
“I guess that’s Devon you’re texting. Have you asked him out yet?”
“That’s none of your business.”
Charley felt a moment’s sadness that she and her half-sister had never been close. They should have been inseparable, growing up as two females on a rough estate, united against their mother. Instead, they’d drifted their separate ways, divided by age and their own groups of friends. The only thing they had in common was their dislike of their mother, and that wasn’t enough to bond over.
Now it was too late to try and fix things, and Charley regretted it. She had Leigh-Ann, who was like a sister to her, but it still wasn’t the same as having a blood sister to look out for and be looked out for in return.
Perhaps it was the fact that they had been brought up in two different environments. Charley had never known her father and had only had Asher and Toni as her influences when she was growing up. And she was grateful that she had avoided turning into her mother, even though she knew they both shared a short fuse and loud mouth.
Torey, on the other hand, had known her father. She and Huw had been taken on days out by him, albeit infrequently, but they had still had a bond with someone outside the flat as they grew up. Charley had envied her this, wishing that she had a male role model who could stand up for her against Toni’s rules and moods. A wedge had been driven between the sisters from a young age, and Charley didn’t know whether it could be removed after so much time.
“You can visit us anytime,” Charley said, wanting to leave on a positive note with her sister. “We’ve got a spare bedroom, if you ever need a place to crash.”
“Like that’s going to happen,” Torey said, not looking up from her phone. “It’s bad enough living with mum. I don’t want to make it any worse by hanging out with you.”
Charley sighed and left the room, handbag slung over her shoulder. So much for trying to make amends with her sister. She wasn’t interested in making peace, not when she only had eyes for Devon.
In his bedroom, Huw was playing videogames and Charley knew better than to disturb him. He would throw a tantrum and she would get an earful from her mum. Instead, she went into the kitchen. Toni looked up at her from the kitchen table.
“I’ve finished packing,” Charley said. “Leigh-Ann’s going to pick me up in her mum’s car and give me a lift in a few minutes.”
“That’s nice of her,” Toni said.
Charley nodded. She wasn’t sure what to say to her mother. Their relationship had been so fraught with tension and was based on arguments and a mutual dislike. A hug seemed out of the question, and pleasantries would seem forced and contrived.
“I think I’ll go and wait outside,” Charley said, at a loss as to what else she could say. “Asher’s going to help me carry the boxes downstairs.”
“He’s a good boy,” Toni said, smiling. “I raised him well.”
Charley shrugged.
“Well, goodbye then.”
Toni looked at her and Charley thought she saw a flicker of emotion behind her mother’s eyes but then Toni was back to reading the paper.
“Make sure you leave the door on latch,” she said, not meeting Charley’s eyes. “Or Asher won’t be able to get back in.”
Charley nodded and left the kitchen. Asher was standing in the hall. His mood had improved over the past few weeks and he had returned to work. Charley wasn’t sure why he had been thinking of resigning but she hoped that whatever it was had been sorted out now.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’ve said my goodbyes,” Charley said, hating how wistful her voice sounded.
Asher lifted the two cardboard boxes up and Charley opened the front door, making sure the latch was on. She grabbed the handle of the suitcase and dragged it out into the corridor. Asher was already on the stairs, sweat forming on his forehead with the strain of carrying the boxes. Charley glanced back and got a last look of her old home, before the door swung shut and she made her way down the stairs.
* * *
Bolton looked around the newly furnished flat and nodded in approval. Dante sat on the sofa, smoking and looking annoyed.
“You aren’t still pissed off are you?” Bolton asked, dropping into the seat beside him.
Dante looked at him and shrugged.
“Nah, why would I be?” he said. “Not like you’ve moved to Brazil.”
“I’m only a few minutes’ drive away. I’ll still see you every day.”
“Yeah, I know that.”
Dante smiled and rose to his feet, putting the cigarette out in the ashtray.
“Glad we got that cleared up,” Bolton said.
“Yeah,” Dante nodded. “I’d better get going. Last thing Charley wants is to see me.”
“She doesn’t have a problem with you.”
Dante laughed and pulled his jacket on over his top, before leaving the flat. Bolton felt relieved that he had gone. He was nervous enough without Dante’s edginess rubbing off on him. He had made sure the furniture was all in place ready for Charley arriving and he hoped that she liked it all.
A few minutes passed and there was a knock on the front door. Bolton leapt off the sofa and opened it. Charley was beaming at him, Leigh-Ann standing behind her peering over her shoulder.
He showed her around the flat and was relieved and pleased as her smile grew wider as she took in their new home. As they went from room to room, he couldn’t help but notice how much her pregnancy was beginning to show on her body.
Her stomach was growing rounder, at odds with the rest of her thin figure, and her breasts were straining against the silk fabric of her top. Her face was glowing, and Bolton appreciated the saying that pregnant women had a certain glow about them. For six months pregnant, Bolton had to admit that Charley was still smoking hot.
When they returned to the lounge, Leigh-Ann threw him the keys to her car.
“She’s got two boxes in the boot and I draw the line at playing chauffeur and removal man,” she said.
Bolton nodded and jogged down the flight of stairs. He heaved the boxes into his arms and brought them up, wondering how she had accumulated so much stuff on such a tight budget.
He found Charley and Leigh-Ann in the kitchen, the kettle boiling.
“Tea or coffee?” Charley asked. “I couldn’t resist trying out our new appliances.”
Bolton couldn’t help but smile.
“Coffee for me.”
He took the boxes through to the master bedroom and eyed the double bed that his mum had made this morning. She had laid out a red quilt over the bottom of the spread, adding a homely touch to the otherwise plain room. He couldn’t wait until their first night in their new flat, testing out the mattress springs with Charley.
His phone rang in his pocket and he flipped it open and answered.
“I got some bad news,” Dante said, and Bolton could hear the car engine running in the background. “I just heard from one of the guys. Kareem got arrested this morning.”
“Shit, man,” Bolton said, his heart rate quickening. “What happened?”
“I’m not too sure, but we got to be careful. Who knows what he’s going to say when they get him in that interview room.”
“Fuck.”
Bolton hoped that the threat of Uncle Jasper’s wrath would keep Kareem’s mouth firmly shut when he was questioned, but he couldn’t be sure. The police had a way of getting people to talk, even if it wasn’t in their best interests.
If Kareem talked, everything would be at risk. Bolton knew his name would come up and even if it didn’t, Uncle Jasper would have to cool his businesses down whilst the investigation went on and that meant the wages would stop and Bolton would be in the shit.
“Shit, we got to go and see Uncle Jasper,” Bolton said. “Find out what’s going down.”
* * *
Half an hour later, Bolton took a seat in front of Uncle Jasper. Dante fidgeted beside him, picking at a loose thread from his jumper. Even after numerous meetings in the flat, Dante still got nervous and Bolton felt his own palms sweating as Uncle Jasper looked over at them, his hands clasped in front of him, the gold jewellery glinting in the weak sunshine coming through the windows.
“I don’t want you boys getting worried,” Uncle Jasper said, his voice calm and reassuring. “Kareem was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and he won’t be saying anything to the police.”
“How can you be sure?” Bolton asked before he could stop himself.
Uncle Jasper looked at him with curiosity. Nobody spoke out of turn during a meeting with him. Bolton gritted his teeth, wondering if he had blown it all, but Uncle Jasper smiled.
“He’ll be getting a payoff for the inconvenience of being inside,” he replied, still watching Bolton with curiosity. “And I’ve got a few jobs he can run whilst he’s locked up. He’s still on the payroll and I offer better compensation than the police do.”
Bolton felt his heartbeat slow down. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as he had first thought. He was still on the edge, but he was no longer looking into the abyss.
“His arrest does leave me with a few problems, though,” Uncle Jasper continued, frowning. “He was running a few jobs for me which, for obvious reasons, he’s now unable to do. I need someone else to take over from him, at least until he gets out, which won’t be for a few months, I believe.”
“What was he doing?” Dante asked, leaning forward, his leg begin to shake.
Uncle Jasper looked at him and Bolton thought he saw irritation on his face, before Uncle Jasper composed his face. He knew that Uncle Jasper saw Dante as an inconvenience and a small time foot soldier, and only gave him the time of day because he was Bolton’s sidekick. Bolton wasn’t sure if Dante had picked up on it, but he hadn’t said anything so he figured that he probably didn’t know.
“He was selling a few firearms for me,” Uncle Jasper said. “It’s an easy job, but our customers can be a little tricky. I’ve got a few men in Europe who ship them over to us. Replicas and the real thing, and then I sell them on for a tidy profit.”
“Who do we sell them to?” Bolton asked.
The job sounded easy enough. He just had to pick the guns up from Uncle Jasper’s European counterparts and store them until a buyer was found, and something told him there was no shortage of willing customers.
“Anyone who wants them,” Uncle Jasper replied, lowering his voice. “Mostly boy gangs here in London. Pimps and dealers, people who could do with having some back-up if things go wrong.”
“How do we find them?”
Something told him that they couldn’t put them up on eBay for sale.
“They’ll get in touch with me or Ritchie. You won’t be involved in the negotiations. All I need you to do is pick the guns up and keep them safe. I’ll let you know when and where to meet the buyer. You just need to meet them, get the money and hand over the merchandise. That’s it, job done.”
Bolton nodded, feeling confident. This sounded easier and more risk-free than the drug pick-ups. Somebody who wanted to buy a gun from them was not a threat to them. People knew better than to cause trouble with a firearm dealer, especially if they might become a repeat customer.
“Is it dangerous?” Dante asked, clearly not as quick on the uptake.
Bolton stifled a groan, but Uncle Jasper smiled.
“It depends how well you handle things,” he answered. “You try and rip these guys off and you’ll regret it. If you do things like I tell you, there won’t be any problems.”
Dante swallowed hard and nodded.
“When do we start?” Bolton asked.
“Now,” Uncle Jasper said, waving Ritchie over, who had been standing by the door to the kitchen, looking alert and menacing. “When Kareem got arrested, we managed to get the guns he was storing out of his flat before the police did their searches. For obvious reasons, we can’t have them here. You know how I like to distance myself from incriminating evidence,” he added, grinning. “It’s only a few, and we have a customer lined up and the negotiations should be closing today. You’ll need to take them off my hands, and I’ll have Ritchie contact with you with the details of the transaction.”
“Where do we store them?” Dante asked.
“Somewhere safe,” Uncle Jasper said.
Dante looked at Bolton. Bolton felt his heart sink. He knew where they would have to be stored. Dante’s house was too busy, a hive of family activity. It would be too risky to store them there. And he couldn’t keep them at his mum’s flat, not when she was so nosy in searching his bedroom.
It would have to be his new flat.
“You have somewhere in mind?” Uncle Jasper asked, directing the question at Bolton.
He nodded.
He thought of Charley’s face and decided not to tell her. He would have to bring them up in a cardboard box and tell her it was more of his stuff and hide it in a wardrobe until the customer took them off his hands.
“Good,” Uncle Jasper said, clapping his hands together. “I knew I could count on you.”
* * *
“Where did Bolton have to run off to so quickly?” Leigh-Ann asked, sipping her coffee with both hands wrapped around the mug, avoiding her gaze.
Charley sighed.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It was something to do with work.”
Leigh-Ann’s lips thinned, but she kept her own counsel.
“I don’t mind,” Charley said, sensing what her friend was thinking. “I mean, he’s paying the rent, I don’t expect him to be here with me all the time. If it wasn’t for his job, I’d still be stuck at home with my mum, and I know where I’d rather be.”
“All the same, you need to be careful,” Leigh-Ann said. “Give him too much independence and he’ll take you for a ride.”
“He wouldn’t do that to me.”
“Trust me; it’s happened to me before. You let a guy get away with a few things and he takes it as a given that he can take more. Before you know it, he’ll be off with someone else and you’ll be left here holding the baby, literally.”
Charley was grateful for Leigh-Ann’s support and knew that Leigh-Ann was only looking out for her, but she was becoming irritated with Leigh-Ann’s determination to make Bolton out to be a bad guy.
“He knows how much I’ll put up with,” Charley said, trying hard to keep her voice level. “I’m no pushover, he won’t take advantage. He knows I won’t stand for that.”
Leigh-Ann nodded but Charley knew that she wasn’t convinced.
A key turned in the lock and they both turned as Bolton came in, holding a cardboard box in his arms. Dante was a few steps behind him, another box in his arms.
“I didn’t realise you had more stuff,” Charley said, standing up and crossing the room. “If you leave them in the bedroom I’ll sort them out for you.”
“It’s all right, it’s just some stuff from when I was a kid,” Bolton said, shifting the box in his arms. “Mum wanted me to bring it over, you know what she’s like about that kind of stuff. I’ll just chuck it in a wardrobe for now.”
Charley shrugged and watched as they went through to the bedroom. She heard muttering and the sound of the wardrobe being opened and closed.
“See, he weren’t gone that long,” Charley said, turning to Leigh-Ann.
Bolton returned to the room and slipped his arms around her waist. Dante stood behind him, looking uncomfortable, but eyeing up Leigh-Ann all the same. Charley smiled at him but he didn’t return the gesture. 
“We’re just going to chill out here for a bit,” Bolton said, breathing onto Charley’s neck. “We might have to go out later, though. Some problems at work.”
Charley turned to face him, alarmed at the thought.
“Is everything all right?”
“Yeah, it’s getting sorted.”
Bolton let go of her and gestured for Dante to follow him into the lounge. Dante traipsed after him, shooting a glance in Charley’s direction. Leigh-Ann rolled her eyes at him.
“If you’re going in there, you can sort out that television,” Charley called after them. “We’re not getting all the channels. I think it’s something to do with the wires.”
“I’ll have a look,” Bolton called back.
Charley sat back down and caught Leigh-Ann’s eye.
“I told you it was fine,” Charley said, smiling. “I’ve got him well-trained.”
“You can teach him the rules,” Leigh-Ann said, drinking her coffee, “but you can’t make him follow them.”
* * *
In the lounge, Bolton sat back on the sofa whilst Dante fiddled with the wires at the back of the television.
“Do you reckon she’ll find them?” Dante asked, looking up at him.
“Nah, by the time she remembers I took the boxes in there, they’ll be gone.”
“I hope you’re right,” Dante said, shaking his head. “If she finds out about this, she’s going to go nuts and we’ll all be in the shit then.”
“Stop worrying, she won’t find them.”
“If you say so.”
Bolton fell quiet and watched as Dante worked on the television. An image flickered on the screen before fading again.
He thought about Kareem getting arrested and wondered what he was doing now. He’d be in a prison cell, locked up away from his family and friends. The thought made Bolton worried.
He imagined himself in his position, away from Charley and his mum, destined to spend the next year or more in a small room with bars and a lock on the door for which he had no key.
It was all because Kareem had wanted money.
Bolton wondered if he would get arrested and knew that it was a risk. He had known that when he started working for Uncle Jasper but it was brought home to him now. He shuddered and tried to drive the thoughts from his mind.
He had everything to live for now, but that just meant that he had all the more to lose if it all went wrong. The thought scared him, made him realise that it was out of his control whether he would be the next one to get locked-up. It was the luck of the draw.
Uncle Jasper had said as much. Kareem had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. That could happen to anyone, him included.
Dante cheered as the television came on and music blared out from a music channel. Charley and Leigh-Ann appeared in the doorway and joined them, eyes on the screen. Dante looked proud, though he avoided Charley’s gaze.
Bolton forced himself to smile as Charley sat beside him and leant against him, her arm resting on his chest. He drove the doubts from his mind and hugged her closer to him.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Charley added the finishing touches to her make-up, sitting on her new double bed, and looked up as Bolton walked into the room.
“You coming out to join the party?” he asked, sitting down beside her, the bed sinking softly beneath his weight.
Charley nodded. She had been excited for the housewarming party all day, and she wasn’t sure why she had such doubts now that the guests had arrived and the party was getting underway. She had made sure there were plenty of drinks and snacks, had hoovered the floors and dusted the coffee table, but she still knew that her mother would find something to complain about and belittle her with.
“Give me a minute,” she said, resting a hand on Bolton’s shoulder. “I just need to get myself sorted.”
Bolton nodded and left the room. She felt bad, leaving him to deal with Toni and the rest of her family, but she couldn’t face them just yet.
After calming herself down, she checked herself out in the mirror. Her pregnancy was showing now, her stomach large and round, straining against the black fabric of her dress. Her breasts were heavy and felt tender, and she felt self-conscious in the figure hugging outfit that she had picked out on a shopping trip with Leigh-Ann.
She brushed a stray strand of curled hair off her face and left the bedroom, the music pounding in her ears. Bolton had invited the neighbours to the party, so that they would be less likely to make a noise complaint, but so far they hadn’t shown up and Charley doubted they would make an appearance. They seemed like career-minded people and their sort just didn’t have time for them.
People, friends of both her and Bolton, stopped her and congratulated her as she made her way across the room. Everyone had drinks and they all seemed to be enjoying themselves. She saw Dante in the corner of the room, flirting with a blonde girl that Bolton had invited for his best mate’s sake. Charley looked away, feeling frustrated that she was expected to let him in and out of her home even though she didn’t like him.
Bolton waved to her from the sofa, where he was talking to his mum and a friend of hers. Julie turned and waved, and Charley returned the gesture. She liked Julie, and made a note to herself to catch-up with her at some point during the evening. With Christmas getting close, she wanted to find out from her what the ideal gift for Bolton would be.
Asher and Torey were standing in the kitchen, both looking out of place. Torey was tapping her feet in time with the music and checking out the guys, whilst Asher was checking his phone every few seconds. He caught Charley’s eye and waved her over.
“You guys enjoying yourself?” Charley asked when she reached them.
“I’ve been to better parties, but it’s all right,” Torey said, sipping at her glass of the homemade punch Leigh-Ann had helped her prepare earlier in the day. “And you could do with some more alcohol in here.”
“I’m going to have to head off in a few minutes,” Asher said, leaning close so that she could hear him over the music. “It’s the station’s Christmas party tonight and I said I’d stop by and check it out.”
Charley got distracted when she caught sight of her mother. Toni was dressed for an evening out and had a big woollen coat draped over her shoulders and clutched a glass of shandy. She saw Charley and approached them. Torey groaned and slipped through the crowd before Charley or Asher could stop her.
“How do you like the party mum?” Charley asked. “Aren’t you hot in that coat?”
“I’m fine,” Toni said, waving a hand in the air. “It’s cold in here. You should get the boiler looked at if you aren’t getting heating here.”
Charley stifled a groan and nodded. It was useless arguing with her mother, it would just give her what she wanted. Instead she tried to lighten the mood between them.
“Are you excited for Christmas?” she asked.
Toni shrugged.
“With all of you expecting a roast dinner and presents, I can hardly hold my breath for it,” Toni said, shaking her head. “When you’re a mother, you’ll understand.”
Charley felt panic in her chest. Her mother was still under the impression that she was coming home for Christmas dinner, when she and Bolton had decided to spend the day in their new flat, making the most of having their own place.
“Me and Bolton are having Christmas here,” Charley said, crossing her fingers that this wouldn’t start up an argument. “We thought it’d make it easier for you, not having to cook as much.”
Toni looked as though she had been slapped, torn between the relief that she wouldn’t have to put up with either of them on Christmas Day and frustration that she had lost control and influence over her.
“Make sure you don’t change your mind then, because I won’t be making extra for you. I can’t afford to keep changing the dinner arrangements at your beck and call.”
Charley felt relieved that her mother wasn’t making a scene. Asher made his excuses to leave and Charley quickly felt uncomfortable standing beside her mother.
“I should go and make sure everyone’s enjoying themselves,” Charley said, and Toni shrugged, taking a sip of shandy and swaying slightly, putting a hand out to the counter to steady herself.
Charley slipped away from her and went back into the lounge. Although she’d been excited about throwing the party, she now felt tired and wished that everyone would go home. She retreated to the bedroom and sat down on the bed, feeling the start of a headache.
The wardrobe door was half-open and she went to close it when she noticed the cardboard boxes that Bolton had brought round. It had been a few days and he hadn’t mentioned them or made a move to go through them.
Charley sat cross-legged on the floor and took the lid off the first box. There were layers of plastic wrapping. She discarded it and froze. Instead of finding the photo albums and old toys that she had expected, there was a gun. She rifled through the box and found several more, and she knew that the other box would contain the same.
So this was his job. This was how he was paying for the flat and for her and their child’s future. Guns. Charley put them away and closed the wardrobe door.
She sat down on the bed and took a deep breath.
* * *
Asher paused before he went into the pub. He had seen Carl at work since he had tried to kiss him, but they had not spoken about the incident. They had reached an unspoken agreement to pretend that it had never happened, though Asher had noticed that Carl was distant from him now and their relationship was more that of acquaintances than friends.
A hand closed on his shoulder and he jumped. Diane laughed and Asher felt relieved to see her. He had not been planning on coming to the Christmas party, fearing that Carl would have too much to drink and let slip what Asher had done, but Diane had convinced him.
Since their date, Asher had become close friends with Diane and after being rejected by Carl, he had told Diane what had happened. Whilst shocked and disapproving, Diane had supported him and given him invaluable advice. She had bridged the gap between them, persuading Carl not to ask their sergeant for a new partner and tried to convince Carl that Asher had meant it as a joke and not as a declaration of love.
“You going in or are you just going to stand there all evening?” Diane asked, her face flushed from a few glasses of wine she’d had before arriving.
“I’m going in if you are,” Asher replied.
Diane smiled and took his arm in hers and led them forwards through the heavy oak doors. The party was already in full swing inside the pub, their colleagues scattered around the room, chatting and laughing and getting tipsy.
“I hate arriving late to a party,” Diane said in his ear, as she led them to the bar. “I bet they’ve nearly finished the tab behind the bar.”
Asher stopped at the bar and Diane ordered a wine for herself and a pint for him, whilst he scanned the room for a sign of Carl. He found him sitting in the corner, chatting to a few of the guys that they shared a shift with.
“Try not to stare too hard,” Diane whispered, turning to face him and passing him his pint. “I don’t think he bought anything I said, but he hasn’t said anything to anyone yet, so let’s try and keep it that way.”
“I didn’t realise I was staring,” Asher sighed, taking a drink from his pint. “I guess where he’s concerned I just don’t realise much.”
“You might want to put your tongue back in your mouth too,” Diane said, though she said it with a smile. “Straight guys tend not to like being looked at like a piece of meat, especially not by another guy.”        
Asher let out a laugh and took another drink. Diane led him to a table occupied by a few of their colleagues and soon joined in the conversation they were having. Asher sat and half-listened, shooting glances at Carl. He was studiously ignoring him, and Asher felt frustrated and annoyed, both with himself and Carl for the way things had turned out.
As the alcohol flowed and the evening went on, Asher found his frustrations mounting. Carl avoided his eyes and seemed to be pretending that he wasn’t in the room. Diane hissed warnings and advice in Asher’s ear, but he wasn’t listening.
The karaoke machine was started up and Diane left to have a sing-song, leaving Asher at the table with two other women. They were chatting and shooting Asher furtive glances, but he ignored them. He didn’t want to lead them on by returning their smiles and end up with another Diane situation on his hands.
He watched as Carl rose to his feet and headed for the bathrooms. Asher shot a glance at Diane, who was singing on the small stage and slurring her words, a glass of red wine clasped in her hand and a microphone in the other.
Asher got up and slipped out of the room, heading for the bathroom as well. He pushed the door open and found the room empty. The room was small and damp, the tiles scratched and chipped, and the sinks thick with grime. The cubicle door was closed, and the small sign read engaged.
He waited and felt apprehensive as the toilet flushed and the cubicle door opened. Carl caught sight of him and paused, looking alarmed, but continued to the sinks and washed his hands. Asher felt his impatience mount. He had made a mistake, but there was no need for Carl to act as if he wasn’t here. It was childish and annoying.
“You haven’t spoken to me in weeks,” Asher said, hating the whine in his voice. “I already apologized to you. I don’t get why we can’t get back to being mates.”
“There’s nothing to say,” Carl said, turning off the tap and drying his hands on a blue paper towel. “There wasn’t any need to follow me in here.”
Asher felt the blush creeping up his cheeks.
“I wanted to talk to you in private,” Asher said, defiant. “I didn’t think you’d want it broadcast to the rest of the station.”
“You mean you don’t want it broadcast,” Carl said, scrunching up the towel. “I didn’t do anything wrong. It was you, I don’t have anything to be embarrassed about.”
“Then what’s your problem?”
Carl opened his mouth, then closed it again. He stepped forward, and reached for the door. Asher didn’t move, blocking his way.
“We need to get this sorted out,” he said.
“Get out of my way,” Carl said.
He looked frustrated and ran a hand through his hair in agitation, but Asher didn’t move. He wanted this sorted now, before it took up any more of his time with worry.
“Not until we talk about this,” Asher said. “This is just getting stupid.”
“Fine,” Carl said, throwing up his hands. “Let’s fucking talk.”
“I’m sorry that I kissed you. I misread the signals, I didn’t know what I was doing, and I’m sorry that it’s caused such a big problem for you.”
Carl sighed.
“I just didn’t know you were that sort of guy,” he said. Asher looked down at the floor, unable to meet his eyes. He had wanted to talk, and now he wasn’t so sure he wanted to hear what Carl had to say.
“Well, I am that kind of guy,” Asher said in a low voice. “And if you can’t deal with it, then you’d better ask the sergeant for a new partner, because I can’t change who I am.”
Asher refused to meet his eyes, and Carl was quiet. When he looked up, Carl was looking at him, confused and uncertain.
“That’s all I had to say,” Asher said.
He turned to open the door and felt Carl’s hand on his arm. He was spun around and flinched, expecting a blow to connect with his face. Perhaps he deserved it.
No blow came and Asher opened his eyes. Carl was inches from him and their eyes met. Asher remained frozen to the spot. Carl moved closer, pressing him against the back of the door and raising his hands to either side of Asher’s face, pulling him closer and kissing him. Asher was unable to move for the shock, but his body responded and he kissed him back.
When the kiss stopped, Carl’s hands remained on his face, their lips inches apart. Asher thought he would stop breathing any minute or wake-up to find that this was a dream.
“What was that about?” he asked when his voice returned.
Carl remained silent, staring at him, almost as shocked by what had happened as Asher was. Asher took Carl’s hands in his and lowered them from his face.
“Come spend the night with me tonight,” Carl said, his voice so quiet that Asher would have doubted it had come from him if he hadn’t seen his lips move.
Asher nodded.
Loud laughter came from the pub and Diane’s singing started up again, her words more slurred than before.
“Clare’s visiting her sister in Kent this weekend,” Carl continued. “We can go home now, if you want.”
Hardly daring to believe his luck, Asher nodded.
* * *
Charley waited for all the guests to leave and watched as Bolton locked the front door behind the last of them. She sat in the lounge, trying to ignore the mess around her and the inevitable clean-up tomorrow morning. Bolton turned to face her and smiled.
He had been drinking since early afternoon, helping himself to the homemade punch whilst she and Leigh-Ann were preparing it, and Charley had seen him slip into the spare bedroom with Dante a few times during the course of the evening. She knew that they were snorting coke, not just because she recognised the signs in Bolton when he rejoined the party, but because she had seen Dante pass him a small pouch of white powder as he left, and Bolton had put it in his pocket with a goofy smile.
“That was a good night,” Bolton said, sitting down beside her and putting his feet up. “Nobody can say we don’t know how to throw a good party now.”
He pulled off his socks and dropped them onto the carpet, nearly knocking over a can of cider. Charley remained silent and Bolton looked at her.
“Did your mum get her taxi all right?” he asked, rubbing her legs.
“Yeah, her and Torey were tearing strips out of each other when they left,” she said. “God help that poor taxi driver, listening to those two.”
Bolton laughed and continued stroking her legs, his hands inching higher up to her thighs.
“At least it’s only a couple minutes’ drive, and I guess your mum’s got to take it all out on someone now you’re not there.”
Charley shifted in her seat and Bolton moved his hands, looking at her in bewilderment. Charley avoided his eyes.
“I didn’t see your mum leave,” she said. “I was going to have a chat with her.”
“She got a cab with her mate. And you’ll see her around. Bet you wanted to ask her what I want for Christmas, eh?”
Charley felt the familiar pull of him, his awareness of what she was thinking such an attractive quality. Yet it brought her anger as well. He had lied to her, brought guns and drugs into their home, and her body still yearned for him despite his betrayal.
“Well I wasn’t going to tell her you’ve been doing lines all night, was I?”
Her voice was harsh and quiet, and Bolton was caught off guard. His eyes widened, but he frowned and a quizzical look came over him.
“What you talking about babe?” he asked, his voice the epitome of innocence, but Charley could see through it, and it unnerved her that he was such an adept liar that if she had not seen it with her own eyes, she would have believed him.
“You know what I’m talking about,” Charley said, letting out a hiss of air and moving out of Bolton’s reach, so he couldn’t caress her. “Do you think I’m that stupid? I saw you and Dante go into the other room for your little trips to gaga-land.”
Bolton looked frustrated and a little uncomfortable, but Charley was past caring. He had lied to her and she couldn’t let him get away with it this time. Leigh-Ann was right in what she said, if you let someone get away with it once, they would take the piss.
“That’s Dante’s scene, not mine,” Bolton sighed. “You know what he’s like, I wanted to keep an eye on him.”
“I can’t believe you’re still lying about it when I saw you with my own eyes,” Charley said, getting off the couch, circling the coffee table so she was opposite him. He shook his head, as if he was the one dealing with somebody unreasonable. Charley leaned forward, hands on hips, “Turn out your pockets then.”
Bolton looked up at her, but didn’t move.
“Babe, come on. You’re tired,” he said, giving her a look of concern that made Charley glare. “We can talk about this tomorrow.”
“After you’ve had a chance to flush it, you mean?” Charley snapped. Her voice was louder, irritated by his calm and collected manner. “Don’t try and kid me, I know you.”
Bolton groaned and opened his pocket, pulling out the small packet of white powder.
“Fine, you got me,” he said, waving the packet at her. “I took some off him so he wouldn’t finish the whole lot. He was wired enough as it is; you saw the state of him when he left. I couldn’t let him have anymore, not tonight.”
“That’s touching,” Charley laughed, feeling her temper rising, “Even if it is bullshit.”
Bolton looked as if he was losing his patience and the calm facade began to slip from his face. Charley glared down at him, challenging him with her eyes.
“I’m going to go to bed,” Bolton said, rising to his feet. “You’re just being hormonal. My mum told me you might get like this, what with the baby and the stress of the party.”
Charley took in a sharp intake of breath.
“Stress of the party?” she said, nearly shouting. “Hah, you really don’t give me enough credit. I ain’t stressed from the bloody party, I’m stressed because I just found your little armoury in the wardrobe.”
Bolton froze with his back to her, halfway to the bedroom door. Charley knew she had hit a nerve and Bolton spun around to face her. His face was getting flushed and his temper was rising.
“You went through my boxes?” he said, voice raised. He threw his hands up, and Charley felt some satisfaction. “You didn’t have any right to do that.”
“Did I hell. You bring guns into my flat, and you’re trying to get all high and mighty with me?”
Charley watched as Bolton took a few steps forward, his fists clenching and unclenching in agitation.
“It’s private property,” he said, lowering his voice. “They aren’t even mine.”
“Let me guess, it’s for work?”
“We can’t be talking about this, it ain’t your business.”
“Yes it is, when you bring stuff like that into my home.”
“Our home,” Bolton interrupted, face flushed with anger now. “And in case you’d forgotten, I’m the one who’s paying for this place. I’m the one who paid the deposit and who bought you all this furniture.”
“By dealing in guns,” Charley said, throwing her arms up. “You can hardly call it a respectable job.”
“What else am I supposed to do? I don’t see you bringing any money in.”
“I’m six months pregnant,” Charley snapped. “What am I supposed to do?”
“I don’t expect you to do anything, just let me get on with what I do,” Bolton said, trying to control his temper. “You can’t complain about having no money, then complain when I start earning some.”
“I didn’t think you were doing anything this bad.”
“What the hell did you think I was doing?” Bolton shouted. “Handing out fucking flyers down Oxford Street?”
“I don’t know,” Charley said, feeling tears building behind her eyes. “I just thought you were better than this.”
“You wanted out of your mum’s flat and I did it for you,” Bolton said.
“With dirty money.”
“It’s still money isn’t it?” Bolton said, kicking a can against the wall, sending cider spraying across the carpet. “The estate agent wasn’t too worried when I showed her how much I was making. Practically wet herself thinking of all her commission.”
“So what exactly do you do then? Apart from selling guns, of course. Drugs? Robbery?”
Her voice was loud now, and she knew that the neighbours would soon be banging on the door with a noise complaint, but she didn’t care. She was too angry to be considerate.
Bolton was quiet, working on controlling his temper.
“Come on,” Charley shouted, picking up an empty glass and throwing it against the wall. It shattered and shards flew in all directions.
Bolton looked at her for a beat, breathing hard from the exertion of keeping control.
“It’s not your business, just keep your nose out,” he said. “That’s the way it works.”
“Not for me it doesn’t. I want to know.”
“I ain’t doing this with you,” Bolton said, shaking his head, “No way.”
He crossed the room and headed for the front door. Charley watched him, feeling her heart beating hard in her chest.
“That’s it, run off to your pathetic mate and have some lines,” she called after him, flecks of spit flying from her mouth. “See how much better it’ll make you feel.”
Bolton threw the door open and paused, glancing back at her.
“Let me know when you’ve cooled down a bit,” he said, still fighting not to lose his temper in front of her. He stepped out into the corridor.
“You’ll have a fucking long wait,” Charley screamed, as the door slammed shut behind him.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Charley woke up with the start of a migraine and looked down at the tangle of bed sheets at the foot of the bed and the empty half of the mattress where Bolton should have slept. She sat up, pulling the covers over her body, and listened.
The flat was quiet and she guessed that Bolton had stayed the night at Dante’s house, probably badmouthing her to his mates and replaying the argument, making her out to be a bitch. She sighed, showered and dressed.
Without Bolton, the flat seemed empty and she felt uncomfortable. She made coffee and sat in the kitchen, but her mind focused on the wardrobe in the bedroom, in which the boxes of guns remained untouched.
She had every right to be angry with Bolton for bringing them into their home without so much as consulting her. She remembered that Dante had helped him move them in. She should have known that he would be involved as well. He was always there in the background whenever Bolton did something that she wouldn’t have approved of. He was like the devil on Bolton’s shoulder, his input far outweighing whatever the angel was saying.
Her phone rang and she grabbed it off the counter and looked at the number. It was Leigh-Ann, and Charley let it ring until she hung up.
She wasn’t in the mood for small talk or Leigh-Ann’s advice. She loved her, but she knew that she would end up telling Leigh-Ann about the argument and it would only serve to further taint Leigh-Ann’s opinion of Bolton.
After finishing her coffee, Charley picked up her phone and debated whether or not to ring Bolton. She wanted to speak to him and make sure he was safe. She also wanted to make it up with him, but she didn’t want to seem too eager. That might give him the impression that she regretted what she had said last night, and she was adamant that she had been in the right.
She put her phone back onto the kitchen counter and turned on the radio. Christmas songs blared out of the speakers and she was reminded how close it was to Christmas Day. She hoped that she and Bolton had made it up by then, or she would have to call her mother and let her know that she was coming home after all.
No, it wouldn’t come to that, she told herself. She and Bolton had argued in the past and were always back on good terms within a few days. She figured that he would be back with an apology and a promise to get rid of the guns by the end of the day.
* * *
Bolton was stirred from sleep by a doorbell ringing. He opened his eyes and felt a pounding at the base of his skull. His throat felt dry and he knew that he’d had too much to drink last night, not to mention the lines of coke and his argument with Charley.
He groaned and looked around the room. He was in a double bed and his clothes lay in a pile on the floor. He checked to make sure the bedroom door was closed before getting out of bed and pulling on his underwear. He found his phone in his pocket and checked.
There were no messages from Charley. He took this as a bad sign. She normally text or rang him after they had an argument, but not this time. Perhaps she had meant what she had said about being angry for a long time. He would give her time to calm down before he went home, he decided.
He pulled the rest of his clothes on and padded out of the room and down the stairs. The house seemed tidy and small, but he didn’t recognise it. This was bad. He usually woke up on Dante’s couch with little memory of the night before but with the knowledge that he was somewhere safe.
Pausing on the last step, he heard voices coming from down the hallway and heard Dante’s familiar laugh.
Relieved, Bolton followed the sound of voices and pushed through the door into a cluttered kitchen. Dante sat at the table with a plate of toast, a cigarette burning away in the ashtray. Sapphire, his cousin, was standing at the stove, a smile on her face and a pan in her hand.
“I was just going to send Dante to wake you up,” Sapphire said, seeing Bolton before Dante did. “You want any breakfast?”
Bolton nodded and sat down at the table, rubbing his temples.
“You were well drunk last night,” Dante said, observing him. “I’ve never seen someone down that much whisky in one go before. It was something, all right.”
Bolton fought to find the memory but he couldn’t.
“I don’t remember,” he said, pouring himself a coffee and taking a long drink.
“I ain’t surprised,” Dante said, offering him toast. “You’d already had a load of drinks at your party. Then you rang me mouthing off about Charley. I drove back and picked you up, and we came here for a few drinks.”
“A few drinks too many,” Bolton said, shaking his head.
“At least you had a good night,” Dante said, exchanging glances with Sapphire.
Bolton looked at him questioningly and Dante’s smile faded.
“You don’t remember?” he said, glancing at Sapphire again.
“Remember what?” Bolton asked, panic rising in his chest.
“I kept telling you it weren’t a good idea,” Dante said, stammering now. “I told you but you weren’t having any of it. You just kept saying how you could do what you wanted, and that Charley weren’t the boss of you.”
Bolton felt his temper rising and leaned forwards.
“Just tell me what the fuck I did,” he said.
Dante frowned.
“You slept with Sapphire,” he said. “But don’t worry, I gave you some protection, you know. Make sure you don’t end up with another one on the way.”
Bolton’s heart skipped a few beats as the news sank in. His headache seemed to grow in intensity and guilt settled in the pit of his stomach. He had cheated on Charley.
“You don’t look so good,” Dante said, eyeing him with concern. “Looks like you going to heave or something.”
“The bathroom’s on your left before the stairs,” Sapphire added.
Bolton rose unsteadily to his feet. He half-jogged to the bathroom and leant over the toilet just as he threw up. His throat burned and his eyes watered, but he figured that he deserved it. He had never cheated on Charley before, and he could never take this back.
The thought made him feel worse, but his stomach had stopped churning and he flushed the toilet. He ran some cold water and splashed it over his face.
He wanted to go home and make amends with Charley, but he wasn’t sure he could look her in the eye anymore.
“You all right in there?” Dante called through the door, rapping on the wood.
Bolton turned off the tap and opened the door. Dante had his hands shoved into his pockets and looked weary of him.
“What are you going to do?” he asked. “About Charley? You going to chuck her or what?”
“I guess I’ve got to tell her what happened.”
Dante shook his head.
“I don’t think that’s such a great idea. I know people say that honesty’s the best policy, but that’s bullshit. You tell her the truth, and she’ll rip off your bollocks.”
* * *
Toni bit down her true thoughts as Torey paraded around the kitchen in a short skirt and low cut top, test-driving her new ankle boots.
“Everyone’s going to be so jealous,” Torey was saying, doing a spin on the tiles. “I can’t believe I could actually afford them, but obviously I’m not going to tell anyone I bought them in the sale.”
“You’re going out tonight then?” Toni asked, looking up from peeling the potatoes.
Torey looked at her, lip curled up, and rolled her eyes.
“Mum, I’ve told you like a million times, I’m going to my friend’s party. Don’t you listen to anything I say?”
“It’s just hard to keep up with you all,” Toni said, returning her focus to the potatoes. “I have my own life to lead; I can’t manage all your social diaries as well as my own.”
It was true, she realised. Torey was always out at parties, Charley had a life of her own now, and Asher seemed to be out more often than usual. He still hadn’t come home from his staff party and she wondered if he had met a new girlfriend last night.
Torey snorted from the doorway.
“Don’t make me laugh,” she said, amused. “You don’t have a social life.”
Toni heard her clattering down the corridor just as the phone began to ring.
“Answer that,” Toni called.
Torey groaned but she answered and Toni heard muffled voices.
“It’s for you,” Torey said after a few moments. “Maybe somebody is inviting you to a party. Then you might stop trying to get so involved in my life.” 
Toni wiped her hands on the kitchen towel and went into the hallway, watching as Torey’s heels disappeared into her bedroom and the door closed firmly behind her.
“Toni Brunns here,” she said, picking up the phone.
“Toni, don’t hang up.”
Toni felt her stomach drop. It was Nathaniel again.
“What do you want?” she said, irritated. “I’ve told you, I don’t want to hear from you. Can’t you just leave me in peace?”   
“I need to talk to you,” he said, his voice desperate.
“Your needs aren’t my problem,” Toni said, her fingers itching to drop the phone back into its cradle. “Now leave me be.”
“I’m back in London,” he said, and Toni froze.
He was close. Too close. The thought frightened her.
“I have to go,” she said, trying to stop her voice from shaking. “I can’t stay here chatting, I have things to be getting on with.”
“I want to meet you,” Nathaniel continued. “We have to talk about things.”
“That’s not going to happen.”
“I know your address, Toni. I haven’t been round, but don’t think I won’t. A man can only be pushed so far. You should know that.”
Toni felt her hands begin to shake. He was threatening to turn up on her doorstep. She had been afraid of this. He was going to ruin her life and knowing him, he would enjoy it.
“I can meet you tomorrow,” Nathaniel continued, pressing his advantage. “Let’s say ten o’clock at the cafe on the edge of your estate.”
Toni struggled to find her voice and murmured her assent.
“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” Nathaniel said, sounding relieved. There was a pause, and Toni held her breath. “And if you don’t show up, I’ll come looking for you.”
He said goodbye and hung up, but Toni didn’t move. The door beside her opened and Torey came out, looking haughty, and went into the bathroom.
Toni put the phone down and retreated to the kitchen. She glanced at the pile of potatoes still to be peeled. She had lost the desire to finish them now.
The time for action had come and Toni wasn’t sure she was ready for it.
* * *
Asher woke up and was relieved to find Carl asleep beside him. He had been worried that when he opened his eyes he would find that it had all been a dream, but now he knew that it had been real and he had really spent the night in Carl’s arms.
He rolled over and the springs creaked under him. Carl stirred and Asher smiled at him. Carl rubbed his eyes and groaned as he rolled out of bed.
“Morning,” Asher said, reaching for his jeans on the floor by the bed.
Carl looked at him, pulling his own clothes on.
“Morning,” he said. His voice sounded fraught and there was no smile on his face.
Asher pulled his clothes on and followed him into the kitchen. He knew they should talk. Last night had happened so quickly. One minute he had believed Carl was going to hit him and then they were kissing. They had driven back to Carl’s flat in silence and then began kissing and undressing each other as soon as the front door had closed behind them.
Now, the silence between them seemed awkward and Asher wanted to put it right.
“What do you think about last night?” he asked.
Carl began making coffee and looked frustrated.
“I don’t know,” he answered. The phone rang but he didn’t answer it.
“Why didn’t you answer it?” Asher asked.
“It might’ve been Clare.”
“She won’t know I’ve been here.”
Carl continued to look conflicted.
“You shouldn’t have been here,” he said. “I’m a married man.”
Asher felt uncomfortable, but he shook his head, knowing with a sense of dread where this was going. Carl regretted their night together.
“I’m a straight man,” Carl said, with force, as if trying to convince himself as well as Asher. “Last night shouldn’t have happened.”
“You didn’t seem so straight last night,” Asher said, keeping his voice low. “Not when you kissed me, and not when we had sex in your wife’s bed, either.” 
Carl looked at him, eyes wide with alarm, and ran a hand through his hair. Asher knew that he could make this easier for him, but he didn’t. He couldn’t believe that after last night, Carl was still going to reject him.
“It was an accident,” Carl said. “I guess I’d had too much to drink and –”
“No, you don’t get to play that card, not this time,” Asher interrupted him, feeling his frustration rising. “You hadn’t had that much to drink and you were the one who kissed me. I was all ready to forget about you, but you stopped me from leaving. You kissed me. You invited me back here. You wanted me just as much as I wanted you.”
“I wasn’t saying it was your fault,” Carl said, shaking his head, pouring a mug of coffee. Asher realised that he wasn’t being offered one, that he was outstaying his welcome now. “It just shouldn’t have happened. I was just missing Clare. I needed a release and I guess you were just there. It won’t happen again.”
“You’re pathetic,” Asher said, pulling his shoes on and checking his pockets to make sure he wasn’t leaving anything behind. “We both know that your marriage to Clare is a joke. And whatever you say, you wanted me last night.”
Carl listened to him without speaking, his eyes on the countertop in front of him.
“Don’t worry about it,” Asher said, heading for the front door. “Your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell anyone what happened.”
“Thanks,” Carl said, his voice quiet and still not meeting Asher’s eyes.
“It’s for my own sake,” Asher said as he opened the door. “I don’t want people to think I’m so desperate for sex that I’d sleep with a married man who can’t even admit to himself that he might be gay.”
“I’m not gay,” Carl said. “It was a mistake, I don’t know what got over me.”
“Don’t even bother making excuses,” Asher interrupted him. “You’re not fooling me and you can’t kid yourself. You can’t trick your body into being straight. I’ve tried it, and believe me, that’s not how it works.”
Carl opened his mouth to speak but Asher stepped out of the flat and closed the door behind him. He felt frustrated with Carl, not just for his behaviour and his denial, but because he couldn’t even be honest with himself.
Poor Clare, he thought. He let himself out of the building and strolled down the street, wondering what excuse he should give to Toni for being out all night. No doubt she would be full of questions when he got home.
* * *
Bolton returned home and found Charley waiting for him in the lounge, her head resting against some cushions and the television blaring.
“I’m back,” Bolton said, standing in the doorway. “And the guns will be gone by tomorrow.”
Charley looked up at him, her expression unreadable. He had been telling the truth. Uncle Jasper had rung him as Dante drove him back, with news that they had finished negotiations with the buyer and the transaction was scheduled for later in the evening.
Bolton moved further into the room, and when Charley didn’t protest, he sat down on the sofa and looked at her. He still regretted sleeping with Sapphire and felt the urge to confess all to Charley, but he knew that it would break her heart.
“I’m sorry about last night,” he said, reaching for her hand.
Charley was unresponsive but she let him wrap his hand around hers.
“Are you all right?” he asked, as the silence continued.
Charley turned to look at him, her eyes swimming with tears.
“I’m sorry, too,” she said, shaking her head. “I hate when we fight.”
Bolton shifted uncomfortably but pulled her close against him, stroking her hair. She softened in his arms and he knew that he could never tell her about his one-night stand with Sapphire.
“There won’t be any more fighting,” he said. “I promise.”
Charley nodded and Bolton knew that he was forgiven.
He turned his gaze to the television and they sat comfortably together, wrapped in each other’s arms, but his stomach continued to churn in discomfort.
He had made her a promise and he wasn’t sure he could keep it. Things might have gone back to normal, but he knew that there would be more fights between them. It was inevitable when he had a job she disliked and a best mate that she despised.
Worse than that, though, he had betrayed her and he knew that if she ever found out, both of their hearts would be broken. He thought of the promise he had made to her, and their baby, months ago when he had first been told about her pregnancy. Now he couldn’t help but think he had already broken that promise.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN



It was Christmas Eve and Toni trudged through the spattering of ice and snow across the estate, wrapped up in gloves, scarf and coat. She had said she was going to the shops and had slipped out of the flat, none of her children paying any attention to her except for perhaps sighing with relief that they could get up to mischief whilst she wasn’t there to supervise.
The streets were busy with people laden with shopping and Toni was relieved that she had already done hers. She had bought gifts and food, all wrapped and ready for tomorrow. She had thrown out Charley’s gift, knowing that she would not be there to collect it and with no intention to get across town to get it.
She saw the cafe at the end of the road and crossed herself. She was going against everything she held dear in meeting with Nathaniel Okoro. He was a bad man, as far as she was concerned, and she had no intention of prolonging their meeting any longer than she had to.
Pushing her way through the shoppers, she made her way into the cafe and looked around the small room with its cluttered wooden tables and flimsy chairs. She saw him before he noticed her. He was much the same as she remembered him, except for twenty years older. He still had a dangerous edge about him. He no longer wore crisp suits, but a fading raincoat and his trimmed facial hair was now a bushy beard that made her shudder.
He caught her eye and held up his hand. Bracing herself, she made her way through the jumble of tables and sat down across from him. The waitress came over but she didn’t order anything and waited whilst Nathaniel ordered a coffee.
“I’m glad you showed up,” he said, leaning forward and surveying her. “You haven’t changed much. Still a formidable force of a woman.”
Toni closed her eyes and prayed for the strength to get through this.
“God can’t help us,” Nathaniel said, smiling, showing a golden tooth amongst the yellowing ones. “Not after what we did. In case you’d forgotten.”
“I never forgot,” Toni said, remaining straight-backed in the chair. “And God will forgive me. I’ve paid my dues and repented.”
“I’m sure you have, but it isn’t as easy as all that.”
Toni glared at him but remained quiet as the waitress returned with a mug of coffee. She placed it in front of Nathaniel and he thanked her, wrapping his hands around the mug and sighing.
“I don’t have much time,” Toni said, determined to assert her authority over the proceedings. “What did you want to meet me for? I hope it wasn’t just to exchange pleasantries, because I don’t have time for that.”
“I think we both know why I’m here,” he said, blowing on his coffee. “I know I’ve been gone for a long time, but I want to change things. I’ve moved back to London.”
“It’s too late to change things. You’ve been gone for too long.”
“It’s never too late,” Nathaniel said, trying his coffee. Toni watched him, noticing a scar on the side of his face that she didn’t remember from before. “The Bible taught me that.”
“You can’t pick and choose which parts of the Bible you follow,” Toni said, shaking her head, feeling indignant. “You’re not a changed man. You still think that words alone are enough. Actions speak louder than words, remember that.”
Nathaniel considered her for a few moments.
“I know that this isn’t easy for you,” he said. “Seeing me after all these years must be hard. I didn’t mean to upset you. That’s why I sent the letters first, to try and pave the way for a meeting. I don’t want to cause distress for you, but you know why I’ve got in touch.”
“I won’t allow it,” Toni said. “No, I won’t allow you to do this.”
“I have a right. I want to see her.”
“The feeling isn’t mutual,” Toni said. “She’s never asked after you. She doesn’t want to know. We don’t want you in our lives.”
“I find that hard to believe. That she’s never asked about me, never wondered or wanted to get in touch. Unless you’ve told her your version of what happened.”
“I didn’t have to tell her anything,” Toni said, shaking her head. “Like I said, actions speak louder than words. You’ve told her all she needs to know just by staying away.”
“I want to make things right.”
“You’ll never be able to do that,” Toni said, getting to her feet. “Now I’m going home, and I don’t want to see or hear from you again.”
“Sit down, Toni. We haven’t finished talking yet. I’m not leaving until you’ve heard me out and you’ve agreed to let me see my daughter. I want to see Charley.”
Toni looked down at him, considering him for a moment. She remembered him as a young, alluring man and now she saw him as an older, perhaps wiser, man sat before her. She hated both.
“You’re dead to her,” Toni said, her voice loud and sharp, causing a few heads to turn in her direction. “If you want to do the right thing, don’t get back in touch. You’re not welcome.”
With that, she turned and hurried out of the café, leaving him at the table, hands wrapped around the mug of coffee. It wasn’t until she reached the end of the street that Toni realised she had been holding her breath. She breathed in deeply and shuddered.
If God loved her, that would be the last time she would ever see Nathaniel again.
* * *
On Christmas Day, Charley woke up and found Bolton in the kitchen, making her breakfast. They had overcome their recent argument, but Charley knew that there would be more. Their relationship was at a turning point. They both had things they wanted to say to each other, but neither one had spoken.
Bolton smiled when he saw her and slid the plate along the kitchen counter to her. Charley sat at the stool and picked up her knife and fork.
“This is a nice surprise,” she said, smiling. “Is this my Christmas present?”
Bolton laughed.
“You’ll have to wait until later for that,” he said with a wink.
After breakfast, they watched television and made the obligatory phone calls to friends and family. Charley was frustrated that Toni seemed to be in a bad mood, even on today of all days, but felt grateful that unlike her siblings, she wouldn’t have to put up with it. She chatted to Leigh-Ann for over an hour, until Leigh-Ann’s mother insisted they end the conversation so that Leigh-Ann could sit down for lunch.
Charley tried her hand at making the dinner, but Bolton took over, worried that she would burn the turkey and overcook the potatoes. Charley didn’t mind and took a glass of wine into the lounge, where she flicked through the channels and listened to the Christmas songs on the radio.   
When they had finished dinner and done the dishes, Bolton covered Charley’s eyes with his hands and led her through to the bedroom. Charley was relieved that the guns were no longer in the flat. He had told her that there would be no more here, but something in his tone gave her reason to doubt him. She had deduced from this that Bolton would continue running the guns, he just wouldn’t store them here. The thought did little to relieve her worries, but at least they would no longer be in the flat to give her an unwelcome surprise when she went through the wardrobes.
“Is this my present?” she asked, as Bolton stopped her and told her to keep her eyes closed. She did as he instructed, curiosity and excitement building inside her.
She heard the wardrobe door open and close.
“Okay, you can open your eyes,” Bolton said.
Charley opened them and found Bolton standing in front of her, a hanger in his hand. An elegant red dress with silver lining hung on the hanger, sinking to the floor. It was beautiful. Charley put a hand to her mouth and gasped.
Bolton’s smile was infectious and she laughed.
“I don’t think I’ll fit into it for a few months,” Charley said, taking the hanger from him and turning the dress so she could see it from all angles.
“I got it specially made just for you,” Bolton said, impressing Charley with his thoughtfulness. “It cost a bit extra, but it’ll be worth it when you wear it on New Year’s Eve and outshine all the other girls.”
Charley beamed.
“It’s amazing,” she said, feeling emotional. This was the Bolton she had fallen in love with, not the argumentative boy who ran guns, but this sensitive and loving young man. “I guess this is the right time to give you your present.”
Bolton looked at her expectantly and Charley stifled a smile. She dropped to her knees and fumbled under the bed for the box she had hidden from him. Leigh-Ann had helped her choose the design, with a little help too from Bolton’s mum. She clasped it in her hands and stood up, handing the box to him.
He thanked her and flipped the box open. A large silver Rolex watch glistened on a velvet cushion.
“It’s great,” he said, pulling it out and adjusting the strap to fit around his wrist.
“Read the back,” Charley said, turning the watch over in his hand.
They both looked down, where a small inscription was engraved into the silver, the writing small and elegant.
“‘To Bolton. Together forever. Love Charley’,” Bolton read it aloud, smiling.
“Do you like it?” she asked.
Bolton nodded and pulled her against him. Charley felt him stir against her and kissed him. Bolton deepened their kiss, his hands running over her curves.
“I’ll show you how much I like it,” he said, his eyes melting as he guided her to the bed and lay her down. “And we don’t have anywhere to be for the rest of the day.”
* * *
Toni served out Christmas dinner and took her seat at the kitchen table. Asher sat on her right, looking downcast but forcing a smile as his mother offered him the knife to carve the turkey. Torey sat across from him, sulking because Toni had taken her phone off her and informed her that she wouldn’t get it back until after dinner.
Huw sat opposite Toni, excited by the festive spirit and singing along to Christmas carols on the radio, waiting with excitement to pull the crackers.
Toni tried not to think about yesterday’s confrontation with Nathaniel, but it seeped into her every thought as she wondered whether he would leave them alone. She had made her opinions clear but she knew what he was like and that made her worried.
He was a far cry from her children, whom she had a measure of control over, even if they did disobey her. She had no influence over Nathaniel. There was a time when she had, but she tried not to think about the past. She had been able to click her fingers and watch him come running. Now they were both older and wiser, and Nathaniel had a mind of his own and his desires were in direct opposition to hers.
He wanted to see Charley. Toni knew that he had every right to want a relationship with her. He was her father no matter how much Toni wished it wasn’t the case. The fact that Nathaniel had played no part in her life made no difference. Toni knew them both too well. If Charley found out he was in London, she would want to meet him. She was too curious and too hell bent on causing trouble for herself and her mother to do anything else, Toni thought.
She sometimes wondered if her difficult relationship with Charley stemmed from her dislike of Nathaniel. No, she told herself. Charley was a troublemaker, that was why they were so often at each other’s throats. Nathaniel had no effect on her anymore, other than to make her worried.
Asher finished cutting the turkey and dished it out around the table. Toni smiled around at her, receiving a grin from Huw and a look of disgust from Torey, who was still annoyed with her.
At least for now, everyone was safe from Nathaniel’s corrupting influence. Toni had spoken to Charley earlier and could tell from her voice that nothing had changed. Nathaniel had not found out where Charley was. Perhaps he still thought she lived here.
Toni took a bite of turkey and wondered at her own cooking. She had learnt from her mother, and wished that she had a daughter worthy of passing her recipes on to. Maybe she would pass it on to Asher’s wife when he got married. She would surely be a worthy woman, if Asher had chosen her as a bride. Charley and Torey were too stubborn and disinterested to appreciate the art of cooking.
With everyone busy eating, Toni felt herself relax and the tension began to lift. Carols filled the room from the radio, and she began to feel herself getting into the spirit of the holiday. She smiled at Asher, and he smiled back.
Yes, she told herself. Nathaniel would go away now, and everything would be fine.
* * *
Nathaniel Okoro sat in his small bedsit and ate the remains of his Chinese take away from the night before. Crumpled cans littered the floor of the kitchenette, but he was used to the mess. Never married and without a steady job, he was used to small and cramped surroundings.
He flicked through channels on the television and wondered what his daughter was doing. He expected she was with Toni. He didn’t know if Charley knew he was back, but he didn’t think she did. He knew Toni well, and he knew that she liked to keep her cards close to her chest. She never shared a problem and was resolute in her determination to ignore things.
He remembered her as a young woman, when he had first met her. She had been attractive and fiercely independent. She had been large and short, but she carried it well and her personality had won him over. She had fought back when he had started an argument and she wasn’t averse to raising her hand to him if he did the same to her.
They had shared a fiery relationship but like all similar romances, it had burnt out. Perhaps because the fire had been too strong between them, but Nathaniel liked to think that it just hadn’t been the right time and that, if things had been different, maybe they would have married and their relationship could have lasted.
As he finished his meal, he shook himself out of his memories. There was no good to come out of reminiscing. It was too late for him and Toni, but it wasn’t too late for him to build a relationship with his daughter, no matter what Toni said.
Something told him that Toni had not been entirely honest about Charley not wanting a father figure. Everyone wanted a father. Especially young girls. They wanted their father to walk them down the aisle and give them away on their wedding day. And Nathaniel wanted to be there for her. He regretted not being there for her so far, but he had just followed Toni’s wishes and kept his distance. Now he was tired of keeping his distance and wanted to take action.
It made his soul ache, knowing that his daughter was somewhere in London, living her life, unaware that her father was so close. He sometimes saw a young girl walking down the street and caught her eye, wondering if it was perhaps his daughter. Then he would blink and realise that she didn’t share any of his features. He had never seen her. How would he know what she looked like unless he was introduced to her?
Yes, he needed to meet her. He needed to build a relationship with her. If she told him she didn’t want to see him, then at least he would have tried. At least he wouldn’t have given up just because Toni had made things difficult. She made life difficult for a lot of people, he was sure, but they didn’t hold their hands up and stop trying.
He picked up his phone and dialled his brother. They hadn’t spoken in a long while, but their bond was strong and he knew he would receive a warm reception. And he was good at finding people. He had to be, in his line of work.
He waited for him to answer and smiled when he did. As he had predicted, his brother was delighted to hear from him after such a long time. Nathaniel wondered why he had taken so long to return to London. His family was here. He should have come back a long time ago.
“Listen, I need a favour,” Nathaniel said, crossing his fingers that his brother could help him. “I need you to find my daughter for me.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Charley observed her reflection in the floor-length mirror. The red gown fit her perfectly and she couldn’t help but feel impressed with Bolton for buying it for her.
Her hair was straightened and she had done her make-up, but she couldn’t shake her irritation. Bolton had told her that they were attending a New Year’s Eve party at Dante’s house and Charley felt frustrated that he had agreed to attend without consulting her first.
She had wondered whether his expensive gift was a way of making amends with her before he had dropped the bombshell. If it had been, she couldn’t fault him. She felt that it would be selfish of her to turn down the invitation after he had spent so much money on her Christmas gift.
Bolton appeared behind her and she turned to face him.
“You ready to go?” Bolton asked.
He was wearing a black suit and white shirt, that brought out the colour of his skin and she felt the pull of him as he looked at her in the dress, his eyes caressing her figure.
“I suppose I am,” she said, picking up her clutch bag from the bed. It was red, to match her dress. Another gift from Bolton. “Is the taxi here yet?”
“They called to say they were downstairs,” he said. “And don’t worry about the party. I know there’s no love lost between you and Dante, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the party sooner. I just wanted you to enjoy yourself.”
Charley sighed. She wasn’t in the mood to get into an argument with him and their relationship was still recovering from the last one. It was the end of one year and the start of a new one. It was time for a fresh start, not the time for another argument.
“Let’s go downstairs then,” she said, taking Bolton’s hand in hers. “You know how taxi drivers hate to wait. And they’ll be charging extra tonight, and all.”
“We have the money,” Bolton said, leading her to the door.
“But I see your point.”
* * *
The party was underway by the time they arrived. Charley felt out of place as Bolton introduced her to friends that she had never met. They clearly knew about her, and she felt as if she were being paraded around like an animal at the zoo.
Dante greeted them warmly and Charley wondered how much he’d already had to drink to put him in such a good mood. He hugged her and she smelt beer on his breath but didn’t pull away. Perhaps now was the ideal time to start afresh; new year, new beginnings and all that.
Bolton found her a seat in the lounge and went to get her a drink, whilst Charley observed the party around her. People were drinking and laughing, but Charley didn’t feel the urge to join in like she normally did. Not being able to drink much, and being pregnant, was putting a dampener on her party spirit.
A large girl in a tight white skirt and heels sauntered over and introduced herself.
“I’m Dante’s cousin, Sapphire,” she said, offering out her hand. Charley took it, and her arm was shaken by Sapphire. “I know who you are, of course. Bolton’s girlfriend, right?”
“Yeah, I’m Charley.”
“Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard loads about you. Congratulations, too.”
“Thanks,” Charley murmured.
Bolton made his way through the crowd and joined them, shooting a glance at Sapphire. Charley was relieved to have him back by her side and took the glass of orange juice gratefully.
“Are you having a good time?” Bolton asked, leaning in close.
“I’m fine,” Charley lied. “I just met Dante’s cousin.”
“I thought I’d come over and introduce myself,” Sapphire said, beaming. “She looked a bit lonely, sitting here all by herself.”
“I just went to get her a drink,” Bolton said defensively, putting his arm around Charley’s shoulders.
Sapphire stayed with them for a while longer, making small talk that made Charley feel bored, before she sashayed off to greet some new arrivals to the party. Bolton stayed by her side, a steady stream of friends joining them to talk and offer their congratulations. Charley smiled and nodded as she was introduced to people, but she felt her interest waning and wished that she had stayed home.
At midnight, they all stood up and formed a loose circle, cheering and hugging and kissing each other as the New Year began. Bolton kissed her tenderly, his hands around her waist. Charley hoped that they would soon be able to go home, now that the point of the party had been and gone.
As the clock ticked on, Charley grew more impatient. Bolton and Dante went outside to smoke and Charley found herself stranded with Sapphire and one of her friends, both of them drunk and making little sense when they spoke. They laughed continuously, but Charley couldn’t see what was funny. She wanted to call a taxi and go home.
She made excuses and left Sapphire and her friend on the couch. The crowd parted to make way for her; nobody wanted to be responsible for bumping into the pregnant girl. Charley made her way outside and found Bolton and Dante at the end of the narrow garden, smoking joints and chatting animatedly.
Bolton smiled when she grew closer, but Dante’s face darkened.
“I was wondering where you’d got to,” Charley said, taking Bolton’s hand in hers.
“Spying, more like,” Dante said quietly, but Charley still heard him.
“I think I’m ready to go home,” Charley said, ignoring Dante and focusing on Bolton, as if she hadn’t heard the comment.
“Should we call a taxi?”
“Yeah, I’ll call one in a few minutes,” Bolton said.
“Why don’t you get one and Bolton can stay here?” Dante said, louder this time, so there was no way Charley could pretend not to have heard him.
She turned to face him.
“We’ve seen in the New Year, now it’s time to go,” she said, trying not to raise her voice. “I’m bored and everyone else is drunk. Have you ever been to a party without drinking? ‘Cos if you had, you’d know how I’m feeling right now. And I’m pregnant, in case you’d forgotten.”    
“That doesn’t mean you’ve got to drag Bolton off with you,” Dante said, shrugging his shoulders and taking a deep drag of the joint. “He’s enjoying the party. You two ain’t joined at the hip, he’s allowed a life of his own, you know.”
Charley glared at him and fought the urge to punch him. She turned to Bolton.
“Are you going to let your mate talk to me like that?”
“Come on, Dante, that was out of order,” Bolton said, putting out his joint. “You can’t talk to my girlfriend like that.”
Dante shot him a dark look.
“You said yourself a few minutes ago that you were having a good time,” he said, sounding exasperated. “Just because your girl wants to ditch the party, doesn’t mean you have to. You got a mind of your own, stand up for yourself.”
“Stand up for himself?” Charley interrupted, indignant and getting pissed off. “You think he doesn’t stand up to me? We have a good relationship and you’re just jealous because he’d rather spend time with me than hanging out with you.”
“You think that do you?” Dante snorted. “You’re a fool, girl. And Bolton, you’re a fool for being with her. Letting her sit home doing nothing whilst you’re out risking your neck just so she can go out and spend all the money you make. Damn, you’re whipped.”
“I ain’t whipped,” Bolton said, shaking his head. “Charley’s right, we’ve got a good relationship.”
“Are we going home now then?” Charley asked, hand on hip. “I’m getting bored of the party, and I don’t much like the company either.”
Dante pulled a face and Charley turned to face him.
“Just because no girl in her right mind would want to go out with you, Dante, that don’t mean that nobody else can have a good relationship. I don’t know what your problem is, apart from the obvious drug issues, but you’ve got to get over it and stay out of my business.”
“And let my best mate get taken advantage of by a girl like you?” Dante asked, leaning forward, menacing, the stench of alcohol on his breath. “No way. I know girls like you. Piece of trash, that’s what. I’m looking out for my mate. When you do him over, I’ll be there and you’ll be long gone.”
“Let’s cut this out,” Bolton said, stepping between them, sounding frustrated. “I’ll call a taxi and we can sort this out some other time.”
“No, I want to sort it out now,” Charley said, leaning around him to face Dante. “He can talk like a big man, but he doesn’t have the balls to tell me what he really thinks.”
Dante laughed.
“You really want to know?” he asked. Charley nodded. “I think you’re a slag and a cunt. You ain’t worth the time it’d take to get your knickers off.”
Charley saw red and lunged forward, knocking the drink out of Bolton’s hand. She drew her hand back and punched Dante hard in the side of the head. Dante swore and hit her hand away as she went for a second punch. Bolton’s hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her away from him, whilst Dante swore and rubbed his ear.   
“Damn bitch,” he said, spitting on the ground by her feet. “Get out of my house.”
Charley felt Bolton against her and wriggled free from his grasp.
“Thanks for backing me up,” she said, turning on Bolton, her anger pouring out, her chest heaving. “Anyone else would have knocked a guy out for speaking to his girlfriend like that, but not you. You just stand there and stop me from hitting him.”  
“Come on, I’ll call a taxi,” Bolton said, reaching for her.
Charley sidestepped him, waving her arms to stop him from coming closer to her.
“I’ll do it myself. And you can stay here and party with your mates, it’s obvious you’d rather be here than at home with me.”
“You know, Char, your mood swings are starting to give me a headache,” Bolton said, gritting his teeth, his own temper rising. “You started that fight; you can’t act like you’re the injured party in this. You wanted him to rise to the bait and he did, you can’t blame him.”
“I blame you,” Charley said, knowing she was being out of order but unable to stop herself. “You never even wanted us to get along. You thought I’d be gone within a couple of weeks, didn’t you? You didn’t think it was worth introducing me to your mates.”
Bolton groaned and rubbed his forehead. Dante stood behind him, still rubbing his ear, glaring at Charley with hatred.
“At first, I thought it was just a bit of fun, yeah,” Bolton admitted. “It turned out to be more than that, though. What else can I say? I’m not a psychic, I can’t see into the future. I don’t know what you expect from me, but whatever it is, I’m clearly not living up to it.”
“I don’t expect much, Bolton. I just want a boyfriend who actually cares what his mates think of me and won’t let them badmouth me. And I want someone whose man enough to admit to his mistakes, not someone who tries to bullshit his way through it.”     
“Right, there’s no point in talking to you when you’re like this,” Bolton said, looking frustrated, his temper subsiding. “You’re being unreasonable. And unfair. I’m not fucking Superman. I’m doing the best I can under the circumstances.”
“Under the circumstances?” Charley repeated, taking in a deep breath. “What, me getting pregnant wasn’t convenient for you or something? Well, it isn’t exactly a bunch of fucking roses for me either.”
She turned on her heel and marched back into the house. Bolton called after her but she ignored him. She needed to calm down before she said anything else that she would regret later when her anger subsided. Nobody inside knew what had happened. Sapphire caught her eye and waved her over, but Charley continued down the hallway and let herself out the front door. Taking a few deep breaths, she called a taxi and sat on the front step to wait for it. She had enough cash, but she wasn’t looking forward to getting home and spending the rest of the night alone.
* * *
Bolton followed Dante back into the house, feeling frustrated and angry with Charley’s outburst. Dante had perked up and opened another can, handing one to Bolton. He downed the can in a few gulps, savouring the taste and wanting to get drunk.
He needed to let off some steam after the argument, and he realised that spending time with Charley was wearing him down. Not just the arguments, but because everything was so serious with her. They had a flat, rent to pay, and a baby on the way. With her, everything was moving so quickly and he had so much responsibility.
When he was away from her, he felt free, more at ease with himself, able to do whatever he wanted. Dante led him into the lounge and they took the sofa over, the room slowly emptying as people left the party to go home or move on to other parties on the estate.
He wondered if Charley would get home all right, but he knew that she would. She would get a taxi, and even if anyone tried to start trouble with her, the mood she was in she could probably take on a few guys single-handed and win.
She had a fierce temper and yet she couldn’t see the resemblance she had to her mother. It was scary, thinking that Charley might one day become her mother. It was a turn off and Bolton tried to shift the thought.
“Your nuts are going to be history when you get home tomorrow,” Dante said, shaking his head and drinking his beer. “I ain’t ever met a girl with such a temper on her before.”
“She’s like her mum,” Bolton said.
“Fucking scary thought.”
They continued drinking and Bolton didn’t protest when Dante pulled out some cocaine and started doing lines. Dante offered him some, and Bolton jumped at the chance. He didn’t care what Charley would think. She had overstepped the mark tonight, so he felt he was entitled to do the same.
Sapphire joined them and took a line for herself, her eyes flickering towards Bolton. He smiled and she came to sit beside him. Dante gave him a knowing look and made himself scarce. Sapphire put a hand on his leg and licked her lips.
“I heard that you and Charley had an argument,” she said, frowning. “I hope you guys sorted everything out.”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Bolton said.
Sapphire’s hand slipped a little higher up his leg, her smile wider.
“That’s cool with me,” she said. “What do you want to talk about then?”
Bolton shrugged, his eyes drawn to her hand. She noticed and raised it a little higher.
She leaned close, giving him an eyeful of cleavage, and whispered in his ear.
“The spare bedroom upstairs is free,” she said, her hand gently beginning to caress his thigh. “We don’t have to do any talking up there.”
Bolton thought about Charley. She had stormed out and told him not to come home. She had embarrassed him in front of Dante and crossed the line when she’d insulted him. His temper rose as he went over the argument in his mind.
He looked at Sapphire.
“Let’s go up there then,” he said. She smiled and took his hand, leading him through the lounge and up the stairs. Dante winked as they passed him. Bolton knew that it was wrong but his anger with Charley was consuming him. He needed to let off some steam and he was about to do just that with Sapphire.    




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Charley paced around her bedroom in her dressing gown, her feet leaving damp prints on the carpet from her shower.
The letter lay on the bed, the words it contained burnt into her mind and clouding her thoughts. She had considered throwing it out and trying to forget about it, but she knew that she would never forget this.
It had been a week since she and Bolton had argued and their relationship was reaching breaking point. He had returned home the day after the party, hung over and still in a bad mood. Charley had tried to apologize for the things she had said and he had listened and reassured her, but she had sensed that something had changed between them.
In the days since then, Bolton had spent more time working and Charley had briefly toyed with the idea of following him, but quickly discarded the idea as being reckless. She wanted to ask him to stay home more, but she knew it would just lead to another argument and she wasn’t sure that their relationship, already so fragile now, could withstand it.
This morning, Charley had awoken to find Bolton already dressed and heading out the door. He told her he was going to work and she nodded and kissed him goodbye, not sure whether he was telling the truth or going out to spend time with Dante and his mates, but she kept quiet. She had showered and had breakfast, before she had seen the letter lying on the mat with the rest of the post.
It had caught her eye because the address was handwritten and that meant that it was personal, not the printed addresses on bills. She had opened it at the kitchen table and sat open-mouthed as she read it.
The letter was from her father. Nathaniel Okoro. She had never met him and her mother had never told her about him, especially not that he had recently returned to London and that they had met up at a cafe on Christmas Eve. The thought both angered and disappointed her. Her mother had kept quiet about him being back in the area, but she was sure that her mother had good reason. Maybe she had kept her in the dark for a good reason.
He had told her little about himself in the letter, just that he had been away from London for a long time and that he was sorry he had never been in touch with her. He said that he wanted to make up with her and try to build a relationship, but only if she wanted to as he accepted that she had a life of her own and that he hardly had a right to expect a warm welcome after so much time had passed.
Charley stopped her pacing and sat on the bed, hugging her robe closer to her. She felt uncertain and caught off guard by the letter, but she also knew that she wanted to meet him. As a young girl she had often wondered what her father was like, and had held out hope that one day he would swoop in and rescue her from her mother and all would be forgiven.
She knew that this changed everything now. Her mother would not be happy that she was in touch with her father, but Charley wasn’t concerned. She just wanted answers from her as to why she hadn’t been told that her father was back in London and had, according to him, been in touch with Toni for a few weeks.
She also knew that her siblings would be affected by the surprise reappearance of her father. Torey and Huw saw their father at increasingly infrequent times and Charley wondered if they would feel jealousy or compassion for her. Asher, whose father had died when he was young, would be the most affected.
Charley liked to think that she and Asher had bonded over the fact that neither of them had a father, and she had felt a strong connection with him as they were left at home with their mother whilst Torey and Huw spent time with their own father. Now that was changing and Charley hoped that Asher would not feel betrayed by her desire to reconnect with her dad.
She briefly considered how he had gotten her home address, but that was hardly the most important thing to consider. She wanted to tell Bolton and ask for his advice, but with things still so rocky she didn’t want to disturb him at work, or wherever he was, and further alienate him.
Instead of ringing Bolton, she picked up her phone and dialled her mother. It was time she got some answers from her and let her know she wanted to meet Nathaniel Okoro.
* * *
Bolton lay back in bed and lit a cigarette. Beside him, Sapphire lit one for herself and picked up the ashtray, placing it on the damp sheets between them.
Since New Year’s Eve, and the argument with Charley, Bolton had become increasingly involved with Sapphire. He felt an increasing isolation from Charley, and he knew that he was as much to blame as she was. Their relationship was filled with pressure and responsibility, and he wanted to run a mile but knew that he couldn’t desert her and leave her to raise his child as a single mum with no support from him.
He still loved her, and he knew that he always would. That didn’t mean, though, that he wanted to spend all of his time with her. She was quite happy to sit at home and wait for him, but he wasn’t made like that. He needed excitement and the home life that Charley desired didn’t appeal to him.
With Sapphire, there was no responsibility and no strings attached. She was fun and likeable, and even if she wasn’t the thinnest or most attractive girl on the estate, she had a nice face and the sex was great.
Neither of them was expecting a long term commitment; or any commitment at all. Bolton just needed a way to let off some steam and a break from the monotony and responsibility of life with Charley. Sapphire, for her part, wanted sex whilst her boyfriend Chris was banged up in prison and unable to fulfil her needs.
They were both clear that when he got out, their liaisons would come to an end. Bolton was fine with that. He didn’t want Sapphire as a girlfriend and he didn’t want to finish things with Charley. He was quite happy to balance both his family life and his single lifestyle, so long as they didn’t intertwine. That was when problems would start to arise.
A car backfired outside and Bolton glanced out of the window. He was expecting Dante to pick him up soon. He had been doubtful when he had learnt that Bolton and Sapphire were spending so much time together, but Bolton had insisted that they were both aware of the nature of their liaisons, and Dante had come around to it, mainly because he knew it would piss off Charley if she ever found out. Bolton checked his watch. They had to collect a shipment of guns, which they now stored at Bolton’s mum’s house, and drive them over to where the buyer had arranged to meet them.
The business deals were bringing in a lot of money and Bolton was enjoying himself. He had enough money to pay all of his bills and still flash the cash about. The risks were high, but Bolton was beginning to forget about them. Making money was like an addiction, and the more he made the more risks he wanted to take in pursuit of the next earner.
His phone beeped from the pocket of tracksuit bottoms, which lay in a heap on the floor, kicked off in a rush of adrenaline and lovemaking.
“That’ll be Dante,” Bolton said, pulling the sheets off him and jumping out of bed, putting his cigarette out in the ashtray. “I’d better go, we’ve got some big orders today.”
“Be careful,” Sapphire said, watching him dress from the bed.
When he’d dressed, Bolton considered her for a moment.
“I’ll come around tomorrow,” he said, and Sapphire nodded.
He let himself out and found Dante waiting in the car outside, tapping his hand on the steering wheel in time with Tinie Tempah’s latest song, blaring out of the speakers.
“You ready?” Dante asked, lowering the music as Bolton climbed in beside him.
“Let’s go make some more money.”
* * *
Charley walked into her mother’s kitchen and found her sitting on a stool, a folded newspaper in front of her. She looked up as she came in, a weary look on her face.
“All right mum?” Charley asked, sitting down.
Toni nodded.
“Where is everyone?” Charley asked, noticing how quiet the flat was.
“Huw and Torey are at school and Asher’s back at work,” Toni replied. She got up and filled the kettle, not meeting her eyes. “You said on the phone that you wanted to talk?”
“Yeah, I got a letter this morning,” Charley said. At the counter, Toni’s back stiffened, but Charley pressed on. “It’s from my dad.”
“Really?” Toni’s voice was calm, but Charley knew it was forced.
“He says he’s been out of the country but now he’s back in London,” Charley said. She waited for Toni to say something, but she had busied herself pouring two mugs of tea and kept quiet. “He said he’d been in touch with you. Why didn’t you tell me?”
Toni paused, before she picked up the mugs of tea and brought them to the table. She put one in front of Charley, before taking one for herself and sitting back on the stool.
“There was nothing to say,” she said.
“So you did meet up with him on Christmas Eve then?”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t think to tell me?” Charley asked.
Toni took a sip of tea and looked at her, shaking her head.
“It wasn’t a good time,” she replied.
Charley felt her frustration mount. She had come here for answers but she wasn’t getting anywhere, and she began to wonder why she had thought it would be a good idea.
“How long have you known he’s been back?” she asked.
“He sent me a letter a while ago.”
Charley shook her head, pieces of the jigsaw falling into place.
“That one you hid from me? I asked you about it and you said it was nothing,” Charley said. “Why didn’t you just tell me then?”
“I didn’t realise he’d keep trying,” Toni said, drinking more tea.
“I still had a right to know,” Charley said. She looked at her mother, but Toni didn’t seem to want to talk anymore. She took another drink and looked down at the table.
Realising she wasn’t getting any answers, Charley pressed on.
“What happened when you met him?” she asked.
“It was a short visit.”
“I need a bit more than that, mum,” Charley snapped, her temper flaring. She hated how she was losing her cool whilst her mother sat there, unmoved and unconcerned. “Did he ask to meet me?”
“He said he wanted to see you and I told him it wasn’t a good idea.”
“Why?”
“I just didn’t think you’d want to see him,” Toni said. Her expression was hard to read, but Charley knew that she was being defiant.
“You should’ve asked, not just assumed you knew what I was thinking,” Charley said, slamming her hands on the table, making the mugs of tea jump. Toni looked at her in surprise, but Charley continued. “You don’t know everything, mum.”
“I thought it was for the best,” Toni shrugged. “Anyway, I see he didn’t listen to me.”
“And if he had, you’d have just let me think he’d never tried to see me, wouldn’t you?”
“You’ve never shown any interest in him before,” Toni said, holding up her hands.
“Only because you cut me down whenever I asked about him. In the end I just stopped asking, because I knew it wouldn’t get me anywhere.”
Charley felt her hands shaking from the stress of trying to get the truth from her mother and took a sip of tea, clasping her mug so that Toni wouldn’t see the affect she was having on her. Toni considered her before speaking.
“I had my reasons,” she said.
“Like what?” Charley asked. She looked at Toni, willing her to give her some information, but Toni remained still as stone. “Come on, mum. You owe me some answers.”
Toni sighed and Charley was surprised to see how agitated she looked.
“I just don’t think you should meet him,” she said.
“Why not?” Charley pressed.
“Just take my word for it.”
Charley groaned.
“Is he dangerous, is that what you’re trying to tell me?” Charley asked, leaning forward, her eyes wide. Toni looked at her and bowed her head. Charley watched her for a moment, and a thought struck her. “Oh, I get it,” she said, shaking her head in disgust. “You just don’t want me to have a relationship with him, do you? You’re pathetic, mum.”
She rose to her feet, her chair scraping loudly on the tiles, and grabbed her handbag.
“You’re just like him sometimes,” Toni said, watching Charley without moving. “You do what you want with no care for anyone else.”
Charley snorted.
“And you don’t mum?”
She turned to leave, when Toni spoke.
“It’s a bad idea,” she said.
Charley turned around and looked at her mother, still sitting down, hands wrapped around the mug, looking supremely unconcerned and defiant in her posture.
“I don’t care,” Charley said, shaking her head. Her mind had been made up. “I want to meet my dad, and I’m going to.”
* * *
“Wait a minute, Ash.”
Asher stopped at the edge of the car park and turned to face Carl. He waited whilst Carl walked towards him, looking frustrated and nervous.
“What do you want?” Asher asked, hands in pockets. “I’ve got to get my train home.”
“I know, this is only going to take a minute,” Carl said, stopping a few feet from him and shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I just wanted to check there were no, erm, hard feelings or anything.”
Asher looked at him contemptuously.
“Why would there be?” he asked, trying not to sound too hurt. “It’s not like anything happened, right? I thought that was what you wanted, to forget the whole thing?”
Carl glanced up at him and Asher saw the worry etched onto his face.
“I did,” he said, “I mean, I do. I just wanted to make sure that we’re still cool.”
“Still cool?” Asher repeated.
“Yeah, I mean, we’re still mates, right?”
Asher shook his head, hardly able to believe his ears. He turned on his heel and began walking down the road towards the tube station. He heard footsteps behind him.
“Please,” Carl said, following him. “I’m sorry about the way I acted before, I just didn’t know what to do.”
Asher stopped walking and turned to face him.
“Look, you made it clear you’re a straight guy,” Asher said, shrugging. “Just go back home to Clare and forget anything happened. It’s no skin off my nose.”
He felt his palms sweating in his pockets and couldn’t quite meet Carl’s eye.
“I just thought we should talk,” Carl said, his voice uncertain. “Maybe we could grab a pint or something down the pub.”
“There’s no need,” Asher shook his head. “We both know where we stand.”
He turned to go but Carl took a step forward.
“Please, I don’t know what else to say,” Carl said.
Sweat was forming on his forehead and he wiped it away, running a hand through his hair and Asher sensed his discomfort. He felt sorry for him, but he didn’t want to get hurt again.
Carl looked at him, waiting for him to say something. Asher kept quiet, not wanting to make it any easier for him, whatever he was trying to get off his chest.
“Right, I know I messed up,” Carl said, agitated. “I just thought we could clear the air, but if you don’t want to, then I guess not.”
He paused, looking like he wanted to leave. Asher sighed.
“What is it that you’re trying to say?” Asher asked, his tone softer. “Just be honest with me, because I’m getting confused. One minute you’re ignoring me because I kiss you. Then you’re kissing me and we’re in bed together. Then you’re telling me you’re straight and it was all a mistake, and now this. I’ve heard of denial, but this yo-yo shit is messing me up.”
Carl looked at him, his eyes clear, trying to find the words. Asher waited, almost holding his breath as he waited to hear what he was going to say. It was time for the truth, no more messing around.
“Come on, Carl,” Asher said, feeling exasperated. “Let’s just get this sorted now. This isn’t doing anyone any good. Just be honest, and then we’ll be getting somewhere.”
“I was confused,” Carl said, talking quietly, so that Asher had to listen hard to hear him over the traffic. “I mean, I knew things weren’t right with Clare. We married fresh out of college before either of us knew what we really wanted. Then when you kissed me, I don’t know, something clicked.”
Asher listened, not wanting to interrupt, holding his breath.
“I didn’t know what to do or what to think,” Carl continued, shooting anxious glances at Asher. “That’s why I was ignoring you. I needed to sort some shit out in my head. Then at the party, I don’t know, I’d had a bit to drink and I couldn’t stop myself. When I woke up, I panicked. I mean, its one thing thinking about stuff like that, but actually doing it is something else. And I just freaked out, I wasn’t sure what to do and that’s why I acted like a jerk.”
“So what happens now?” Asher asked, when Carl fell quiet, lost in contemplation. “Now you’ve had some time to think. What do you want to do?”
Carl was silent for a few moments.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s so much to take in. I mean, I’ve got a wife and nobody knows. No one even suspects, you know?”
“You think I’m out and proud?” Asher asked, taking a step forward. “The only person I’ve ever told is Diane. Everyone else is waiting for me to bring home a wife.”
Carl looked at him, confusion in his eyes.
“But that’s not going to happen,” Asher continued. “I couldn’t do that to myself or her. It wouldn’t be fair. Not when I know that I’m gay.”    
“You mean like what I’ve done?” Carl asked, shaking his head. “I’ve been such an idiot. I thought that if I married Clare, maybe had a couple of kids, the feelings would stop.”
“It doesn’t work like that,” Asher said. “But at least you’re starting to admit it to yourself. It’s just up to you what you do next.”
“You mean if I stay with Clare?” Carl asked. “Stay with her and keep pretending to be something I’m not? I don’t know if I can do that, not anymore.”
Asher fell quiet, watching Carl battle his emotions.
“I can’t keep on like this,” he said. “Not after being with you, not now I’ve got all these other feelings. It’s like you let them all out, and now I can’t get rid of them.”
“But it’s up to you what happens now,” Asher said, trying to be gentle with him, not wanting to scare him off. “You’ve got to take the next step and make a decision.”
“I already know what I want to do,” Carl said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve known for a while, I was just too scared to admit it to myself. I want to be with you.”
Asher felt his breath catch in his throat. Carl looked up at him and their eyes met. A smile played on Asher’s lips, his heart soaring.
“I want to be with you too,” he said, taking a step forward and putting his hands on Carl’s shoulders, looking into his eyes. “I love you, Carl.”
Carl nodded, the agitation easing from his face.
“I think I love you too.”               
* * *
Charley opened her eyes and took a moment to adjust her eyesight to the dark room. She heard the front door of the flat close and footsteps in the lounge. She closed her eyes and kept her breathing soft, not wanting to let Bolton know that she was still awake.
It was midnight and she wondered whether he had been at work until this late, or if he’d been out partying with Dante and his mates. She listened as Bolton stripped down and a beam of light played across the room from the ensuite bathroom.
The light was extinguished as Bolton went into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. Charley sat up in bed as the shower creaked into life.
She lay back down on the pillows and tried to get back to sleep. Her heart was racing and she tried not to think why Bolton would need a shower before getting into bed with her. He had been acting strange recently, but she had put it down to their recent argument. Other thoughts entered her mind but she refused to entertain them.
Bolton loved her. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.
The sound of the shower formed a steady rhythm in her head and she felt herself drifting into sleep. She thought about Bolton and decided that he had probably been out drinking and stunk of beer. She considered waiting for him to towel off and then tell him about the letter from her father but decided against it.
She wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to tell him, but it felt too private. She wanted to establish a relationship with her father before she let Bolton know. If things went badly and they fell out of contact, then Bolton would never need to know.
After leaving her mother’s flat, she had gone to a cafe and spent hours writing out a reply to Nathaniel’s letter. He had included a return address in his letter, so she knew where to get in touch with him. When she had been satisfied with her reply, she had posted it. She wasn’t sure how long it would take before he would get her response, but the thought excited her. She had asked to meet him and she couldn’t help but picture him in her mind.
The shower was turned off and Charley battled to clear her mind. The bathroom door opened a few minutes later and Bolton tiptoed across the room and slid into bed next to her. She felt him stretch out and fought to keep her breathing even.
Within minutes, Bolton was asleep and Charley snuggled against him, his arm automatically closing around her. No matter what happened with her father, she thought to herself, she would always have Bolton at her side.     
* * *
Chris Germaine lay on his bunk bed and looked up at the ceiling, counting the bricks above him like he had done for the past ten months. Sometimes it helped him get to sleep, the sheer monotony of the action shutting down his mind, but tonight he was wired.
Ten months in prison and he had adjusted well to the routine of life behind bars. He had spent time in juvenile halls as a teenager, so he was used to the confinement and the way things happened in a system filled with angry young men all out to prove themselves.
He had a mobile phone and the men had a television in the common room, so the stay this time hadn’t been as frustrating as he had found it the first few times he had served time.
The one thing he missed was his girlfriend. She visited him every chance she got, but sitting across a table with the minimum of contact allowed was not much. Before he’d been sent down, he and Sapphire’s sex life had been phenomenal. She knew how to please him and he knew how to satisfy her. They were a match made in heaven.
He felt himself stirring at the thought of her and tried to control himself.
He was excited, not just at the thought of her, but of being free. His release date had been brought forward for good behaviour. At least, the prison warden thought he had been well behaved. He didn’t know about the beatings he had dished out and the fact that he had dealt whatever he could when the officers’ backs were turned.
Now he was scheduled for release next week and the knowledge that this would be one of his last nights in the cell was like ecstasy to him. His roommate snored loudly and turned over in the bunk beneath him. No more cell mates, either, he reflected.
Instead he would be sharing a bed with Sapphire and he knew they would get no sleep on the night he got out. He could go for hours, the way he was feeling right now, and he knew that Sapphire would be feeling the same, having been apart from him for months without a man’s touch.
He could picture the look of surprise on her face when he turned up at the house. He had not told her that he was eligible for early release. He couldn’t bear to get her hopes up and then have them dashed if he was refused the application.
Now that it was a sure thing, he had considered calling her with the mobile and giving her the good news, but he had stopped himself. The look of surprise on her face, her loving embrace and hot kisses were enough to keep him going until he saw her.
He closed his eyes and began to drift into sleep, his mind filled with thoughts of Sapphire and how grateful she would be to him when he surprised her.




CHAPTER NINETEEN



Charley walked into the cafe and looked around, trying to fight her nerves, her heart beating hard in her chest.
A man in a dark suit, with a tangled black beard and dark skin, caught her eye and they looked at each other for a long moment, drinking in each other’s appearance. Charley knew that this was Nathaniel Okoro, her father. They had the same thin figure and Charley recognised that they shared the same facial structure, with high cheekbones and delicate noses. She smiled and sat down across from him.
They sat in silence for a moment. A lifetime of questions that Charley had thought of had disappeared and she wasn’t sure what to say. She felt awkward, wondering whether she had a mistake in meeting him so soon after they had made contact.
“I’m glad you came,” Nathaniel said, looking at her closely. His voice was deep and smooth, and Charley felt at ease. “I thought perhaps you’d get cold feet and decide you didn’t want to see me at all.”
“I was nervous,” Charley admitted. “But I’m glad I came too.”
Nathaniel nodded and they fell quiet again. Charley shifted in her seat, until the waitress came over.
“I’ll have a tea,” Nathaniel said, before looking at Charley. “What about you?”
“The same, please.”
The waitress nodded and left the table, leaving them in silence again.
“We both drink tea, then,” Nathaniel said.
“Yeah.”
Charley fidgeted and caught Nathaniel watching. She stopped, flattening her hands against the wooden table and looked away.
“I wasn’t sure if you would want to see me,” Nathaniel said, breaking the silence. “When I wrote you the letter, I mean.”
“It was a surprise,” Charley said, still not looking at him.
“After such a long time,” Nathaniel said, sighing. “I’m sorry I haven’t gotten in touch before.”
Charley looked at him and though he looked sincere.
“You said you just got back to London,” she said, trying to keep the conversation going. Nathaniel nodded. “Where were you before?”
“I went home to Jamaica,” he answered.
“Why did you come back here?”
“My mother died and I realised how important family was to me,” Nathaniel said, his voice cracking with emotion. Charley averted her gaze, worried that he might start to cry, but he coughed and continued. “I wanted to see you, before it was too late to do anything about it.”
Charley looked at him and nodded, willing him to go on, but he seemed to be lost in his own thoughts, his eyes clear and looking into hers.
“Your grandmother looked a lot like you, when she was your age,” he said, taking in her face, and a wistful smile crossed his face. “Such a beauty.”
Charley swallowed down her own emotions and wondered how her life might have been if she’d had a grandmother to look out for her. She imagined a fierce Jamaican woman standing up for her against her mother.
“Did she know about me?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Nathaniel nodded. “She was furious with me for not being a father to you.”
He fell quiet as the waitress returned with their tea. Charley tipped a packet of sugar into hers and fought a smile when Nathaniel did the same. He realised she was watching him and smiled at her.
“This is harder than I thought it would be,” he said quietly.
“Yeah,” Charley agreed.
“You probably have a lot of questions for me.”
“I guess,” Charley said, thinking of all the questions she had thought about on the bus here, which had evaporated when she had walked through the door. “I had a long list of them, but now I don’t know.”
Nathaniel nodded in understanding. Charley looked at him and felt a question on the tip of her tongue.
“I guess I just want to know, erm, why you never stuck around?”
Nathaniel sighed, and Charley guessed he had expected the question.
“It was your mother’s decision,” he said, leaning forward. Charley was surprised, and Nathaniel shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t have to listen to her. I’m at fault here, not your mother. We broke up, and I guess the hurt ran so deep between us that it just seemed easier to walk away than try and make it work for your sake. I’m sorry for that, and I wish I’d been stronger, but my only excuse is that I was young and stupid.”
“My boyfriend’s still young, and he isn’t walking away from his responsibilities,” Charley said, before she could stop herself.
Nathaniel looked up in surprise and Charley saw understanding dawn in his eyes.
“You mean, you’re pregnant?”
“Yeah,” Charley said, squaring her shoulders, gesturing to her large bump. “Seven months now.”
“I thought, perhaps, when you walked in,” Nathaniel said, “But I didn’t want to ask.”
He looked down at his tea, and Charley wondered whether she should say something as the silence stretched out again.
“I’m going to be a grandfather,” Nathaniel said, smiling at her.
“Yeah.”
“So you live with him?” he asked, “Your boyfriend?”
“Yeah,” she said. “His name’s Bolton. He’s great. We have our own flat.”
“That’s good. What does he do?”
Charley thought about it for a moment.
“Just some temporary work,” she said, hoping Nathaniel wouldn’t pick up on her hesitation. “Until we get settled, you know.”
“I’d like to meet him,” Nathaniel said, “If that’s all right with you, of course.”
“Yeah,” Charley said, feeling uncomfortable again. “It’s just –”
“Right,” Nathaniel said, nodding. “You didn’t tell him you were coming to see me.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s understandable, there’s no need to apologize,” Nathaniel sighed, offering her a smile. “Of course you weren’t going to tell everyone you were meeting me. I haven’t exactly given you good reason to trust me.”
“I told mum, though.”
Nathaniel looked surprised.
“How did she take it?” he asked.
“Not well,” Charley admitted. “But there’s no change there.”
“Still the same woman I knew all those years ago,” Nathaniel nodded.
“Did you love her?” Charley asked.
“Yes,” Nathaniel said, “Very much.”
“Did she love you?”
“You’d have to ask her that,” he replied. Charley sighed, and Nathaniel smiled at her, sensing her frustration. “I think she did, but it’s hard to tell with your mum sometimes.”
“Tell me about it,” Charley said, shaking her head.
“You don’t have a good relationship with her?”
“We have our moments.”
Nathaniel considered her answer for a moment. Charley took a drink of tea, conscious of Nathaniel looking at her intently.
“I hear she went on to get married and have more kids?” he asked.
“Yeah, but they got divorced years ago,” Charley shrugged. “I’ve got a younger brother and sister.”
“And you’re older brother, of course.”
Charley looked at him, surprised.
“You know about Ash?”
“Yeah, I know about him,” Nathaniel said, his eyes fading as if he were remembering things. Charley watched him, expectant, and Nathaniel smiled. “It’s complicated.”
Charley nodded. She couldn’t expect him to answer all her questions, she reasoned. He had a history with Toni and it clearly hadn’t ended well between them, so some questions were bound to bring back bad memories and painful emotions.
She was stirred from her thoughts when Nathaniel’s phone rang in his pocket. He groaned, clearly unsure over whether to answer or not.
“You should answer that,” Charley said.
“I’m sorry,” Nathaniel said, pulling his phone out and checking the number. “It’s my brother, I have to take it. I’ll only be a minute.”
Charley nodded and Nathaniel answered the phone, crossing the restaurant. She looked through the plate glass window as he spoke down the phone for a few minutes, clearly frustrated by the conversation.
When he returned to the table, he put the phone back in his pocket and took a drink.
“You have a brother?” Charley asked.
“Yes, and I’m sure he’d love to meet you at some point.”
Charley thought of meeting the rest of her family, perhaps cousins, that she had never known she had.
“Yeah, that would be good,” she said.
“I have to go,” Nathaniel said, shaking his head. “But I’d like to do this again.”
Charley nodded.
“I would to.”
“Like I said, I’m sorry about not getting in touch before,” he said, clasping her hands in his. Charley was touched by the gesture. “I just hope I’m not too late to try and have a relationship with you.”
“You’re not.” Charley said, fighting to control her emotions. “I’ll call you, if you like?”
“Yeah,” Nathaniel said, pulling his coat on and dropping money onto the table for the teas. “I would invite you home for dinner, but I’m in between places and I don’t think it would give off the right impression.”
Charley smiled and Nathaniel squeezed her hand.
“Until next time, then,” he said, standing up.
She rose to her feet and he pulled her into a hug. She smelt his cologne and felt tears sting at her eyes and blinked them away. He released her after a few moments and smiled down at her.
When he had gone, Charley pulled her coat on and went out into the street. She looked around, but her father had gone, disappeared into the crowd. She inhaled cold air and felt a fresh spring in her step. It had been an unusual morning, but she was pleased that she had swallowed her nerves and met him.
Her handbag felt heavy and she thought about the twenty pound notes that Bolton had given her this morning to do some shopping whilst he went to work. She rang him, but there was no answer and she didn’t bother leaving a message.
Things still weren’t back to normal and she was beginning to feel frustrated at their inability to resolve their problems with shouting and arguing. She called Leigh-Ann and made arrangements to meet her for a shopping spree.
Whatever Bolton was doing, she hoped he was having fun, because she was going to have a great time spending his money down Oxford Street.
* * *
Bolton groaned with pleasure as he lay back against the pillows. Sapphire smiled up at him and went back to work on him.
His phone rang from the bedside table, but Bolton ignored it, too lost in pleasure. He knew it would be Charley, and he didn’t want to think about her right now. He had given her a wad of cash to go shopping with earlier, and he’d hoped that the gesture would have kept her busy for the day, but evidently not.
He felt his frustration building with her and began to see what Dante meant when he had called her clingy. He couldn’t do anything without Charley ringing him to check up on him or ask him to come home. She was getting on his nerves now. Pregnant or not, she still had to respect his own feelings and he didn’t want to spend every waking moment in her company.
His body felt tense and he shifted his body. Sapphire looked up at him, eyebrow raised in question.
“Don’t you like it?” she asked, “’Cos you ain’t never complained before.”
His body felt tense and every muscle was straining in frustration. He reached for her arm and pulled her up. She straddled him, her hands running over his chest, her fingernails leaving faint marks on his skin. He cupped her breasts in his hands and rubbed them, eliciting a moan from her.
She leant her head back, her hair falling down her back and her eyes closed in pleasure. He moved his arms from her breasts, sliding them down her body to the curves of her hips. She fumbled for a condom on the bedside table and slid it over him with ease, her practised hands quick and efficient. He thrust forward and she stifled a cry as he entered her.
Bolton closed his eyes and thrust his hips back and forth. Sapphire continued to moan in pleasure, and Bolton could feel her body bucking as his hands held firm to her hips.
He heard the door swing open and Sapphire let out a cry. Bolton’s eyes snapped open and he saw a tall man in a vest and jogging bottoms standing in the doorway, his eyes wide in surprise. Sapphire clambered off the bed, pulling the sheets up over her breasts, looking horrified.
“What the fuck’s going on here?” the man said, his voice loud and his fists clenched at his sides. “Sapphire?”
Sapphire moved forward, arm outstretched to him, but he slapped her hand away and glared at Bolton.
“I’m sorry, Chris,” Sapphire was saying, her eyes wet with tears. “I didn’t know you were getting out, I wouldn’t have –”
“I was going to fucking surprise you,” he shouted, turning on her. “And this is what I get back to? Find you riding some other guy in my own bed.”
Bolton jumped off the bed and began pulling on his clothes. He could guess who this was. Sapphire’s boyfriend. And Dante had told him he was a mean motherfucker when he wanted to be, and Bolton didn’t like his chances if they got into a fight.
Chris turned to face him, furious, and took a step forward.
“Let’s talk about this,” Sapphire said, sobbing, clinging to his arm. “Please, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were getting out, and I had needs.”
“You think I didn’t have needs?” Chris shouted, leaning inches from her face, making her cry harder. “But I couldn’t do anything when I was locked up, could I? I thought I’d get some action when I got out, but I find you’ve been getting it from someone else.”
“It didn’t mean anything,” Sapphire insisted, holding on to him as Chris lunged forward towards Bolton. Bolton stepped backwards, but he knew he was trapped. “It was just a fuck, that was all, Chris. Ask him, ask Bolton.”
“Bolton? So that’s what this little-pricked mother fucker’s called,” Chris snarled, throwing Sapphire off him and facing him. “Ready to die, Bolton?”
“Listen, mate, I didn’t mean to disrespect you like this,” Bolton said, holding up his hands, trying to diffuse the situation. “And I’m sorry, man, I really am.”
“Please, Chris,” Sapphire said, stepping in front of Chris and cupping his face with her hands. “I love you, babe.”
Chris spat in her face and grabbed her hair. Sapphire shrieked as he pulled hard, throwing her across the room. She crashed into the wall and fell to the floor, leaving a streak of blood on the wallpaper. Bolton glanced at her. She was lying unconscious, her nose broken and streaming blood onto the carpet. She was naked, the sheet pinned beneath her on the floor.
“You don’t want to do this,” Bolton said, turning his attention back to Chris. “You just got out of prison, you don’t want to get sent back inside do you?”
“Right now, all I want to do is fuck you up,” Chris said, his lips curled back and teeth bared, balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to lunge.
“You’re making a mistake,” Bolton said, looking for a way out.
“Nah, mate,” Chris laughed. “You’re the one who made the fucking mistake.”
He lunged and Bolton was too slow to move out of the way. They fell to the floor and Bolton felt Chris’ fist connect with the side of his head. His head pounded and he tried to fight back, but Chris was on top of him, pinning him to the floor and his fists coming down hard on his face and chest.
“Please,” he said, trying to deflect some of the blows. “Please stop.”
Chris laughed and swung another fist down, and Bolton heard the crunch of his nose being broken. The golden ring that Chris wore cut his eyebrow and a steady stream of blood trickled into his eye. Bolton tried to wipe it away, but Chris knocked his hand out of the way and punched him again.
Then Chris was being pulled off him, and Bolton rolled into the corner of the room. He heard sounds of a struggle and wiped the blood out of his eyes as he clambered to his feet. Dante was struggling with Chris, trying to calm him down. Sapphire was coming around, her eyes unfocused and her legs flailing.
“Get out of here,” Dante shouted at him, “Quick. My car’s down the road.”
Bolton didn’t need telling twice. He took a last glance at Sapphire and left the room, nearly falling down the stairs in his haste to get out of the house. The front door was open and Bolton staggered out into the street, looking for Dante’s car.
Screams came from the bedroom window and he heard footsteps thundering down the stairs, and Dante appeared.
“Fucking run,” he shouted, and Bolton caught sight of Chris running after him.
Bolton threw himself into the backseat of the car and Dante fumbled with the keys. Chris ran across the street, his fists bloodied and his face sweaty. Bolton groaned and Dante swore under his breath.
Chris drew back his fist and hit the window. The glass shuddered but didn’t break. He drew back his fist again, but the engine caught and Dante threw the car into gear and sped away. Bolton saw Chris shouting in the street behind them, before they turned the corner and his breathing began to return to normal.
“That was a fucking close one,” Dante said, taking in Bolton’s appearance. “You’re lucky I came round early and heard that head case going off on one.”
Bolton closed his eyes and felt the pain begin to spread across his body now that the adrenaline was beginning to subside. He moaned and Dante looked at him with concern.
“We got to get you cleaned up,” he said, shaking his head.
“Take me back home,” Bolton said, wincing from the pain. “Charley’s gone out shopping so the place will be empty.”
* * *
As Bolton had thought, the flat was empty. Dante offered to stay with him, but Bolton told him to go. They were supposed to have a meeting with Uncle Jasper, and one of them had to show up. Uncle Jasper didn’t like people to cancel meetings without good reason.
“You sure you want me to leave you like this?” Dante asked, hovering in the doorway. “Some of them injuries look serious.”
“It’s just a couple of cuts and bruises,” Bolton said, waving him away. “I need a shower and some plasters, that’s all.”
“What you going to tell Charley?”
“Don’t know.”
“You better think of something,” Dante said, still uncertain. “She’s going to want to know how you got messed up so bad.”
“I’ll make something up.”
“You sure you’re going to be all right?”
“Listen, we should be worried about what Uncle Jasper’s going to do when I don’t turn up for the meeting,” Bolton said, feeling his energy waning. “You’ve got to think of something.”
“I’ll just tell him what happened,” Dante said.
Bolton nodded, heading for the bathroom. Dante remained in the doorway, looking worried, but he left the flat and closed the door behind him.
Alone, Bolton showered and tried not to look at the blood that pooled at his feet, diluted by the hot water but still bright enough to make his stomach churn.
He dried himself off and stood in front of the mirror, taking in his injuries. His nose was swollen, but Dante had snapped it back into place in the car and although it stung, Bolton was grateful that it had not been worse. His eyebrow was cut, and his bottom lip was swollen and sore. His chest and shoulders were a dark purple from the bruises, but nothing felt broken.
Two painkillers later and the pain began to ebb away, leaving Bolton to consider what had happened. He knew that Chris had been in the right. He’d come out of prison to find him in bed with his girlfriend. He had deserved the beating, Bolton reasoned.
Still, it was an inconvenience for him. He had missed the meeting with Uncle Jasper and he hoped that Dante had been convincing in his excuses, or Uncle Jasper would be angry and Bolton knew the beating he’d get from him would be far worse than the one he’d gotten from Chris.
Not only that, but he would have to explain his injuries to Charley when she got home, and he wasn’t sure she would settle for a simple explanation. She would want to know details and it would be that much harder to go to work, with her worried about his safety and fretting over whether he was in trouble.
The key sounded in the lock and Bolton waited for Charley to join him in the bedroom. He heard her in the kitchen and a few minutes later, she appeared at the foot of the bed, her face a mask of shock.
“What the fuck happened to you?” she asked, her eyes travelling from his face to his bruised chest and back again.
“I got into a fight,” Bolton said, shaking his head. “Just some drunken guy that wanted to throw a few punches.”
“I guess you lost the fight,” Charley said, dropping to his side and stroking his face, making him wince. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Have you been to a doctor?”
“No, and I don’t need to go either,” Bolton said. “It’s not as bad as it looks, and I’ve taken some painkillers and put some cream on the cuts.”
“I still think you should see a doctor, just to make sure.”
“I’m fine,” Bolton said, feeling his temper rising.
“Well you don’t look fine,” Charley said, glaring at him.
Bolton’s temper wavered and his gaze softened. He raised his body off the pillows, and cupped her face in his hands.
“Look, I know it looks bad, but it’s just a few bumps and bruises,” he said, keeping his voice soothing. Charley didn’t look convinced, but she was quiet. “It’s nothing serious and I’m just relieved it’s nothing worse.”
“Did you go to the police?”
“No, there’s no point,” Bolton shook his head.
“Maybe if you had a word with Asher, he could –”
“No,” Bolton interrupted her. The last thing he needed was the police involved. “I just want to forget about it all, Char. Please, just leave it.”
Charley looked at him and sighed.
“All right, I’ll leave it,” she said, getting to her feet. “But if it happens again, I’m not going to let you just forget about it, okay?”
“It won’t happen again,” he said.
She went into the kitchen to make him dinner, and Bolton relaxed against the pillows. He wanted to ring Dante and see how things had gone down with Uncle Jasper, but he didn’t want to push Charley too far, not when she had agreed not to talk to Asher about what had happened.
He felt a moment’s guilt as he thought of Charley cooking his dinner and getting him some more painkillers, when the injuries had been caused because he had been shagging Sapphire. He closed his eyes and forced the feelings away.
It was his fault, he could admit to that, but he held Charley to blame as well. If she hadn’t pushed him to his limit, he wouldn’t have felt the need to play away from home. He knew that excuse was poor, but it lifted his spirits a little and eased his guilt.
After dinner, Charley rubbed ointment onto his chest and he felt himself stirring. Charley noticed and kissed him, her hair falling down onto his chest and tickling his skin. He pulled her closer and deepened their kiss. No matter how much she pissed him off, he had to admit that she still turned him on.
“I guess I should go on top,” Charley said, as he unstrapped her bra and traced a line with his finger between her breasts. “We don’t want to make your injuries any worse.”




CHAPTER TWENTY



Asher kicked the duvet aside and rubbed his eyes, sitting up in bed and groaning as the alarm clock bleeped.
“Turn that bloody thing off,” Asher said, nudging Carl beside him.
Carl rolled over and hit the alarm. Silence descended over the room and Asher climbed out of bed and went into the bathroom. He heard the now familiar sounds of Carl’s morning routine. He joined him in the bathroom a few minutes later, still rubbing sleep out of his eyes, his hair ruffled from sleep.
“We’ve got to be at work in an hour,” he said, running the tap and pulling the cap off the shaving foam.
“There’s time for a bit of fun, though,” Asher said, turning on the shower, surprised by how comfortable he felt standing naked in front of Carl.
A few weeks ago, he had only dreamed of this and now it was reality. There were still things to sort out. Important things, but they were together and that was what mattered.
Carl looked at him through the reflection in the mirror, his eyes travelling over his body. His lips twitched and Asher beckoned him towards him.
“Screw shaving today,” Carl said, turning off the tap and dropping the razor back onto the counter. “No one cares about a bit of stubble, anyway.”
“That’s the spirit,” Asher said, stepping into the shower.
The water was hot and Asher changed the temperature gage, stepping aside so that Carl could join him. He looked at him.
“I never thought we’d end up like this,” Asher said.
“Me neither,” Carl said, smiling now. “But I’m glad it’s happened.”
* * *
Half an hour later, Asher sat in the car as Carl drove them to work. His mood had changed after they had showered together, and Asher was worried by the mood he was in.
“Is something wrong?” he asked, watching him out of the corner of his eye.
Carl kept his eyes on the road and paused before answering.
“I got a text from Clare,” he said, and Asher knew he was fighting hard to control his emotions. “She’s coming home later today.”
Asher felt his spirits sink. They had enjoyed a few days of bliss, alone in the flat with nobody to disturb them, and he had hoped that their relationship was finally getting into a stable rhythm. All thoughts about Clare had left his mind and he had almost forgotten that Carl had other responsibilities that he had to take care of before they could be together properly.
“What are we going to do?” Asher asked, keeping his voice level.
“I don’t know, but we’re going to have to think seriously about it.”
“I don’t have anything to think about,” Asher said, “I love you and I want to be with you. It’s you that’s got to make the decisions.”
“I’ve got to break-up with Clare,” Carl said, his voice resigned. “It’s not going to be easy, but if we’re going to be together then I’ve got to do it.”
“How do you think she’ll take it?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Are you going to tell her the truth?”
Carl looked at him, looking tormented.
“About me and you?”
“Yeah,” Asher nodded.
“I’m not sure,” Carl said, returning his eyes to the road. “I’ll have to talk to her after work. I’ll just tell her things aren’t working.”
Asher looked at the road in front of them and could see the station ahead. He sensed Carl’s nerves and remained quiet, leaving him to his thoughts. He was pleased that Carl was ready to finish his marriage, but he didn’t envy him the task.
* * *
Bolton awoke with a banging headache, Charley curled up in the crook of his arms, her face peaceful in sleep. He carefully extracted himself from her and showered. His bruises had already begun to fade, but the cut across his eyebrow was still prominent and his nose was swollen.
He swore under his breath and dressed quickly. He had to speak to Dante and find out what had happened in the meeting with Uncle Jasper. He needed to know whether he was in trouble, and if so, how serious the trouble would be.
Dante answered on the first ring, his voice slurred from sleep.
“What time do you call this?” he groaned down the phone.
“I know it’s early,” Bolton said, pacing around the kitchen. “But I got to know how the meeting went yesterday.”
“He just wanted to check up on things. I think he was a bit pissed off that you weren’t there, you know how he likes you better than me. Anyway, I told him what happened and he said that he’d need to have a word with you.”
“Shit. What kind of word?”
“He didn’t really say, but I wouldn’t worry about it mate. He weren’t too pissed off once I’d told him. I guess he just wants to make sure I weren’t lying or something.”
“Cheers,” Bolton said. He heard footsteps in the lounge and knew that Charley had woken up. “I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you later.”
“No worries.”
Bolton closed his mobile, just as Charley walked into the kitchen, looking relieved when she found he was still home.
“Who were you talking to?” she asked.
“Just something to do with work. I’ve got to go out for a bit.”
Charley’s face fell and Bolton looked away. He was doing the work so that she could have everything that she wanted, but she still wasn’t happy.
“How long are you going to be?” she asked, putting the kettle on.
“I don’t know, however long it takes.”
“Will you be back for tea?”
Bolton shrugged, wanting to get out of the flat and away from her.
“I said I don’t know,” he said.
“Don’t get all moody,” she said, scowling. “I don’t think you should even be going to work, not when your face is still all mashed up.”
“It’s fine, just superficial injuries. I’ve seen worse.”
“All the same, maybe you should take some time off,” she pressed on. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something.”
Bolton’s phone rang and he answered. Charley rolled her eyes and poured herself a cup of coffee, shooting him angry looks.
“I need a word with you,” Uncle Jasper said down the phone. Bolton stiffened and strained, trying to tell from his voice whether he was angry, but he couldn’t. “If you could drop by sometime this morning, it would be much appreciated.”
“Sure,” Bolton said, keeping his voice light. “I’ll be right around.”
Charley was glaring at him when he hung up.
“Did you not hear what I said?” Charley said, hand on hip. “About taking some time off? You’ve been working too hard, we hardly ever see each other anymore.”
“I don’t hear you complaining when I bring home my wages,” Bolton said, unable to stop himself. “Anyway, this is important. I can’t hang around here, not today.”
“And you don’t know when you’ll be back?” Charley asked.
Bolton shook his head, grabbing his keys off the counter.
“What am I supposed to do today?” Charley asked, following him out of the kitchen, sounding annoyed. “I’m bored, sitting here all day waiting for the baby to come.”
“Go shopping,” Bolton said over his shoulder.
“I’ve been shopping loads lately,” she said, still trailing after him. “I guess I could go and see my dad again.”
Bolton paused with his hand on the latch. He turned to face her, and the confusion must have shown on his face, because Charley shrugged.
“My dad sent me a letter awhile back,” she said. “We met up yesterday. I was going to tell you, but you’re always too busy.”
Bolton was surprised and annoyed that she had done something so important without even telling him about it. He had been here last night, and the night before, and yet she had thought it unnecessary to tell him what was going on.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Charley shrugged.
“Like I said, you’re always too busy to listen to anything I say these days. I told mum, and you can probably guess what she thought about it. And I told Leigh-Ann yesterday, when we went shopping.”
“You told your mate but you didn’t think to tell me?” Bolton snapped.
“I tried to ring you, but you were busy. I told Leigh-Ann because she knew that something was up and she actually wanted to listen. I don’t see what the issue is, I’m sure you don’t tell me everything.”
Bolton considered her for a moment. She was right. He thought about yesterday morning and how he had been in bed with Sapphire whilst Charley met with her father. He had not told her nearly half of everything, but he still felt resentment towards her.
“If you’re stuck with nothing to do, why don’t you ring Leigh-Ann?” he said, turning away from her and opening the front door. “You obviously care a God damn lot more about her than you do about me.”
“Bolton, that’s just stupid, you know I love –”
He threw himself out the door and slammed it, cutting her off mid-sentence. He heard her shouting his name, but he continued down the stairs and out of the building. He knew that he had been unreasonable, but the frustration he was feeling towards her was becoming hard to control.
Knowing that he had to meet Uncle Jasper didn’t improve his mood and he kicked an empty can hard across the street, getting a nasty look from a neighbour. He ignored her, setting off down the street. He glanced up at the top floor and saw Charley watching him from the window. He quickly turned away and tried to focus on what was coming next.
* * *
Uncle Jasper sat in the flat and watched as Ritchie Masters counted out a pile of notes on the table in front of him. When he was finished, Jasper dismissed him and looked down at his hands. The gold rings glinted in the dim sunlight coming through the blinds and he sighed.
Profits were steadily increasing and he knew that he was a lucky man. His dealings in firearms were proving to be a big money-spinner. It seemed that everyone, from small time pimps to foot soldiers to teenage boys, was looking to get their hands on a gun.
It was this intuition, an ability to sense what people in his circles needed and provide it at a nice profit for himself, that had enabled him to get so far in the industry. He had started out as a yardie, running small errands for the Jamaican mobsters in north London. He had risen through the ranks surprisingly quickly, from selling a bit of coke on the side to running an operation within a few short years. When turf wars had torn apart the gang, Jasper had seen his opportunity and taken control. Nobody had seen it coming, but it seemed that no one dared to argue with him. It was his street smarts that had made him so wealthy, but it was his propensity for extreme violence and retribution that had established him as a fixture in his old neighbourhoods. His former superiors soon either accepted his leadership or found themselves at his mercy.
For a time, he had ruled north London with his drugs trade and army of young recruits. He let some younger lads run their own stuff; he had let the Banks brothers run the Goldsworth because he had eyes on the bigger prize. None of them seemed to last the distance anyway. The Banks brothers were history. Now that he was getting older, some people were wondering whether he would retire from the life and give over his businesses to younger associates.
Uncle Jasper had no intention of retiring, but he was well aware that he had distanced himself too much from the running of his empire. He had known what he was doing, protecting himself from police detection and letting more junior men take the rap when things got messy. Now he was beginning to regret his decisions.
Somebody was stealing from him. He would not have realised, if it weren’t for the fact that he had noticed a few discrepancies when he had looked over the books. It had taken a few months to deduce exactly how much had trickled out of his pocket and into someone else’s, and he still wasn’t sure who was behind the thefts, but he was determined to find out.
He knew that the culprit had to be somebody high up in his organisation. A foot soldier would not have had the brains, or the bravado, to do such a thing. It was someone that he trusted. That made it all the more difficult to swallow, that somebody was taking him for a fool and had the nerve to smile to his face.
What he needed was a disciple, someone young and fresh, whom he could train up to be his right hand man and who would owe him everything, and therefore never betray him. He had sons and daughters, all from different mothers, but none of them had seemed interested in his businesses. A few of his sons had helped him out on occasion, but they were all more interested in spending his money than making it, and he knew that they had neither the brains or the drive to let him guide them.
He thought about Bolton Smith. He was young and he had a baby on the way. It seemed like he needed the money and he had a good head on his shoulders. He had impressed him in the tasks he had been given so far. Uncle Jasper considered it. The boy would make a good disciple for him. He would take some persuading, but Uncle Jasper knew that only a fool would turn down an offer this lucrative from him.
Ritchie appeared in the room and told him that Bolton had arrived. Uncle Jasper nodded and smiled as Bolton walked in. His face was, as Dante had informed him, a mess. He had seen far worse but it still looked painful. Bolton sat down awkwardly in front of him, but he didn’t show the nerves that his friend did.
“How are your injuries today?” he asked, smiling at Bolton over his crossed hands.
Bolton shrugged.
“They’re not too bad,” he said. “And I’m sorry I didn’t come to the meeting. They were pretty sore yesterday and -”
Uncle Jasper held up a hand and Bolton fell silent.
“There’s no need to apologize,” he said, shaking his head. “These things happen. They are a nuisance, no doubt, but life goes on.”
“Thanks, sir.”
“What were the circumstances under which you received these injuries?” Uncle Jasper asked, keeping his voice officious.
Bolton looked uncomfortable, but Uncle Jasper nodded in encouragement, and he explained what had happened. Jasper listened intently. In his mind, a plan had begun to form and he knew that he had found a way to ensure Bolton was his man through and through.
“You’ve had a shock,” he said, when Bolton had finished. “I’m pleased you felt that you could confide in me about what has happened.”
Bolton smiled in relief and Uncle Jasper dismissed him. Alone in his office, Uncle Jasper couldn’t help but smile at the brilliance of his mind.
He called in Ritchie and gave him instructions.
“I think it’s time that we pay this Chris Germaine a visit.”
* * *
Sapphire Cortez knew that something was wrong when she answered the door. She didn’t recognise either of the men who stood before her but she didn’t need telling twice when they told her to make herself scarce.
She grabbed her purse off the end table and hurried down the street, not daring to look back to see what was happening.
The two men went inside and closed the front door behind them. The sound of the television was coming from the living room, but nobody was there. One man picked up the remote and turned up the volume. The ceiling creaked above them and both men looked up, before glancing at each other and nodding.
Chris Germaine was lying on his bed watching porn. When the two men walked in, he jumped off the bed and hastily pulled on his boxers.
“What are you doing up here?” he asked, his voice shaking. He had known one of the men from his time in juvenile hall, and he knew who he worked for. “Where’s Sapphire?”
“Your girlfriend went out,” one of the men said, “She ain’t going to be back for a while.”
The colour drained out of Chris’ face but he remained defiant, squaring his shoulders, readying himself for a fight.
The two men were more than a match for him and had him pinned to the ground within moments. He struggled against them but he knew that it was a futile effort.
One of the men pulled out a hammer, and Chris eyed it with mounting horror.
“Uncle Jasper sends his regards,” he said.
Chris tried not to show his panic or his pain as the hammer connected with his legs and arms. His eyes watered and his jaw ached from keeping his mouth firmly shut. He knew that his arms and legs were broken. Whatever happened now, he was going nowhere. He just prayed that this was all the punishment he would get. He thought about Sapphire and whether she had called the police, but he knew that she wouldn’t have. She wasn’t a grass. That was one of the things that had so attracted him to her. It seemed ironic now.
The two men stopped and stood up, surveying the damage they had done. Both were smiling and Chris closed his eyes, praying that they would leave now.
“Don’t look so pleased for yourself,” a deep, low voice said.
Chris opened his eyes and knew that he was going to die.
Uncle Jasper stood between the two men, looking down at him with distaste. He nudged his leg with his foot and laughed.
“You won’t be going anywhere,” he said, exchanging grins with the other men. “That will just make this all the more sweet.”
He reached behind him and placed a black box on the bed. The porno movie was still playing out on the screen behind them, the noise muted. Chris eyed the box. It looked like a workman’s tool box and he knew that it meant nothing good.
A few moments later, Chris saw what would kill him. Uncle Jasper lifted a blowtorch up and gave a short demonstration. The flame coming from the nozzle burnt white hot. Chris began to sweat just at the thought of such heat. His bladder weakened and he felt urine trickling down his thighs, the sodden material of his boxers sticking to his skin. One of the men noticed and they all laughed.
The two men stepped back as Uncle Jasper wielded the blowtorch.
“Please,” Chris begged, as he stepped closer. “I’ll do anything.”
Uncle Jasper smiled, gold teeth glinting, his eyes cold.
“There’s nothing you can do for me,” he said, his smile widening. “The only way you are of any use to me is dead.”
Chris tried not to scream, determined to prove what a hard man he was. His face contorted as he felt the hot air draw closer to his leg. He kept his eyes firmly closed, tears pooling behind his lids.
Within seconds, he let out a scream so high that one of the men turned up the volume on the dirty movie. When the heat subsided, the pain remained, but he kept his eyes closed, knowing that he wouldn’t like anything he saw. His stomach churned and he fought the urge to vomit, the smell of burnt flesh suffocating him.
As Uncle Jasper lowered the blowtorch again, this time directing the flame to his other leg, Chris prayed to God that he would die.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Bolton listened to the news and froze in shock.
Charley continued talking and he gestured for her to be quiet. She protested and Bolton turned up the volume, listening intently. Charley looked mutinous and slammed her glass down onto the counter and stormed out of the room.
He caught the end of the news report and felt his heart beat rapidly. He was sure that he had heard right. Chris Germaine was dead. The news reporter had said that his body had been found on Clapham Common and that his family had been informed. They had said nothing about the investigation or any suspects, apart from that police were looking for anyone who might have seen something suspicious in the area last night.
It had been a few days since his meeting with Uncle Jasper and Bolton had thought he was just getting back into his good books. At the meeting, Uncle Jasper had been warm but Bolton had sensed that something was going on behind his eyes and had worked hard to prove that he still had what it took to work for him. Now that Chris had been killed, Bolton wondered if Uncle Jasper would react badly.
Surely Bolton would come under suspicion, and even though he knew that he had played no part in his murder, Uncle Jasper would not appreciate any police interest in him.
Charley returned to the room and looked questioningly at him.
“You mind telling me what that was all about?”
Bolton shrugged, turning his back on her and lowering the volume on the radio again.
He heard her heels clattering on the wooden floor and turned, finding her inches from his face, anger in her eyes.
“Are you ignoring me now?” she demanded.
“No, I just wanted to listen to the news.”
“Why?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“What’s going on?” she insisted. “I can tell that something’s wrong. I’m not stupid, you know.”
“You could have fooled me,” Bolton snapped.
Charley hissed and drew herself up to her full height.
“Whatever problems you’ve got going on, there’s no reason to take it out on me.”
Bolton opened his mouth to apologize, but Charley was already walking out of the room. He stopped himself from following her. His apologies could wait.
He rang Dante and got his voicemail. He left a message, asking him to call him back urgently and telling him to check out the news.              
A few minutes later, Dante called him.
“What’s going on?” he asked when Bolton answered. “I got your message.”
“You listen to the news?”
“Nah, can’t be bothered with all that.”
“You should,” Bolton said, lowering his voice so that Charley would not overhear anything. “I just heard that Chris Germaine’s fucking body turned up. Someone killed him and went over him with a blowtorch.”
“Fucking hell.”
“Exactly,” Bolton said, blowing out some air. “They’re going to think it was me.”
Dante was quiet for a moment, and Bolton found himself holding his breath.
“Not if Sapphire doesn’t say anything about the fight,” Dante said, and Bolton could hear the wheels turning in his brain. “Then the police won’t have any reason to think it was you. I’ll go round there now, have a word with her.”
“You think it’ll work?”
“It’s all I can think of,” Dante said.
“What do you reckon Uncle Jasper’s going to say?”
“I dunno, but he can hardly say anything. The amount of people he’s whacked.”
“Yeah, but don’t you think he’ll be pissed at me? He might think I did it.”
“He might be, but I reckon if he does it’ll just make him like you even more. I mean, he’s always saying how we’ve got to prove ourselves. He’ll probably give you a promotion.”
Bolton groaned. He appreciated Dante’s positivity, but he couldn’t find it within himself to be so confident. If he was honest, he was shitting himself.
He hung up and ran a hand through his hair. The police would have no proof, because he hadn’t been involved in Chris’ murder. Still, the thought that the police could turn up at any minute had him on edge. And Charley would find out if he was arrested, and she would probably find out that the reason he had been involved in the fight was because he’d been caught in bed with Sapphire. He was pissed off with Charley, but he didn’t want her to find out about him cheating on her all the same.
Charley remained in the lounge, her eyes fixed on the television. Bolton watched her from the doorway for a moment and retreated to the hallway. He felt edgy here and he knew he had to get some fresh air and feel like he was doing something. He pulled his trainers on and was heading to the door when the doorbell rang.
He froze. The thought of the police turning up now made him break out in a cold sweat. He crept to the door and looked through the keyhole. He sighed in relief and opened the door to Leigh-Ann.
She gave him the once over and didn’t look impressed.
“I’m surprised to find you here,” she said, frowning. “From what I’ve heard, you’re like a cat nowadays. Always off somewhere, creeping in and out as you please.”
Bolton swallowed down a reply and glared at her. She stepped around him and he resisted the urge to grab her by her hair extensions and throw her out. She had some nerve, disrespecting him in his own flat.
“Tell Charley I’m going out,” he said, opening the door wider and stepping into the corridor.
Leigh-Ann shot him a dark look and sauntered off into the lounge. Bolton closed the door behind him and tried not to think about what bullshit Leigh-Ann would be pouring into Charley’s ear about him.
He would have to have a think about that later. He didn’t think it was a good idea for Charley to spend so much time with her, not when she so obviously had an issue with him. Still, he had more important problems to deal with first.     
Out on the street, he paused and tried to decide what he should do first. He wanted to see Sapphire and try to persuade her to keep quiet, but he didn’t want to tread on Dante’s toes and he thought there was a good chance that the cops would be at her house anyway.
He flagged down a taxi, knowing where he had to go. He gave the driver directions and fastened his seatbelt, unable to stop his nerves. He had to go and see Uncle Jasper.
* * *
“He’s just stressed out from work,” Charley said, taking the drink Leigh-Ann handed to her and they both sat down on the sofa.
“You can’t keep defending him,” Leigh-Ann said, shaking her head. “I know that you’re not happy. I’m your best mate, remember? Come on, what’s wrong?”
Charley sipped her drink and looked at Leigh-Ann. She was right, there was something wrong but she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to talk about it. The person she really needed to sit down and talk to was Bolton, but he wasn’t here. He had left without even saying goodbye to her.
“I guess we’re just getting used to living together,” Charley said. “You know, you have all these expectations about what it’s going to be like. I just didn’t realise that Bolton would have to work so much.”
“If you’re not happy, you can always come and stay with me,” Leigh-Ann said.
“Thanks, but things haven’t gotten that bad. I guess I just put too much pressure on him and he’s getting stressed out. Maybe I should ease up on him a bit.”
“You can’t blame yourself. He got you pregnant, he should be supporting you.”
“He is, Leigh-Ann.”
“Financially, maybe, but you need emotional support too,” Leigh-Ann said, lines appearing on her forehead as she frowned. “Why don’t guys seem to understand that?”
Charley was quiet for a moment. The truth was that Bolton had been emotionally supportive. Despite their arguments, her faith in him never wavered. She trusted him and had no doubts that he would always be there for her.
“Talking of guys taking responsibility, have you arranged to meet your dad again?” Leigh-Ann asked, snapping Charley out of her thoughts.
Charley shook her head.
“Why not? I thought you got along with him.”
“Yeah, I did,” Charley said, relaxing some now that they were off the subject of Bolton. “I just don’t want him to feel pressured into meeting me. It’s best if we take things slow. It’s been so long, I don’t want to scare him off.”
Leigh-Ann rolled her eyes.
“You worry too much,” she said. “Your dad wouldn’t have gotten in touch if he hadn’t wanted a relationship. And as for pressuring him, hell, I figure he owes you. He ain’t been there for you your whole life, he deserves to feel a bit of pressure.”
Charley nodded. She loved Leigh-Ann, but sometimes she only saw things in black and white. She didn’t realise that some things were in a grey area, and that caution and concern were important. Leigh-Ann blazed through life doing what she wanted, keeping resolute and unmoveable in her opinions. Charley was pleased for her, but she couldn’t help being more considerate of others.
“You should ring him,” Leigh-Ann continued. “If nothing else, it’ll give your mum something else to complain about.”
Charley smiled. It was almost worth seeing her father just for that.
“She was round at mine the other day, chatting to my mum. She gave me the third degree, trying to find out if you were planning on seeing him again.”
“Did you tell her?” Charley asked.
“No way, I just let her think the worst,” Leigh-Ann said, letting out a laugh. “You should have seen the look on her face. Anyway, she was telling my mum how she thought it was a bad idea. She wouldn’t stop going on about it for ages. In the end, my mum only got her to stop when she changed the subject to you and Bolton.”
Charley laughed, but her thoughts returned to Bolton. She wondered what he was doing and what was bothering him.
“Did he say where he was going when he went out?” she asked.
Leigh-Ann shrugged.
“Probably out at work,” Charley said, more to herself than Leigh-Ann.
“Are you sure that he’s always at work?”
Charley was surprised by the question. She looked at Leigh-Ann, eyes narrowed, but her friend didn’t elaborate.
“What else would he be doing?” she asked, still watching her closely.
Leigh-Ann shifted uncomfortably.
“Leigh-Ann, if you’ve heard something then I have a right to know.”
“It’s just a rumour. It’s probably not even true, you know how people like to talk shit around here. Anyone gets happy, and someone tries to stir up trouble.”
“Spit it out,” Charley said.
She watched Leigh-Ann and felt her stomach lurch. She wanted to know what was being said about her, but at the same time she dreaded what she would hear. Even if it wasn’t true, the thought would plant itself in her mind and she didn’t want to add more problems to her ever-growing list.
“Well, I was talking to a girl from school a couple of days ago and she said that she heard through her boyfriend that Bolton was, well, playing away from home.”
Charley’s breath caught in her chest. She was shocked. She had considered the possibility, of course, but she had never given it much thought. She trusted Bolton too much and she didn’t want to strain her relationship by worrying about his faithfulness, not when he was working so hard to support her and the baby.
“Like I said, it’s probably just some stupid rumour,” Leigh-Ann said quickly, looking uncomfortable at Charley’s expression. “I wouldn’t pay any attention to it.”
“Did this girl say anything else?” Charley asked, trying to keep her voice as normal as she could, when she wanted to scream.
Leigh-Ann took a moment to think. Charley tried to hide how anxious she was, folding her hands into her lap.
“I don’t think so,” Leigh-Ann said, shaking her head. Charley sighed. Leigh-Ann sat up straight and her eyes widened. “Actually, I do remember something else. She said something about not understanding why he was seeing the other girl, because she was a right pig apparently. Some girl who’s boyfriend’s locked up.”
Charley’s mind raced. She remembered the New Year’s Eve party, when she had been cornered by Sapphire Cortez. She had told her, in slurred words, that her boyfriend was in prison and that she missed him desperately. Straining to remember more, Charley closed her eyes. She could remember offering her sympathies to her and Sapphire had laughed, saying something about finding a temporary replacement until he got out.
Then Bolton had joined them and Sapphire had fallen quiet and left soon after. Charley had thought nothing of it at the time, but Bolton had obviously known her previously. It wasn’t unexpected, as she was Dante’s cousin and Bolton spent so much time with him. Nevertheless, Charley felt her heart flutter in her chest.
Sapphire was a big girl and all the pieces seemed to fit. Unless somebody had seen them talking and assumed that they were up to no good, when the truth was that nothing untoward had been going on.
She opened her eyes and found Leigh-Ann looking at her in concern.
“Are you all right?” Leigh-Ann asked, leaning forwards. “Look, I shouldn’t have said anything. That girl I spoke to, she’s a right liar; she probably made it up to sound important. Stupid bitch. I know I ain’t exactly a big fan of Bolton, but I don’t think he’d cheat on you. He’s just not that kind of guy.”
“I know.”
Leigh-Ann still looked concerned, but Charley forced herself to smile at her and had another drink. Leigh-Ann soon started talking about something else, but Charley’s mind remained on what she had heard. She didn’t want to believe that Bolton had been unfaithful, but now that it was in her mind she couldn’t shake the thought.
Their relationship had been strained recently, but that didn’t mean he was cheating on her. She thought about the times he had come home late and had showered before he got into bed with her. They took on a frightening new meaning, and Charley swallowed hard.
* * *
Asher waited at the pub, a pint in his hand, and kept checking his watch. He was feeling nervous and he tried to focus on the news on the small television in the corner, but he felt too distracted and returned his eyes to the entrance.
Carl arrived five minutes later, stressed out and looking dishevelled. Asher sat, barely containing his patience, whilst Carl went to the bar and got a drink. When he had taken the seat at his table, Asher leaned forward.
“How did it go?” he asked.
Carl sighed and took a drink from his pint.
“I told Clare everything,” he said, sounding worn out. “At first, I thought I’d just tell her I wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t having any of it. She kept saying how she’d given up so much for me and she needed a better reason. She started shouting, accusing me of having an affair. Then she threatened to ring up work and start asking questions, and I just let it all out.”
Asher’s eyes widened. Carl closed his eyes, remembering the confrontation. Asher took his hand and rubbed it, and a flicker of a smile appeared on Carl’s face.
“Did you tell her about me? About us?”  
Carl nodded.
“Yeah, all of it. She just kept shouting and I couldn’t take it anymore. I said I was leaving her because I was gay. She kind of froze. Then it all came pouring out. About you, about how I tried not to think about you, and then about what happened whilst she was away.”
“I bet that didn’t go down too well,” Asher said.
“She handled it well, considering,” Carl said, his voice going quiet. Asher knew that he was upset, and gave him a reassuring nod to continue. “She just kind of crumpled after that. I think she realised that it really was over. I mean, she knew that we couldn’t be together after I’d told her I was gay. She wasn’t happy that I already had a boyfriend, though.”
“Is she angry?”
“She was, for a little while. Then she started crying. I knelt down beside her and tried to tell her we could still be friends and that I’d never meant to hurt her, but she wasn’t ready for that. When I told her I wanted a divorce, she just nodded. By then, I think she’d heard enough and if I hadn’t asked for one, I bet she would have.”
“She agreed to the divorce then?” Asher asked, feeling his excitement build.
Carl nodded. He smiled at Asher’s evident relief and stroked the back of his hand, taking another drink.
“Yeah, she agreed. I said that we didn’t have to sort anything out just yet, that we just needed to separate, but she wants a quickie divorce. She’s going to a lawyer tomorrow to file. I guess she’ll sight irreconcilable differences. Anyway, I felt bad because she’d been crying so I said she could stay at the flat. She said it’d make her more depressed and packed up her stuff. She’s still packing now, but she said she’ll be gone in an hour or so.”
“She’s moving out?” Asher asked, surprised.
He had been expecting a vicious divorce struggle. He felt guilty for Clare’s suffering, but he knew that if they had kept quiet, it would have only prolonged her misery.
“Yeah, her sister’s driving down from Kent with the car to take her stuff back,” Carl said, and Asher could tell he was feeling bad. “Clare’s been going on about moving back to Kent for months now. She never liked London much and all her family’s back there. She should be all right. Once she gets over the shock I think she’ll be fine.”
“The hard part’s done with now,” Asher said. “Now she knows the truth, she can move forward with her life. There wasn’t any point in staying married, not if there was no future in it. And now you’re free to move on too. We can be a proper couple now.”
“I know, I just feel guilty,” he said, looking down at his hands. “I should never have married her. I’ve put her through all that for nothing. She’s right, I am a bastard.”
“No you’re not. You were confused. I was confused, too.”
“You never married a woman, though,” Carl sighed. “Even though you weren’t attracted to her. Even though you thought you liked guys more.”
“No,” Asher admitted. “But I tried to be with women. I had a girlfriend. We all make mistakes when we’re confused. The important thing is that you’ve put it right now.”
Carl nodded. He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t look so downcast.
“You did the right thing,” Asher said. “The bad bits are finished with now. It’s time to be happy.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Carl said, his voice quiet. Asher leaned forward, caught off guard. “Now that Clare’s gone, and I’ve got the flat to myself, I was wondering if you wanted to move in with me.”
Asher looked at him, wondering if he had misheard him. Carl was looking at him expectantly, his eyes now uncertain. Asher struggled for words, clasping his hand.
“Yeah,” he said, choking on his own words. “Yeah, I’d love to.”
Carl beamed and Asher could see the relief washing over him. He found it hard to believe that just a few months ago his feelings for Carl had been a well kept secret, known only in his night time fantasies. Now they were moving in together and everything seemed so perfect.
After they had finished their drinks, they walked back to the flat. Asher stopped at the corner shop to buy a bottle of cheap champagne so that they could celebrate. Thoughts of Clare and her misery left Asher’s mind as they rounded the corner.
“I can’t see Clare’s sister’s car anywhere,” Carl said, sounding relieved. “I guess that means she’s gone already.”
Asher held his hand, knowing that it would take a while before Carl could lay his guilt to rest. He didn’t approve of everything they had done, Asher had to admit, but he knew that it had been for the best. Now they could all move on with their lives and find happiness.
Carl led him up the few steps to the front door. The lights on the third floor were all out and Asher was reassured that Clare had left. The door swung open.
“I’ll have to get you a key cut,” Carl said, turning back to him. “If you’re moving in.”
“I can bring my stuff round tomorrow if you want.”
Carl laughed.
“You’re keen to get out of your mum’s house,” he said.
“Do you blame me?”
They both laughed. Asher could see that a weight had been lifted from Carl’s shoulders and felt pleased for him. He glanced around and the street was quiet. A few cars drove past and a few shoppers trudged along the pavement, but nobody was paying any attention to them. He took Carl’s face in his hands and kissed him. Carl was surprised, but he relaxed into him and their kiss deepened. Asher felt brave, his feelings for Carl outweighing the fear that people would find out that he was gay.
Asher pulled away from him and they went inside, both feeling confident and emboldened by their first public kiss.
* * *
Across the road, Charley was in shock. She found it hard to believe what she had just witnessed. Beside her, Leigh-Ann was quiet, just as surprised as she was. They had been walking to the tube station so Leigh-Ann could get the train home. Charley had spotted her brother and been about to call out to him when he had stuck his tongue down the other man’s throat.
The door to the terrace house closed and a few moments later, lights went on in the third floor. The white drapes were closed so Charley couldn’t see who lived there, but she guessed that Asher and the man he had been kissing were up there.
She shuddered. Her brother might not have shown much of an interest in having girlfriends, but she, like everyone else, had just assumed that he was focusing on his career and that he had not yet met the right woman.
Now it all fitted together. The fact that he’d never been seen with a girlfriend and the fact that he had never really been comfortable living on the estate. Charley couldn’t blame him. Being gay on their estate was tantamount to a death wish.
She briefly wondered at the man he had been kissing, but she had no clue. She didn’t want to know. She would have thought her brother had been forced into it, if she had not seen that he had been the one to initiate the kiss.
Leigh-Ann shifted beside her and Charley turned to look at her. She looked embarrassed, and Charley couldn’t blame her. She had once walked in on Leigh-Ann’s parents kissing and that had been bad. This was a hundred times worse than that.
“Don’t say a word to anybody,” Charley said, trying to block out the shining lights from the third floor flat.   
Leigh-Ann murmured her agreement, still looking shocked. They began walking down the road in uncomfortable silence. Charley knew that she would have to talk to her brother about this. Her mind was reeling and all thoughts of Bolton had been replaced by worries about her brother and his choice of lifestyle.
* * *
Bolton paused with his hand raised to knock on the front door of Uncle Jasper’s flat. He just had to remain calm, he told himself. He was about to knock when his phone rang.
“I spoke to Sapphire,” Dante said, when Bolton answered. “The police had been round, but she didn’t say anything about the fight. She was scared. She doesn’t want any trouble and she knows that the best thing to do is keep her mouth shut.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. She was in a right state. The police reckon it was someone he met inside that killed him. Anyway, it looks like you’re in the clear.”
Bolton felt the relief wash over him. He thanked Dante and put his phone into his pocket. He knocked on the door and felt a renewed confidence. Now he could tell Uncle Jasper that he was in the clear and there would be no more problems.
The door was opened by Ritchie. He looked stressed and Bolton avoided his glare, following him through the flat and into Uncle Jasper’s office.
He was sitting behind his desk on the phone. He waved Bolton over and finished his conversation, hanging up as Bolton sat down in front of him. Ritchie shot him a suspicious look before retreating from the room.
Uncle Jasper caught his look, and laughed.
“Ritchie’s just feeling stressed out,” he said, nodding in the direction of the door. “I put him in charge of going over the books, and he doesn’t enjoy it much.”
Bolton nodded, thinking that Ritchie showed a lot of nerve being so moody in front of his boss. Then again, they had been working together for years so Bolton guessed he got away with more.
“Now what did you want to speak to me about?” Uncle Jasper asked, looking at Bolton, his gaze intense. “I presume this isn’t a social call.”
“No, sir, it isn’t,” Bolton said, wondering how much Uncle Jasper had heard on the news, and whether he had been expecting the visit. “I don’t know if you’ve been listening to the news or not, but –”
“Ah,” Uncle Jasper said, nodding his head. “I suppose you’re talking about Chris Germaine’s body turning up on Clapham Common.”
Bolton nodded. He was surprised that Uncle Jasper had caught on so quickly, but then remembered that a lifetime at the top of his game meant he was a clever man.
“I just wanted to let you know that I wasn’t involved,” Bolton said, feeling like a schoolboy in the headmaster’s office. “I don’t know why he got killed, or anything like that. I just thought you might think I had something to do with it. But I didn’t, I swear. Dante’s just been round to see his girlfriend, and she won’t say anything about the fight. And the police think that it was someone he pissed off in prison that killed him, so –”   
Uncle Jasper held his hand up. Bolton stopped talking. He knew he’d been rambling, but in his nerves the words had tumbled out of his mouth before he could stop himself.
“I know that you weren’t involved,” he said, his voice serious. Bolton sighed with relief, feeling embarrassed. “For a start, I know you wouldn’t be stupid enough to kill someone you’d just had a public fight with. That would be irresponsible. And second, I know who killed Chris Germaine. You don’t have to worry.”
Bolton looked at him in surprise. He knew who had killed Chris. A smile crept onto Uncle Jasper’s face.
“I know everything that happens around here,” he said, and Bolton didn’t doubt him. “It also happens that I was the one who killed him.”
Bolton gasped. His heart hammered against his ribs and his palms began to sweat. Uncle Jasper was watching him closely, his eyes narrowing and the smile gone.
“Are you shocked?” he asked.
Bolton nodded. Uncle Jasper continued watching him.
“You’re a good kid,” he continued. Bolton listened, trying not to show his fear. “I see potential in you. You remind me a lot of me when I was your age. Cliché, I know, but humour me. I’ve been looking for a disciple, of sorts.”
“A disciple?” Bolton repeated, his mind in overdrive. 
“Yes, for lack of a better term,” Uncle Jasper said, his tone gentle. “I’m no spring chicken and I want to take a back seat. To do that, I need someone I can rely on. Somebody I can train and that I can count on. I’ve chosen you.”
“Me?” Bolton stammered. “What about Ritchie?”
Uncle Jasper shook his head.
“No, I’ve made my decision.”
Bolton went quiet. This was all too much to take in. He wondered if Ritchie knew about this decision. If he did, it explained why he had been so cool towards him.
“Now, I’m sure you appreciate that the money you’ll be making will be significant,” Uncle Jasper continued. “But I expect loyalty. As long as you’re loyal, you’ll be well rewarded.”
“What about Chris Germaine?” Bolton said, his mind still trying to catch up.
“I could hardly have my new protégé being beaten black and blue, with no repercussions for the one responsible,” he replied, smiling again, relishing the memory. “He learnt his lesson, before he died. You’d be surprised how much respect you can teach someone with a blowtorch in your hand.”
Bolton nodded, feeling sick. The thought of Chris Germaine being tortured with a blowtorch was not one that he wanted imprinted in his head.
Uncle Jasper watched him closely. Bolton swallowed down the bile rising in his throat and met his eyes.
“Don’t worry, the police are heading down the wrong trail,” he said, giving Bolton a reassuring wink. “They won’t know that you or I were involved in his murder. Now, on to more important things. As my protégé, I will be increasing your wages. You can still do your regular pick-ups with your friend, but I will be giving you private lessons. Show you how I’ve become so successful; train you up so that, one day, you can take over the reins.”
Bolton nodded and listened as Uncle Jasper continued to talk. When he had finished, Bolton thanked him for the opportunity, as he was expected to do, and they shook hands. The handshake lingered and Bolton found Uncle Jasper staring into his eyes. After a moment, he released his hand and Bolton left the flat.
As he crossed the estate, he felt his stomach churn and ducked down an alleyway to throw up. It was all so wrong. He had caused Chris Germaine’s death, whatever Uncle Jasper had said. Now he was expected to become Uncle Jasper’s protégé, or disciple, as he’d referred to him. The thought made his knees shake.
He wondered what options he had. There were none. Nobody turned down Uncle Jasper, especially not when he had just made them his protégé and admitted to having killed someone on their behalf. Bolton heaved again.
He didn’t know how things had become so fucked up but he knew it was too late to change anything. If he didn’t go along with Uncle Jasper’s decision, he would be dead. He was certain of that.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Charley was apprehensive as she let herself in to her mother’s flat. She had rung beforehand and Torey had answered. Toni was out at bingo and wasn’t expected back until later, but Asher was coming around to collect some of the things he had left behind after he had moved out. Charley had rushed around, hoping to speak with him.
His announcement had been sudden, but Toni had been the most affected by his decision. She had questioned him for hours, trying to find out why he was leaving her and insisting that he was needed at home. Asher had remained defiant. Toni had given up after seeing his belongings packed and had taken to her bedroom, where she had stayed until Charley had lured her out after Torey had called, worried that their mother had lost her mind and was going to kill herself.
When Charley had gone into Toni’s room, she had found her in a state. She had tried everything she could think of to get her out of bed. She had given up and called a doctor. Toni had been prescribed medication, but she refused to take it. When everyone had grown tired of her hysterics, Toni had resumed her normal manner and insisted that Asher had made the right decision, believing that he had found himself a girlfriend.
Charley had let her believe this, not wanting her to retreat to her bedroom again. She knew that Asher finding a girlfriend was unlikely. She had wanted to question her brother, and had even gone back to the third floor flat. She had rang the doorbell, but when a man’s voice came across the intercom, she panicked and fled.   
It had been weeks since she had discovered Asher’s secret and it played on her mind. She needed to know what was going on, but she wasn’t comfortable with the idea of confronting Asher. She didn’t want an argument, but the chances were high she would get one. He wasn’t likely to be forthcoming when she questioned him.
Walking around the flat, Charley felt a strange emotion overcome her. It had been a few months since she had moved out and, with Asher having left as well, the flat seemed empty and lifeless. She didn’t doubt that things were quieter, but she thought that it seemed less like a family home now and more like a half-way house, a place for Torey and Huw to stay until they were old enough to escape.
She found Torey in her bedroom, applying make-up in front of the mirror. She caught sight of her in the reflection and rolled her eyes.
“I thought the whole point of moving out was that you weren’t here all the time,” Torey said, pouting. “When I get out of this dump, I ain’t ever coming back here.”
Charley sat on the edge of one of the beds, and watched her sister. Torey bristled and turned to face her, looking angry.
“This isn’t your room anymore,” she said. “You can’t just barge in here and sit down on my bed.”
Charley didn’t move. Torey groaned but returned to the mirror, rummaging through her make-up box for lipstick.
“You going out somewhere tonight?” Charley asked.
“Obviously. Devon’s having a party and he said that I should come round. He even said I could stay the night if I wanted to.”
She sounded smug and Charley remembered the days when she had been like that.
“Be careful,” she said.
Torey snorted.
“You mean like you were? Don’t worry, I’ve got no intention of getting knocked up. You look like you about ready to drop that kid, and you’re feet are all swollen and gross.”
“I’m eight months gone. Did you expect me to look like a supermodel? All I’m saying is that you should take care. You might think he likes you, but this guy could just be stringing you along.”
“Thanks for the advice,” Torey snapped, looking put out. She began applying dark red lipstick, and Charley grimaced. “I know you think you’ve got a perfect relationship, but the things I’ve heard ain’t all that great.”
“Don’t start getting smart with me,” Charley said. “I don’t know who started those rumours, but when I find out, I’ll knock them out.”
Torey smirked but said nothing. She knew she had hit a nerve and Charley tried to calm her breathing.
Since she had heard the rumours about Bolton’s infidelity, she had been plagued by uncertainty about their relationship. For a while her mind had been distracted by Asher and his dubious behaviour. Then the insecurities resurfaced and she began to wonder if Bolton had been unfaithful. She tried hard to convince herself that he wouldn’t do something like that to her, but when she was alone in the evenings she couldn’t help but question whether he was with another woman.
In the past few weeks, Bolton had become even more distant from her. He was working longer hours and Charley knew that he was spending less time with Dante. She had answered a call from him, and Dante had been as surprised as she was that Bolton was off at work. She wanted to question her boyfriend, but Charley felt bad whenever she doubted him.
The stress had begun to show on his face and she doubted that an affair could do that to him. He had lost some weight and there were constant dark marks under his eyes that made her wonder if he was getting any sleep at all. She sensed that he had bad dreams. He would wake up sweating in the night and murmured in his sleep. She worried about him, but she didn’t have a clue what she could do about any of it.
The front door opened and they both looked up at the doorway. The door slammed shut and Asher walked past. He paused and nodded at them both.
“Where’s mum?” he asked.
“Gone down the bingo,” Torey replied. “She dragged Huw off with her, poor sod.”
“Do you know when she’ll be back?”
“Not for a while. You’d better be gone by then, unless you want another lecture. I’m pretty sure she’ll keep you locked up here until you tell her which girl you’re shacked up with. She’s been doing her nut trying to find out.”
Asher grimaced and Charley knew that she needed to have it out with him. When he went down the corridor to his own room, Charley rose to follow him.
“Guess you’re going to start hassling him now,” Torey said, watching her in the mirror. “Maybe if you were getting some from Bolton, you wouldn’t be round here so much.”
Charley glared at her but left the room. Torey’s face fell when she realised that her sister wasn’t rising to the bait, and refocused her attention on her make-up.
Outside Asher’s bedroom, Charley paused. She knew this was the right time to speak to him about what she’d seen, but she wanted to leave the flat and not look back.
Asher looked up when she walked in and smiled.
“You all right?” he asked, perched on the edge of his bed, a cardboard box at his feet. “Not come to lecture me, have you?”
“I just wanted to talk to you,” Charley said, stepping inside and closing the door behind her. She sat on Huw’s bed, facing him.
He eyed her closely, the concern etched onto his face. His gaze lingered on her stomach and Charley placed a hand on her bump. 
“Is everything okay with you and Bolton?” he asked.
“Yeah, don’t pay any attention to those rumours,” Charley said, “I actually wanted to talk about you.”
“You want to know why I moved out.”
“No, I know why. Anyone in their right mind would want to get out of this flat, I’m just surprised you didn’t do it sooner.”
“It’s not so bad,” he laughed. “But I’m not getting any younger.”
“Have you moved in with a girlfriend then?”
Charley watched uncertainty flicker across Asher’s face. She was reminded that this wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.
“Why do you think that?” he asked.
“It’s what mum thinks. I guess everyone thinks it.”
“And you?” he asked, uncomfortable. “Look, I just needed a break from mum.”
“So you’re staying with a friend?”
“I don’t see why everyone’s so interested in my life all of a sudden.”
“It’s because you’re supposed to be the good one,” Charley said. “I mean, there’s me getting pregnant. Huw throwing tantrums all the time. Torey being Torey. Then there’s you, still living at home, a police man, living life like a monk.”
“Well, when you put it like that, I guess you have a point,” he grinned. “I think comparing me to a monk might be taking it a little far, though.”
“I’ve never seen you with a girlfriend,” Charley said, bracing herself. “And you’ve never brought anyone back here.”
“Back here? Are you kidding me? Would you bring someone back here?”
“No, but I reckon you’d get away with it. Your mum’s favourite, after all.”
“Not anymore.”
“Don’t be stupid, I bet you could rob a bank and she’d still worship you.”
“I’m not as perfect as you make me out to be,” Asher said darkly.
“How do you mean?”
“You make me out like I’m some kind of saint,” he said, not looking at her. “I’m not.”
“So you’re living in sin at the moment are you?”
“No, I just meant –”
“You are living on Porter Terrace, though?” she interrupted. “Near the tube station, in a flat on the third floor?”
Asher looked shocked and there was no mistaking his discomfort now. Charley maintained eye contact, but he looked down at the box by his feet.
“How did you know that?” he asked. Charley remained silent, and Asher sighed. “But yeah, I am living there.”
“Who’s flat is it?”
“A friend from work,” Asher said. “His wife just left him, and he wanted some company.”
“What kind of company?”
Charley’s voice was level, but inside she was shaking. Asher looked like a deer caught in the headlights. His eyes were wide.
“What?”
“You heard me,” Charley said.
“I don’t know what you’ve heard,” he said, shaking his head. “But –”
“I ain’t heard anything,” Charley interrupted. “I saw you. A few weeks ago.”
“What’s with all the questions then?”
“He’s a good looking guy,” Charley said, pressing on.
“I guess,” Asher said, wiping his forehead. “I don’t really know.”
“Sure you do.”
“What’s up with you?” Asher asked, sounding frustrated.
Charley took a deep breath. It was the moment for the truth.
“I saw you with him. I was going to call you over, but then you stuck your tongue halfway down his throat.”
Her words hung in the air between them. Charley watched his reaction. Asher looked to be on the verge of a breakdown. He shook his head.
“You’re mental,” he stammered.
“You’re denying it?”
“Yeah, of course I am,” he said. He was trying to sound offended, but Charley could see through it.
“I saw you,” she insisted.
“You saw wrong.”
“You think?” she asked. Asher glared back at her. Charley knew that she had gone too far not to continue. “Look, I know what I saw. Leigh-Ann was there, she saw it too. Unless you’re trying to tell me we both suffered from some kind of shared hallucination?”
Asher looked at her, and Charley saw his shoulders sag. He rubbed the top of his head and groaned.
“For fuck’s sake,” he said, “Have you told anyone else?”
“No.”
“Has Leigh-Ann?”
“No, I told her to keep quiet.”
“That’s something,” he said, cradling his head in his hands. He looked up. “Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me. I only told her not to say anything because I wanted to see what you had to say for yourself,” Charley said, feeling her frustration with him mounting. She waited, but he remained silent. “So, come on, say something.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Well fucking think of something. You can’t tongue wrestle some guy and not have anything to say,” she said, her voice rising. Asher shot a glance to the door. Charley leaned forward, bringing his attention back to her. “I’ve done you a favour, keeping quiet. You owe me some bloody answers.”
“This ain’t easy, you know,” Asher said, getting up and pacing the floor between the beds. “I didn’t think anyone would find out.”
“Find out what? You kissed a bloke?” Charley said. Asher looked at her, his eyes wide. Realisation dawned on her. “Oh no, you’re shagging him aren’t you? I don’t believe you.”
Asher sat back down on his bed.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice quiet.
“How many times?” Charley demanded.
“What?”
“How many times have you fucked him?” she repeated. She glared at him but Asher looked down at his feet, giving her the answer. “I’ll take that as more than once, then. What the fuck are you playing at?”
“I’m not playing at anything.”
“Give me a break, Ash. If you’re plan was to give mum a heart attack, don’t worry, I think this will work.”
“I don’t want her to know,” he said, his shoulders beginning to shake. “Please.”
“I don’t get it. You know what people are going to think, don’t you?” she sighed. She got to her feet and paced the floor where he had paced moments before. “Jeez, you’re lucky it weren’t anyone else that saw you.”
“I don’t feel lucky,” Asher murmured.
“This ain’t fucking funny,” Charley shouted, turning on him. “If this gets out, people are going to think you’re gay. Hell, I’m your sister and even I’m having my doubts.”
“I don’t know what to do.”
Asher’s voice was breaking and Charley stopped her pacing. He looked worn out and she felt a moment’s pity for him.
“First thing, you got to move back in here. Living with that guy is just going to start people talking,” she said. “Don’t worry, we can keep this between us.”
“I can’t move out,” Asher said, close to tears.
“Is he forcing you or something? Damn, did he bloody rape you?” Charley asked, clenching her fists. “I’ve got a mind to go round there right now and –”
“No, he’d never do that,” Asher shook his head. “I can’t leave because I’m in love with him.”
“What are you talking about?” Charley asked.
“I love him.”
Asher was quiet but Charley heard him clearly. She looked at him and knew it was the truth. Her breath caught in her chest.
“Oh God, you can’t be serious,” she said, running a hand through her hair, shaking her head. “Fucking hell, Ash. Are you trying to tell me you’re a faggot?”
The bedroom door flew open, and Torey strutted in, ready to head to the party. She looked between them. Asher cradled his head in his hands, rocking backwards and forwards.
“What the hell is going on in here?” Torey asked, looking at Charley. “God, you’re here for five minutes and look what you’ve done.”
“Piss off, Torey,” Charley snapped.
The last thing she needed right now was a slanging match with her sister.
“You can’t boss me about, you don’t even live here anymore.”
“Please, I’m serious,” Charley said, lowering her voice. “Just give us a few minutes.”
She glanced at Asher and saw tears rolling down his cheeks. Torey followed her gaze and noticed them too.
“No way,” she said, standing her ground. “You’ve made him cry, and I want to know what’s going on.”
“This isn’t helping anyone,” Charley groaned.
“Fine, I’ll call mum and have her come round and deal with you,” Torey said. “How’d you like that?”
“For fuck’s sake,” Charley said, throwing up her hands in resignation. “If you want to know that bad then fine. Asher’s just told me he’s a faggot.”
“Don’t be a twat,” Torey said, rolling her eyes.
“It’s true,” Asher said from the bed. He looked up at them, wiping at his eyes. Charley saw the realisation dawn on her sister’s face. Torey knelt down beside him, putting a hand on his knee and stroking his arm.
“Is that why you left?” she asked.
“He moved into a flat with his bum chum,” Charley said, resuming her pacing. “Come on, Asher, you’ve got some explaining to do. You can’t tell us something like that and then stop talking.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t help it,” he said, his eyes watering again. “I tried not to be like this. I tried really hard.”
“You obviously didn’t try hard enough,” Charley said.
“Shut up and let him speak,” Torey said, shooting her an angry look.
“I guess I figured it out when I was about fourteen. The other guys were all talking about pussy and getting laid. I tried to be interested, too, but it just didn’t happen.”
“You can’t be gay, Asher,” Charley said, “You had that girlfriend, back in college.”
“I was just kidding myself. I wanted to be straight, you can’t imagine how much,” Asher said, shaking his head. “I couldn’t even have sex with her.”
Charley felt her last hope slipping away, and her temper flared.
“For God’s sake, it ain’t that hard. I can draw a diagram for you if you’d like.”
“I just wanted to be normal,” Asher cried, trying not to cry. He avoided Charley’s fearsome gaze, and turned to Torey. “I knew I was gay after that. I’d thought I might be before that, but I knew for certain after that.”
“That explains why she seemed so pissed off with you,” Charley said, kicking at the cardboard box. “If you couldn’t even get it up to shag her.”
“It ain’t his fault,” Torey said, still comforting Asher. Charley looked at her questioningly, and Torey shrugged. “We talked about it in sex ed.”
“Thanks,” Asher said, looking at Torey. Charley wanted to punch her. “After that, I tried real hard to pretend I was still straight. I thought people might get suspicious, when I didn’t have a girlfriend –”
“I did kind of wonder,” Torey said, nodding.
“Then I met Carl.”
“Your boyfriend?” Torey asked, “The one you live with?”
“Yeah. He was married but I liked him so much,” Asher said, as Torey pulled a tissue out of her bag and wiped his face. “We became best mates, and then one thing lead to another.”
“So how long has this been going on for?” Charley asked.
“About a month. He left his wife for me,” Asher said. “We love each other.”
Charley stopped and threw her hands up.
“Am I the only one who thinks this is wrong?”
“No, you’re not,” Asher said, his voice wavering. “I know that it’s wrong. But I can’t help how I feel.”
“You can try,” Charley snapped.
“I already have.”
“Look,” Torey said. “I ain’t saying it’s not a shock for me, but there’s no need to cry.”
“Everyone’s going to hate me,” Asher said.
“I don’t hate you.”
Torey’s voice was calming and both she and Asher looked at Charley. She took a deep breath and shook her head, dropping onto Huw’s bed.
“Neither do I,” she relented, “I’m sorry for the way I reacted, but it’s a lot to take in.”
Asher looked relieved. Charley forced a smile and Torey gave her an approving nod.
“What about everyone else?” Asher asked.
“I don’t think you should shout it from the rooftops,” Torey said, “You know what people round here are like.”
“People are going to find out at some point,” Asher said.
“Who cares what they think?”
“They’re going to hate me.”
“Listen, if they start anything you just ring me,” Torey said. “I’ve got your back.”
“What do we do about mum?” Charley asked.
“I can’t tell her,” Asher said, looking alarmed.
“I think you should,” Charley said.
“She won’t understand,” Asher said, shaking his head. “She’ll disown me.”
“I can’t promise she won’t be angry, but you owe it to her to be honest”
“He doesn’t have to tell her,” Torey argued.
“If I found out, someone else will and they’re probably not going to be so understanding,” Charley persisted. “It’s the truth, and I just think it’s better if mum hears it from you, rather than from someone else.”
Torey looked about to protest, but Asher stopped her.
“You’re right,” he said.
“I hate to tell you, but mum’s going to be on her way back anytime now,” Torey said, looking at her watch. “And you might want to think things over with Carl before you tell her.”
Asher looked around.
“I should get going then,” he said. He rose to his feet. “Thanks, both of you.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Torey said. “Being gay ain’t such a big deal anyway.”
She pulled him into a hug.
“It is around here.”
“Not to me it’s not,” Torey said, smiling. “I think it’s kind of cool.”
“Thanks.”
Charley stepped forward and hugged Asher close to her. She felt bad for the way she had spoken to him, but she couldn’t take back her words.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t very understanding,” she said, patting him on the back. “I guess it was just the shock, if that counts as an excuse.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Asher said, releasing her from the embrace.
“No, I was wrong,” Charley said, desperate to clear the air. “I mean, you supported me when I found out I was pregnant. I should have done the same for you, and not gone off on one like I did.”
Asher kissed her on the cheek. Charley helped him put things back into the cardboard box and Asher picked it up.
At the door, Torey stopped him.
“Let me know when you’re going to tell mum,” she said, reapplying her lipstick. “I want to see the expression on her face.”
They all laughed. Charley followed them out of the flat. Torey set off for her party, and Asher waved her goodbye at the tube station. She watched him walk away and felt an immense sadness. She had reacted so badly. Instead of being supportive, she’d practically slapped him down at every opportunity.
Asher turned and waved and she waved back. She felt tired and knew she would sleep well tonight. Still, she thought, she had it easy compared to her brother. He had been on an emotional rollercoaster ride and she was sure that it was far from smooth sailing for him in the future. She would be there to protect him from harm, but she felt worried all the same.
* * *
Uncle Jasper looked down at the desk and fought the urge to smash something. He waved to be left alone and rose to his feet when the door had closed, leaving him by himself.
The doubts and uncertainty he had faced recently were at the forefront of his mind. He had hoped that he had been mistaken about the missing money, but he had always known that he would find out that somebody had betrayed him.
Now he knew who was responsible.
At first, he had found it difficult to believe. They had worked together for years. He had trusted him like he had trusted no one else.
A betrayal of this enormity would have to be dealt with in a delicate manner and it would have to be swift. Most importantly, it would have to send a message to everyone else. He didn’t want to lower morale amongst his troops, but he knew that a healthy reminder of how dangerous he could be was necessary, especially at a time like this. Anyone who was having ideas about ripping him off or getting too big for his boots would be forced back into line when he made this statement.
He paced the room and wondered if he was getting too old and trusting for the business. Unwavering trust bred complacency, and that was never a good thing. Eventually things got too comfortable and then skimming money off the top of the profits seemed like an easy money maker.
Uncle Jasper shook his head. He had been mistaken but he was no fool. He would deal with the traitor.
The fact that it was an old friend was embarrassing for him. Ritchie had been with him for years. It would be sad to have to kill him, but Uncle Jasper knew that sacrifices had to be made in this game. He couldn’t let him get away with stealing from him.  
A soft rap on the door tore him from his thoughts. The door creaked open and Ritchie looked in. Uncle Jasper resisted the urge to pull out his gun and shoot him in the head. Instead, he beckoned him inside. Ritchie seemed on edge, and Uncle Jasper knew why. He must be worried that his actions would be discovered, and he’d been making noises about Bolton’s promotion. Uncle Jasper thought it was ironic that Ritchie had been worried that Bolton would replace him, when his job would have been perfectly safe if not for the fact that he had stolen from him.
A brilliant thought struck him. Ritchie had disapproved of Bolton from the start, so wouldn’t it be ironic if it was Bolton who finished him off? Uncle Jasper smiled inwardly. It would be poetic justice at its finest, he thought, if Bolton made his career by ending Ritchie’s.
Ritchie looked at him, and Uncle Jasper noticed the lines around his eyes. The stress was evidently catching up with him. The thought made Uncle Jasper pleased. He needed to cut out the rot in his army before it spread.
“Bring me Bolton,” he said.
* * *
Torey sauntered into the kitchen and poured herself another vodka and coke. The party at Devon Masters’ house was in full swing and everybody was either drunk or well on the way to getting there.
Two girls gave her the once over and smirked between themselves. Torey ignored them and drained her glass in one. She poured herself another one, fumbling with the lid to the coke bottle. She was feeling drunk and frustrated.
Devon had spent little time with her and she was beginning to wonder why she had bothered coming. It always happened like this. She got excited over the invitation and yet she never got to spend any time with Devon, let alone spend time alone with him.
The girls retreated to the lounge, where the music was loudest, and the door swung shut behind them. Torey debated slipping out through the back door and going home, but she quickly dismissed the idea. As bored as she might be here, at least she could drink and nobody would boss her around. If she went home, especially in this state, her mum would go out of her mind.
The door opened again and Devon walked in with a friend. Torey looked up and steadied her shaking hands by taking another drink. Whenever she was around him she felt unable to control herself. She would have to work on that, she told herself.
Devon whispered something to his friend, who promptly left. Alone in the kitchen, Torey was aware of Devon’s eyes on her. She returned the gaze, but quickly looked away, worried that she would do something stupid like throw herself at him or pass out.
He smiled and crossed the room, brushing against her as he passed. Torey wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead and watched as he unfolded some cocaine and cut a few lines on the counter.
“You want some?” Devon asked. “It’s some good shit.”
Torey hesitated. She didn’t do drugs, but if she told him that he might go elsewhere and she might not get another chance as good as this with him.  
“Sure,” she said.
Devon smiled and passed her a rolled up note. Torey put it to her nose, her heart beating faster. She hoped she was doing it right. Devon was watching her, and Torey snorted the line he had cut for her. The powder burnt her nose but she was relieved that she had managed to snort it all without making a fool out of herself.
Devon snorted two lines for himself and wrapped the coke back up in its wrapper. Torey leant against the counter, feeling more confident after the line. Devon put the coke back in his jeans pocket and eyed her closely.
He was tall and slim, but the cut of his T-shirt at his chest and arms hinted at a toned body. Torey reached out and stroked his upper arm, feeling the strength of muscle beneath the fabric of his top. Devon didn’t move but his lips twitched in a smile.
Torey felt her heart soar. He hadn’t rejected her, so it was a good start. She stepped forward, closing the distance between them. She ran a finger down his chest. Devon’s eyes were locked on hers and they seemed to darken.
She wasn’t sure whether she should kiss him or wait for him to make the first move, when he clasped her hand in his and pressed her against the counter. His hands ran over her body and he pressed hard against her. Their lips met and Torey closed her eyes, savouring his touch. His hands fondled her breasts and the kiss deepened. Torey felt her legs shaking.
Devon broke their kiss off, and Torey opened her eyes questioningly.
“Let’s go to my bedroom,” he said, his voice low and cracked. Torey nodded.      




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Bolton kicked the duvet aside and went into the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind him so as not to wake Charley. He knew that she was going through trouble with Asher and he didn’t want to disturb her rest. She had enough on her mind with her brother and the pregnancy, and he didn’t want to add to her troubles.
He had been surprised to learn from Charley about Asher’s secret, but it was no skin off his nose. Growing up with Toni as a mother, it was no wonder Asher had been put off women. Bolton thought he’d probably have turned out the same if the only woman in his life from a young age had been Toni.
He ran the shower and closed his eyes against the hot water. He felt tired, but that was how he always seemed to feel these days. Since becoming Uncle Jasper’s protégé, he had worked long hours and spent whatever free time he was given catching up on sleep. He was getting an inside look at how Uncle Jasper ran his vast empire and though he often felt groggy with lack of sleep, he had to admit that he was impressed.
The businesses ran smoothly and Uncle Jasper oversaw everything as an emperor might have watched over Rome. He always knew what was happening but he kept himself at a safe enough distance so as not to get caught out by unexpected raids or police interference. If one of his safe houses got raided and shut down, a new one was up and running within hours. It had taken years to build up, and Bolton felt the pressure of being trained to take over the running of it all.
He shut the shower off and towelled himself dry. Pulling on his clothes, he checked his phone. He was running late.
He had received a call from Uncle Jasper late last night, asking him to come in early to discuss some important business. Bolton had agreed, as he always did. There was no saying ‘no’ to Uncle Jasper. Not if you wanted to keep both of your legs, anyway.
Charley stirred in her sleep as he crossed the bedroom. He paused at the bedroom door, looking at her face, smooth from lack of worries as she slept. Her bump was huge now and Bolton felt anxious about what would happen when the baby arrived in a month’s time. So far Charley had been reasonably understanding about his late hours, but when the baby arrived he doubted she would be so accommodating. He would be torn between Charley and Uncle Jasper, and he knew who he would have to obey. As much as he loved Charley, he could never refuse Uncle Jasper. It was too dangerous, especially now he was so entrusted.
Charley rolled over in her sleep and her hand stretched out, clasping at the sheets where Bolton’s body had been laying a few minutes ago. He tore his eyes away from her and left the flat. He rang Dante on the way down the stairs.
* * *
Torey staggered up the stairs and groaned as her stomach growled loudly. She wouldn’t be making it into school this morning, she knew that much. This hangover was killing her but she didn’t regret it.
She had finally got Devon’s attention. The memory of his hands over her body brought a smile to her face. Fumbling with her keys, she let herself into the flat and tiptoed down the corridor.
As she clasped her bedroom door handle, Toni appeared in the doorway to the kitchen.
“Where have you been?” she demanded.
“I was at a party,” Torey said, leaning against the wall to steady herself. “I told you about it the other day.”
“You didn’t tell me you’d be out all night,” Toni said, coming down the hallway. “And if you had, I wouldn’t have let you go. You could’ve been getting up to all sorts of mischief at that party.”
“It won’t happen again,” Torey said, trying to keep her voice level. Her eyes were stinging with the effort of keeping them open and her head was banging. “I promise.” 
“Promises mean nothing when you keep breaking them,” Toni said, stopping in front of her. She observed her closely and sniffed at the air. “You stink of alcohol. And look at the state of you. Your eyes are red and your tights are all torn. I didn’t raise you to act like this.”
“Can’t you just save the lecture for another time? I’m knackered and I need to get to bed.”
“Bed? I don’t think so. You’ve got school in half an hour.”
“I ain’t going to school,” Torey said. “Look at me.”
“It’s your own fault if you’re tired. You’ll get showered and changed and get down to school. No arguments,” Toni said. “Maybe then you’ll learn not to do whatever you want.”
“Fuck off,” Torey snapped.
She opened her bedroom door and slammed it behind her. Toni threw the door open and began shouting, but Torey tuned her out. She stripped out of her clothes and curled up under her duvet. After a few minutes, Toni gave up and left the room, closing the door loudly behind her.
Torey sighed with relief. She checked her phone. There were no messages from Devon. She typed out a text and sent it. Her heart beat faster when she thought about him.
Last night had been her first time. The pain she had felt had been lost in memories of his touch. He had not been gentle, but he hadn’t been rough either. It had been quick and he had rejoined the party shortly afterwards. Still, Torey didn’t blame him. She had been drunk and she had a headache. She had spent the rest of the night drinking water and following him around, whilst Devon had carried on drinking and snorting lines. He had paid her little attention, but she still wanted him.
She waited for his reply but her eyes were closing. She put her phone on the bedside cabinet and drifted off to sleep.
* * *
Bolton climbed into the car beside Dante and watched through the wing mirror as the flat disappeared round a corner.
“Did Uncle Jasper say what he wanted with you?” Dante asked, glancing at him out of the corner of his eye.
“No, just that it was important. And he said it was top secret, so don’t say anything.” 
“I never do,” Dante said, sounding hurt.
Bolton sighed and continued looking out of the window. Since Uncle Jasper had promoted him, Bolton had noticed a definite shift in behaviour between him and Dante. As the protégé, Bolton was privy to sensitive information and news that he couldn’t pass on to Dante. Though Dante insisted that it didn’t bother him, Bolton knew that it did. More than this, Bolton was given increased respect by the people who knew of Uncle Jasper’s decision. Whilst he was congratulated and regarded with a mixture of fear and respect, Dante was treated as a driver and barely got a second glance. Bolton felt guilty and had tried to ease the divide between them, but Dante had shrugged off his concerns. Bolton worried that he was jealous, but at times he figured he deserved the respect. After all, it was him who had such a weight on his shoulders, not Dante.    
“Does Uncle Jasper know I’m bringing you in?” Dante asked.
He sounded petulant and Bolton knew he was not keen to have to sit and wait in the car whilst Bolton had his meeting. Dante’s wages had gone up, as Uncle Jasper had tasked him with driving Bolton around. Though Dante didn’t complain about the extra money, he complained about almost everything else. When he was coked up, which was most of the time now, he voiced his complaints more loudly and Bolton worried that Uncle Jasper would hear what was being said and teach him a lesson.
“Yeah, he knows,” Bolton said. “He said you can come in too.”
Dante looked at him in surprise, before quickly looking back at the road.
“You serious? He said I could come to the meeting?”  
Bolton nodded.
“Awesome,” Dante said, smiling.
Bolton felt himself relax a little. As Dante offered ludicrous possibilities for what Uncle Jasper would tell them at the meeting, Bolton felt as if things were getting back to how they had been between them before. It was a good feeling, but he couldn’t make himself believe that it would last.
* * *
When Charley woke up, she was unsurprised to find that Bolton had let himself out and gone to work already. It had become a regular occurrence and she was resigned to it.
Though she wasn’t happy about Bolton’s long hours, she figured that he would soon cut them down when the baby was born. If he didn’t, she would have something to say about it and he had another thing coming if he thought she would be the one to always get up in the night when the baby cried. She didn’t want to become as bitter as her mother, especially not when she had a boyfriend at her side to share the responsibilities with.
After showering and changing, Charley made some coffee and rang her father. They had met a few times since their initial meeting, and Toni remained unhappy with their growing bond. Charley had tried to reason with her mother, but nothing she had said had convinced her to trust him. Charley put it down to issues in their past relationship and had remained in contact with Nathaniel.
He was pleased to hear from her and Charley worked up the courage to invite him over. She had been meaning to show him the flat and introduce him to Bolton, but she had yet to find the opportunity and it didn’t seem like Bolton had much free time at the moment. Nathaniel was delighted to be invited round and promised to be at the flat within the hour, but told her that he had a meeting later and that he could only stay for a while.
Over the next hour, Charley tidied the flat and finished her coffee. She put the bed sheets in the wash and scrubbed the bathroom, and by the time she had finished her back ached but she beamed at the sparkling surfaces surrounding her.
The phone rang and Charley rushed to answer it. She buzzed Nathaniel upstairs and opened the flat door. Nathaniel walked slowly up the stairs, one hand tight on the banister, and Charley was reminded that her father was not a young man anymore.
After she had showed him around the flat, Charley poured them each a coffee and led him into the lounge.
“You’ve got a great place here,” Nathaniel said, gesturing around the room. “I wish I’d had a place like this when I was your age.”
“I’m a lucky girl, that’s for sure.”
“Where’s this elusive boyfriend of yours then?” Nathaniel asked. “I’ve wanted to meet him. I know I have no right to tell you who you can and can’t date, but I’d still like to check him out and make sure he’s up to scratch for my girl.”
Charley smiled. It was a refreshing change from Toni’s anti-Bolton campaign, and she hoped that the two men would get along.
“He’s busy with work,” Charley told him.
“Looks like he earns good money,” Nathaniel said, looking around.
“Yeah, he does well,” Charley said. “He’s been wanting to meet you too, but he’s just been so busy lately. I’m sure I’ll get the two of you together soon, though.”
“He can’t avoid me forever,” Nathaniel laughed, taking a sip of coffee.
Half an hour later, Nathaniel excused himself from another coffee and insisted he had to go to his meeting.
“I’ve arranged to meet my brother,” he said, shaking his head and looking apologetic. “I haven’t seen him in years. Of course, if I’d known that you’d call this morning I would have rearranged but I can’t cancel, I’d never hear the end of it. This could be my last chance.”
Charley nodded in understanding.
“It’s fine, I’m just glad you could come round for a bit.”
“And I’ll see you soon,” Nathaniel said, opening the front door. “And I hope to meet this Bolton soon.”
“You will do,” Charley said. “I’ll sort out dinner or something.”
They hugged goodbye and Charley watched as her father walked down the stairs. When he was out of sight, she closed the front door. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a coffee. She wanted Nathaniel and Bolton to get along. Now she just had to try and get Bolton away from work for long enough for them all to have dinner together.
* * *
“I suppose you’re wondering why I called you both here so early,” Uncle Jasper said, looking across the desk at Bolton and Dante. Bolton nodded, though he knew no response was expected. Uncle Jasper looked serious. “I need you to do a very important job for me.”
“Both of us?” Dante asked, leaning forwards.
Bolton shot him a look and Uncle Jasper considered him for a moment. There was no trace of a smile and Bolton noticed how tired he looked.
Uncle Jasper sighed before continuing.
“Yes, both of you. I will, of course, assist you, but this will take more than just one or two people.”
Bolton remained silent and Dante relaxed into his chair, satisfied that he was supposed to be here. Uncle Jasper turned to Bolton, who looked at him expectantly.
“I take it that you’ve heard that somebody has been stealing from me,” he said.
“We heard,” Bolton admitted.
Uncle Jasper sighed again and shook his head.
“Not too much, don’t worry. I’m very careful with my bookkeeping so they weren’t able to skim too much off the top. Still, any theft from me is too much,” he said. Bolton noticed the anger in his voice and was grateful that he was not at the receiving end of his wrath. “Thankfully, I’ve been able to identify the person responsible. Now I need your help to bring the one responsible to justice.”
“Our help?” Bolton asked, eyebrow raised.
“Bolton, you’re my protégé. I want you involved so that you can understand how we deal with people who steal from their own. We’re a family here and I can’t have someone undermining that.”
“Why am I here then?” Dante asked.
Bolton fought the urge to kick him. Dante realised he had spoken out of turn and blushed, falling quiet.
“Because I told you to be here,” Uncle Jasper snapped. He glared at Dante, before composing himself and shaking his head. “Now, it is imperative that we act quickly. More importantly, though, is that we keep what we discuss here an absolute secret. I don’t want any information leaked.”
“Of course,” Bolton nodded.
Beside him, Dante nodded vigorously. Uncle Jasper eyed them and seemed satisfied.
“Good,” he said, lowering his voice and shooting a glance at the office door. “Now, you’ll have noticed that Ritchie isn’t involved in these discussions.”
“Yeah,” Bolton said.
“Unfortunately, Ritchie is the person whose been stealing from me.”
Uncle Jasper’s voice was quiet and Bolton was caught off guard. Of all the people he had met working for Uncle Jasper, he had liked Ritchie the least. He had always thought that Ritchie disliked him because he didn’t trust him, but now other possibilities arose. Perhaps Ritchie had been worried that Bolton would catch on to his light fingers.
“As you can imagine,” Uncle Jasper continued, “I am both humiliated and frustrated that somebody so close to me has betrayed me like this. We are good friends and go back a long way, but don’t worry, I won’t let him off easily.”
Bolton nodded.
“What do you want us to do?” he asked.
“My friend, I want you to kill Ritchie.”
Uncle Jasper’s voice was level and his eyes bore into Bolton’s. Bolton’s mind went blank and he struggled to register what he had just heard. 
“Kill him?” he repeated.
“Of course. He’s stolen from me. From us. We can’t let him get away with that. Haven’t you heard what I’ve told you about family? He’s robbed us, and he’s got to pay the price.”
“You want me to do it?” Bolton asked, struggling to comprehend what he was being asked to do. “Why?”
Uncle Jasper considered him for a moment before replying.
“I need you to prove your loyalty to me.”
“I thought I had,” Bolton said quietly.
“No, Bolton, you’ve let me preach at you, but you haven’t put your neck on the line for me yet,” Uncle Jasper said. Seeing the look of panic in Bolton’s eyes, he smiled. “Don’t worry, we won’t get caught. I’ll set up a secure environment so we have all the time we need to dispose of our little problem. Still, this way you can prove to me that you are willing to risk everything for me and our business.”
“I don’t get it, though,” Bolton insisted. “Why do I have to kill him?”
“Because I need to be able to trust you. If you kill Ritchie, I will. And I’ll transport you into a world you can barely imagine. You’ll have more money than you’ll know what to do with, and you and your missus won’t have a financial woe for the rest of your lives,” Uncle Jasper said. Bolton shifted uncomfortably. Uncle Jasper sighed and leaned forwards, “Put it this way, if you were getting an account at a new bank, you’d want to make sure they weren’t about to go bust, wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Some kind of reassurance, yes?” Uncle Jasper said, and Bolton nodded. “And this is my security, you see. You kill Ritchie for me, and I’ll never doubt you.”
Bolton felt his heart thumping in his chest and wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers.
“What if I can’t kill him?” he asked.
“Don’t be silly, anyone can kill a man.”
“What if I don’t?” Bolton pressed.
Uncle Jasper turned serious again, his smile vanishing in a second.
“Ah, those are two very different words, my friend. ‘Can’t’ implies an inability. For instance, I can’t fly, as much as I’d love to. ‘Don’t’ on the other hand, is very disagreeable. That implies unwillingness, and I can’t accept that. If you don’t kill him, this is the end of the road for you.”
“End of the road?” Bolton repeated, his voice cracking.
Beside him, Dante leant in close.
“Come on, mate, don’t do this,” he hissed, turning pale. “You can’t say no to Uncle Jasper.”
“That’s the spirit,” Uncle Jasper said, smiling.
“Why kill him though?” Bolton asked. “Can’t we break his legs or something?”
“If someone stole from you, after years of loyal friendship, would you be satisfied knowing that they’re still out there living the high life? I don’t think so.”
“Come on, we can do this easily,” Dante insisted. “Then we’ll be set up for life.”
Bolton looked into Dante’s eyes and saw that he was serious. He was up for killing Ritchie. Bolton couldn’t be so sure in himself. He wanted to run from the office and go into hiding, but he knew it would never be an option. He glanced up at Uncle Jasper, who was watching him intently.
“I think you should listen to your friend,” Uncle Jasper said.
Bolton looked into his smiling face and saw through the twinkling eyes to the fearsome monster beneath. He had never noticed it before but now it was clear as day. He was in no doubt that should he refuse, he would face death himself.
“Okay,” Bolton said, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “I’ll do it.”
“Excellent,” Uncle Jasper said, clapping his hands together. Dante sighed and relaxed in his chair. “I’ll make arrangements and let you know. And remember, not a word to anyone.”
Bolton nodded and rose to his feet when Dante did. He shook hands with Uncle Jasper, avoiding his gaze. They left the room and went through the flat to the front door. An older man who was the spitting image of Uncle Jasper was sat on the sofa in the lounge. He barely glanced at them. Bolton followed Dante outside and took a deep breath. He was terrified of what he had just agreed to, but he was more terrified of Uncle Jasper’s wrath should he fail.
* * *
Uncle Jasper stood at the office door and watched Bolton and Dante leave the flat. He knew that Bolton had been shocked by the proposal, but he also knew that he would do whatever he asked. His fear and respect were too great to do otherwise.
His gaze turned to the man sat on the sofa. They had arranged the time for their meeting but it was still a surprise for him. The man looked at him and both remained frozen for a moment, unsure what should be said or done.
“You haven’t changed, Jasper,” the man said, a smile twitching at his lips as he rose to his feet.
“Neither have you, brother,” Uncle Jasper laughed, pulling him into a tight embrace. “Dear old Nathaniel, welcome back to London.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Asher paced the room, waiting for Toni to arrive. His stomach was churning and his palms were clammy with sweat. He had called her earlier in the afternoon to invite her over to Carl’s flat. Charley had reassured him that he was doing the right thing and that everything would be fine once Toni had found out he was gay.
Asher wasn’t so sure but he had agreed anyway. Now his doubts were resurfacing and he jumped when the doorbell sounded. Carl had gone out to meet with lawyers about his divorce, but Asher knew that the reason he had timed the meeting for now was to give him some privacy with his mother. Asher was grateful, but couldn’t help but wonder if he would feel more relaxed if Carl were here with him. Then again, maybe he wouldn’t.
He opened the front door and his mother bustled past him, observing every surface and item of furniture as she went, running a finger along the mantelpiece and sniffing the air.
Asher went to the kettle and poured two cups of tea, placing them on the coffee table, but Toni did not sit down.
“This is a nice flat, how can you afford it?” she asked, examining the flat screen television in the corner of the room.
“I don’t live here by myself, mum.”
“Oh, I see,” Toni said, turning to him and narrowing her eyes, “Your girlfriend lives here too?”
“No, not exactly,” Asher replied nervously.
“Good, I don’t want you living in sin like your sister,” Toni said, nodding and resuming her appraisal of the room, “I raised you better than that.”
Asher sat down on the sofa and took a deep breath. The moment to tell her had come.
“Listen,” he said, “there’s a reason I wanted to bring you here –”
“So you’re living with a friend then?” Toni cut across him, picking up a framed photo of Carl and scrutinising it.
Asher sighed.
“Yeah, I suppose so.”
“Why waste money to live with a friend?” Toni asked, replacing the frame on the mantelpiece and crossing the room to the window, where she surveyed the street below, “You should move back home, save your money until you go and live with your wife.”
“Mum, I need to have a serious talk with you,” Asher said.
“No man should be without a woman to look after him,” Toni continued as if he hadn’t spoken, and Asher felt his frustration mount, “And who best to look after you than your mother?”
“Mum,” he protested, voice rising.
“Don’t you raise your voice to me, young man,” Toni snapped, pointing her finger at him, “You’re not too old to be –”
Asher groaned. He had not expected to this to be easy, but in the conversations he had rehearsed in his head, his mother had at least kept quiet whilst he spoke. Now he realised that he had been deluding himself, and that his chances of her sitting silently whilst he explained things to her was just wishful thinking.
“Please, just sit down. I’ve got something important to tell you.”
“Oh Lord, no, you’ve got a girl pregnant, haven’t you?” Toni said, voice rising, as her hand clutched at the crucifix around her neck and she shook her head, “The shame, oh God, the shame. How am I going to face everyone at church, with two children having bastards?”
“I haven’t got anyone pregnant,” Asher said, and Toni paused, eyeing him suspiciously, before sighing in relief, shoulders slumping.
“Thank the heavens. So what do you need to tell me that is so important? You’ve found a girlfriend?”
“No, I haven’t got a girlfriend and I don’t want to find one.”
“What do you –?”
“I’ve got a boyfriend,” Asher said, squaring his shoulders, relieved as the words left his mouth, though his throat felt painfully dry. Toni froze. “Mum, I’m gay.”
“No,” Toni said, her voice faint.
“I’m sorry,” Asher said, trying to keep his voice resolute. He looked at Toni, but she remained motionless, her hand gripping the crucifix tightly. Asher leant forward, “Mum?”
“I don’t accept this, Asher.”
This was what Asher had been afraid of.
“I can’t change, mum. I’ve tried to, believe me, but this is who I am,” he said, his voice imploring, “I’m sorry for telling you like this, but Charley said –”
“Charley knows?” Toni said, head swivelling to face him, eyes wide, and a look of dawning comprehension appeared on her face, and she shook her head. “Oh Lord have mercy, she’s corrupted you. This is her fault; her sinful ways gave you these perverted ideas. I should have known something like this would happen –”
“It’s not her fault. She’s supported me and –”
Toni laughed, her head nodding fervently, as she paced the carpet, wagging her fingers as her mind scrambled frantically.
“I’ll bet she’s supported you,” she said, looking manic, “trying to move judgement from her to you, but I won’t allow it and –”
Asher sighed. Of all the reactions he had anticipated, this had not been one of them.
“I’m in love mum,” he said, his voice level. “His name’s Carl.”
Toni stopped. She looked at him, fear clear in her eyes. She shook her head.
“Eugh, stop!” she said, frightened of his words. “Enough of this filth, I –”
“Please, just listen to me,” Asher interrupted, desperate to explain himself, “I tried to change, I honestly did, but I can’t. God made me this way and –”
“Don’t blame God for this abomination, don’t you dare,” Toni shrieked, eyes wide and fingers clawing at her hair. “I’ve heard enough of this filth, if you refuse to renounce –”
“I’m happy,” Asher pleaded, standing and moving towards her, “can’t you just be happy for me?”
“No, I’ll never condone such perversion,” she said, backing away from him, her lips curled back in disgust as she surveyed him. “I’m leaving, and you’re not to contact me, or your sisters or brother. Especially not your brother.”
“Mum, please –”
“Don’t call me that,” Toni snapped, hurrying to the door, clutching her bag to her chest and shaking her head. Asher followed.
“You’re going to disown me, just like that?” He asked, feeling a defiance within himself that surprised him. Toni surveyed him, and Asher persisted, “Because of something I have no choice over? Because I’m accepting that God made me different?”
Toni looked him up and down, the disgusted look still written in every line on her face, and as her eyes reached his she diverted her gaze.
“You’re dead to me now,” she said coldly, and turned to the door.
Asher remained rooted to the spot as the door closed firmly behind her. He didn’t run after her or call out for her.
His heart was aching from her cruel words and her rejection, but he wouldn’t let her views break him. Her reaction had proven to him that he was meant for better things than her prejudices, and if she could not find it in her heart to accept him, he could no longer find it within his own to accept her.
* * *
Bolton sat on the sofa staring at the television, but he was paying no attention to the images flashing across the screen.
His mind was consumed with thoughts of the task that Uncle Jasper had given him. In the days since their last meeting, Bolton had found himself chasing thoughts through his mind, talking himself in and out of what he had been told to do.
He knew that Uncle Jasper was testing him, and he also knew that he would keep true to his word and transport him to a world of luxury that he could scarcely imagine if he succeeded in killing Ritchie. He sometimes fantasised about this world, how his life would be so drastically different from the world he had so far inhabited. Charley would want for nothing, she would never have to lift so much as a finger for the rest of her life, and their unborn child would have everything that he and Charley never had, from the best schools to the most expensive toys and the most extravagant parties.
Whenever he thought of his child, however, his conscience inevitably reminded him that this would only be possible if he were to commit murder, and what kind of father would that make him? Would he have wanted a murderer for a father? This would bring him to thoughts of his own childhood, of walking to school when his mother couldn’t spare money for the bus fare, and of the days they’d had little more than bread and milk to survive on until the next wages came in. This would start him thinking of how much his life could change if he did kill Ritchie, and the thoughts would continue in this vicious circle of desire and guilt, giving him the headaches that seemed so frequent that he could barely remember the days he had nothing to stress over.
“Are you feeling all right?” Charley asked from the doorway, bringing his dinner in on a tray and placing it on his knees. “You look kind of pale.”
“I’m all right, babe,” Bolton lied. The last thing Charley needed was more stress, especially at eight months pregnant. “Just feeling tired.”
“You shouldn’t work so hard, it’s not good for you.”
“I’ve got to, otherwise we can’t afford the rent on this place,” Bolton said, feeling his irritability surfacing again, as it so often seemed to do these days. “Then you’ll be back at your mum’s, and I’ll never hear the end of it. And then there’s the baby, I’m not going to be able to buy anything if I don’t work and –”
“Ok, ok, I’m sorry,” Charley said hastily, sitting down beside him and stroking his arm. “But you can’t tell me you aren’t stressed, because I can see it written all over your face, and you haven’t been sleeping –”
“For fuck’s sake, can’t you just drop it?” Bolton said, banging his fist on the tray and sending the plate of food clattering to the floor. “Of course I’m stressed, I’m working all hours and it’s a fucking stressful job.”
“I know it is, but –”
“How the hell would you know?” Bolton shouted, temper rising rapidly, “You spend all day sitting around chilling out and enjoying the money I’m bringing in, whilst I’m –”
He stopped himself. He couldn’t tell Charley the truth. She looked at him questioningly, her eyes wide, and he felt guilty for raising his voice, and for ruining the meal she had cooked for him. Then the guilt turned to anger. Anger that she was adding to his guilt and frustration, when she should be supporting him without question. He dropped the empty tray onto the coffee table and rose to his feet.
“Where are you going now?” she asked, her voice pleading.
He felt a stab of annoyance, even now she was trying to make him feel bad for leaving her, for losing his patience, for not giving in to her every want and whim.
“Out,” he replied.
* * *
After clearing up the mess from dinner, Charley sat down on the sofa and fought back tears of frustration. She knew something was going on and she wanted to understand, to help, but Bolton wouldn’t let her and that frustrated her.
She was scared. Things were getting worse, they were barely speaking, they barely even saw each other, and she knew that their relationship was reaching breaking point.
Even though she understood that Bolton was stressed from work, she couldn’t work out why he was so quick to get angry and seemed to resent her so much. She had wanted him to find a good job, but not at the expense of their relationship. She would give up the flat and the money to live in a bedsit, just as long as she and Bolton were a happy family with their baby.
She jumped when her phone began to ring, and she checked the caller. Leigh-Ann. She rejected the call and stared at the television. She couldn’t face explaining what had happened to Leigh-Ann and then listen to her friend’s lecture which would no doubt follow. She considered ringing Asher, but she knew he was going through his own problems. She had heard that Asher had told Toni about his sexuality, and neither was talking to the other. She had found herself caught in the middle, torn between Asher and Toni. No, it was best to keep her family out of her own problems. She didn’t want to cause any more drama, not when there seemed to be so much already.
She considered her father, but dismissed the idea. He hadn’t even met Bolton yet, and she didn’t want to turn him against her boyfriend before they had been introduced.
No, there was nothing for it. This would have to be something she dealt with alone.
Her phone beeped. A text from Leigh-Ann. Charley ignored it and felt tears stinging the corners of her eyes. She heard a car door slam outside and rushed to the window, hopeful that Bolton had returned, but it was just a neighbour.
She returned to the sofa and burst into tears. She didn’t try and stop them but let her chest heave with the sobs. She had to be strong for the sake of her family and for her relationship, but she was alone now, and nobody could see her misery.
* * *
Bolton paced the floor in Dante’s bedroom, ignoring his best mate’s concerned eyes.
“Listen, mate, you’ve got to tell me if something’s wrong,” Dante said, his voice a little too impassive to be natural. Bolton glanced at him, before averting his gaze. Dante sighed, “I’m guessing it’s something to do with Charley, right? You said earlier you were going to have a night in with her, and now you’re here, all worked up and agitated.”
“You want a fucking medal?” Bolton snapped, “You going up for the brain of Britain award?”
“There’s no need to take it out on me, mate. Any problems you got going on with her are with her, not with me. I’m just trying to figure out what I can do to help.”
“Try rolling a fat joint, that’d be a start.”
“Sure thing,” Dante said.
Bolton continued pacing in silence, whilst Dante rolled. He could feel his own anger emanating from his body in waves and any guilt he’d felt earlier was fast disappearing. He knew his anger was making his thoughts irrational, even dangerous, but he felt a fierce satisfaction at this. Charley knew nothing about his work, but it was her fault. She had pushed and nagged, and now she’d gotten what she wanted. She was financially secure and that was obviously what mattered to her. As far as she was concerned, he was just a means to an end. As long as he brought home big money, and kept it coming, he could work himself to the bone and she couldn’t care less. Any concern she had, he thought, was not about love, or about real worry. The only reason for her behaviour was that she was concerned he was going to back out of his job, stop bringing the money in, and then she’d have no use for him.
He loved her, but he despised her at times too. She wanted money, and she would get it.
“I’ve been thinking about what Uncle Jasper asked us to do,” Bolton said, still pacing. Dante looked up, but kept quiet. “Well, asked me to do.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah,” Bolton said, turning to face his best mate. “I think we should do it tomorrow.”
Dante raised an eyebrow.
“Really?”
Bolton nodded.
“Yeah, what’s the point in waiting?”
“Fair enough,” Dante shrugged, finishing rolling the joint. “It’s just I didn’t think you were that keen on the idea. Thought you’d wait ‘til the last moment to get it done.”
“I changed my mind.”
“I can see,” Dante said, sounding amused. “You reckon we can arrange it that quick?”
“Yeah,” Bolton nodded. “And Uncle Jasper ain’t going to complain. He wants it doing, and he doesn’t want a big scene. It’s a win-win situation, the sooner the better.”
Dante offered him the joint and Bolton lit it, pulling the smoke in and savouring it. He felt his muscles begin to ease and his mind start to clear.
Yes, Charley clearly wanted the money to keep on rolling in, and Bolton knew there was only one way that this could continue. He would have to kill Ritchie. And he wanted to do it as soon as he could arrange it. The thought still terrified him, but if it was the only way forward, he wanted it over and done with before his conscience caught up and the guilt returned.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



The following day, Bolton battled with his conflicting emotions over the job that had to be carried out. He swung from angry determination, to stomach-churning terror, to cold fear, and exhaustion.
He was unnerved by Dante’s excitement at the prospect of what lay ahead that evening. The thought of Ritchie’s murder seemed to exhilarate him as much as it worried Bolton, and he found himself wondering how he had never noticed his best mate’s true nature before now. Then again, he told himself, he had hardly been an innocent in all of this. He had agreed to kill him, he was the one who was going to strike the final blow, and yet he had not turned tail and run into the night, but remained, trying to convince himself that he was doing the right thing. And if not the right thing, then he was doing what was best for his future. For him, for Charley and the baby, for their future. They would be made for life, and this thought sustained him when his nerves threatened to get the better of him.
That morning they had met with Uncle Jasper and planned a strategy for dealing with Ritchie. Bolton wanted to make it a quick kill. He didn’t want to prolong the ordeal, for either him or Ritchie, but Uncle Jasper had insisted that Ritchie suffer before he died.
With Dante offering suggestions, they had eventually formulated a plan. Uncle Jasper would arrange to meet with Ritchie, and Bolton and Dante would follow Ritchie as he left, to find out where he was keeping the stolen money. At this point they would inform Uncle Jasper, and incapacitate Ritchie. Uncle Jasper would join them at Ritchie’s hiding place, and Bolton would perform the necessary under Uncle Jasper’s watchful eye, and then they would dispose of the body and head home.
After the plan had been agreed upon, Bolton found the day slip by quickly, and was relieved when, mid-afternoon, Dante suggested they have a few beers to steady their nerves.
Holed up in Dante’s bedroom, Bolton sipped his beer and puffed on a joint, and felt his nerves begin to ease.
“You looking forward to it?” Dante asked, after their second beer.
“Not sure, you?”
“Yeah, man, this is going to be awesome,” Dante said, licking his lips.
Bolton eyed him for a moment, and Dante’s eyes narrowed, but Bolton looked away. When he chanced a glance at him again, Dante was drinking his beer and winked when he caught his eye. Bolton smiled in return, but couldn’t shake the feeling that his best mate was doubting his ability to perform their entrusted task.
Charley tried to ring him several times, but Bolton didn’t answer. He couldn’t bear to hear her voice. He had stayed at Dante’s last night, and had spoken to her briefly in the morning, only to tell her that he was working all day and wouldn’t be home until really late. She had protested and told him they needed to talk properly and spend time together, but Bolton had insisted he had to work and hung up.
Hearing her voice, he had doubted his plans. He knew that Charley wanted money, but he wondered what she would think of him if she discovered what he planned to do. She wouldn’t understand. She liked the money, but didn’t appreciate that certain sacrifices had to be made in order to bring it in. To work in this occupation, Bolton had learnt, you had to forget your morals and do what was necessary. Charley would try and talk him out of what he was supposed to do, but Bolton knew that she’d be the first to complain when the money ran out. No, he was making a decision for the both of them.
They needed money and he was being offered the chance to make lots of it.
“Nearly time,” Dante said, stirring him from his thoughts. “We’d better make a move soon, we don’t want to be late and miss Ritchie.”
“Good idea,” Bolton nodded, but his stomach shuddered.
Bolton watched as Dante packed the tools which Uncle Jasper had supplied them with into a satchel, then followed him downstairs and out to the car. Dante lowered the bag into the backseat and went round to the driver’s seat, whilst Bolton settled himself into the front. He tried not to think of what was soon to happen.
His phone rang and he rejected Charley’s call, then turned his phone off. No distractions. Dante nodded and did the same.
“Let’s hit the road,” Dante said. His voice was quiet. Perhaps, Bolton thought, his friend was more bravado than brave, and felt reassured.
They drove in silence, the radio on a low volume, and parked as close as they could get to Uncle Jasper’s. They turned off the headlights and radio, and stared out into the darkness.
After half an hour, they watched a car pull to the curb nearby and Ritchie get out. He locked his car and disappeared in the direction of the flat. Bolton felt his heart beat faster, and knew that Dante was experiencing a similar adrenaline rush. The plan was underway now.
“Here he comes,” Bolton said, catching sight of Ritchie as he passed under a streetlight.
“Time for action,” Dante whispered.
Ritchie returned to his car and started the engine. As he pulled away from the curb, Dante waited a few moments before starting up the car and following. Uncle Jasper had insisted that they not blow their cover. If Ritchie guessed he had a tail, he would know the game was up and might not lead them to the stolen money, and that meant that Uncle Jasper might never recover his money. And that was not an option as far as he was concerned, and Bolton had been left in no doubt that he and Dante would be held responsible if it all fucked-up. He shuddered at the thought of Uncle Jasper’s retribution.
They followed the car across London, keeping a safe distance between them, but always making sure that Ritchie was within eyesight.
When Ritchie turned off the road and pulled down a narrow side street, Dante parked adjacent to the alleyway, on the side of the road, and waited. Bolton watched as Ritchie got out of his car and looked over his shoulder. He resisted the urge to duck in his seat, and Ritchie continued down the alley on foot, and disappeared through a large white door.
Bolton looked at Dante and they both nodded. It was time. Bolton gritted his teeth and got out of the car. They walked quickly, heads down, across the road and down the alley, passing Ritchie’s car and letting themselves in through the white door.
They heard footsteps on a higher level, and crept up the stairs. On the third floor, they saw an apartment door closing. This was Ritchie’s hiding place. Room 3B.
Bolton pulled out his phone, turned it on and dialled Uncle Jasper to give him the location.
“Well done boys,” Uncle Jasper said, smiling down the phone, after the message had been relayed. “I’m on my way. Just make sure Ritchie can’t go anywhere.”
Bolton knew what he meant and hung up. He kept guard whilst Dante returned to the car to retrieve their tools, and when he returned a few moments later, they opened the satchel and both pulled out crowbars. Bolton felt the weight in his hands and gripped it tightly.
He took a few deep breaths, willing himself to carry on. They were half-way through tonight. It would soon be over. Dante seemed to be doing the same beside him.
Bolton led the way down the corridor to 3B, and pushed through the door into a dingy room with moth-eaten furniture and windows concealed behind dirty shades. The room was empty. Ritchie peered around a doorway to his left, and Bolton dived forwards, Dante at his heels.
Ritchie was nearly at the window when Bolton struck him with the crowbar. He let out a scream of agony as it connected with his shin and dropped to the floor. Dante hit him again, and another howl filled the room.
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Bolton said, nudging Dante on the shoulder as he raised his crowbar again, “You look around, make sure the missing money’s here somewhere.”
Dante looked as if he was going to protest, but he nodded and lowered the crowbar. He disappeared back into the first room and Bolton heard the sound of cushions being torn open and tables being knocked over.
He turned his gaze to Ritchie, who was lying on the filthy floor clutching his knees, his face screwed up in pain.
“You brought this on yourself,” Bolton said, trying to justify himself, but the quiver in his voice betrayed him. “If you hadn’t stolen from Uncle Jasper, none of this would be happening.”
Ritchie eyed him, his face still screwed up in agony, and to Bolton’s surprise, he let out a mirthless bark of laughter.
“You really think that?” he said through gritted teeth, hands clutching his knees tightly against the pain. “God, you really are just a stupid little kid, aren’t you?”
“I ain’t stupid enough to steal from Uncle Jasper,” Bolton said, his voice loud in the small room. “You’re the one who looks stupid from here.”
Ritchie remained quiet, eyes closed, and Dante returned.
“You find the money?” Bolton asked, looking around at him.
Dante shook his head, looking agitated.
“Shit, where the hell is it then?”
“Fuck knows,” Dante said, hitting the wall with the crowbar, sending a chunk of plaster flying across the room. Ritchie remained silent.
“Do you know where it is?” Bolton asked, nudging him with his foot.
Ritchie’s eyes opened, but he didn’t respond.
“Fuck this,” Dante said, pushing past Bolton, crowbar raised.
“We should wait for Uncle Jasper –”
“No,” Dante interrupted.
He brought the crowbar down hard on Ritchie’s right leg and this time a loud cracking sound reverberated through the air. Bolton looked away. Ritchie screamed again.
Dante was swearing now, and Bolton heard the sound of repeated blows. Loud cracks and snaps mingled with Ritchie’s screams. After a minute, Bolton turned around again and put a hand on Dante’s shoulder.
Dante paused, brought the crowbar down on Ritchie’s left arm, ripping a chunk of flesh off the bone and cracking his elbow, and then stepped away, panting heavily. Ritchie was sobbing silently, eyes rolled up in pain, clutching the fresh wound on his arm. Bolton looked at his legs and saw a mess of blood, bone and gore where his jeans had been ripped open. He glanced at Dante, who was still catching his breath but looking pleased with himself.
“I’m going out for a fag,” Dante said, wiping blood and flesh off the crowbar with his hands. “I’ll be back in a minute. He gives you any trouble, start on his other arm. Uncle Jasper said to keep him incapacitated, so as long as he ain’t dead when the boss arrives, we can break as many bones as we want.”
Bolton nodded and watched Dante leave the room.
“You know this is nothing compared to what Uncle Jasper’s going to do if you don’t tell him where you’ve hidden the stolen money,” Bolton said, turning to Ritchie’s trembling form.
“Fucking idiot,” Ritchie stammered, “You’ll be in my situation in ten, maybe fifteen, years’ time. Just you wait.”
“No chance.”
“If I were you, I’d get out whilst you have the chance. Before you do something to piss Jasper off, or mess up somehow, or start getting greedy, and then it’s you getting body parts ripped off by a couple of stupid kids.”
Bolton looked down at him and struggled to remain composed. He couldn’t let Ritchie get into his mind. Hadn’t Uncle Jasper warned him and Dante about that this morning? He’d said a desperate man would say anything to save himself.
“You know Uncle Jasper wants me to kill you?” Bolton asked, as Ritchie’s face continued to pale and blood trickled steadily across the wooden floor, thickening as it congealed with dust and grime. “If you just tell me where you hid the money, I promise I’ll make it quick. You won’t suffer.”
Ritchie snorted, sending flecks of blood from his mouth.
“I’m already suffering, in case you didn’t notice.”
“Come on, tell me before Uncle Jasper gets here.”
“It’s in the other room, the one your mate was searching. In a cushion. All of it was there.”
Bolton considered him for a moment and realised that Uncle Jasper had been right. He was trying to work his way out of trouble by lying.
“Don’t move,” Bolton said, waving the crowbar warningly at him, as he backed into the first room.
“I ain’t going anywhere fast,” Ritchie called after him, “Your pal’s seen to that.”
Bolton looked down at the sofa and saw the cushions, the material torn off and the white fluff inside pulled out, now littering the floor. There was no money.
He stepped back into the smaller room and glared down at Ritchie.
“There ain’t a fucking penny in that room,” Bolton said, feeling his irritation mount. “You’re a filthy thief and a fucking liar.”
“That he most definitely is,” Uncle Jasper’s voice boomed from the doorway. Bolton jumped, and turned. Dante hovered in Uncle Jasper’s shadow as they stepped into the room. Uncle Jasper considered Ritchie and sneered. “You won’t tell us where the money is, I take it?”
“In the other room,” Ritchie repeated. “Cushions…Hidden.”
His voice was quieter now and it appeared hard for him to talk. Uncle Jasper loomed over him.
“I won’t ask you again,” he said, kicking Ritchie hard in one of his mangled legs.
Ritchie groaned, “I’ve told you –”
“Very well, if that’s how you want to play it,” Uncle Jasper said, shaking his head. He spat on him, and stepped back from him. “I’d have thought even you could see this is the end game for you. If you tell the truth, I might let you die quickly. And you know the other option. You’ve helped me perform many yourself.”
“Other room –” Ritchie groaned, “Cushion –”
“I’ve heard enough,” Uncle Jasper shouted, raising a hand, face filled with rage. “You’ve shown me disrespect.”
He stepped aside, motioning for Bolton to step forward.
“Bolton, please proceed,” he said.
Bolton hesitated, the crowbar slipping in his sweaty palms. Uncle Jasper was staring at him, an expectant look on his face.
“Let me,” Dante said, stepping forward, but Uncle Jasper threw out a hand and caught him in the chest. Dante stopped, looking disappointed.
“You’ve done enough, my friend,” Uncle Jasper said, returning his gaze to Bolton. “Now it’s Bolton’s turn to have some fun. Show this piece of shit what happens when people disrespect me. Disrespect us.”
Bolton stepped forward, aware of all eyes on him. He gripped the crowbar tighter, until his knuckles were pale and his palms stung. He raised it over his head and brought it down hard on Ritchie’s other arm. Another howl, and Ritchie seemed to crumple, attempting to curl up into a ball.
Bolton struck again and again. The screeches of pain were animalistic now. Ritchie’s parting words echoed in his mind. Uncle Jasper was watching with a pleased, greedy expression on his face.
As he struck again, Bolton felt his stomach churn and bile rise in his throat. He hastily swallowed it back down and raised the crowbar once again. He couldn’t continue. Ritchie’s moans were ringing inside his head. He brought the crowbar down on top of Ritchie’s head, the blow sending fragments of skull and brain across the wall.
The pitiful moans stopped at once, leaving in their wake a shocking silence.
Uncle Jasper stared at Bolton for a moment, surprise registering in his eyes.
“You killed him,” he said.
“That…that’s what you wanted…isn’t it?” Bolton stammered.
“Eventually,” Uncle Jasper growled. “Not when the fun was just getting started.”
Bolton stood frozen to the spot, wondering whether Uncle Jasper was going to strike him.
“I’m sorry,” Bolton lied, his voice shaking as much as the rest of his body. “I didn’t mean to. I meant to get his shoulder, but I hit the wrong place.”
Uncle Jasper stared into his eyes, as if searching for the truth. Bolton didn’t drop his gaze, as much as he wanted to. The silence rang out for a few more moments, then Uncle Jasper’s shoulders relaxed.
“I suppose I can’t hold it against you,” he said, though his voice was still tight with anger, “We can all get a little overexcited when wielding a crowbar. You’ll soon learn the right technique. Practice makes perfect, they say.”
Bolton let his words wash over him and felt horrified. He had assumed that this would be the only time he would have to prove his loyalty. Now he realised that Uncle Jasper would keep testing him, would keep demanding unswerving loyalty and proof of it, and that there would never be a last body, not until it was his turn to die.
“What should we do with the body?” Dante asked.
“Leave the scum here,” Uncle Jasper said, spitting on the remains of Ritchie again. “He doesn’t even deserve a swim in the Thames or a trip to the woods, the piece of crap.”
As they left the hideout, Uncle Jasper took him aside at the entrance to the alleyway, whilst Dante went to start the car engine.
He was half-smiling, but Bolton could feel anger coming off him, and when Uncle Jasper grabbed his jacket and pulled him closer, until Bolton could smell the tobacco on his breath, he began to shake.
“I don’t know where that money went or where it was hidden,” Uncle Jasper hissed, the half-smile on his lips looking maniacal in the glow from the nearby streetlight, and Bolton resisted the urge to pull away. “But if I found out you helped yourself to so much as a penny, God is my witness, I will cut you up and spread you across five counties. Do you understand that, Bolton?”
Bolton nodded, unable to speak, his throat dry.
“Are you sure?” Uncle Jasper asked, his voice softer, but none less threatening.
Bolton nodded again.
“Good,” Uncle Jasper said, resuming his normal tone and letting go of Bolton’s jacket. “Excellent, in fact. And before I forget, well done tonight. You’ve definitely proved yourself worthy of my employment, for now at any rate.”
He winked, and retreated down the street to his own car, where a driver sat behind the wheel awaiting his return. Bolton stood at the entrance to the alleyway, struggling to catch his breath. Uncle Jasper waved as his car drove off down the street.
A car horn beeped and Bolton saw Dante motioning furiously to him. Bolton crossed the road in a daze and collapsed in the passenger street, discarding the crowbar in the backseat.
“Some night, eh?” Dante grinned.
Bolton couldn’t bring himself to answer.
The journey passed in silence and Bolton was relieved when Dante dropped him at home. He waved as Dante sped off, and only realised that his trainers and tracksuit bottoms were covered in blood and small flecks of flesh when he reached the flat door. He listened at the door, but couldn’t hear the sounds of the television.
He wondered if Charley was asleep, but decided he couldn’t take the risk. He rang Dante and got a lift to his mum’s flat. He avoided the CCTV cameras he knew were nearby the entrance to the block of flats, and jogged up the stairs to his old home.
As he let himself in, he found his mother in the lounge. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped open when he walked in and she took in the state of him.
Leaping to her feet, she rushed towards him.
“What happened? Oh my God, are you all right?”
Bolton stepped back and waved her off.
“I’m fine,” he said, “I just need a place to crash for tonight.”
His mother didn’t seem convinced.
“But, what about the blood, and –”
“It’s not my blood,” Bolton snapped. “And right now, I need a shower.”
She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped.
“There’s about twenty minutes of hot water left. If you need more than that, you’ll have to put it on. You know where the gizmo is.”
Then she retreated to the lounge, and Bolton stood in the hallway for a moment, before his stomach leapt and he rushed to the bathroom, making it just in time to vomit all over the tiled floor.
* * *
In his car, Dante sat behind the wheel and lit a cigarette. He pulled a small sachet of coke out of his pocket and dipped his finger in, then rubbed it into his gums. He shuddered and did it again, before taking a deep drag on his fag.
He had parked at the top of a multi-storey car park and he knew from past experience that he would not be disturbed here. He looked out over the twinkling lights of the city surrounding him and thought about tonight.
It had been a thrill and far more fulfilling than he had expected. Then again, he reminded himself, he had got a little more than he had bargained for.
He finished his cigarette, resealed the sachet of coke and shoved it back into his pocket, and opened the car door. He rounded the car and flipped open the boot.
Two large plastic bags of money looked back up at him, filled with stacks of twenty-pound notes. He grinned and licked his lips.
Yes, he had definitely gotten more than he’d bargained for tonight. Whilst Bolton was keeping guard over Ritchie, Dante had ransacked the room and had quickly found the bags of money hidden in the cushions of the sofa. It hadn’t been hard; he had too much experience of hiding drugs and other paraphernalia to be fooled by that. He’d been about to call out to Bolton that he had found the cash when something had stopped him. The sight of so much money was a powerful adrenaline rush, an excitement that was almost physical, had almost gotten him aroused.
And for a second he’d considered just taking the money to his waiting car and keeping it for himself, and once he’d considered it, he couldn’t think of any other alternative. He doubted anyone would believe Ritchie, even he did tell the truth. So he’d spun Bolton a lie about going for a fag, grabbed the money and hidden it in the car, and gone back up to carry on the charade. He’d nearly shat himself when he’d seen Uncle Jasper arrive, just seconds after he’d stashed his hidden loot, but Uncle Jasper had bought it all too.
God, Dante thought, shutting the boot again, he’d make a damn better gangster than Uncle Jasper. He’d have pulled the car and the flat apart until there was nothing left if it had been his money that had gone missing.
Still, he had to be careful, and not flash too much cash, at least not yet, not until he was sure the coast was clear and Uncle Jasper and Bolton wouldn’t get suspicious.
He slid behind the wheel and started up the car again. He needed another fix and he’d heard about a house party nearby, which he planned to crash once he’d found a clean pair of jeans. He could buy a few bottles of vodka from an all-night store and get some more coke from someone he knew, and he’d be set to have a good night.
Spending a little of the stolen money, he thought to himself, was perfectly reasonable. After all, what had been the point in stealing it if he couldn’t spend any of it?




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Julie Smith was a survivor. That was what she prided herself on. When her good for nothing boyfriend had ditched her when she had told him she was pregnant, she had pulled herself together and raised her son as best she could.
She knew that she had made mistakes. There had been times she couldn’t afford to put food on the table, and times when she had starved herself for a week at a time, giving the little food she had in the fridge to her son. There had been times when she couldn’t pay the electric bills and she’d cradled her son in the dark and sung to him.
Still, they had both come through it as strong individuals, and Julie was overjoyed that she had managed to raise such a decent, loving son, despite all the obstacles that had littered the way.
As she stood in the small kitchen, waiting for the kettle to boil, she began to think of all the things she had done wrong with regards to Bolton. She had let him smoke weed, even though she knew it was bad. She’d let him roam the streets at night, knowing that dangers lurked in every shadow around here. She had let him run rings around her, let him get away with anything, because deep down she had felt guilty that she was the only parent he had ever known.
Her thoughts turned to last night and Bolton, turning up covered in blood and grime. He had showered and she had taken his clothes and, trying not to look too closely at the mess covering them, had boiled them in the sink and put them into the washer. He had gone to his old bedroom and slept soundly, but she couldn’t. She had paced her own room all night, fretting about what Bolton had done, what was going on in her son’s life, though she knew that she didn’t really want to know.
As daylight had crept through the blinds, she had given up on trying to relax and had retreated to the kitchen, pouring herself a vodka and throwing it down her neck, savouring the burn. It was a relief to have a physical burn to take over from the emotional, if only for a few seconds.
She heard the sounds of Bolton stirring from his room and squared her shoulders. She would never admit it, but she was nervous of her son after last night. Not just because of the mess over his clothes, but the look in his eyes. They had frightened her. The eyes that were normally filled with love were empty and that broke her heart.
* * *
In his bedroom, Bolton pulled on some jogging bottoms and a vest, and lit himself a cigarette. He knew that he would have to face his mother at some point, but he needed a few moments alone.
He had seen the look in her eyes as he had walked in and the image of her horrified face swam in his mind whenever he closed his eyes. He knew she was upset, and most definitely suspicious, but he also knew that she wouldn’t ask him anything about what had happened. He appreciated her for that, and for her unflinching loyalty towards him. He knew she had taken his clothes away whilst he was showering, knew she wanted to scrub them free of blood and evidence, and he was grateful.
As he flicked ash into an empty mug, Bolton’s overwhelming emotion was guilt. His sleep had been restless and filled with disturbing dreams and Ritchie’s parting words echoed around his head. He had killed a man, and nothing he could ever do would change that now.
He thought of Charley, probably freaking out about where he was and what he was doing, and felt more guilt. He knew his mother had been restless too, he had heard her pacing all night through the wall. He briefly wondered whether the women in his life would not be better off without him. He thought of packing a case and disappearing, fleeing London and never returning, but he knew he never would.
Uncle Jasper owned him now, and there was no escape.
He stubbed out the cigarette and went out into the lounge. His mum came through from the kitchen with a cup of coffee for him.
“Thanks mum,” Bolton said, taking it gratefully.
She nodded, keeping her eyes averted. She sat beside him, but hovered on the edge of the cushion, wringing her hands and biting her bottom lip.
Bolton knew that she wanted to say something and took a drink of coffee, burning his mouth, watching her wearily.
She cleared her throat, and spoke quietly but determinedly.
“About last night, Bolton, I –”
“Look, mum, nothing happened,” Bolton said, cutting across her. He knew she would not be able to handle the truth, and even if she could, he didn’t want her to know. He respected her too much to bring her in on his dark secret. “All right?”
He watched her, and she eventually nodded her head. She gave a half-smile and rose to her feet.
“I’ll make you breakfast,” she said, “Eggs and bacon do you?”
Bolton nodded.
“Sounds great, mum. Then I’d best get back home, Charley will be doing her nut.”
He smiled at his mum, and she smiled back, but it didn’t reach her eyes, and as she went through to the kitchen, Bolton saw her wipe her eyes on her sleeve.
* * *
Asher walked into Sergeant Hollins’ office and sat down in the wooden chair in front of the desk. He looked inquiringly at his superior, wondering why he had been called in and hoping that he had not done something wrong.
A few days earlier, he and Carl had informed the other officers that they were living together and in love, and apart from a few sideways glances and jokes, the news seemed to have been accepted with good grace. Diane had congratulated them, having become a firm friend since they had gotten together.
Now, Asher feared that somebody had tipped off Hollins and that they would be separated. He knew that it was unusual policy for a couple to be given shifts together, but he and Carl were professional and never let their relationship cloud their judgement when patrolling, and he intended to tell Hollins this when the subject was brought up.
He was about to tell him this, when Hollins spoke first.
“You’re probably wondering why I brought up here, but I thought it best you hear it from an official source, rather than the grapevine down in the locker rooms,” Hollins said, his voice deep but soft. “First, I have to reassure you that your career won’t be affected by this, and –”
“With all due respect sir,” Asher interrupted, leaning forward, determined to get his point across first. “I don’t think my relationship with Carl should have any bearing on my ability as an officer, sir.”
Hollins surveyed him and then leaned forward, elbows on his desk.
“Brunns, I did not call you into my office to discuss your personal relationship with PC Hurst. That, as you’ve so eloquently pointed out, is none of my business.”
Asher was surprised. He felt a blush creeping up his cheeks, and bowed his head.
“I’m sorry, sir,” he said quietly. The office was silent for a moment. “So, sir, why did you call me up here?”
Hollins sighed, with the look of someone about to deliver bad news. Asher felt his heart beat faster.
“One of the specialist organised crime teams have been doing surveillance on a London gang operating in and around the Goldsworth Estate,” Hollins replied. “Tracking the movements of some of the key players. This gang runs drugs and firearms. They’ve been active for years but until recently, the leaders haven’t been identified.”
Asher nodded. He wasn’t sure why he was being told this, but he knew that it couldn’t be good news. He wiped his palms on his trousers.
“Without giving you any classified information, the surveillance team has recently identified their prime suspects. No raids have been carried out yet, whilst they gather photographic evidence and find out the other movers and shakers involved in the set-up,” Hollins continued. “From the looks of it, this is an international operation. This isn’t a small gang of youths; it’s a corporation, bringing drugs and firearms into the country. From smuggling to distribution, it seems like they’re involved in it all.”
He paused for breath.
“As you know, the surveillance teams identify everyone who is connected to this organisation, and recently they identified the girlfriend of a suspected gang member. I can’t give you any more information about the case or the status of the suspect, but you’re a good officer, and I thought you deserved to know the identity of the girlfriend. It’s your sister, Charley.”
Asher shook his head, willing it not to be true.
“No, it can’t be,” he said. “Charley would never get involved in something like that.”
“From what I could gather, she isn’t a suspect. Could be she knows something, but maybe she doesn’t have a clue. It’s the boyfriend, Bolton Smith, the team are interested in.”
“Do they have any evidence against him?”
Hollins shrugged.
“Not that they’d tell me, but he’s been spending a lot of time with the suspected boss, so if he isn’t involved somehow I’d be surprised.”
Asher didn’t know what to say as he let the words sink in.
“I wanted to give you the heads up,” Hollins said, sympathetic. “Things are going to get messy, and sooner rather than later by the sound of it. If your sister isn’t involved, there’s still time for her to get out of all this before it hits the proverbial fan.”
Asher nodded. He would have to speak to Charley. He rose to his feet.
“And Brunns,” Hollins said, his voice stern now. “You’re not supposed to know any of this. Strictly against protocol and I’ve put my neck on the line. Don’t fuck things up for me or we’ll both be up shit creek.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t, Sir.”
As Asher left the office, closing the door behind him, he knew he would have to go and visit his sister when he finished his shift, and he was already dreading what he would have to tell her.
* * *
That evening, Charley poured herself a second of glass of white wine and flicked through the music channels, letting the music wash over her.
Leigh-Ann had left a few minutes earlier after ranting about Bolton for a few hours, and Charley was glad her friend had gone. It was getting tiresome with Leigh-Ann’s constant attacks on her boyfriend. If she had to choose between them, Charley knew that Bolton would win. No matter how much he annoyed her at times, she still loved him.
She thought of him as she sipped her wine. Last night she had been frantic over his continued absence, and her heckles had been firmly raised when he had turned his phone off after ignoring several of her calls. Then he had stayed out all night and she had woken up in the morning, neck aching, on the sofa, having fallen asleep trying to wait up for him to come home.
When he had showed up that morning, with a bunch of roses and a box of chocolates, her anger had abated and she had accepted his apologies and his reassurances that he had been working late and had crashed at his mother’s flat because he didn’t want to disturb her.
They had made love and Charley had been ecstatic, feeling that Bolton had finally returned to her properly.
Minutes later, when Bolton had dressed again and headed out the door after a call from Dante, Charley’s hopes that things were getting better had been shattered. Things were just the same as before, except she’d let him get into her knickers for some chocolates and roses and with a worthless apology.
That was when she had called Leigh-Ann around and they had gossiped and had some wine. Charley had listened half-heartedly to Leigh-Ann’s opinions on Bolton’s behaviour, her mind firmly on her boyfriend.
She found herself wondering whether Bolton really had been working last night, and whether he had stayed at his mother’s or elsewhere. As Leigh-Ann had pointed out, she had no proof and Bolton could have been with another girl for all she knew.
Sipping at her wine, Charley decided to call Bolton’s bluff. She picked up her phone and rang Julie Smith. She was on good terms with her and knew that Julie would not defend her son if he cheated on her.
Julie picked up on the third ring, her voice apprehensive. Her voice softened when Charley greeted her. They chatted for a few minutes and then Charley asked the question she had been building up to.
“Listen, Julie, I was just wondering, did Bolton crash at yours last night?”
She hoped the anxiety in her voice didn’t betray the true nature of the question, and held her breath as she waited for the answer.
“Yeah, he did. Worked late and needed a place to stay. I don’t think he wanted to wake you up, seeing as how late it was.”
Charley sighed with relief.
After saying goodbye to Julie and hanging up, Charley finished her glass of wine and realised she couldn’t stop smiling. She had been stupid, she now realised, to think Bolton had spent the night with another girl. It was her he loved, that had always been clear.
She considered ringing him to see where he was, but decided not to. She knew that she could trust him now, and so she sat down on the sofa and closed her eyes. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as she had thought. She had been paranoid and unfair to him, and she decided it must be the hormones from the pregnancy.
When the baby arrived, Charley knew that things would quickly improve.
There was a knock on the door.
Charley smiled to herself as she rose to her feet. Bolton had probably forgotten his keys. She would kiss him all over and take him to bed so they could have an early night. That was what she wanted more than anything right now. To lie in Bolton’s arms and feel safe.
She opened the front door and was surprised.
“Asher, what are you doing here?” she asked, pulling herself out of her thoughts of Bolton. “Is everything all right? You and mum ain’t had another fight or anything?”
Asher grimaced. Charley thought he looked worried.
“Nothing like that,” he replied. He shifted on his feet. “I’ve got something to tell you. It’s important.”
Charley considered him for a moment. He definitely didn’t sound happy.
“You’d better come in then. I’ll put the kettle on.”
* * *
Bolton let himself into the flat and was surprised to find the lights were still on inside. He had expected Charley to be in bed asleep, but he supposed she might have nodded off on the couch. Trying to stay up for him. He was touched, but also felt a stab of irritation that it was perhaps because she wanted to check up on him.
He had spent most of the day with Dante. Uncle Jasper had called them to a meeting and summed up last night’s work. Dante had seemed a little worse for wear and Bolton guessed that he had partied hard after their task had been completed.
As he went into the kitchen, Bolton jumped in surprise as he saw Charley sat on a stool, a glass of wine in her hand, staring at him. Her legs were crossed, her skirt riding up her shapely thighs, and Bolton felt himself stir. He was luckier than most, he thought, pleased that despite her pregnancy, Charley was still able to turn him on.
He dropped his keys onto the counter and smiled at her.
“You waited up for me, babe?” he asked, pouring himself a glass of wine and taking a sip. “You’re too good to me sometimes.”
“So you’ve been working late again?”
Charley’s voice was tight and Bolton nodded, rounding the counter and stood behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist.
“I’ve still got some energy left,” he murmured, kissing her neck, “And you’re looking hot.”
Charley moved her neck away from his lips, and Bolton frowned.
“What’s wrong? Ain’t you in the mood?” he asked.
He held her tighter and nibbled her ear lobe, but Charley extricated herself from his arms and slid off the stool, picking up her glass of wine and putting the marble countertop between them. Bolton threw his hands up.
“Charley, what’s going on?”
“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Charley retorted.
Bolton shook his head in confusion.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Come on, why don’t you tell me what you did at work today?”
Charley’s voice was soft, but Bolton knew that it was a loaded question and he felt his frustration at her mount. He had wanted to spend time with her, but it seemed she did not feel the same.
“Not this again,” Bolton sighed, a bite of impatience in his voice, taking another drink. “You know I don’t talk about work to you.”
“You don’t talk to me full stop.”
Bolton groaned.
“Just spit it out,” he snapped, “What have I done now?”
“You tell me.”
“I can’t be arsed with this, Char. If you’re not in the mood,” Bolton said, eyeing Charley, standing hand on hip, wine glass at her scowling lips. “And I’m going to take it you’re not, then I’m off to bed.”
He drained his glass and made to leave the kitchen, passing Charley without looking at her.
“What exactly do you do?” Charley asked his retreating back. “When you’re at work, I mean?”
Bolton shrugged, keeping his back to her as he reached the doorway.
“That’s my private business; you don’t have to worry about that.”
“But I do worry, that’s the problem,” Charley persisted, following him into the lounge.
“I’m bringing in big money,” Bolton said, turning around and throwing his hands up, “What more do you want?”
“I want you to tell me the fucking truth for a change,” Charley said, her voice raised, gesticulating, wine spilling out of her glass and onto the carpeted floor.
“Don’t start; I’m really not in the mood.”
Bolton was struggling to keep his mounting anger under control, but Charley was on her fourth glass of wine and was determined to push the issue.
“Why can’t you just tell me what you do?”
Bolton ran a hand over his head, containing his anger.
“You don’t need to know what I do.”        
He turned and headed for the bedroom. He needed a shower to cool down, and he needed to get away from Charley, who was starting to piss him off big time.
“Is it because you’re ashamed?” Charley asked, a definite bite of impatience to her voice now, “Or because your boss told you to keep it shut?”
Bolton froze on the threshold of the bedroom. He turned and Charley realised that she may have overstepped the mark.
“What did you say?” Bolton asked, voice raised, nearly shouting, and he strode across the lounge and grabbed Charley’s arm, his grip tight, pulling her against him so their faces were inches apart. His face was contorted with anger, “What the fuck are you going on about?”
Charley twisted in his grip, worried now.
“Stop it,” she moaned, “You’re hurting me.”
“What have you heard?” Bolton asked, shouting now, not letting go of her arm. “What’s with the sudden interest in what I do?”
Charley was close to tears now, her arm stinging in his grip.
“I know what you do,” she whimpered.
“You know? How?” Bolton asked, taken aback. His grip loosened, and Charley pulled her arm out of his grasp and backed away, putting the sofa in between them, massaging her arm. Bolton moved towards her, but Charley stepped away, keeping the distance between them, and Bolton swallowed his annoyance. “Char, I’m sorry. Just talk to me.”
Charley gulped more wine and sniggered. Her bravado was returning now that she was out of Bolton’s clutches.
“Oh, you want to talk now, do you? Now you’re all worried about what I know,” she shook her head. She rocked on the balls of her feet. “You’re pathetic, you know that?”
Bolton’s patience dissolved and his hands curled into fists.
“Fucking tell me what you’ve heard,” he shouted.
“You’re a dealer, ain’t you?” Charley hissed, eyes narrowed. “Running all over the place, selling drugs and guns, whatever you’re boss tells you to do.”
Bolton was caught off guard.
“Who told you all this?”
Charley laughed hollowly.
“You’re not even going to bother to deny it then?”
Bolton ignored her jibe.
“Who told you?” he repeated, taking a deep breath to try and calm himself.
Charley considered him for a moment.
“Asher,” she replied.
“Your brother? How the fuck does he know?”
“What does it matter?” Charley snapped, her voice rising. Her indignation had reached breaking point. She was sick of being left out of the loop. “I want to know why he knew before I bloody did, when I’m the one who’s living with you. I’m the one who’s carrying your fucking baby.”
“Oh and don’t I know it,” Bolton shouted, throwing his fist into a wall in anger. “It’s all you ever bang on about, for fuck’s sake.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Ever since you told me we were having a baby, you’ve been on my back about it,” he replied, kicking the sofa. He knew that both of them had reached breaking point. “You want to know why I never told you about my job?”
“Come on, surprise me,” Charley jeered.
“I didn’t want you to feel guilty,” Bolton said. “If you didn’t want the big flat and the expensive furniture, I wouldn’t be doing any of this.”
“You’re blaming me? That’s a good one, I haven’t heard a joke that funny in a long while.”
Charley laughed, but it was forced. She gulped more wine, shaking her head and sneering at Bolton with distaste.
“You want to hear another one?” Bolton pressed on. “Everything I’ve done, I did for you and the only thanks I get are your barefaced cheek and nagging.”
“I didn’t want you to do any of this, how can you even stand there and say that?”
“Really? You’re the one who wanted this fucking apartment, not me.”
“I just didn’t want to be living with my mother when this baby is born,” Charley shrieked. “I wanted a place of our own, I didn’t care how big it was. Not once did I tell you to go out and do any of this.”
“Sure, and if I hadn’t, how long would it have been before you started complaining?”
Both of them were shouting now, their voices reverberating around the room.
“I’m pregnant, what the hell do you expect me to do? Sit around and wait for money to fall from the sky? I wanted you to get a job, not become a fucking criminal.”
“Well, you got what you wanted so what’s the problem?” Bolton said, stepping around the couch, Charley mirroring his movements, so they were circling each other like animals. “You’ve got money now, the life you’ve always dreamed of –”
“Hah, the life I’ve dreamed of? My boyfriend’s never home because he’s too busy licking a gangster’s arse, whilst I’m stuck here by myself, doing fuck all –”
“Don’t give me all that shit,” Bolton laughed, eyes flashing.
Charley drained her glass and threw it across the room. Bolton dodged it and the glass shattered against the far wall.
“Sorry for wanting to spend time with the guy I love,” she shouted, “If you don’t want me, you know what you can do? Find someone else to shag”
Bolton sniggered. His anger was making him irrational, and he knew what would hurt her the most right now. And that was what he wanted. To hurt her.
“Sweetheart, I already did,” he said, his voice cold. “And you know what? She didn’t give me fucking aggro like this.”
Charley had stopped and her shoulders slumped, taking in his words.
“You bastard, I knew you were shagging around,” she cried.
“Knew did you?” Bolton snorted. “Because you know everything, right?”
“I know you’re a complete twat,” Charley screamed. They were just feet apart, and Charley lunged forward, catching him off guard, slapping and scratching every part of him she could.
He was shouting, trying to grab her hands to stop the attack, but Charley’s rage gave her strength and a nail caught his eyebrow, and Bolton felt his skin tear and blood dripped into his eye. He caught her hand and Charley shrieked, he knew he was squeezing her wrist too hard. Charley brought her other fist up and it connected with his jaw.
He threw her from him and Charley fell to the floor, shaking with dry sobs and anger, and she was panting, trying to catch her breath. Bolton massaged his jaw and wiped the blood from his eyebrow. It wasn’t a deep cut, but it stung nonetheless.
Seeing Charley on the floor, he knelt down to help her up, but Charley slapped his hands away, eyeing him with disgust.
“Don’t touch me.”
“Listen, I’m sorry,” Bolton said, his voice quiet, as Charley struggled to get back on her feet. “I was out of order.”
“Too fucking right you were,” Charley snapped. She eyed the sofa, but remained standing, watching Bolton through narrowed eyes.
“It’s all over now, I promise,” Bolton said. “I never loved her.”
“I don’t care,” Charley sighed. She wiped tears from her eyes. “You never loved me either.”
Bolton groaned, stepping forward, but Charley held up a hand to keep at a distance.
“Don’t say that, I love you more than anything,” he said earnestly.
Charley shook her head.
“If you loved me, you wouldn’t have fucked someone else.”
The bitterness in her voice broke Bolton’s heart.
“It was a mistake,” he insisted.
“Don’t lie to me, I’m not some stupid whore.”
Bolton sighed. He was running out of things to say.
“I’m sorry, you’ve got to believe me.”
Charley’s lip curled back in disbelief.
“I don’t have to believe anything you say,” she retorted.
Bolton felt his frustration rising and gritted his teeth, trying to calm himself. The last thing he needed was to lose his temper again. Charley, seeing his internal struggle, snorted. Bolton glared at her.
“You think I don’t love you?” he said, voice raised. He was pissed off that after everything he had done, she had the cheek to stand before him and think he didn’t love her. It was grating on him. “Why the fuck do you think I’ve been slaving my butt off working for a psycho for a half a year?”
“That doesn’t prove anything.”
Charley’s voice was flat, emotionless. Bolton clenched his fist, swallowing anger.
“You serious?”
“How does you selling drugs prove you love me?” Charley asked, raising her hands in question. “To me, it proves nothing.”
“I wanted to give you and our baby the best life possible,” Bolton said. “You think I ain’t made sacrifices? You think my work’s been a fucking walk in the park, do you?”
“Don’t even try and make me feel bad about this,” Charley groaned, turning her back on him. It was the final straw for Bolton.
“I’ve fucking killed for you,” he shouted, before he could stop himself.
The silence crashed against his ears. Charley spun around, aghast.
“What did you say?” she asked, though they both knew she had heard his words.
Bolton sighed, and collapsed onto the couch.
“I fucking killed a man for you,” he said, tears leaking from his eyes. The guilt poured from him, his body shaking. “Last night”
“No, you can’t have,” Charley stammered, frozen to the spot, watching him with disbelief. Her mind reeled, wishing he was lying, but she knew that he was telling the truth. “Oh my God, how could you?”
“I did it for us,” Bolton said, head in his hands, his spirit broken. “For us and the baby.”
“Don’t say that,” Charley said, backing away from him until her back pressed against the wall, eyeing him with mounting horror. Her heart was hammering.
“I didn’t have a choice,” Bolton said, lifting his head, tears streaming down his face.
“Everyone has a choice,” Charley said, her voice almost a whisper. Bolton shook his head, rising to his feet and coming towards her. He looked defeated, but Charley threw out her hands, eyes wide. “Don’t come near me.”
Bolton stopped in his tracks, wiping at his eyes.
“Please, Char,” he pleaded. “You’ve got to believe that I did what I had to do for us, for the future –”
“Just stop talking, I can’t hear this.”
Charley threw her hands over her ears, trying to block out his words. She wished she could go back in time, take back tonight, forget everything, but she knew life didn’t work like that.
“You’ve got to,” Bolton said, stepping forward and clasping her hands in his, moving them away from her ears, his voice gentle and desperate. “You’ve got to understand –”
“I’ll never understand,” Charley said, pulling out of his grasp and sidestepping him, crossing the room. She was close to tears again, her voice shook. “I’ll never understand how you could kill someone and tell me you did it for us, for our baby.”
“But I did, you’ve got to –”
“I don’t have to do anything, except get away from you.”
Charley’s words were quiet but Bolton heard them as if they had been screamed at him. His heart broke. He stepped forward, eyes begging.
“Please,” he spluttered, choking on his emotion, “Don’t do this.”
Charley looked into his face and wondered how everything had gotten so fucked up.
“I can’t bear to look at you,” she whispered, tears spilling from her own eyes now.
“Char, babe –”
Bolton made to hold her, as if by touching her, holding her close, he could change her mind, take back what he had told her.
Charley shook her head sadly. The fight had left her now. Tiredness and shock were overwhelming her, as if a physical weight pressing down on her chest and shoulders.
“Leave me alone,” Charley said.
Her words were soft, contained no trace of anger, but Bolton knew the force with which she meant them. His shoulders slumped. He let her slip past him into the bedroom.
Charley sat on the bed. The bed she had shared with Bolton these past few months, and wondered how she could have misjudged her relationship in so many ways. She considered leaving but there was nowhere she could go at this time of night.
She lay back against the pillows and her eyes closed, as she gave in to sleep.
In the lounge, Bolton sat on the sofa, his mind going over what had happened. He wished he could take it all back, but he knew that things would never be the same again. She could never forget what he had done, and she would never forgive him either. Bolton knew that much and it hurt him like a physical pain.
He crept to the bedroom door and looked at Charley, her face a picture of beauty, the baby bump pressing against the silk top she wore. The image brought home to him how much he had lost tonight and how majorly he had fucked up.
He took a last glance at her and left the flat. He knew that Charley needed to be by herself and would not want to see him.
Only when he had gone downstairs and out into the street did he let out a howl of misery.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Charley sat down heavily on her bed and groaned as she massaged her ankles, kicking off her slippers. She heard muffled voices from the kitchen and closed her eyes. She had not expected to be living back at home, especially with two weeks to go before her due date, but as her mother kept telling her, life did not always work out as you wanted it to.
It had been weeks since the bust-up with Bolton and she had heard from him only once. He had phoned her to let her know he was sorry for the heartache that he had caused her, and that he would not contact her again. The call had given her a lot to think about and she was beginning to wonder if she had acted too hastily.
When she had woken up after the argument, she had packed her things up and called Asher. He had driven her back to mother’s flat and helped her unload the car. Toni had been shocked to see her eldest daughter back and had made a big fuss about deciding whether or not she could move back in, but had eventually relented when Charley had suggested she could always stay with Asher. Asher had scarpered before Toni had come downstairs, and Charley had been left to haul her belongings upstairs to the flat herself, sweating and cursing all the way.
The call from Bolton had come a few days after she had returned home, and Charley guessed that he had wanted to give her a chance to calm down after the argument before contacting her. It had been a wise move, in her opinion. It had taken her days to forget the heated exchange and she still felt a little nauseous every time she thought about it, about Bolton’s betrayals and the fact that he had blamed her for what he had done. Despite her anger and hurt, she had been pleased to hear Bolton’s voice and had been left upset after he had told her he would not contact her again.
She had tried to call him since, wanting to talk to him and discuss their future. After all, in fourteen days she would be giving birth to their child, and that meant that whatever had happened they needed to discuss things. Bolton had not answered, and Charley had felt frustrated.
Her frustration mounted due to the fact that she was now living back under her mother’s roof, and Toni’s shock at having her back had quickly been replaced by a smug attitude that clearly told Charley that Toni had been right all along. Her attitude, annoying in itself, was also a constant reminder that Charley was alone, unsupported, and expecting a baby. The thought depressed her.
The bedroom door opened and Torey sauntered in. She glanced at Charley and frowned, as she often did since Charley had moved back into the bedroom.
“Can’t you give it a rest?” Charley asked, impatient. Her feet were aching and she was getting heartburn more frequently than she had done a few months ago. “I’m sorry you don’t get your own room anymore, but I needed somewhere to crash.”
“I’m not even bothered about that,” Torey shrugged, sitting down at her dressing table and doing her make-up. “Just as long as I don’t have to share with you and the baby.”
Charley didn’t answer. She tried not to think about the living arrangements for when the baby had arrived. The thought made her anxious, and that made her heartburn worse.
“You off out tonight?” Charley asked, changing the subject and rubbing her chest, although she knew it wouldn’t ease the burn. “Meeting up with that Devon?”
Torey glared at her through the mirror.
“Sorry if I hit a nerve. Things not working out with him then?”
Charley tried to keep her voice casual, but Torey frowned.
“Just fucking drop it, I know you’re only nosing about in my business because you’re too depressed to deal with your own shit,” Torey said, applying her lipstick. “If you want some gossip, I’ve got some about Bolton that’ll really interest you.”
Charley sat up straighter, narrowing her eyes. She knew her sister was lashing out at her, but her curiosity was aroused. Torey watched her, a smile flickering on her lips. Charley knew that her sister had gotten what she wanted – a reaction.
“You not interested in that bit of gossip then?” Torey pressed, looking over her shoulder at Charley, raising her eyebrow. “It’s just, if it was me, I’d want to know.”
“Well, I’m not you, thank God.”
Torey sniggered.
“Amen to that.”
Charley watched her sister resume her preening and sighed. She wanted to know what gossip she had on Bolton, but reassured herself that her sister had probably made it up, just to get a reaction out of her. She wouldn’t rise to the bait. She had enough on her plate without playing stupid mind games with her younger sister.
Torey finished doing her make-up and got to her feet. She looked down at her sister, looking supremely disdainful.
“For your information, things are going fine with Devon,” she said loftily, hand on hip and lips pouting. “And that news about Bolton? He’s got a new girlfriend, so I guess you can forget all about playing happy little families.”
With that, she strutted from the room. Raised voices started up, and Charley could guess that Toni was trying to stop Torey from going out. She ignored them, still taken aback from the bombshell.
She wondered whether her sister had made it up, but then she remembered that Leigh-Ann had indicated that Bolton had moved on, when they had spoken briefly the day before. Now the heartburn started in earnest, and tears welled up in Charley’s eyes. She rubbed her chest and sipped her glass of water, but nothing would ease the pain.
* * *
Outside the flats, Torey lit a cigarette and wondered if she had overstepped the line in telling Charley that Bolton had found a new girlfriend. She wasn’t even completely sure the rumours were true, but she’d heard the news from several people, and it had seemed true. Still, she felt guilty, remembering the shocked look on Charley’s face when she’d delivered her parting blow.
Taking a deep drag on her fag, Torey shrugged off her doubts. She would have found out soon enough, and it was better for her to be prepared than taken completely unawares in front of someone else.
She strutted down the street and smiled when a car beeped. She was pleased that she was getting attention. Whatever she had said to Charley, she had started to think that Devon wasn’t interested in her at all. Since they’d had sex, he had blanked her at school and ignored her calls and texts. Then she’d overheard him joking around with his mates about her, and Torey had blushed furiously and stormed past them. He hadn’t even bothered to apologize for that, and Torey felt the burn of humiliation every time she thought about how much she had liked him.
Now, though, she had more important matters on her mind. Her stomach fluttered and she groaned and inhaled more deeply on her cigarette.
She had missed her monthly and she was normally as regular as clockwork. It had her worried and having Charley sharing her room was a constant reminder of what her future might hold. The thought of having a baby was disgusting to her. She wasn’t even sure if she wanted children when she was older, let alone now, when she still had so much ahead of her.
As she reached the pub, she crossed her fingers and prayed that she wasn’t pregnant, because if she was, she thought, her life was over. Her mother would see to that.
* * *
Bolton walked into Dante’s bedroom and was surprised to see his friend watching cartoons on a brand new flat screen television. He wondered how his friend could afford such luxuries, whilst also spending a small fortune on drugs and alcohol.
“You all right mate?” Dante asked, stubbing out his joint.
Bolton nodded.
“Yeah, I’ve just been to see Uncle Jasper,” he replied. Dante sat up straighter, curiosity aroused. “He’s still pissed about the missing money.”
“God, it’s been weeks now, can’t he just drop it?” Dante groaned, and Bolton was surprised by his words. Dante normally agreed with anything Uncle Jasper said. “It’s not like he’s hurting for cash, is it? You’d think a couple grand would be like pennies to him.”
Bolton sat down at the end of the bed and scrutinized his friend. There had been definite changes in him and it made him suspicious.
“It’s not really about the money, though. More about the fact someone’s had him over, and I guess we can’t really blame him.”
Dante eyed him, frowning.
“He needs to get over it, if you ask me.”
“I’d like to see you tell Uncle Jasper that,” Bolton laughed. Dante’s face paled and he looked alarmed.
“I didn’t mean it like that, I –”
Bolton grinned.
“Don’t worry, mate, I won’t say anything.”
Dante looked relieved and leant back against the pillows.
“I heard some news about you,” he said, glancing at Bolton. “Word has it you found yourself a new piece of skirt. Good on you, it’s about time you got over Charley.”
Bolton sighed.
He wasn’t sure where the rumours had started but he could guess. He had slept with a girl, sure, but that was as far as it went. He supposed someone had seen them together and told anyone who would listen. He wondered if Charley had heard the rumours and felt bad. He didn’t want her to think he had moved on so fast, but then again, he knew that she didn’t want him anymore. It had been evident when they’d had their fight, the way she had pulled away from him in disgust. No, he would have to move on from her one day.
As if reading his thoughts, Dante shook his head.
“Don’t go feeling bad because of that slag. She doesn’t want you, so she can’t expect you to wait around in case she changes her mind. Just bung her a few quid when the kid comes along, then be done with it. You’re well shot if you ask me.”
“It ain’t that easy mate,” Bolton said.
“You know what you need? A piss-up. Take your mind off things.”
Bolton shrugged.
“I guess it couldn’t hurt.”
Dante grinned. He grabbed his phone off the bedside cabinet and flicked through it.
“I’ll call some people, get a party going,” he said, lighting another joint. “Make it a proper mental one. And I’ll get some real decent gear for us. That should liven you up.”
* * *
A few hours later, Bolton was feeling the buzz from vodka, beer, several joints and a couple of fat lines of cocaine. Dante had called as many people as he could think of and now the house was heaving, the loud music shaking the walls, drowning out the laughter and singing from the party-goers.
As he walked through the house, Bolton saw Sapphire flirting with a guy in a suit, and winked in her direction. Sapphire gave him a half-smile and returned her gaze to the man beside her. Dante was ensconced on the sofa with two blondes in his lap, his hands caressing their bums and his grin wide as they whispered into his ears.
Bolton suppressed a smile. However much his mate had changed, he realised that some things never did. The thought made him feel reassured.
Deciding he wanted another line, he made his way upstairs and let himself into Dante’s bedroom. The room was empty and he was glad. The party was fun, but he had quickly realised that he wasn’t really in the mood. His thoughts kept turning to Charley and whether she was missing him as much as he was missing her.
He looked on the bedside cabinet but there was no sign of the bag of powder. He rummaged through the draw and the desk, wondering where Dante may have hidden it. One thing that definitely hadn’t changed was the fact that Dante didn’t like to share his gear, except with Bolton, or with girls he thought he had a chance with.
Opening the closet door, Bolton saw a cardboard box at the bottom, half-concealed by a parka. He moved the parka and flipped open the box. Perhaps he had hidden it in here.
As he looked into the box, he froze.
The blow wasn’t in there. It was full of money, stacked and sorted, and he knew exactly where the money had come from. It was Uncle Jasper’s missing money.
He heard the bedroom door open behind him and spun around.
Dante stood there. He looked from Bolton to the open box and back again, grimacing.
“I guess you found me out,” he said, shaking his head. His voice was quiet, calm, menacing. “Damn.”
He stepped further into the room and closed the door behind him.
Bolton felt a shiver of fear down his spine.  
* * *
Charley, sat at the table in her mother’s kitchen, glaring at Toni in frustration.
“You can’t stop me seeing my dad,” she insisted.
Toni stopped mopping the floor and turned to face her, leaning against the mop.
“I put up with it before because I had no choice. Now that you’re living under my roof, you’ll abide by my rules.”
“This is so unfair,” Charley cried out. “He’s my dad.”
“I won’t hear any more about this. Now go to your room.”
Charley opened her mouth to protest, but the look on her mother’s face was dangerous and she daren’t risk angering her any more than she already had done. She had received a call from Nathaniel, wanting to meet up for a coffee and catch-up. Charley had been excited. It had become a fortnightly ritual, but now it seemed Toni was determined to put an end to it.
Reluctantly, Charley rose from the table and tread carefully across the wet kitchen floor to the landing.
“It’s for your own good,” Toni said, in a low voice.
Charley rolled her eyes, her back to her mother.
“Yeah, whatever.”
She went down the corridor and into her bedroom, settling herself down on her bed. Torey lay on her own bed, flicking through a magazine and didn’t look up.
“I guess you’re not allowed to see him,” Torey said. Charley glanced at her. “That must suck.”
“Yeah,” Charley admitted. “But just because she says I can’t see him, doesn’t mean I have to listen to her.”
Torey looked at her over the top of her magazine.
“She’ll skin you alive if she finds out.”
Charley shrugged.
“She’s not going to stop me seeing the only one who actually gives a shit about me,” Charley said, surprised by the conviction of her own words. “She can bloody do one.”
Torey raised an eyebrow. They sat in silence for a few minutes. Charley was debating how she could meet Nathaniel without her mother finding out. She decided the best thing to do would be to pretend she was going to see Leigh-Ann, and hope that Leigh-Ann’s mother and Torey kept their mouths shut. That was the best hope she had of seeing him again.
When Torey went to the bathroom, Charley tried to ring her father. The call didn’t connect and Charley realised she had run out of credit. Just what she needed.
She thought of Torey’s mobile, sitting unused in her handbag. Torey was out of the room. She would only need it for a few seconds to send a text to her father, asking him to call her back on her own phone. Torey would never know, and Charley would be forewarned when she heard the toilet flush.
Moving quickly, she got off her bed and fumbled in Torey’s handbag for her phone. A paper bag was taking up most of the bag, so she pulled it out and discarded it on the bed. Her fingers closed around the phone, but Charley stopped.
Her eyes fell on the paper bag lying on the duvet. The contents had come out of the bag. At that moment, the toilet flushed and before Charley could move, Torey came through the door. She froze at the scene.
“What the fuck are you doing going through my stuff?” she said angrily, stepping forward and snatching everything out of Charley’s grasp. “Get some fucking respect.”
Charley remained standing, looking at her sister closely. Torey was throwing everything back into her bag, including the paper bag and the thin box it contained.
Charley grabbed her sister’s shoulders and swung her round so they were face to face.
Her voice was low but the anger and concern were evident, even to Torey.
“And just what the fuck are you doing with a pregnancy test?”
* * *
In the kitchen, Toni continued mopping the floor, feeling as though her life was getting out of control. She liked things to be clean and orderly, and now that Nathaniel was back, things were getting messy.
She had not wanted Charley to meet her father in the first place, but her daughter had done what she wanted, as usual. Then when Charley had moved, Toni had been unable to track their visits, and she knew that Charley was slipping out of her grasp and that Nathaniel was becoming an important part of her life. It had to stop.
Now that Charley was living with her again, Toni thought she would have been able to exert more control over her daughter, but tonight had proved that she was mistaken.
Though she had forbidden any further contact, Toni knew that Charley was too strong-willed for her own good and would try and find another way to remain in contact with her father.
He was a dangerous man, Toni reminded herself. He had destroyed lives, even ended them. Yes, she thought. Her daughter would be far better off without him. Now she just needed to find a way to make sure they never saw each other again.
* * *
Bolton stood his ground in front of the closet as Dante took a step forward, turning the key in the bedroom door, locking them in.
“Don’t want anyone disturbing us, do we?” Dante said, catching Bolton eyeing his movement.
“That’s Uncle Jasper’s money,” Bolton said, a statement more than a question.
Dante smiled, but Bolton noticed it didn’t reach his eyes. They were cold and blank. His friend was too high, or perhaps he had always been like that, and Bolton had just never realised before now.
“Well done,” Dante sniggered, clapping his hands together.
“Why’d you steal it?”
“Steal it?” Dante repeated, letting a small laugh escape from between his lips. He had stopped walking, standing by the bedside cabinet, still blocking Bolton’s way to the door. “Hah, you can’t steal what’s already been stolen.”
Bolton groaned.
“Fine, why did you have to take it?” he asked.
“I wanted it, so I took it,” Dante shrugged.
He was being so blasé about this, and Bolton wondered if he had been on drugs when he had stolen it.
“You know Uncle Jasper will kill you if he finds out about this.”
“But he won’t, mate,” Dante said, one of his hands hovering over the bedside cabinet, and Bolton glanced down. There was a small blade lying on the surface, which they used for cutting blocks of weed. Dante caught him looking and smiled widely, “Not unless you tell him.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Bolton said quickly.
Dante smiled wider.
“So what’s the problem then?” he asked.
Bolton kept one eye on the blade as he looked at his best mate.
“You risked your life for a couple of grand,” he said, shaking his head. He wanted to help Dante, but his friend didn’t seem interested. He was still smiling, a manic look in his eyes that disturbed him. “What’s gotten into you?”
Dante’s arm twitched and Bolton’s breath caught in his chest, but Dante was just pulling a fag out of his jeans pocket. He lit it and blew smoke across the room, seemingly debating his answer.
“It’s the way life is,” he said, flicking ash on the floor. “You got to do what you got to do to stay in the game.”
“You don’t half come out with some shit sometimes mate,” Bolton said, shaking his head. “You had no right to take that money.”
Dante took a step forward, his eyes wide. Close up, they were bloodshot.
“You going to lecture me about right and wrong?” he hissed, his lips barely moving as he spoke. “You killed a man, Bolton, don’t forget that.”
“And you helped.”
Dante wagged his finger at him, shaking his head and licking his lips.
“I might have given him a good going over, but you dealt the final blow,” Dante said in his quiet, threatening tone. “You fucking ripped half his brain out and threw it across the room.”
He laughed at his own words, flecks of spit flying from his mouth. Bolton wanted to step backwards, away from him, but he knew that any movement he made would be noticed. His words, far from amusing him, made Bolton feel sick. He still pictured Ritchie’s death and tried not to think about it.
“Am I making you feel sick?” Dante said, still smiling. “Poor Bolton, can’t handle a bit of blood. Fuck knows what Uncle Jasper sees in you, mate.”
“At least he can trust me,” Bolton retorted, pulling himself together. “You wonder why he don’t respect you, when you go steal his money first chance you get?”
Dante’s smile vanished.
“Yeah, but he doesn’t know about that does he,” Dante said angrily. “Nah, you’ve always been his favourite, right from the start.”
He said this with a disgruntled look at Bolton, his jealousy obvious.
“That’s not my fault,” Bolton said.
“I don’t blame you, it’s his problem if he’s got shit for brains,” Dante said, still bitter. He turned on Bolton, eyes flashing angrily. “But you never put in a good word for me, did you?”
“I tried –”
“Like hell you did,” Dante cut across him. “You enjoyed making me drive you round didn’t you? You liked thinking you were more important than me. That I was some dumbass driver and you was the fucking bee’s knees.”
Bolton sighed.
“You know I never thought that –”
But Dante wasn’t listening, too fuelled up with self-righteous anger.
“Proved you wrong though, didn’t I?” he continued, as if Bolton hadn’t spoken. “Both of you. You both thought I was just some dumb kid, but whose laughing now? I’m the one with a big stack of notes in my closet.”
Bolton made a decision. He had to put a stop to this. His friend wasn’t himself right now and he would understand, soon enough, why he had to do what he had to do.
“I’m taking it back to Uncle Jasper.”
Bolton’s voice was low but Dante’s eyes snapped to his as if he had shouted. As Bolton reached down and to pick up the box, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye and realised he had forgotten the blade. Dante stood between him and the door, the knife held tightly in his hand, pointed at Bolton.
“Fuck off,” Dante said, waving the knife at him. “You ain’t touching it.”
Bolton shook his head. He didn’t know what had happened to his friend, because the Dante he had cared about was no longer in the room.
“You’ll have to kill me if you want to stop me,” Bolton said, surprised at the confidence in his own voice. Inside, he was shaking with fear. “Because if you don’t let me walk out this house with that box, I’ll tell Uncle Jasper everything.”
Dante eyed him with caution now. He had thought the sight of the knife would make Bolton back down, but it hadn’t.
“You wouldn’t grass me up,” Dante said, and Bolton was pleased to hear the nervousness in his voice.
“I’m doing this for your own good,” Bolton said. “I’m saving you from yourself.”
Dante held the knife, pointed at Bolton, but was quiet. His mind was reeling. His plan had not gone as he had expected. Maybe, he thought, Bolton had more balls than he’d given him credit for. And he knew that if Uncle Jasper found out what he’d done, he would be dead. He remembered Ritchie and how he had died, and knew he didn’t want to go the same way.
“How do I know you ain’t going to grass me up once you’ve got the money?” he asked.
Bolton felt himself relax slightly. Dante was obviously realising he was in over his head.
“Because I’m your best mate and I wouldn’t do that,” Bolton replied.
Dante considered him for a long moment but didn’t lower the knife. Bolton’s palms were sweaty. He was uncomfortably aware that Dante was high and that he could change his mind in a split-second and lunge at him with the blade.
With more bravado than he felt, Bolton spoke.
“If you’re going to stab me, get on with it.”
His voice seemed to bring the futility of the situation to Dante.
Bolton, one eye on the blade, bent down and picked up the box filled with money. Dante lowered the blade and sat down heavily on the bed, not making eye contact with him.
Bolton held his breath all the way out of the house, aware that Dante could still change his mind, but he didn’t. Outside, he drew in the cool air gratefully.
The box under his arms, he set off down the street to decide what he would tell Uncle Jasper. There would be questions and if Bolton didn’t come up with some decent answers, he and Dante would both be dead.
* * *
“Come on, you going to tell me?” Charley asked, her face inches from her sister’s. Torey winced, but Charley pressed on, voice loud in the small room. “What’s your excuse? You holding onto it for a mate? Or you shoplifting from pharmacies now? Gone off robbing sweets and magazines, then?”
“Fuck off, you don’t know anything,” Torey shouted, then looked at the door anxiously, worried about raising her voice. “And keep your bloody voice down, mum might hear.”
“So it’s yours then?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“If it’s not, what’s the problem with mum finding out?” Charley asked. Torey looked worried, but Charley continued. “You can just tell her which mate you’re looking after it for, then it’ll be fine.”
“You know mum won’t believe that,” Torey snapped.
“Of course she won’t,” Charley said, throwing her hands up in the air. “Even I don’t believe you.”
Torey turned away and sat heavily down on her bed. Charley watched her for a moment.
“You can talk to me, you know. I’ve been there, in case you’d forgotten,” Charley said, quieter this time. Torey kept her eyes firmly averted from her, staring at the floor intently. Charley sighed, “Come on, I ain’t stupid, I know you’re sleeping with that Devon.”
“I’m not sleeping with him,” Torey said glumly.
Charley was surprised.
“I thought you –”                     
“I slept with him once at his party,” Torey admitted. Her voice was quiet, and she continued to stare at the floor. “He never spoke to me again.”
“That fucking bastard,” Charley spat, “I’ll skin him alive.”
“No, just leave it,” Torey said hopelessly. “I’m embarrassed enough without you going round shouting the odds.”
Charley sighed. She sat down on her own bed, and leant forward, taking Torey’s hand in hers.
“He has to know, if it does come back positive,” she said. Torey looked up at her, but quickly averted her gaze again. Charley swallowed hard, “Is he the only lad you’ve been with?”
Torey was silent for a beat.
“Yeah, he’s the only one.”
“Well, that’s something I guess,” Charley said, relieved.
They sat for a moment in silence, Charley still clasping her sister’s hand.
“I’ve been so fucking stupid,” Torey said. Charley noticed the shame in her voice, and squeezed her hand. “I thought he really liked me, then as soon as he’d been with me he pissed off. He didn’t even wait for me to pull my knickers up before he left the room.”
“Men are bastards, don’t forget that,” Charley said, automatically thinking of her own relationship. “Look at Bolton, he’s living proof of that. Pretending he’s giving me space, when he’s really just out shagging some other bird.”
Torey looked into her face.
“At least you were going out with him, when you got knocked up.”
Charley grimaced.
“Trust me, that ain’t making me feel any better about it all right now.”
“What am I going to do if it comes back positive?” Torey asked, worry in her voice now. “Mum will kill me.”
Charley considered her a moment, then spoke in a quiet, reassuring voice.
“She won’t be happy, but there ain’t much she can do now. What’s done is done.”
“I guess.”
“But before we start thinking about that, we’ve got to find out what the score is,” Charley said, reaching around her and pulling the pharmacy bag out of the handbag. “You’ve got to do the test.”
She pressed the thin box into Torey’s hands.
“I’m scared,” Torey whispered.
“You’ll feel better when you know,” Charley said. Torey looked at her, and Charley nodded. “One way or the other, at least you’ll know.”
Charley watched as Torey got up and left the room. She heard the bathroom door creak. Alone in the room, she wondered how Toni would react if Torey’s test came back positive. Hit the roof, she thought. Then she’d drag them all to church and would probably try and keep them locked up there until they were in their thirties.
Torey came back into the room and Charley smiled at her, hoping to give her some reassurance. Torey’s hands were shaking as she placed the test on the bedside cabinet.
“Being pregnant ain’t so bad, you know,” Charley said, trying to be positive, but Torey remained silent. “It’s only for nine months.”
Torey looked at her, not convinced.
“Yeah, then there’s eighteen years of raising the kid.”
“Yeah,” Charley admitted. She could think of nothing else to say.
They sat in silence, both avoiding looking at the pregnancy test that lay between them. Charley kept glancing at her watch. Torey kept still, eyes closed, face devoid of emotion.
“It’s time,” Charley said, after three minutes.
Torey opened her eyes. She tried to smile, but it came out as a grimace. Picking up the test, she looked at Charley.
“Fingers crossed,” she said, before looking down.
“What does it say?” Charley asked. Torey stared down at it, then flicked through the instructions. Her face remained unreadable, as she continued to stare at the test. Charley leant forwards, and touched her arm, “Tor?”
“I’m not pregnant,” Torey said, her voice so quiet that Charley had to strain to hear her. She looked up, and Charley sighed with relief as Torey smiled. “I’m not pregnant.”
“Congratulations,” she said, smiling properly now.
The two sisters hugged, and Torey quickly returned to her usual self, hiding the test in her bag, to be disposed of tomorrow on the way to school.
As Charley got ready for bed, Torey turned to face her.
“Thanks,” she said, and Charley smiled at her, bemused. This was the closest they had ever been as sisters, and Charley was pleased.
“Don’t mention it.”
* * *
Bolton sat in his flat and stared at the cardboard box. He had sealed it with masking tape he had found in the kitchen, left over from when he and Charley had first moved in. The flat seemed deserted now that he was the only one who lived here.
He missed the home comforts that Charley had provided for him. The smell of cooking, a made bed when he was tired and fresh towels in the bathroom. These days, Bolton lived off takeaway meals and his mum came round every few days to tidy up and do his washing.
His mind went over his feelings for Charley. He still loved her, but nothing he could do would win her back, he knew that deep down. He had broken her trust and her heart. No, he had obliterated them, shattered them into thousands of pieces and she would never forgive him.
It was time for him to move on.
He looked down at the box and thought about Dante. His oldest mate. They had been best mates for years and now it seemed they were nothing but colleagues, bonded only by the fact they were expected to work together for Uncle Jasper.
Try as he might, Bolton could not think of an excuse that Uncle Jasper would accept. He would want to know how Bolton had come to obtain the money and nothing Bolton could say would change that. Uncle Jasper would suspect either him or Dante of stealing it. If he blamed Dante, Bolton would be responsible for Dante’s death. He was under no allusions that Uncle Jasper would kill the one responsible for taking the money.
And if Uncle Jasper thought that he was responsible, Bolton knew he was a dead man. He might be punished just for not realising that Dante had stolen the money, if he told Uncle Jasper the whole truth.
No, he could not risk his life just to return a couple of thousand quid. Dante had been right about one thing. Uncle Jasper had plenty more money, he was not desperately in need of this cash. It was pennies to him, Bolton told himself.
Perhaps he should hold onto it for a while, he decided. He would keep it safe until a solution materialised that would not involve he or Dante being killed.
He picked up the box and carried it through to his bedroom. He opened the closet and slid it inside, then covered it with coats and other bulky clothes. He was reminded of how Dante had tried to hide the box and how easily it had been discovered.
There would be no parties here, Bolton resolved. He couldn’t risk the money being discovered. He would have to think of something to tell Dante, as to why Uncle Jasper had not received his money back, but he would jump that hurdle when he came to it.
As far as he was concerned, Dante should be grateful he hadn’t gone straight to Uncle Jasper and told him everything.
Walking back into the lounge, Bolton flicked on the television. Though he tried to take his mind off the money, it was all he could think about. And for good reason, he reminded himself. If anyone discovered it, his life would not be worth living, Uncle Jasper would see to that.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Toni watched her eldest daughter out of the corner of her eye.
“You’ve washed that plate three times now,” Charley said in a bored voice. “I’ve already told you I’m only going round Leigh-Ann’s this morning, so you can stop your worrying.”
Toni had been caught out and she knew it. She placed the plate on the rack to dry and picked up a glass, scrubbing it with the cloth.
“I’m sorry things had to turn out this way,” she said, trying to sound as apologetic as she could. “I think it’s for the best.”
“You ain’t sorry, mum, so don’t waste your breath.”
Toni let the glass fall back into the sink, splashing water over her apron, as she spun around to look at her daughter. Charley was sat at the table, one hand massaging her bump, and the other wrapped around a mug of tea.
“Don’t you take that tone with me girl,” Toni said, pointing a gloved hand at her, her patience finally running out. “You’re not too old for me to put you over my knee.”
Charley snorted.
“You’re having a laugh, aren’t you? Have you seen the size of me? I’m almost as big as you these days.”
Toni ignored the insult and moved forward. Charley straightened up, face weary but eyes alert now. Toni leant heavily on the table, soapy water pooling where her gloved hands rested.
She leant forward, across the table, standing over her daughter.
“If I hear you’ve so much as thought about your father, your life won’t be worth living. You’ll be out of this flat and out of this family, you hear me?”
Her voice was low and threatening, and Charley swallowed hard. She knew her mother had two types of threat. The ones she shouted in the midst of an argument. These threats were loud and, for the most part, meaningless.
These threats, like the one she had just spoken, were cold and calculated, and Charley knew that her mother meant every word she said.
“I said, do you hear me?” Toni was glaring at her.
Charley nodded.
They stared at each other for a moment. Then Toni nodded, almost imperceptibly, and returned to the sink and her dishes, humming along to a song stuck in her head.
Charley waited a few minutes, draining her mug, before she made her excuses. She got dressed quickly and stuck her head around the kitchen doorway a few minutes later.
“I’m off to Leigh-Ann’s now,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t betray her.
Toni looked round at her, sizing her up.
“Have fun,” she said, her voice normal again. Charley sighed with relief, when Toni called over her shoulder, “Just don’t forget what I said.”
Charley didn’t answer and hurried out of the flat.
As she set off down the stairs, she felt a knot in the pit of her stomach. She checked her phone but there were no new messages from her father. She was suddenly uncertain if she was doing the right thing.
She wanted to see her father, but Toni’s voice had told her in no uncertain terms that if she met him, she would soon know about it. Glancing around nervously, Charley hoped that Leigh-Ann stuck to their cover story and that Toni would not find out about her plans to meet Nathaniel this morning.
* * *
“That’s the queer.”
Those were the words that Asher had heard whispered between two young girls as he returned home to Carl’s flat after his morning run. His heart had almost stopped such was the shock with which the words had hit him.
He was in no doubt that they had been talking about him; he recognised the girls, they were sisters, living the floor beneath his mother in the block of flats on the Goldsworth. He had always known that his sexuality would soon become gossip but it still came as a surprise.
“Is everything okay?” Carl asked, concerned, when he let himself into the flat, the frown still playing on his lips.
“Yeah,” Asher murmured, going into the bathroom and turning on the shower before Carl could ask any more questions. 
He stood and let the hot water beat down on his head, his skin prickling with the heat, but he made no move to turn down the temperature. Try as he might to forget the words, they echoed like a mantra through his every thought.
When Carl banged on the bathroom door, Asher switched off the shower. He realised he had spent far longer than he had thought standing under the water.
He knew what he had to do. He could handle the gossip, the hateful glances, all of it, but he needed his family on his side. He made his decision; he had to go and see his mother.
* * *
Dante walked determinedly up the stairs and merely nodded at bodyguard Barry as he went into Uncle Jasper’s office.
Uncle Jasper did not look up and Dante felt a stab of irritation. He knew that if Bolton had walked in, there would have been a very different reaction and it grated on him, reaffirming that what he was about to do was the right thing.
He cleared his throat and Uncle Jasper looked up, plastering a smile on his face, and Dante gritted his teeth.
“What can I do for you this morning, Dante?” he asked, opening his arms in a gesture of welcome, though it was evident he wanted him gone as quickly as possible. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you supposed to be overseeing some deals right now?”
“I left someone else in charge for a bit,” Dante said, and the smile slipped from Uncle Jasper’s face. Dante hurried on, stammering with nerves, “I needed to talk to you, and I thought this was more important.”
“What could be more important than making sure my deals go smoothly?”
There was no mistaking the anger in Uncle Jasper’s voice now.
Dante shuddered slightly, despite himself. He gritted his teeth and spoke.
“I think I know where your missing money is.”
* * *
At the café, Charley sighed. She had explained the situation at home to Nathaniel and he looked hurt.
“So your mum wants you to stop seeing me?” he said, his voice low.
“Yeah, I’m sorry, but I think I should listen to her,” she replied. Seeing the look of surprise on his face, she quickly said, “Not because I want to, but things have been difficult at home lately and if mum finds out, it’ll all just get worse.”
Nathaniel nodded, eyes on the table.
“I don’t want to cause any trouble for you, but she can’t keep calling all the shots.”
“She’s on some moral mission right now,” Charley explained. “And I don’t think she’d stand for any of this. She really hates you for some reason.”
“I’ve not always been such a good guy,” Nathaniel said softly. “But Toni’s no saint, either, not by a long shot.”
Charley was intrigued, but knew she should leave. She didn’t want to hear him slagging off her mother; that would be the icing on the cake if Toni ever found out.
“I’m sorry, it’s just better this way,” she said, putting some money on the table and getting her bag, “I’ll call you soon, when all of this has died down a bit.”
She rose to her feet, but Nathaniel put out a hand and clasped the sleeve of her jacket.
“Sit down, Charley,” he said, looking her in the eyes, his face serious. “It’s time I told you the truth about your mother and why she hates me so much.”
* * *
Dante sat in silence and watched with mounting fear the changing expressions on Uncle Jasper’s face. He wasn’t happy, that much was clear. He wondered briefly if he had made a mistake, and each second of tense silence seemed to echo his thoughts.
Then Uncle Jasper looked up and smiled. Dante did not relax. He knew that his boss could kill someone with a smile on his face, so it didn’t mean he was necessarily happy.
“You’ve done the right thing in telling me this,” Uncle Jasper said, leaning forward in his seat and crossing his arms. “I can’t say I’m pleased with your behaviour and we’ll have to decide on your punishment, but at least you’ve confessed and I have the chance to retrieve my money.”
Dante nodded, his throat too tight to speak. He felt relieved that Uncle Jasper had seemed to take the news so calmly, but he was still worried about his impending punishment.
He had known he was taking a risk in informing his boss that he had stolen the money the night they had killed Ritchie, but he was sick of being taken for a mug. He had waited to see what would happen when Bolton handed the money in, but a few days later, it was apparent that Bolton had no intention of handing it in. Dante had tried to question Bolton about it but had been shrugged off each time, leading him to assume that Bolton had just wanted the money for himself. All that moral bullshit he’d preached when taking the money off of him, and Bolton had done the same thing but to his best mate.
Dante had been livid and now he had got his payback. Now the truth was out and Bolton would have to deal with Uncle Jasper’s wrath.
“You can leave now,” Uncle Jasper said, dismissively, and Dante leapt to his feet. “I will decide on your punishment in due course.”
“And Bolton?” Dante asked, before he could help himself.
“Oh, don’t worry my friend,” Uncle Jasper grinned. “He’ll be punished severely.”
* * *
Charley entered the flat, her mind reeling. She wondered how she had never known the truth about her mother’s past, but then reminded herself that she had only ever, until now, had Toni’s word for everything that had happened.
She had always painted the fathers of her children in such a negative way. As runaways who had upped and left as soon as they had found out she was pregnant, but now Charley knew the truth. She wished she didn’t.
The radio was on in the kitchen and she heard her mother humming along to a song and wondered whether she should just go to her room. The words Nathaniel had told her rang around in her mind and she was sure that Toni would sense immediately that she knew the truth. As she turned to go to her bedroom, her phone rang, the ring tone seemingly echoing off the corridor walls.
It was Asher calling her. She fumbled with her phone and rejected the call before the noise would disturb her mother, but it was too late.
“Is that you back from Leigh-Ann’s?” Toni called, poking her head around the kitchen door. “Did you girls have a nice time?”
Charley nodded mutely and walked unsteadily down the corridor to the kitchen, dropping onto a stool and watching her mother resume her baking.
Toni’s eyes narrowed.
“What did you do then?” she asked, kneading some dough.
“Just chatted,” Charley said, her mind blank.
“Really?” Toni nodded, lips thinning. “Because I just spoke to Leigh-Ann’s mother and she said she hasn’t see you in days.”
She slammed the dough down on the table, sending flour flying in all directions. Charley stared at her, her mind too full to think of an excuse, her thoughts seemed to be going in slow motion and she was stammering.
Toni sniggered.
“Where have you really been then?” she asked, eyebrows raised. “Seeing your father, by any chance?”
Charley remained silent.
Toni leaned over her, clearly angered by her daughter’s silence.
“You know how I feel about you spending time with him,” she continued, pressing her advantage in Charley’s lack of a response. “He’s dangerous and he –”
“He’s not dangerous,” Charley interrupted, finding her voice.
“You might not think so, but you barely know him,” Toni said, shaking her head, “I’m only doing this for your own protection, I’m only thinking of you and –”
“No, you’re not. You didn’t want me to see him because you didn’t want me to find out what happened to Asher’s dad,” Charley said, raising her voice. “My dad told me everything.”
The panic on Toni’s face told her everything Charley needed to know. Toni recovered quickly, composing herself.
“I don’t know what he’s told you, but it’s –”
“It’s the truth,” Charley insisted.
“You’re too young to understand adults and –”
Charley snorted. She was sick of being treated like a child.
“I know you cheated on Asher’s dad, the man you’ve always said you loved so much, with my dad,” she snapped, nearly shouting now. Toni froze. “Hit a nerve have I?”
“You don’t know the first thing about –”
“Well, come on, tell me,” Charley said, enjoying the discomfort on her mother’s face, and pressed on, “You go on about me being pregnant, but you cheated –”
“It wasn’t like that,” Toni said, her voice quiet. “I loved Asher’s father.”
She sighed deeply and sat down heavily in the chair, seeming to deflate before Charley’s eyes.
“Not enough to stay faithful though,” Charley said quietly, taken aback by her mother’s uncharacteristic show of vulnerability.
“That was a mistake,” Toni sighed, “We were going through problems, we had a young child and money was tight, and I was beginning to feel frustrated, stressed out.”
“And that’s when my dad came along?” Charley asked, keeping her voice low.
Toni nodded, her eyes not meeting her daughter’s.
“I met him at a party. He was all suited and booted; the girls were all after him, but not me. I was the married mother who nobody looked twice at. Then he bought me a drink,” Toni reminisced, a smile lingering on her lips. “He was so charming and handsome. I told him I was married, but he didn’t mind, he –”
“He wasn’t the married one, you were.”
“He made me feel so special, so wanted. We went on dates, he treated me so well and we started an affair,” Toni continued, as if Charley had not interrupted. “Before I knew it, I was pregnant.”
“With me?”
“Yes, with you. Nathaniel asked me to leave with him, said we should run away to the countryside,” Toni continued. “Of course, I didn’t know then that he had to leave because he owed his criminal brother money. Anyway, I prepared to leave, packed a bag and grabbed Asher, left his father a note.”
“And you just left?” Charley asked, surprised.
“We got to King’s Cross station, but I couldn’t do it,” Toni said, her face lined with regret. “Nathaniel admitted he was in debt and had to go on the run, and he left. I went home.”
“And that’s when you found him?” Charley asked. She knew what was coming next and felt a shudder of unease.
“Asher’s father had found the note whilst I’d been out, realised I’d taken his beloved son. He was devastated, Asher and I were his whole world,” Toni said, her eyes watering. She wiped them away quickly, and continued, “He drowned himself in the bath. The doctors said that if I’d come back a few minutes earlier I could have stopped him.”
There was silence. Toni sobbed and Charley felt speechless.
“That’s terrible,” she managed, feeling pity for her mother. She got some kitchen roll and passed some to Toni, “Here you are.”
Toni wiped her eyes and seemed to pull herself together, as if realising for the first time that Charley was still there in the room.
“That’s why I don’t want you getting close to your father,” she said, looking at Charley. “He isn’t a good man, not like Asher’s father. He was the reason I lost my one true love.”
“You blame him?” Charley asked, incredulous.
“Of course,” Toni said, looking bewildered. “And that’s the reason you have no morals. With him as a father, and being the product of an affair, it’s no wonder you –”
“Have you lost your mind?” Charley asked. “It was your fault Asher’s dad died, how can you not see –”
She froze. Toni narrowed her eyes and followed her gaze, and then her eyes widened. Asher was standing in the doorway. Charley opened her mouth, but Asher spoke first.
“I heard everything,” he said, looking between them. “And I agree with Charley.”
“You heard?” Toni stammered.
“Yeah, everything,” Asher nodded, his voice bitter. “I came here to try and build some bridges, but not now.”
He shook his head in disgust and turned, starting down the corridor. Toni hurried after him, pleading.
“Asher, you don’t understand, I was young and –”
“That isn’t an excuse,” Asher snapped. The door slammed behind him.
Charley remained in the kitchen, listening to the loud voices, filled with hurt and unhappiness, bitterness and regret. She felt a pain in her stomach and her hands flew to her bump. Then water was trickling between her legs, pooling on the floor at her feet. She gasped.
“Mum,” she called out, hearing the fear in her own voice. “I think my water’s just broke.”
* * *
Asher took a few deep breaths as he left the block of flats. He tried to calm his breathing and stop his hands from shaking.
He considered returning to the flat, confronting his mother. After all, she had such an issue with his sexuality, but she was hardly a saint he now knew. She had cheated on his father, caused his suicide and yet she had never mentioned a word of it to him, not to anyone. If Charley had not found out, he was in no doubt that she would never have told him the truth. She was a hypocrite and he felt a surge of pleasure at the thought of her crying upstairs at losing him. He swallowed down the feelings and began across the concrete courtyard. He didn’t want a confrontation with his mother. He wanted to go home and be with Carl.
“All right gay boy?”
The shout tore him from his thoughts. Three lads in tracksuits, who he recognised from around the estate, were eyeing him. One held a can of beer; the others had their hands shoved deep into their pockets. He gave them a withering look and carried on.
Insults like these were something he would just have to get used to.
“Oi, faggot,” the voice shouted again. “I asked you a question.”
Asher quickened his pace. He didn’t need this aggravation right now. He heard the scuff of trainers on concrete behind him and span around as a hand grabbed the back of his jacket.
“Piss off,” Asher growled at them.
The three boys leered at him, sniggering at the look on his face.
“What you going to do about it?” the tallest sneered.
“You know what he wants to do with us, don’t you?” another said. “People like him. Wants our arses, I bet.”
“Nah, I’m good thanks,” Asher retorted.
“Thought fags like you wanted –”
Asher turned away from them and began walking away, determined to ignore them. He made it only a few steps when hands were on the back of his jacket again. He turned around, but this time he had no time to speak. He caught a glimpse of a clenched fist before it connected with the side of his face and knocked him sideways.
He almost lost his balance, but his police training had prepared him for this. Another fist caught him under the chin and he staggered backwards. The three lads surrounded him. He could have taken them on one at a time, but three against one and he was outnumbered and overpowered. As they kicked and punched him to the floor, he curled up in a ball, trying to protect himself.
He prayed they would stop, but the kicks kept on coming. The beating seemed to stop and the boys were laughing, shouting insults that he couldn’t hear over the ringing in his ears. He risked a glance up at them; there were only two now. His body aching, he managed to get to his feet and wavered, feeling dizzy.
The third lad returned. Asher swallowed hard and tried to run, but the other two ran and stopped him, their hands holding him in place, stopping his escape. He struggled as the third approached. The discarded brick he had found abandoned in the corner of the courtyard drew Asher’s eyes. He said a prayer and fought, but the brick hit him hard in the head and he felt bone shatter, blood gush out over his face, before everything went black.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



The hospital lights were bright and Charley scrunched up her eyes, beads of sweat clinging to her eyelashes, her breath coming in short gasps.
“You’ll be all right,” Toni told her, supporting her weight, and guiding her down the corridor behind the nurse.
Charley tried to speak, but she couldn’t. Pain washed over her body in waves and the contractions frightened her. The baby was coming, and she wasn’t sure she was ready. It didn’t matter anymore. The baby wouldn’t wait for her to sort out her feelings. She managed to nod, and Toni smiled, though she looked worried.
The nurse led them into a small room and put the folded gown on the hospital bed.
“If you could put the robe on and I’ll bring a doctor in,” she said, smiling at Charley, understanding her pain and anxiety. Charley nodded again, and the nurse left the room.
Charley leant against the bed, her fingers clinging to the thin white sheets, as another contraction sent pain through her body. She felt tears in the corners of her eyes, mingling with the sweat that clung to her face.
“You heard the woman,” Toni said, dumping her bag and coat into an armchair in the corner, “Get those tights off and into that robe.”
Charley kicked off her shoes and fumbled for her tights. Toni eyed her with detached interest, then sighed and stepped forward. She stripped Charley off and helped her into the lime green hospital gown.
The nurse returned with a doctor, who examined Charley. She had found the other examinations highly embarrassing and personal, but she was in too much of a state to care now. The doctor spoke some reassurances that she barely heard, then she let out a groan of pain. The contractions were coming faster now.
“I think you’re nearly ready to deliver,” the doctor said, and the nurse smiled, but Charley felt terror rise within her. The doctor, oblivious, continued, “I’ll be back in about five minutes.”
When he had gone, the nurse began taking her blood pressure and Charley clasped Toni’s hand and pulled her close. She leant down, and she moved her lips to her ear.
“Mum, I need you to do something for me, no arguments,” she said, gritting her teeth against the pain, her lips barely moving. “I need you to get Bolton.”
Toni looked horrified, but Charley held her doubtful gaze, and she gave a groan and nodded.
“I’ll find him,” she said, and left the room, grabbing a nurse out in the corridor.
* * *
In the corridor, Toni followed the nurse’s directions towards the pay phone outside the visitor’s waiting room. As she hurried, her shoes squeaking on the floor, a trolley was rushing towards her, nurses and a doctor rushing alongside it.
She glanced at the unconscious figure and froze.
“Asher?” she gasped.
His face was swollen and dripping in blood. A nurse held some gauze against the top of his head, and the white of the material was already turning a nauseating shade of dark red, almost black. He made no response to her call. The nurses sounded urgent as they called instructions to each other whilst directing the trolley down the corridor.
“What’s happened to my son?” she called after them, but they either didn’t hear her or were too preoccupied with Asher to respond.
Another man rounded the corner, his face white with shock, almost bumping into Toni in his haste to follow the trolley. He was wearing a police uniform and Toni knew instantly who this man was. She recognised his face from the photos in the flat that Asher had moved into.
“Carl?” she stammered.
Carl was caught off guard as he registered her.
“Mrs Brunns?”
“What’s happened to Ash?” Toni asked.
“He was attacked by some kids on the estate. They hit him with a brick.”
Toni crossed herself, her jaw falling open.
“Will he be okay?” she asked, frantic.
“I don’t know,” Carl said, already distancing himself from her. “I’ve just got here. They said he’s got serious head injuries, blood loss. I’ve got to go.”
He gave her an apologetic look and rushed after the trolley as it turned a corner. Toni watched him go and put a hand to her chest, her mind racing and her heart hammering.
* * *
Bolton stood before Uncle Jasper and wondered whether he was in trouble. He had been summoned to the office earlier in the evening, and had rushed across the city as fast as he could. He briefly wondered whether Uncle Jasper had heard about the stolen money, but dismissed the thought. If he knew, Bolton reminded himself, then he would already be dead, not standing in front of the desk, locked in his boss’s glare.
“Take a seat,” Uncle Jasper said, after what seemed an age. “Would you care for a drink?”
His voice was jovial, but Bolton sensed there was more to his carefree tone. He shook his head, declining a drink, but sat down gratefully, his knees shaking.
“I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you here,” Uncle Jasper said, as he sat down too. Bolton nodded. “I just wanted to check in with you. Make sure everything was going well for you. After our meeting with Ritchie.”
Bolton was taken aback. He had not expected this. His surprise must have registered on his face, because Uncle Jasper smiled knowingly.
“Did you not think I care for my employees?” He asked, amused. “Of course I do, without hardworking lads like you, I would have nothing. Any great leader is only so great as the people he leads.”
Bolton nodded, still not fully understanding the reason for the meeting.
“So,” Uncle Jasper prompted, when Bolton remained quiet. “How are you doing?”
“I’m fine,” Bolton said, feeling nervous, though he wasn’t entirely sure why he felt so wrong footed. Perhaps, he thought, it was the weight of the stolen money pressing in on his thoughts. “He deserved what he got.”
He hoped his voice sounded more certain than his thoughts.
“Of course he did. Anyone who steals from me deserves such a punishment.”
Uncle Jasper’s voice was level, but there was a hint of a threat beneath the soft tones.
Bolton nodded quickly, eager to agree with him, though his heart was hammering against his chest.
“You agree?” Uncle Jasper asked, leaning forward, scrutinizing him.
“Yes,” Bolton said.
Uncle Jasper considered him for a long few moments, as if sizing him up, his eyes narrowed slightly.
“Excellent,” he said, resuming his normal tone. “You may leave.”
Bolton thanked him and left the flat. He felt unnerved after the meeting. He knew that there must have been more to the exchange than what had been said, for he knew that Uncle Jasper did not invite all his employees into his office for a quick catch-up. There was something going on, and Bolton wondered again whether it had anything to do with the stolen money. He shook his head, savouring the cold air as he stepped outside the building. His secret was safe, as long as he and Dante kept quiet and their heads down.
His phone started to ring and he answered without checking the caller. He was surprised to hear Toni’s voice, breathless and worried.
“What’s going on?” Bolton asked, feeling his heart rate quicken again. “Is it Charley?”
He heard Toni take a deep breath down the line.
“She’s having the baby,” she said. “You’ve got to get here.”
* * *
Charley lay on the bed, her legs wide, her knees apart and bent, face screwed up in pain. She squeezed a nurse’s hand tightly, whilst another mopped her forehead with a damp cloth. She murmured encouragement and reassurance, as the gloved doctor shouted instructions.
It seemed as if she had been in labour for days, but it had only been a few hours. She wanted desperately to go home, for the pain to stop, but she knew that this was not something that could be rushed. The baby would come out when it was ready and not before. Her mother had disappeared hours ago, and Torey popped in and out, seemingly not comprehending what she was going through.
“You’re doing great,” the nurse said in her ear.
“Where the hell is Bolton? And mum?” Charley cried out, trying to control her breathing in the way the nurse had shown her.
The doctor’s head appeared from between her legs.
“Right, Charley, it’s time for you to start pushing,” he said, his voice sounding surreally calm to Charley. “The head is crowning.”
Charley looked at the nurse and she nodded in support.
“Come on,” she said quietly. “You can do this.”
Charley took a deep breath and began to push.
* * *
Toni sat on the plastic chair beside Asher’s bedside, gripping his hand tightly. He was wired up to machines that beeped and whirred. On the other side of the bed, Carl clutched his other hand and was still pale-faced.
Asher had not yet regained consciousness and nurses came in and out every few minutes to check his vitals and jot notes down on the clipboard at the foot of his bed. A doctor had come in several times, looking grave-faced each time, leaving Toni in no doubt that her beloved eldest son was in serious danger. She had sent Torey to keep watch over Charley, unable to tear herself away from her son’s side, irritated by Carl’s presence.
“They didn’t even phone me,” Toni grumbled to nobody in particular. “If I hadn’t been here already and seen him in that state, God knows when they’d have told me.”
“You’re not his emergency contact,” Carl said over Asher’s unconscious form.
“Excuse me?” Toni snapped, eyes narrowing.
“You aren’t his emergency contact,” Carl repeated.
“Of course I am, I’m his mother.”
“You’re not his emergency contact,” Carl sighed. “I am.”
“You?”
“Yes, me,” Carl said, holding her furious gaze, not intimidated. “You didn’t want anything to do with him, remember? And we live together.”
Toni opened her mouth to respond, but the doctor returned. She settled for gritting her teeth and shooting him a venomous look. Carl ignored her and looked up at the doctor, eyes anxious for information.
“Did you get the scan results back?” he asked.
The doctor nodded.
“There’s good news and bad news,” the doctor sighed, consulting his clipboard. “Now, the scans of his skull show that whilst there is damage, it’s not life threatening.”
Toni breathed a sigh of relief.
“However,” the doctor went on. “He’s lost a lot of blood. He could need a blood transfusion.”
“I’ll do it,” Carl said instantly, half-rising from his chair. “I’ll give him blood.”
The doctor shifted on his feet, looking uncomfortable.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible, Mr Hurst.”
“Why not?” Carl demanded.
“You’re Mr Brunns’ partner?” the doctor asked. Carl nodded, brow furrowed. The doctor grimaced. “I’m sorry, but, well, you won’t be able to donate blood if you’ve had same-sex relations in the last three years.”
“But he’s my partner,” Carl protested. “He’s gay, too.”
Toni swallowed down an objection.
“That may be so,” the doctor said. “But it’s against the law. You can’t donate your blood.”
Toni looked at Carl’s face. He was desperate to donate his own blood to save her precious Asher. He wanted to save him and this doctor wouldn’t allow him.
“If he wants to give blood, you should let him,” Toni demanded, and the doctor sighed as he turned to her. He opened his mouth, but Toni pressed on. “Asher’s not going to object, is he? They live together, for goodness sake.”
“I’m sorry,” the doctor repeated. “Mr Hurst is not eligible for donation.”
“I don’t have any infections, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Carl insisted.
The doctor held up his hands in a gesture of helplessness.
“Rules are rules, I’m afraid.”
“This is ridiculous,” Toni snapped, rising to her feet, the chair scraping loudly behind her. The doctor took a step back. “He’s not got any diseases. He wants to do it. He wants to save my son. You can’t stop him just because he’s gay, he’s still got the same blood, he’s still a person –”
Toni stopped. The truth of her words washed over her. She looked from Carl to Asher and felt herself deflate. She could not tell off this doctor for not allowing Carl to donate his blood because he was gay, when she had disowned Asher for the same fact. It made her a hypocrite and she sat down heavily in the chair.
She wished she had reacted differently. Of course she had been devastated when Asher had told her he was gay. Now he could die, and she had finally realised that she did not much care who he spent his life with, as long as he was happy and had found love, no matter who it was with.
Asher remained unmoving on the bed. Carl and the doctor looked at her expectantly, bewildered by her descent into silence.
Toni clutched Asher’s hand and prayed that she would get a chance to make amends with her son, beg for his forgiveness, that her realisation had not come too late.
“I’ll donate my blood,” she said. “I’ll do it. Just save my son.”
* * *
Uncle Jasper was agitated. He was not used to being lied to and he did not appreciate it at all. He thought of Bolton, sat in the chair as if he had done nothing wrong, whilst all along he had been hiding the stolen money from him.
His anger was rising, but he knew that he would have to be careful. He could not let his anger cloud his feelings.
He had called Dante over and was pleased when he heard Barry direct him through to the office a few minutes later. Dante walked in and stood in front of the desk. Uncle Jasper smiled widely, taking in Dante’s appearance. The slightly bloodshot eyes, the redness of the skin around his nostrils, and the nervous habit of scratching his chin.
Normally, he would not have accepted a heavy drug user into his workforce. They were too unreliable, too likely to mess things up or get careless, and those were traits that got people in serious trouble and brought the police sniffing around. Dante, however, could prove to be extremely useful, Uncle Jasper thought.
“I’ve spoken to Bolton this evening,” he said, and Dante’s body went tense. “He showed no signs of keeping secrets from me.”
“I told you the truth,” Dante said, nervous. “I swear. He’s got the money, probably hidden it somewhere.”
“That may be the case, but I need to retrieve the money before anything happens to him. That’s why I have a special job for you.”
Dante looked more anxious at this, but nodded.
“What kind of job?”
“I need you to ask Bolton where the money is and retrieve it for me,” he said, and Dante nodded, seeming to relax. “And then I want you to kill him.”
Dante looked shocked, and Uncle Jasper watched with satisfaction. He thought this was the perfect plan. This way both of the boys would be punished. Dante’s punishment for stealing the money in the first place would be to kill his friend. His atonement. And Bolton would die. All the loose ends would be snipped. And if Dante got caught, it wouldn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. He would give him some money to keep quiet and do his time, and he would have gotten rid of a potentially unreliable worker all in one go.
Yes, Uncle Jasper thought, the plan was one of his more ingenious ones.
As the minutes wore on, Dante battled with his doubts, but under Uncle Jasper’s watchful gaze, he relented to the idea. He nodded, his face resolved.
“I’ll do it, boss,” he said.
“Excellent.”
* * *
Torey stood outside the entrance to the hospital, inhaling deeply on her cigarette, and watching an ambulance crew smoking a few metres away, enjoying their quick break from saving lives. She wondered briefly at what was going on upstairs, but pushed the thoughts away. She and Charley were getting on better than they had ever done before, but watching her sister give birth was something she felt was pushing the boundaries too far. She had quickly grown tired of her sister’s groans of pain and had gratefully slipped out of the room when a nurse had sent her to get some water, a knowing look on her face.
She was torn from her thoughts when she saw a familiar figure running across the tarmac towards her. Bolton was wearing a tracksuit and sweat dripped from his forehead, as though he had run all the way from home.
“You took your time,” Torey said, as he drew level with her. “She’s not happy with you, trust me.”
“Has she had the baby yet?” Bolton asked, catching his breath.
Torey shrugged.
“She was getting there when I came down here, but nobody’s said anything. So I think you’re in time.”
Bolton sighed with relief.
“Where are they then?” he asked.
“Come on,” she said, dropping her cigarette and stamping it out with her heels. “I’ll take you up there.”
* * *
Toni clutched Asher’s hand, Carl holding the other, the room silent, as the doctor let himself in and the door shut with a click behind him.
“I have some good news,” the doctor said, smiling. “He’ll need recovery time and a lot of support, but he will make a full recovery.”
Toni let out a cry and felt tears splash from her eyes. Carl seemed to deflate, the air he’d been holding in, hardly daring to breathe, seemed to finally escape with his relief.
The doctor explained that the surgery had been a success; there had been no need for the blood transfusion after all. When the doctor left, Toni was surprised to find Carl looking at her, not at Asher.
“Thank you,” he said quietly.
“For what?”
“Offering to donate your blood,” Carl said. “For wanting to save his life.”
“I would do anything to save him,” Toni protested. She swallowed hard. She had something to say, and it would not be easy for her. “I should thank you, too, Carl.”
Carl averted his gaze.
“Really, I’m truly thankful,” Toni said. “You wanted to save him too. I know you must think I’m a monster, the way I reacted when Asher told me, well, that he was gay. And I am sorry for that.”
“Thanks,” Carl said. “But it’s really Asher you should be saying all this to.”
He gestured towards Asher and Toni did a double-take, her heart fluttering. Asher’s eyes were flickering and then they were open, staring hazily up at them both.
Toni smiled at him and clutched his hand again. Carl did the same. As Asher began to come round, Toni and Carl exchanged a smile of relief; she realised he loved her son, just as she did, and she was surprised to find she was happy. Happy that Asher had found love. Asher opened his mouth to speak, but Toni hushed him.
“Don’t worry, Ash, my love,” she said. “Me and Carl are right here, and we’re not going anywhere. Neither of us are.”
* * *
Bolton ran down the corridors, straining his eyes against the overhead strip lighting, and narrowly avoiding running into a wheelchair parked outside a private room. Torey clattered along a few paces behind, swearing and muttering under her breath, panting from the exertion.
“Hurry up,” he called behind him, anxious to get there, “If I miss this because you’re –”
“Keep your bloody hair on,” Torey snapped back, catching up with him. “Once you get in there, you’ll wish you’d taken your time.”
She sped up and Bolton was relieved when they reached the room. He pushed past Torey, ignoring her protests, and rushed to Charley’s side. She was sweating heavily and looked like she was in a lot of pain. She smiled weakly at the sight of him.  
Bolton took Charley’s hand and felt her crush his fingers in her powerful grip.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” Bolton said in Charley’s ear.
“It’s all right,” she managed, through deep breaths and pushes, “At least you came.”
“One final push,” the doctor said, over Charley’s knees. “You’re nearly there.”
Bolton watched as Charley gave a huge groan and her face scrunched up as she pushed as hard as she could. Then she gave a huge gasp of relief, and the doctor and nurse rushed forward. Then the sound of a baby crying filled the room. Everyone looked as the doctor held the baby in his arms, detaching the umbilical cord. The nurse took him and returned moments later, the baby clean.
She passed the baby to Charley, who smiled as she looked down at the child now in her arms. Bolton put an arm round Charley’s shoulders and admired the beautiful creature that he and Charley had produced, that was directly descended from them both, made in their images.
“So beautiful,” Charley said, her voice weak but full of pride. “Look, Bolton. Our gorgeous baby boy.”
Bolton smiled and felt tears in his eyes. Everything that had happened over the past few months suddenly seemed stupid, materialistic and immature. He had been so focused on providing them with a life full of riches that he had forgotten that the only thing that mattered was their child. And now he had a healthy, handsome, baby son. This was his life now.




CHAPTER THIRTY



Dante paced around Sapphire’s living room and ran a hand over his shaved head, wondering whether he could go through with his promise after all.
Watching from the sofa, Sapphire felt concerned.
“You’re starting to freak me out now,” she said. “I know you said you couldn’t tell me what’s going on, but I ain’t stupid. This is something big, and you obviously aren’t sure about it. If you tell me, maybe I can help with something.”
“You can’t help me,” Dante said, shaking his head. “Nobody can.”
“How do you know if you don’t tell me what’s going on?”
Dante knew his cousin was speaking sense, but the thought of voicing what he was planning to do made him more unnerved. If he spoke the words, it would be like it was real, inevitable, and that made him scared as hell.
“Fine, if you won’t tell me what’s bothering you so much, why don’t you tell Bolton?” Sapphire said, breaking through his thoughts. “He might be able to help.”
Dante considered it and began to laugh. Sapphire, surprised by this, felt her unease begin to grow.
“Dante?” she asked uncertainly. “What’s so funny?”
Dante continued to laugh. He laughed hard, until his throat hurt and his body shook, and then he stopped. He dropped onto the sofa beside Sapphire and put his head in his hands. He felt the urge to cry.
Sapphire put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“Sometimes talking about it makes it better,” she said.
Dante lifted his head.
“I stole some money,” Dante said, unsure why he was opening up to her. Maybe it was because he trusted her, maybe it was because she might sympathise. Maybe it was just because he needed to tell somebody. “Money from Uncle Jasper. This other guy, Ritchie, stole it first, but I stole it off him before we killed him.”
Sapphire was shocked by the casual way he spoke of this, but she kept her own counsel and let him continue. She knew better than most that voicing an opinion could be dangerous. It was better to keep quiet.
“I wanted to spend the money on drugs and drink, all the fun stuff,” Dante continued, his voice hoarse. “But Bolton found it and took it for himself. He said he was going to hand it in to Uncle Jasper, make it sound like we’d found it, like I hadn’t stolen it. But he never gave it back. He just kept it for himself.”
Sapphire nodded, as if she could understand where he was coming from. She knew he needed to get this off his chest. Dante sighed.
“When I realised he was keeping it for himself, I was so pissed off,” he said, a trace of anger in his tone now, and Sapphire resisted the urge to pull away from him. “He’d made out like I was a twat for taking the money, but he did just the same as me. So I went and told Uncle Jasper everything. About how I’d taken the money and that Bolton took it, and that he was keeping it for himself.”
He paused for breath, glancing at Sapphire. He was no longer close to tears. His anger was pounding through his body, and he suddenly felt righteous in his anger.
“I mean, he was mugging me off, I had to do something,” he spat. “Then Uncle Jasper went and had a chat with him. Probably thought I’d made it up or something, like I’m not as trustworthy as his fucking precious Bolton. But his bullshit didn’t fly, Uncle Jasper saw right through him. And now I’m the one he’ll be training up. Once Bolton’s out of the way.”
Sapphire felt a shiver of fear course through her body. Dante, energized by his anger, noticed nothing.
“What’s going to happen to him then?” Sapphire asked.
Dante sniggered.
“Uncle Jasper wants him dead,” he said, with a laugh. “And he wants me to be the one to do it. And when I’ve finished him off, I’ll be the protégé, I’ll be the one that gets the big money and I’ll have my own driver. I won’t be the skivvy anymore. I’ll be the real deal.”
He felt powerful now. Any trace of doubt he’d had was gone, replaced with an eager determination. He remembered how it had felt to strike Ritchie with the crowbar. He had been like a God, able to decide whether somebody would live or die, and how much they would suffer. It had been a good feeling, and one he was now eager to repeat.
He rose to his feet.
“Thanks, mate, I needed that chat,” he said, smiling now. “I’ve got some stuff to sort out, but I’ll be over later in the week. Have a few cans, maybe get a party going. I’ll be in the big bucks by then.”
Sapphire half-rose to her feet but Dante was already strolling out of the house, whistling to himself. She got up and went to the cabinet, pouring herself a strong vodka, which she downed in one gulp. She now understood the true meaning of the old saying ‘Better not to know’, although she wished that she didn’t.
* * *
Charley watched as Bolton rocked their son in his arms, smiling down at him. She had not been in their flat since their argument and she felt a strange mixture of feelings, as if she had never lived here, as if she was a stranger in these rooms, though she knew that she had spent months here, preparing for the baby’s arrival and worrying about Bolton.
“He has your eyes,” Bolton said, looking up at her. “He’s going to be a stunner, that’s for sure.”
Charley smiled.
“Takes after his dad in the looks department then,” she said, and Bolton grinned.
“You’re not so bad yourself,” he said, and they both laughed.
She felt pleased with how things were between them now. In the few weeks since their son had been born, Bolton had visited her every day and when she had been let out of hospital, he had insisted she and the baby move back into the flat. Charley had agreed, not just because Bolton had been so caring towards them both, but because she didn’t want to return to her mother’s flat, especially not with a newborn.
Now she had moved back in, she felt as if she and Bolton may have a future together after all. It seemed he had changed since their break-up. He seemed calmer. Though there was still an edge to him, Charley sensed that something had happened to change his views on his boss and the dangerous line of work he had been pursuing. He no longer answered the calls on his phone from work, and he spent the evenings at the flat with her and the baby, rather than wondering the streets doing whichever jobs he had been tasked with.
“We should start thinking of names,” Bolton said, passing the baby back to her.
She cradled him against her chest, and nodded.
“I’ve got a list, but now that he’s here, none of them seem to fit,” she said, sighing. “I thought it’d be really easy, picking a name. Now it’s time, though, I don’t have a clue.”
“Well whatever you decide on, I’m cool with.”
“Don’t be silly,” Charley said, “We’ll both agree on one together.”
Bolton nodded, evidently pleased by her words.
“We should probably talk about the future too,” Charley said, bracing herself for the conversation that she knew they needed to have.
Bolton looked startled, but nodded in resignation.
“How do you mean?” he asked.
“I mean, what’s going to happen later?” Charley asked, trying to keep her tone light. Bolton looked at her inquiringly, and Charley went on, “Between us, I mean.”
“If you’re worried I’m not going to be here for you, you’re wrong. I’ll be here for you both, I promise.”
“You promised that last time, when I first told you I was pregnant, and look how that turned out,” Charley said quietly. “I’m not having a go at you, but I need to know.”
“I’ve changed now,” Bolton said, determined. “I won’t let you down.”
“But what happens when you meet someone else, or you want to bring mates round, or girls even?”
“Don’t be stupid, I wouldn’t do that.”
“It’s not stupid, it’s just life. You’re going to want to find a girl, settle down, and I don’t blame you, but what happens to us?” Charley asked, indicating herself and the baby, trying not to sound accusatory. “You might want to bring her round, or let her move in, and I can’t stay here without knowing exactly where I stand.”
“I don’t want any other girls,” Bolton said, lowering his eyes. “I just want you.”
Charley shook her head.
“You say that now, but –”
“No, I mean it,” Bolton insisted. “I know what a twat I’ve been, thinking about money instead of you and the baby, but I’m not like that anymore. I’m not going to work for Uncle Jasper anymore. I don’t need money; don’t need this fancy place, just as long as I’ve got you two.”
Charley felt herself smiling. She could hear the determination, the resolve in his voice. She knew he was being honest.
“You really mean it?”
“Yeah,” Bolton nodded, his lips twitching now, his eyes meeting hers.
Charley leant forward and kissed him lightly on the lips. His eyes softened and he kissed her back, deeper this time, and she felt her heart bursting with happiness. She knew that he meant what he said and that meant they had a future together. There would be no more lies, no more arguments or hurting, just them and their baby. A proper family, filled with love and happiness.
Bolton’s phone began to ring and he glanced at it nervously.
“You can answer it,” she said, with a slight laugh, and Bolton relaxed. “I understand you’ve got to tell him you’re quitting. It’s Dante calling, I’m guessing?”
Bolton nodded and smiled too.
“I don’t know how he’s going to take it, but I guess he’ll just have to suck it up. He shouldn’t be too upset anyway; he’ll probably get a promotion or something. I should probably go and see him though, tell him face to face.”
“Yeah, it’s better coming from you,” Charley agreed.
“Then I’ll go and see Uncle Jasper, tell him that I’m quitting,” he said, sounding unnerved at the prospect. “But once that’s done, I’ll be straight back here.”
“Good,” Charley said, and found she still couldn’t take the smile off her face. “I’m going to take the baby round my mum’s flat, parade him round everyone. Asher and Carl should be going around too, now he’s up and about and back to work.”
“Just don’t let your mum preach at our baby though,” Bolton groaned, “We don’t want him turning out like her.”
They both laughed, and Charley felt as if her life had finally become whole. Bolton got up and got the pram ready, and they walked downstairs together, stopping on the pavement outside.
“I love you,” Charley said, kissing him on the lips.
“I love you too,” he said, holding her to him for a moment, and then released her, kissing their son on the forehead. “I’ll see you later on.”
* * *
As Bolton walked across the grass, he wondered why Dante had insisted they meet here. The playing fields on the edge of the Goldsworth Estate had been a hangout of theirs, where they’d drank and smoked weed in the small kid’s playground after dark, but they hadn’t been here in a while, and it seemed an unusual place to conduct business. Dante had not specified what he had wanted to meet for, but Bolton had not minded. He didn’t want to know about any more business deals. He was only meeting him to tell him that he was leaving Uncle Jasper’s employ and that he was leaving all of this behind him.
He looked around and realised how deserted the area was. The sun was beginning to set beneath the trees that lined the playing fields and he felt unease creeping over him. Dante hadn’t sounded himself on the phone, but he had put it down to snorting too much coke. Other possibilities occurred to him now as he walked across the quiet field, his senses alert to the slightest sound or movement.
His phone rang as he reached the kid’s playground on the edge of the pitch and he pulled it out of his pocket. Dante had not arrived yet and Bolton answered, keeping his eyes roving around the area for the first sight of his friend.
He looked down and was surprised to see that Sapphire was the caller. He answered, wondering why she would be contacting him. She sounded uncertain, scared even, and he listened to her, his mind racing as her worlds tumbled out over each other, only slightly slurred by a few strong vodkas.
When she’d hung up, he stared at the ground for a long moment, stunned by what he had heard. He swallowed down his panic and scrolled through his phone contacts. He didn’t have time to freak out.
He found the number he was looking for and dialled, hoping there would be an answer. He sighed with relief when the ringing stopped and Asher answered.
* * *
Dante walked across the park towards Bolton, and he felt his heart pumping fast, but didn’t feel nervous. He knew that this was the ultimate justice. Nobody got away with stealing from him or taking him for a mug. Bolton would soon realise that.
Bolton looked up from his seat on the swing, and slowly rose to his feet. Dante smiled, not taking his hand out of his pocket. His fingers clasped the handle of the knife tightly.
“You all right?” he asked, and Bolton laughed.
“That the best you can do?” he asked. Dante was taken aback. Bolton shook his head, “For God’s sake Dante, we’ve been best mates for years. And the best you can do is that? Come on, I deserve better than that, given how you’re about to kill me.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



“What are you talking about?” Dante asked, shifting from foot to foot, caught off guard.
“What, did I get it wrong?” Bolton asked, his voice more confident than he felt. “So you’re telling me that Uncle Jasper didn’t send you here to kill me?”
Dante shook his head and swore loudly, kicking the ground.
“That fucking bitch,” he growled, “Sapphire told you, right?”
“It doesn’t matter who told me,” Bolton shrugged, looking at him, “It’s true then?”
Dante nodded.
“Yeah.”
Bolton sighed.
“You told Uncle Jasper that I’d stolen the money?”
“Nope, I told him the truth mate,” Dante said, taking a few steps closer. “I told him how I’d stolen it, then you’d taken it off me. You were so high and fucking mighty, and all along you just wanted it for yourself.”
“Don’t be stupid, I didn’t want that money.”
Dante laughed.
“So you won’t mind telling me where it is then,” he said, smiling widely.
“I can’t do that,” Bolton said quietly.
Anger flashed across Dante’s face, but he composed himself, forcing a smile.
“Listen, if you tell me, I can let you go,” he said, “You can grab your stuff together and disappear.”
Bolton smiled, wondering at Dante’s words and how he could say them so truthfully when they were lies. Maybe he believed them to be true, Bolton no longer knew or cared.
“You were never a good liar mate.”
“I’m serious,” Dante said.
“I can’t trust you. I tell you where it is, you kill me. If I don’t, you kill me anyway,” Bolton said, “From my end, it ain’t looking all that great for me, so why would I want to help you out?”
Dante looked agitated, but took a few moments to consider him. He could see the truth in his words. Bolton waited, holding his breath, for the reply.
“We could make a deal,” Dante suggested.
“I thought you were sucking up to Uncle Jasper,” Bolton said, “But I guess loyalty ain’t your strong point.”
Dante shrugged, “Fuck that old twat, give me the money and I’ll let you go.”
“You think Uncle Jasper won’t check I’m dead?”
“He trusts me,” Dante said, the pride clear in his voice.
Bolton felt a moment’s pity for him.
“He doesn’t trust you, he’s just making you do this to punish you for taking the money in the first place,” Bolton said, hoping that the honesty in his words would strike a chord with Dante. “If you think he cares about you, you’re deluded.”
Dante shook his head, eyes narrowing.
“You still think you’re better than me, don’t you?” he said angrily.
“No, I just see what I see.”
“You ain’t worth shit to him now,” Dante spat, voice rising. He pulled his hand out of his pocket, brandishing a small blade. “I’m the next big thing.”
“He doesn’t care about you,” Bolton persisted, hoping he could get through to him, aware that time was running out, his eyes focused on the knife. “He’s using you, like he was using me, like he was using everyone. He won’t care if you get nicked for this.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Dante snapped, waving the knife around. “I’ll tell you what this is. This is you being jealous of me, because I’m taking over from you now.”
“I don’t want to work for Uncle Jasper, I only came here to tell you I was quitting.”
Dante eyed Bolton suspiciously.
“You’re lying,” he said.
“Nope, I’m not,” Bolton said, keeping his voice level, not wanting to make Dante any angrier. “Charley had the baby a couple of weeks ago. A little boy. I don’t need Uncle Jasper or his money. I just need Charley and my son.”
“Going to play happy families?” Dante sniggered.
“I was going to ask Charley to marry me,” Bolton said.
As he spoke the words, regret washed over him. He realised that this would be the place he died. He would never get to propose to Charley, or see her again. He would never see their son grow old, or give Charley a daughter, or get married.
“Yeah, well you still could,” Dante said, sensing Bolton’s thoughts. His voice was calmer now, “Just tell me where the money is, and you can walk off and be a daddy.”
“I can’t,” Bolton said, feeling the hopelessness of the situation more acutely than before.
Dante ran a hand over his head in agitation, stepping backwards and forwards in frustration.
“Don’t play these games with me,” he said, threatening. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will do.”
“I can’t tell you where it is, because I don’t know,” Bolton sighed. “When I found out why you were coming, I made a few calls, and I got the money moved. You’ll never find it.”
“Don’t lie,” Dante snapped, though the fear was evident in his eyes.
“It’s the truth,” Bolton said calmly. Dante looked worried, and Bolton pressed on, “Damn, Uncle Jasper ain’t going to be happy with you, is he?”
“You fucking bastard,” Dante shouted.
“I’d run if I was you. I called the police too; they’ll be crawling all over here in a few minutes.”
“You wouldn’t phone the pigs,” Dante said, unsure and scared.
“Wouldn’t I?”
“Just get me the money mate.”
Bolton shook his head and opened up his hands, palms upwards, in a gesture of helplessness.
“Fuck off,” he said, eyeing Dante with distaste. “And you ain’t my mate.”
Dante let out a howl of anger and lunged forwards. Bolton took a step back, but Dante’s move had taken him by surprise. Sirens sounded nearby and flashing lights appeared in his peripheral vision. Bolton felt hopeful. He would be saved, things would be all right.
He barely felt it when the knife pierced his chest, slicing through his skin and sliding between his ribs. He felt a moment’s shock and his eyes widened. Dante looked just as surprised and let go of the knife, backing away, his face a mask of horror.
Bolton looked down at the blood spreading from the knife handle, which still protruded from his tracksuit jumper. He looked across the playing fields and saw police vans, flashing lights, and men in uniform rushing across the grass towards them. He thought he saw an ambulance, but it was all a blur.
Then he dropped to the floor and the police were getting closer, and Dante was being wrestled to the ground, handcuffs on his wrists, and a familiar face was staring down at him. Bolton looked into Asher’s eyes, saw the look on his face, and knew it was bad.
He opened his mouth to speak, to tell him to make sure Charley and their baby knew how much he loved them both, how much he wished things could have been different, and a trickle of blood pooled in the corner of his mouth. He clutched the front of Asher’s shirt, pulling him closer so their faces were just inches apart, and whispered his final words.
With his strength crumbling, his grasp loosened and his arms fell to his side. Asher swallowed hard.
Bolton looked up at the sky, the first stars appearing in the growing darkness, and thought of Charley and his son as he stopped breathing.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Charley sat in her mother’s kitchen, a fluttering of fear in the pit of her stomach, as she wondered what was going on. The baby began to cry and she rocked the pram, the noise adding to her worries. She needed Bolton here, where he could reassure her, make her feel like she could raise this child and make sure he felt loved and protected.
She had no idea what was going on in the hallway but she knew that it was serious. She had come round earlier, after leaving the flat, and had been pleased to find that Asher and Carl were in the flat, drinking tea with Toni and chatting. They had all hovered over the baby when she had arrived, complimenting him and picking him up, and smiling. Then Asher had gotten a phone call. He had told them both to stay in the flat and not to leave, and when Charley had told him she was going home, back to the flat she shared with Bolton, he had insisted she stay here. Then he and Carl had rushed out, and Charley had felt a creeping sense of unease. Then twenty minutes ago, they had returned and Carl had come into the kitchen. He told Charley to stay where she was and took Toni outside. Whatever he had said, Toni had been worried, because Charley had heard her shout to Torey to take Huw into the bedroom and keep him in there. She had sounded alarmed, panicked, and Charley had not heard that in her mother’s voice before.
The kitchen door opened and Charley jumped to her feet. Toni walked in and closed the door behind her.
“What’s going on?” she asked, before Toni had a chance to speak.
Toni stood there, looking at her, and Charley felt a paralysing fear enter her then. Toni’s eyes were wet with tears and she looked lost for words.
“Mum, what is it?” she asked, stepping forward, putting a hand on Toni’s shoulder.
Toni seemed to compose herself.
“I think you should sit down,” she said, her voice quiet.
Charley did as she was told and looked expectantly at her mother, as Toni sat down heavily on the stool beside her and seemed to struggle to speak.
“Come on, mum, you’re starting to scare me,” Charley said, her voice shaking with fear now. She clasped her hands together to stop herself from fidgeting.
Toni took a deep breath and clutched her daughter’s hands in her own.
“I’m so sorry, Charley,” she said, and she sounded it. Her voice shook with emotion, as she struggled to get the words out. “It’s Bolton. Asher said he was stabbed, and there was an ambulance there, but he didn’t make it. I’m so sorry, they said it was –”
But Charley had stopped listening. Grief and shock enveloped her. She could see her mother’s lips moving but heard nothing. She blinked and felt her vision blurred by tears. Bolton couldn’t be dead. She had been with him just a few hours ago. They had reunited, they were happy again. They were going to be a happy family, with their beautiful son, and there would be no more tears or arguments, just love and happiness.
It couldn’t be true. She rose to her feet and left the kitchen, walking down the hallway, ignoring Toni’s attempts to stop her. She opened the front door and froze. Policemen were gathered in the stairwell. Then she saw Asher. The white shirt beneath his uniform was red with blood. Toni stepped in front of her, trying to shield her from the sight of it, but Charley stared at it. Asher realised she was there and shouted, and men were blocking him from view, and Toni was screaming for them to go, to get out of sight, but Charley continued to stare.
And then it hit her. It was the truth. Bolton was dead. He would never hold her in his arms again. He would never whisper in her ear that he loved her. He would never see their son grow up.
The grief that had enveloped her, filled her body and numbed her senses, seemed to break then. And Charley felt the tears come and a scream escape her lips. She was howling and shrieking and collapsing to the floor, and Toni was pulling her close to her. Charley collapsed into Toni’s arms and screamed into her mother’s chest until no sound came and the tears dried out.
* * *
Asher wiped his tears away on the sleeve of his shirt and crept quietly up the stairs and let himself into Bolton’s empty flat. Bolton had whispered his final instructions to him, a final effort to prove his love for Charley and his son.
He pulled gloves on over his shaking hands so that his fingerprints would not be found, knowing that the police would be scouring the flat within hours.
Remembering Bolton’s directions, he went into the bedroom and rummaged through the cupboards until he found the box of money. He packed the money into a bin bag he had brought with him and shut the cupboard.
He hesitated a moment.
He was a policeman, yet here he was breaking the law.
He could hand in the money to the police, but he knew he would not.
Slipping out of the flat and locking the front door behind him, he retreated back to his car, glancing around to make sure nobody had seen him coming or going. He dumped the bag of money into the boot of the car and drove off, heading for home.
When he reached his mum’s flat, Asher was relieved to find that the police had left and the block of flats was eerily quiet. Perhaps news of the tragedy had spread, or perhaps their neighbours had been scared indoors by the flashing lights and uniforms.
He headed upstairs and knocked on the front door. Torey let him in, her eyes red, before returning to the kitchen. The sound of Charley’s dry sobs echoed down the landing until Torey closed the kitchen door behind her.
Asher took a deep breath and slipped into Charley and Torey’s bedroom. He went to Charley’s bed and lifted her pillow. He pushed his concerns aside, knowing he was doing this for his sister. And this was Bolton’s final wish, and he had to respect that.
He reached into the bin liner and began to unload the stacks of money.
* * *
In his bedsit, Nathaniel Okoro watched the news with a mounting sense of horror. The picture of Bolton Smith kept appearing on the screen, the newsreader giving details of his death and the arrest of his killer.
He thought of his daughter and how she was coping with the devastating news. He knew she would be beside herself, he had seen first-hand how much she loved him. And now he was dead. All because of his brother Jasper.
When he had first heard of Bolton’s death he had rang Charley’s mobile but Toni had answered. She had guessed immediately that Jasper had been involved – and when Charley had learned of the family connection, she had told Nathaniel never to contact her again.
His heart had broken at her harsh words, cold with anger and betrayal. He knew that she meant them. He had lost his daughter, and his grandson, just as he had found them.
Switching off the television, Nathaniel paced the room and now remembered why he had been out of contact with his brother for such a long time. Things like this. He destroyed lives on a daily basis and he had never approved. Now he was angry.
Jasper had overstepped the mark. He’d gone after family – for Bolton was as good as family now. Jasper had ordered the murder of the father of Nathaniel’s grandson.
He rifled in the small chest of drawers in his dirty bedsit and his hands closed around the cool metal grip of the small gun he kept in case of emergencies.
Even if Charley would never speak to him again, he wanted to right the wrongs that had been done to her. Tucking the gun into his jacket, he left the bedsit in search of his brother.
* * *
Charley slipped into her bedroom and sat on the edge of her bed, feeling numb. Her mum was watching over her baby and now that she was alone for the first time since learning of Bolton’s death, she realised she could no longer cry.
She had cried too much already and there were no tears left.
Slipping out of her clothes, she lay down against the pillow and felt something under her head. She sat up and slid her hand under the pillow, pulling out a stack of money. Then another. She threw her pillow aside and gasped.
This would be enough money to support her and her son for years.
She thought of the money Bolton had acquired and wondered, if it was indeed that money, how it was possible for it to be here, beneath her pillow, when Bolton was gone.
Rifling through the stacks of money, she noticed a sticky note on one of the bundles. She tore it off and her eyes scanned the short note.
Charley –
Bolton wanted you to have this money.
For you and your son.
He really did love you, with all his heart x
Charley knew that Bolton couldn’t have written it, couldn’t have known he was going to die, but the fact that he had made sure that her and their son’s futures were secure made her heart swell. It was all the proof she needed that Bolton really had loved them.
She hid the money and re-read the note over and over again.
Bolton had loved her. With all his heart.
As she closed her eyes, her hand rose to her chest and the note rested, in her clasped hand, just above her own heart.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



A week after Bolton’s death, Charley went to his funeral. She arrived at the church, pushing the pram, dressed in black, and found her seat in the front pew. Toni sat down beside her and held her hand, a packet of tissues in her lap. Charley felt grateful to her mother for remembering them, and for everything she had done over the last week.
If it wasn’t for her mother, Charley would not have survived. She had not only taken care of her, but she had brought it upon herself to look after the baby too. Charley squeezed her mother’s hand and felt her squeeze it back.
Things could not have been more different. Though still in the throes of grief, Charley had noticed that her mother had changed. It seemed as if she had been transformed into another person overnight. Though her personality had changed just a little, the real difference was in her role as a mother. Gone were the snide remarks, cutting tongue and fierce disapproval, replaced by a loving caregiver who seemed to have been shocked to the core by the realisation of her own ignorance, coupled with the shock of Bolton’s death. As Toni had said a few days earlier, it was unnatural for a young man’s life to be taken at such an age, and this more than anything seemed to have persuaded her to appreciate the life and children she had been given, rather than wishing upon the ones she did not have.
And she had been proven right about Nathaniel, Charley thought bitterly. She had not spoken to him since she had made the realisation, on the night of Bolton’s death, that Nathaniel’s brother had been responsible for ordering Bolton’s murder. She had told him not to contact her and he had respected her wishes. The morning after Bolton’s death, the news had been filled with reports of the shooting of criminal boss Uncle Jasper by his own brother. Four bullets to the chest and a final one to the head had put an end to him. Jasper was dead and Nathaniel was arrested and charged with the murder. Charley knew that Nathaniel had done it for her but she had not contacted him.
She had her real family here. That was all she needed. Not him or people like him, the men who ruined lives without a second thought.
Beside Toni, Asher was in his black suit, clasping hands with Carl beside him, and both looked grief stricken. Charley knew that Asher had been there in Bolton’s final moments and she felt pleased. At least she knew that Bolton had not been alone in his final moments, that he’d had a familiar face watching over him. She had wondered, over the last week, if Asher had been the one to hide the money under her pillow upon Bolton’s wishes. She thought it was, but Asher had remained evasive, and she knew that whether it was him or not, the real one behind the money was Bolton – it had been his final gift to her and she would be forever grateful to him. Charley found herself smiling as Toni, wiping at her own eyes, put an arm around Asher’s shoulders and passed him a tissue. Any animosity she had held towards her son and to Carl had gone now.
Charley looked to her right and saw Torey, staring at the floor, her eyes blotchy and a tissue clutched tightly in her hands. Charley grasped her hand and Torey looked up, smiling weakly in appreciation. They had grown close, and Charley knew that her sister was sharing in her suffering, could understand the grief that she was experiencing.
That was true sisterhood. Not like the bond she had with Leigh-Ann, who had turned up in black and said all the right things, though Charley had known she meant none of them. Leigh-Ann was there to support her, not because she was sad Bolton had died. Shocked, yes, but grieving? No. Leigh-Ann could not understand the pain, try as she might.
The vicar’s words washed over Charley as if she could not hear them, though she did. He spoke of how Bolton’s life had been cut tragically short, and talked of the man he could have become, the life he could have had, but it meant nothing to Charley. She knew the real Bolton. This vicar knew nothing of his life, or the love he had shared with the people he cared about. No, she did not need a vicar to ease her grief or tell her what Bolton would have wanted or what he had believed in. She had her memories and that was enough for her.
She rocked the pram backwards and forwards, her heart going out most of all to her son. He did not know why he was here, or that tragedy had struck their family, that his father had been stolen from him. He would know in time, Charley knew, and he would know that his father had loved him, even though he was no longer with them. He would know that his name was something to be proud of, for Charley had decided to name her son Bolton Junior, after the love of her life.
After the funeral, Charley sought out Julie Smith. Dressed in black and silent, Julie stood by herself at the gates of the church. She hugged Charley to her when she saw her.
“It was a beautiful service,” Charley said.
Julie shrugged.
“It was nice, but Bolton would have been laughing his head off if he’d seen us all there, the expensive flowers and the like,” Julie said, shaking her head and smiling weakly. “He wouldn’t have cared about the flowers, or the service.”
“No, I don’t think he would have,” Charley said.
The two women stood there, united in their memories and love of Bolton. Then Charley said what she had wanted to say since the morning after Bolton’s death, ever since she had found the money left to her by Bolton for the family he had left behind.
“Bolton had some money stashed away,” Charley said, trying to keep her voice even. “He left it to me, but I think he’d have wanted you to take some, he loved you so much –”
“No, I couldn’t,” Julie cut across her, shaking her head but smiling. “He’d have wanted you to have it. You and Bolton Junior. And so do I. He might be gone, but at least he can provide for you. And after all, he’s not really gone. As long as we think of him, and remember him, he’ll always be here with us.”
Charley nodded, tears in her eyes. Julie hugged her close again and then retreated back up the stone path to the church, dabbing at her eyes. Charley looked up at the sky, which was clear, with the promise of spring in the weak sunshine.
She found that the grief she had found so overwhelming just a week ago was not so unbearable now. Julie’s words had resonated with her like nobody else’s words of comfort. It was true; Bolton was alive in her memories and her thoughts every waking moment. He might have passed away, but he would never be forgotten. The father of her child and her one true love would always live on in her heart, and in their son’s heart, so he would never truly be gone from them.
As she headed back up the path towards her family and her son, a warm breeze blew over her and she thought of Bolton’s warm embrace. She stopped, letting the air wrap itself around her like Bolton’s arms had done so many times before. In that moment she knew that Bolton was watching over them and always would do.
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PROLOGUE

Troy Banks looked down at the letter he clasped in his fingers and wanted to scrunch it up into a ball and throw it down the fucking toilet. He had been waiting for this letter for a month now and he still felt surprised now that he had read it. Of course, he had known at once what it would contain. The Crown Prosecution Service logo on the envelope had told him all that he had needed to know.
It had been a long month since he had been arrested, thrown into the cell at the police station and watched DS Serena Patterson slam the shutter down on his door and on his freedom.
He had been scared sat alone in that cell, but now he was in prison and he did not have time to be afraid. That was for the pussies of the world and he was a Banks brother. His brothers hadn’t been scared when they had served time and he wasn’t about to let them down. He looked around at his cell and felt frustrated, bored, angry – but not scared.
The cell was small and sparsely furnished but at least he didn’t have to share with anyone, Troy thought, remembering his last cell mate. What a fucking nutter that one had been. Troy had been grateful when he’d been shipped off to another facility, and he was yet to be replaced.
It was not the cell that so angered him though. Even the lack of freedom and privacy was not so irritating now that he was used to it – it was the anger he felt towards the ones who had forced him here. Serena Patterson, the stupid female detective who had done nothing but cause him trouble from the moment she had stepped foot onto the Goldsworth Estate. He hated her, but he couldn’t hold her entirely responsible, he thought. Clint Jackson, his best mate, the one he’d trusted above everyone else. The one who’d stabbed him in the back and confessed all to Patterson, all because he’d started fucking around with Shaniqua Curtis’ sister. Hadn’t Brandy warned him that Clint was a liability? He hadn’t listened, and now he was here.
He tried not to think about Brandy. She had been his girlfriend for years but that hadn’t stopped her handing over the knife he’d used to kill Shaniqua, and what for? Maybe she’d been pissed off, maybe she’d just wanted to save her own neck. Whatever the reason, it cut him deep, and he forced himself to push away the image of Brandy from his mind.
None of them had visited him. Maybe they had forgotten all about him, locked up in here whilst they all roamed free, doing whatever they wanted. He was sure they’d be thinking about him now though.
He glanced at the letter again and put it down on the small plastic table. He had read it enough times this morning, he thought. A trial date had been set for him, and he would have to wait seven long months until he would face the judge and jury for Shaniqua Curtis’ murder.
The thought would have made him afraid if it had not been for the one bit of good news he had received. Tyrese, his eldest brother, leader of their gang, was coming to visit him today. He knew what that meant – they were going to help him get out of this shit hole.
He had begun to wonder if his brothers cared. They hadn’t been in touch with him; no letters, no visits – no fucking anything – but that was all going to change now. Tyrese wouldn’t let his youngest brother rot in some cell, not for something like this.
The thought of freedom and the impending visit made him feel pleased – happy, even – and he looked out of the small window at the weak sunshine of a new day.
When he got out of here, he would make them all pay. Clint, Brandy, Patterson. The others too – fat Zoe with her ginger hair and annoying baby-brat who had no doubt spilt her guts first chance she got; Tamar, who had been one of his best mates and who hadn’t so much as written to him; and all the others that had shown him such disrespect. He thought of Aurora – he had risked it all just for a quick fuck with her, and he hadn’t even got that. He often wondered now what he had ever seen in her, why he had risked Brandy and Clint’s anger just because he got hard at the thought of her.
He felt himself stirring and hated himself for letting the thought of Aurora still get to him. Perhaps when he got out he would fuck her – this time he wouldn’t let her whining and crying stop him. That was what he needed, he thought, to get it all out of his system.
Troy rose from the plastic chair, the legs scraping against the linoleum floor, and went to the bottom bunk bed, lying down on the mattress, for once not noticing how thin it was, nor how irritating the threadbare duvet and pillowcase were.
He thought about the trial, and he was sure Tyrese would have a plan to make sure he got out of here. He imagined the looks on the faces of those who had wronged him and smiled; they had underestimated him. He would show them.
He would make them suffer and now he had a trial date set it felt so real, so certain. He closed his eyes and waited for visiting time.
* * *
Vomit splattered over the pavement and onto her shoes. She would have been disgusted if she wasn’t so wasted, and another wave of vomit came up.
Brandy Mason spluttered and heaved, one hand leaning against the wall of the nightclub, supporting her weight, whilst her mate held her hair out of her face and tried to stop her falling to the floor.
“I told you those tequilas were a bad idea,” Adrianna said, looking away as more vomit hit the floor.
“Shut up,” Brandy slurred, batting away Adrianna’s hands and swaying on her feet. “What do you know anyway?”
“I know that it’s time you went home,” Adrianna snapped. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be in court tomorrow, right?”
“It ain’t even that late, and the judge can go fuck himself,” Brandy shouted, waving her hands about and losing her balance. She groaned as she hit the ground, grazing her knees and elbows, hair covering her face, feet resting in the pool of vomit.
Adrianna gestured about them, frustrated.
“It’s daylight mate,” she said. “We’ve been drinking for twelve hours straight, you need a fucking rest.”
Brandy made no effort to stand. Her arms and legs ached, her head was banging and her throat was on fire. She was dreading court tomorrow. She wondered if that lying bitch DS Patterson would be there, that smug look on her face. She had promised to keep her out of the investigation if she gave up the weapon Troy had used to kill Shaniqua, and now she was up on charges herself.
“What am I doing on the floor?” she demanded, struggling to prop herself up, her thoughts drifting and pain creeping through her buzz.
Adrianna bent down to help her and dragged her to her feet, Brandy swearing and staggering. On her feet, Brandy looked at her mate with a scowl.
“You’re no mate,” she growled. “Not if you don’t want to get another drink.”
“You can do what you want,” Adrianna snapped back. “But don’t expect me to wait around whilst you get your fucking stomach pumped.”
“I need more tequi-” She threw up again, the hot, vile liquid spraying her skirt and top, trickling down between her breasts. Adrianna gagged.
“Right,” a loud voice sounded behind them. A bouncer approached. “I’ve called an ambulance for her, she ain’t in no fit state to do anything.”
“Fuck off,” Brandy turned on him. “You -”
More vomit erupted from her mouth and she staggered again.
Brandy was dimly aware of blue flashing lights and her eyes closed.
When she opened her eyes again, she was in a hospital bed. Adrianna sat in a plastic chair beside the bed, snoring quietly, head resting in her hand and propped up by elbow resting on the armrest. A nurse came in and saw that Brandy was awake. She approached with uncertainty.
“Brandine Mason, right?” she asked.
“Brandy,” she insisted.
“Well, Brandy, we’ve put you on an IV line,” the nurse said, smiling sweetly. Brandy looked down at her hand and saw a drip attached to the back of her left hand.
“What the fuck?” she growled. “Can’t I just go home? I got court today.”
“We really want to make sure you’re in a fit state first.”
“Pump my stomach and be done with it then,” Brandy groaned.
She wanted her own bed, not some shit hospital one. She slapped Adrianna on the arm with her free hand and her friend jumped awake.
“How could you let this happen?” Brandy demanded. “You want me to get in shit for missing court or something?”
“I’m sorry, I thought –”
“Fuck’s sake.” Brandy grabbed at the drip in her hand and began unpeeling the tape that secured it in place. She didn’t need this nurse’s permission to leave; she could and would do what she wanted. “I’m out of here.”
“I can’t let you do that,” the nurse hurried forward to stop her attempt to free herself from the IV line. “We need to monitor your vitals.”
“I’ll decide what I need,” Brandy growled.
“And what about your baby?” the nurse asked sternly.
Brandy was so shocked she froze and the nurse took the opportunity to fix the line back into place.
“What the fuck did you say?” Brandy asked. “I ain’t got no baby.”
The nurse’s smile faltered.
“Miss Mason, you’re pregnant,” the nurse said uncertainly. “We assumed that you were aware of that, you’re –” The nurse trailed off at the look on Brandy’s face. “I’ll go and get the doctor.”
She hurried off and Brandy stared after her. It was not possible, she thought. She couldn’t have a baby. It was a horrifying thought. Adrianna was looking closely at her, lips in a thin, worried line.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, affronted.
“Fuck off,” Brandy replied.
Adrianna huffed and crossed her arms, angry pout on her lips, turning away from her. Brandy didn’t care. She couldn’t be pregnant, but it was starting to make sense. She’d been sick in the mornings, but she’d put it down to the hangovers.
Another thought came to her, one more troubling than the fact that she was carrying a baby inside of her. She knew who the father must be. Troy Banks. She had not had sex with anyone but him since that dark night when she had been raped on her way back from clubbing; she still had nightmares about that night. She couldn’t imagine letting a man touch her again, not yet. No time soon, either.
Now she was carrying Troy’s baby and the thought terrified her, pushing the thought of court and what might await her out of her mind. Fear and exhaustion bubbled up from within her and she vomited over the side of the bed.
* * *
A few floors below, Tamar Ahmed sat up in the hospital bed and felt his body ache in protest at the movement. It felt to him that there wasn’t a muscle that wasn’t bruised after the beating, but he willed himself not to show it as the curtain was pulled back and a doctor came in.
“Mr Ahmed,” the doctor greeted him, “I’ve written a prescription for some painkillers for you, and I’m discharging you.”
“Cheers,” Tamar managed, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “I need a smoke anyway.”
The doctor forced a smile and left him to dress. Tamar pulled his jeans and t-shirt back on, discarding the green hospital robe in the tangle of sheets. He winced with each movement but persevered.
He pulled his trainers on and left the hospital, with a last lingering look at the nurses’ station, but the smiling blonde he fancied he had a chance with was not there. Outside he fumbled for a cigarette and lit it with shaking hands, pulling the smoke into his lungs gratefully. He hadn’t smoked since last night, when he’d been pounced on. He shuddered at the memory of a set of hands grabbing his shoulders and twisting him round to face his attacker. Tyrese and Trent Banks weren’t the type of guys you wanted to piss off or get in a fight with, he had always known that. When he had seen that it was the Banks brothers that held him he had almost pissed himself, fear engulfing him.
“Where’s your little buddy Clint?” Tyrese had shouted, shaking him as if he were nothing more than a kid. “We’ve been looking real hard for him, you know?”
Tamar had not told them; he knew no more than they did, for all the good it had done him. He had taken the beating like a proper man. He hadn’t cried, or at least he hoped he hadn’t anyway. After a few punches he had been on the concrete floor of a courtyard in the Goldsworth, and then the kicking had began and his memory went a bit hazy. He remembered the warning fine though.
“You hear from Clint Jackson, you better fucking let us know quick, right?” Tyrese had shouted, giving him one final kick. “Else we’ll be having a replay, and I’ll make sure to break your fucking legs.”
Tamar had murmured his consent and listened to their departing footsteps, trainers scratching on concrete, and then they were gone and he had dragged himself over to the wheelie bins, tasting blood, head spinning. Someone must’ve found him there and thought to call an ambulance, because next thing he knew he was in a hospital bed.
Now he crossed the road to the bus stop across from the hospital. He wanted to get home but he was dreading returning to the Goldsworth; the Banks brothers lived near him and he didn’t want to run into them again, though he doubted they would give him another beating. Not today, anyway.
It had been a month since Troy had been nicked for killing Shaniqua Curtis and yet it could have been a year for all that had changed on the estate. He no longer had his mates; Clint had disappeared with Aurora, Amal and Troy were both in prison and his life was fucking boring for the loss of them.
He saw a bus approaching and stuck his hand out, though it was already signaling to turn in to the stop. He tried not to think of how things had used to be before Troy had stabbed Shaniqua; that one night had changed all their lives. As he climbed aboard the bus, he wondered what the Banks brothers would do to Clint if they ever found him, and he hoped for Clint’s sake that they never did.
* * *
Aurora Curtis shivered into her coat, the first sunlight of the day not yet warming the air. Clint gave her hand a squeeze and jingled their set of keys in his free hand. She allowed herself to smile, remembering that this was the start of their new lives.
Kojo stood glumly beside his older brother, looking up at the house with the petulance of a child. Aurora wished that he would show more enthusiasm, glancing at Clint’s face for a reaction to his brother’s attitude, but he was too enthralled with the sight of their new home to pay him any mind this morning.
“Should I carry you through the front door?” Clint asked, turning to her, smiling playfully, lighting up his face, eyes twinkling. Aurora rolled her eyes, rubbing her stomach, which was now swollen with pregnancy. This didn’t seem to faze Clint and his smile brightened further.
“Maybe not then,” he grinned. He let go of her hand and went up the short path to the front door, painted red.
It was a two bedroom house in the heart of an estate in Manchester and a far cry from the squalid bedsit they had stayed in since arriving in the city a month ago. Aurora did not want to remind herself of the place and was almost holding her breath with anticipation as Clint slid the key into the lock and turned, the door clicking open. She breathed out with relief. She had been worried all morning since they had checked out of the bedsit that it would all have been a mistake and the house she had dreamt of would not be available.
Clint stepped over the threshold and turned, beckoning them in and grinning. He had shown none of the nerves she had, Aurora thought, and yet she sensed that he too was relieved that they were finally out of the bedsit and had a place they could call home.
Kojo made no effort to follow his brother inside, so Aurora gave him a stern look and he scowled and went up the path and into the house. Aurora let out a sigh and went in after him. She knew why Clint had insisted on bringing Kojo with them to Manchester and she would not have wished him back to the flat where his abusive father reigned over the family with an iron fist. Yet his excitement at fleeing London with them had quickly soured when they had arrived at the bedsit waiting for the council to re-house them, and now he scarcely smiled and seemed to enjoy flouting whatever rules she and Clint set down for him. They weren’t his parents, he liked to remind them during heated arguments, and he could do what the fuck he wanted. Aurora forced herself not to let him get to her today, and went from room to room in the house, tracing a hand along the walls as if to check they really were solid and this wasn’t all a dream.
Clint followed after her, checking out their new home, and Kojo trailed after them dragging his trainers and scuffing the linoleum floors. When they went upstairs, Aurora eyed her and Clint’s bedroom with delight; she could not wait for their first night in their new home together.
Even Kojo’s mood lifted when he was shown to his new bedroom.
“I get this whole room?” he asked, scowl gone, excited now. “All to myself?”
“No, we thought you could just sleep in the wardrobe,” Clint laughed, and Kojo shot him a dark look but went into his room and observed it with a smile.
“Awesome,” he managed, and Aurora and Clint exchanged a relieved smile.
Leaving Kojo to settle into his new bedroom, Aurora retreated downstairs to the lounge and sat herself down on the worn but comfortable sofa. She tired more easily now and she was dreading the rest of her pregnancy; she was still in her first trimester and already she was exhausted by it all.
It’ll be different now though, she thought, now that they had their new home. Clint returned to the room with a stack of post. His smile faltered and he tore one open.
“It’s addressed to me,” he said with interest. “Someone must know we were moving in today.”
“At last,” Aurora added, though she smiled.
Clint frowned as he read the letter and sat down heavily in the armchair. Aurora looked at him, worried by his expression.
“What’s wrong?” she asked him. “What did the letter say?” A dreadful thought occurred to her. “It’s not the house, is it? Don’t tell me the council made a mistake and we have to go back.”
“No, no, it’s not that,” Clint said. He was still looking down at the letter, the rest of the post discarded. “It’s a letter from London.”
Aurora swallowed hard.
They had not been in touch with anyone except her mother since they had fled the Goldsworth Estate and London a month ago. It was for the best, they had decided. They could not put anyone else at risk. Clint had taken a major risk in telling DS Patterson about Troy killing her sister, and though she did not regret that she had learnt the truth about her sister’s death, she knew that it had made them targets for the Banks brothers and she did not want any harm to come to Clint or their baby. The Banks brothers had done enough harm and she never wanted to go back there. If only her mother would come up to Manchester, she thought sadly, wondering how her mother was coping. She had not taken Shaniqua’s death well, turning to alcohol to numb the pain of her loss, and she sometimes dreaded what her mother would be like now that she had lost them both.
It was for the best, she reminded herself. Clint’s face was still worried when he finally looked up from the letter. She felt her pulse quicken with fear.
“They haven’t found out where we live?” she asked.
“No,” Clint shook his head. “It’s from the CPS, Crown Prosecution Service. It’s about Troy’s trial.”
“They’ve set a date?” Aurora asked.
“Yeah, seven months’ time,” Clint replied. “And I’ve been summoned to court to give evidence against him.”
Aurora tried to calm her breathing.
“We knew it would happen at some point,” she said, trying to keep her voice light, knowing that Clint was nervous at the thought of going into court. “And if it means justice for Shan, then it’s got to be a good thing.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Clint agreed. He took a last look at the envelope and folded it, putting it back into its envelope. “I’ll put the kettle on babe.”
Aurora watched him go and couldn’t help but worry for him. He would have to return to London and the danger that surrounded the Banks brothers and part of her wished she could keep him here, tell him not to risk it all. Yet Troy was facing trial for her sister’s murder and she didn’t want him to get away with it, and that meant Clint had to take the stand. She felt confused and as Clint returned, she tried not to notice the anxious look in his eyes that had not been there before he had opened the letter. He sat beside her and wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders, kissing her lightly.
Aurora sipped her tea gratefully and could not help but wonder if this was a bad omen for the start of their new lives together.
* * *
Amal Siddiqui waited in the visiting room for his brother to arrive. He hoped Troy would get himself sorted out whilst he was gone and stop panicking. Troy might be one of his best mates, but lately he’d been doing his head in. He liked to think he was the big man inside but Amal knew better.
He caught sight of Sanjay and waved him over. He had a lot of respect for his brother; he had served his time for robbery without complaint and now that he had got out he had big plans for the future. They had talked about it at length when they had been locked up together, and Amal was eager to know what was going on outside.
“How’s it going?” Sanjay asked him as he sat across the table from him.
“Usual shit,” Amal replied, shaking his head. “Nothing to lose sleep over.”
“You just got to keep your head up,” he said.
Amal shrugged. Sanjay narrowed his eyes. He knew his brother too well to be fooled by his casual attitude, but he let it slide.
“What about you?” Amal asked. “Any update on, well, you know what?”
Sanjay glanced around but nobody paid them any notice.
“Not yet,” Sanjay replied. “I’ve started working for Tyrese Banks.”
“Working for him?” Amal asked.
“For now,” Sanjay said, winking. “Don’t worry.”
“It’ll be a good chance to see what’s going on,” Amal relented. He leant forward and lowered his voice. “So there ain’t no changes to what we discussed?”
Sanjay eyed his brother, smiling. Amal knew his older brother was proud of him and the way he handled himself in prison and for his smarts.
“You know, I think there might be a change,” Sanjay said. Amal narrowed his eyes. He hoped his brother wasn’t thinking of giving up.
“Come on, we can do it easily –” Amal protested, but stopped at a look from his brother.
“Let me finish,” Sanjay chastised him. “I said there was a change, not that the whole fucking plan was off, okay?” Amal nodded, pacified. Sanjay glanced around again, satisfied nobody would hear them. “I reckon there ain’t much point in doing it the way we previously discussed. I’ve heard some talk on the estate, and the Banks brothers aren’t the ones we’ve got to worry about.”
“What do you mean?” Amal asked, bewildered.
“The Banks brothers are on the bones of their arses,” Sanjay said with a snigger. “I could wipe them off the face of the earth in a day.”
“Why don’t you then?” Amal asked. “They’ve been top for too long, it’s time for some fresh blood. It’s time we took over the Goldsworth.”
“Yeah, but if I take them out now the Healys are going to run right in and take it all over,” Sanjay said, shaking his head. “They’ve got more powerful since I got locked up. I underestimated Jayden, but he doesn’t have any reason to have a problem with me.”
“So, we need to take out the Banks brothers and the Healys?” Amal asked, seeing where his brother was going with his plan. “How are we going to do that?”
“Not overnight,” Sanjay admitted. “But we’ll manage it. We just need to make sure they wipe each other out. From what you told me, they almost did it before. Tensions are still there. It won’t take much to get them going to war against each other all over again.”
“And then what?” Amal asked. Sanjay smiled, and Amal knew. He grinned too, his older brother never failing to impress him. “Right, we let them wipe each other and take out whoever’s left standing,” Amal concluded.
Sanjay nodded.
“Then the Goldsworth is ours for the taking,” he said. Amal clapped his hands together, excited. “We’ll have to be careful though,” Sanjay warned, lowering his voice to a whisper. “And I’ll need you to keep an eye on Troy. Don’t let anything on to him and listen when he talks about his brothers. Could be they don’t trust him with anything, but maybe we’ll luck out and get some inside info. He trusts you, so keep it that way.”
Amal didn’t think twice about betraying Troy. Troy was a pussy and he’d been riding on the coattails of his brothers for far too long. It would be a pleasure to wipe that smile off his smug fucking face, Amal thought.
“I’ll keep you posted,” Amal nodded.
“You’re a good lad,” Sanjay smiled.
Amal beamed at the praise, already tasting how sweet the victory would be when they took charge of the Goldsworth and the Banks brothers became history.
* * *
Brandy stood in the dock and looked defiantly back at the judge. Her hearing had passed in a blur, her head spinning and her stomach churning with tequila and vodka. Her mind was on only one thing though, and had been since she had been discharged from hospital; the fact that she was pregnant and that Troy, her ex-boyfriend, in prison awaiting trial for murder, was the father. She wished that she had been more careful now, but it was too late for that.
“Miss Mason, I am inclined to be lenient,” the judge said in his loud, clear voice. Brandy swallowed hard, hardly daring to hope. “You assisted police with their investigations…eventually. I have also taken into account that you provided crucial evidence and are due to take the witness stand in another trial to which this case relates,” he went on. “And you pled guilty to the charges of obstructing a police investigation and here today have freely professed your admission of guilt.”
Brandy wondered what would happen if he let her walk out free. Would it make any difference? She would still be carrying Troy’s baby and the Goldsworth Estate was pretty much a prison, just without the free food.
She glanced towards the seating area for the public. Her mother had not shown up, but she had expected nothing less. She was probably flat on her back getting fucked by some stranger. That or getting high, Brandy thought. Aunt Bo was there though, and seeing Brandy’s look, she smiled, nodding encouragingly. Brandy looked away, returning her gaze to the judge.
Aunt Bo was a good woman; religious and kind, perhaps the complete opposite of her sister. Brandy knew that Aunt Bo had always looked out for her, but she couldn’t bring herself to like her. She was too good, and it made her feel bad.
What would Aunt Bo say if she knew she was pregnant? Brandy realised she didn’t care. Standing in the dock, she knew that she didn’t want to be a mother; she had never wanted that. And she was no longer in love with Troy, so why the fuck would she want to have his kid? The last thing the world needed was another Troy, she thought. Look where loving Troy had got her, she thought, meeting the judge’s eye again.
He was still droning on in his monotonous voice and she yawned.
“However,” the judge said, his tone changing. “I cannot overlook the simple fact that because of your obstruction a family was left to grieve without answers, and that had you not been questioned by police you may never have given such assistance.”
Brandy shivered and felt the first flourishing of fear.
“You have shown no remorse here today,” the judge said, levelling stern eyes at her, and Brandy knew what was coming. “Upon review of this case, it would be inappropriate if a custodial sentence was not passed down.”
“What?” Brandy snapped. “I said sorry, didn’t I?”
The court room rippled with shock at her outburst and she caught a glance of Aunt Bo shaking her head sadly, eyes to the floor.
The judge glared at her.
“Miss Mason,” he said, voice rising. “I am imposing a sentence of seven months.”
Brandy bowed her head, biting her tongue. She felt handcuffs snap around her wrists and wanted to scream. As if wasn’t bad enough, she thought, that she was pregnant, now she was going to prison.
She held her head high as she was led from the court. She tried not to look at Aunt Bo’s disappointed face as she passed, willing herself to stay strong and brave.
* * *
Troy caught sight of his eldest brother across the visiting room and hurried between tables and chairs to him. Tyrese Banks made no move to stand or hug him, and Troy sat down across the plastic table from him. His brother looked much as he had when he’d last seen him, an imposing figure.
“How you doing?” Tyrese asked, leaning forward and scrutinising him. “Don’t look like you got no bruises, you handling yourself all right are you?”
“Yeah, ‘course I am,” Troy said, insulted that his brother would think that he couldn’t handle himself. Hadn’t he proved his worth already? He’d killed Shaniqua, and he’d taken out that ponce from a rival gang a few months after. “Nobody gives me any trouble in here, they wouldn’t fucking dare.”
Tyrese smiled, nodding. Troy wondered if he was being mocked.
“Right, so I can tell mum there’s no need for her to worry,” he said.
“She’s been worried about me?” he asked. He had not thought much of her, since she had kicked him out and hadn’t been in touch since his arrest. Tyrese raised an eyebrow at the question, and Troy composed himself. “Not that I care, mind, but you can tell her I said hey.”
“That’s all?” Tyrese sniggered. “Right, sure she’ll be pleased with that, bro, but now ain’t the time for chit chat, if you get me?”
Troy nodded, though he didn’t know what his brother meant.
“I ain’t seen you in a while,” Troy said, hoping it didn’t sound like an accusation. “Thought maybe you and Trent might’ve come seen me.”
“We’ve been busy,” Tyrese shrugged.
“Where’s Trent?” Troy asked.
“He still not keen on stepping foot here yet,” Tyrese said. His eyes narrowed and Troy suspected he was referring to when Trent had been wrongfully arrested for a double-shooting that he himself had been responsible for.
“So what you come here to see me for then if you’re so busy?” Troy asked dully, and Tyrese laughed at the bitterness in his brother’s voice.
“Listen, we’ve been clearing up the fucking mess you left behind,” Tyrese said, lowering his voice. “You really did a number on us, you know?”
Troy narrowed his eyes but leant closer despite himself, intrigued.
“Business ain’t going good then?” he asked.
“We’re sorting it out,” Tyrese said ominously, “But you don’t need to worry yourself about what’s going on outside. I need you to start focusing on what’s going on in here.”
“Nothing ever fucking goes on in here,” Troy groaned. “It’s a shit hole.”
“Exactly,” Tyrese grinned. “And it could be a fucking gold mine.”
Troy was disbelieving, and he knew it had shown on his face because Tyrese leant across the table and lowered his voice still further. The prison officer’s paid little attention to them.
“You got a captive market right here,” Tyrese whispered. “Hundreds of guys sat on their arses all day with nothing to do except smoke some weed and snort some blow, get me?”
“You want to me to start dealing in here?” Troy gasped.
Had his brother lost his fucking mind? Troy wondered.
“Sssh!” Tyrese hissed. “Keep your voice down.”
Troy glared at him but kept silent. Tyrese shot a glance about them but nobody was within earshot when he was speaking so low.
“I’ve got a mate who is working here and he owes me a couple of favours,” Tyrese said. “He’ll bring the gear in for you and you can shift it. These guys are going to pay anything we ask for in here. We’ll be rolling in the money in no time.”
Troy considered his brother and knew that he was talking sense.
“So what do I have to do?” he asked.
“Sell it,” Tyrese said, shaking his head, frustrated. “What the fuck did you think I wanted you to do? But make sure they do bank transfers, no cash or phone credit in shit like that.”
“What? How am I supposed to get the money from a bank?” Troy asked. “I’m locked up in case you fucking forgot.”
“I didn’t forget,” Tyrese snapped. “Make sure the guys wanting to buy some gear transfer the money from their accounts. They want it bad enough they’ll do it, don’t think they won’t. I’ll let you know once the money hits our account and you can give them the gear. Don’t give them anything ‘til I confirm the money’s in, ok?”
“How are you going to let me know if –”
“I’ll give you a ring in a couple days; make sure my mate delivered the gear to you. He’ll bring a phone with him, so you can keep in touch with me.”
“Really? Awesome,” Troy exclaimed, excited at the prospect of having a mobile again, so that he could call or text anyone whenever he wanted and not have to queue up for the useless payphones in the communal areas.
“Only for business mind,” Tyrese said.
Troy felt affronted but he kept his look guarded. What would his brother care if he made a few extra calls so long as he brought in enough money for him? Not that he’d see any of it, he thought glumly. But if this mate of Tyrese’s brought the gear in, Troy could always skim a bit off for himself and make a tidy profit on the side and his brothers would be none the wiser. He smiled, and Tyrese seemed pleased.
“You up for it?” Tyrese asked.
Troy nodded.
“Well done mate,” Tyrese said. “You’ll be our star earner.”
Troy beamed at the praise.
“I’ve got to dash now, but I’ll be in touch,” Tyrese said, getting to his feet and giving his brother a wink. “Good to see you handling yourself too.”
“Later then,” Troy called to his brother’s retreating back.
As he was led from the visiting room and back to his cell, Troy couldn’t help but feel frustrated. He had been pleased to see his brother, but he was beginning to wonder if his brother had only visited because he wanted Troy to start earning him some money. Not that Troy had a problem with the job he’d been tasked with, but it was a slight on him to treat him like some stupid kid. He’d earned some respect; surely, after all that he had done, and he’d have thought his brother would credit him with a bit more respect. He could’ve at least asked when the trial date had been set. Still, the thought of earning some money, getting a mobile of his own and some weed into the bargain kept Troy feeling positive.
He pushed the notion that his brother might be using him from his mind, focusing instead on earning some serious money whilst he was locked up. That would make it all the better when he got out; he would have the money and the reputation and all those who had landed him in here would pay their dues.




SEVEN MONTHS LATER





CHAPTER ONE

Aurora felt a bead of sweat slide from her collarbone down between her breasts and used her hands to fan her face, the heat in the small garden becoming too much for her. Her stomach was round and fit to burst, and she stood up from the wooden chair with a groan, heaving herself up. She was scared to give birth but now that she was so heavily pregnant she longed to have the baby out of her so that she could walk and breathe as normal.
Music blared from a few houses down and a car engine revved in the street on the other side of the house. A trolley’s wheels bounced along the pavement and one of the neighbours was having a barbecue, drunken laughter and the smells of burning chicken filled the air. Children shouted from other gardens, and more than one mother shouted from their back doors to them.
Aurora retreated from the garden into the shade of the kitchen and found Kojo standing at the counter pouring himself a drink. He had been out with his mates and Aurora felt pleased that in the months since they had moved into their new home he had made some friends on the estate. She knew that he missed London; she couldn’t even deny that she missed it too, but it was safer for them here in Manchester.
“You sticking around for a bit?” she asked. “You can put the kettle on if you are, I’d love a cuppa, and Clint will be back soon.”
“Do it yourself,” Kojo snapped. He gulped down his coke and left the empty glass on the counter, walking past her and out of the room.
“Get back here!” She called after him but the front door opened and slammed shut and she knew he was back with his mates, getting up to God knows what. She sighed and filled the kettle up herself.
Kojo didn’t understand why it had been so important for them to leave the Goldsworth. He had not seen the estate in all its horror; the crime, the fear. He remembered only his mates, kicking a footie about after school. Even his memories of his dad’s abuse seemed to be fading. Now whenever he talked about his parents it was with a longing, lost voice, and Aurora felt bad that he was stuck here with them when he wanted so badly to be at home with his mum and dad. She knew Clint felt it too, and she knew that he had sleepless nights battling with his guilt.
She made herself a cup of tea and went into the lounge. The window was open and a breeze drifted into the room, making the hot, sticky summer air a little more bearable, and sat down heavily on the sofa.
She heard the front door open again and half-rose.
“If that’s you Ko-” she called, and trailed off as the front door closed and Clint came into the lounge, smiling at her with tired eyes. “Good day at work?” she asked him, but Clint was not so easily led.
“What’s happened with Kojo?” he asked. “You haven’t had a row, have you?”
“Not exactly,” Aurora sighed.
“Look, when I’m back in London I’ll have a word with mum, see what she thinks about all this,” Clint said wearily, sitting down in the armchair. “Maybe we can sort something out, like she can visit us or whatever.”
“When you go to London?” Aurora frowned. “We’re all –”
“I’m not going over this again,” Clint said. “You and Kojo are staying here.”
“It’s no more dangerous for us,” Aurora insisted.
It was an argument they had often had in the last few months. Clint wanted to go alone to London and Aurora wanted them all to go.
“You won’t be safe there,” Clint pointed out. “And Kojo will just feel worse.”
“We can’t stop him from wanting to go home,” Aurora argued. “He misses his parents, and we have no right –”
“I’m not listening to this right now,” Clint said firmly, getting to his feet. “We’ve been over this before and you and Kojo aren’t coming with me.” He gave her a decisive look before walking from the room.
Aurora was too hot and too tired to follow him. She knew that he meant well but she was tired of him trying to protect her. She was in no more danger than he was in going back to London, probably less, because she wasn’t giving evidence in court against Troy. She didn’t want to miss the trial. She wanted to see justice for her sister, she wanted to look at Troy and see his face crumple as he was found guilty and sentenced. She wanted to hold her mum’s hand through it all and tell her that, finally, Shan could rest in peace now that her killer had been sent down.
She knew Clint understood all of this, just like he understood Kojo’s desire to return home. She loved him for trying to protect them all, but he had done that. He had made sure they got out of the Goldsworth, built a new life for themselves in Manchester; but they couldn’t hide away forever. They couldn’t forget their pasts, no more than they could foretell their futures.
She wanted to see her mum, make sure she was coping alone. She rang less frequently now, and Aurora worried for her. She dreaded getting a call in the middle of the night to tell her that her mother’s liver had finally packed up from too much booze.
Clint returned to the lounge and sat down beside her. He was gentle as he took her hands in his, and Aurora looked into his face and saw a resigned look.
“Right,” he said slowly. “Let’s talk about this.”
* * *
Troy stood beside Amal Siddiqui in the common room and clapped him on the back. It was the day his best mate would face trial for his drugs charges, and he knew that he was nervous. He could sympathise, they both had uncertain futures, their trials fast approaching. Troy wasn’t too worried about his own; he was sure his brothers were cooking up a plan to get him out as soon as possible, and if they scared off enough of the snitches, his trial would be a breeze. He doubted Brandy would take the stand against him, and Clint had shown himself up to be a pussy and wherever he was hiding he was likely to stay there. As for the others, who knew? Zoe Taylor would wet herself and go into hiding if the Banks brothers so much as knocked on her door, and he still held out hope that Tamar would do the right thing. Amal was due to be a witness too; he’d been there like the rest of them when Shaniqua had been stabbed, and Amal had made it clear to him that he would not be attending court to snitch him up.
“Don’t worry mate, whatever happens, you’ll be fine,” Troy told him. Amal smiled and nodded. “In the meantime, let’s get on with it.”
Troy led Amal out of the common room and down the corridor back towards their cell. They shared, so it was a good base for their dealings, not that anyone seemed to give a shit what went down in this block.
“You got the orders for today?” Troy asked.
Amal nodded and produced a scrap of tissue on which a list of names and amounts were scrawled in untidy handwriting. Troy took it from him and glanced down it.
“Shit dude, you need to learn to write better,” he sniggered as he read.
He usually left Amal to make the rounds and collect a list of the people who wanted to buy some gear. It would raise too much suspicion if Troy did it himself, and he didn’t want to be in the frame if it all went down, which he didn’t think would happen anyway. Still, he had decided, he was better off letting Amal stick his neck out. Amal didn’t seem to mind; Troy skimmed a bit of weed off the top for him and that suited him fine.
Retreating into the privacy of the cell, Troy sat down on the bottom bunk whilst Amal lounged casually by the cell door, keeping an eye out for anyone approaching. Troy slid his hand under the mattress and pulled out the mobile phone that Tyrese’s mate, Prison Officer Henry Wimbly had smuggled in for him. Troy had seen Wimbly for what he was at once – a pathetic man who liked to gamble, and had ended up owing Tyrese and Trent a large sum of money. Instead of paying them back money he couldn’t afford, Wimbly was helping them out with this venture of theirs, and Troy knew that Wimbly hated himself for doing it. He didn’t care though; he even felt a vindictive pleasure watching Wimbly sweat nervously, his hands trembling, whenever he passed the gear on to Troy.
Troy typed the list of names and amounts into his phone and sent the text to the phone Tyrese used for such dealings. He made sure, as he always did, that the phone remained on silent and slid it back into its hiding place.
He nodded to Amal, who gave him a conspiratorial smile. Troy would wait for Tyrese to confirm that the amounts had been paid into the account the brothers had set up and then Troy would sort out the gear for the customers, and Amal would walk around and distribute it to those who had paid.
It was an easy job, Troy mused, and even though Tyrese had only visited once since he had told him of what he wanted him to do, Troy knew that his brothers were pleased with him. They were raking it in and though he couldn’t skim money off the top, Troy had found a way to earn a bit of money for himself skimming some weed off the top and selling it for phone credit or cash.
He was about to check the phone for a reply when Amal cleared his throat. Troy leapt to his feet as one of the officers strolled into view.
“Right, Siddiqui, it’s time,” the guard said.
Amal’s posture stiffened as he came into the cell and grabbed his bag of belongings off the top bunk.
“Good luck mate,” Troy said, clapping Amal on the back.
“Cheers,” Amal said, his voice tight with nerves.
Troy knew that his best mate was worried about appearing in court. He wasn’t as brave as he was, Troy thought, not that he could blame him for feeling apprehensive. He was up on drugs charges and even though his lawyer had got the charges reduced, the courts were cracking down hard on dealers and he wouldn’t be surprised if Amal got a longer stretch for drugs than he did for murder.
Troy walked with Amal down the corridor, a few other lads shouting out good luck to Amal as they went. The guard walked close by them, so Troy could not discuss any of their dealings. Troy wondered how he would feel on the day he stood trial and pushed the thoughts aside, not wanting to give himself a headache by thinking too much about stuff he had no control over.
At the gate, Amal gave Troy a tight smile and disappeared through a locked door, leaving him behind. Troy wondered if he would be back. If his lawyer was worth his money Amal wouldn’t be stepping foot inside again, and Troy would be pleased for his mate. A part of him resented him his chance at freedom, he realised, as he stared at the locked blue door that Amal had gone through. He would miss his mate, and he knew it was not just because he was a close friend. Amal was level-headed and always good advice, and if he got out, Troy would have nobody.
He realised that he hoped Amal was found guilty so he would end up back in here and wouldn’t be leaving him alone in this shithole.
Troy wandered back towards his cell, and his mind stayed on Amal, maybe even now in the van on his way to court. That would be him soon, he realised with a start, as he settled down on his bunk and closed his eyes as he thought of his own trial and whether anyone would dare show their faces to take the stand.
* * *
Brandy looked down at the black bin liner that carried her belongings and groaned inwardly as she walked across the Goldsworth. She felt relief coursing through her like a drug at the sight of the place, and she knew she must have missed her freedom if she was glad to see this shithole.
She had not hated her seven months in prison, but she was glad to be out. She had quickly grown sick of the other girls, all the drama and crying and fighting. They were all dumb bitches, Brandy thought, not like her. It had taken all her strength to keep her head down and ignore them, but she had managed and now she was free. 
As she climbed the stairs and walked along the balcony towards her mum’s front door, she realised that she was dreading returning to normal life. It wouldn’t be her normal life, she knew, not now.
Her mother, she could handle her. That wasn’t the problem. She looked over the wall to the courtyard below and saw two girls, already drunk, staggering along on heels. Brandy needed a drink, not a reunion.
She tore her eyes from the girls she envied and stopped at her mother’s front door, taking a deep breath, mustering the courage to let herself in, where she knew he was waiting for her. Frazer, her son.
Brandy had given birth in prison and she had known at once that she did not want to be his mother, that she should have aborted him.
The nurse had been so pleased for her, all smiles and kind words, and all Brandy had wanted to do was knock the smug bitch out. Would she have been so pleased for her if she’d known the father was a murderer, had killed three people? Brandy didn’t think so, but these doctors and nurses didn’t know fuck all about her or her life. They were all so happy that she had a healthy baby, even if he had been born premature, and all she wanted to do was scream that she wished she’d gotten rid of it, wished that she didn’t have this thing that needed food and love, useless and defenceless.
She had not applied to be transferred to a mother’s and babies’ unit. She had no desire to raise him. Letting her mother look after anything was out of the question, so Aunt Bo had moved into the flat and Frazer had left Brandy’s arms and the prison and come here.
Brandy pushed through the front door and already she could hear the baby crying.
“If that’s you Deanna I don’t want you in here,” Aunt Bo’s voice boomed from the lounge. “You know little Frazer’s scared of you.”
Brandy sniggered as she closed the door behind her, dropping her bag to the floor on the landing. At least the boy had some sense even at two months, she thought, if he was scared of her mum.
She went into the lounge and saw Aunt Bo standing in the middle of the room, cradling the boy in her arms, rocking her arms back and forth, trying to soothe him.
“Brandy?” Aunt Bo gasped. “Good Lord, I should have remembered you were getting out today. I’m sorry, girl, I’ve been busy and –”
Brandy waved off her apologies.
“Don’t worry about it,” Brandy shrugged. “I’m not staying long anyway.”
Aunt Bo’s smile faltered.
“You’re not going out?” she asked. “Not tonight?”
“Obviously,” Brandy groaned, rolling her eyes. “I’ve been banged up. I need a litre of vodka and a party.”
Aunt Bo’s forehead creased as she frowned, shaking her head.
“What about Frazer?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard over Frazer’s renewed cries. “See, look, he misses his mum.”
“He doesn’t even know me,” Brandy snapped. “And besides, you’re here.”
“Yes, but –”
“What’s the fucking problem then?” Brandy asked, turning and walking out of the room, unable to hear Aunt Bo’s reply over Frazer’s screams.
She snatched up her bag from the hallway and retreated to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. It dulled the sound of the baby, but didn’t silence it. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and switched it on as she glanced around her room. It was in the same state she had left it in before she’d been sent down.
Perhaps, she thought, Aunt Bo had refrained from tidying it for fear of what she might find. Brandy threw open her wardrobe and found a miniskirt and sleeveless top. The sun was still shining outside and she was beginning to feel excited.
She stripped off and changed, on the phone to Adrianna as she did.
Pulling on her heels, she left her room and noticed Frazer had stopped crying. Probably because he knew she was going, she thought. Aunt Bo appeared from the kitchen and Brandy let out a sigh.
“I don’t think you should be going out,” she insisted. “Not tonight.”
“Whatever,” Brandy rolled her eyes. “You want me to have fun, don’t you?”
Aunt Bo narrowed her eyes and Brandy knew she’d put up with too much from her mum, Bo’s sister, to be fooled by such tactics.
“I’m going out,” Brandy said firmly. “You can lend me a tenner, or I can go find some guy who’ll fuck me for a few quid.”
She enjoyed the horrified expression on her aunt’s face. Aunt Bo went to her handbag on the kitchen counter, Brandy following her. She fumbled for her purse and gave Brandy a tenner.
“That’s all,” Aunt Bo said. “And I don’t want you back too late.”
She left the kitchen, head aloft in what Brandy guessed was supposed to be a dignified manner, and Brandy snorted with amusement. She heard the lounge door close behind her aunt and went to her handbag.
Brandy found the purse, took another two tens and put the purse back. She rolled up the notes and slid them into her bra. She checked herself out in the mirror in the hall, knew she looked good, and went out the front door.
She lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, watching as a couple came along the balcony towards her and she glared at them, as if they might challenge her, but they didn’t even acknowledge her. Brandy watched them let themselves in a few doors down and turned her gaze to the courtyard below, flicking her cigarette.
She had told nobody about her pregnancy or about her son, and Adrianna had been sworn to secrecy. The stupid Polish girl had agreed to keep quiet; anything to hold onto their friendship. Brandy knew the vapid blonde was only using her because she knew she’d dated one of the Banks brothers and Adrianna hoped one day to date a gangster herself. She was thrilled at the prospect, but Brandy couldn’t bring herself to give a fuck. Adrianna would learn the hard way, no doubt, just like she had done.
As long as Adrianna kept her mouth shut, Brandy didn’t care what happened to her. She couldn’t let anyone find out about Frazer because people liked to gossip about shit like that, and if the Banks brothers ever found out she wasn’t sure what would happen, but she didn’t want to find out. The thought of Troy being a part of her life forever made her worried; he would always have a connection to her, always be allowed access to her through the baby she hadn’t wanted, and she thought again how much she wished she’d aborted the thing.
She strutted down the balcony to the stairs, hoping Adrianna was in the mood to get as wasted as she was. She could almost taste the vodka on her lips already, and all thought of her baby was gone.
* * *
Clint looked at Aurora and saw her desperation to return to London. He knew that she worried about her mum, just like he worried about his, and though he wished that he could keep her and Kojo safely up in Manchester whilst he went back to the Goldsworth and the dangers it held, he could not force them to stay.
“If you really want to come, then I won’t stop you,” Clint sighed.
Aurora’s face broke into a smile and she sighed with relief, putting a dainty hand to her chest.
“I promise we’ll be careful,” she said excitedly. “I’ll make sure –”
“On one condition,” Clint interrupted her.
Aurora’s smile faltered but she nodded for him to go on.
“If I think we’re in danger, if anything happens, then I want you to promise me that you’ll listen to me and that we’ll be on the next train out of Euston,” he said. He knew his voice was stern and Aurora nodded slowly. “I don’t want to be having an argument or to have to drag you and Kojo back onto the train. The first sign of danger, we’re gone.”
“Ok, that’s fair enough,” Aurora conceded. She smiled again.
“I still don’t think it’s a good idea,” Clint admitted. “But I know you want to see your mum, and I know Kojo wants to see mum and dad. Maybe if he sees them, remembers what it’s really like back there, then hopefully he’ll feel better when we come back.”
“Maybe,” Aurora said, though she sounded doubtful. “Clint, what if Kojo doesn’t want to live up here with us?”
“He’s better off here than with my dad.”
“Yeah, I know that,” Aurora insisted. “But he doesn’t. Not really, I don’t think. He misses them both, Clint. Not just your mum, but your dad too.”
“How can he miss that?” Clint hissed.
He remembered the beatings from his father, the cold indifferent looks that fell upon whenever he entered the room, the cries of his mother when his dad got home drunk and wanted to take his anger out on someone.
“I don’t know, but he does,” Aurora said sadly.
Clint knew that she meant well, but his doubts about letting Kojo return resurfaced at the thought that his brother might not come back with them if he took them back down to London with him.
“Maybe you should stay here with him, then –”
“No,” Aurora cut him off. “We’re all going back. It’ll only be for a few weeks. I can make sure my mum’s ok, you and Kojo can see your parents, and we can make sure Troy gets sent down for everything he’s done.”
Clint still felt uncertain, but he knew that Aurora’s mind was made up.
“Once we’ve been back, things up here will be different,” Aurora assured him, her voice conveying a certainty that Clint couldn’t find within him. “We’ll all be happier, and we’ll all be safer.”
“What if someone follows us back up here?” Clint asked.
“We can’t hide forever,” Aurora said, her voice soothing. “We haven’t done anything wrong; we’re not the ones who need to be locked away. Remember that.”
Clint knew that she was right and sighed heavily. Aurora took his hands in hers and squeezed gently, smiling at him, and he couldn’t be frustrated when he looked at her eyes, sparkling with excitement.
He leant over to her and kissed her on the lips. Her lips were soft and warm and seemed to melt against his, parting for him. He shifted his weight, sliding his arms around her, their kiss deepening.
“How long until Kojo gets back do you reckon?” he asked, glancing towards the door and the staircase beyond. Aurora took his meaning and smiled.
“He’s out with his mates, he won’t be back anytime soon.”
“Perfect,” Clint grinned.
He took Aurora by the hand and helped her off the sofa, leading her out of the room to their bedroom upstairs.
* * *
Amal stood in the anti-chamber and tried to clear his mind. He wiped his sweaty palms on his suit-trousers and his mum fussed over his shirt and tie.
“Remember, hope for the best, expect the worst,” Naz, his cousin, said. “That way, whatever happens, you don’t get shafted.”
“Cheers,” Amal managed, hardly able to speak his mouth was so dry with nerves.
“We’re here for you,” Sanjay reassured him, pulling him into a hug. “Whatever happens, we’ve got your back.”
“Of course we do,” Mrs Siddiqui said, and Amal smiled at his mum. Her face was pale and drawn with worry. “We’ll always be rooting for you, you know that.”
“Yeah, I do,” Amal smiled. “Thanks.”
Amal surveyed his family. Sanjay was in his best suit, as was Naz, who was fiddling with his tie, uncomfortable to be in such formal wear, though Amal knew his mum had insisted upon it. She was in her best clothes too, and Amal felt more at ease in his suit, hoping the judge would think him a professional and not a thug. Sanjay’s girlfriend, Fernanda, who Amal vaguely remembered hanging around the house before Sanjay had been sent down, had come to support him too, though Amal knew it was more to be with Sanjay than for concern over him and his future. She was hot, Amal thought, and he was pleased for his brother.
At least one of them was getting some, he thought wryly.
One of the assistants came forward, his face impassive.
“Amal Siddiqui?” he greeted him, and Amal nodded. The assistant smiled, though it was just a gesture and there was no warmth. “If you’ll follow me.”
He walked towards the wooden double-doors that led to the courtroom. Mrs Siddiqui hugged him close, and Amal felt bad when he saw her eyes were already watering. She blew him a kiss as Sanjay and Naz guided her out of the chamber to take their seats in the courtroom, Fernanda following, giving Amal a smile.
Amal turned from them and went after the assistant. He tried not to think of the fact that the judge waited on the other side of the doors, the man who held his entire future in his hands. Amal wiped his palms on his trousers again and took a deep breath, praying, really praying, for the first time in his life.
* * *
Brandy checked herself in the reflection of a car window and knew that she looked good. She wore a tight mini-skirt and an even tighter top that showed of her breasts, her hair was teased high and curled, and she was wearing bright red lipstick and large silver hoop earrings. She had pissed off Aunt Bo again by refusing to stay in with her and the baby but she didn’t think on it, pulling up her top so her red bra wasn’t too much on show and pouted for effect. Yeah, she thought, she looked fucking hot.
Beside her, Adrianna nodded in approval, a smile on her hot-pink lips.
“Looking fine,” she said. “How do I look?”
Brandy considered her mate. She had straightened her long blonde hair and wore a sequined skirt that just about covered her knickers and her tits were sticking out the top of the dress. She was just about able to walk in her heels, and her eyes were black with mascara and eye-shadow.
“You’ll do,” Brandy said. “Come on, let’s get down that bar, I need vodka before I dry out.”
Adrianna grinned and followed Brandy as she crossed the small car park on the edge of the Goldsworth. Their heels clattered on the pavement and Brandy tugged her skirt down as it rode up.
“We’re bound to be centre of attention,” Adrianna said.
“Too fucking right,” Brandy agreed. “I’ll be pissed if we’re not.”
She wanted attention, she thought, but the thought of actually meeting a guy made her shiver. She had not been able to withstand the touch of a man since her rape ordeal and she had not had any opportunity to meet anyone else in an all-women’s prison at any rate. Adrianna was a right slag anyway, Brandy considered, so if she caught any guy’s attention and didn’t want him she could always pass him onto her. Brandy smiled at the thought, as Adrianna groaned beside her.
A figure approached them and Brandy recognised her at once, giving an inward groan as Zoe Taylor came towards them, pushing her pram. She paled in comparison to them, Brandy thought, with her bushy red hair loose and flying about her face in the breeze and her arse and tits stretching the tracksuit she wore to the maximum. She slowed as she neared them, clearly hesitant.
“You all right Zoe?” Brandy called.
Adrianna was hesitating too, though Brandy knew that she had never been introduced to Zoe and was only worried that someone she knew might see them chatting to a girl with such little fashion sense.
“Do you know her?” Adrianna intoned under her breath as Brandy led her to close the gap between them and Zoe. Brandy ignored her.
“I’m fine thanks,” Zoe said, eyeing Brandy with suspicion. “You?”
“Yeah, I’m great,” Brandy replied. She looked down at the pram and saw Zoe’s daughter, Sienna, looking up at them with wide eyes. She had grown a lot since the last time Brandy had seen her, and she already had a mass of ginger curls on top of her head. “She looks like you,” Brandy said, looking from Zoe to Sienna.
“Poor kid,” Adrianna sniggered quietly, lips curling in distaste.
Brandy wanted to lamp her one, but she resisted the urge. She wondered if Zoe had heard that she’d had a baby herself, but she figured she hadn’t or it would have been the first thing she’d have asked about.
“We’re off clubbing, going to go grab a few drinks at a bar down the road if you wanted to go get changed and join us,” Brandy said. She wasn’t sure why she extended the invitation, but seeing Zoe brought back memories, good ones, and she wanted to reminisce with her.
Zoe smiled, and Brandy wondered if it was forced or not.
“Sorry, I won’t be able to get a babysitter,” Zoe said. “I should get back anyway, she’s due her tea soon.”
She made to go past them, and Adrianna stepped aside gladly to let her and the pram pass. Brandy wondered if her comments had been aimed at her. Maybe she had heard about Frazer and she wondered if Zoe was having a dig at her.
“Another time then?” Brandy asked.
“Maybe,” Zoe said, and walked on, pushing the pram, wheels bouncing along the pavement.
Brandy watched her go and wondered if she had just been rebuffed by Zoe. It was hard for her to comprehend, although Zoe had no doubt been avoiding her for months. Zoe had once been her best friend, and would have practically wet herself at an invitation to go out with her; now it was like Brandy had to beg her and still got rejected.
“Who the fuck was that?” Adrianna asked, shaking her head with distaste. “Talk about council-house trash. She never heard of a washing machine? Those trackie-bottoms were stained from arse to ankle.”
Brandy narrowed her eyes at her. This bitch just didn’t understand.
“Come on,” she snapped at Adrianna, strutting off, and Adrianna hurried after her, wincing in her heels. “That vodka ain’t going to pour itself.”
She tried not to think about Zoe or all the happy memories they had shared together. It was a painful reminder of everything that she had lost and she knew that a few shots of vodka, maybe more, was the only way she was likely to forget them.
* * *
Amal held his breath, his hands tightly squeezed together behind his back, as the judge cleared his throat.
“You have pleaded guilty to the lesser charge of possession,” the judge noted, in his authoritative voice. “And whilst I must insist on a custodial sentence,” he said, and Amal felt his heart sink, “Your lawyer has stated that you have already served time in remand and so I am inclined to release you on time already served.”
Amal gasped, looking inquiringly at the judge.
“You’re free to go, Mr Siddiqui,” the judge said, with a slight nod of his head.
Amal could hardly believe it.
He was free. He wouldn’t be going back to prison, back to Troy and the others. He’d be going home, to the Goldsworth, where he could drink and smoke and fuck and party all he wanted with no prison officers to tell him off and no rules to abide by.
His mother clapped her hands together and let out a wail of relief at the verdict, and Sanjay and Naz both cheered. Amal looked at them and smiled, feeling relief and excitement lift the weight from his shoulders.
He would be walking out of here with them, he thought. No handcuffs. He was free, and he was damn sure he was going to make the most of it.
* * *
As night fell and the air cooled to a more comfortable temperature, Aurora lay in bed, Clint’s arm around her shoulders, and she felt happy. It had been such a long time since she had felt such joy and yet part of her knew that it would not last.
They would soon be returning to London, to the Goldsworth, and though she was desperate to see her mother she also felt afraid of what she might find. Not just of the danger that awaited Clint there, but the state her mother might be in. She hadn’t heard from her in days, and Clint had told her not to ring and tell her they were on their way, in case word got out and the Banks brothers knew to expect them. She knew Clint still had doubts about bringing her and Kojo with him, but it was out of his hands now.
They had told Kojo the news earlier in the evening as they had all sat down to watch EastEnders and he had been delighted at the thought of going home. Aurora had sensed a lift in his spirits since then, but Clint’s mood had darkened, and she knew that he shared her concerns that Kojo would not want to return to Manchester with them when the time came to leave London again.
She had tried to reassure Clint, putting aside her own concerns, and she thought he had somewhat calmed now that they had turned the lights off and a cool breeze flittered through the open window.
“We’ll be ok, you now,” Aurora whispered into the darkness, half turning to look at Clint.
“I know,” Clint replied, kissing her lightly on the cheek. “We’ll be fine.”
Aurora wondered if he was trying to make himself feel better or her, but she cuddled up to him all the same, savouring the scent of him and the warmth emanating from his skin. He held her in his arms until she drifted into sleep.
* * *
Tyrese kicked the base of the armchair and Trent jolted awake, spilling some beer from his can into his lap.
“Fuck’s sake,” he cursed, wiping at his jeans. “What you do that for?”
“We’ve got some things to discuss,” Tyrese said.
He had spent all evening thinking and he had come to the realisation that perhaps for now Troy was more valuable to them inside than back out on the streets. He had discussed it with Sanjay, one of his closest mates. Sanjay had become a surrogate deputy in lieu of Trent, and Tyrese was growing more reliant on him than his own brother.
Still, he wanted Trent’s opinion on the matter, but he knew that his brother would not take kindly to such an idea, taking it as an affront to leave their youngest brother languishing behind bars whilst they enjoyed the profits he made them.
Tyrese could see no other way and it wasn’t long until Troy’s trial.
“Come on, spit it out then,” Trent grumbled, taking a swig from his can. “I was watching something –”
“Nah, you were sleeping,” Tyrese interrupted. “Too many cans tonight?”
“Fuck off,” Trent responded.
Tyrese rolled his eyes; his brother’s drinking was nothing new to him.
“We need to talk about Troy,” Tyrese said.
“He’s been doing well, ain’t he?” Trent nodded in approval. “Not that he didn’t owe us, not after all that shit he brought to our door.”
“Not causing trouble whilst he’s locked up,” Tyrese agreed.
“Yeah, good thing too,” Trent sighed.
Tyrese knew his brother still remembered being locked-up for two shootings, which Troy had actually been responsible for. The memory still grated on him, he knew, and he hoped Trent was remembering it now; it might make what he had to say more appealing to him.
“What if he stayed in there awhile?” Tyrese asked casually.
“Well he ain’t likely to break himself out is he,” Trent snorted, swigging from his can. He finished it and crumpled it up, dropping it to the table beside him. “He won’t get found guilty though, not if we have anything to do with it.”
“What if he did though?” Tyrese asked. “Get found guilty? He wouldn’t be causing any trouble for us, and he’d be making us a tidy profit and all.”
Trent took a moment to register what he was saying and his face darkened with realisation.
“You don’t mean –” he gasped. “We can’t keep him in there, bro.”
“He’s more useful to us in there than out here.”
“Nah, man, you must’ve smoked something,” Trent shook his head. “We’re the fucking Banks brothers; we don’t leave one of our own in there.”
Tyrese gritted his teeth. It was what he had feared, his brother thinking with his heart and not his head, letting loyalty take precedence over logic.
“Let’s at least think about it,” he suggested.
“I’ve thought about it plenty,” Trent snapped. “And it ain’t fucking happening.”
“We’ll see,” Tyrese growled.
He would not let this drop; he knew that he was right and he would damn well make sure his brother knew it too. He was more determined than before to turn Trent round to the idea and as long as Troy didn’t fuck things up inside then he might just be able to, he hoped.
“Go grab me a can,” Trent said from his armchair. “I’m fucking gasping.”
* * *
Zoe Taylor put her daughter Sienna to sleep and wandered around the flat, restless and unable to sit down to watch television, memories flooding back of the times she had shared with Brandy and with beautiful blonde Sasha before her death. They had been so inseparable, the three of them. Parties, boys, alcohol; they had experienced them all together as they grew up.
They had not all been good memories, though. Zoe still had sleepless nights remembering the night Shaniqua Curtis had been stabbed, and that was when Brandy had changed. She had become controlling and angry, worried that Zoe would break under the pressure from the police, and Zoe didn’t blame her for that. Maybe Brandy hadn’t really changed at all though, Zoe sometimes wondered, perhaps she had just seen her best friend in a different light then, and now she couldn’t really imagine them being close again. Too much had happened, too much had changed.
She felt lonely, she realised then. She no longer spoke to Brandy, and Sasha was dead. Aurora, who had become such a good friend to her, had disappeared and she knew that it was for the best that she had fled. It hurt though, that she should have to lose so many friends and all because of one stupid mistake on one dreadful night.
Shaking a cigarette out of the packet on the kitchen table, Zoe lit it and went out onto the balcony outside her front door. A few streetlights flickered orange, casting circles of light down onto the courtyard below, but the alleys and stairwells were dark, and she imagined menacing figures lurking in the shadows. She was sure all kinds waited just beyond the reaches of the light; dealers and thieves, drunks and crackheads. Most of them were probably harmless, she thought, but others – well, she remembered what had happened to Shaniqua, and shuddered.
Movement on the balcony a few feet from her made her jump and she dropped her cigarette on the floor.
“You all right, Zoe?”
Zoe sighed with relief. She had been frozen with fear, not even able to make it a few steps to her front door, and she looked down at the cigarette wistfully.
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” Tamar said, bemused. “What you doing out here anyway?”
“Just wanted a fag,” Zoe said, shaking her head. “Never mind, it’s fine, I wasn’t paying attention, it’s my fault –”
Tamar smiled and fumbled in his pocket. He pulled out a packet of cigarettes and opened them, offering one to her.
“You sure?” Zoe asked, uncertain.
Though they had hung out so many times in the past, Zoe and Tamar had never been close. Zoe was Brandy’s mate, Tamar was Troy’s, and with Brandy and Troy inseparable, they had spent time together but never really been proper mates.
“Yeah, go on,” Tamar said, shaking the packet.
Zoe took one and lit it, inhaling gratefully.
“Thanks,” she said.
Tamar lit one of his own and they stood, looking out over the wall at the courtyard below as two drunken lads staggered towards a stairwell.
“What you up to tonight then?” Tamar asked, when the two guys had disappeared into the darkness, though their trainers scuffing on concrete and their drunken mumblings could still be heard echoing from the stairwell.
“Just a quiet one,” Zoe admitted, gesturing to her flat. “Same as always.”
“Yeah, same,” Tamar sighed. “It’s weird now, I miss the old days.”
Zoe looked at him and he was frowning.
“You know, when Sasha was still here,” Tamar said, a smile coming to his lips at the memory of her. Zoe remembered he’d had a thing for her. “And Clint and Amal too. I even miss Troy, from the days before –” He trailed off, and Zoe knew what he meant.
“Me too,” she agreed. “I still keep thinking Sasha’s going to burst out her front door one day and wonder what’s been going on with us all lately.”
“Yeah,” Tamar smiled. “That would be cool.”
Zoe realised that he must be as lonely as she was; both of them had lost their mates now, both had nobody to talk to about the past.
“You know, if you want, you can come in for a bit,” Zoe offered, and Tamar looked at her in surprise. “I think I might have a few cans at the back of the fridge, and we could, I dunno, just chat or whatever.”
Tamar looked surprised by the invitation.
“It’s fine if you don’t want to,” Zoe stammered, backtracking. “I only –”
“No, no, it sounds like a cool idea,” Tamar said quickly.
Zoe smiled with relief, and they stubbed out their cigarettes, flicking them over the wall to the courtyard below, before she led him inside her flat.
* * *
Troy felt anxious as he thought about Amal. He had been gone a long time, and he still did not know whether his mate was coming back or not. He considered grabbing his phone and texting his brother to find out for him, when someone came and stood at the entrance to his cell, followed by a prison officer.
Troy’s heart hammered and his palms went damp with panic as he strained his mind for any unusual behaviour this morning. Had someone grassed him up? Could Wimbly have lost the plot?
The guy was about the same age as him and had the same lean build, but he was white instead of black and a scar ran down his face. He had shaved dark hair and a bit of dark stubble on his face.
“Who the hell are you?” Troy demanded, jumping to his feet.
“Now, now, watch your language,” the prison officer escorting him chastised him. Troy gave him a dark look and rolled his eyes, turning back to the visitor.
“I’m Dante Cortez,” he said gruffly, his eyes scrutinising Troy as he had done a moment before. “We’re going to be roommates.”
“Fuck off,” Troy said, turning on the prison officer. “Where’s Amal?”
“Siddiqui isn’t coming back,” the man said. Troy swallowed hard and narrowed his eyes at the guard. “This is your new cell mate, deal with it,” the guard shrugged, and sauntered off down the corridor.
Troy groaned as the stranger stepped inside. He felt Dante’s eyes on him but Troy tried to ignore him. He sat down on the bottom bunk.
“This is mine,” Troy told him. “You can have the top one. But don’t go cutting yourself or anything like that, else I’ll see you dead.”
Dante’s eyes met his and he was silent. Troy thought for a moment that he might be challenged, but then Dante snorted with laughter.
“Sure, whatever,” Dante said. He climbed up to his own bunk. “But make no mistake man, you won’t ever see me dead. I ain’t scared of you, just like I ain’t scared of nobody in here.”
Troy breathed a deep sigh, quietly so that his new cellmate wouldn’t hear him. He wondered what would happen now. How could he check his phone, and how could Wimbly make the deliveries? Dante struck him as the trouble-making type and that was the last thing he needed.
* * *
Tyrese knew that his brother was in a bad mood and daren’t broach the subject of Troy until he could be sure Trent wouldn’t react badly. He felt frustrated that his brother was so determined to ignore the evident benefits of keeping Troy locked up, but he had always been the thinker and Trent the fighter, it was how it had always been and it had worked for them. Yet Tyrese felt pissed off – he was the one getting them back on track, whilst Trent sat around boozing and hitting girls up online when he should be helping out.
It was bad enough that the Healy brothers were once more encroaching upon their turf and starting to deal on the Goldsworth, but the Banks brothers had not yet done anything about it and Tyrese was anxious. He wanted to send a message to them, remind them they were still a force to be reckoned with, but could he handle it? Trent was too busy getting wasted, and Tyrese knew that the Banks brothers were fast losing respect on the estate. The last thing he needed was Troy being let out in a couple of weeks and fucking it all up by doing something stupid again.
“Don’t start,” Trent said, shooting a suspicious look at him. “If this is about what you were saying earlier, I don’t want to fucking hear it.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Tyrese sighed.
He would have to give his brother some time to think on his words, though he could not afford to wait too long.
Before Trent could say anything else, the door to the living room opened and their mother walked in. Keskia Banks’ face was lined with worry and she looked tired, Tyrese thought. He wondered if she still blamed him for messing everyone’s lives up, and he didn’t doubt it. He heard her crying herself to sleep some nights and in the mornings after she would not look at her eldest son, too ashamed.
It hurt Tyrese to know his mother thought of him like this, but he didn’t let it stop him. She had done nothing to discourage him from dealing, nor had she tried to stop Trent. When Troy had started causing a stir, she had done nothing until it was too late, and even then it was the bare ass minimum, Tyrese thought; she had to blame herself too for everything that had happened, and he wondered if that was why she looked so miserable these days.
“You pick up some more cans for me?” Trent asked her.
Keskia looked at him with despair, shaking her head.
“I’m not a skivvy,” she chastised him. “I’ve been to see Jessie. In case you’d forgotten, you have a little sister who’s going through a lot right now. Not that you ever ask after her mind.”
“How’s Jessie doing?” Trent asked, his tone implying he really didn’t care, and Tyrese knew his brother still felt the indignity of their sister setting him up for a beating at the hands of the Healy brothers.
“How do you think she’s doing?” Keskia snapped. “She’s lost two babies and whatever she might say I can tell she’s more upset than she lets on.”
“Chill out, ma,” Trent groaned. “She’s too young to be having kids anyway.”
“Well, maybe,” Keskia relented. “But that doesn’t make it any easier when she miscarries. I wouldn’t expect you two to understand, you’re too selfish to consider what anyone else might be feeling.”
“Whatever,” Trent rolled his eyes. “You’re one to talk, I gave you a fucking tenner to buy me some beer and you ain’t even got it.”
Tyrese shot his brother a look, but Trent didn’t notice. Tyrese was weary of his mother, he knew that she was often on the verge of throwing them out and he didn’t want to push her too far. He knew she only kept them here because she felt lonely, no matter how annoyed she might get with them; with Troy inside and Jessie living with the Healy brothers, they were all she had, as much as she might hate to admit it.
Keskia fumbled in her pockets and pulled out a tenner, flinging it in Trent’s directions. Trent leapt out of his seat to catch it.
“Keep your money and go down the shop yourself then, lazy git,” Keskia said, voice rising, and stormed out of the room back to the kitchen.
“Don’t piss her off anymore,” Tyrese hissed, glaring at Trent, who was sitting back down, shoving the tenner into his jeans’ pocket.
“Chill man,” Trent shook his head. “I’m off down the shop now anyway.”
Tyrese felt his temper rising again, but he followed his brother out of the flat. The Banks brothers were fast losing respect, losing their turf to the Healy brothers, and all his brother could think of was getting himself some cans.
He wondered, for the first time, if he would not be better off without Trent.
* * *
Brandy put a hand out to the wall to steady herself. The concrete was cold against her palm and she felt a shiver ripple through her body. Her head was banging but she didn’t feel sick. She had left Adrianna partying with tequila in one hand and a cigarette in the other and had headed back to the Goldsworth, knowing Aunt Bo would be pissed off enough by the state of her, never mind if she came home too late.
She gave a groan and pushed herself upright from the wall. It was only across the courtyard and up the stairs to her mum’s flat and then she could collapse onto her bed and sleep it off. The thought was enough to get her legs moving and she took a few steps.
Footsteps approached from the end of the alleyway and Brandy heard familiar voices. She shivered and her head cleared, heart racing, some of the alcohol seeming to wear off at once as adrenaline coursed through her.
“I’m telling you mate,” Tyrese Banks was saying in a loud voice, “He’s earning a fucking killing in there.”
Brandy held her breath as Tyrese and Trent came into sight at the end of the alley, illuminated by a streetlight. She froze, hardly daring to breath, praying they wouldn’t turn down, but she knew where they lived. She’d spent enough time at the Banks’ flat to know the shortcut through the alley was the way they would come. They turned into the alley and caught sight of her, pausing.
She had managed to avoid them since Troy’s arrest, but there had been some close calls and she still had no idea what they might do to her now they had found her, especially drunk and vulnerable in an alley on the Goldsworth in the middle of the night. She shivered.
“Look who decided to show her face after all this time?” Tyrese sneered as he and Trent approached, cautiously at first, checking she was alone, and then closing the distance in seconds when they realised nobody was hiding in the shadows. “We kept an eye out for you, but it’s like you just went and disappeared.”
“And believe me when I say we tried to find you,” Trent agreed.
Brandy knew there was no use in trying to run from them, not in her heels and in her state. She righted herself, hoping she did not betray any weakness.
“I got nicked,” she admitted. “You know, same as Troy.”
“How come you’re already out then?” Trent asked. “Looks like you got lucky, Brandy, ‘cos our Troy’s still locked up. He ain’t even had his trial yet.”
Brandy took a moment, hoping her voice would not waver with nerves. She was saved the need when Trent went on, his voice low and menacing.
“Got no answer?” he asked. He let out a laugh. “Maybe he’s still inside because you stabbed him in the fucking back and made a deal.”
“I never –” Brandy protested.
“Never grassed him up?” Tyrese asked, sniggering. “Never handed the pigs the knife he used to stab that Curtis girl? Don’t you lie to us.”
Brandy felt herself shaking with fear. In all the time she had dated Troy she had never been afraid of his older brothers. She had always seen them as tools to use to help Troy get to the top. She had never been on the receiving end of their anger and she now understood why they were feared.
“I never meant to do it,” Brandy stammered. “I was scared.”
“You mean you ain’t scared now?” Tyrese asked, amused.
“You fucking should be,” Trent growled. “We treated you like one of our own. You were family, Brandy. You never should’ve done what you did. You’re a snitch and a fucking traitor.”
Brandy opened her mouth to protest, to apologize – anything to appease them, but Trent’s fist hit her hard in the mouth and she staggered backwards. In her heels, she tripped and fell hard to the floor, the concrete cold beneath her, crying out from the shock and pain that shot up her back.
“Please –” she managed, spitting out blood, realising her lip was split as warm liquid oozed down her chin and dripped down onto the top of her breasts.
“Did you give Troy a chance?” Trent asked.
Brandy let out a cry as he swung his leg and kicked her hard in the face. Pain shot through her as the back of her head slammed against the floor. Trent kicked her in the side and the breath was knocked out of her. She gasped for air, spitting more blood out of her mouth.
Trent showed no mercy. He kicked her again and again, until Brandy felt her whole body must be bruised and battered.
“She’s learnt her lesson,” Tyrese said, holding Trent back. He bent his knees, dropping down so he could get close to her face. “I hope you understand now what happens to fucking traitors. Maybe you’ll think again about testifying against Troy, yeah? Because if you’re hurting now, it’ll be a hundred times worse if you turn up at court.”
Brandy was in too much pain to answer. Tyrese seemed affronted, because he grabbed her hair and yanked it towards him, and Brandy cried out as she found herself just an inch from his face. His breath was warm on her face.
“Did you understand that bitch?” he demanded.
“Yeah,” Brandy managed, wincing from his grip, her scalp burning. “I understand…I do…please.”
Tyrese let go of her hair and her head banged against the floor again. Brandy made no effort to get up as she watched the two Banks brothers walk away down the alleyway. She sighed with relief only once they had turned the corner out of sight.
* * *
Zoe listened as Tamar reminded her of drunken park gatherings and gossip from school that she had long forgotten, and she laughed with him. He was on his second can and she had even opened one for herself. She didn’t really drink now and it was nice to have somebody to talk to, someone she could reminisce with without the inevitable questions about Troy’s killings or Sasha’s death.
She wondered how different these memories might have been if she and Tamar had spoken like this back then, but they had not been close and she was only grateful that she had gone out for a cigarette when she had, or else she might not have bumped into Tamar and might never have talked with him like this.
Talk soon turned to Sasha, and Zoe for once did not mind the topic. When other people spoke to her about Sasha it was because they wanted some lurid gossip, but Tamar had clearly had feelings for her and still missed her just like she did.
“Remember that party she had when her parents went away?” Tamar said, swigging from his can. “That was such a great night weren’t it?”
“That’s the night I had a big fight with Brandy,” Zoe remembered, as if she could forget it. “I left the party and that night I had Sienna.”
“Oh yeah,” Tamar nodded, wincing at the memory. “Me and Sasha were – you know, getting down to it – and Clint ran in and told us. I could’ve killed him right then, you know, for ruining my chances.” He laughed.
“Yeah, sorry about that,” Zoe grinned. “You and Sasha came out didn’t you?”
“And Sasha kicked me,” Tamar nodded. “Damn, it hurt and all.”
“You’re one to talk about pain,” Zoe rolled her eyes, amused. “I was in labour, remember? Ain’t that why Sasha gave you a kick in the first place, for complaining?”
Tamar strained to remember.
“Yeah, I think so,” he agreed, looking abashed but smiling too.
Zoe giggled and felt more relaxed than she had done in months. She had always feared reprisals from Troy’s brothers. None had come yet, but the trial was getting close and she felt sure something was going to happen. She was afraid, being alone in the flat with Sienna, unable to forget the night Troy had burst in and threatened to kill her daughter, thinking she had grassed him up to the police. Clint had saved her, she remembered. Tamar had been with Troy that night, but he had not harmed Sienna, he had not wanted to, she remembered, and she did not feel afraid with him sat on the sofa beside her.
As Tamar lit them each a cigarette and passed one to her, Zoe noticed a scar above his eye. She had not noticed it before, but now she saw another on his left arm.
She reached out to touch it and Tamar jumped as if afraid, before smiling sheepishly when he realised what she had meant to do.
“Sorry,” he grinned.
“How did you get it?” Zoe asked.
Tamar shrugged, and Zoe knew that he did not want to tell her. She wondered if it was the Banks brothers. Tamar had told her that he had given a statement to the police too, though not one that had really said much he had insisted.
She put out her cigarette and reached for his face. She traced the purple scar with the tip of her finger, and Tamar did not flinch but closed his eyes.
“Was it Troy’s brothers?” she asked quietly.
Tamar nodded.
“Because you gave a statement?” she asked.
Tamar’s eyes remained closed as she stroked his face, but he shook his head.
“They were looking for Clint,” he said, almost a whisper. “I didn’t know where he was, so I couldn’t tell them anything, but they gave me a kicking anyway.”
“That’s horrible,” Zoe commiserated.
Tamar shrugged.
“It could’ve been worse,” Tamar said.
He opened his eyes and looked at Zoe. She felt unable to look away from him and wondered if he felt the same, as surprised as she was by this sudden connection between them. He licked his lips, almost imperceptibly, his eyes falling from her eyes to her lips. Zoe had not been with a guy in ages, she thought, wondering whether Tamar really found her attractive. He had never shown any interest in her before, but then she had shown no interest in him either.
She realised her hand was still on his face and made to move it away. Tamar caught it in his own and leaned in towards her, closing the distance between them. His lips were on hers then, her lips parting for his tongue. Her hands clasped his face and his hands touched her, fumbling at her breasts.
They broke apart momentarily, and Zoe’s eyes questioned him. She wondered if he had drank too much, but two cans was nothing, she thought; she’d seen him drink far more than that in the past.
“You sure about this?” she asked him.
Tamar nodded and kissed her again. He pressed himself against her and she felt him hard against her. Awkwardly they repositioned themselves on the sofa, Tamar helping her lay back against the cushions as she fumbled with her clothes. He threw her tracksuit bottoms over his shoulder and they landed across the room with a dull thud, and he hastily unzipped his jeans as he opened her legs.
Zoe groaned, her fingers clutching his shoulders. It had been so long, and it was so unexpected, and she closed her eyes to the pleasure.
* * *
“Well, at least we taught her some respect,” Tyrese shrugged, sitting heavily on the sofa and opening himself a beer, passing one to Trent in the armchair. “She was always up herself, weren’t she?”
“Yeah, right stick up her arse,” Trent agreed. “Think I did most of the teaching though mate.”
Tyrese narrowed his eyes.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded.
“I gave her a kicking, you didn’t lift a fucking finger,” Trent answered, slurping his beer. He laughed at Tyrese’s dark look. “Come on, I ain’t judging you, but it’s true, innit?”
Tyrese sighed, allowing himself to smile.
“Yeah, well done bro,” he relented.
Trent’s smile widened. His phone beeped and he pulled it out his jeans’ pocket, reading it and licking his lips.
“Right, I got a guest coming round,” he said.
“Let me guess, this guest has blonde hair and big tits?” Tyrese sniggered. He knew who Trent intended to spend the rest of his night with. It was one of many girls his brother had on the go, but even Tyrese had to admit she was hot. He wondered how Trent still managed to pull the birds even now that he has lost his physique. He rolled his eyes and heaved himself to his feet.
“You might want to change,” Tyrese said, looking at Trent’s blood-splattered trainers and jeans.
“Nah man, this one gets turned on by shit like this,” Trent grinned. Tyrese frowned, bewildered. Trent laughed. “Come on, who cares if she’s a bit fucked up in the head? She wants a gangster, I’ll give her a fucking gangster.”
Tyrese still didn’t seem impressed.
“Don’t tell me you’d turn her down,” Trent snorted. “That hot accent? Them tits? And she’s a fucking screamer, man, I’m telling you.”
“Well don’t let her scream too loud,” Tyrese warned him. “Mum’s already pissed off, last thing she needs is some blonde screaming the fucking place down.”
Trent winked and Tyrese retreated to his bedroom.
There was a knock on the front door and Trent answered it. Adrianna smiled at him, eyes a little unfocused; she was fucking wrecked, Trent thought, not that it put him off at all.
“Good night?” he asked, leading her through to his bedroom.
“Yeah,” Adrianna replied. She always tried to play it cool, but Trent knew she wanted him bad. “What you been up to?”
Trent shrugged, indicating his shoes. Adrianna’s eyes widened at the sight of the blood splatters, then she looked into Trent’s face and licked her lips.
“You been taking care of business?” she asked, putting a finger to his mouth.
Trent nodded, already stirring, as he kicked off his trainers and began unzipping his jeans.
“Well, sexy, now you can take care of me,” Adrianna said, kicking her heels off and pulling her dress down in one quick movement. Trent grabbed her around the waist and laid her out on the bed as he kicked his boxers onto the floor and ripped off her underwear.
Adrianna was smiling, looking longingly at him, and Trent knew she was in love with him. He liked that about her, he realised, even if he just wanted her for the sex.
* * *
Dante Cortez felt no remorse for anything he had done.
He had killed his best mate Bolton, stabbed him in a playground, and he had thought nothing of it. He hadn’t really wanted to have to kill him, but he had and what was done was done, he thought. He had not made mates in prison and as he lay on the top bunk of the cell he did not think he would be getting chummy with Troy Banks. His new cellmate had made it clear that he didn’t want him there, and Dante found it amusing more than anything.
Troy had tried to intimidate him, but Dante had shrugged off the display. He knew a pussy when he saw one and Troy was clinging to his surname and the reputation of his brothers, and that was about all he had going for him. Dante would’ve broken his jaw if it hadn’t been for his brothers’ reputation. Not that he was scared of the Banks brothers, but he thought they might be useful. They were dealers, top of their game, or had been in their prime at any rate, and Dante wanted to make it to the top and he just might be able to get a foot on the ladder with them. It was pure chance, and good luck that he’d landed a cell with the youngest brother.
It was their first night sharing the cell together and Dante knew from casually watching Troy during the short time he had known him that he was not like his brothers. He wasn’t even worthy of the title of a soldier, he was a skivvy for his brothers, that much was clear. Not that Dante had a problem with that, it would make it easier for him to manipulate him and get in with the Banks’s.
Dante had observed Troy he knew that Troy must be running some kind of operation in here. Drugs, he thought, and the more he had considered it the more he had been convinced that he was right.
He liked getting his fix, and he would make sure that Troy provided that for him when the time was right. Just because he was locked up, Dante didn’t intend to give up the drugs, and nor did he just want to be dealt a few bags here and there.
Dante wanted in on the whole operation and he was determined he would succeed. He heard a faint sound from Troy’s bunk beneath him. He knew that he must be texting his brothers from the mobile he had smuggled in, trying to muffle the sound so as not to give his secret away to his cellmate.
Dante smiled to himself. This was all just going to be so fucking easy.




CHAPTER TWO

Aurora awoke to find Clint had already left for work and Kojo had gone out with his mates. It was the summer holidays and they were still yet to register him at a school for the autumn term at the local school. She did not think it likely that Kojo would want to come back with them once they got back to London, so she would hold off on contacting the schools until after they had returned to Manchester.
The sun was shining through the bedroom window and Aurora already felt her skin prickling with sweat and once more longed for the baby to arrive so she would not have to suffer in the heat so much. She swung her legs off the bed and padded into the bathroom.
She hoped that Clint was feeling more positive today about London. She understood his fears and she wished that things could have been different; but as much as she wished it weren’t true, Clint had been there when Troy had stabbed her sister, ended poor, beautiful Shan’s life, and if he testified in court against Troy it was a small price to pay for giving justice to her beloved sister.
Sometimes she regretted forgiving Clint so easily. She had been sick – with grief, shock and anger – when she had realised that her boyfriend had been involved in her sister’s murder, but then Clint had put his life at risk by finally exposing Troy’s actions to the police. Her fear and her love for Clint had driven the anger from her mind and she had not questioned herself as she had fled the capital with him. As their first days in Manchester had crept past, the fear slowly lifting from them and reality setting in, she had begun to doubt her decision. No matter how hard she might try, she could not look at Clint in the same adoring way she once had, for a part of her always reminded her that his sparkling eyes, that she could once have gazed into for hours, had witnessed Troy thrust the knife into her sister.
She loved Clint. She really did, she thought, but were some things unforgivable? Perhaps she would always love him, but would never be able to truly accept or forgive that he had been involved in Shaniqua’s death, even if he had helped bring Troy to justice and had not wanted her to die.
Aurora ran a cold shower, hoping to shake such thoughts. She knew it was only because they were set to return to the Goldsworth tomorrow morning that she was thinking such things. She had found once they had moved into their home in Manchester that the past had slowly become less painful; she thought of Shaniqua less frequently, and she found her happiness with Clint blossoming.
Now they were going back and she wondered if she could handle it. She was emotional and tired all the time now, the hormones saw to that, and going back was sure to make her feel worse. She wondered if her relationship could handle it too; once she heard Clint take the stand and tell the court what had happened the night Shaniqua had died, would she be able to forgive him again?
She switched off the shower, shivering from the cold water, feeling satisfyingly cool as she reached for a towel. She tried not to think of what might happen when they were back on the Goldsworth and thought only of the packing she would have to do before tomorrow.
* * *
Clint tugged at the collar of his work shirt and felt the material beneath his armpits dampen with sweat. He inhaled deeply on his cigarette and flicked the ash across the tarmac of the car park. His break was only a few minutes and he wished he had gone for some food rather than a cigarette as his stomach grumbled loudly.
He reminded himself that he had been lucky to get this job. It was part time at a phone shop and he knew enough about phones to blag his way through customer questions, and though the pay wasn’t great it was enough to keep their heads above water once added to the benefits.
Once the baby arrived in a couple of weeks, it would be a different story. Then there would be nappies and baby food to buy, not to mention the pram, the cot and all the other necessities that would drain what little they had managed to save. Aurora was all for getting a job too, but he wouldn’t hear of it and besides, if she started working too, who would look after the baby?
Then there was Kojo; he was a growing lad, he constantly ate and drank, and they were finding hard enough to support the three of them as it was. He thought of his parents and wondered if it might not be better for them all if Kojo went back to live on the Goldsworth with them. If something happened though, how could he ever forgive himself? His father’s temper was irregular and he was liable to explode at the slightest thing, and if he seriously injured Kojo, Clint would know it was his fault, because Kojo would have been safe if he’d stayed in Manchester. Yet what about Aurora and the baby, could he let them go hungry so that Kojo could stay? There was too much to think about, and Clint didn’t know the answers anyway.
He took a last drag on his cigarette and tossed it to the floor. He had told his supervisor that he was taking two weeks off; she had not been impressed with the short notice but he had assured her that the prosecution service would be writing to the boss to prove that he was required in court, and she’d had little choice but to let him take the time off.
As he returned to the shop, he wondered if they would look for someone to replace him whilst he was away. He was hardly a star salesman and he wasn’t irreplaceable, he knew that much. That was the last thing he needed, to lose his job.
Feeling strained, his doubts weighing heavily on his mind, he forced a smile as he popped a chewing gum into his mouth and breezed back into the shop.
* * *
Troy glared at his cellmate and tried to hide the surprise on his face. He had thought that he had been careful, but clearly his efforts were lacking.
“You deaf or what?” Dante asked, looking bewildered. “I asked if I could borrow your phone for a bit later, is that ok or not?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Troy shrugged. “I ain’t got a phone. We’re locked up, why’d you think I’d have one?”
Troy hoped his voice sounded more assured than he felt.
“I heard you last night,” Dante laughed. “Texting for fucking hours, I thought you’d never give it a rest and shut the fuck up.”
“I wasn’t texting,” Troy protested, trying to look affronted.
“Right,” Dante snorted, shaking his head. “You think I’m stupid or what?”
Troy felt cornered, and he wished that Amal was here, he would know how to handle it.
“Come on man, give it a break,” he said, hating the pleading tone to his voice.
Dante’s expression hardened and Troy knew he wasn’t going to let it drop. Dante moved towards Troy’s bunk and reached for the thin mattress.
“So if I check under here –”
Troy jumped forward as Dante lifted up the mattress.
“Get your fucking hands off,” he snapped.
Dante moved away from the bunk, the small mobile clasped in his hand, a smug look on his face. He held it up, eyebrow raised at Troy.
“So, we got that straight,” Dante smiled. “Can I borrow it?”
Troy knew the game was up and reached for the phone, but Dante stepped back, keeping the phone out of his reach.
“What for?” Troy groaned, relenting. He didn’t have any other choice.
“Private business,” Dante replied with a shrug.
“What business?” Troy asked. The last thing he needed was for Dante to go scrolling through his texts to Tyrese. Now he remembered his brother’s warnings to delete all the incriminating messages once they were no longer needed. He could’ve kicked himself for forgetting. “I got some private stuff on here,” he said.
“I ain’t going to rob your customers or nothing like that, don’t worry, it’s a personal call,” Dante said.
Troy didn’t like that Dante knew he was using the phone for business, and briefly panicked about what his cellmate might know of his dealings.
“You’re not ringing a sex chat line or something, are you?” Troy asked, narrowing his eyes at his cellmate. “Because that shit is expensive, you know.”
“You know that from personal experience?” Dante sniggered, raising an eyebrow.
“No, I –” Troy stammered, blushing.
“I got to call a girl on the outside, right?” Dante said, ignoring Troy’s embarrassment. “I won’t be long,” he added.
Troy took a deep breath and sighed. It was useless getting into a fight; Dante already held the phone and it wasn’t like he could go tell a prison officer that his contraband phone had been robbed.
“Fuck’s sake,” Troy said. “Be quick, and don’t get caught.”
“Cheers man,” Dante grinned.
Troy gave him a last angry look and left the cell. He was quickly growing to hate his cellmate, and he didn’t trust him.
* * *
Zoe heard Sienna crying and gave a groan as she opened her eyes, sunlight creeping through the threadbare curtains. She had meant to buy new ones, ones that didn’t let in so much light, but she was still saving up. She sat up in bed and felt Tamar stir beside her, rubbing his eyes and moaning at the wake-up cries.
She smiled down at him. His eyes were still closed and one hand was half-covering them, his chest bare and the duvet covering his nakedness from the waist down. She had enjoyed last night and she was pleased that he had felt comfortable enough with her to stay the entire night. She remembered the night she had conceived Sienna – a quick shag in a random bedroom at a house party, and that had been it. Five minutes, and he’d been out the door and onto the next girl.
Sienna was still crying from the corner of the room and Zoe rolled out of bed and padded across the carpet barefoot and naked to her daughter. At the sight of her looking down into the cot, Sienna’s cries seemed to become less urgent. Zoe smiled down at her, stroked her beautiful face, and reached for some clothes. She pulled on tracksuit bottoms and a sleeveless vest, no underwear, and lifted Sienna out of the cot.
She rocked her in her arms as she left the bedroom and a stirring Tamar, retreating down the hallway past the lounge to the kitchen. A few empty cans remained on the counter and she flushed with exhilaration at the memory of last night. They had done it on the sofa and then had a few more cans, and then he had allowed her to lead him to the bedroom, where they had done it again.
Lifting Sienna into her high chair, Zoe wiped down the plastic table and busied herself making her breakfast. As the microwave pinged, Zoe caught sight of Tamar emerging from the bedroom. He was dressed and he still rubbed at his eyes. She knew he must not be used to waking early, but she had gotten used to it since having Sienna. She envied him his lie-ins, and wondered if it would put him off wanting to stay round at hers more often.
She took Sienna’s breakfast out of the microwave and blew on the food, hoping to cool it. Sienna caught the smell of it and howled.
“You want to stay for some breakfast?” Zoe asked, looking over her shoulder at Tamar. “It’s the least I can do for you, after last night and –” She trailed off as Tamar shook his head.
“Nah, I’m okay thanks,” he said. He looked from Sienna to Zoe, and Zoe blushed. She knew she must look a state. She hadn’t even washed her face, or brushed her teeth. She knew the clothes she wore were stained, but they’d been the first things she’d picked up from the floor. “I should probably get going.”
“Are you sure?” Zoe asked, putting the bowl of food down in front of Sienna. Sienna fell silent at once. “It’s no trouble.”
“No, it’s fine, really,” Tamar insisted.
Zoe went round the table towards him, and Tamar stood there, fumbling for a cigarette in his pocket.
“Thanks for last night,” Zoe said, blushing at her own words.
“No problem,” Tamar said. He didn’t look at her, and Zoe wondered at once if he regretted having sex with her. She forced a smile, knowing that guys hated a clingy girl. He was probably just tired, she told herself. “I got to get on,” Tamar said, gesturing behind him to the hallway and the front door.
“If you ever want to come over again, you’re more than welcome,” Zoe said, as Tamar retreated down the hallway. She followed, running a hand over her hair and hating how messy it must look to him. “I’m pretty much always here.”
Tamar opened the front door and hesitated on the doorstep. Zoe stopped, and looked at him expectantly, hoping he would kiss her, show her some sign that he still wanted her, that she was not being stupid, and that he didn’t regret last night.
“I’ll see you around,” Tamar said, with a brief smile, and then he was out the front door. He lit a cigarette, gave a slight wave to her, and walked away. Zoe watched him go and closed the front door.
She felt her heart sink but she willed herself not to feel bad. She knew that he must regret what had happened between them and she couldn’t even blame him, she realised. It had been a one-off, she decided, and she was fine with that. It wasn’t like she loved him or anything. They were both lonely, they had both needed someone last night and they had found each other purely by chance. It wasn’t a love affair, just a bunk-up between friends. If it was even that, she thought.
Returning to the kitchen, she found Sienna smearing her breakfast over her face and let out a sigh, hurrying over to her and grabbing a piece of kitchen roll to clean her up, pushing any thoughts of Tamar from her mind. She was under no illusions that he would be thinking of her, so she would not think of him.
* * *
Brandy watched from the kitchen as her mother staggered past the window and stumbled through the front door a moment later. She carried her wig under her arm and her skirt had ridden high up her thighs so her underwear was showing. Her heels were stained with vomit and her eyes were red and unfocused.
“You want a cuppa?” Brandy called out to her. Her face ached, more than the rest of her body, which wasn’t saying much, but she’d had enough of Aunt Bo’s questions and her aunt would be too distracted dealing with her, at least, to pay Brandy much mind, she hoped.
Her mum narrowed her eyes and pulled a face.
“Cuppa what?” she demanded. Brandy smelt the alcohol and the weed on her. “Vodka, sure. Tequila, even better.”
Brandy rolled her eyes. She hated her mum, she wished she would leave and not come back, but she somehow always seemed to navigate her way back home even after a week-long binge.
“Pour me a drink girl,” her mother snapped. She tripped on her heels and fell against the doorframe with a loud thud, cussing and hissing. She refocused on Brandy, hand on hip as she righted herself, “You deaf?”
Her eyes were red, and Brandy wondered if she was still high on crack. She normally only came back to scrounge money when she’d run out.
Brandy pushed past her mum and out of the kitchen. She heard her mum clattering on her heels after her, but Brandy swept into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her.
“Girl, get out here,” her mum was screaming. “Walk away from me bitch, you think you better than me ‘cos you got yourself some gangbanger? He ain’t all that honey, let me tell you that, I could go around there right now and show him a better time, don’t get it twisted girl.”
“You’d have some fucking trouble with that,” Brandy shouted back through the bedroom door, ignoring the pain from her split-lip. “Me and Troy broke up ages ago, and he’s in prison now so unless you get yourself locked up, which I wish you fucking would, then good luck with that.”
“Cow!” her mum shrieked, and there was a bang as something hit the door. Brandy wondered if her mum had thrown herself at it, but there was another bang and her mum cried, “Give me back my shoes girl, I’m telling you, don’t be stealing from me.”
She wondered over the cocktail of drugs and alcohol her mum was on today. It wasn’t even evening yet and she was on another planet. She hoped she was only stopping for a shit and shower and then going back on her way.
“Deanna, is that you?” Aunt Bo shouted. Doors slammed. “Don’t start screaming your head off, I just got your grandson back to sleep.”
“I don’t have no grandson,” Deanna snapped back. “You just want to make me sound old, you fat cow. I fucking hated you from the day you were born.”
Brandy rolled her eyes. Her mum was such a waste of space.
The television started blaring from the lounge and Brandy felt relieved that her mum had at least lost interest in pissing her off. Aunt Bo could always handle her better than Brandy could. Frazer’s screams added to the noise on the other side of her bedroom door.
Although she was safely inside the fear was not so easily shaken, and she sat down heavily on her bed and tried to ignore the ache of her body. The Banks brothers knew what number her mum’s flat was, they knew where they would be able to find her if they decided to come and finish what they had started last night.
They wouldn’t hurt her if they knew she was the mother of their nephew, she thought, but she didn’t want to tell them because then Troy would find out and she would never be rid of him. She liked to think that she had become a part of the Banks family over the years she’d been dating Troy, but she knew she hadn’t, not really. Troy’s mum had never liked her, and Tyrese and Trent had never really been taken with her either, she thought. Jessie, Troy’s sister, perhaps had liked her, but she remembered that Jessie had gone, and she doubted she had liked her enough to stand up for her anyway.
Brandy wondered what Troy felt towards her. Did he still want her back? Did he spend each night in prison wishing he had treated her better? She doubted it. She had given DS Patterson the knife he had used to kill Shaniqua; if it wasn’t for her, he might not even have been charged. He probably hated her, dreamt of the day he would get out and pay her back for what she had done. She remembered how angry he could get, how long he held a grudge. He would probably think the beating she’d got last night was pitiful; he’d probably use a cricket bat on her instead.
Brandy knew Troy hated betrayal; and she had betrayed him perhaps more than anyone else, even Clint. At least Clint had an excuse. Troy had tried to rape his girlfriend, he was bound to be pissed off, not even Troy could blame him for wanting to get his own back. Brandy had stabbed him in the back and she knew Troy would never forgive her for that.
Whether Troy was found guilty or not, he would be out of prison someday. If she went to court and gave evidence he would hate her all the more for it. Perhaps if she didn’t then he would gradually forgive and forget what she had done, and at least his brothers wouldn’t come round and kick the door in.
It was her only hope, she realised. She couldn’t give evidence against Troy, she couldn’t put her life at risk. She made up her mind. She would have to flee the Goldsworth Estate, flee London perhaps, and hide from Troy and his brothers. They would never find her, she decided, and only then would she really be safe.
* * *
Dante sensed that Troy was apprehensive as he returned to their cell after dinner that evening. Dante smiled at him as he lay back on his bunk and looked down at him.
“I put the phone back, don’t worry,” Dante told him.
Troy checked anyway, and seemed satisfied, because he didn’t say anything, falling onto his own bunk beneath and remaining quiet.
“You had a good day?” Dante asked to make conversation.
Troy didn’t reply, and Dante rolled his eyes. He didn’t want to spend this time, however long they would be cellmates, in complete silence.
“You always this chatty, mate?” Dante offered.
“What the fuck do you want from me?” Troy groaned from the bunk below.
Dante thought on the question a moment. He wanted a lot of things from him; a step onto the ladder, money, power. He didn’t think that was what he wanted to hear.
“I heard you was a proper big deal in here,” Dante said, hoping he sounded earnest, as if he really were in awe of him. “And on the outside and all.”
Troy was silent, and Dante wondered if his flattery hadn’t worked.
“Well, I suppose I am a bit of a name,” Troy said, and Dante knew his plan was working. “How did you hear about me anyway?”
“I’m from the Goldsworth and all,” Dante replied. “Well, near enough to it. You’re a fucking legend, man.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Troy agreed, obviously pleased by the compliment.
Dante thought it was too soon to broach the subject of the drugs operation he knew Troy was running inside and he didn’t want to fuck things up this early on.
“So, how come you got to be such a big name?” Dante asked, “I mean, I heard stories like everyone else, but now I’ve met you man –”
“Well, it’s a pretty long story,” Troy said, though Dante could tell he was eager to recount it.
“We’ve got ages,” Dante suggested.
Troy murmured an agreement and began to talk then, and Dante smiled as he listened. He was sure most of what he would say would be utter bullshit, but he also knew that the best way to get in with people like Troy was to play to their egos and soon enough, if his plan worked, it would be Dante who was running it all.
* * *
Clint felt the warmth emanating from Aurora’s skin against his own and she shifted on the mattress, nestling in the crook of his arm. He wondered how she had managed to fall asleep with such ease when he felt wired, unable to close his eyes.
He could not stop thinking about tomorrow, when they would return to London, to the Goldsworth Estate, and everything they had done to keep themselves safe, out of sight from the Banks brothers, would be in jeopardy.
Though he knew that there was no way he could persuade Aurora and Kojo to stay in Manchester, especially now that they were packed and excited for the trip, he regretted agreeing to them coming with him. He was putting all their lives in danger and if anything happened to them he would never forgive himself.
There was so much at stake. The Banks brothers would be after him, and then there was his father, who was as dangerous as they were if he raised his fists to one of them. Aurora wanted to see her mother, but Clint remembered how upset she had always seemed to be as her mum sank into depression and drink. Now that Aurora was pregnant, he didn’t want her getting stressed out and he was sure that her mum had not recovered as she had tried to lead Aurora to believe during her infrequent calls.
He couldn’t stop them from coming with him though, and he knew that part of Aurora must want to see him take the stand, testify against Troy. He wondered if she had truly forgiven him for his role in Shaniqua’s death. He had not held the knife, he had not started the argument, and he had been horrified by Troy’s actions, but he had kept quiet for so long, lied to Aurora, and he knew that she had not forgotten it, as much as she might try to pretend that she had long forgiven him.
If she saw him on the stand, heard what he had to say about that night, would she be able to forgive him? It didn’t matter, he thought, he had no choice but to give his evidence, or Aurora really would never forgive him.
Exhausted but unable to sleep, Clint listened to Aurora’s gentle breathing and felt the beating of her heart as he held her in his arms, and hoped returning to the Goldsworth was not as big a mistake as he thought it was.
* * *
The following day, Clint watched as Kojo leapt into a table seat beside the window, and Aurora followed, sitting opposite him. Clint gave a last contemplative look back to the closing doors of the train and sat down beside Aurora in the aisle seat. Kojo was already pulling a pack of cards out and laying them out on the plastic table between them. Their suitcases were safely stowed in the luggage rack, and yet Clint felt his chest constrict with each passing moment.
He longed to grab the bags, drag Aurora and Kojo off the train and return home, but he remained seated, hands clenched into fists in his lap beneath the table. He tried not to show his unease to the others but he knew he must look strained, because Aurora shot him concerned looks and more than once tried to reassure him.
An announcement came over the loudspeaker and a few moments later the train rumbled into life and the platform began to disappear from sight. Manchester was soon flying past the window in a blur as the train picked up speed as it headed on towards London, and Clint knew it was too late for them to go back now.
“Calm down,” Aurora said under her breath, “It looks like you’re about to have a seizure. You need to relax.”
“I’m trying,” Clint shot back.
Kojo either didn’t notice the tension from his brother, or chose to ignore it, as he finished shuffling the deck of cards and looked expectantly from Clint to Aurora.
“Want to play?” he asked, hopeful.
“No,” Clint snapped.
Kojo scowled, and Aurora reached forward.
“Maybe we’ll play in a little bit,” she suggested.
“Forget it,” Kojo said, dropping the cards back to the table.
“Clint’s just –” Aurora tried to excuse him, but trailed off. Kojo didn’t look like he much cared what his brother was, still scowling. Aurora tried to smile, “Why don’t you go get yourself some breakfast from the catering cart?” she asked.
Kojo rolled his eyes but slid out from his seat, holding out his hand for some cash. Aurora nudged Clint gently and he reluctantly dug his hand into his jeans’ pocket and pulled out a fiver.
“I want the change,” he warned his brother, as Kojo snatched the note and disappeared down the aisle and out of the carriage.
With Kojo gone, Aurora turned on him.
“I know you’re worried, but you can’t take it out on him,” she said reprovingly. “It’s not his fault what’s happened.”
“I know,” Clint admitted, abashed. “And I feel bad. But I’m worried, I can’t help that. This was a bad idea.”
“No, it’s not,” Aurora insisted. “I know you’re worried about the Banks –”
“It’s not just them though is it?” Clint snapped. “What about my dad? Kojo can’t wait to see him, and what happens when he gets a smack round the head for his trouble, eh? It’ll be us that have to deal with it, won’t it?”
Aurora was quiet and Clint wondered, not for the first time, if she was regretting bringing Kojo with them when they had fled London. He knew she had found it hard to adjust to having him with them, but he had hoped she’d gotten over it. He knew she understood why he’d had to bring him with them, but Aurora was having a baby of her own – their baby – and he knew she didn’t need the stress of raising Kojo too.
“We’ll be staying with my mum,” Aurora reminded him. “Kojo won’t be at risk, not if you’re there with him.”
“I don’t know,” Clint sighed. “Maybe he’ll be in more danger with me.”
“We won’t know until we get there,” Aurora said quietly. “We just have to hope for the best, okay? That’s all we can do.”
Clint knew that she was right. He wished that there was another way, but there was no sending Kojo or Aurora back to Manchester now. He reached across the table and picked up the cards, giving them another shuffle.
“I suppose a few games of cards won’t hurt,” Clint said, a hint of a smile, and Aurora nodded approvingly at him. “It’ll take my mind off –” He trailed off and Aurora’s look darkened, and he knew that she too shared his fears as the train rumbled across the countryside, each minute bringing them closer to London.
* * *
Dante dropped down from his bunk and looked at Troy dozing on the bottom bed. He wondered how some people could be so fucking stupid. Troy really thought he was a key player out on the streets – and inside – and Dante had struggled not to laugh at some of the shit he’d come out with last night as he had told Dante of his many victories out on the street and how he’d earned so much respect. Dante had remained composed, though. It would not do to give it all away, as much as he might want to give this idiot a beating, teach him some real respect. Troy clearly thought he was just some kid who was in awe that he’d had the good luck to meet one of the Banks brothers in prison – and that was exactly what Dante wanted him to think. His plan depended upon that fact and he knew he’d succeeded so far.
The monotony of prison life seemed to bore Troy, whereas Dante found it gave him plenty of time to plot his next move and after much deliberation he had come up with it.
He nudged Troy and his cellmate’s eyes flew open, instantly weary and alert. Perhaps he wasn’t such an idiot, Dante considered. Troy caught sight of him and seemed to ease, and Dante knew he was gaining his trust, little by little.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump,” Dante apologized. “I guess you must’ve made a lot of enemies on your way to the top, you don’t let your guard down, that’s a good thing.”
Troy clearly didn’t hear the bullshit and patronising tone in his voice.
“Yeah, well, always got to be alert,” he nodded. “You don’t get respect without making some enemies along the way, you’re right there.”
Dante nodded. Their cell had been opened a while ago and Troy had slept since then, which played to Dante’s advantage.
“Hey man, I wanted to give you the heads up,” Dante said, lowering his voice. Troy looked weary at his words. “I think something’s going down man.”
“How do you mean?” Troy demanded at once, eyes narrowing. “You ain’t been around here long, you shouldn’t start getting paranoid or shit like that. I was like that when I first arrived,” he said, then quickly backtracked. “Only ‘cos I knew people would want to target me, you know, I got a reputation.”
“Yeah man,” Dante nodded, trying not to roll his eyes. “You’re probably right, I just thought it was a bit weird, but –” He trailed off, shrugging in his shoulders, and made to leave the cell.
He was nearly at the door, fearing Troy hadn’t risen to the bait, but then Troy called him back.
“Wait, you might as well tell me,” he said.
Dante turned and saw Troy was sat up now, leaning forward. He could see that Troy was interested despite himself, and he resisted the urge to smile at how easy it was becoming to manipulate him.
“You never know,” Troy shrugged, his eyes belying his casual gesture. “Come on man, tell me what’s got you twisted.”
“It probably ain’t nothing –” Dante said, pretending to hesitate.
Troy gave him a stern look, and Dante tried to look cowed.
“Okay,” he said, and went and sat on the plastic chair beside Troy’s bed. “It’s just earlier, when you were still sleeping, one of the PO’s came in.”
“To unlock?”
“Nah, after that,” Dante replied. “He just poked his head in, had a look around, and then when he saw I was awake he left. Didn’t say anything.”
“Weird,” Troy said, though he didn’t seem alarmed. “But you get some like that. Probably a queer, you’re lucky he didn’t frisk you man.”
“Yeah,” Dante nodded. “But when I went out, he was chatting to one of the others. They kept looking back at the door, and then they stopped when they saw I was looking.”
“Mm,” Troy said, and Dante saw that this was starting to concern him. “Still, probably nothing.”
“Probably,” Dante agreed. “Anyway, I’m off for breakfast.”
Troy nodded but didn’t answer, and Dante left the cell, knowing that Troy was more worried by what he’d said than he dared let on to him. He could already picture him texting his brothers for help. He hoped that Troy would dwell on his words. Though they were lies, Troy didn’t know that, and if Dante was right in his thinking, Troy would soon be getting as paranoid as he had claimed Dante was. He was counting on it and he crossed his fingers it would work.
* * *
Tyrese read the text from Troy with frustration. He wondered if he had been wrong to think Troy was more valuable locked up. Perhaps he was just a liability wherever the fuck he was.
He sat up in bed and looked around his bedroom. He had his own bedroom now, the room that had once belonged to Troy. The flat seemed a lot bigger now that Troy and Jessie were no longer staying here, and he pushed the familiar twinge of embarrassment that both he and Trent remained at their mother’s flat though they were long past the age it was usual to move out.
Pushing the thoughts away, he climbed out of bed and pulled some jeans on over his boxers and left his bedroom. The lounge was empty, but discarded beer cans and an overflowing ashtray remained from last night, and Tyrese wondered how long Trent had stayed up drinking after they had got back from the party they’d attended. He heard his mum in the kitchen, whistling along to the radio, and tuned her out, knocking on his brother’s bedroom door that led directly off the lounge.
“Fuck off ma,” Trent shouted, his voice muffled.
Tyrese opened the door anyway and closed it behind him as he went to his brother’s bed and ripped the duvet from over his head. He was at least pleased that Adrianna had made herself scarce first thing, though the room still stunk of sex.
“Oh, it’s you,” Trent groaned, looking no more pleased than if it had been their mother. “What do you want?”
“I got a text from Troy,” Tyrese replied, standing over him. Trent was wearing boxers and as Tyrese looked down at him, he saw that his brother, once so muscular from hours spent down the gym, was getting fat. He wondered if it was because of all the beer or the fact that Trent had given up on working out. Or both. He shook his head, he would have to get his brother to pull himself together, but that was a discussion for another time. There were more pressing matters to be dealt with right now. “He’s having some problems.”
“No fucking joke,” Trent sniggered, making no effort to get out of bed or even to sit up. “He’s always having some problem or other. What’s it to me?”
Tyrese gritted his teeth.
“What the fuck do you mean by that?” Tyrese hissed. “You’re happy enough spending the fucking profits, ain’t you?”
Trent opened his eyes and looked at his brother. Tyrese hoped that at least he would pay some attention now he knew his spending money might be under threat.
“Come on then,” Trent said, propping himself up on his elbows. “What’s he done now?”
“He says someone might’ve tipped off the screws about the operation,” Tyrese replied, sitting down on the edge of the bed, pushing Trent’s legs out of the way as he did. “Wants to know what he should do.”
“Can’t he figure anything out for himself?” Trent shook his head.
“Obviously not,” Tyrese sighed. “Anyway, I figure perhaps he just gets someone else to do more of the stuff. Keep himself off the radar, you know?”
Trent shrugged and Tyrese wondered why he’d bothered to wake him.
“Sounds fair enough to me,” Trent said. “Can I go back to sleep now? I’m fucking hanging and my mouth tastes like a bloody ashtray.”
Tyrese stood up, shaking his head with exasperation, and left the room, Trent already pulling the duvet back over his head. He sent a reply to Troy, hoping his youngest brother would have the sense to note the irritation in his reply and not bother him with such stuff again.
It was no wonder the Banks brothers were starting to lose respect, Tyrese thought sadly as he sat down in the lounge and lit a cigarette. He had long suspected that people talked about their dwindling presence on the estate, but the party last night had been an eye-opener. A drunk kid who thought he was something special for dealing a bit of coke for the Healy’s had mentioned that talk around the estate had it that the Banks’ rule was over. Tyrese had been pissed off but he had to admit he had his own doubts. Troy was locked up and still a useless pussy; Trent was becoming a waste of space; and they were being deserted by guys who had once been proud to be associated with the Banks brothers.
Maybe it was the end for them, he wondered. The Healy’s were starting to deal on the Goldsworth again, and whereas a few months ago he’d have been quick to send Trent and a few other guys off with baseball bats to teach the dealers who forgot it was their patch a lesson, he didn’t see the point now. He couldn’t afford to get into a turf war with the Healy’s – they were top of their game, and the Banks brothers were fast nearing the bottom of theirs.
He would have to discuss his fears with Sanjay later, he decided. He did not even consider voicing his concern to his brother, it would do no good at all, he realized.
* * *
As the train slowed in its approach to Euston station, Aurora felt the tension emanating from Clint in waves and his evident nerves began to rub off on her. She wondered if perhaps he was right and this was a huge mistake. Were they about to walk into terrible danger? Would the Banks brothers kill Clint? Kojo was distracted looking out the window as London loomed beyond the window, and she wiped a bead of sweat from Clint’s forehead, smiling as reassuringly as she could manage in a bid to ease his worry, though he could not even bring himself to return the smile.
When the train came to a stop, Aurora feared Clint would not move from his seat and they would simply remain on the train until it returned to Manchester. Kojo jumped from his seat, excited to be back home, and Aurora nudged Clint. He reluctantly slid from his seat and busied himself with their suitcases as Aurora kept a close eye on Kojo as they got off the train in the throng of people leaving.
She looked about the station and wondered why she didn’t feel happier that she was finally stepping foot back in London; her hometown, her birthplace. She only felt a prickling of unease as Clint dragged the suitcases behind him, leading them down the platform and through the station towards the underground.
Aurora fumbled in her handbag for her Oyster Card. She hadn’t used it in so long and it made her feel a little more at ease; whatever might await them on the Goldsworth, some things never changed.
They fought through the crowds to the lift and Clint remained on edge. Aurora wanted to say something reassuring, but she could think of nothing. Kojo’s evident excitement she knew wasn’t helping to ease Clint’s mind, but she could hardly tell him not to be pleased to be seeing his parents. She was excited, if a little anxious, about seeing her mother too.
The platform for the northbound Northern Line was crowded and Aurora felt sweat pool beneath her armpits. She was feeling tired and flustered, and she found herself glancing about for people she might recognise. She half imagined seeing one of the Banks brothers emerge from the opening tube carriage doors and recognise her and Clint. Her heart pounded and her palms became slick with sweat.
She wondered if the same fears were running through Clint’s mind and tried to force away these dark thoughts as they struggled forward in the surge of people onto the tube. She grabbed a handrail and shut her eyes, fearing that Clint was right and returning was a terrible mistake.
* * *
Troy read and re-read the text he had received from Tyrese and gritted his teeth with frustration. He had hoped his brother would provide the perfect solution for him but instead he’d come up with a useless plan that Troy had already written off. Tyrese wanted him to use somebody to deflect attention from himself, but Troy had dismissed that thought. Amal had gone now, there was nobody else.
He had not sent a reply to Tyrese voicing this anger, because Troy was not a big enough fool not to notice the implication to his brother’s words. They clearly warned him that Tyrese didn’t want to be disturbed by trivial stuff like this, and that he expected Troy to take the initiative and sort this matter out himself.
Though it pissed him off no end, Troy also saw it as a form of respect. His eldest brother trusted him enough to leave it in his hands and that meant something, he decided. He glanced towards the door and wished Amal was here to keep watch.
He kept one eye on the door as he pulled out a small baggie of white powder. It was risky without someone to keep watch but he tipped it out into the palm of his hand all the same. He sometimes snorted it using a pen he’d dismantled, but he didn’t have the time or the inclination today, so he dabbed his finger in the small pile of blow and rubbed it into his gums.
The cocaine was almost gone when a figure appeared at the door to the cell and he felt his heart race at once. Dante walked in, shooting him a curious look, and Troy sighed with relief. He couldn’t even bring himself to be pissed off with his cellmate for catching him out, not when his first dreadful thought had been that a PO had busted him in the act.
“Chill, it’s only me,” Dante said, eyes lingering on the powder in Troy’s hand.
“No worries,” Troy mumbled. He finished the rest, ignoring Dante’s eyes boring into him and patted his hands clean.
He wished Dante hadn’t caught him, because now he would no doubt want some, although he supposed that wasn’t a bad thing if he was willing to pay like the rest. Just because they shared a cell didn’t mean Troy was about to be sharing anything else with him.
A thought occurred to Troy then, and he glanced at Dante. Dante’s eyes narrowed, and Troy knew that his idea must have registered on his face.
“You know what, Dante, you did the right thing coming to me about that shifty PO earlier,” Troy said, hoping his voice did not sound as cunning as he felt right now. He gestured towards the plastic chair and Dante sat down, still looking bewildered. “If you’re interested, I might have a little job for you. That sound cool?”
Dante considered him a moment.
“Yeah, sure,” he shrugged.
Troy’s smile widened. He had just decided on the perfect guy to take over the day to day running of the operation whilst he let the heat die down on him and Dante looked up to him, respected his reputation and wouldn’t dare fuck things up. Dante looked uncertain under Troy’s gaze, and Troy knew he was right.
* * *
Dante listened as Troy filled him in on what would be expected of him, hardly able to believe that it had taken only a few hours to win Troy’s complete trust and it was all he could do not to clap his hands together. He had never imagined it would be so easy, but clearly he had underestimated how fucking stupid the youngest of the Banks brothers was.
This was exactly what he had been hoping for when he had lied to Troy about the POs getting suspicious of him and his mates. He could hardly believe it had been so easy to fool him, and in such a short amount of time.
“What’s in it for me?” Dante asked when Troy had explained about collecting orders and shifting the gear once their payment had been received. He knew that Troy would half-expect such a question; after all, he was putting his neck out on Troy’s behalf, it was surely a question anyone would ask.
Troy considered him a moment.
“You can help yourself to some of the gear,” Troy said after a while. “Not too much mind, we got to make a profit at the end of the day.”
Dante thought longingly of a nice fat line or a tasty joint and that was surely a great bonus on top of a plan that seemed to be working better than even he had dared to hope for.
“So what do you say, Dante, mate?” Troy asked, leaning forward, expectant. Dante pretended to consider for a moment and nodded, allowing a smile. Troy grinned, “Good decision, man. You won’t regret it. You prove yourself loyal, and you don’t fuck anything up, I’ll see you do all right.”
Dante kept smiling. Troy had no idea how right his words were, though not in the way he realised yet. Damn right Troy was going to see him right. Dante had big plans for this place, but Troy had no idea that these plans didn’t involve him. He was going to establish himself and then he was going to take this pussy out for good, along with anyone else who got in his way, and then he’d be at the top.
Troy offered him his hand and Dante shook it. He saw the scheming in Troy’s eyes and knew that his cellmate thought he was using Dante as a fall guy, someone to run things until the heat was off. He’d explained as much, but Dante let this slide, because he knew that in reality it was Troy who was getting played.
“Fancy a few lines to celebrate?” Troy asked.
At least Troy had his uses, Dante thought, and nodded hungrily. He might as well enjoy himself, he decided, until he could take over and then take Troy out.
* * *
The Goldsworth loomed in front of them as they walked past the gates of their old school and down the road towards the rambling estate. Aurora had walked to and from school so many times before but she felt like a stranger to the place as they neared. She imagined people cutting their eyes at her, but she knew she was being ridiculous. Some people were bound to recognise her from school, but many more had no idea who she was and didn’t care either.
“Do we have to go to Aurora’s mum’s place first?” Kojo asked, instantly put out when Clint had told him where they were headed. “Can’t we just go and see mum and dad? It’s not like I even know her mum,” he insisted, cutting a look at Aurora and mumbling, “No offence,” in her direction.
“She’s expecting us,” Clint snapped, and Kojo glared at him but said nothing else, as aware as Aurora was that Clint’s mood had soured even more as they had left the tube station and the Goldsworth had come into view.
It wasn’t entirely true that her mum was expecting them, Aurora thought to herself. She had tried to ring her and got no response, so she had left a few voicemails and sent a text. She hoped now that her mum hadn’t moved, but she was sure she would have let them know. Then again, the state her mum had been in when they’d left so many months ago, Aurora didn’t really know what to expect.
Passing in between two blocks of flats, Aurora felt her own unease creep back. They were hardly inconspicuous, she thought. Clint was dragging two suitcases, hers and his own, and Kojo had begun complaining about carrying his own sports bag.
The estate was exactly as she had remembered it, the concrete a dull and dismal grey. The only splash of colour came from the front doors of the flats that looked down upon them from every balcony on every block, though the paint was peeling and nobody seemed bothered about redoing them.
“We’re back,” she muttered under her breath, and Clint glanced to her, sharing her feeling of apprehension.
“I don’t care what you say,” Kojo said suddenly. “I’m going to see mum and dad.”
“Kojo –” Clint snapped, voice rising, but Kojo was already storming away from them, disappearing into the shadows of a stairwell. “That little shit,” Clint swore quietly, hesitating, unsure whether to go after his brother or not.
“Let him go,” Aurora said gently, and Clint’s shoulders sagged in resignation.
Kojo emerged on one of the balconies above them, not even looking back down at them. He knocked on the front door of his parents’ flat and let himself in. The door closed behind him and Aurora looked at Clint, worried by the weary expression on his face.
“Come on,” she said, “Let’s get these bags to my mum’s and then you can go after him.”
Clint sighed and nodded. She led the way up another stairwell, though Clint knew the way well enough; he’d walked her home from school enough times. Clint sweated and swore as he dragged the two suitcases up the stairs. Aurora offered to help but he refused to let her, insisting that she should do no lifting in her condition, so Aurora watched him grow more irritated as he heaved them up the stairs.
He wiped his forehead when they reached her floor, and Aurora felt more worried about what she would find now that she was so close to her mother’s flat. She knocked sharply on the door. Clint joined her, and they waited together. There was no response, and Aurora felt a moment’s panic. What would they do if nobody was here? Her mum could have gone down to the pub, or be round at a mates’. She knocked again, glancing at Clint, trying to smile, but from his look she thought it had probably turned out more as a grimace.
She tried the handle and the door swung open. Hesitantly she stepped into her mother’s flat, the flat she had grown up in, and called out to her mum.
“Mum?”
She thought she heard a sound and she motioned for Clint to follow. He dragged the suitcases onto the landing and closed the front door behind them with a loud, firm click. She knew he was grateful to be inside, out of sight of watchful eyes.
Treading slowly down the landing, she looked into her mother’s bedroom. It was much the same as she remembered, the bed unmade and an empty glass on the bedside cabinet. The door to the kitchen was open and nobody was there. She looked to the lounge, the door ajar, and pushed it with a trembling hand.
Her mother sat on the sofa, her eyes closed, breathing gently in her sleep. Aurora stepped into the room and the floor creaked beneath her feet. Marlena Curtis jolted awake at the sound and did a double-take as she saw Aurora.
“Aurora? What are you doing here?” she asked, bewildered. Her eyes fell on Clint a few steps beside her and her eyes narrowed slightly. “And you,” she said, not even attempting to hide her disapproval. “What are you doing back here?”
“I sent you loads of messages, and voicemails, mum,” Aurora sighed. “We’ve come to stay for a few weeks.”
“I never got any,” her mum shrugged. “I thought you were still in Liverpool.”
“Manchester, mum,” Aurora corrected her.
“Huh?”
“We live in Manchester, not Liverpool,” Aurora said. She wondered if her mum had spent all the time in a drunken stupor. She must have, she thought, if she had not even been able to remember which city her only living daughter now lived in. “How have you been anyway?” she asked, sitting on the sofa beside her and giving her a hug. She smelt of cigarette smoke and stale alcohol, Aurora thought.
“Fine, I’m fine,” Marlena waved her off. “You’re back then.”
“Yeah,” Aurora nodded.
Now that she was here she found she did not know what to say to her mother. She was not sure what she had expected; a welcome-home banner and a party were out of the question, but she’d expected something – more. Her mother didn’t seem fussed about seeing her, and her eyes kept flickering to Clint, pursing her lips as if she did not quite know what to do.
“I’ll take the bags through,” Clint said from the doorway. Aurora felt bad that her mother should show such disregard for him, but she could hardly blame her. Marlena had found out, like everyone else on the estate, what had really happened the night Shaniqua had been stabbed. It had hit the news the night Troy had been arrested and this was the first time her mum had seen Clint since she had found out he had been there to witness her eldest daughter’s murder. She had not liked him before that, so Aurora felt relieved at least that she had not said anything too harsh.
Marlena looked as if she might protest, but she held her tongue and Clint dragged the bags out of sight. Aurora knew he would be taking them to her old bedroom, the one she had once shared with Shaniqua, and she wondered if the old photos of her and her sister still hung on the walls. She hoped they weren’t too much for Clint and thought of going to help him when her mum clasped her hand.
“You’re getting big now,” Marlena said, nodding to her baby bump.
“Yeah, not long to go,” Aurora smiled.
Her mum looked away and Aurora wondered why she still couldn’t be happy at the prospect of a grandchild.
Clint reappeared in the doorway, hesitant.
“I’ll go and check on Kojo,” he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
Aurora smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring manner, and Clint gave a brief smile and left. She heard his footsteps, the opening and closing of the front door, and then he was gone.
“I’ll make us all a nice dinner if you like,” Aurora offered. Her mum showed no interest, and Aurora quickly added, “Don’t worry, I’ll get some shopping in, I don’t expect you to feed the three of us.”
“Eating for two are you?” Marlena asked.
“Actually, mum,” Aurora said, “Clint and his brother are going to be staying with us too. You know, what with Clint’s dad –” She trailed off.
“Being like to beat them if they show their faces?” Marlena asked bluntly. Aurora winced at her words. “Not that I’d blame him,” her mother added. “After what that boy’s done, a good thrashing is no more than he deserves.”
“Mum –”
“You might have forgotten,” Marlena snapped. “But I haven’t. It’s an absolute bloody disgrace –”
“Mum, he’s –”
“I was talking about you,” Marlena turned on her. “Shaming your sister’s memory, letting that beast and his brother sleep in the same room that your sister did before he killed her.”
“Mum, Clint didn’t kill Shan,” Aurora insisted, voice rising.
Marlena sneered at her, shaking her head, but said nothing. A long few minutes of silence passed, Aurora unsure what to say to try and ease the tension in the room. This wasn’t what she had hoped for her reunion with her mother.
“About that tea, I could go get some –”
“Oh, do what you want, you usually do,” Marlena interrupted, standing abruptly. “I’m going down to the pub. I don’t want to be around any of you lot.”
“You can’t leave –” Aurora protested.
Marlena turned at the doorway, lips curled back in anger.
“You’ve been back five minutes and already you’re trying to tell me what I can and can’t do,” she said, voice rising with her temper. “You’re lucky I haven’t thrown you and the two brats out on your arses. I would do and all if I didn’t have the tiniest shred of pity left in me. But mark my words, girl, one more word out of line from any of you and I’ll throw you over that balcony myself.”
With that Marlena stormed out of the flat, the front door slamming behind her with a bang. Aurora sat in the lounge and looked out of the window at the skyline of London, the air shimmering with the heat of the day, and she wished that things could have been different. It seemed that her mother was just as she’d been when she had left and she realised how much she had hoped she would have improved, how much she had thought her mum might have pulled herself together. She saw the empty wine bottles stacked beside the sofa and knew nothing had changed since she had been gone.
* * *
Clint knocked on the front door of his parents’ flat and waited, his palms damp and his pulse racing. He heard his brother’s laughter from within the flat and wondered if Kojo had already made up his mind not to come back to Manchester with them.
He knocked again and the door opened. His mother stood in front of him, and her eyes became teary at once. Her lips trembled with emotion as she opened her arms wide and Clint stepped into her embrace. She smelt of home cooking and soap and he felt his own eyes stinging with the threat of tears as she held him close against her, shaking silently with sobs.
“Both of my boys,” she said, wiping at her eyes as she released him from her hug and stood back to appraise him. “You’re both looking well, that Aurora must be almost as good in the kitchen as I am.” She laughed, stroking Clint’s face tenderly. “I’ve missed you boy.”
“I’ve missed you too mum,” Clint said, and he realised he really meant it.
It was easy for him to think himself a man. He had always had to take care of his mum and his brother whilst his dad was out drinking or daren’t show his face for a few days after he’d dished out a particularly nasty beating to one of them. Now he had to take care of Aurora and Kojo, and soon his baby, but now that he was standing in front of his mum, so warm and welcoming, he was reminded that he was only seventeen.
A man, he thought, but not really, not in the eyes of his mother.
Femi Jackson beckoned him inside and Clint followed his mum, closing the door behind him as he went into the lounge. Kojo was sat on the sofa watching the television, a plate of food already on his lap, laughing at a sitcom. His dad sat in his usual armchair and laughed along with Kojo, picking at his own dinner.
“Look who else has come for a visit,” Femi called to her husband. Clint swallowed hard, wondering how his father would react to seeing him.
Rakhul turned and Clint saw that he had not changed. He was still a bulky, lazy man and he barely glanced at Clint before returning his eyes to the television.
“I don’t see anyone,” Rakhul said, picking up a chicken leg off his plate. “Don’t tell lies woman, you know what that gets you.”
Femi smiled as she clasped Clint’s arm, but he knew that it was false.
“Don’t pay any attention to him,” she said, trying to laugh it off. “He’s been a bit down since he lost his job, but he’ll –”
“Why are you talking to yourself?” Rakhul called over his shoulder.
Clint shook his head, irritated that his dad had chosen this particular tactic. He remembered it well. His dad was pretending that he did not exist and he knew well enough from past experience that the charade could go on for days, before Clint would inevitably lose his temper and then Rakhul would have the excuse to beat him for his misbehaviour.
“Don’t worry mum,” Clint said quietly. “I only came to see you anyway.”
He saw the hurt flash across his mother’s face but she smiled sweetly at him.
“You’ll stay for tea, won’t you?” she asked, already making towards the kitchen where he was sure there was plenty of chicken waiting for him.
“I can’t,” Clint said, and he saw his mother’s lips tremble again. “I just came to get Kojo, we should probably go back and see how Aurora’s getting on.”
“You can stay for –”
“Woman, I’ve told you, stop talking to yourself,” Rakhul bellowed.
“Come on Kojo,” Clint called to his brother. “We’re going.”
“I’m staying here,” Kojo snapped. “You can go if you want to.”
“That’s right, of course you can stay here,” Femi rushed back into the lounge, smiling down at her youngest son. “You can stay here for as long as you like.”
Rakhul’s head turned and he narrowed his eyes at his wife.
“Like hell he can,” he snapped. He turned to look at Kojo. “Off you go, boy, you’ve eaten enough. That’s good chicken you’re wasting.”
“I’m not wasting –” Kojo protested.
“Picking at it like a sissy,” Rakhul cut across him. “Here, give it here,” he demanded. He snatched the plate from Kojo and poured the contents onto his own, passing Kojo back an empty plate. “Now go wash that and get gone boy.”
Kojo looked about to argue but his mother swept down and ushered him from the room. Clint was left alone with his father, who studiously ignored him.
“Bye then,” Clint called to him as he left the lounge. Rakhul pretended he couldn’t hear anything. His mum returned from the kitchen with Kojo, who looked petulant at having to leave. “Come on then,” he said to his brother.
“I don’t want to go,” Kojo insisted.
“You can come back tomorrow,” Femi assured him.
Kojo hugged her and Clint looked away, feeling bad that he had to take his brother away. He tried to smile at his mother but she couldn’t quite meet his eyes and he wasn’t sure if she blamed him for keeping Kojo apart from her or if she felt embarrassed that it had come to this.
Clint opened the door and held it for Kojo, who gave him a sour look as he passed. Clint kissed his mother goodbye and joined his brother, the door closing behind them. He wondered if their mum would be in trouble for the visit and hoped that she wouldn’t. Kojo didn’t speak to him as they walked along the balcony towards the stairs, and Clint wished that his brother could understand that it was for his own good that he wasn’t staying with their parents.
“I hate you,” Kojo hissed under his breath, and Clint shook his head sadly.
* * *
Tyrese lit a cigarette and went out the front door of the flat to stand out on the balcony and survey the courtyard below. He had received a text from Troy telling him that the problems from earlier had been sorted, and Tyrese felt relieved that his brother had for once shown some initiative.
Of course, there was still a high chance that Troy would find some way of fucking it all up anyway but Tyrese didn’t want to think about that now. Trent was already lining up the cans for another party and Tyrese needed some fresh air, to get out of the flat that was filled with his mother’s anguished muttering and his brother’s careless drinking.
He glanced across the courtyard at the block on the other side and almost dropped his cigarette in surprise. Clint Jackson was walking, bold as brass, along the balcony towards the stairwell, his brother a few steps in front looking like a miserable brat. It was hard to believe he could be so stupid as to return to the Goldsworth, but there he was, strutting about as if nothing had happened and as if he had no reason to be afraid.
Tyrese took a last drag on his cigarette and threw it down to the courtyard below before retreating back inside the flat. He closed the door, resisting the temptation to go and confront Clint right now. No, he thought, it was better to wait. He intended to have a chat with Clint and he didn’t think it was right that his little brother should have to witness the reunion.
He returned to the lounge and smiled at his brother. He would tell Trent in the morning, when he’d had a bit of time to think how this should be handled. He didn’t want to tip Clint off to the fact that they knew he was back and he knew his brother was not the most discrete guy.
No, Tyrese decided, he would wait until tomorrow to pay Clint a visit. It wouldn’t be pleasant for poor Clint, and Tyrese almost felt sorry for what the lad had coming.




CHAPTER THREE

Aurora set about making breakfast, ignoring the aching of her body. It had not been a comfortable night’s sleep, sharing a single bed with Clint. He had slept restlessly and she felt tired and irritable, partly due to her lack of sleep and also because she felt irritated by her mother. She knew it must be hard for her mum to let Clint stay with them and she had not expected her mother to forgive him as easily or as readily as she had, but her mother had ignored both Aurora and Kojo too after returning from the pub, hardly able to stand up properly without assistance.
“Sorry about last night,” Clint greeted her as he joined her in the kitchen, no doubt drawn by the smell of frying bacon. “I think I’ll just sleep on the sofa tonight. Then at least one of us might get a chance at getting some sleep.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Aurora waved him off. “I know you’ve got a lot on your mind.”
“Yeah,” Clint groaned, though he still sounded apologetic. He stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist as he nuzzled her neck. She found herself smiling despite her sour mood. “I actually thought about just sleeping on the floor beside the bed last night, when you started stealing the pillow and the duvet.”
Aurora laughed at the thought, and then shook her head.
“It won’t be for long,” Aurora said. “We’ll be fine. I’m sure mum has a blow-up mattress somewhere, unless she threw it out.”
Clint released her from his arms and went to sit at the kitchen table. Aurora had already deduced from the mood that Clint and Kojo had returned to the flat in yesterday that the meeting with their parents had not been what they had hoped for, or perhaps exactly what Clint had expected, and so last night had not been a pleasant atmosphere with her own sour mood added to the cloud of frustration.
She hoped for all their sakes that her mum would be in a better mood today, or she would likely pack their bags up and drag Clint and Kojo back to Manchester before midday, Aurora thought.
Kojo appeared in the doorway, looking apprehensively to his brother.
“We ain’t going round to see them yet,” Clint said sternly. Aurora watched Kojo’s face sour, and she felt her heart go out to him.
“Come on, Clint,” Kojo pleaded.
“It’s fine with me,” Aurora said, turning to Clint. “Maybe it’d be a good thing, you know, give my mum a bit of space.”
Clint sighed. She knew he daren’t refuse when Aurora had given Kojo her backing. Kojo smiled his thanks at her as Clint stood and pecked her on the cheek as he went after Kojo.
“If I say it’s time to go, you better believe it’s time to go though,” Clint said, as he and Kojo put their shoes on by the front door. “No arguments, right?”
“Whatever,” Kojo responded.
Aurora smiled. The front door opened and closed and she turned the hob off and made a bacon sandwich. The sound of the door or the smell of food had woken her mum, because Marlena joined her just as she sat down at the kitchen table.
“What was all that racket?” she asked. She looked around. “They not here?”
“They’ve gone to see their mum,” Aurora replied, urging herself to stay calm and not let her mum’s barbs get to her.
“And their dad,” Marlena said snidely.
“Mum, don’t start.”
“It’s my flat,” Marlena said warningly.
“I’m off to see Zoe in a bit,” Aurora said. “Would be good to have a catch-up with her. Do you want me to pick you up anything?”
“Only thing you’ll get from her is trouble,” Marlena remarked.
Aurora dropped the bacon sandwich onto her plate and stood up, chair legs scraping on the floor.
“Right, I can’t listen to all of this,” she said. “I’m off, I’ll see you later.”
“Suit yourself,” Marlena said, eyeing up the bacon sandwich Aurora had left on her plate. “And you can go down the shop and get me some wine.”
“Mum –”
“I’m letting you stay here aren’t I?”
“Fine, I’ll get you some wine,” Aurora relented.
She went to the door and looked back to see her mum already biting into the bacon sandwich she had left. Aurora rolled her eyes and left the flat.
It was only a short walk to Zoe’s flat, down the stairs and across the courtyard to the opposite block of flats. She wondered if her old friend would be pleased to see her. They had grown close, mainly through their shared friendship with Sasha, but Aurora hadn’t seen Zoe since she had learnt that she had been present the night Shaniqua had been stabbed. She hoped Zoe would be pleased to see her, but felt anxious as she knocked on the front door to her flat.
“Coming, coming,” Zoe’s voice called, and Aurora could make out a blurry figure coming down the landing through the panel of frosted glass in the door.
Aurora smiled as the door swung inwards and Zoe looked out, her mane of red hair frizzy around her face and wearing a bright pink top that strained against her breasts.
“Aurora,” Zoe gasped, her face creasing into a smile. She pushed the door open wider and opened her arms and Aurora embraced her, feeling the warmth of her as they hugged. “It’s been too long,” Zoe said, her breath hot on Aurora’s neck.
She released her and Aurora stepped back to observe her.
“You’re looking good,” Aurora said. Zoe beamed, and Aurora meant it. She no longer looked stressed and exhausted as she had done when they’d first become friends; of course, Aurora now knew it had been the stress of keeping the truth about Shaniqua’s death a secret.
Zoe grinned as she looked down at Aurora’s baby bump.
“You’re looking good too,” Zoe said. “I bet you’ve got loads to tell me. Come on in, I’ll put the kettle on.”
Aurora followed her in to the flat and closed the door behind her, and as Zoe led the way to the kitchen and talked over her shoulder, Aurora felt for the first time that she was pleased to be back on the Goldsworth.
* * *
Troy felt anxious.
It was the first day that Dante had taken on Amal’s responsibilities. He had been over with him what was expected of him and what he had to do, but Troy still had his doubts about him. It wasn’t for long, he reminded himself, only until the heat was off him.
Dante was eager when Troy returned to their cell after breakfast.
“I’m ready,” he declared, clapping his hands together with excitement.
Troy could not begrudge him his enthusiasm. He had been just the same when he had been trying to impress his brothers and prove his worth. He had to remember that Dante looked up to him as a proper face out on the street. He knew Dante wouldn’t disappoint him.
They went over the instructions one last time and Dante left the cell to do the rounds. Troy watched him go and then lay back on his bunk. He thought of Amal, out enjoying his freedom now.
Troy started to think about his own impending trial and hoped that he would be able to join Amal out on the streets again soon.
* * *
Brandy wondered whether her mum was dead and then realised she didn’t really care either way. She probably wasn’t, she reasoned, because she never usually crawled back home for days after going on a night out. Aunt Bo looked at her suspiciously from the sofa, Frazer in the crook of her arms, but Brandy ignored the look and went into her room.
If she had felt any doubt about leaving the Goldsworth, Brandy knew they had gone. She wanted to get away from the stupid bitch that was her mother, away from the fucking Banks brothers and all the twats that lived on this estate.
She looked around her room at the few things she owned and didn’t feel sad that she had so little, she just thought how easy it would be to pack and get out.
Aunt Bo would look after Frazer, she was sure of that. If not, she guessed he’d go to social services, but what difference did it make to her? She hadn’t even held him, hadn’t touched him since she’d pushed him out of her, and she had no intention of changing that any time soon. He did her head in with his crying and neediness, and Aunt Bo could give her all the dirty looks she liked, but Brandy wouldn’t be round these parts to see them much longer.
She unzipped the small suitcase she had taken from her mum’s bedroom. It had never been used. Her mum had bought it when she’d thought she would be running off to Alicante with some guy, and then he’d not called her again and the case had remained under her bed until now. Brandy smiled at the memory of how stupid her mum was. Not that it was stupidity; she was just always too coked up to think clearly.
Brandy threw her essentials into the suitcase and soon her wardrobe and drawers were bare. She zipped up the case just as there was a loud knock on the door. Frazer’s cries immediately followed and Brandy groaned, eager to be away from the little beast. He was definitely Troy’s baby, she thought – they both caused trouble and did her fucking head in, and she hated them both.
“You in here Brandy?” Adrianna’s voice called through the bedroom door. She came in without waiting for a response and Brandy saw she was frowning, the fake frown that Brandy knew meant she wanted to get something off her chest.
“What’s up?” Brandy asked.
“You know that guy I told you about?” Adrianna said, sitting on the foot of Brandy’s bed and sighing. “I think he’s just using me for sex.”
Brandy laughed. Adrianna looked hurt.
“What the fuck did you expect?” Brandy asked. “You wanted a real gangster, you can’t bitch about it when you find one.”
“But I wanted a relationship,” Adrianna whined. “Like you and Troy –” She hesitated, aware of Brandy’s testiness when it came to any mention of her past relationship. “Sorry,” Adrianna said hastily. “But I didn’t want to be just a – just a – slag.”
Brandy rolled her eyes.
“If he doesn’t want a relationship, you can’t force one,” Brandy pointed out.
“Why not?” Adrianna asked petulantly.
Brandy sighed. She wanted to get the hell off the Goldsworth, and she really didn’t need this kind of bullshit delaying her.
“Maybe you can,” Brandy shrugged. “Why don’t you go round and see this mystery guy and tell him how you feel?”
“You don’t really believe that would work, do you?” Adrianna groaned. “God, no wonder you got so fucked over in your relationship.”
Brandy held her tongue, temper rising, resisting the urge to grab Adrianna by the hair and throw her out the window.
Adrianna narrowed her eyes.
“You ain’t trying to get rid of me are you?” she asked. “You got plans you haven’t told me about or something?”
“No,” Brandy said, too quickly.
Adrianna glanced around the room and her eyes fell on the suitcase. Brandy took a deep breath, hoping she wouldn’t question it, but Adrianna turned and glared at her. Her face was set, ready for an argument, and Brandy didn’t have the time.
“You going somewhere?” Adrianna demanded.
“No.”
“What’s with the suitcase?” Adrianna asked. Without waiting for an answer she stood and went to the wardrobe, pulling open the doors. Bare hangers were all that remained. She turned, eyes narrowing.
“You’re not leaving the Goldsworth are you?” she asked. Brandy swallowed hard, willing herself to stay composed, and shook her head.
“Having a clear out,” Brandy lied.
“You’re lying,” Adrianna said quickly, stepping around the bed towards her. “Why would you lie to me? We’re supposed to be best mates, ain’t we?”
“Look, I’m not leaving,” Brandy said, trying to sound affronted.
Adrianna considered her a moment. Brandy hoped she would believe her and go on and fuck off. She felt a moment’s hope as Adrianna turned to the door. She walked towards it and reached for the handle. Brandy’s heart sank as Adrianna pushed the door closed, so that Aunt Bo couldn’t hear.
“Tell me what the bloody hell is going on, Brandy,” she demanded.
* * *
Clint followed his mum down the landing and into the lounge. He hesitated in the doorway and Kojo sidestepped him, sitting down on the sofa, at ease in the flat. Sensing Clint’s hesitation, Femi smiled towards him reassuringly.
“Come on, Clint, there’s breakfast if you want it,” she said.
“I want some,” Kojo said at once.
“Ok, I’ll have breakfast,” Clint agreed, sighing.
“Two coming right up,” Femi grinned.
“I didn’t want another, but I won’t say no,” Rakhul said from his armchair. Femi hesitated.
“You want another then?” Femi asked. She smiled, “Well, there should be enough for three anyway.”
“Three?” Rakhul asked. “You said you were making two. One for Kojo, one for me. Unless you’re having one, and I wouldn’t if I were you, woman, then -”
“And Clint,” Femi said, voice quieter now.
“Who?” Rakhul asked, feigning confusion. “There’s only the three of us here, woman. Don’t go confusing yourself.”
“But –” Femi began.
“Don’t worry mum,” Clint interrupted. “I can see I ain’t wanted round here. I’ll go back to Aurora’s, have breakfast there. Come on, Kojo.”
“Fuck off,” Kojo said.
“Well said son,” Rakhul agreed.
“I’m not totally invisible then?” Clint asked, raising his voice, unable to resist rising to his father’s provocation.
Rakhul remained silent, as if nobody had spoken.
“There’ll be enough for all of us,” Femi said, trying to placate them both.
“Forget it,” Clint said testily. He turned and left the room, storming down the landing, his mum on his heels.
“Please, don’t be like this,” she begged him.
“It’s dad you should be going on at,” Clint insisted. He threw open the door and slammed it behind him, breathing hard.
He hated himself for losing his patience with his mum, and for leaving Kojo alone with them, but he knew he couldn’t withstand his father’s antagonism. He would hit him, and that would be playing straight into his father’s hands.
Taking a deep breath, he set off across the estate, trying to quell his anger.
* * *
Troy paced his cell and kicked out at the plastic chair, the legs scraping noisily against the floor. He cursed under his breath and continued his pacing, frustration clouding his mind. Tyrese and Trent were taking the piss now. He had sent them a visiting order weeks ago and he still hadn’t had any notification of a visit, no matter how many times he had text them, they seemed blind and deaf to him, except for when their money was at stake and then it was a whole other fucking ball game, he thought angrily.
The least they could do was show him some respect. He was earning a good wedge for them and all they had to do was let him take the risk and sit back and enjoy the profits. Not to mention, he thought, the fact he was serving time and awaiting trial for the murders he had committed to impress them. It was a fucking joke that they should show him such disrespect after all he had done, and still was doing, for the ungrateful piss-takers.
He ignored his uncertainty and pulled a small baggie out of his hiding place, tipping some of the white powder into his hand putting a finger against one nostril so he could snort some. He coughed at the strength of the cocaine, but savoured it, closing his eyes and relaxing for a moment.
The rest he rubbed into his gums before resuming his pacing. The coke was making him agitated, he knew that, but he needed it if he wanted to keep his resolve. It was hard enough in a place like this without ungrateful brothers who couldn’t give two shits, he decided. It was their fault he was in such a state, not replying to his texts and ignoring him, as if he didn’t exist, as if the money they were probably enjoying right now was appearing from thin air and not being fucking earned by him.
He spun around as footsteps sounded, but sighed with relief as Dante walked in.
“You okay?” he asked, looking concerned. “Been on the blow?”
“Whatever,” Troy shrugged him off. “How did it go? You get some orders?”
He was agitated and he knew that Dante could tell, but Dante for his part pretended not to notice.
“Yeah, went well,” he replied. He gave Troy the paper with the orders and Troy scanned the list. He felt his anxiety ease as he realised that Dante had done a good job, hadn’t messed anything up. “Mind if I have a bit of –” He hesitated, but Troy knew what he meant.
Normally he would have refused him, but Troy was pleased that he had followed his instructions and so he nodded. He retrieved another small baggie of the powder and chucked it to Dante, who smiled gratefully as he caught it.
“Cheers man,” Dante said, jumping up to his bunk.
“There’ll be plenty more for you if you keep this up,” Troy said generously. He was a good leader, he thought. He wouldn’t leave his brothers isolated and alone, or maybe he would, he decided, purely as payback for their disrespect.
“Sure you okay though?” Dante asked. “I don’t mean to bug you, but you look fucking vexed.”
Troy sighed and shook his head.
“Don’t worry yourself about it,” Troy said, deciding that it was best to keep his brother’s actions, or in-actions, to himself for now. “You just enjoy yourself.”
“Yeah boss,” Dante grinned.
Troy liked the fact he had been called boss. It made him feel powerful. His brothers would soon realise he was a natural leader and then they would wish they had shown him more attention, he was sure of it.
What the hell, he decided, he deserved a good day today. He got another baggie and resolved to forget his brothers and their disregard as he tipped some white powder out into the palm of his hand.
* * *
“So how have you been?” Aurora asked as Zoe put a cup of tea on the kitchen table in front of her and sat down across from her. Aurora wrapped her hands around it, savouring its warmth though the sun was beginning to shine outside.
Zoe shrugged as she sipped her tea and gasped as it burnt her mouth. They both laughed, and Zoe’s cheeks reddened as she blushed.
“Sorry,” she giggled. “I’ve been fine, just looking after Sienna. My mum’s been down a few times to see us. Everything’s been good.”
Aurora smiled, pleased that things were working out for her.
“How’s the love life?” Aurora asked, raising an eyebrow. “Any guys on the go? I bet they’re queuing up, right?”
Zoe waved her off, blushing again. Aurora knew that look and opened her mouth in surprise and excitement.
“Oh my God, you really have met someone,” she said, slapping the table lightly with her open palm. “Come on, you have to spill. I want to know everything.”
“I didn’t really meet him –” Zoe stammered, getting flustered.
“You chatting to him online you mean?”
“No, no, nothing like that,” Zoe replied. She sighed under Aurora’s questioning look. “It’s complicated. We’re friends, sort of. I mean, we have –”
“Had sex?” Aurora finished for her. “And you’re still just friends?”
“I guess so,” Zoe said. “I’m not sure. I guess I’ll have to wait and see.”
“Just don’t wait too long,” Aurora warned her.
Zoe smiled appreciatively as Aurora let the subject drop. Talk turned to Aurora’s pregnancy and Sienna began to cry from the bedroom. Zoe apologized and went down the corridor to her. Hearing Zoe’s soothing voice, Aurora thought of her own life once her baby arrived and smiled at the thought.
Checking the time on her phone, Aurora decided it was time to go. She drained the last of her tea and went down the corridor to say goodbye. She saw a pile of letters and envelopes on the wooden table in the landing.
“I’ll be out in a sec,” Zoe called, hearing the floor creak under Aurora’s feet.
“No worries,” Aurora assured her.
She glanced down at the letters and was surprised to see the CPS logo on them. Some of them had been opened, the contents scrunched up. She picked one up, hating herself for violating Zoe’s privacy and already knowing what she would read. She was right. It was the court summons for Troy’s trial. It seemed from the tone of the letter that Zoe had not yet confirmed she would be giving evidence.
Zoe appeared in the doorway and Aurora jumped, replacing the letter hastily back on the table. She blushed and hoped Zoe hadn’t noticed.
“I’ve got to get going,” Aurora said, abashed.
“I’ll see you soon though?” Zoe asked.
Aurora nodded and they hugged. Zoe opened the front door for her and Aurora saw her glance back to the pile of letters, and she realised that Zoe had indeed seen her holding it. She smiled, hoping to convey her apology, and left the flat. Zoe waved goodbye and the flat door closed with a firm click.
She shouldn’t be surprised, she thought. Zoe had always been anxious, she was just that type of person. She would turn up, she would do the right thing, she was sure of it.
Aurora walked from Zoe’s flat along the balcony and wondered if everyone was getting worried about taking the stand. She knew Clint wouldn’t let her down, but what about the others? She thought of Brandy. Her evidence was more certain than anyone else’s to get Troy sent down. Her sister deserved justice.
Instead of going down the stairs when she reached them, Aurora began climbing them. She knew she had to go and see Brandy and make sure she would be in court to tell the truth. Brandy would not be pleased to see her, she was sure of that much, but she owed it to Shaniqua to make sure that justice was done.
* * *
Zoe closed the front door and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She glanced back at the pile of letters and stepped unsteadily towards them. It made her frightened whenever she thought about taking the stand and telling a courtroom about the terrible night that Troy had stabbed Shaniqua.
She picked up the letter that she knew Aurora had looked at and wondered if her friend would judge her. She hoped not. She liked Aurora and respected her, and she felt mortified that she had been a cause of her pain, even if she hadn’t had any real part in what had happened to her sister.
It must linger in Aurora’s mind though, Zoe thought. She knew that Aurora would hope she would tell the truth, and she desperately wanted to do the right thing and get Troy sent down for what he had done.
She remembered how he had threatened to kill Sienna and knew that someone like that couldn’t be allowed to roam the streets. He belonged in prison, it was what he deserved.
Zoe couldn’t shake her fear though. The Banks brothers would be furious, and she still wasn’t sure who of her former friends she could trust when it came to this sort of thing. Would Tamar hate her if she gave evidence? If he did hate her, did she even want him to like her?
Putting a hand to her forehead, she tried to calm herself down. It would nobody any good if she panicked. It was laughable, she wasn’t even in the courtroom and she was already sweating buckets and close to a panic attack, she thought. How would she cope on the stand?
She let the letter fall back onto the pile and went into her bedroom to be with Sienna, hoping her daughter could calm her nerves, though she knew that she could never really be calm, not until the trial was over and Troy was locked up for good.
* * *
Brandy held Adrianna’s glare and the bedroom was silent, only Frazer’s cries and Aunt Bo’s attempts to soothe him could be heard, muffled behind the closed door. Brandy knew how stubborn Adrianna could be, and she also knew that she didn’t have time for this. She needed to get off the Goldsworth.
Would it be easier to tell her the truth? That the Banks brothers had beaten her up, and that she couldn’t risk being a witness in court, which meant she had to flee the estate, go into hiding so she was safe from their reprisals. Adrianna hadn’t even asked about the bruises, perhaps she had guessed the truth, or maybe, Brandy thought, she just didn’t care either way. She could hardly blame her. If it had been the other way around, Brandy wouldn’t care what had happened to her either.
She opened her mouth to speak, to try and explain, when Adrianna burst into tears and put her face into her hands, her shoulders heaving with the sobs. Brandy was so shocked she wasn’t sure what to do, then relief flooded through her as she closed her mouth and realised she might not have to say anything after all.
“I’m sorry,” Adrianna burst out, her hands still covering her face. “I don’t mean to get so confrontational. I know you’re just having a clear out.” Brandy was relieved, and went over and taking her by the shoulder, she guided Adrianna to the end of her bed and sat her down. “I’m just emotional,” Adrianna went on, lowering her hands and wiping at her eyes. Her make-up hadn’t run. “It’s this guy –”
“Right,” Brandy nodded, sitting beside her. “The one you can’t even tell me his name? Come on, what’s the big secret?”
“He wants to keep it quiet,” Adrianna said.
“Of course he does,” Brandy said, trying not to laugh. “That’s so he isn’t tied down, so he can go fill his boots and sleep with anyone he wants without having to worry.”
“You think so?” Adrianna asked, pursing her lips. “Did Troy cheat on you?”
Brandy was too relieved that Adrianna had dropped the subject of her leaving that she didn’t even mind that Troy had been brought up. She shrugged.
“Maybe he did, I don’t know,” Brandy said. Thinking about it, she couldn’t remember hearing anything, apart from when he’d got high and tried to rape Aurora. That had been during the bad times, though, and she wondered if perhaps he had been a better boyfriend than she’d given him credit for, at times. “I never heard anything,” she added. “But most guys, well, you know what I’m saying.”
“Yeah,” Adrianna sighed. She turned to Brandy, hesitant. “When you were with Troy, did you spend much time with his brothers?”
Brandy shrugged, her mouth going dry at the thought of the Banks brothers. The beating was still fresh in her mind, just as the cuts and bruises were still raw.
“It’s Trent,” Adrianna said suddenly. Brandy’s eyes narrowed. “That’s who I’ve been seeing. Troy’s brother.”
Brandy gasped, wondering if Adrianna knew about the beating. Was that why she hadn’t asked? Had she come here to spy on her on the Banks’ behalf, to make sure she was keeping her mouth shut?
“Sorry, it must bring up bad memories,” Adrianna said hastily, shaking her head with remorse. “I know you don’t like to think about Troy. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
Brandy looked at her expression and she didn’t think that this blonde really knew anything about her beating or was in on any secrets the Banks brothers may have. She really was just one of many girls Trent would be shagging, Brandy was sure of that, and she almost felt sorry for her.
“I really want him to be serious about me,” Adrianna said.
Brandy burst out laughing.
“Are you fucking for real?” Brandy asked. “Trent doesn’t do serious.”
Adrianna’s lips trembled with the threat of tears. Brandy rolled her eyes and shifted her weight on the bed, grabbing Adrianna by her shoulders and shaking her.
“If you want a fucking gangster, you got to pull yourself together,” Brandy said firmly, not releasing her grip. “No man wants some crying, emotional bitch. Especially not no gangster, like you want. Get a grip on yourself, girl.”
Adrianna wrenched free of Brandy’s grip and rose from the bed. She put a hand on her hip and glared down at Brandy, eyes clear and lips thin with anger.
“Fine, I can do that,” she said in a clipped voice. She walked to the door and threw it open, then turned back to Brandy. “Don’t tell anyone about Trent.”
With that she was off down the landing and the front door slammed shut. Brandy shook her head, relieved that she was gone and still surprised that Adrianna was one of Trent’s girls. Adrianna was bound to be heartbroken before long, Brandy thought, but she wouldn’t be here to pick up the pieces. Hell no, she would be long gone by then. She glanced at the suitcase and felt her pulse relax a little.
There was a sharp rap at the front door. Frazer’s cries erupted from the lounge and Aunt Bo began to sing to him, her voice booming around the flat. Brandy groaned as she went to answer the door, but she knew it was probably Adrianna.
“What do you want now?” she asked, as she threw the front door open.
She froze, the breath catching in her chest, as she found herself face to face with Aurora.
* * *
Thinking about his father made him angry, so Clint tried to focus on other things but no matter how hard he might try, the thoughts seeped back in and he kicked a piece of gravel across the courtyard in frustration.
He loved his mum and his brother, but they seemed to pretend that nothing was wrong, that their dad wasn’t a monster. They treated him as if he were perfectly entitled to be a part of their family, and they acted like Clint was delusional, or a troublemaker, for pointing out what his father really was.
Clint hoped that Kojo and his mum weren’t suffering because of his outburst earlier, but he thought they would be okay. Rakhul was clearly focusing on provoking a response from Clint and he knew that his father wanted more than anything to give him a good hiding, he was simply waiting for the right moment. Clint couldn’t stand the tension, or the provocation, and he knew he could not risk going back to his parents’ flat. He didn’t want to go to Aurora’s flat either, she had text him telling him she was going to Zoe’s, and the last thing he wanted was to be alone with Marlena. He knew she hated him, it was best to give her some space and, in time, she might start to warm to him or at least forgive him for his past behaviour.
The sun was warming up the estate now and people past him in shorts and vests. Clint considered taking a walk down to the playing fields and kicking a ball about. He pulled his phone out and wondered if he should ring Tamar. He knew that Amal was still in prison, but Tamar, so far as he was aware, was still out. He wasn’t sure if he would be pleased to see him; Tamar had been a friend of both his and Troy’s and even though he had given up on Troy in the end, perhaps he had changed his mind in the months that Clint had been gone.
He walked down to the playing fields on the edge of the estate as he waited for a reply. The playground on the edge of the fields was full with kids, even though there had been numerous killings there. He guessed a child did not know much about murder, and he envied them that much.
Tamar text him back, shocked that he was back on the Goldsworth. Clint replied, reassuring him that he’d only come back for a few weeks. He sat down on the grass and remembered that it was on these fields he and Aurora had first kissed, after they had escaped one of Sasha’s infamous parties.
He closed his eyes, remembering that night. The sun warmed him and he heard his phone beep from his pocket and reluctantly checked his messages, unhappy to have his memories intruded upon. It was Tamar, with a warning. The Banks brothers were looking for him.
Clint felt a prickle of fear, but it was no more than he expected. He wondered if it might not be better to go inside. He made to stand up when two shadows blocked out the sun and a rough hand pushed him hard to keep him sitting.
He looked up at Tyrese and Trent.
“Welcome back Clint,” Tyrese said. “Now we’re going to kill you mate.”
* * *
“Can I come in?” Aurora asked, standing uncertainly in front of Brandy, who was blocking the front door from her. She wondered, not for the first time, if coming to see her was a big mistake. They had never been friends, never even come remotely close, and Brandy had admitted to her, the last time they had seen each other, that it was because of Brandy’s row with Shaniqua that Troy had stabbed her.
Brandy hesitated and stepped aside, opening the door wider, but Aurora felt the tension and knew that she wasn’t welcome despite the gesture. A baby was crying inside the flat and someone was singing.
Aurora smelt cigarette smoke and stale alcohol in the flat and was instantly reminded of the smell that greeted her every time she walked into her mum’s flat.
“What do you want?” Brandy asked, leading her into the kitchen.
“A tea, I guess,” Aurora replied, shrugging.
Brandy made no move to reach for the kettle.
“I meant, what do you want here? From me?” Brandy said, firmer this time, hand on hip in defiance. “I didn’t expect to see you back here, thought you and Clint were well shot of this place.” Her eyes lingered on Aurora’s baby bump, and then quickly returned to her face, eyes levelled, hard and unflinching as always.
“We came back for the trial,” Aurora said. “That’s why I’m here to see you, actually. I wanted to check if –” She trailed off as a large woman carrying a baby came into the kitchen. Aurora noted the anxious glance Brandy shot towards the baby, before she composed herself.
“People are in and out of here like a tube station,” the woman said, shaking her head. “I need a lie-down, Brandy, you can take Frazer for a while.”
“Shut up,” Brandy said at once. “Anyway, Aurora was just leav-”
“You have to take some responsibility,” the woman said. She made to pass the baby to Brandy, who held her hands up to stop her. The woman scowled. “You can’t avoid your son forever, Brandine.”
She turned and left the kitchen, taking the baby with her. Aurora watched them go, the kitchen silent, before turning to Brandy, still shocked.             
“You have a son?” Aurora asked. She had never imagined Brandy as a mother.
Brandy shifted uncomfortably without answering. Aurora knew at once that Troy must be the father; Brandy might have been a lot of things, but she wasn’t a cheat. She’d been so devoted to Troy it was pitiful to watch, Aurora remembered, and she wondered why Brandy would be so embarrassed. She wondered if Troy knew about his son. He had been locked up for ages now, he probably hadn’t even seen him unless Brandy had gone to visit him.
Aurora decided not to broach the subject. That was not why she had come round. Brandy looked as if she was about to ask her to leave, chewing her lip anxiously.
“I came round to make sure you were still going to testify,” Aurora said, deciding to get it straight out in the open. Brandy’s eyes flashed with fear. “I mean, you’re the one who can make sure Troy gets sent down for killing Shan.”
“Yeah, I know,” Brandy nodded. “And don’t worry about it.”
“So you’ll be there in court?” Aurora asked. “You’ll give evidence?”
“Yeah, ‘course,” Brandy muttered.
Aurora wasn’t sure she believed her.
“Anyway, I’m busy,” Brandy said quickly, making to leave the kitchen. “If you see yourself out, I got things to do.” She hesitated. “And don’t go spreading shit about…well, about…the baby. It’s my private business.”
She left the kitchen and went down the landing, opening a door. Aurora wasn’t convinced by her and went after her, following Brandy into what must have been her bedroom. The room was relatively tidy, and a small suitcase stood in the corner of the room. Aurora saw it, and Brandy swallowed as she caught her line of sight. She made to go to it, but Aurora stepped towards her and clasped Brandy’s wrists in her hands.
“Brandy, are you planning on leaving?” Aurora demanded.
“No, don’t be stupid,” Brandy laughed, though the fear in her voice was perfectly clear. “I’m just going on a long weekend, you know, a nice break.”
Aurora threw open the wardrobe and saw it was completely bare.
“Don’t go thinking I’m stupid,” Aurora said, turning back to her. “You’re planning on skipping town, aren’t you? You don’t have any intention of going to court. You’d let Troy get away with murdering my sister just because you’re scared.”
“Scared?” Brandy repeated, and Aurora saw how anxious she was. Brandy wiped a stray hair from her face, sweat on her brow, and Aurora noticed the purple bruises under her eyes, the scratches and the slightly swollen lip. “Of course I’m fucking scared. You and Clint should be too. The Banks brothers are fucking dangerous, get me? They kicked seven shades of shit out of me the other night and they’ll do worse than that if I turn up at court. So yeah, I’m scared, and value my own life more than your dead sister’s.”
Aurora felt a moment’s worry for Clint, but she pushed it from her.
“You think letting Troy get away with murder will help protect you?” Aurora asked, shaking her head. “You’ll never be free of him if he gets out. What about his son? He’ll want to see him, if he’s not locked up he’ll be a part of your life forever.”
Brandy’s face paled. Aurora knew she had struck a nerve.
“Troy doesn’t even know he has a son, does he?” she guessed.
“Of course he does,” Brandy protested.
“I guess you won’t mind if I go round to the Banks brothers and ask them then,” Aurora suggested, and Brandy flinched. Aurora smiled. She had her now. “The way I see it,” Aurora said, lowering her voice. “Is you’ve got two options. You can give your evidence against Troy, make sure he’s sent down, and then do whatever you want and I won’t stop you or breathe a word of this to anyone. If you don’t want to do that, you can pack your bags and do a runner. But if you’re not in court to testify against Troy, I’ll let all the Banks family know about Troy’s son and I’ll bet they won’t rest until they’ve tracked you down.”
Brandy looked afraid. Aurora had never seen her look frightened, so out of control. She felt some satisfaction seeing the resigned look pass across her face.
“Okay,” Brandy said slowly, defeated. “I’ll be at court, if you keep quiet.”
“Deal,” Aurora nodded.
She turned on her heel and left the flat, leaving Brandy stood in silence.
* * *
Brandy heard the front door close behind Aurora and wanted to smash something, anything, to let out some her anger, her aggression. She kicked the suitcase and it tipped over. The zip hadn’t been done up properly and clothes spilled out across the floor in a tumble of colours.
She cursed the bitch, because she knew that Aurora was the type who would hold her to her promise. Brandy knew that if she didn’t turn up to give evidence against Troy then Aurora would go flapping her gums about Frazer. God, Brandy thought, how she wished she could go back in time and have an abortion.
The floorboards outside her bedroom creaked and she turned to see Aunt Bo.
“Are you okay?” Aunt Bo asked, eyeing the overturned suitcase.
Brandy turned on her, anger coursing through her.
“Fuck off,” she shouted, and Aunt Bo retreated, closing the bedroom door.
Brandy sat down on her bed and wanted to scream or cry, anything but to feel so trapped. If she gave evidence or not, her life would not be worth living, but at least Troy would not have a hold over her if she testified. Aurora would keep her mouth shut and she could hopefully put all of this behind her when it was done.
She took a few deep breaths and stood up, resigned to unpacking her things.
* * *
Dante ate his dinner in silence but he felt good, watching Troy play with his food across the table from him. Troy was feeling low now.
They didn’t talk, but Dante knew Troy would rant again once they got back to the cell. He just hoped he would share another baggie, or else it would be really tiresome listening to the crap he came out with. Troy was feeling edgy and Dante could guess it was because his brothers hadn’t visited him yet. Troy didn’t say it, but he didn’t need to. Dante was smart enough to notice Troy’s eagerness for the post, only to go sullen and miserable when he didn’t get any.
Dante hoped he wouldn’t be too miserable; it was getting frustrating having to listen to his whining in the cell. Dante felt positive though. He didn’t want to rush Troy, so he hadn’t mentioned anything yet, but he had done well today and he knew that Troy had noted that.
He finished eating and rose from the table. Troy looked up, eyes still a little bloodshot from an afternoon of coke and stressing out, and picked up his tray too. He had hardly touched anything. Dante lead the way, satisfied with his progress.
* * *
Aurora wondered if she had done the right thing in threatening Brandy, but she knew that if it were the other way round Brandy would not have hesitated in throwing her weight about. It still shocked her that Brandy and Troy had a son, and she couldn’t help but judge them, and then judge herself. They were the same age, and they were both mothers, or going to be, and she wondered if people thought of them as similar, just teenage mums on an estate, and not as two people completely different in almost every respect.
The plastic shopping bag dug into her fingers and she wished she had thought to call Clint before going to pick up her mum’s wine from the shop. She walked along the path between the two playing fields and caught sight of a beating.
She didn’t want to get involved, nobody around here did, but then she recognised the jacket the one on the floor was wearing. It was Clint.
The shopping bag fell from her hand and the wine bottles smashed against the ground, echoing across the fields, and she ran across the grass, sweating and breathing hard, her swollen ankles and stomach protesting at the movement.
She recognised the two men attacking Clint too, the Banks brothers. Tyrese stopped and hesitated when he saw her approach, but Trent kept kicking him. Clint was curled up in a ball, hardly moving, and her heart hammered in her chest, afraid.
“Stop!” she called out as she neared them, “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Get out of here girl,” Trent threatened, eyeing her with suspicion.
Tyrese alone seemed to recognise her.
“Piss off,” Aurora shouted. She stepped nearer and glanced down at Clint, his face bloody and he let out a soft groan, indecipherable words. She realised that she was afraid for Clint, but not of these two thugs who still defended their brother after all he had done, all he had taken from her. “I’ll call the police if you don’t.”
“You thick or something?” Trent snarled, stepping over Clint towards her.
Aurora held her ground.
“Troy killed my sister,” Aurora said, her voice not wavering, though she was out of breath from the exertion. “He deserves everything he gets and more.”
Trent seemed to realise who she was then and glanced uncertainly to Tyrese. She knew they had noticed her baby bump and that they weren’t keen to hurt her, especially given that their brother had killed her sister.
“Come on, he’s learnt his lesson,” Tyrese said, turning and grabbing Trent’s arm. “Let’s get on, we got stuff to be doing.”
Aurora narrowed her eyes at them. Trent held her gaze, defiant.
“Didn’t you hear your boss?” Aurora snapped at him. “Get fucking gone.”
Anger flashed across Trent’s face and he gritted his teeth. He turned from Aurora and spat on Clint.
“You’re lucky your bitch saved you,” Trent snarled. “Next time I’ll fucking kill you.”
He spat again, and then he followed Tyrese away from them, walking casually across the playing field as if they feared nothing.
Aurora made sure they were going and then dropped to her knees beside Clint. His eyebrow had been opened up and was pouring blood, and his lip was bleeding too. One of his eyes was already swelling up purple and raw, and he groaned at her touch.
“I’m calling an ambulance,” she decided. “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay.”
“No,” Clint said, wincing as he sat up. “I don’t want one.”
“Clint, you’re hurt. You’re bleeding,” Aurora protested.
“I’m okay,” he groaned. “Just cuts and bruises. Nothing’s broken. They’d only just got started when you got here.”
Aurora sighed and helped Clint to his feet. He was unsteady, and he wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his arm.
“Fine, let’s get you home then,” Aurora sighed, reluctant to dismiss such injuries, but he managed to walk with her support and she knew he was right that she had arrived just in time, before any bones could be broken.
A few people stared at Clint’s battered face and blood-soaked clothes as they walked, but for the most part people averted their eyes. Nobody wanted to be called upon to help, nobody wanted to get involved or offer their help. It was best to stay out of it, that was what people round here thought, and Aurora understood it, she was sure she would be the same if it were the other way around.
She opened the front door to her mum’s flat, relieved it wasn’t locked, and helped Clint into the bathroom. She called out for her mum but there was no response, and she was grateful for that at least. Helping Clint out of his clothes, Aurora tried not to worry as he winced with each movement. His chest and arms were heavily bruised and was relieved that there were no real wounds, no broken bones. Clint had a hot shower to calm the aches and wash away the blood, whilst Aurora went into the kitchen and put the bloodied clothes in the wash. She was glad her mum had not seen any of this; she would surely have been alarmed by the sight.
When Clint finished in the shower, Aurora guided him to bed and rubbed lotion onto his cuts and bruises. He gave a weak smile, eyes closing, and she let him rest. Her mum came in soon after, the shopping bags she held clinking with bottles.
“I knew you wouldn’t bother,” Marlena said, as she unpacked her wine.
“I did –” Aurora protested, then stopped, remembering she had dropped the bottles and they now lay smashed on the path in the playing fields. “Never mind.”
“Is he here too?” Marlena asked, pouring herself a glass of white wine.
“He’s in bed,” Aurora said. “There was a – an incident.”
“Surprise, surprise,” Marlena grumbled.
“He’s really hurt,” Aurora said. “He was attacked earlier today.”
“No more than he deserves,” Marlena shrugged, sipping her wine. “After what him and those animals did to my Shan, I hope they crippled the little –”
“Mum!” Aurora protested, voice rising. “Clint got attacked by the Banks brothers. You know why they did it? To try and stop him from testifying in court, from trying to get justice for Shan and make sure Troy Banks gets locked up.”
“Too little, too –”
“Oh, shut up mum!” Aurora snapped. “He made a mistake and now he’s putting things right, making sure Troy gets put away for a long time. He wasn’t the one who killed Shan.”
Marlena stared at her for a long moment and slurped her wine. Without saying another word she left the kitchen, picking the bottle of wine up off the counter and carrying it with her into the lounge. The door closed behind her.
Aurora let out a sigh and went to check on Clint.
* * *
“I’m okay, honestly,” Clint insisted. Aurora looked concerned, but he forced a smile. “Seriously, go see your mum, see how she’s doing. I’ll be fine in here.”
Aurora smiled at him and left the bedroom.
When she was gone, Clint let the pain wash back over him. It was duller now than it had been thanks to the painkillers, but every movement made him jump with the agony.
The pain was great, but nothing compared to the turmoil in his mind. He had heard Aurora and Marlena’s argument, or at least what they had said when their voices were raised. Aurora was a good girl, he knew, and she liked to see the best in people. She was so convinced that all would be forgiven once he had given his evidence in court. He hoped so too, but he knew it would be far harder than that.
Marlena’s hurt was too deep for forgiveness, and he wondered if Aurora’s was too and she just hadn’t realised that yet.
He loved her, he wanted to do the right thing by her and help her get justice for her sister, but he was scared. He knew what the Banks brothers were capable of; Shaniqua wasn’t the first to die at one of their hands and he knew she wasn’t the last either. He wondered if he might be added to that list if he didn’t take their advice and give court a miss.
The thought worried him and he knew that Aurora would never forgive him if he didn’t do all that he could to get Troy sent down, but could he risk his life, his brother’s life, Aurora’s life even, just to get justice for someone who was already gone, already dead? Testifying wouldn’t bring Shaniqua back to life.
He closed his eyes, willing himself to sleep so that he could get some rest from the dark thoughts swirling in his mind. He wanted to please Aurora, but he didn’t want to die trying. He tried to clear his mind, but his doubts lingered on.




CHAPTER FOUR

Clint was relieved to find the aches and pains had died down when he woke up, and he was able to get out of bed and shower without Aurora’s assistance. He joined Aurora in the kitchen when he’d dressed and felt bad for his thoughts last night, as if one look at him and Aurora would know he was having second thoughts about going to court and taking the stand against Troy.
“You feeling better today?” Aurora asked, passing him a mug of coffee as he sat down at the table. Clint stared at her for a moment, fearing he might have spoken in his sleep about his doubts, but realised she was talking about his injuries. He sighed and nodded.
“Yeah, I’m good,” he assured her. Aurora looked uncertain, but Clint smiled at her and she seemed pacified.
He realised that he had not seen Kojo in the flat, and the lounge was silent. He looked at Aurora, a sudden panic rising in his chest.
“Where’s Kojo?” he asked.
“He didn’t stay here last night,” Aurora replied, sitting down at the table beside him and sipping her tea. “He text me, saying –”
“And you didn’t think to tell me?” Clint asked, frustrated, rising out of his chair. “Something could’ve happened if he’s stayed round mum and dad’s place.”
“If you let me finish,” Aurora interjected, her voice clipped. “Kojo text me last night and said he’d met up with some old mates and he stayed round at one of theirs. He’ll be fine, don’t worry.”
Clint hesitated and then sat back down, feeling only a little reassured.
“You still should have told me,” Clint said sullenly.
“You were asleep,” Aurora argued. “And what would you have done anyway? Not like you were in any fit state to make decisions, or go round and bring him back. Besides, he deserves to spend a bit of time with his mates whilst he’s here.”
Clint knew that she was right but he still felt frustrated. He had been dead to the world and anything could have happened to Kojo if he had stayed round at his parents’ and he would’ve been the last to know.
“You’re not mad are you?” Aurora asked tentatively, watching him closely.
Clint sighed and shook his head. He hated that he had made Aurora worried, and he knew she had done the right thing. He wondered if it was his guilt over his thoughts about the trial that was making him edgy and irritable.
“It’s fine,” he said quietly. “Kojo should be with his mates.”
Aurora looked relieved and Clint felt worse for what he had been thinking. He wondered if he should tell her, get it out in the open so they could discuss it, instead of him bottling these dark thoughts up inside him. She would be furious, he thought, and no doubt feel let down, but she might respect his honesty.
He searched for the right words, before a knock on the front door disrupted his thoughts and he went to answer it, leaving Aurora to drink her tea.
Tamar was standing there and he grinned when he saw Clint. Clint was surprised to see him, though he knew he shouldn’t have been. He realised a part of him had still wondered if Tamar was on Troy’s side or not.
“What happened to your face man?” Tamar asked at once, cringing as he took in the black eye and split lip.
“You know, ran into the Banks brothers,” Clint shrugged, and Tamar’s grin faded quickly.
“Yeah they got me too,” Tamar said. “Ages ago now. They were looking for you, but I didn’t say nothing.”
“Cheers man,” Clint said, feeling guilty that one of his friends should have had to take a beating just because of him. “And I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Tamar said, waving off his apology. “How you been? I see you and Aurora are still together.”
Clint nodded, smiling, and he stepped out of the flat and closed the front door behind him. A part of him did not want Aurora to know about the visit, because he still wasn’t sure how she felt about Tamar and Amal, who had been there when Shaniqua was stabbed as well.
“Yeah we’re going strong,” Clint said. “You got any girls on the go?”
Tamar shook his head, but Clint thought he saw a blush creep up his cheeks and he shifted uncomfortably, scuffing his trainers on the concrete balcony floor.
“What are you doing back here then?” Tamar asked, “I mean, you must’ve known the Banks brothers wouldn’t be too keen on seeing you mate.”
“I came back for Troy’s trial,” Clint admitted. “Got to testify, ain’t I.”
Tamar nodded slowly, his lips thinning with worry.
“You giving evidence?” Clint asked. “You gave a statement, right?”
“Yeah, I gave a statement.”
Clint waited for more but Tamar looked away, unable to meet his eyes, and Clint knew that his mate didn’t intend to be at court to give evidence against Troy. He wondered if Tamar was just scared of the Banks brothers, or if he didn’t want to be seen as a snitch, or if it was something more, if he still might have respect for Troy.
“There’s a party tonight,” Tamar said, breaking the awkward silence. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Amal just got out of pen. Having a wild party to celebrate. I went round yesterday to see him, he said I should invite you.”
“You sure?” Clint asked. He still wasn’t certain if he could trust Tamar and Amal, not if they still had Troy’s back whilst he was going to take the stand against him.
“Yeah, it’s been way too fucking long man,” Tamar said, understanding Clint’s concern. “No trouble, no motive, just a bunch of us getting fucking wrecked and having a good time. You going to come?”
“Yeah,” Clint decided, nodding. Tamar was right, it had been too long since he’d hung out with him and Amal. He had missed his mates, he realised now. He loved Aurora and Kojo, but they were his girlfriend and brother, not his mates, and a guy needed time with his mates.
“Aurora can come too, ‘course,” Tamar said.
“Wicked man,” Clint said, feeling excited now about tonight.
“I’ll see you round Amal’s later then,” Tamar said. They bumped fists and Clint waved him off, before going back inside the flat. He thought this was what he needed, to have a few cans and be around his old mates. That was why he had been feeling so frustrated lately, he thought, he needed interaction beyond just Aurora and Kojo. He only hoped that Aurora would be as pleased as he was.
* * *
Trent rolled out of bed and glanced at Adrianna beside him, naked beneath the damp sheets. He reached out and stroked a strand of her blonde hair and she stirred, but didn’t open her eyes. It wasn’t often he let her spend the whole night in his bed, and even rarer that he didn’t make sure she was gone before he got out of bed. The last thing he needed was for her to get the wrong idea, to think that they were in a relationship or something. He had seen both his brothers get fucked over by girls they were in a heavy relationship with and he had no wish to make their mistakes himself. Troy had been well and truly shafted by fucking Brandy, and Tyrese was still moping over Mercy, a girl he’d been dating and who had left him because he didn’t want to get married. Fuck that, Trent thought, he preferred no strings fun and a bit of banter, no talk of marriage or any of that other serious shit.
Tyrese poked his head round the bedroom door and caught Trent’s eye.
“We got to talk about –”
“Okay, okay,” Trent waved him off, and Tyrese retreated from the door.
Trent nudged Adrianna and she gave a groan.
“What time is it?” she mumbled, opening her eyes. She looked at Trent, stood in his boxers by the side of the bed, and smiled. “You want to play some more baby?”
Trent felt himself stir as she slid the blanket off her and lay there naked in his bed, but he knew that Tyrese wouldn’t take kindly to waiting whilst he fucked around. He shook his head, turning away from her in case he changed his mind.
“Suit yourself,” Adrianna said, clearly put out by his rejection. “Are you at least going to offer me a coffee or you just gonna throw me out like this?”
“You got two minutes to get dressed,” Trent said, pulling his jeans on, his back still to her. “I got business to take care of, can’t all lie on our fucking backs all day.”
“That’s what you think I do?” Adrianna snapped. “Fuck you, Trent.”
He heard the mattress springs creak and her mutterings under her breath as she pulled her clothes on. He turned to look at her, and she was already fixing the straps on her dress and pulling her heels towards her across the floor.
“You sure can change quick,” Trent said, trying to lighten the mood. “Can tell you’ve done this before.”
Adrianna levelled him with a furious glare and said nothing as she stood up, heels on, and made to leave the room.
“You’re not seriously pissed off?” Trent asked, shaking his head with bemusement. Girls were so fucking overdramatic, he thought.
“Just get on with your oh-so-fucking-important meeting,” Adrianna hissed, and threw the door open and left. Trent followed her out the bedroom, pulling a vest on and heard her clattering along the kitchen tiles and out the front door.
“She seemed happy,” Tyrese said, rolling his eyes. “Another satisfied customer I see.”
Trent laughed and sat down in his armchair.
“She’ll get over it,” he grinned. “What’s this you need to talk to me about that’s so important anyway?”
Tyrese put down his coffee and looked at his brother, and Trent thought he knew what he was going to say and gave an inward groan.
“Not about Troy,” Trent shook his head.
“Yeah, ‘course it is,” Tyrese said. “We need to –”
“No man, you need to drop it,” Trent said, his voice rising. “He might be a prick but he’s our brother, and he’s one of us. End of discussion.”
Tyrese was agitated, Trent could see that on his brother’s face, but he didn’t care. The thought of leaving Troy locked up was disrespectful, even if he did hate his little brother sometimes.
“I can’t believe you got me in the doghouse with the blonde for this,” Trent said, feeling angry with his brother for that more than anything right now.
Tyrese sighed and let the subject drop, but Trent knew his brother wouldn’t forget about it and he was sure that it wouldn’t be long before the question of Troy would come up again. He just hoped next time it wasn’t when he had a bird round.
* * *
Amal was psyched for his party tonight and it wasn’t just because he was free and able to do whatever he wanted now he was out of prison. He had been out drinking last night and got his end away, so he was feeling good, but this party signified more to him than just a celebration of his freedom. It was a sign of things to come, he knew.
When him and Sanjay had taken over the Goldsworth, their lives would be an endless party and he couldn’t wait for the days when his dreams would become a reality, and he was sure that the day could not be far away now. He had barely paid a thought to Troy, still locked-up, except to be grateful that he no longer had to sleep in a cell, and didn’t have to abide by stupid rules. He wondered if Troy would still be locked up when the Banks empire crumbled and him and Sanjay took over.
Relaxing on the sofa, his mum brought him a coffee to wake him up, though he didn’t really need it. The party was enough motivation for him. The television was already on a music channel and Sanjay had cracked open a can, ignoring the disapproving look from his mum.
“Here you are sweetheart,” his mum said as she put the mug down on the coffee table. She paused a moment, smiling adoringly down at him. “Anything you want, you just let me know.”
Amal smiled back at her. She was delighted to have him back home and had waited on him hand and foot since he had walked through the front door after the court case. She had even agreed to make herself scarce tonight, and Amal knew she had no intention of sticking around to watch them all get drunk.
She retreated to the kitchen, and Sanjay, sat on the adjacent sofa, smiled knowingly at his younger brother. Amal grinned, knowing his brother must have received the same treatment when he too had been released. Beside Sanjay, Fernanda was wearing a dressing gown, her dark hair wrapped up in a towel, and her foot up on the edge of the coffee table whilst she painted her toenails.
“Naz is coming around soon so we can go pick up some crates,” Sanjay said, looking at Amal. “And we might pick up a bit of weed, to keep us chilled before the party gets started.”
“Perfect,” Amal said, rubbing his hands together with excitement.
“I still don’t see why I can’t come,” Fernanda said, looking at Sanjay with frustration. “I mean, what difference does it make if I’m here or not?”
Sanjay put an arm around her shoulders, smiling at her.
“We’ve been over this,” he said calmly. “It’s a lads’ night, no girls allowed.”
Fernanda narrowed her eyes at him.
“He’s been in prison, he’s had enough of just lads,” she protested. “I could bring some of my friends around, make it into a proper party, not –”
“Yeah, that would –” Amal began, not seeing a problem with her offer, but Sanjay shot him a dark look and he fell silent.
“Come on, it’s just a party to catch up with his old mates,” Sanjay insisted, kissing Fernanda on the cheek tenderly. “You get that, don’t you?”
Fernanda glanced from Sanjay to Amal, and nodded.
“Fair enough,” she sighed. She stood up, her nails finished, and padded out of the lounge and off up the stairs to Sanjay’s bedroom.
Amal glared at his brother. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing, a lad’s only night? Fernanda was right, he’d had enough of no-girls in prison, he was damned if he was going to miss out on the chance to hook-up tonight.
“What the fuck?” he demanded, but Sanjay put a finger to his own lips. Amal glanced around, and Sanjay leant back in his seat to look down the hallway, checking Fernanda was out of earshot. Amal lowered his voice. “What you talking about? No girls?”
“Don’t worry,” Sanjay said, a smile creeping onto his lips. “There’ll be plenty of girls. I just don’t want Fernanda here.”
Amal was relieved.
“How come? You not interested in her anymore?” Amal asked. He thought Fernanda was hot.
“She’s rushing me,” Sanjay shrugged. “We need a bit of space.  I need some time, a chance to party it up, not get settled-down right now.”
Amal nodded in understanding.
“Yeah, I get you,” he said with sympathy.
The front door opened and Naz walked into the lounge a few moments later. He was wearing a cap and baggy jeans, and he had a gold chain around his neck. He sat down beside Sanjay on the sofa in the seat Fernanda had just vacated.
“What’s happening?” he asked, putting his feet up on the coffee table.
“We’re going to go get some beer,” Sanjay said, and he clapped his hands together, grinning at Amal.
“Nah, I mean, what’s really happening?” Naz asked. “About, you know –”
Amal knew at once what his cousin was asking about. The plan to take over the estate had been on his mind since his release, and he too was eager to know what Sanjay had come up with. He leant forward, and Sanjay gave them a reassuring smile.
“Look, guys, we need to take our time,” he said. “This won’t happen overnight.”
“Why not?” Naz demanded. “They’re weak.”
“The Banks brothers are,” Sanjay conceded. “But the Healy brothers aren’t.”
“Who gives a fuck?” Naz shrugged.
Amal remembered all the chaos from before. Troy and his brothers and their feud with Jayden and Corey Healy, which had pretty much caused a turf war over the Goldsworth.
“If we take out the Banks brothers, Jayden Healy and his dumbass brother will just step straight in and take over,” Sanjay said, shooting Naz a frustrated look. “And they’ll be a lot harder to take down than the Banks’s.”
“So what do we do?” Amal asked, knowing his brother was right.
“Work for them?” Naz rolled his eyes.
“We wait a while,” Sanjay said, ignoring Naz’s comment. “We’ll have to play them off against each other, make sure they’re both weak before we strike.”
“How long?” Naz wanted to know.
“However long it takes,” Sanjay said firmly. He looked from Naz to Amal, his eyes determined. “But we will take over, don’t you boys worry about that.”
* * *
Tamar crossed the estate with his hands in his pockets, thinking of what the Banks brothers might do to him if they knew he was still in contact with Clint. They had clearly already paid him a visit and he thought Clint had come off pretty lightly, just a black eye and a few cuts and bruises. He knew a lot of people who hadn’t escaped with such minor injuries after getting on the wrong side of them. If they’d had words with him already, he hoped they wouldn’t care too much who Clint hung out with. He didn’t want to stop being mates with Clint, they went back years. If Amal was willing to invite Clint to his party that was a show of solidarity in support of Clint, and Tamar was reassured. Amal and his brother were tough; if they had Clint’s back, then so did he.
He was distracted from his thoughts when he caught sight of Zoe coming towards him, pushing her daughter’s pram. Zoe hesitated when she saw him and Tamar smiled as he approached her.
“Hey,” he greeted her. Zoe smiled at him, her cheeks flushing. He hesitated a moment, remembering the last time he had seen her. He felt bad for leaving her flat in such a hurry, and he knew that she must have been upset by it. He hadn’t even text her since. He wanted to make things right. “You heard about the party at Amal’s tonight?” he asked.
“I thought he was locked-up,” Zoe said.
“He got out, so he’s having a big party to celebrate,” Tamar explained. “Anyway, it’s tonight, and it would be cool if you could come too.”
Zoe blushed harder and shifted on her feet.
“I’m not sure,” she muttered.
“Come on, it would be good for us to hang out a bit more together,” Tamar said, hoping he didn’t sound too keen. “And Clint and Aurora are invited too.”
“Really?” Zoe asked, looking more at ease. “And you’re sure I can come?”
“Yeah, ‘course, you’ll be my guest,” Tamar said, smiling.
Zoe smiled with pleasure and nodded.
“Cool, I’ll try and get a babysitter,” she said.
“Great, I’ll see you tonight then,” Tamar said, trying to hide his excitement.
Zoe waved him off and walked on. Tamar watched her go and wondered why he felt so excited at the thought of spending time with her. He had hung out with her and their mates so many times before and always regarded her with indifference. He realised that he actually might fancy her. He was attracted to her and he enjoyed her company, but the thought of Amal, Clint and the lads finding out he was into Zoe made him cringe with embarrassment. They would laugh at him, he knew that much, and he was sure he would lose some respect.
He headed for home, worried about what people might say when they learnt he had invited Zoe to the party, but unable to shake his delight that she was coming.
* * *
The cell was quiet and Troy relished the chance to relax and be left alone with his thoughts and give his mind a break. Dante was off doing the rounds and Troy had to admit he was impressed with his cellmate’s smarts when it came to business. He would definitely be passing Amal’s old job to Dante on a permanent basis, but he wouldn’t tell Dante that just yet, it was best to keep him on edge for now, so he didn’t get too comfortable until Troy was certain it was the right decision. Dante wasn’t even asking to be paid in cash, which had surprised him. Dante just wanted a bit of coke and the use of the mobile, and Troy was still considering the proposal, though he thought it was a pretty good deal. Tyrese would surely be pleased that he wasn’t after money, and it meant more for Troy anyway.
Troy missed Amal, though he wouldn’t admit it aloud. He had valued his advice and friendship, and now he was gone Troy felt more alone in prison. He hadn’t bothered making any mates in here, because he was sure he’d be out when he was found not guilty in court. There was always Dante, Troy thought, but he was still untested, though he was starting to think that he could trust his cellmate.
Troy and Amal went back years though, and Troy didn’t know much about Dante, except for what little he had shared with him. Troy didn’t even know what Dante had done to end up in here, and once he had starting to wonder, he couldn’t shake the questions from his mind. As much as it grated on him, he was starting to rely on Dante to carry out the tasks he couldn’t be arsed with, especially if the heat was still on him.
Dante walked into the cell, rounds completed, and smiled at Troy. Troy returned the gesture and made his decision then. Dante was a valuable asset to him, and the fact he didn’t want paying was a sign that he could trust him, Troy was sure of that. It meant Dante wasn’t out to take the piss and Troy had to respect that.
He passed Dante a baggie of coke and the phone.
“You got yourself a deal,” Troy said quietly. “Ten minutes on the phone a day and a bit of blow. That sit good with you?”
Dante considered him a moment and nodded, smiling.
“Cheers man,” he said. “It’s a deal.”
* * *
Aurora watched as Clint buttoned up his shirt and tucked it into his jeans, unable to shake her concern about the party. She wasn’t sure if it was the fact that it was a party or that Clint had agreed to attend without even consulting her first that so grated on her nerves.
“Are you sure you won’t come?” Clint asked, turning from the mirror to look at her, sat upon the edge of the bed. He looked disappointed by her decision.
“I’ve already told you, I’m babysitting Sienna,” Aurora said testily.
Zoe had text her about the party and Aurora had admitted that she didn’t want to go. When Zoe was unable to find a babysitter, Aurora had volunteered herself, and when she had informed Clint, he had sulked for the rest of the afternoon.
“You’d rather babysit than come to a party?” Clint asked, skeptical.
“I’d better get used to it,” Aurora said, putting a hand on her baby bump. Clint followed the movement and held his tongue. “So should you, you know. It is your baby too.”
“I know,” Clint said, turning from her to check himself out in the mirror again, adjusting the collar of his white shirt. Aurora thought he looked good, despite her mood. He wore black jeans, white shirt and black shades. He looked fine, and she hoped that other girls didn’t notice him, though she was certain they would. “But I haven’t seen the boys in ages and –”
“You seem to have forgotten all the trouble you get into when you hang out with them,” Aurora interrupted. “Fights, getting wasted, oh, and stabbing my sister.”
“That was Troy,” Clint said pointedly. “Not me. Not Tamar or Amal.”
“They were both there though,” Aurora insisted.
“So was I, but –”
“Yeah,” Aurora muttered.
It was becoming impossible for her to forget that fact now that they were back on the Goldsworth. Everything seemed to remind her of Shaniqua, and her mother never let her forget that Clint was partly responsible for her death.
Clint turned and came to sit beside her on the bed.
“You don’t really think I’d do anything stupid, do you?” Clint asked, his voice soft and gentle. “I love you babe, I’d never risk messing that up, seriously.”
Aurora knew that he was speaking from the heart.
“I know,” she sighed. “I just worry about you.”
“And that’s sweet,” Clint said, “But I’ll be fine, okay?”
“Promise me,” Aurora whispered.
“I promise,” Clint said. He smiled and kissed her on the lips.
Aurora smiled as he stood up and went back to the mirror. She felt only a little more at ease. She knew that Clint meant what he said, but she couldn’t say the same of Tamar, Amal and all the other boys who would be there. She was under no doubt that some, if not most, of them were still involved in shady activities and she didn’t want Clint getting caught up in stuff like that.
He turned to her, posing.
“How do I look babe?” he asked.
Aurora stood up and fixed his collar for him, kissing him playfully on the lips.
“You look amazing,” she said.
Clint smiled, ran a hand over his shaved head, and checked his pockets.
“I’ll give you a text,” he said. “And give me a ring if Kojo finally shows his face. Damn, that boy just refuses to listen to anything I say.”
He shook his head, kissed her goodbye and was gone from the flat, off to the party that Aurora wished wasn’t happening. She knew he would be on his best behaviour but she couldn’t shake her fear that he would be led astray by the boys who had been there when her sister had been murdered. Not one of them had stopped Troy from stabbing Shaniqua, and not one had stayed with her sister as she lay dying on the estate, cold, alone and afraid.
She shuddered, unable to forget that Clint had left Shaniqua to die alone too.
* * *
Kojo took the can and cracked it open, wondering how pissed off Clint would be if he could see his younger brother now, drinking and getting ready to party. Kent, his best mate, flexed his arms in the mirror, checking himself out. Kojo was still surprised how much his mate had changed in the months since he had left the Goldsworth. Kent Dixon had sat next to him class, always the first to suggest skiving off a lesson and the best footie player in their year, but now he seemed to have forgotten about his dreams of playing in the Premiership, preferring to drink, smoke and party it up. He had been working out, and Kojo had met his new group of mates, who all seemed so much more mature than Kojo felt.
“You just going to stare at that beer or get drinking it?” Kent asked, turning to him. His skin was fair and Kojo knew he got plenty of attention from the girls. His blond hair was gelled and Kent insisted that he would pull tonight, and that he would help Kojo do the same. “Come on, Kojo, it’s a fucking party, you got to get in the spirit.”
“Yeah, ‘course,” Kojo said, and slurped the beer. It tasted bad to him, but he drank anyway, not wanting Kent or his mates to think he was a pussy.
“Good man,” Kent grinned, drinking his own. “Tonight will be messy.”
“Messy?” Kojo asked, uncertain.
Leon and Mickey, Kent’s two new mates, sitting on a beanbag in Kent’s bedroom with cans of their own, exchanged amused looks. Kent ignored them and shook his head, bemused by Kojo’s innocence.
“Messy drunk,” Kent explained. “Jeez, man, Manchester must be a right shithole if you ain’t even been drunk before.”
“Yeah, it’s shit,” Kojo agreed, realising as he spoke that it was true. He hated the place. “London’s the best place, like, fucking ever.”
“Damn right,” Kent said. He lifted the can up in the air and the others copied. Kojo did the same. “Cheers lads,” Kent shouted.
“Cheers,” Kojo and the rest repeated, and Kojo smiled, feeling himself relax. He had spent too long listening to Clint and Aurora’s stupid rules. They weren’t his parents, they had no right to tell him what to do and besides, they were hardly perfect teenagers themselves. Clint’s best mate had killed someone, perhaps more if the rumours were true, and Clint had kept quiet to the police. Aurora was pregnant and argued constantly with her mum. They had run off to another city, dragging him with them, so they were hardly in a position to begrudge him a few cans, or a good night out with his mates.
“You buzzing yet?” Kent asked, looking at Kojo.
Kojo drained the can and Kent chucked him another one, smiling widely.
“Almost,” Kojo grinned back, “This party will be fucking wild.”
“That’s the spirit,” Kent called back, and turned up the music.
* * *
Tyrese watched his brother leave the flat to go clubbing, and felt frustrated that Trent did not seem to care what happened to the Banks brothers; their reputation was everything to him, but Trent didn’t seem to share such concerns.
Trent was still off with him and Tyrese knew it was because he had brought up the subject of Troy and his future, and Trent still had misplaced loyalty towards their youngest brother. He wanted him out as quick as possible, even if it meant he was free to fuck things up for them again. Tyrese wasn’t so keen on that to happen, but he still didn’t want to leave his youngest brother’s fate to the courts alone, that would be cruel. It was a difficult situation, he thought, and that was why he wanted to discuss things with Trent, not just argue with him.
With Trent out clubbing, Tyrese realised that he couldn’t really rely on either of his brothers for help in reclaiming their territories and rebuilding their respect.
It was becoming harder to ignore talk of the Healy brothers now. They were still encroaching upon the Goldsworth, their guys were dealing openly on Banks brothers’ turf and this was clearly an affront, yet Trent didn’t seem all that bothered. Tyrese couldn’t let such disrespect slide so easily, but he knew that they were in no position to fight back, not when their position was so tenuous and the Healy brothers’ seemed so strong.
Tyrese had been thinking of a plan for some time and he had finally come up with an idea that he couldn’t shake, and he knew he had to give it a shot, even if he had doubts as to whether it would pay off or not.
Jessie, his sister, the youngest of the Banks family, was dating Corey Healy and lived in the Healy house, a fortress where the innermost plotting of the Healy brothers’ gang took place. He was going to arrange a meeting with Jessie and see if she couldn’t help out her brothers and start showing some much-needed family loyalty. He would have dismissed such a notion but his mum seemed to think that Jessie was no longer as happy as she had once been at the Healy house.
She had suffered two miscarriages, one just a month ago, and he was sure that this must have damaged her relationship with Corey, and perhaps the time was ripe for him to have a chat with her, see if she could pass on some valuable information to her brothers. Corey probably talked to her about things he wouldn’t dare share with anyone else, and so Jessie was in a prime position to share secrets with Tyrese about the enemy’s plans. He wanted to know if they planned a takeover of the Goldsworth, and Jessie could help him no end, if she agreed to help.
He just hoped she was in enough pain to be turned away from Corey and help her real family out in their time of need. He picked up his phone and typed out a message, asking her to come around for a chat. He sent the message, hoping that Jessie would be accommodating of his plan, and then he could find out what kind of danger they faced from the Healy brothers.
* * *
Clint heard the music blaring from the open windows of Amal’s terrace house as he walked down the street towards the party. Amal lived in a house on a quiet street across the playing fields from the Goldsworth, in the no-man’s land between the Goldsworth Estate and a rival housing estate, The Kingswood, where the Healy brothers ruled, but Clint felt no fear. He wasn’t associated with any gangs, not now anyway, and he knew that nobody would care if he crossed into the next postcode; he had no part in the postcode wars between the Banks and Healy brothers.
The party was in full swing when he pushed through the front door and a wave of noise and smoke washed over him. He struggled through the crowded hallway and went into the lounge. He saw Tamar and Amal sat on the sofa, drinking beer and smoking, and he waved to them. Tamar grinned when he saw him, and Amal leapt to his feet, spilling his can, and pulled him into a hug.
“Good to see you man,” Amal said as he released him from the hug. “Didn’t think you’d be back here, but shows you got some fucking balls, I reckon.”
“Cheers,” Clint said, knowing he was speaking about testifying and he knew at once that Amal’s words meant that Amal wouldn’t be taking the stand himself.
“So how’ve you been?” Amal asked. He sat back down on the sofa and Clint sat beside him, squeezing in between Tamar and Amal. Tamar started rolling a joint, and Clint felt relieved that Aurora hadn’t attended.
Clint and Amal talked, and Amal filled him on how he’d spent his time inside. Sanjay came over, shook Clint’s hand and gave them each a fresh can, before kicking someone off the other sofa and sitting down. A blonde girl immediately went and sat in his lap, and Amal shook his head, laughing.
“No wonder he didn’t want his bloody girlfriend here,” he said into Clint’s ear, “That Polish girl’s been all over him since she walked through the door.” Clint knew that Aurora had made the right decision in steering clear of this party; he knew she would be affronted by such talk. He opened his can and began to relax, satisfied that Amal and Tamar held no grudge against him for grassing up Troy and he found he could begin to enjoy himself for the first time since he had been back on the estate.
As the beer flowed and the music got louder, Clint pushed aside thoughts of Aurora. He knew that she would be fine looking after Sienna. He was having fun, and he was pleased that he had agreed to come.
Zoe joined them, looking first at Tamar and then at Clint.
“I just wanted to say thanks,” she said, blushing. “For letting Aurora babysit for me tonight, she’s an absolute star.” She smiled warmly.
“No worries,” Clint said. “She okay?”
“Yeah, said she fancied a quiet night anyway,” Zoe replied. She started moving her hips to the music and turned to look at Tamar.
“You all right there, Tam?” she asked.
Tamar glanced to Clint and Amal, and Clint thought he saw panic in his mate’s eyes, but then Tamar nodded, holding up a can and grinning.
“I’m going to get myself a drink,” Zoe said, giving Tamar a look that Clint couldn’t quite read. Tamar blushed.
“Yeah, I’ll get one too,” he said, hoisting himself off the sofa and following Zoe out of the lounge. Clint looked at Amal, who looked as bewildered as he felt.
“You don’t reckon those two are hooking up?” Amal asked.
“No clue mate,” Clint shrugged. He had never thought Tamar and Zoe were that close, but their behaviour seemed different to how he remembered. Maybe things had changed, he thought.
“Nah, Tamar’s been with girls well hotter than Zoe before,” Amal said, shaking his head. “I mean, he fucked Sasha, and she was a right sort. No way would he go with someone like Zoe, I mean, look at her.” He laughed, and Clint shrugged. It was nothing to him if they were getting together.
“I need another can,” Amal groaned from beside him. “You want one?” He looked to Clint. “Or something stronger? We got some tequila.”
Clint considered him a moment. It wouldn’t be long before he was a father and didn’t have the chance to party. It was good to be back with his mates and he grinned, and Amal knew what he was thinking.
“Tequila shots it is then,” Amal shouted, giving a cheer as Clint laughed.
* * *
Adrianna felt Sanjay stir as she traced a line across his lips with the tip of her finger, a playful smile on his lips as his hand rested on her waist, keeping her balanced as she sat in his lap.
She felt a little unsteady on her feet and knew she had probably had a few too many vodkas back at her flat. She didn’t regret it though, how could she when she was getting so much attention from him? She had not met Sanjay before, but she’d heard whispers at the party that he had been in prison and he was a name of sorts on the estate, and that was enough to make her interested in getting to know him.
He was attractive too, with sharp features, tanned skin and cropped black hair. He was muscular, probably from working out in prison, she thought, and he was charming. She thought of Trent Banks, and she knew that if he could see her now he would be jealous, and that was all the more reason to keep it up.
She was still pissed off after Trent’s dismissal this morning, and even if Trent never found out about what she’d gotten up to tonight, she would know that she’d got one over on him and that made her smile. She didn’t like being treated like a nobody, it was an affront to her, and if he wouldn’t treat her right she would find someone who would.
Sanjay was warm and smelt of aftershave and whisky, and she kissed him, running a hand down his chest as his tongue explored her mouth, his hand slipping from her lower back. She knew he was aroused, and she playfully traced a line down his stomach and felt his breath catch at her touch. She loved the affect she had on men, and she was sure that she could have this guy if she wanted; and she did.
“Should we go somewhere a bit more – private?” she whispered in his ear.
She lifted herself out of his lap and took his hand. Sanjay’s palms were beginning to sweat and he led her from the lounge, people making way for them, and Adrianna felt powerful, enjoyed the curious looks people gave her. She wondered if they thought she was a real somebody, if Sanjay was interested in her. She smiled and knew she had made the right decision in setting her sights on him.
Sanjay led her upstairs, kicking cans and people out of their way as he went, and opened the door to his bedroom. The room was messy but empty of people, and he closed the door behind them. Before Adrianna could look around, Sanjay’s hands were on her, his mouth on hers as he pushed her up against the back of the door. He was hungry for her, and Adrianna felt her own arousal peak as he pressed against her, one of his knees gently nudging her legs open.
She knew he had a girlfriend, he had told her as much. She had reassured him that she had a boyfriend of her own and she was just doing this to get back at him. It was a good arrangement, she thought. Sanjay nuzzled her neck with his mouth, and his hands began to pull up her top to expose her breasts.
Adrianna glanced over his broad shoulders to the bed, her arms around his neck, but Sanjay didn’t seem to care that they were in a bedroom. He unzipped his jeans, pulled up her skirt and in one quick motion had her knickers on the floor as he entered her with a moan.
* * *
The kitchen was crowded with party-goers and there were spilt drinks all over the tiled floor, and Zoe tried to keep moving her feet so that her heels wouldn’t stick to the floor. She poured herself a vodka and watched as Tamar cracked open a can. He came to join her in the corner of the room, leaning against the counter.
“I’m glad you came,” Tamar said, smiling sheepishly. “I kind of thought you might bail, but its good you made it.”
“Yeah,” Zoe agreed. “It’s a good party.”
Zoe looked at Tamar and felt her attraction to him, stronger than before. He was wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, and there was a twinkle in his eye that she hadn’t noticed before. She had tried her best to look good, with some help from Aurora when she’d arrived at her flat to look after Sienna. Her red hair was straightened, she’d covered up her blemishes with a thick layer of make-up and she was wearing a low-cut top to show off her ample cleavage and a stretchy mini-skirt. She knew it must be working to some degree, because Tamar could hardly take his eyes of her breasts.
“You look nice,” Tamar said, eyes flickering between her face and her breasts, grinning when he realised she had caught him looking. “Seriously, you look good.”
Zoe licked her lips, as he inched closer towards her.
“You look fine yourself,” Zoe said, putting a finger playfully to his chest.
He smiled, and closed the distance between them. His hand reached out to slide around her waist, and Zoe felt her pulse quicken with excitement.
“What’s going on here then?” Amal called, coming over to them looking intrigued, a bottle of tequila and some shot glasses in his hands. “You two – together? No way, man,” he said, looking at Tamar with shock and amusement.
“What?” Tamar said, stepping away from her. Zoe felt disappointment wash over her. “Us? Nah, man, we’re just mates, you know that.”
Amal looked from one to the other, shrugged, and made to leave.
“We’re doing shots if you two want to come join us,” he called over his shoulder as he departed the kitchen, swaying a little as he went.
Tamar looked back to Zoe, his eyes down, looking abashed.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean –”
“Don’t worry about it,” Zoe interrupted. She felt tears sting at the corners of her eyes and put a hand to her face, embarrassed by her emotion and Tamar’s horrified reaction when Amal had thought something might have been going on between them. Tamar was clearly embarrassed of her, she deduced.
“I’m sorry,” Tamar said quietly. “We can go do some shots,” he suggested lamely.
Zoe shook her head, still blinking away tears.
“No, I should go,” she said. She downed her glass of vodka in one quick gulp and hurried out of the kitchen, unable to look Tamar in the face, knowing he would likely be glad she had saved him the trouble. Now he would be free to hook-up with a girl he could show off to his mates, not hide away in embarrassment.
Outside the house, upset and humiliated, she burst into tears.
* * *
Amal poured out the tequila shots and passed them around, feeling generous as he celebrated his freedom and the alcohol began to hit him. Tamar and Clint were both grinning, and Amal was pleased to see his mates after such a long time. It was almost like the old days, except Brandy and Troy weren’t here to start arguments and put everyone in a sour mood.
“Three…two…down in one!” Amal called out, and they all downed their shots. Amal felt his throat burning from the tequila and smacked his lips, feeling the alcohol rush through his body.
A small crowd had formed around them to watch, and Amal caught the eye of a pretty girl, with caramel skin and her hair dyed honey-blonde, falling to her shoulders in curls, wearing pink lipstick and a blue dress that stood out in the room. He struggled to take his eyes off her.
“Who is that?” Amal asked.
“Shontelle Thorne,” Tamar whispered over his shoulder, following his gaze. “She’s hot.”
Amal poured another round out into the shot glasses, making sure he stopped beside Shontelle, pouring her one with slightly unsteady hands.
She gave him a bright smile and downed it in one, and Amal was impressed.
After the tequila-pouring had been taken over by Tamar, Amal followed Shontelle as she slipped away from the crowd and went into the kitchen. She poured herself a vodka coke and turned, leaning against the counter, as Amal approached her.
“Good party,” she said quietly, as he stopped in front of her. “Congratulations.”
“Cheers,” Amal said, blushing slightly. “You’re Shontelle, right?”
“Yeah,” she nodded. “And you’re Amal.”
Amal nodded, pleased she knew his name.
“I’ve been looking about for my sister, but God knows where –” Shontelle began, but Amal put a finger to his lips and hushed her. He didn’t really care about her sister or what she might be up to; it was a party and he was only interested in her right now.
He closed the gap between them, dragging his hand along the edge of the counter.
“You’re beautiful,” he said, looking into her face, “Stunning, girl.”
Shontelle smiled, a tinge creeping up her cheeks at the compliment.
He went to slide an arm around her waist, but she put a hand to his chest to stop him. She glanced over his shoulder, and Naz approached them.
“You want to give us some privacy?” Amal snapped at his cousin.
Naz ignored him and draped an arm around Shontelle’s shoulders. Amal stepped back, shocked.
“I see you’ve met my girlfriend,” Naz said, raising an eyebrow. He smirked at Amal’s expression, as he backed away.
“No way man,” Amal gasped.
“Whatever,” Naz said dully, scowling. “We’re going for another tequila shot.”
He led Shontelle from the kitchen. Amal watched them go, desire for Shontelle still clouding his judgement. She glanced over her shoulder back at him, eyes apologetic, and then she was gone.
* * *
Aurora listened to Sienna’s gentle breathing and couldn’t help but wonder what was happening at Amal’s party. She knew that Clint would try his best to behave, but under the influence of alcohol and with Tamar and Amal at his side, she couldn’t be entirely certain that he wouldn’t do anything stupid. She considered texting, but she knew he would take it badly, thinking she was checking up on him, and besides if he had drunk too much he wouldn’t even check his phone.
She tried to calm herself down. It was the first time Clint had been out with his mates since they had first left the Goldsworth to flee to Manchester, and he deserved a chance to relax and have a few drinks. He had done everything he could for both her and Kojo, and she knew he must feel exhausted from such efforts.
The key sounded in the lock on the front door and Aurora felt a moment’s fear, before she heard heels clattering on the floor and Zoe called out for her.
“What are you doing back so early?” Aurora asked, going into the hallway to greet her. “Sienna’s fast asleep, so I’ve put her in her cot.”
“Thanks,” Zoe smiled, kicking off her heels. Aurora saw her eyes were red and her mascara had run, and she wondered if Zoe had been crying. She padded barefoot into the lounge, Aurora trailing after her. “And the party just wasn’t as much fun as I thought it might be, so I decided to call it a night.”
“Is everything okay?” Aurora asked, concerned. “You look…upset.”
Zoe tried to smile it off but her lips trembled and a tear slid down her cheek. She wiped it away hastily, shaking her head with embarrassment. Aurora guided her to the sofa and sat down beside her, putting a gentle hand on her shoulder and listened as Zoe explained all about the situation with Tamar.
“I don’t know if I really do like him,” Zoe concluded, “Or if I just like not being so alone. It’s pathetic, isn’t it?”
“No, it’s not,” Aurora insisted. “But you can’t let him get to you like this, not if you find it so upsetting.”
“He just looked horrified at the thought of me and him,” Zoe sighed.
“Then he’s a fool,” Aurora said.
Zoe gave her a thankful smile.
“I’m going to jump into bed now,” Zoe said. “You could always go along to Amal’s party and see Clint if you want, I’m sure he’ll be pleased to see you.”
Aurora considered it. It would be nice to see Clint, to put her mind at ease before she went back to her mum’s flat and tried to sleep.
She bid Zoe goodnight and left the flat, going over the directions to Amal’s house that Zoe had given her. Zoe had warned her that the house was noisy so all she had to do was find the right street and she would find the party.
As she crossed the courtyard she saw Tamar, who barely glanced at her. Perhaps he didn’t recognise her, Aurora thought, or maybe he was preoccupied with thoughts of Zoe. She wondered if that was where he was heading now, and considered texting Zoe to warn her.
She fumbled for her phone but didn’t send a warning; what if Tamar wasn’t going around and it got Zoe’s hopes up? No, Aurora, decided, she wouldn’t get herself involved in their drama.
Passing between the playing fields, she quickened her step, aware that it was dangerous to be walking around in the dark, in a spot known for its trouble.
She reached the street that Zoe had directed her to and heard the music blaring from Amal’s house. A few people staggered away down the road and a few more lingered outside the front door, either throwing up or smoking.
Aurora let herself in through the front door and shuffled between revellers, looking for Clint. In the lounge she caught sight of him, sat on the sofa chatting, a can of beer in his hand, looking drunk but cheerful.
He grinned when he caught sight of her, and she smiled back, her worries and doubts vanishing now that she had seen her boyfriend was not up to anything, and she felt bad for not trusting him. She sat down beside him on the sofa and he put an arm around her shoulders, and Aurora nestled into him.
* * *
“I told you this party would be awesome,” Kent said, cracking open another two cans and passing one over to Kojo, who took it gratefully. The garden was a mess of crumpled cans and drunken bodies. “Such fucking hot girls, and all the alcohol we can drink. Plus, I reckon there’s some weed somewhere, if we’re lucky. I can smell it.”
Kojo slurped at his can and felt pleased that he had ignored Clint and come to the party with his mates. He had spent too long listening to Clint and his rules, he thought, and it was time he started doing his own thing.
He was beginning to feel drunk now, and he hoped that the dizziness would pass. His brain felt scrambled; his thoughts were disconnected from each other, though he knew he was having a good time.
This was the first time he had been drunk, and he was glad he had finally experienced something the other lads seemed to have done loads of times before. He felt envious of them for this; they had been having fun the last few months, whilst he’d been stuck in Manchester bored out of his mind.
“Hey Kojo,” a girl’s voice came from behind him. He turned and saw the most beautiful girl he had seen; and from the recesses of his mind he knew he remembered her from somewhere. “It’s Scarlett,” the girl said, reading his uncertainty. “I sat in front of you in maths, you know, before you left school.”
Kojo remembered her then. He’d hardly learnt anything, looking at her, thinking of how great it would be to kiss those perfect pink lips. She smiled sweetly at him as recognition must have dawned on his face, and her dark hair flickered in the breeze, caressing her face as he longed to do the same.
“I remember you,” he said, hating how slurred his words sounded, but feeling confident like he never had before. He had been too shy to speak to her much at school, but with the alcohol came a sense of bravado. “I used to fancy you so much,” he said, and Scarlett blushed further.
“I missed you when you left,” Scarlett said. “You left the city, right? I heard someone say that in class, and I thought it was really sad you weren’t around anymore.”
Kojo smiled, pleased that she remembered him, excited that she missed him.
“Well, I’m back now,” Kojo said. “Back for good.”
“Really?” Scarlett asked, hopeful. “That’s good, it’ll be good to see you more.”
“Yeah, it will,” Kojo agreed, nodding. He wondered what she would say if he asked her out on a date or maybe tried to kiss her, but he felt nervous at the prospect. Maybe alcohol didn’t make you brave in everything, he thought. He took a deep breath, willing himself to take the plunge.
“Would you like to –” he began, then stopped as bile rose up his throat. His stomach gave another churn and he bent over, vomiting onto the grass at their feet. Scarlett took a step back, and Kojo groaned as more vomit forced its way up.
“What the fuck’s going on?” a familiar voice cried out, and Clint descended on him, Aurora a few steps behind him. “Have you been drinking?” Clint asked, snatching the can out of Kojo’s hand and shoving it back at Kent, who shifted uncomfortably.
“He’s been fine all night,” Kent insisted, “He just –” He fell quiet at the angry look Clint shot him, and Kojo knew that his good time was over now his brother had turned up.
“Home, now,” Clint said, his teeth gritted with anger.
Kojo knew there was no use arguing, not when he felt so ill. He glanced at Kent, who shrugged sourly. He turned to Scarlett, who looked concerned and a little disappointed that their conversation had been cut short.
“Bye,” Kojo said to them both, his voice quiet and his throat burning.
Clint grabbed him by the arm and marched him back into the house, Aurora close on their heels, and out the front door, calling out goodbye to his mates. Kojo staggered, but Clint’s grip was firm. Though he knew he would be in trouble in the morning, he did not regret tonight, not when he had enjoyed himself so much.
* * *
Zoe had changed into her pyjamas when there was a knock at the door, and she went to answer it feeling a flutter of hope within her. She was proved right as she opened the door and Tamar leaned against the frame, smiling uncertainly at her.
“I’m sorry about before,” he said, sounding like he meant it. “I was stupid. I don’t know why –” He trailed off and shrugged helplessly. Zoe thought of what Aurora had told her, not to let him get to her, but it was easier said than done, and she couldn’t bring herself to send him away.
She opened the door wider and let him into the flat. He held up two cans with a tentative smile, and Zoe took one from him as she closed the front door and followed him into the lounge. She cracked open her can and drank some, aware of Tamar’s eyes on her as they sat down on the sofa.
“I feel bad, that you left the party early ‘cos of me,” Tamar said.
“It’s okay,” Zoe said, shaking her head. “Those heels were killing my feet anyway, and that dress –” She laughed, feeling more comfortable in her stretchy pyjama bottoms.
“The top was…nice,” Tamar volunteered, a twinkle in his eyes, and Zoe remembered how he had been unable to stop looking at her cleavage. He smiled as she looked at him, amused and flattered.
She put her can down on the small table crowded with ashtray and magazines, and then took the can from Tamar’s hands. He looked at her expectantly and she took his face in her hands and kissed him. All of Aurora’s advice was forgotten as his tongue pushed into her mouth and she straddled him, the feel of his hands on her body making her feel wanted and desirable.
Tamar was getting hard and she unzipped his jeans, enjoying the purr of contentment that came from him as she began to stroke him, his hands going to her breasts and her lips still on his.
* * *
Scarlett Thorne felt frustrated that Kojo had left the party already, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he had been about to ask her before he had been sick. Even seeing him in that state did nothing to quell her feelings for him; she had seen the way he looked at her in class and she felt the same about him, though it seemed neither of them had been brave enough to speak to the other back then.
It had taken all her courage, and a few vodkas, to pluck up the nerve to speak to him tonight and she was glad she had, pleased that he had said he was sticking around on the Goldsworth. Maybe he would end up back at school, she thought, hopeful.
“Come on, time to go,” her older sister Shontelle said, joining her in the back garden and lighting up a cigarette. “Dad’s going to kill me if you get home too late.”
Scarlett watched her sister inhale deeply, and they were quickly joined by Amal and Naz. “This is my sister,” Shontelle said to Amal, gesturing to Scarlett.
Scarlett nodded to them both.
“I’ll walk you home,” Naz said, his arm firm around Shontelle’s waist. Scarlett saw her sister force a smile and accept the offer.
They bid farewell to Amal and Naz led the way out of the house. Shontelle glanced wistfully back at the house party, as if she wished she was still there. Probably without Naz, Scarlett mused. She wondered if she fancied Naz’s cousin Amal.
She quickly turned her thoughts back to Kojo and hoped that she would get a chance to see him again, so that she could finally get his number and ask him out.
* * *
With Troy asleep in the bottom bunk, Dante quietly pulled the mobile from beneath his pillow and felt relieved that Troy had agreed to let him use the phone tonight. It made it so much easier, not having to steal it, though he would have done if Troy had refused his offer.
He remembered the number off by heart and typed it in.
Putting the phone to his ear, he heard the dial as the phone began to ring.
* * *
Charley Brunns rubbed her eyes as the sound of her phone woke her. She swung her legs out of bed and hurried out of her bedroom to the corridor, where the phone was plugged into the charger. She moved quickly, anxious that the noise might wake up baby Junior, after she had spent hours getting him to sleep.
“Hello?” she asked, snatching up the receiver.
“Charley Brunns?” the man’s voice whispered.
“Yeah, who’s this?” Charley asked.
She felt hesitant. There had been a few strange phone calls recently and it was the middle of the night. She held her breath as she waited for the response.
“You’re a fucking slag,” the man whispered into her ear. “You’re going to suffer, just like your precious Bolton did.”
“Who the hell is this?” Charley demanded, voice rising with fear and anger.
Bolton, her boyfriend, had died just months ago and it was still raw. They had lived together, had a child together, and now he was gone, and she was doing her best to raise their son alone. She wept at night, missing Bolton and wishing that things could have been different, that their son might get a chance to know his father though she knew that he couldn’t except through photos and stories.
“How’s the baby doing?” the man asked, sounding excited at the fear in her voice. “He sucking on your titties right now? Come on, you can tell me, Charley. Maybe I’ll have a go too when I see you.”
“I’m calling the police,” Charley snapped, feeling violated by his words, crossing her free arm across her chest as if he might appear at any moment to assault her. She shivered and panicked, fearing she might have left a window open.
“You don’t know who I am,” the man whispered, and she could hear the amusement in his tone. “I could be miles away, or I could be right outside your front door. You frightened yet? You going to wet yourself?”
Charley trembled, glancing down the corridor to the front door of her flat. She didn’t think anyone was outside, but fear stung at her all the same.
“You scared?” he continued. “You wish Bolton was there? Or are you getting turned on? Bet you miss a man’s touch, eh?” He gave a soft laugh. “I could come over, give you a seeing to. Would you like that Char?”
Charley swallowed hard. She was exhausted, and these calls left her feeling drained and alone, unsure of who to trust, though she had a faint idea who was behind the calls.
“Is this you Dante?” she demanded, trying to sound as certain as she could, hoping her voice didn’t tremble. “You’re a pathetic little boy,” she pressed on. “You should be regretting what you –”
She stopped, hearing the dial tone sound.
The man was gone. She put the phone back into its cradle and stood, shivering, for a long moment.
She suspected the caller was Dante, or someone doing it on his behalf, and she hated him more than anyone else in the world. He had killed her boyfriend, and now he was harassing her. She knew what he was like; he’d feel no remorse for causing her such distress. He was probably aroused by the thought of her fear.
Trying to push the things he had said from her mind, she padded back into the bedroom and checked on baby Junior, still fast asleep in his cot. She closed the bedroom door and dragged the cot as close to the side of her bed as she could.
She tried not to let the call bother her, but as she pulled the duvet back over her, she couldn’t help but listen, alert and afraid, for any sound at the front door.




CHAPTER FIVE

Charley looked at herself in the mirror and knew that something had to change. There were dark smudges under her eyes and her hair was a tangled mess. She had not slept last night and now that it was daylight outside and she felt safe enough to close her eyes, Bolton Junior was awake and hungry for her attention. She felt exhausted and once more wished that Bolton had never gone to meet Dante at the park. Then he would still be alive, and she wouldn’t be here alone with her son, and Dante would not be terrorising her.
She hated Dante for everything that he had done, and he seemed to have no remorse for killing his best friend, depriving her son of his father and her of her love. She suspected that he was behind the phone calls that left her so frightened, and yet she felt embarrassed that she should feel so afraid. He was in prison, and there was nothing he could do to harm her, not whilst he was still locked-up.
Turning from the mirror she picked Junior up out of his cot and carried him into the kitchen. She put him in his high-chair and he groaned until she gave him his bottle of milk, and then he fell quiet, happy and contented.
She had only been living in the flat for a month, and she already missed the company of others; even her family, with their loud shouting and queues for the bathroom. Her mother had called earlier, but Charley had not mentioned that she had not been to sleep, knowing her mother would insist they move back in with her.
There was a knock on the front door and she jumped, almost dropping the kettle she was filling up at the sink. She put the kettle down and put a hand to her chest, willing her heart to calm itself down, and went down the corridor, feeling anxious as to who might be waiting on the other side of the door.
She looked through the peep-hole and sighed with relief. She opened the door and her older brother walked in, his shirt tucked into his jeans, smiling brightly at her as he hugged her and closed the door behind him. She was pleased that Asher had come over, but she was worried too. He was a policeman and he knew how to read people. When his eyes narrowed slightly she knew he must have noticed how tired she was.
“I can look after Junior for a bit,” he offered, glancing at her uncertainly. “In case you wanted to get your head down for a bit.”
Charley shook her head and retreated down the hall to the kitchen, where Junior was smiling at the sound of his uncle’s voice.
“I’m fine,” she lied, putting the kettle on. “You want a coffee?”
Asher shook his head and pulled up a seat next to Junior’s high chair, smiling and playing with his nephew, who had lost all interest in his bottle of milk.
“You sure you’re okay?” Asher asked, looking over his shoulder at her.
Charley nodded, hoping he would let the subject drop, unsure why she was so desperate to stop anyone finding out about the calls.
The phone began to ring and she hesitated. Asher caught her uncertainty, and Charley knew it would look too suspicious if she didn’t answer. She went into the hall with heavy footsteps, dreading hearing the voice she suspected was Dante’s.
She picked up the phone and held it to her ear, not speaking.
“That you Charley?” the voice asked, and Charley held her breath. She still couldn’t be totally sure that it was Dante she was hearing. “I can hear you breathing,” the man whispered into her ear. “You like my voice, do you? You touching yourself? I can touch myself too, if that’s what you want Charley.”
Charley shuddered and dropped the phone back into the cradle.
“Who was it?” Asher asked when she returned to the kitchen. He looked worried by her expression and she sat down at the kitchen table, shaking her head, unable to speak for fear that he would hear the tremble in her voice. She felt tears in her eyes and wished them away, but then Asher was beside her, a reassuring arm around her shoulders.
“Tell me what’s wrong,” Asher insisted, his voice soothing. “I can help.”
Charley took a deep breath and told him about the calls. She didn’t mention the things he said, but she knew her brother got the idea, because his face lined with anger.
“Don’t worry,” Asher said, when she had finished recounting the calls to him, even mentioning her suspicions that Dante was behind them. “I’ll contact some mates of mine down at the station, and we’ll make sure we find out who’s behind it. You don’t need to feel scared, I’ll protect you.”
Charley looked into her brother’s eyes and knew he meant what he said, and she felt a little more reassured. She smiled tremulously and he returned the gesture, rubbing her shoulder.
“I’ll sort it, don’t worry,” Asher said. “Now, I’ll look after Junior for a bit, I’m not in work today. You go to bed and get some sleep, you look shattered.”
Charley smiled at him and did as he said. She went down the corridor and turned at her bedroom door, glancing back to the kitchen. Asher was already on his mobile to some of his colleagues at the station and his presence in the flat was reassuring. She felt her exhaustion then, and knew she needed some sleep.
* * *
Troy walked back to his cell, thinking on his meeting later today with his lawyer. He had received the news that he was going to have a visitor as he sat down for breakfast and his first hopeful thought had been that his brothers were finally paying him a visit and showing him their respect, but that hope had been quickly dashed. The prison officer had told him it was his lawyer who was visiting, and that had quickly filled Troy with apprehension.
His lawyer was a public one, and it still grated on him that his brothers had not forked out money for a private one, a good one who might actually know his arse from his elbow. He had only met the lawyer a couple of times and he seemed to know his stuff, even if he was old and greying.
He wondered what news the lawyer might bring and quickly tried to dismiss the thought, worried that he would get nervous and spend the rest of the day fretting over what could be nothing.
He approached the door to his cell and heard Dante’s voice. He hesitated just out of sight, wondering if somebody else was in the cell or if his cellmate was using the mobile to make a call.
“I can hear you breathing,” Dante said, his voice low and menacing, and Troy was surprised at the words, wondering if he was on the phone to some sex-chat line. “You like my voice, do you?” he went on. “You touching yourself? I can touch myself too, if that’s what you want Charley.”
Then he cursed and fell silent. Troy entered the cell, pretending he hadn’t heard anything, and Dante passed him the mobile, looking pissed off. Troy didn’t ask what was bothering him, but his mind was racing as he wondered what his cellmate was up to and, not for the first time, what Dante had done to get himself locked-up in here in the first place.
* * *
Amal looked at the carnage left over from the night before and smiled. It had been an awesome party, he remembered, and it had been even better for meeting Shontelle. The thought of her tight body, her honey-coloured hair, her pink lips that had looked so warm and soft, made him stir and he sat down on the sofa, ignoring the glare that Naz shot him.
“What’s got you looking so sour?” he asked his cousin, not looking at him as he reached for the remote.
“What do you think?” Naz shot back. “You tried it on with my girlfriend.”
“Tried it on? I spoke to her, that’s all.”
“You wouldn’t stop looking at her all night,” Naz snapped. He wasn’t impressed and folded his arms against his chest, scowling.
“Now, now, boys,” Sanjay said, amused. “Don’t get into a fight about her.”
“Ain’t nobody fighting,” Naz insisted. “I just think it’s disrespectful.”
“Fuck off,” Amal laughed. “Not like I did anything wrong.”
Naz’s frown deepened and Amal wondered whether his thoughts about Shontelle bordered on inappropriate.
“I ordered takeaway,” Sanjay said, evidently hoping to clear the air. “Thought we could all do with some grease to soak up all that tequila.”
“Good thinking,” Amal smiled.
“Whatever,” Naz grumbled, still looking put out.
Amal wondered if he should reassure his cousin about his intentions, but he could not bring himself to do it. If Shontelle wanted him, then she would get no rejection from him. He was infatuated with her, and he would only keep his distance if she wanted him to, regardless of Naz.
As if knowing what was on Amal’s mind, Naz continued to scowl.
* * *
Serena Patterson swung her sports bag over her shoulder and shuffled through the crowds thronging at the entrance to the train station. She glanced around as she left the building, scanning the faces around her.
It had been months since she had left London. She had known she would always have to return to give her evidence, but now that the time had arrived she felt the familiar uncertainty that she always experienced when she returned to the city.
She pulled her phone out of her pocket and glanced at the time. She was five minutes early. Perhaps Casey had not yet arrived. She drifted through the crowd a short distance from the entrance and leant against the wall a few metres away, giving her a better sight of the people milling around.
Though she did not wish to be here, she had never hesitated in booking her train ticket. This was something she had to do. She would give her evidence, and she would celebrate when she saw Troy Banks get locked up. It was exactly what he deserved, and she would do whatever she had to do to help that happen.
She caught a glimpse of Casey and waved at him. He smiled as she approached. He reached out to take her bag for her, but she shifted it on her shoulder and shrugged him off.
“It’s been a while,” Casey said, leading the way down the steps towards where he had parked on a yellow line. He caught Serena’s gaze and blushed. “Don’t grass me up.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got your back,” she laughed.
He unlocked the car, and Serena dropped her sports bag into the back seat and sat down up front. She clicked her seatbelt as Casey started the engine.
“You pleased to be back?” he asked.
Serena considered her answer as he navigated back into the chaotic traffic.
“I’m here, that’s what matters,” she replied.
“Fair,” Casey nodded. He hesitated, before glancing at her. “It’s good to see you again, though.”
Serena smiled. When she had first met him, she would never have believed those words would have come out of his mouth.
“It’s good to see you too,” she agreed.
She looked out of the window, expecting the familiar route to Scotland Yard, and she was surprised when Casey took a wrong turn, then another.
“Where are we going?” she asked, frowning.
“I’m taking you to your hotel,” Casey replied.
“Not Scotland Yard?” she asked.
“No,” Casey said. “You’re not on a case. Just relax.”
Serena bit her lip, refraining from arguing. She returned her gaze to the streets passing by. She sensed that Casey was holding something back, but she did not want to prod him for information, not this soon.
She tried to relax, unable to shake the feeling that something was off.
* * *
Adrianna felt a smug sense of satisfaction as she pulled her knickers back up and wiped herself with a tissue. Trent pulled on his boxers and looked down at her, sat on the edge of his bed. She remembered last night, Sanjay’s hands on her body, lips on her mouth and breasts, as he had taken her right there up against his bedroom door. The thought pleased her, not because of the pleasure, though she had not been disappointed, but because she had got one over on Trent, who seemed to dismiss her so casually, as if she was nothing to him. In sleeping with Sanjay, she knew she had reclaimed a bit of power, showing him that she could be as dismissive of him as he could of her.
“You have fun at the party last night then?” Trent asked, pulling his jeans on and barely glancing at her, making Adrianna feel frustrated.
“Yeah, it was fun,” she said. Now was the moment, if she was really going to make him jealous. “I met someone.”
Trent paused, fingers on his zipper, and glanced at her, eyes narrowing.
“What do you mean?” he asked, put out. Adrianna shrugged as she did up the zip on her dress. She heard the irritation in his voice, and loved it. He zipped himself up and looked down at her, hand on hip, glaring. “Come on, tell me then.”
“I had sex with someone else,” Adrianna said, unable to keep the smile off her face as she said it. Trent gritted his teeth. She sighed, “Don’t tell me you ain’t been sleeping with other girls.”
“That’s different,” Trent hissed.
“Why?” Adrianna asked. Trent snorted, shaking his head.
“Well, as long as you don’t see him again,” he said, turning from her.
Adrianna felt her own anger rise. He hadn’t denied seeing other girls, yet he expected her to have eyes only for him. She wanted him to respect her, and he was treating her like a slut.
“We’ll see,” Adrianna said, knowing the words would anger Trent. “He’s a nice guy, and he’s hot too.” Trent was silent, back to her, but she sensed he had tightened with anger at her words. “And he was a really good shag and all.”
Trent turned and Adrianna barely had time to register the anger on his face before his arm shot out towards her. The back of his hand hit her hard across the face. Her cheek rang with pain and she felt tears sting in her eyes from the shock.
“Don’t take me for a fucking mug,” Trent said, his voice low and dangerous, standing over Adrianna and glaring down at her. “Don’t you fucking dare.”
Adrianna looked up and knew she had pushed him too far. Trent walked out of the bedroom, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he went, and she heard the television begin to blare. She blinked the tears away, gathered up her things, and left the room. She passed Trent on the sofa, and he didn’t even look up at her. She knew he didn’t regret hitting her.
She bowed her head and left the flat, feeling humiliated that just as she had felt so powerful he had made her weak again. When the door to the flat had closed behind her, Adrianna wondered if she had just made a big mistake.
* * *
Tyrese left his bedroom and found Trent sitting in the armchair, looking down at his mobile, face scowling, and Tyrese wondered if he’d had a row with Adrianna.
“Another fight?” Tyrese asked, sitting down on the sofa.
“Don’t start,” Trent groaned, shaking his head.
Tyrese let it go. He didn’t really care either way at any rate.
His mother was busying herself in the kitchen and he sat up when he heard her squeal of delight and low voices from the other room. A few seconds later, Jessie appeared in the doorway. She was the youngest in the Banks family, the only girl in a flat full of sons, and she didn’t look happy to be back at home. Tyrese smiled at her, but she barely looked at him as she came in and sat beside him.
She was wearing jeans and a top that had food stains on it, and her hair was pulled into a scruffy ponytail, her eyes downcast. Tyrese wondered what was wrong with her, why she wasn’t taking such pride in her appearance as she had always done in the past, and he questioned whether living at the Healy house was to blame for the change in her, or if it was just because she’d had a couple of miscarriages. Either way, his sister had changed in the last few months and he didn’t like that.
“You wanted to see me?” she asked, looking at Tyrese for the first time. She looked irritated that he had summoned her, and he wondered if he was only about to make things worse between them if he asked her what he intended.
“Yeah, can’t I check up on my little sister every now and then?” Tyrese asked, keeping his voice light. Trent didn’t look up from his phone, barely looking at Jessie, and Tyrese knew the tension was still there between them.
“You never wanted to check up on me when I lost the babies,” Jessie said, her voice testy, and he felt a moment’s remorse. “Why the hell would you care now?”
“Don’t be like that,” Tyrese said, trying to sound compassionate. “Of course we care, right Trent?”
“Yeah, ‘course,” Trent muttered, still on his phone.
Jessie rolled her eyes and then fixed Tyrese with a beady look that let him know she wasn’t fooled by the pretence.
“We’ve been busy,” Tyrese said, by way of an apology.
“Yeah right,” Jessie said, bemused. “From what I’ve heard, you ain’t been up to much. Word is you’re letting things slide.”
“Who told you that?” Tyrese demanded at once.
“People,” Jessie replied.
“Would these people perhaps be called Jayden and Corey Healy?” Tyrese asked, skeptical, not liking the fact his sister was so clued-up, and that she showed such indifference to their plight. Jessie shrugged, and kept quiet. Tyrese sighed. He had hoped to win her round before asking for such a favour, but he could see now that it was no use. He would just have to jump straight in and try his luck. “Listen, Jess, I need a favour from you.”
“Oh, goodie,” Jessie said sarcastically.
Tyrese ignored her remark.
“Like you say, we’ve begun to slip up, but it’s only temporary, understand that much,” Tyrese said, annoyed that Trent was offering no help in the matter. “And I’ve heard rumours that the Healy brothers might be overstepping the mark, making pathways onto the Goldsworth when we all know they ain’t welcome here.”
“Maybe not by you,” Jessie shrugged. “I ain’t heard no complaints though.”
“So they are trying to muscle in on our patch?” Tyrese asked.
“Why don’t you ask them?” Jessie suggested. “Instead of boring me.”
“That’s the thing, we would, but they won’t tell us straight,” Tyrese said, smiling at his sister, and she looked suspiciously back at him. “You, on the other hand, wouldn’t lie to your brothers, would you? And they’re not going to lie to you, not when you and Corey are so tight, all loved-up like you are.”
Jessie gave a half-smile, shaking her head.
“You want me to spy on my boyfriend for you?” she asked, disbelieving. Tyrese knew then that he had made a mistake in asking her. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she sighed. “You’ve got a fucking nerve asking me for any kind of favour after you’ve ignored me the last few months, when I might have actually needed you. You can both go fucking do one.”
She rose to her feet and stormed out of the lounge without another word, and Tyrese made no effort to stop her. She was still young, and this was just a little hissy fit. She was probably still hormonal after the last pregnancy; he was sure she would calm down, and then she might reconsider what he had said.
He heard the front door slam shut and rolled his eyes.
“That went well,” Trent said from the armchair, and Tyrese groaned.
* * *
Aurora glared at her mum, hand on hips, and knew she was itching to make a remark about the state Kojo had been in last night. He had spent a few hours throwing up in the bathroom, and Aurora felt frustrated because now her mum was on her high-horse, keen to point out that Aurora had given her such a hard time for drinking too much, only to return from the party with a wasted Kojo in tow.
“Just don’t say it, mum,” Aurora sighed, shaking her head.
Marlena narrowed her eyes but kept her mouth shut as she drank her coffee, turning her back on the room and looking out of the window at the city beneath them. Aurora shut her eyes, willing Clint and Kojo to stop arguing.
Their raised voices echoed down the landing from the bedroom, and Aurora knew that Clint meant well and that he was angry that Kojo had got drunk, but she also knew that Kojo wasn’t happy here, that he wanted to spend time with his mates, and she couldn’t entirely agree with Clint that being away from the Goldsworth was in his brother’s best interests.
“He gets angry, doesn’t he,” Marlena said quietly, and Aurora knew she was talking about Clint. “Must take after his father in that respect. Next he’ll be raising his hand to you and that boy, see if he doesn’t.”
Aurora ignored her mother, knowing she was fast losing patience with having the three of them staying in the flat. She wondered again if it had been a mistake in coming down before the trial, fearing her mum might kick them about before Troy had even arrived at court.
The voices grew louder as the bedroom door opened, and Kojo stormed down the landing. He didn’t even look into the kitchen, but threw the front door open and left, slamming it shut behind him.
“Ungrateful boy,” Marlena snapped. “I could’ve been trying to sleep.”
Clint walked down the landing, looking frustrated, and sighed when he saw Aurora and her mother. Aurora knew that Clint didn’t want to be here anymore than her mum wanted him here, and the flat was feeling more claustrophobic by the day. Aurora hoped the tension would ease once the trial started, but she knew that it wouldn’t, not when Clint had to give evidence, and her mother would have to listen to Shaniqua’s final moments, replayed over and over by different witnesses.
“Sorry about that,” Clint said, looking at Aurora, with a swift glance to Marlena’s back. “I’ve told him not to see those mates again, but he wasn’t exactly happy to hear it.”
Aurora smiled weakly at him, feeling tired of all the drama. She wondered, for what must’ve been the hundredth time, if Kojo would not be better off staying with his parents. It would make her mum happier, and it would definitely ease the tension that had begun to appear between her and Clint.
She was about to suggest it when she changed her mind. Clint wouldn’t hear of it, and she didn’t want another argument, and nor did she want to make Clint feel like he had to choose between her and his brother; that wouldn’t be fair.
Closing her mouth, she kept her thoughts to herself, wondering what Shaniqua would have advised her if she was still alive.
* * *
Kojo walked down the stairs, feeling anger pulsing through his body. It wasn’t fair that Clint, just a few years older than him, was allowed to do whatever he wanted whilst he was dragged along for the ride. Clint had run away from home, got a girl pregnant, and been drunk countless times, and yet Kojo had a few too many beers and got his head bitten off for it, how was that fair? He was beginning to think that Clint’s concern for him was wrong, that Clint was trying to make sure he didn’t make the same mistakes he had, when they were completely different people. Kojo would never be involved in a stabbing, and it was insulting that Clint thought otherwise. Now he was paying for the stupid mistakes his brother had made, Kojo thought angrily, and kicked at a crumpled can on the ground, sending it clattering down the last of the steps and almost hitting someone coming up the stairs.
He muttered an apology under his breath and paced across the courtyard and out of the shadow of the tower block, heading towards the playing fields. He had text Kent and hadn’t had a reply yet, and he wondered if his best mate was embarrassed for him after he had been dragged out of the party like some stupid child. Or maybe Kent was just hung over, he thought, hoping that was the case.
The sun was beating down on the grass and a few lads were kicking a football about near one of the goals, the metal rusted and the net long gone.
He veered off the path between the two fields and sat down on the slope that overlooked the lower playing field, breathing hard, hoping his anger would subside soon. He didn’t mean to get so angry, and he knew it was Clint’s fault rather than his. If he stopped treating him like a baby, let him make his own decisions, then he would be happy.
He lay back on the grass and let the sun warm him, and the anger did begin to fade, replaced with a calm sleepiness as he closed his eyes against the sunlight.
Footsteps sounded on the path behind him, and he heard children laughing and shouting from the playground, and the hollers of the lads playing footie. It was enough to help him forget about Clint and Aurora, and how they had embarrassed him in front of his mates, and in front of Scarlett. His cheeks burned as he wondered what she must have thought, being told off by his brother in front of her.
“You feeling better now then?” a girl’s voice asked, and his eyes flew open as he looked up at Scarlett, stood on the path looking down at him with a smile.
Kojo propped himself up on his elbows, smiling at her, pleased to see her.
“Yeah, much better thanks,” he said, feeling nervous. “And sorry, you know, about being sick and that. You must think I’m well weird.” He tried to laugh it off, but it stuck in his throat and he grimaced.
Scarlett sat down beside him on the grass, her summer dress flapping in the breeze and she looked at him with kind eyes.
“I don’t think you’re weird,” she said softly. “I think you’re –” She stopped as her mobile began to ring, a Beyoncé ring tone blaring out from her bag. She gave him an apologetic smile and answered.
Kojo took the chance to observe her and he remembered the maths classes spent gazing at her. She was petite and slim, her dark hair thick, and her smile was dainty. Her voice was bright, cheerful, even as she sounded frustrated as she spoke on the phone. Kojo wondered if she had a boyfriend, and hoped at once that she didn’t.
“Sorry, that was my dad,” she said when she had hung up. “I’ve got to go back now, but it was nice seeing you again.”
He wondered what she had been about to say she thought he was. He wanted to ask her, but would that be weird of him? He hesitated, and she stood up, unaware of the thoughts racing through his mind. He wanted to tell, or ask her – what exactly? He felt sweat on his forehead and wondered why she made him so nervous.
“We should meet up again sometime,” Scarlett said quietly, and he thought she might be as nervous as he felt. “Do you want to take my mobile number?”
Kojo looked up at her, smiling, and she smiled back. She read it out to him and Kojo saved it in his phone. She turned to go, looking pleased.
“Do you have a boyfriend?” Kojo asked, before he could stop himself. He was horrified as soon as the question left his lips, and Scarlett turned, looking at him.
“No,” she answered, and Kojo’s relief must have shown because she gave a soft smile, and waved goodbye. He watched her go, and Kojo couldn’t help but smile.
* * *
Adrianna looked at Brandy and felt irritated that her friend wasn’t showing more support in light of what she had just told her.
“Is that all you can say?” Adrianna asked, frustrated.
“What did you expect?” Brandy asked, looking equally exasperated. “You told the guy you’re sleeping with that you fucked someone else last night, and you’re surprised when he reacts? What did you think he’d do?”
“I don’t know,” Adrianna admitted sullenly. “Not hit me, though.”
“We’re talking about Trent Banks,” Brandy insisted. “He does his talking with his fists. He was hardly going to buy you flowers for sleeping around.”
“I guess,” Adrianna groaned.
Now that she thought about it she could see Brandy’s point. Perhaps she had misjudged the situation. She hoped Trent was thinking about her, going over what she had said, and she hoped he would feel jealous at the thought of her being with another man. Then maybe he’d decide to be more committed to her, rather than just seeing her as a link-up he could use for sex and dump when he felt like it.
She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts until she found Sanjay’s number. He had been a nice guy, she remembered, and he was attractive too. He wouldn’t hit her, she knew that much, and the fact he had a girlfriend didn’t really bother her. If Trent wouldn’t show her sympathy, and Brandy wouldn’t either, then perhaps Sanjay would provide her with reassurance that she was worth it, that she deserved more than to be treated and dismissed in such a way.
She texted him, ignoring Brandy shaking her head with disapproval.
“What now?” she demanded, glaring at Brandy.
“You’re texting the other guy?” Brandy asked. She looked half amused, half concerned for her. “You’re playing with fire, girl, that’s all I’ll say on it.”
Adrianna shrugged. She knew Brandy meant well, but the fact of the matter was Brandy was probably just jealous because whereas she had once dated a Banks brother, now Adrianna was, and she was even getting close to another guy with a good reputation and who had done time. Brandy was just jealous, Adrianna decided.
Sanjay replied to her text and Adrianna beamed, relieved that at least he was showing an interest in her. She winked at Brandy, who rolled her eyes. Adrianna shrugged off her warning, and text him back, wondering if Trent was jealous yet.
* * *
Jessie let herself into the house and heaved the metal front door shut behind her. It was a reinforced door, just one of the many reminders that this was not just a home but a fortress, from which the Healy brothers could command their empire.
She wondered if she was a bad sister for dismissing Tyrese’s plea for help, but instantly dismissed the thought. He had not been there for her when she’d had the first miscarriage. She had needed her family then, but all she’d had from Tyrese was a text message. Then she’d learnt she was pregnant again and she had felt so much happier; she had been certain this one would be smooth, but she had lost that baby too. She shuddered as she remembered the feeling of emptiness that had overcome her then, as she had sat in the shower, blood running down her thighs, unable even to cry she had felt so numb.
No, she thought, Tyrese wasn’t worth her time.
She went upstairs to the bedroom she shared with Corey, and found him drying himself off with a towel, and he smiled when he saw her.
“Where have you been?” he asked, looking pleased that she had been out. Jessie knew he had been worried, and she didn’t really blame him. She rarely left the house now, and Corey had taken to trying to lure her outside with promises of shopping and a meal out, but Jessie always refused. She wasn’t sure why, but the lingering sense of emptiness, of loss, had been hard to shake after she had lost the second baby, and her mood never seemed to improve.
“Just went to see my mum,” Jessie said. She wasn’t sure why she had lied to him, but she didn’t want to tell him about Tyrese or what he had asked of her. Corey had been tense enough with her lately, she didn’t want to make things any worse.
“That’s great,” Corey said, pleased. “Perhaps we could go grab some dinner later? There’s this new restaurant down the –”
He trailed off as Jessie shook her head. She fumbled in the drawer of the bedside table and began rolling herself a joint. She needed it to take the edge off. Tyrese had reminded her of the babies she might have had, and she was beginning to feel hollow once more.
Corey sighed as he watched her roll the joint, and she felt frustrated with him. When they had first started sleeping together he had loved her sense of recklessness, he had rolled the joints for her, but now he thought she was going overboard with it. He had been hurt by the loss of their babies too, but it was like he had forgotten all about them now, and that made Jessie feel even more alone, as if she were the only one in the world who cared that two children had died inside her.
“You can go without me,” Jessie suggested, lighting the joint.
Corey sighed and left the room, closing the door behind him, and Jessie stretched out on the bed, pulling an ashtray towards her. She was alone again, with only her dark thoughts for company, and she wondered if this was how it would always be.
* * *
Troy greeted Mr Rush, his lawyer, with a curt nod and sat down across the table from him in the private meeting room, eyes narrowed in suspicion, anxious as to what news his lawyer might have brought with him this time.
“How have you been holding up?” Rush asked.
Troy wondered if his lawyer really cared, but he shrugged anyway. How the hell did he think he’d been doing? He was in prison, not a fucking holiday resort.
“I have some news I thought you’d want to hear,” Rush said, rifling through some papers on the desk in front of him. Troy looked at him, and wondered if this man was really all that stood between him and freedom. He had lines around his eyes, his hair was more grey than black now, and he had patchy stubble. Troy couldn’t quite believe his future lay in this man’s hands.
“Is it good news?” Troy asked, intrigued despite himself. He leant forwards, and Rush smiled at the eagerness of his client.
“Yes, very good news,” Rush nodded. Troy felt his pulse quicken with excitement. “I received the news this morning and had to clear it with the boss, but I thought you’d want to know as soon as possible.”
“Get on with it then,” Troy prompted him, “What’s such good news?”
“The CPS has been in touch,” Rush replied. “As you know, the police have still been investigating Sasha Morton and Wright O’Neill’s deaths, with connection to you. They informed me today that they have dropped the charges against you in these two cases.”
Troy could hardly believe it. He felt relief wash over him. He had known that Patterson was desperate to pin both murders on him, and now that she had failed he felt vindictive satisfaction as he wondered how she had taken the news.
“It’s very good news,” Rush went on. “Of course, you’ll still be facing trial for Shaniqua Curtis’ murder, but the fact that the charges for two other crimes have been dropped against you doesn’t look great for the prosecution, especially as it was the same arresting officer, DS Patterson, that charged you with all three murders.”
“You mean it’ll look like she got it wrong?” Troy asked.
Rush nodded.
“She charged you with two murders when there was little to no evidence available, and those charges have now been dropped,” he explained. “The CPS threw the cases out, and that means a jury will have to consider the fact that she got it wrong in arresting you for Shaniqua Curtis’ murder too. It’s looking good.”
Troy beamed. He wished he could’ve seen Patterson’s face when she had been told the news. As Rush began to talk through some other implications, Troy wondered if, in a few short weeks, he would be out of prison and walking free.
The thought thrilled him and he smiled at Rush, for once not noticing the grey hair or the age lines around his eyes, only seeing the smiling face of the man who had brought him such good news.
* * *
“The charges are being dropped?” Serena repeated. She glared at Casey. “I knew something was on your mind. How long have you known for?”
“I only found out this morning, just before I picked you up,” Casey replied, abashed.
“And when were you going to tell me?” Serena asked. Casey looked down into his lap, blushing. She sighed, shaking her head. “Let me guess, never? Or when I’d testified and gone back down to Cornwall?”
“Something like that,” Casey murmured. He shifted in his seat. “Jenkins told me not to tell you. He said that you might kick off.”
“He said that?” Serena demanded, temper flaring.
“In so many words,” Casey nodded.
“Right, take me to his office,” Serena said.
Casey faltered. He looked imploringly at her, but Serena’s gaze was stern and he must have known there was no changing her mind. He pulled away from the front of her hotel and started back down the road.
Serena was seething.
The thought that the charges against Troy Banks had been dropped rankled with her. She was in no doubt that he had pulled the trigger and killed Sasha Morton and Wright O’Neill. Now he would get away with it, if the CPS had their way.
The car was silent as they drove to Scotland Yard. Serena knew that Casey was afraid to broach the subject or voice his opinion for fear of unleashing her rantings, and she did not blame him. She could barely contain her frustration, and it would serve no purpose to get annoyed at him. He was on her side, she knew that.
When they reached the building, Serena was out of the car and breezing across the lobby before Casey had shut off the engine. He jogged after her, catching up with her as she called the lift. He was breathing hard, and gave Serena an uncertain look.
“You’re not going to turn violent or anything, are you?” he asked.
“No, don’t worry,” Serena told him. “I won’t get you in any trouble.”
“I think it’s too late for that,” Casey sighed, as they stepped into the lift and Serena pressed for Jenkins’ floor.
Serena looked at her former partner, and she felt bad that she had put Casey in this position.
“I’m sorry,” she managed, sounding awkward even to her in the silence of the lift. “For putting you in -”
“Let’s just keep the apologies until after we’ve established the damage,” Casey sighed, holding up a hand to stop her. “If I keep my job, then you’re forgiven.”
Serena smiled to herself. Perhaps Casey was secretly pleased that she was going up against Jenkins. Maybe that was why he had let it slip to her in the first place.
The lift doors opened. Jenkins was waiting at the door to his office already, looking down the corridor at them as they approached. Serena realized that reception must have notified him already of his visitor. Perhaps he had expected her intrusion.
“Welcome back, Serena,” Jenkins beamed, as she neared him. He held out his hand, and Serena reluctantly shook it. “I thought you would be settling into your hotel room by now,” he smiled, with a glance at Casey. “What brings you here?”
“I think you already know,” Serena said, forcing a smile.
Jenkins’ smile faltered but he stepped aside and beckoned them into his office.
Serena was surprised to find another man stood in the room. He nodded towards her, then Casey. He looked uncertain, as if he was not entirely sure of his purpose at this meeting. Serena glanced at him, before watching as Jenkins walked around his desk and sat down in his leather chair.
“I assume you’ve heard that the charges have unfortunately been dropped,” Jenkins said.
“Yes,” Serena confirmed. “I want your permission to re-open that case. I can get more evidence, or more witnesses. I know that I can.”
“No,” Jenkins shook his head. “Absolutely not. You can’t be involved in that sort of investigation, not when you are due to testify against your prime suspect.”
“I can’t just do nothing,” Serena protested.
“I understand that,” Jenkins nodded. “Hence why I sent for Mr Carl Hurst, here,” he gestured, introducing the other man in the room. Carl smiled. “He has just been promoted to detective. He has been heading up a new case, and I think you can offer some help.”
“Which case?” Serena asked, despite herself. She knew she was being sidelined. Jenkins was hardly subtle. Yet she was interested. She looked from Jenkins to Carl.
“Jasper Okoro was murdered several months ago,” Jenkins explained. “He ran a criminal empire. He was known more commonly as Uncle Jasper. Detective Hurst is trying to investigate the criminal empire that he had built up before his death.”
“He was murdered by his brother,” Serena said. She was familiar with the case from the news. She had come across Uncle Jasper before. He had deserved death, she thought, for all the misery his drug deals and violence had caused.
“Yes, indeed,” Jenkins nodded. “Brilliant. You’re already clued-in. You can hit the ground running, as it were.”
Serena frowned.
“What about Sasha Morton and Wright O’Neill?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about that,” Jenkins told her. “That’s all in hand.”
Serena did not believe him, but she knew that she could not persuade Jenkins to shift on his position. Perhaps he was right, she thought. It could affect Troy’s trial if she was investigating him for other charges at the same time.
She sighed, and Jenkins seemed relieved that she had not argued her point.
“I’m sure you’ll want to be brought up to speed by Detective Hurst,” Jenkins said, smiling from one to the other. “And what better time than now?”
Serena knew they were being dismissed. She forced a smile and thanked him. She led the way out of the room, nodding at Casey as she left, followed by Carl.
As the door closed behind her, Serena could not help but feel slighted.
* * *
Sanjay watched his mum retreat to the kitchen and turned to glare at Amal and Naz, glaring at each other and acting more like kids than men. Naz was still moody, and Amal seemed to be avoiding his gaze, perhaps remorseful, or not as the case may be.
There was a knock on the front door and Mrs Siddiqui called out to them. Sanjay hoisted himself off the sofa and went to answer it. He was surprised to see Trent Banks standing on the front step, looking at him uncertainly. Whilst Sanjay had been good mates with Tyrese and Jayden at school, he had never been close to Trent. They had never really been mates, and from Trent’s expression, that wasn’t about to change any time soon.
“What can I do for you?” Sanjay asked, feeling a moment’s panic.
“I just wanted to ask you something,” Trent said, and Sanjay sensed that he didn’t want to be here, and that he felt awkward asking whatever it was he had come to ask him. “It’s about one my girls, she was here at your party the other night –” He trailed off, unable to meet Sanjay’s eyes.
“She ain’t still here mate,” Sanjay joked, trying to lighten the mood.
“Sorry, man, I just wanted to know if, well, if she was hanging out with any guys in particular,” Trent said, trying to keep his voice casual. He fumbled for his phone and brought up a photo on the screen. “You remember seeing this girl? Her name’s Adrianna.”
Sanjay looked at the phone and shook his head, hoping his surprise hadn’t shown on his face when he’d heard the name. He remembered her at once, of course, he’d fucked her in his bedroom and he was sure he’d fuck her again if he saw her.
“Nah man, sorry,” Sanjay shrugged. “My memory’s a bit hazy, you know, too much tequila, so I can’t help you out.”
Trent looked as if he hadn’t expected anything else, and forced a smile.
“Cheers anyway,” he managed.
Trent went off down the street, slipping the phone back into his pocket. Sanjay closed the door, feeling a small amount of pleasure at the thought that he had fucked one of the Banks brothers’ girls. Adrianna had told him she had a boyfriend, but not who he was. The thought turned him on. Still, Trent could seriously disrupt his plans with Tyrese if he found out, so as he returned to the lounge he scrolled through his contacts and found Adrianna’s number. He sent her a text, knowing he had to make sure she kept quiet about who he was, or he would regret it, he was sure of that.
* * *
Trent had never trusted Sanjay and as he walked down the street, he wondered whether he had just been lied to. He couldn’t be sure, but he always felt uneasy whenever he was in the guy’s presence and he still couldn’t understand why Tyrese thought so highly of him.
It wasn’t like he was jealous of Sanjay or had anything specific that he could pin on him to cause such distrust, but Trent couldn’t bring himself to like him, or respect him, and he wondered if he was perhaps being a little hard on him.
The party had been a big one, from all accounts, and he could hardly blame Sanjay for not remembering one girl. It was just his natural dislike for him that made him question Sanjay’s reply, Trent told himself. He didn’t think Sanjay would lie to him, not when he was working for Tyrese. He pushed aside his doubts about Sanjay, and wondered who Adrianna might have slept with, feeling embarrassed that he cared so much. It wasn’t so much her, he thought, more that some guy disrespected him enough to sleep with one of his girls. A thought occurred to him and he began to smile.
Adrianna might have made the whole thing up just to get a reaction out of him, make him feel jealous because he wasn’t showing commitment. Yes, that was it, he decided, shaking his head at his own foolishness. As if she’d go out and cheat when she had him, he thought. Feeling reassured, he decided he would make a bit more of an effort with her, keep her sweet, at least until he got bored of her.
* * *
The screams from the lounge were doing Brandy’s head in and she wished Aunt Bo would shut the baby up before it gave them all a headache. Her mum was back at the flat too and she knew she wouldn’t take well to being disturbed.
“What the fuck you doing to that kid?” her mum screamed from her bedroom, and Brandy sighed. Her mother had woken up and until she fucked off out the flat there would be nothing but arguments.
Brandy sat on her bed, the door to her room open, and she heard her mum’s door fly open and she stood in her underwear, her weave discarded, and looked furious as her eyes adjusted to daylight.
“Bo, what the hell you think you doing?” she yelled down the corridor towards the lounge, where Aunt Bo was trying to soothe Frazer’s crying. “I’m trying to get some sleep, can’t you control that brat?”
There was an indecipherable response from the lounge and her mum stormed down the hallway, stomping on the floor, kicking a toy out the way as she went. It gave a squeak as it bounced off the wall and landed further down the hall.
Raised voices came from the lounge, barely audible over Frazer’s screams, and Brandy felt the beginning of a headache. Her mum hurried back down the hall and slammed the door to her bedroom shut.
Brandy hated Aurora for making her stay here, for forcing her to abandon her plans to flee the estate. She wished she could get out of here, away from her mum and her crying baby, but she knew that she wouldn’t get far anyway, not on what little money she had.
The crying stopped and Aunt Bo came down the hall, glancing to Brandy before knocking on her mum’s door.
“Deanna,” she called softly through the door. “You want a drink?”
“Vodka,” Deanna called back. “And don’t try and fool me, sis, I know your tricks. I got your card marked.”
“How about a coffee?” Aunt Bo suggested, her voice quiet so she didn’t disturb the baby.
The door swung open and Deanna glared at her, adjusting her weave, a tangle of dark hair that looked like a nest more than a hairpiece.
“You taking the piss?” she seethed. “Don’t hand me a turkey and call it a rainbow, girl, I ain’t having that.”
Brandy snorted with amusement. Her mum’s eyes snapped to her and narrowed. She nudged Aunt Bo out of her way and stood over Brandy, face contorting with anger.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, her voice rising. “You find me funny do you?”
“Sssh, Deanna, the baby!” Aunt Bo said, trying to calm her sister down.
“Who gives a shit about the baby?” Deanna snapped, shrugging her off and slapping Aunt Bo’s hand away from her. She turned back to Brandy. “Eh, you not so tough now I’m up in your face?”
Brandy kept quiet, wishing her mother would just fuck off out the flat. Deanna grew bored of provoking her and stormed from the room. The clinking of bottles came from the kitchen. She returned to her bedroom a moment later with a glass and a bottle of vodka. She shot Aunt Bo and Brandy a scornful look and slammed the door behind her.
“You staying for dinner?” Aunt Bo asked through the door.
“Like hell I am,” Deanna shouted back. “You can’t cook for shit. I’m going down the pub. I got people to see.”
“Are you sure?” Aunt Bo persisted.
“You fucking deaf?” Deanna screamed back, setting off Frazer’s crying again.
Brandy pulled her headphones towards her and popped them into her ears, turning up her music, so she wouldn’t have to hear any more.
* * *
Kojo could tell that Clint was annoyed with him, but he tried not to pay any mind to his older brother and looked down at his phone, re-reading the text he’d received from Scarlett, unable to stop smiling.
“Have you even been listening to me?” Clint demanded, standing in front of the sofa and staring at his brother.
Kojo sighed, frustrated with Clint’s behaviour. He always acted like he was his parent, and he wasn’t. He had no right to tell him what to do, to lecture him on anything, especially after all he’d done.
“I said I’m sorry,” Kojo said defiantly. “Nothing else I can do.”
Clint chewed his lip, looking like he had more to say, but Aurora came into the lounge with her mum behind her, and Kojo knew his brother wouldn’t cause an argument whilst they were here. He was scared of Aurora’s mum, but Kojo thought she was quite funny sometimes. She was a drunk and a nutter, he thought, but she was funny when she fell asleep in her chair, or when she tripped over after a few too many vodkas.
“Who are you texting anyway?” Clint asked, suspicious.
“Nobody,” Kojo shrugged.
Clint’s eyes narrowed but he shot a glance at Aurora and Marlena, and said nothing else. Kojo felt relieved, the last thing he needed was to have to explain his feelings for Scarlett to the whole room.
He typed out his next message and sent it, almost holding his breath as he waited for her to reply. He had asked her out, and he hoped that she would say yes. He hadn’t been on a date before, wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen or how he was supposed to act, but if she said yes he could take it from there.
His phone beeped with her response and he almost let out a cheer as he read it. She’d be happy to meet up with him, she’d written. The thought made him excited, and he got off the sofa and retreated from the room, aware of Clint’s eyes following him with suspicion.
“Leave him be,” Aurora said quietly, and Kojo wished she wouldn’t get herself involved in his life, even if she was standing up for him. “He’s not doing any harm, Clint. Let him chat to his mates.”
Kojo rolled his eyes and went into the bedroom, thinking of Scarlett. He wished he didn’t have to stay here with Clint, Aurora and the drunk, and he wondered what Clint would do if he packed his bag and moved back to his parents’ flat. Clint would be furious, he was sure, but there wouldn’t be anything he could do to stop him.
Kojo thought on that, wondering if he dared to do it.
* * *
Serena had checked in to her hotel and taken a long, hot shower, trying to shake her thoughts from the CPS’s decision today.
She had sat with Carl for a coffee and he had outlined the Uncle Jasper case to her, though his skepticism over her involvement was clear. Perhaps he did not believe she could handle it, she thought. More likely, he resented the fact that she would be involved when she clearly had her sights on another case. She almost felt bad for encroaching upon his investigation.
Serena toweled herself dry and checked her phone. There was a voicemail message, and she knew that it would be from her partner, wanting to check she had arrived safely. She would call back soon, and speak to her son, let him know she would not be gone too long this time.
As she switched on the television and lay down on the bed, Serena knew that she could not let the Morton and O’Neill murders drop.
She knew that Troy Banks was responsible, even if the CPS did not believe it. She would find the evidence, she would do whatever it took, she decided.
She owed it to them, she knew, just as she owed it to Shaniqua Curtis to testify in court tomorrow.
* * *
Troy eyed Dante with suspicion as he held out his hand for the phone.
“Who do you keep ringing anyway?” Troy asked, sliding the mobile into his cellmate’s hand. “You got a girl on the outside or something?”
The things he had overheard Dante whispering down the phone sort of sounded like they could be said to a girlfriend, but he had his doubts about that.
Dante shrugged.
“Private business,” he said quietly.
Troy didn’t like not knowing what his cellmate was up to and it grated on him that he should be kept in the dark when he was clearly the boss in this cell. He had given Dante a job, let him use his mobile and snort his coke, and Dante couldn’t even share a few secrets with him. Well fuck that, Troy thought.
He was still pleased after his lawyer’s visit, but that didn’t mean he was in an understanding mood, and Dante was starting to annoy him with his behaviour and secrecy. Dante looked at him, as if waiting for Troy to leave him alone in the cell, but Troy made no effort to give him some privacy and sat down on his bunk.
If Dante was annoyed, he gave no indication and climbed up to his own bunk. Troy wondered if he would still make the phone call whilst Troy was here, but there was no sound and he knew Dante would wait until he was alone to do so.
He was still curious about what Dante had done on the outside to land him in prison, and now he was more intrigued, wondering if the calls had something to do with that.
“You not going for some food?” Dante asked, and Troy wondered if he was really that eager to get rid of him. “I heard they got something good on today.”
“Nah, I’m okay,” Troy said, smiling to himself as he imagined the frustration he was putting upon Dante.
They were silent for a long moment. Troy wondered if it would not be better to just ask his cellmate for the truth. He took a deep breath, knowing that he had a right to know. Dante was his cellmate, and his employee – he deserved answers.
“Can I ask you something?” Troy asked. He didn’t wait for Dante to respond, and went on and asked him anyway. “What did you do to get yourself locked up in here?”
Dante was silent and Troy wondered if Dante would refuse to answer.
He gave a slight cough and a small sigh.
“I’m in here for murder,” Dante answered.
Troy stared up at the bottom of Dante’s bunk with wide eyes, hardly able to believe the reply. He had expected robbery, maybe assault. But murder?
His mind raced as he realised he might have underestimated his cellmate.
* * *
Sanjay knocked on the door to Adrianna’s flat and she answered wearing a low-cut top, and tiny shorts that showed off her legs. Her hair was tied up in a knot at the back of her head and she had less make-up on than last night, but she was still pretty hot, he thought, as she let him in and led him through to her bedroom.
He was reminded that she was only a teenager, the same age as Amal, when he looked around the room and saw pictures of her with her parents, and then more of her with friends. There were none of her and Trent, and he wondered if she didn’t dare put them up or if Trent didn’t let her take any of them together.
She sat down on the edge of her bed and patted the duvet beside her. Sanjay gave her a smile and sat down beside her.
“I’m glad you came,” she said quietly, a trace of a smile on her lips. She batted her eyelashes at him. “My brother and his girlfriend are out. They won’t be back for ages.”
She made to kiss him, and he put a hand to her, stopping her. She looked shocked, as if nobody had ever rejected her advances. He tried to smile at her.
“I need to clear something up,” Sanjay said, and Adrianna looked perplexed. “When you said you had a boyfriend, you were talking about Trent Banks, weren’t you?”
Adrianna looked surprised, and Sanjay knew she hadn’t expected him to know that. She was quiet, and he wondered if she was trying to come up with an excuse for why she hadn’t told him that to begin with.
“Yeah,” Adrianna said eventually, shrugging. “He’s not my boyfriend, though.”
“Really?” Sanjay asked, raising an eyebrow. “That why he was round mine, asking me if I’d seen you with any other guys at the party?”
“He did that?” Adrianna asked. She sounded delighted by the thought. She glanced at him, eyes widening. “You never told him it was you, though, right?”
“No, ‘course not,” Sanjay said. “Why’d you want to cheat on him though?”
“Like I said, he’s not my boyfriend,” she said, sourly. “Not really. I wish he was, but he just thinks of me as, I don’t know, a hook-up. Someone he can just fool around with.”
“And you want more?” Sanjay asked. “You tried to make him jealous?”
“Yeah,” Adrianna admitted. She looked anxious now. “It didn’t work though. I told him I’d met someone else, and he just…he hit me.”
Sanjay put an arm around her shoulders to comfort her, and Adrianna leant in to him, putting her head against his chest. He felt himself stirring at her touch.
“I was so scared,” Adrianna said, lowering her voice, and Sanjay couldn’t help but wonder if she was doing it for effect, if she just craved some attention.
“You’re safe with me,” Sanjay said. He rubbed her arm with his hand, and Adrianna turned, looking into his face. “I’ll look after you, just so long as this stays between us, yeah?” Adrianna nodded, hopeful. “Trent never finds out, and neither does anybody else,” Sanjay insisted.
“I promise,” Adrianna said. She licked her lips and this time Sanjay made the first move. He clasped her face and kissed her. She offered no resistance, and plastered herself against him.
Sanjay was pleased with how things had gone. He had only wanted to ensure she wouldn’t mention his name to Trent, but it seemed that Adrianna didn’t want things to end between them. He liked her, she was hot, and although he had a girlfriend, he could not refuse this. Not when it was so easy.
He laid her back on her bed and started to undress her. Adrianna smiled up at him, a playful smile on her lips, and Sanjay knew she wouldn’t tell Trent a thing. He could see in her eyes that she was already wondering whether he might not be a better upgrade than Trent and he would let her go on thinking this; there was no harm in letting her believe that perhaps one day he would make her his girlfriend.
* * *
Jessie read the text from Tyrese and promptly deleted it from her phone. She had no wish to speak to him or hear from him, and she was annoyed that he would even bother with her after she had stormed out of the flat yesterday.
She wished people could understand the torrent of emotions that bubbled within her, but nobody seemed to comprehend that she was still hurting. She knew why; the babies hadn’t been real to anyone yet, not born, no gender, and so it wasn’t like it was a real baby that had died. To her they had been real though; she’d dreamt of holding them and nurturing them, and then they had slipped out of her in a mess of blood and grief and she seemed to be the only one to grieve for them now.
Corey walked into the bedroom and though he didn’t say anything, she saw in his eyes that he was frustrated with her for spending so much time hidden away. She wondered if he still loved her like he had done once, and she knew that things had changed between them. He had been smitten with her, and she was sure that he had loved her when she had first been pregnant. Even when she’d lost the first, he had still loved her, cared for her, reassured her. When she had fallen pregnant again, he had been thrilled at the news. Jessie had prayed she would do better this time, but when she had lost that baby too, she had seen the heartache in Corey’s eyes and though he had looked after, soothed her, she knew then that he had lost some of the love he’d had for her. Now, he could barely look at her; he had given up trying to have sex, and he was starting to give up on even talking to her.
Jessie wondered how long it would be before they were strangers, bound together only by two dead babies, grief and unspoken frustration.
She wanted to offer him something, so that he didn’t stop loving her, so that he knew she still loved him and that she just needed time to grieve. She opened her mouth to speak, but he was already back at the door. He glanced at her, and gave a weak smile before he left, shutting the door behind him.
Jessie didn’t call out for him. She opened the drawer beside her bed and pulled out her skins, deciding she would just smoke a joint alone instead.
* * *
Corey Healy closed the bedroom door and took a deep breath, willing himself to show patience. He loved his girlfriend and he understood Jessie’s pain at losing two babies, but she never talked to him, never came to him, and he wasn’t sure how to handle the situation anymore, unsure if Jessie was still grieving or if she had simply shutdown on him. He wanted to reassure her, but she seemed so distant now, so lost within her own despair, that he wasn’t sure if she would even hear him out, let alone try to help him overcome his loss too.
It was best to leave her alone, to grieve for as long as she needed to, he decided. He daren’t broach the subject with his brother Jayden. Jayden had enough on his mind, he didn’t want to hear about Jessie and their problems as well. Perhaps he would have a word with Jazz, his younger sister, who had always been best mates with Jessie; see if perhaps she could talk his girlfriend round, put some light back into those dark eyes of hers.
He went downstairs to the lounge, where Jayden was talking to two lads who worked for them. Chris Patches, aka Patch, was a tall, solidly built guy with a shaved head. He was fair, and Corey knew that his brother trusted him. Beside Patch on the sofa was Sam, aka Goldie, for his set of golden teeth that glinted whenever he opened his mouth, and Corey didn’t hold the same respect for him as he did for Patch, or any of the other guys who worked for them. Goldie always seemed to bring trouble with him; whether it was getting drunk and running his mouth, or the nastier incident when him and a mate had raped the girlfriend of one of the Banks’ brothers. That had resulted in a load of trouble, Corey remembered, and had ended in the death of one of their own.
Corey took a seat and Patch nodded to him in greeting, but Goldie didn’t. He wondered if Goldie had picked up on his indifference to him and had noted it. Jayden looked at his brother, and Corey knew that something was wrong.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
Patch bowed his head, and even Goldie didn’t look happy. Corey looked to his older brother, and Jayden let out a long sigh.
“I just got word,” he said, shaking his head. “Troy Banks ain’t being charged with Wright’s murder anymore.”
“What?” Corey could hardly believe it. “He did it, we all know that.”
“Well, the police don’t reckon so, or don’t have enough to get him sent down for it anyway,” Jayden said. “Nothing we can do about that.”
“It’s a fucking joke,” Corey snapped. “What about that girl? Wright’s girlfriend, Sasha?”
“Same thing, the charges have been dropped.”
Corey closed his eyes and swallowed down his frustration.
“He’s still locked up,” Patch said from the sofa, in a low, deep voice. “That’s something, at least.”
“For how long though?” Corey asked, watching him scratch his head. Goldie had the good sense to keep his mouth shut, and Corey wondered if he felt remorse over what he had caused. He turned to his brother. “If he gets found not guilty for that Curtis stabbing, he’ll be back out on the street in a couple weeks.”
Jayden looked pained at the words, but he shrugged.
“Nothing we can do about it,” he said.
Corey knew he was right, but he still felt anger coursing through him, and he wondered if his brother had a plan that he didn’t want to share just yet. He hoped he did, it was what he expected from his older, smarter brother, but looking at Jayden’s face, he was uncertain; maybe he really had just given up hope on justice for Wright.
* * *
Tyrese was annoyed with his sister for not replying to his messages, but he was sure she would come around in time. She was still grieving, and once she’d got over it and got back to normal, she would reconsider and then she’d be in touch.
Tyrese still felt concerned. What if she didn’t? How much time did they have? He couldn’t be sure what the Healy brothers were plotting, but he was sure it was no coincidence that they had started dealing again on the Goldsworth, it must mean they were planning to challenge them, and so far they had been met with no force, no rebuke, and Tyrese hoped they didn’t think to try their luck and overthrow them.
Trent came into the room and sat down in his armchair. He reached for the remote and Tyrese groaned. He wanted his brother to help, not sit and watch television all fucking day.
“Where you been off to all day?” Tyrese asked. His brother had slipped out in the morning and hadn’t said what he was up to, though Tyrese knew it wasn’t anything to do with earning money; he left all that to Tyrese.
“Went to see Sanjay,” Trent replied. He shook his head. “Waste of time.”
Tyrese was instantly weary.
“What did you want from him?”
“Nothing much,” Trent shrugged. “There’s something about that guy I just don’t trust, though. You know what I mean?”
Tyrese didn’t answer, watching his brother. He hoped Trent hadn’t managed to piss Sanjay off. The last thing he needed was for Sanjay to turn against them and align himself with Jayden and the Healys. Not when he was beginning to rely on him.
“I know he’s an old mate of yours, but he’s shifty,” Trent continued, eyes on the television, unaware of the look on his brother’s face. “He’s trouble, I reckon.”
“Just leave it to me,” Tyrese said. Like always, he wanted to add.
Trent could have his uncertainties, Tyrese didn’t care either way. He’d given up trying to appease his younger brother, who never seemed to do anything but still expected the same credit, the same profit, as those who did. Tyrese was tired of it, he’d had enough of his brother.
He liked Sanjay as his deputy, his right-hand man, someone he could discuss tactics with and hopefully formulate a plan with to finally stop the Healy intrusions onto their estate. Tyrese wondered if, deep down, Trent had realized that Sanjay was his replacement.
* * *
Clint knocked on the front door of his parents’ flat and waited. He wondered if his dad would keep up his provocation, and he suspected that he would. His dad could be patient when it came to winding him up, just not in anything else.
His mum opened the door and Clint saw at once her swollen right eye, the eyelid puffy and purple, and Clint shook his head, frustrated. He hesitated as she opened the door wider for him to come in, unsure if he wanted to now.
“What happened to your eye?” he asked pointedly, stood on the threshold.
Femi squirmed at the question, and didn’t answer. There was no use, they both knew who was responsible and Clint felt frustrated with both of his parents, his dad for being a violent twat, and his mum for putting up with his dad.
“Where’s dad?” Clint asked.
“Out,” Femi replied. “Drinking. He went down to the pub, so he won’t be back anytime soon, don’t worry.”
Clint had only come around to talk about Kojo, but he didn’t feel like he wanted to now. He’d actually considered letting Kojo come and stay here with them, but he couldn’t now, not when he knew his father hadn’t changed and his mum still showed no defiance.
“I’ll see you later mum,” Clint said quietly, and left. He knew his mum was disappointed, and he felt bad for her, but she should bear some of the blame, he thought. If she would only stand up to his dad – but she never would, he knew that.
He went down the stairwell at the end of the balcony, kicking pieces of gravel with his trainers, sending them skittering down the steps in front of him. He didn’t much want to be back at Marlena’s flat, but he didn’t have much choice.
At the bottom of the stairs, he turned to cross the courtyard when he heard noise down a concrete passage off to the left. He hesitated; there were all sorts on the estate, and most of them didn’t like to be disturbed or seen. There was laboured breathing, grunting. Clint glanced down the passageway and gasped.
A woman he recognised was up against the wall, her skirt pulled up to her waist. It was Brandy’s mum. A large man was pressed against her, his trousers around his ankles as he pumped away at her, sweat pouring down his face and his eyes screwed up from the effort. He was grunting and she was giving out a pained moan. Clint took a step forward.
“Dad?” he called out, his voice echoing down the alley. “What the fuck dad?”
Rakhul glanced at him, making no effort to hide the fact he was fucking a stranger, cheating on his wife and the mother of his children. His hips kept thrusting as he eyed his eldest son.
“Fuck off out of here, I’m busy,” he shouted.
Deanna Mason’s eyes snapped open and she glared at Clint.
“Unless you want to get in on this, run along kid,” she called to him.
Clint shot them a disgusted look and turned, but his dad had already lost interest in him and his eyes were back on Deanna, whose eyes were squeezed shut. He hurried out of the alley and into the bright courtyard. He shook his head, but the mental picture of them remained.
He had always known his father was a violent drunk, but now he was a cheat too. He wondered how many times Rakhul had been with other women, and knew that this couldn’t be the first time. He thought of rushing back to his mum and telling her what he had seen. Would she finally see sense and leave him then?
Clint dismissed the thought at once. He knew his mum would never leave her husband, even if she knew that he had betrayed her. All that Clint would achieve would be to make her life a little more miserable.
He resolved to keep quiet, for his mum’s sake.
* * *
“Murder?” Troy repeated, his voice a little higher than usual.
He was shocked that he could have guessed so wrong about what crime his cellmate might have committed. He felt blindsided that he had underestimated Dante.
“Yeah, same as you,” Dante said casually from his bunk up top. If he’d heard the surprise in Troy’s voice, he didn’t mention it.
The cell was quiet but there were footsteps and chatter in the rec area, and Troy was embarrassed as he realised he was relieved he wasn’t locked-up with his cellmate for the night yet. Was he scared of Dante now? He tried to shake off his concerns and his shock, reminding himself that he was a Banks brother and his cellmate respected him, almost feared him even.
“Who’d you kill?” he asked, keeping his voice level, as if only mildly curious.
“My best mate,” Dante replied. He didn’t sound remorseful. “His name was Bolton. We were best mates since we were kids, you know. Started working together, and then he stole some money from the boss. I was told to get it back.”
“Did you?” Troy asked.
“I tried,” Dante sighed. It sounded like he regretted that much, at least, Troy thought. “He’d hidden it somewhere; I reckon he gave it to his girlfriend Charley. Thousands of pounds, all for that jumped-up slag who never worked a day in her fucking life,” he snarled. Troy heard his cellmate’s mattress creak above him as Dante shifted on his bed. “I tried to give him a chance to hand it over, to live, but he wouldn’t fucking listen.”
“So you killed him?”
“Yeah man, stabbed him right in the heart,” Dante replied. “He should never have stolen that money.”
Troy considered the answer. He guessed it showed loyalty, if Dante was willing to kill his best mate on his boss’s orders. He wondered if Dante would kill for him if he told him to. Probably not yet, Troy thought, but maybe in time.
“You reckon the girlfriend still has the money then?” Troy asked, remembering the weird phone calls Dante had been making.
“For now she does,” Dante said. “Once I get someone trustworthy on the outside, I’ll get them to get it back for me. My old boss is dead, so the money don’t belong to anyone but me now, and a cut for the one who gets it for me and all.”
“My brothers could do it,” Troy suggested. The thought of some girl sitting on all the cash was too tempting to just let it slide.
“You reckon?” Dante asked, hopeful.
“No harm in asking,” Troy decided.
He went to text his brothers, but remembered Dante had the phone. He would text them later, he decided. Another thought occurred to him. Maybe he’d ask Amal to do it instead. Then his brothers wouldn’t get their hands on that money and it would all be for him. Amal would get a cut, for sure, but he didn’t see why his brothers should share in it. Not when they continued to disrespect him by not visiting. Dante was quiet on his bunk, and Troy considered his cellmate with a new respect.
“So, murder,” he said slowly. “Wasn’t expecting that.”
“What’s the difference?” Dante asked, nonplussed. “You’re in here for murder too.”
“Yeah,” Troy murmured.
“You stabbed that Shaniqua Curtis, right?” Dante asked, and Troy heard him shift his weight on the bunk above. “I heard it on the news, when she died.”
“She cut her eyes at my girlfriend, stupid bitch. She deserved a stabbing.”
“You regret it?” Dante asked.
“No, man, I’d do it again if I got the chance,” Troy said, remembering the power he had felt as he’d watched the fear flash in her eyes. “They ain’t going to find me guilty, no way. Then I’ll be out of here, a free man, and I’ll show those who fucking disrespected me what happens when they try and shaft a Banks brother.”
“Those charges that got dropped, you do them murders too?” Dante asked.
Troy was silent for a moment. He didn’t normally talk of what he’d done, but Dante had trusted him with the truth.
“Yeah, that guy, Wright, worked for the Healy brothers,” Troy explained. “They’ve always been jealous of me and my brothers, wanted some of the respect we got. He overstepped the fucking mark.”
“How come?” Dante asked, sounding intrigued.
“You know, disrespected me,” Troy shrugged. He remembered the weight of the gun in his hand, the way Sasha had jumped in front of the bullet, the sight of the blood spurting from her neck. “The girl he was with, she was fucking hot man, but she was fucking around with the enemy so she got what was coming to her and all, bullet in the throat.”
“Damn, that’s cold,” Dante said.
“Nah man, that’s life,” Troy said, the image of Wright bearing down on him before he’d fired the trigger and blown Wright’s head off. He smiled. “Well, life on the Goldsworth anyway.”
* * *
Dante smiled to himself as he listened to Troy. In his hand, the mobile phone he’d borrowed from Troy was warm against his palm.
He had heard far more than he had dared to hope for, and he was pleased that Troy had been so open with him. As Troy fell quiet, no doubt reminiscing about how it had felt to kill someone, Dante gave out a cough to cover the beep of the phone as he stopped the recording.
Of course, he had only started recording the conversation after he had made his own confession. It wouldn’t do to have his guilt recorded forever; not when he too intended to be found not guilty. It had been enough to win Troy’s trust, though, and now he had a recording of Troy’s confession and that would come in handy.
Troy liked to think he was the boss, that he was the one in charge of the cell and the situation, but Dante knew otherwise. He saved the recording of the confession and made sure that Troy wouldn’t stumble across it by accident.
As Troy chucked him up a small baggie of coke, Dante thanked him and smiled. His cellmate was unaware that he could totally destroy him with just one click of a button.
When the time came to take over this block, Dante had all he needed now to ensure that Troy would fall into line.




CHAPTER SIX

Troy felt his body sway on the metal bench in the back of the van as the police vehicle turned a corner on the road and lurched to a halt. There were no windows for him to see out of, so he had no idea where they might be, whether they were at the court buildings yet.
The van moved again. The guard sitting beside him looked bored, barely even glancing at him. Troy felt the handcuffs digging into his wrists each time the van moved unexpectedly. They had been driving for more than half an hour, so he knew they must be close. His pulse quickened at the thought.
When the van began moving again, it was slow and it quickly came to another stop. He heard a door slamming, though he couldn’t be sure if it was the van doors or from a car in the street somewhere beyond the cool metal walls of his new, moving prison. He jumped when the back doors swung open. He screwed his eyes up at the sudden bright light filling the van and he remained sitting, as he had been told to do when he had been processed out of prison for the first day of his trial and the handcuffs had been snapped on him, just seconds after he had signed the paperwork they had thrust at him.
The guard beside him didn’t move either, whilst an officer secured the doors to the van and then beckoned him forwards. Troy hesitated, shooting a glance to the man beside him, but he wasn’t even looking at him. Troy lifted himself up off the bench and felt the guard’s hand grab his arm, guiding him out and into the waiting arms of another guard. This one he didn’t recognise and he guessed it must be someone who worked at the court rather than the prison.
As Troy was helped out of the van, he looked around. They were in a car park, brightly lit from overhead strip lighting rather than the sun, and Troy guessed they must be underground. All the harder for an escape, he thought without amusement. He wiped his palms on his trousers as the guard who had accompanied him on the drive clambered out and resumed his position beside him. The van was shut up again and in seconds it was driving away, leaving Troy watching it with a sense of loss. He hadn’t been in the vehicle much longer than half an hour, he was sure of that, but it had been a welcome break from prison before the harsh reality of being in the court building had set in.
Troy allowed himself to be led to a lift a few metres away. He kept quiet and made sure he didn’t look too long at the guards, just in case they got a bit jumpy and thought he was trying to picture their faces. The lift doors closed as they got in and Troy tried to steady his breathing, feeling his stomach churning uncomfortably with nerves.
The lift hummed as it took them up two floors and Troy closed his eyes, willing his confidence to return. It was hard to feel positive though, now he was faced with standing in front of everyone and listening to their arguments against him. He hoped his brothers had succeeded in scaring off the witnesses, but even if they had he would still have to listen to the professionals talk, trying to convince the jury that he was a killer, that he deserved to spend years and years locked up.
There was a ping as they reached ground level and the doors slid open. One of the guards stepped out first, and Troy was guided out by the one who remained at his side, the greying man who had been with him since they had left prison.
They were in a long hallway, with shiny wooden floors and windows to one end and double doors in a large atrium at the other end. The area was filled with sunlight and Troy felt the first flicker of hope.
“Just through here lad,” the greying guard said, nudging Troy forward towards a door on the opposite side from the lift. The second guard opened the door and stepped inside, holding it open for him.
Troy glanced down the corridor towards the atrium, seeing people passing by at the end. He wondered if his family were waiting there in the entrance, praying that he would be out to join them soon. Another nudge from the guard, and Troy reluctantly stepped through the doorway and into a small room painted in a dull white, with a few chairs and a table.
“This is where we’ll wait,” the greying guard told him, guiding him into a chair and sitting down on the one beside him, whilst the other guard closed and locked the door they had just come through. The greying guard nodded towards a second door, on the far side of the room. “That’s where we’ll be going when they’re ready for you, the court room is just through there.”
Troy glanced at the door and quickly looked away again. He could imagine the court room on the other side, filling with people there to judge him and question him. He tried not to look at the door, to push all thought of the trial from his mind, but his palms dampened again and his eyes kept flickering back to the door that led out to the court room and his judgement.
* * *
Tyrese remembered when he had been up in front of a judge as he walked through the main entrance of the court building. It had been for a minor charge, nothing as serious as Troy was facing. He had only been given a short sentence. He had paid someone off to take the fall for him, so he had not felt nervous when he had taken the stand and recounted his altered version of the truth.
He felt nervous now though. Troy was a liability, but he was still his brother. He wanted to help him out, but he also feared what Troy might say in court. When the pressure got to him, he might start to confess. If he confessed to killing Shaniqua Curtis, that was his problem, but if he started talking about other things, perhaps business that involved him and Trent, then that would become their problem too.
The collar of his white shirt itched around his neck and he felt uncomfortable in a suit. He glanced at Trent and knew that he was feeling it too. They didn’t do suits, not unless they were at court or a funeral.
Their mum barely paid them any notice, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, emotional even before they had got into the court room and heard anything that might make her upset. She had dressed up in her best clothes and she clutched her handbag to her chest, looking around as if she wasn’t sure how they had ended up here again.
“Mum, why don’t you sit down?” Tyrese suggested, guiding her into a seat.
He knew how long these things could take to get started, and he didn’t want her wandering around sobbing everywhere.
“Should we try ringing Jessie again?” Keskia asked as she took a seat. Trent sat down beside her and shrugged dismissively.
“She ain’t here, that’s her problem,” he growled. “So much for family, eh?”
“Don’t say that,” Keskia chastised him, on the verge of tears again. “She might just be running late.”
“Face it, she isn’t coming,” Tyrese snapped, and he felt guilty as his mum lowered her eyes to the floor and pursed her lips, trying not to betray her emotion.
“Sorry mum,” Tyrese said, sitting down beside her and putting an arm around her shoulders. “Maybe you can try her mobile one last –” He trailed off, looking across the atrium.
Shaniqua Curtis’ family had arrived. He recognised them at once. Aurora Curtis, huge with her pregnancy, guiding her frail mum in through the front doors, both dressed smart in black, looking anxious as they looked around. He considered getting his mum and brother out of sight, but then Aurora’s eyes fell upon them.
She looked at him with open contempt. He lowered his gaze and heard his mother utter a quiet gasp as she too saw them. Somebody came forward and guided them away, and Tyrese felt relieved when they were out of sight.
“That poor girl,” Keskia muttered. “And her poor mother.”
Tyrese didn’t want to point out that Troy, the son who she had adored so much until so recently, was the cause of their grief. He held his tongue and kept quiet.
* * *
Sanjay trailed a hand down Adrianna’s slender stomach and smiled as she gave a soft moan as he slid one finger between her legs, then another. She looked at him, lips slightly parted, her blonde hair flowing across the pillow and down over her shoulder, and he felt himself stirring.
He was expecting Fernanda round at the house later, so he couldn’t let Adrianna stay for too much longer, but she was so goddamn up for it he could hardly bring himself to send her away. He smiled at her and pulled her up against him, sliding a hand around her waist, feeling the heat of her against his skin.
“How long do we have?” she asked him.
“Not long,” Sanjay replied.
Adrianna’s hands slid up his thighs and he knew he couldn’t ask her to go, not yet anyway. Sensing his torment, Adrianna eased him on his back and straddled him. Sanjay put a hand on her hips and another reached for her breasts. Adrianna guided him inside of her and closed her eyes, her fingernails digging into his chest as she let out a moan.
The doorbell downstairs rang but Sanjay barely registered it as he thrust beneath her, her hair ticking his skin as she leant in to him, her lips searching for his. He heard footsteps on the stairs and was sure Amal would take care of the door.
He was close and he shuddered against Adrianna, letting out a loud groan into her ear. Adrianna was smiling as she traced a finger along his forehead, wiping the bead of sweat from his brow. He smiled back at her, pleased they had such a good understanding of each other and what they both wanted from the other.
Downstairs he could hear Amal’s voice at the front door, then a woman’s voice. He froze, his stomach dropping and his arousal gone in a second. Fernanda was here. She must have come early. Shit, he thought.
Adrianna sensed his panic and climbed off him, rolling to his side, stretching out as she lay back in his bed.
“I’ll stay here then,” she purred. “Out of sight, like always.”
Sanjay clambered out of bed and pulled his boxers on, scanning the floor for his jeans. He pulled them on too and saw Adrianna’s bundle of clothes by the bedroom door, then glanced back at Adrianna, closing her eyes, looking content. He thought of the damp sheets, and knew that Fernanda would know at once if she came up here.
“You’ve got to get out,” Sanjay hissed, hoping Amal could stall Fernanda for long enough at the front door.
“What?” Adrianna asked, sitting up, looking put out. “Just get rid of her.”
“I can’t, she’s my girlfriend,” Sanjay insisted. Adrianna gave him a frustrated look and then let out a sigh, swinging her legs out of bed and looking about for her clothes. Sanjay grabbed them off the floor and pressed them into Adrianna’s arms. He opened the bedroom door as he pulled a top over his head and ushered her out onto the landing, just out of sight of the front door.
“I’ll be down in a second,” Sanjay called down, hoping Amal would heed the warning. He heard Fernanda mutter something, and ignored the look Adrianna gave him as he guided her to Amal’s bedroom, opened the door and –
A creak on the stairs signalled Fernanda’s presence.
“Who the hell is she?” Fernanda demanded.
Sanjay was a few steps behind Adrianna. Fernanda glared at him as he turned to look at her. Adrianna turned too, blushing as she lowered the clothes in her arms to cover herself, exposing her breasts as she did.
Hand on hip, Fernanda held Sanjay’s gaze. Amal appeared on the stairs behind Fernanda, an apologetic look on his face. Sanjay swallowed hard.
* * *
Jessie Banks looked at her phone and saw another missed call from her mum. She rolled her eyes, put the phone back on the bedside table and lay back against the pillows, putting the joint to her lips once more.
She had no interest in what happened to Troy and it was annoying that her mum was trying to make her feel guilty for not being at the trial. It was his fault he’d killed someone, not hers, and she had no wish to be a part of any of it.
The bedroom door opened and Corey stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame, eyes disapproving as they always seemed to be lately. Jessie blew smoke out and flicked into the ashtray.
“You’re not going then?” he asked.
“No, what would be the point?” Jessie asked.
There was still tension between them after their argument, and Jessie wanted to make things right between them, but something stopped her. He was giving up on her and that was something she couldn’t stand. The thought of being without him was too much for her to think about, and she put the joint to her lips again, hoping to numb the pain.
“You could go shopping with Jazz then,” Corey suggested. Jessie shrugged, and they both knew it was a no. She felt bad for not spending more time with Corey’s sister, her best mate who she had once been so close with. Now they seemed so different, Jessie thought. Jazz was still studying, whilst Jessie had lost her babies and that was something Jazz could never understand. They had grown apart, she thought sadly, and there was nothing to be done about that now.
“At least do something,” Corey said, almost pleading.
Jessie looked at him, his imploring eyes, and wanted to reassure him, wanted to make things better for him, for both of them. She couldn’t bring herself to do it though. She was tired, she was sad, she had no fight left in her.
“If you’re going to the shops, get me some more skins,” Jessie said, gesturing towards the almost empty pack of papers beside her.
Corey sighed, shaking his head, and left, closing the door behind him. Jessie felt alone again in the bedroom, worried that each day Corey was drifting further from her, that soon she would be completely alone, with nothing and nobody.
She closed her eyes and lifted the joint to her lips again.
* * *
Aurora felt eyes on her as she walked into the courtroom and helped her mother along a row of blue felt chairs and into a seat at the end in the gallery. Marlena had done her hair and make-up and hadn’t had a drink as far as Aurora knew, but Aurora knew that her mum was craving one. Even she wanted one, she thought, thinking of the long day and weeks ahead of them.
A low wooden bannister separated the public seats they were in from the rest of the courtroom, and beyond that a team of suited men and women were shuffling papers on two desks. She assumed that one was the prosecutor and one the defence, but she couldn’t tell them apart. She wondered if she had expected to see an evil-looking man at one, who she would know was the defence, but it wasn’t the case. She had asked herself at night how anybody could bring themselves to defend the actions of a killer, but it seemed that the defence here slept just fine.
One was an Indian woman in a black suit and crisp shirt, hair tied back in a tight bun, conferring with an assistant. The other was a man with fair hair and a pleasant, round face, talking quietly with a younger man and woman who had their backs to Aurora. She couldn’t tell which was good or bad, which was defence or prosecutor, but she knew one of them would be fighting for justice for her sister, and the other trying to do everything they could to stop that from happening.
To the left of the tables was the dock, and she was both looking forward to seeing the smug look on Troy’s face wiped off as he stood up there, but dreading having to see him again. On the right of the court was another bank of seating for the jury, and Aurora could only hope they would prove themselves decent people.
The judge’s bench was at the front, flanked by the witness stand to the right and another seat to the left, which was occupied by a woman typing on a laptop.
Aurora noticed the room was filling up more now and a low buzz of whispering filled her ears. She caught sight of Troy’s family coming down the aisle between the two sections of chairs and was relieved when they went to the end of a row on the other side, not looking at her.
The court clerk stepped forward and cleared his throat, and silence quickly descended over the room. Aurora nudged her mum, who put her handbag down at her feet and tried to look composed.
“Order in the court,” the clerk said in a clear, commanding voice. “All rise. The Honourable Mister Justice Harksaw.”
Aurora rose to her feet with the rest of the room, and watched the judge come out of a door behind his chair, in red robes and white wig.
“You may be seated,” Judge Harksaw said when he was standing at his seat. Aurora sat back down along with the rest of the room, and only the clerk remained standing, glancing up at the judge.
“The case of crown versus Troy Banks, my Lord,” the clerk read from a sheet of paper on the desk in front of him.
“Thank you,” Judge Harksaw nodded. “Are all parties present?”
Aurora wanted to point out that Troy wasn’t here yet, the only person she really wanted to see in this courtroom, but that was not how things were done, she knew, as the man with the pleasant face stood up, smoothing his dark suit.
“Yes my Lord,” he said, in a deep voice. “I am Aaron Lindhurst, and I am acting on behalf of the Crown in this matter.”
Judge Harksaw inclined his head to him. Aurora knew now which side she was on, and hoped this man with a round face and no stubble would go for the jugular once the proceedings started.
The woman on the opposing desk stood as Lindhurst sat.
“My Lord, I am Bashira Khan,” the woman said. “I am acting on behalf of the accused, Troy Banks.”
Judge Harksaw nodded again, and Ms Khan sat. Aurora looked at her, the woman who would be trying to evade justice for her sister, and hated her. She had a cold, calculating look about her, Aurora thought, and she hoped Lindhurst could handle himself against her.
The clerk stood again, and Aurora knew that it was time for Troy to make his entry into court. Judge Harksaw looked over his glasses at the room before him.
Aurora thought of how amusing Shaniqua would have found his appearance, and found it hard to believe, even now, that Shaniqua was really gone forever.
* * *
Amal looked at his brother standing on the landing with Adrianna and cleared his throat. Fernanda didn’t even turn to look at him, consumed with shock and anger at seeing Sanjay with another girl.
“Who is she?” she demanded again.
“Sorry, that’s Adrianna,” Amal said, slipping past her at the top of the stairs to step between his brother and the blonde. He turned to Adrianna, “I’ve told you not to walk around here naked when there are people about.”
He nudged a confused Adrianna into his bedroom, and turned to look at Fernanda, putting his hands up in apology.
“That’s your girlfriend?” Fernanda asked, looking from Amal to Sanjay.
“Not my girlfriend,” Amal said quickly. “A girl I’m –” He trailed off. Fernanda rolled her eyes, her shoulders relaxing.
“Too much information,” she said, shaking her head.
Amal grinned at Sanjay, who was fast composing himself from nearly being caught out. He smiled back.
“You’re just lucky it was Fernanda and not mum coming home,” Sanjay said, a mock-stern voice. Fernanda smiled at him, all her anger gone.
“Yeah, okay,” Amal nodded, retreating to his bedroom and closing the door behind him. He heard Fernanda laughing and the creak of the stairs as Sanjay led her back down to the lounge.
Adrianna was sitting on his bed, pulling her knickers up her legs.
“That was a close one,” Amal groaned.
“Tell me about it,” Adrianna agreed. “Lucky you were here.”
Amal nodded, standing by the door and unsure of where to look, his eyes flickering to her breasts and then to the floor, thinking he wanted Shontelle and not this girl. She was his brother’s anyway, and she wasn’t his type, although she was fit, he had to give his brother some credit there.
Adrianna pulled her bra on, saw Amal checking her out and gave him a playful smile. Amal felt himself stirring and averted his eyes, trying to interest himself in looking at the scuffed carpet at his feet.
When Adrianna cleared her throat, he risked a look at her and saw she had finished pulling her clothes on. She slid her feet into her heels and stood up.
“Guess I should show you out then,” Amal said, opening the door.
“Not unless you want me to stick around,” Adrianna teased.
He led her out of his bedroom and down the stairs. Fernanda and Sanjay were talking in the lounge, and Adrianna’s eyes narrowed at the sound of Fernanda’s laughter. Amal opened the door for her, and Adrianna stepped outside.
“Not going to give me a goodbye kiss?” she asked. Amal blushed, and Adrianna smiled wickedly and sauntered off down the road. Amal watched her for a moment before closing the front door.
He retreated to his bedroom, not wanting to see Sanjay and Fernanda all over each other. His thoughts turned to Shontelle, and he tried to force them away. She was already taken, and by his cousin no less. Still, he could not help but wonder if he would have been able to resist the temptation if it had been her instead of Adrianna stood before him in his bedroom.
* * *
Troy felt his stomach flip over when the greying guard gave him a nudge and rose to his feet. Troy followed and tried to swallow down his nerves, embarrassed to realise his hands were trembling, as the guard led him to the second door in the small antechamber, the one that he had been told led directly into the courtroom.
They paused at the door and Troy tried pressing his palms against his legs, hoping the pressure of the movement would stop the shaking, but when he brought his hands up again, handcuffs clinking, his hands were still shaking. The second guard gave a small nod and opened the door. It swung inwards silently and the greying guard led Troy through the doorway and into the courtroom.
There were people everywhere, but Troy was too focused on not tripping over that he barely glanced around, his surroundings passing in a blur of rising panic. He only had to walk a few feet before he realised where the guard was leading him to. The raised dock held two chairs and the guard motioned for Troy to climb the three steps and take a seat, before the greying guard took the one beside him.
The chairs were uncomfortable, but Troy felt relieved that he no longer had to walk. His panic began to calm as he regained his breathing and the greying guard looked him over, cautious, before settling his eyes on the judge at the front of the room. Troy looked around the room, seeing a few familiar faces amongst the strangers. Rush, his lawyer, was sat near the woman he guessed was tasked with defending him and he hoped for her sake she was good at her job.
He saw his family too and felt reassured by that. His brothers might not have visited him lately, but at least they had come to see him here. He caught a glimpse of Aurora too, sitting beside a woman who must have been her mum, and he saw contempt in her eyes. There was no Clint beside her, and Troy felt pleased about that. He wondered how long it had taken Clint to realise his mistake and do a runner, forgetting all his good intentions to testify and try to be a big man.
Aurora’s eyes held his gaze and he felt disquieted by her glare. He would teach her some respect once he was out of here, he decided. He would wait until she’d had the baby though, he thought. He didn’t want to have to fuck her when she was all fat and swollen.
The judge cleared his throat and Troy’s eyes snapped back to him. He looked like a right mug, Troy thought, in his red robes and white wig. He could hardly believe this man would be presiding over his trial.
“Troy Banks, please rise to hear the charge,” Judge Harksaw commanded, and Troy stood up, the handcuffs clinking at his wrists, his hands beginning to tremble again. Harksaw’s voice was not loud, but it seemed to reverberate around the silent room. “Troy, you are charged that on the fifth of October last year, you killed Miss Shaniqua Curtis, with intent, and thereby committed murder. How do you plead?”
Troy swallowed hard.
“Not guilty,” he replied.
Nobody said anything, but he thought he had heard a few sharp intakes of breath from the public gallery, and he wondered if it had been Aurora or her mum, or perhaps his own mum. They should have expected nothing else, he thought.
“Thank you,” Harksaw said.
Troy sat back down in his seat. The greying guard beside him nodded almost imperceptibly in reassurance, and Troy found himself feeling a little more confident. The judge didn’t seem to be too bad, even if he was a leathery old twat, and from the look of his defence lawyer she was eager for a victory, and that meant a victory for him too.
Judge Harksaw cleared his throat again, and turned to look at the jury. Troy had not paid them much attention to begin with, but as Harksaw began to explain the roles that each lawyer would be undertaking, Troy observed them now.
The men wore suits, the women smart blouses, and he couldn’t help but wonder about where they had come from, who they were. These people would judge him and pass a verdict on him, but he didn’t know anything about them. The feeling was unusual, and he didn’t like the way some of them glanced at him as if he might jump off the dock and lunge for them. Others made a conscientious effort to avoid looking at him, and he wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or worse.
The judge was still talking, explaining to the jury the legal requirements they must consider before returning a verdict. Troy barely listened, scrutinising each member of the jury across the courtroom from him.
“I now call upon the Crown to proceed with their case,” Judge Harksaw concluded, and Troy watched as he folded his arms and his eyes fell on Lindhurst, who stood up, smoothing down his suit. It looked cheap, Troy thought. If his defence lawyer was as determined as she looked, she would tear this chubby twat apart in days.
“My Lord,” Lindhurst said, with a nod to Judge Harksaw. He turned to the jury, his back to Troy. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. I intend to prove to you over the coming days that Troy Banks, the accused, not only killed Shaniqua Curtis, but that he did so willingly and with intent. You will hear from witnesses, both professional and from friends of the accused, that he stabbed her with the sole intention of killing her. You will also hear that he showed no remorse for her death, that he used it to boost his profile and that he made every effort to evade justice.”
He turned to look at Troy, who met his gaze with a hard look of his own.
“I intend to prove to you all, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the man before you is guilty of Shaniqua Curtis’s murder,” Lindhurst continued, pacing the floor around his desk. He turned to face the jury again. “The man before you, I argue, stole this young woman’s life in a most horrific attack and he did so enthusiastically, with no thought for the victim’s life or that of her family.”
He bowed his head and returned to his desk, without a glance at the dock. Troy gritted his teeth, scrutinising Lindhurst’s face, committing it to memory so that when he was released he would recognise him and teach him a few lessons in respect.
Ms Khan, his defence lawyer, rose to her feet and inclined her head to Judge Harksaw, before looking at the jury. She looked much more professional, Troy thought, and she had an edge to her that Lindhurst couldn’t hope to compete with.
“My Lord, ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” Khan began, in a clear, confident voice that exuded authority. “Troy Banks did not kill Shaniqua Curtis. I will prove to you that not only is the accused innocent of murder, but that he is the victim of a desperate police investigation that targeted him solely because of an interest in punishing his brothers, who the leading officers believed to be guilty of other crimes. I will show to you that the evidence the Crown brings forward is contradictory at best, and that the witnesses you will hear testify to Mr Banks’s guilt are motivated not by wanting to do the right thing, or to get justice for Shaniqua Curtis, but to cover their own tracks, and to settle grudges that they had against the accused.”
She turned to look at Troy, and he felt compelled already by her argument, and he hoped the jury was listening hard. Some of them looked skeptical, but Troy tried not to focus on them. He saw one woman in the jury nod slowly, as if drinking in this bullshit Khan was feeding them. He hoped more of them were like her. “I do not have the answer to who is responsible for Shaniqua Curtis’ murder. It is something that, because of the leading officer’s flawed enquiry, we may never now know. I am not here to tell you who killed that girl, though,” Khan said sharply, refocusing on the jury. “I am here because an innocent young man is facing the charge of murder whilst the real killer walks free. He is brought here to the dock,” she gestured to Troy, and he glanced at the jury, hoping they were still drinking in her words, “because of rivalry, police ineptitude and a lack of evidence. I will prove to you, over the course of this trial, that an innocent man sits in the dock before you, and that you are the only people with the power to ensure that a grave miscarriage of justice is not done here.”
She returned to her table and sat down, and Troy felt pleased that she was on his team. Lindhurst looked flushed, and the jury looked uncertain now. Troy tried not to smile, but he wanted to, he felt so pleased for himself.
Lindhurst stood up again, shuffling papers on the desk in front of him, and looked at Judge Harksaw.
“The Crown would like to call their first witness to the stand,” he said, and Troy couldn’t bring himself to feel anxious now. He knew that whoever came forward would be torn apart by Khan. “The Lead Investigator on the case, Detective Sergeant Serena Patterson.”
Troy’s eyes narrowed. The memory of her slamming shut the cell door in the police station, locking him up after charging him with three counts of murder, still shook him whenever he thought of it.
The door at the entrance to the courtroom opened and Serena Patterson walked down the aisle between the banks of the public gallery, wearing a black suit. Her hair was tied back and Troy knew she looked the part of a detective. Her shirt was a light purple and she wore no jewellery.
She was led into the witness box on the other side of the judge, and the clerk went to her side and held the bible up to her. As Serena swore her oath, she glanced at Troy and he knew that she despised him as much as he did her.
“I swear by God that my evidence to the court and the jury on this trial shall be the truth the whole truth and nothing but the truth,” she said solemnly, and Troy felt unease as she glanced at him once more before Lindhurst stepped forward to begin his questions.
* * *
Charley hesitated at the doors to the courtroom, unsure whether she really wanted to face Dante again. She had never liked him, even when Bolton had tried to convince her that he was trustworthy, that he was his best friend. She knew that Dante had never liked her either and she was dreading having to look at him again.
“You don’t have to do this you know,” Asher said beside her. He was in his police uniform and his voice was reassuring, but Charley couldn’t feel consoled, not even by him, not today. “Do you want to stay out here?” he asked, concerned.
She felt a clammy hand on her forearm and turned to see her mother looking at her with equal uncertainty. She was a short, round woman and her smart coat was straining to contain her ample stomach.
“Why don’t you get a nice glass of water?” Toni suggested, and Charley shook her head. Her mum sighed. “Well we can’t stand at the doors all day,” she pointed out. Asher shot her a frustrated look, and Toni went quiet.
Charley knew she had to go in and face him. It was only the plea hearing, she reminded herself, and if she couldn’t face this then how could she possibly hope to face the full trial? That would only be if he pled not guilty, she knew.
“He’ll do the right thing,” Asher murmured, only half-convinced.
Charley glimpsed her mother rolling her eyes at the comment, but she took a deep breath and pushed through the doors and into the small courtroom.
Only a handful of people were there, and they were the only members of public as they took their seats near the back of the room. Charley wondered what Dante’s mum thought of all this, but she had no idea. She had never met the woman, never wanted to, and she evidently hadn’t turned up which told her something at least.
“You sure about this?” Asher whispered from the seat beside her.
“Stop your flustering,” Toni hissed from Charley’s other side. “Sometimes you’re worse than a woman.”
Asher looked about to protest when the clerk announced the judge and they all stood up. Charley watched the man approach the bench and hoped he was a good man, a sensible man, but she knew he would have no say over what Dante would plead. She could only hope now that Dante did the right thing and confessed.
The doors behind the dock swung open and Dante was led out. He looked much as Charley remembered him, shaved head and irritating swagger. She hated him. He stood in the dock and looked over at her. She held his gaze, as if looking into her eyes might implore him to do the right thing, the decent thing.
As everyone sat and Dante remained standing, Charley could barely breath she was so anxious. Asher clasped her hand in his and gently squeezed it, but she felt no comfort. She wouldn’t, she knew, until Dante had been punished for his crimes.
* * *
Dante looked at the judge and felt powerful, knowing that Charley’s eyes were still on him. He knew she wanted him to plead guilty, to spare her the pain of a trial and reliving Bolton’s final moments, and it gave him a perverse joy that he could inflict such emotions on the girl he had always disliked.
She had stolen Bolton from him. He had been his best mate, and then Charley had come along and Bolton had changed. Then Dante had stolen him from her when he had stuck the knife right into his chest.
“Dante Cortez, on the charge of murder, how do you plead?” the judge asked. His eyes were on him, and Dante knew that Charley was waiting for his response with bated breath. He prolonged the moment for as long as possible, almost tasting her anxiety from across the courtroom. “Mr Cortez, how do you plead?” the judge repeated. The guard beside him gave him a slight nudge.
Dante took a deep breath.
“I plead not guilty,” Dante said.
He heard Charley’s sob, quickly stifled when her hand flew to her mouth. He looked at her, tears in her eyes and head bowed, distressed. Asher was trying to comfort her, murmuring reassurances that Dante couldn’t hear. The judge made a note of his plea and conferred with the court clerk. Charley’s mother glared at him with disgust, her fat little head shaking side to side with barely repressed anger.
“In that case, we will establish a date for trial,” the judge said, looking at Dante again. Dante nodded, barely registering him.
The guard rose and nudged Dante, and he knew his brief trip out of prison was over for now, but it had been worth it to see Charley’s reaction.
Charley looked up at him as he stepped down from the dock. Her eyes were still wet but her mouth was set in a thin angry line. Dante lifted his handcuffed wrists and blew her a kiss, a smile creeping onto his face as he watched Charley’s lip tremble and her face screw-up in disgust.
The guard saw his movement and dragged him through the doors back to the cells to await his transfer back to prison. He hoped Charley would have a restless night, thinking of him. It made him feel better, and he realised he was actually excited by the prospect of his trial, anything to prolong her distress.
* * *
Charley watched the door close behind Dante and the accompanying guard. She felt hopeless and she rose with the others as the judge left the courtroom. She could not bring herself to cry anymore. There would be plenty of time for that when Dante went on trial, and she was sure he would make it as difficult as possible for her. The thought of him sitting in the dock, reliving the moment he had killed Bolton, made her feel sick. She could already picture him now, a twisted smile on his face as he recounted every minute detail of the scene.
Asher helped her to her feet and guided her from the courtroom, Toni close behind them mumbling threats under her breath. Charley knew her mother meant well, but she wasn’t in the mood for her anger and aspersions. She wanted to be alone with her thoughts, but she also feared the moment she would get home, say goodbye to everyone and be left alone with her son to think over the day’s events.
“He won’t get away with it,” Asher insisted as the doors to the courtroom swung shut behind them, and he led them down the corridor towards the exit. “Nobody in their right mind would believe he’s innocent. Just look at him.”
“He’s a monster,” Toni agreed. “A demon, that’s what he is.”
Charley couldn’t bring herself to say anything.
She knew that Asher was right. Dante couldn’t hope to be found not guilty, when so many police officers had seen him stab Bolton. She knew he would spend the rest of his life in prison, but she feared that he would worm his way out of trouble like he had so many times before. He was manipulative and deceitful, and she couldn’t rest easy until he had been sentenced.
Asher was explaining what would happen next, but Charley barely heard a word he was saying. She was praying that Dante wouldn’t be allowed out of prison ever again, but a part of her feared that he would find a way to get away with it.
* * *
Troy watched Lindhurst smile at Serena Patterson and knew that they were both out to get him. He just had to keep quiet, head bowed, and wait for the satisfying moment that Khan tore the pair of them apart in her cross-examination. It would be hard not to scowl, he knew that much, especially when he was unable to offer an objection himself if Serena came up with some bullshit about him.
“Detective Patterson,” Lindhurst said, still smiling at her. “You were brought up from Cornwall last year to take on a case here in London, is that correct?”
“It is,” Serena agreed.
“Can you tell me which case Superintendent Jenkins wanted you to take on?”
“It was the Shaniqua Curtis murder case,” Serena replied.
“Can you give us a rundown of the briefing that was given to you?”
Serena nodded from the witness box, and Troy narrowed his eyes at her.
“I was briefed that a young woman, Shaniqua Curtis, had been stabbed on the Goldsworth Estate as she walked home from a club,” she answered. “She had received a single stab wound to her abdomen and had bled to death before any medics arrived on the scene.”
“Were there any suspects in the case?” Lindhurst asked.
“Not initially, no,” Serena admitted. “I interviewed the Curtis family and from that it was clear that the victim had no enemies, nobody who would want her dead.”
“Interesting,” Lindhurst nodded. Troy rolled his eyes. “So you presumably began to look down other avenues of enquiry?”
“Yes, in the absence of any initial suspects, I suspected that it was a random act. Not random in the traditional sense, but that she had no previous connection to the person who had stabbed her.”
“A person, for instance, like Troy Banks?” Lindhurst asked.
“Exactly,” Serena agreed.
Troy felt indignant and looked to Khan, hoping she would object, but Khan just made a note on the pad in front of her and kept quiet. She probably knew what she was doing, Troy reasoned, but it was still frustrating to have to keep quiet and listen to it.
“At which point did you come to view the accused as a suspect?” Lindhurst asked, returning to stand behind his desk. He often looked towards the jury, as if to include them in the discussion, and Troy gritted his teeth.
“During my first visits to see the Curtis family, I saw Troy Banks and a friend watching me and I took note of that,” Serena replied, shifting in her seat. Khan made another note. “They showed an unusual interest in the investigation, I believe. I looked through past records to see if I could find out their identities.”
“And you identified one of them as the accused?”
“Yes sir,” Serena agreed. “Troy Banks and his friend, Clint Jackson.” At that, Troy glanced back towards the public gallery, where Aurora was sitting with her mum, no sign of Clint. He stifled a smile. “They had been involved in a minor dispute previously, so they were on record.”
“You pursued this lead, is that correct?” Lindhurst continued.
“I did. I spoke to his friends and his girlfriend, Brandine Mason, and I became suspicious that more people may have been present at the murder than I had originally anticipated.”
“His girlfriend, his friends, they were all present, correct?”
“Yes, they were all present,” Serena nodded.
“As your investigation went on, did you pursue Troy Banks as a suspect?”
“I thought it highly likely he had been involved, yes,” Serena replied. “I knew that his friends were covering up for him, and his behaviour was highly suspicious.”
“Indeed,” Lindhurst nodded. Troy watched the exchange, trying to keep his face as expressionless as he could in case any of the jury looked at him. “When did you get unequivocal proof that Troy Banks was responsible for killing Miss Curtis?”
“Clint Jackson, the accused’s close friend, came to me at the police station,” Serena said. “He informed me that Troy had killed Shaniqua Curtis, Wright O’Neill and Sasha Morton.”
“Objection,” Khan said, rising to her feet. Judge Harksaw held up a hand to stop Lindhurst and turned to Khan. She looked fierce. “My Lord, my client was cleared of both of those charges due to insufficient evidence.”
“Objection sustained,” Judge Harksaw declared, and Troy felt relief course through him. Harksaw turned on Lindhurst. “I will advise the jury to disregard the last comment, and Detective Patterson, if you would refrain from mentioning charges that have been dismissed.”
Serena nodded, looking a little sour, and Troy felt pleased. Khan sat back down, and Lindhurst resumed his examination, his stride faltering now.
“Clint Jackson made a statement,” Lindhurst concluded, glancing from the judge to Serena. Serena nodded. “Then, I believe from your statement, Brandine Mason, the girlfriend of the accused, made contact with you?”
“Yes, she did,” Serena nodded. “She had heard that Clint Jackson had given a statement, and she wanted to make a deal so that she wouldn’t face charges herself.”
“What did she have to offer you in return for any such deal?”
“She had the knife that Troy Banks had used to kill Shaniqua Curtis,” Serena said. The jury looked interested then, and Troy swallowed. “It contained blood from the victim and had Troy’s finger prints on the handle.”
“How did she come to be in possession of it?”
“Troy had asked her to dispose of it as evidence,” Serena replied. “She had kept it in her possession, and she handed it in to me and my colleagues.”
“And Troy Banks was then arrested presumably?”
“He was, sir,” Serena confirmed. “I was the arresting officer.”
“During questioning, did he confess to the murder?” Lindhurst asked.
“No,” Serena replied. “He maintained that he was innocent.”
“In your professional opinion, you believe he is guilty though?”
“Yes, the evidence all points to that fact,” Serena said, with a glance towards the dock. Troy couldn’t help but narrow his eyes at her. “And during questioning, when I showed him the murder weapon, I saw in his eyes that he had used that knife to kill Shaniqua Curtis.”
“Objection,” Khan called out.
“My Lord, she is giving her professional opinion,” Lindhurst countered. “She has been a detective for years, and it is –”
“Sustained,” Judge Harksaw said.
“No further questions,” Lindhurst sighed.
He smiled at Serena Patterson and returned to the seat behind his desk. Khan stepped forward and fixed the detective with cold eyes, and Troy leant forward slightly, eager for the onslaught.
“Detective Patterson, you were brought up from Cornwall to head the investigation, weren’t you?” Khan asked. Serena nodded. “Did Superintendent Jenkins give you a reason for selecting you over more experienced officers who were already in London and who could have handled the case?”
Serena’s smile faltered.
“I was brought up on the Goldsworth Estate,” Serena replied. “He thought that my past experiences there might make be better informed of what we were dealing with than another officer.”
“Yes, you were raised on the estate,” Khan nodded, referring to her notes. She returned her gaze to Serena, lips pursed. “Were you ever associated to a gang in your youth?”
Serena balked.
“Your brother was convicted several times during your youth, is that correct?” Khan continued.
Lindhurst shot to his feet.
“Objection.”
Judge Harksaw fixed Khan with a beady stare.
“Where are you going with this?” he asked.
Khan clasped her hands in front of her.
“My point is that Detective Patterson’s past experiences of that environment, whilst seen by Superintendent Jenkins as an asset, could in fact have clouded her judgement,” Khan responded. Serena’s face was stern, but Judge Harksaw allowed it. The corners of Khan’s lips lifted in a half-smile, and she continued. “Detective Patterson, do you acknowledge that this may have ruled many other officers unsuitable for such an investigation? In fact, was it not your inability to separate your past experiences and your work that drove your move to Cornwall and away from London in the first place?”
Serena floundered, and Khan jotted something down in her pad. The jury seemed to look at Patterson differently now, and Troy hoped they were beginning to doubt her reliability.
“Moving on,” Khan said swiftly, “You said that you had no suspects in the murder case, and then saw Troy Banks and his friend, Clint Jackson, watching you on the estate. Is that usually sufficient grounds to suspect someone of murder?”
Troy looked at Serena and knew she was growing uncomfortable.
“It is not usual, no,” Serena admitted. “But –”
“You did several checks to identify the two young men,” Khan pressed on, quashing Serena’s objections. “Then you proceeded to question Troy’s girlfriend, his friends and classmates. Did any of these people tell you that Troy was the killer?”
“No, not initially,” Serena conceded.
“You say in your statement that they were uncomfortable under questioning,” Khan went on. “And that this convinced you that they were covering up for Troy. Did you not consider that there are plenty of other reasons for a teenager to be uncomfortable in talking to a detective? Especially given the nature of your enquiries and your aggressive pursuit of Troy?”
“I knew –” Serena protested, but Khan was already pressing on.
“You were warned, were you not, by one of your colleagues, that your questioning of Troy and his friends was tantamount to harassment, were you not?” Khan asked. The jury looked at Serena with doubt now, Troy could see it, and he fought hard not to break into a grin. Serena looked shaken by the barrage of questions, and Lindhurst was blushing at his desk. “In fact, from your statement, it seems that you were so intent on pinning this murder on Troy Banks that you stopped looking down any other avenues of investigation, is that right?”
“There were no other lines of enquiry,” Serena insisted.
“Is that simply because you refused to look in any other direction besides Troy Banks?” Khan asked, and Serena bowed her head. Troy could see she was fighting to hold her tongue. Khan was quiet for a moment, letting Serena’s discomfort speak more than words could, then went on, her voice softer now. “Detective Patterson, I don’t envy you your job. You make split-second decisions every day. Combined with the fact that your past traumatic experiences on the Goldsworth must have resurfaced when you came back to take up the investigation, is it at all possible that you misjudged the situation in believing Troy Banks was the killer, and simply ignored other possible explanations because you were so focused on proving him guilty rather than carrying out an unbiased investigation?” Her words hung in the air for a long moment before Serena softly cleared her throat.
“I may have approached the investigation the wrong way,” Serena relented in a quiet voice, far from the bravado she had shown when she had first walked to the witness box. “But I am in no doubt that Troy Banks killed Shaniqua Curtis.”
Khan glanced back down at her notes and returned her gaze to Serena.
“No further questions,” she said. Serena looked visibly relieved by that. The jury watched her leave the witness box, and Troy saw that the seeds of doubt had been planted in their minds. If Khan kept this up, he knew that he would walk out of here a free man. He couldn’t wait to see the rest of the witnesses who took the stand crumble under her questioning.
He looked at Serena’s retreating back, shoulders slightly slumped now. He saw Aurora watching her too, and he saw the disappointment on her face. He knew that he was in good hands, and he returned his gaze to Lindhurst, who had stood up.
“The Crown will call our next witness,” he said, looking shaken now. “The forensic analyst who conducted an examination of Shaniqua Curtis’ body.”
Troy’s shoulders relaxed now and he realised his hands had stopped shaking. He was in no doubt now that his freedom was just a few short days away.
* * *
Aurora rose with the rest of the courtroom and watched Judge Harksaw leave the bench and disappear through a back door behind the bench. When he had gone, the clerk dismissed the attendants and Aurora felt a break in the tension within the room. They had broken for lunch, though Aurora felt far from hungry after listening to the coroner and the forensic analyst recounting Shaniqua’s injury and discussing the murder weapon.
She got caught up in the wave of people leaving the courtroom and momentarily lost her mother, before finding her a few moments later as she emerged through the crowd out in the corridor.
“How are you feeling?” Aurora asked her, guiding her down the corridor, away from the swathes of people heading towards the atrium to find lunch. “You don’t look so great.”
“Thanks for that,” Marlena said grimly. “I need a drink.”
“Mum,” Aurora groaned quietly.
“Only a quick cider,” Marlena shrugged off her concern, looking around. “I think I saw a pub down the road as we came in. I might go for a quick one. You fancy that?”
Aurora shook her head, rubbing her baby bump. Marlena kept quiet, looking torn between staying with her and going for her drink.
“Go on then, but just one,” Aurora said. “I’ll stay here and grab a coffee.”
Marlena smiled, kissed her on the cheek and hurried off, cutting a path through the people still milling about in the corridor outside the courtroom. Aurora knew this was just as hard for her mum as it was for her. She often forgot how much her mother was suffering, and she felt bad for resenting her over the last few days. Her mother had lost a daughter, her eldest daughter, and it had cut her deeply.
She was about to ask someone for directions to the nearest coffee machine when somebody tapped her on the shoulder. Aurora spun around, fearing it might be a member of Troy’s family come to speak to her, but she smiled in relief as Serena Patterson smiled back at her.
“I just thought I’d come and say hello,” Serena said, unable to hide her glance at the baby bump. “Congratulations,” she said.
“Thanks,” Aurora beamed. “And thanks for today, for going on the stand.”
“It’s my job,” Serena said. Her look softened. “But even if it wasn’t, I’d have done it anyway. For you and your mum, and for Shaniqua.”
Aurora knew she was telling the truth and she was pleased. She looked around, an eye out for a coffee machine.
“You looking for somebody?” Serena asked.
“I was going to grab a coffee,” Aurora replied. “You can join me if you like, if you know where we can get one.”
Serena nodded, a smile on her lips again.
“There’s a great one across the street,” she said.
Aurora let the detective lead her down the corridor and out of the building, the warm sunshine a surprise after the relative gloom inside the courtroom. Serena filled her in on what she had been doing since they had last met, and Aurora wondered if she judged Aurora for being pregnant, whether she would think it a waste that she had not done anything of note in the time since they had last spoken.
Across the street at the coffee shop, Serena ordered two coffees and paid, despite Aurora’s protest. Serena sat across from her at corner table near the plate-glass window.
“You probably think I’ve thrown away my future,” Aurora sighed as she waited for her coffee to cool down. She gestured to her baby bump.
“No, not at all,” Serena said. “I had a baby when I wasn’t much older than you. He’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Aurora was surprised. Serena had not told her that before, though Aurora knew that it was not as if she had ever asked her. She had just assumed that she had no children, that she had dedicated her life to fighting crime.
“How’s Clint doing?” Serena asked, pouring milk into her mug. Aurora struggled to find an answer, and Serena smiled. “I’ll bet it’s hard for him to adjust to being back on the estate. It was hard enough for me to come back.”
Aurora nodded. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt a little hurt that Serena had chosen to defend Clint. Aurora loved him, she did, but she still resented him at times. He had been granted forgiveness, it seemed, and now people thought he was being so brave for testifying when it was through his own choices he had witnessed Shan’s murder in the first place. As if reading the conflict on her face, Serena took a sip of coffee and gave an understanding nod.
“You’re both young,” she said, “And you’ve both had a lot to deal with. Not to mention you’re nine months pregnant. When the trial is over, after things have settled down, then you’ll start to see things differently.”
“I know,” Aurora sighed. She knew it was true, she was just worried about what she might see differently. Would she think that Clint had been a big mistake and that she never should have forgiven him for being a part of her sister’s death? She feared her own judgement, and yet she knew that she couldn’t fool herself forever. At some point she would have to sit down and really look into her thoughts, see what she really felt. It was a frightening prospect, but it had to be done sometime. Or maybe, she thought, the trial had just brought back old memories, old tensions, and that, as Serena said, the hurt would fade in time.
She took a sip of coffee and the hot liquid burnt her tongue. She swallowed and felt her throat burn, then her stomach. Her stomach gave a twinge and she wondered if coffee had been a mistake.
“I think I might need the bathroom,” Aurora said, standing up, her chair scraping against the floor. “I think –” She stopped, a hand flying to her stomach as she felt another painful twinge. Serena rose to her feet, clasping her shoulders, looking at her with alarm.
“Aurora, what’s wrong?” she asked.
Another twinge made Aurora grasp the table, and she sucked in air, screwing up her face against the wave of pain. The next twinge was lower, and she felt a rush of water fill her underwear, the liquid trickling down her legs and pooling in her shoes and on the tiled floor beneath her. She looked down, horrified, and Serena followed her gaze. Other customers around them were looked wide-eyed at her, whether from disgust or concern she didn’t know or care.
“Did your waters just break?” Serena asked. She pulled out her phone. Aurora knew that Serena was right, and that meant the baby was coming. She gave out another groan, clutching her stomach with one hand as she gripped the edge of the table with the other.
“I’m calling an ambulance,” Serena assured her, phone at her ear.
Aurora shook her head.
“No, no, I can’t be having the baby now,” Aurora said, crying out as another contraction came. She tried to formulate another sentence, but a wave of pain rolled over her, rendering her almost speechless. “I’m having the baby,” she managed, and she knew the fear was showing in her face, because Serena gave a cautious, but affirmative nod. “I’m actually having the baby,” Aurora repeated, groaning as another contraction confirmed it for her.
* * *
Brandy looked at the time on her phone and knew that Troy’s trial had been underway for half a day. The thought was strange, picturing him in the dock, wondering if he was scared or smug, whether he was remorseful or not. She doubted he was, but she was sure stranger things had happened. She couldn’t bring herself to care too much though, she was more worried about herself.
The trial had started and she was due to give evidence and take the stand this week. She was terrified by the thought of standing in front of everyone and recounting what had happened the night Shaniqua Curtis had died. She was more worried that she would have to admit that it was because of her she had been stabbed, because Shaniqua had looked at her funny and she had made a big deal about it. The stupid bitch shouldn’t have cut her eyes at me, Brandy thought, frustrated that her life would be tainted by the events of that night.
“Why do you look so fucking depressed?” Adrianna asked, stretched out on the slope of the playing field where they were relaxing in the sun. Her bottle of diet coke, with a liberal amount of vodka mixed in, was half finished beside her. Brandy swigged from her own bottle, and frowned at her.
“Why do you think?” Brandy answered back. “You know what day it is.”
“Oh right, the trial,” Adrianna nodded, unconcerned. “Big deal.”
“Not to you, but to me it is,” Brandy snapped. “I’ve got to testify.”
“And?” Adrianna shrugged, closing her eyes as she leant towards the sun.
Brandy gritted her teeth, swallowing down some choice words she’d have loved to throw at the blonde bitch beside her. She sometimes wondered whether she had met her match in her. People had called her a bitch before, but she seemed tame in comparison to Adrianna.
“You could be a bit more supportive,” Brandy suggested, taking a long drink of vodka and coke. “You know, like a mate is supposed to be.”
“Whatever,” Adrianna groaned. “If it was the other way around, you’d be the same.” Brandy thought she was probably right, and that grated on her even more. Adrianna looked at her, eyes narrowed. “Anyway, we’re supposed to be having fun here, but you’re just fucking depressing me.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Brandy retorted.
“You’re getting too soft,” Adrianna said. “Having that kid made you soft.”
“No, it hasn’t.”
“Well, something’s sucked the backbone out of you for sure.”
Brandy glared at her, anger simmering.
“What the hell would you know?” Brandy asked. “All you’ve done is spread your legs for a bunch of guys who can barely remember your name.”
“Fuck off.”
“No, you fuck off,” Brandy shot back.
Adrianna stood up, patting her skirt to get rid of any grass stains, and snatched up her bottle and handbag, eyeing Brandy with disdain.
“You know what your problem is?” she asked, and Brandy rolled her eyes. Adrianna smirked at her. “You’re just pissed off because you ain’t the top girl round here anymore. You lost when your man got nicked, and you’re just jealous because now I’m rising to the top whilst you’re back to being a fucking nobody.”
Brandy was shocked by her words, and she opened her mouth to respond, but Adrianna had turned on her heel and was hurrying back up the slope and down the path towards the estate. Brandy spat on the ground where Adrianna had been laying a moment ago, wondering whether she had been speaking the truth. Her thoughts quickly turned to tomorrow, and what going to court would mean for her.
* * *
Charley hugged her mum goodbye then followed Asher up the path and into her block of flats, not even wrinkling her nose up at the stench she normally complained about.
At the front door of her flat, she hesitated. She didn’t want to bring any bad energy into the flat, especially with her son inside, but she couldn’t wait out on the landing to feel better. Her mum had told her she had been on the phone to her dad, and that added to her sense of unease. She had never known her father until last year, when he had contacted her. She had quickly bonded with him, but when Bolton had been killed she had learnt that her boyfriend had been working for Uncle Jasper, the formidable mob boss, who happened to be her father’s brother, making him her uncle. The thought sickened her, and she had hated her father and all his family then. Her father had found out what his brother had done and had put a round of bullets in his brother, killing him, and he was currently locked-up and looking at a long stretch inside. Charley didn’t feel bad for him. She didn’t like him, but she still felt a little relief that he had taken out Uncle Jasper, the man who had ordered Bolton’s death, and who she was sure had contributed in part to turning Dante into such a monster.
Leigh-Ann was in the kitchen and she gave her a hug when she walked in. Charley forced a smile that she didn’t feel, and Leigh-Ann poured her a glass of wine, sliding it along the table towards her as she sat down.
“How’s Junior been?” she asked.
“He’s been fine,” Leigh-Ann smiled. “Slept most of the time. I’ve given him his bottle, and he’s just dozing again now. Life of luxury he’s got.” Charley allowed herself a real smile, and sipped at her wine.
“I’m sorry about what happened,” Leigh-Ann said. Charley looked at Asher and knew from his face that he had rang ahead to warn her. Charley couldn’t be angry with her brother or her best mate, she loved them both, and they didn’t deserve her anger, Dante did.
“He’ll get what he deserves,” Leigh-Ann said. Asher nodded in agreement.
“Yeah,” Charley said half-heartedly.
She wondered if perhaps, if she kept telling herself that, it might come true.
* * *
Clint jumped off the bus and ran across the car park. He slowed as he went through the sliding doors at the front of the hospital, but his heart was still racing and he felt sweat pooling in his armpits from the exertion.
He glanced at the signs and posters around the reception area, ignoring the people who hurried past him in different directions. He saw a sign for maternity and rushed down the corridor it was pointing to, glancing at the walls for any further indication of where Aurora might be.
A woman in a blue hospital gown shuffled down the corridor, accompanied by a nurse. He went in the direction they had come from, ending up at a nurse station with the cries of childbirth coming from the doors around them.
“Aurora Curtis?” he asked a nurse who looked up as he neared.
She glanced at the computer screen in front of her, pursed her lips, and pointed down the corridor.
“Room 15,” she told him, and he was off, hurrying down the corridor, past the sounds of cries and moans from the rooms either side of the hallway. He reached Room 15 and threw himself through the door.
Aurora was in the hospital bed, drenched in sweat, her hair plastered to her forehead, face scrunched up as she let out a low, guttural moan. She was in a blue hospital gown, and her legs were up in the air. A nurse was talking loudly beside her, reassuring her, and Clint went to the other side of the bed, clasping Aurora’s hand in his. She squeezed and he winced, getting an amused smile from the nurse.
“I’m here,” he assured her, leaning down and kissing Aurora on the forehead. “I’m here for you babe. You’re doing great.”
A doctor came through the door and stood at the end of the bed. Clint glanced from Aurora to the doctor, unsure of what was happening.
“Is everything ok?” he asked.
The doctor looked at him.
“I’m the father,” Clint explained.
“The baby is on its way,” the doctor said. “I can see the head crowning now.”
Clint couldn’t believe that his baby was being born now. All the months of waiting, of hoping and worrying, were over. He would actually see his baby, something that he and Aurora had made together. Excitement gripped him, and Aurora squeezed his hand, almost smiling as she let out another howl.
“Keep pushing,” the doctor told her.
Aurora took a deep breath and let out a long, agonising groan that came from the depths of her stomach. Sweat dripped from her nose and slid down between her breasts, her grip tightening around Clint’s hands, but he was strong for her. Her face was scrunched up and Clint feared she would pass out from the strain.
Her groan turned to a screech, and then she relaxed, her body shuddering and she gasped for air. The doctor was moving fast, and the nurse hurried round to the bottom of the bed. Aurora wiped sweat off her forehead, breathing hard and moaning softly, her body relaxing a little.
Clint looked at the doctor.
“Congratulations,” the doctor said. Clint looked down at Aurora, who managed to smile through her pain. The doctor smiled with them. “You have a daughter.”
* * *
Serena sat at the bar and sipped at her glass of wine. It was unusual for her to drink, especially on a weeknight. Having a son did that to a person, she thought.
Tonight, she needed it. She had given evidence in court many times over the years, it was a given in the job, but she had never felt this way afterwards. There had been stressful cases, and ones which brought back terrible memories when she recounted her lines of inquiry, but this was something different.
She felt as if she had let the case down, let down Aurora and her mother. She should have said something else, presented the facts differently, not allowed the defense lawyer to rile her and twist her words as she had.
Lifting the glass to her lips again, she turned as Casey approached and slid onto the bar stool beside hers. He ordered himself a drink and turned to her, apparently reading how her testimony had gone on her face, or else he had already heard about it from elsewhere.
“You did your job,” he said. His voice was matter-of-fact, though kindly. “You’ve done your part, everything you could. Now it’s time for you to move on from the Curtis case.”
Serena nodded, knowing that he was right.
“Have you met up with Detective Hurst yet?” Casey asked. “That case is a big one, he’s going to need your help.”
“I know,” Serena agreed.
She had looked over the notes that Carl had given her, but she had not delved into the case as she normally did. Her mind drifted to Shaniqua Curtis and the court case, never far from her thoughts. Perhaps now that she had testified, it would be easier to focus elsewhere. Perhaps when the trial was over, when the verdict was read out.
Or perhaps this would be one of those cases that never really left the mind.
“Seriously, you shouldn’t beat yourself up about this,” Casey urged her.
“Thanks,” Serena said. She allowed herself a smile.
“That’s better,” Casey beamed.
Serena drained the last of the wine from her glass and slid off the stool. Casey raised an eyebrow questioningly.
“Off to see Detective Hurst?” he asked, and rolled his eyes, knowing that she was not.
He bid her goodnight and waved her off, as Serena left the bar, shrugging into her jacket as she went out onto the street. He was right, she knew, she did have to move on, but at the moment she could still make a difference, the trial had just started, there was still hope that justice would be served.
She hailed a cab, and directed the driver to the hospital. Before she did anything else, she wanted to check on Aurora and her baby.
* * *
“I might have a pick me up,” Troy mumbled, swinging his legs off his bunk and glancing at Dante. “Hardly slept, you know, fucking knackered now. And court’s tiring, man.”
Troy did not even care when Dante barely mumbled a response, not even looking at him from his own bunk. The day had been long, Troy thought, but he had come away feeling relieved. Patterson had tried her best to bring him down and he could not wait to see the look on his face when he was freed.
He had done a number on her, or at least his defense lawyer had, and he could not have been happier when she had left the stand looking defeated. It served the bitch right, he thought.
Troy stood up, going for the baggy of drugs, when two prison officers appeared at the door. His back stiffened as he glared at them, apprehensive.
“Right, we’re doing a cell search,” one officer said. He was a large, balding man with unsmiling eyes. “I need you both to step outside, lads. We’re authorised to use force if you don’t comply, so let’s make this easy for all of us, okay?”
“What the fuck?” Troy shouted, before he could help himself, his mind darting towards the phone and the drugs. “Is this a joke?”
“Come on, Banks, outside,” the officer said, reaching for him.
Troy had no choice but to allow the guard to drag him out of the cell. Dante traipsed out after him, his eyes wide with alarm, and Troy knew that they were busted. One of the officers went into the cell to search. Another officer remained behind and frisked them.
He was panicking, starting to sweat, and he knew he was only making it worse for himself.
There was a cry from inside the cell, and the officer emerged, holding up the mobile phone.
“Got something,” the officer holding it said, sliding it into a plastic bag. He turned to Troy and Dante. “Care to explain what you’re doing with a phone? You both know it’s against the rules.”
Troy opened and closed his mouth, his forehead dripping with sweat and looking guilty as hell, and Dante shrugged beside him. The officers cuffed Troy, who began to struggle at once.
“Let go of me,” he shouted.
“Banks, you keep this up, you’ll be going down the block,” the officer struggling with him growled, and Troy let out a groan of pain as he twisted against the cuffs around his wrists and slumped, defeated. He allowed himself to be led off down the corridor for questioning, without even a glance at Dante.
He wondered if they would keep searching until they found the drugs too. He would be up shit creek if they did, he thought. He stopped struggling against the cuffs, realizing it was futile to resist anymore.
Troy grimaced, wondering how things could have gone from hopeful to shit so fast.
* * *
Clint paced the floor at the foot of the hospital bed, his trainers squeaking on the lino and his eyes still struggling to adjust to the strip lighting above them.
“Stop worrying,” Aurora said from the bed, their daughter nestled in her arms. “Kojo isn’t stupid, he’ll be okay.”
“Why hasn’t he come to see her?” Clint asked, shaking his head. “His own niece and he’d rather go out with his mates.”
“You don’t know that,” Aurora sighed. “He could’ve got stuck in traffic.”
“You really believe that?” Clint asked, looking at her skeptically.
Aurora looked down at their daughter and smiled, and Clint knew that she had no interest in discussing Kojo. He understood, but it still frustrated him. Kojo was his family, he should be here. Aurora glanced up at him, saw he was still annoyed, and shook her head gently.
“If he doesn’t come today, so what?” Aurora asked. “Let’s just enjoy this moment. He won’t stay away forever, and when he comes we’ll be here.”
Clint didn’t feel entirely pacified but he nodded, not wanting to trouble Aurora. She had done amazingly well giving birth, he thought, and he loved her all the more for it. Aurora still looked beautiful, and his daughter was a beauty like her mother. Aurora held up her arms, and Clint went round the side of the bed, leaning down so that he could take the baby off her.
She gurgled as Aurora transferred her to his arms, and seemed to cuddle into the warmth of his tracksuit top, her eyes blinking a few times, before closing, her tiny fingers and toes twitching, her lips parting slightly as she breathed.
“She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Aurora asked.
“The most beautiful girl in the world,” Clint agreed. “Apart from you.”
Clint looked at his daughter and knew he would do anything to protect her, keep her and her mother safe. She was his blood and it was his duty to look after her, make sure she was happy and content and secure. He would take pride in that duty, he knew, and he would always love this little girl, wrapped in her pink blanket, her tiny hand opening and closing, the fingers so amazingly small he could hardly believe it.
“I had an idea about a name,” Aurora said from the bed, “It’s just an idea, so if you don’t like it that’s fine.”
“Come on then,” Clint smiled, glancing at her.
“Angel,” Aurora said. Her voice was quiet, uncertain, but Clint looked at his daughter and knew that the name was perfect. He nodded, looking down at baby Angel and knowing that she was indeed a gift from heaven.
“It’s perfect,” he said, and Aurora beamed. He went back to the side of the bed and bent down so that Aurora could hold Angel again. “Our little Angel.”
Aurora looked adoringly down at their daughter in her arms, and Clint smiled, a tear pooling in the corner of his eye. It was a happy tear, and he knew that he had never felt happier than standing here looking at the two girls he loved.
* * *
Adrianna still felt annoyed after her argument with Brandy earlier, but she forced the memory out and tried to clear her mind. She didn’t regret what she had said, because she was certain it was true. Brandy had once been queen of this estate, or at least she had thought she was, dating the youngest Banks brother and treating everyone else like shit. Now Brandy was a single mum with no interest in being a mother, no man to boast of and no respect from anyone. Even most of her friends had ditched her. Adrianna on the other hand was rising to the top, she was sure of it. She liked Trent and she hoped he would make her his official girl. It wasn’t like he had a proper girlfriend anyway, just a bunch of girls he slept with, and she was sure that she was his favourite, the most likely choice for a girlfriend. If he didn’t, at least she still had Sanjay. She liked him too, but he had a girlfriend and she felt sure after this morning that he had no intention of ditching Fernanda to be with her, but it was always good to keep options open, and Adrianna wouldn’t dismiss him just yet.
She thought of her parents back home in Poland, wondering why they had no interest in coming to London. They had allowed her to go with her brother, and she had quickly found that she hadn’t missed them all that much. They did not understand her. She wanted glamour, riches and excitement, and she was sure that being Trent’s girlfriend would give her all that and more.
“You look nice,” Trent said as he let her into his flat. Adrianna smiled, giving him a twirl so he could get the view of every angle. “Your tits look good in that top.”
Adrianna’s smile faltered, but she took the compliment regardless. There were a lot of things she would change about him, but she knew it would have to be one step at a time. She’d get him back in the gym so he could get back in shape, and she’d definitely insist they get a place of their own. She found it almost embarrassing that he still lived with his mum and brother in a crowded, dingy flat on the Goldsworth. She wanted a luxury pad in Kensington or Shoreditch, not in this dump. Still, she thought, there was plenty of time for that when they were official.
She led the way through the lounge to Trent’s bedroom, ignoring Keskia’s disapproving look as she passed in front of her on the sofa. Trent’s mum didn’t like her, she knew that much, but Brandy had once told her that the Banks brothers’ mum didn’t seem to like any girl except her precious daughter.
Trent closed the bedroom door behind them, and turned on some music so they wouldn’t be heard from the lounge. Adrianna smiled at him, sitting down on the edge of the bed. His room smelt of weed, deodorant and dirty socks, but she didn’t say anything. She had to remind herself that until she was officially his girlfriend, she had to watch her step.
Trent sat down beside her and kissed her, his hands sliding up her thighs at once, and Adrianna swallowed down her frustration. He hadn’t even asked her how she was, or told her anything about how his day had been. Normally she would have let it slide, but with the words she had told Brandy echoing in her mind, she put a hand on his and pulled it out from beneath her skirt. Trent looked disappointed.
“What’s the matter?” he asked, put out. “Aren’t you in the mood?”
“Of course I am,” Adrianna said. Trent grinned, and made to reach for her skirt, but stopped when Adrianna clasped his hand in hers again. “But I thought maybe we could watch a film or something first. Maybe talk? I don’t know, just something before we, you know –”
Trent looked bewildered.
“What kind of chick shit is this?” he asked slowly, eyes narrowing. “You’re not about to tell me you’re knocked up are you?”
Adrianna scowled.
“No, ‘course I ain’t,” she snapped. “I just want us to be more like a couple, not just friends with benefits without the friends part, you know?”
She realised from the look on Trent’s face that she had said the wrong thing, and swallowed hard. Trent didn’t look excited at the mention of being a couple, and she wondered if it was too late to try and backtrack.
“We ain’t a couple and we won’t be,” Trent said firmly, and she sensed the anger simmering beneath the surface. “How many times do I have to say it?”
“I’m sorry,” Adrianna said, feeling dismayed. “I just thought –”
“Stop fucking thinking,” Trent said. “You don’t need to think, okay? All you need to do when you’re with me is look hot, spread your legs and stay on the pill.”
Adrianna reacted at once, drawing back her hand and slapping him hard across the face. The sound reverberated around the bedroom. Trent looked shocked and was silent for a long moment, and Adrianna held her breath, lowering her hand into her lap, shocked by what she had just done.
Trent’s eyes were wide as he raised a hand to his cheek, rubbing the skin where her hand had left a mark, and Adrianna stood up, the bed creaking lightly beneath her, and went to the bedroom door.
She took a last glance at Trent, still holding his cheek, looking as if he wasn’t quite sure what had just happened. She smirked, shook her head and left him there.
* * *
Aurora watched Angel sleeping in her cot that the nurses had brought in and placed alongside her hospital bed. Clint sat in the chair on the other side of her bed, checking his phone every few minutes. She knew that he was still hoping for a call from Kojo and she felt bad for him, but she wished he could find satisfaction in their daughter rather than worrying about his brother.
She was still tired from labour but she’d had a doze and though her body ached and she winced when she moved, she couldn’t feel bad. All she had to do was look at her daughter and she knew it had all been worth it, the pain and the months of swollen ankles, morning sickness and exhaustion.
There was a light rap at the door, and Aurora looked up at Serena Patterson poked her head around the frame. She smiled when she saw Aurora awake and sitting up, and stepped into the room. She had changed out of the suit she had worn to court, and wore jeans and a faded t-shirt, her hair tied back, looking casual. Aurora smiled back at her as Serena approached, smiling adoringly down at Angel.
“Congratulations,” she offered, “She’s gorgeous.”
“Thanks, we’ve named her Angel,” Aurora told her.
“Beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” Serena said. She glanced at Clint, who was looking down at his phone, and turned her attention to Aurora. “How are you feeling now?”
“I’m fine,” Aurora said, with a glance at Clint. “We called my mum earlier, she can’t wait to meet her granddaughter.” She wanted to add that she wished her sister was here to meet her niece, but she daren’t say it in front of Clint. She knew it would only serve to make him feel bad, and he was doing what he could to put things right, as worried as he might be about going to court. Still, his constant talk of Kojo coming to meet his niece grated on her. He didn’t seem to understand that it hurt her all the more, knowing Kojo could see Angel anytime, whereas Shaniqua would never meet her.
Clint shifted in his chair and then stood up, phone clutched in his hand.
“I’ll leave you ladies to it,” he said, and Aurora wondered if he had sensed that she had things to say that he wouldn’t want to hear. He lifted his phone, “I’m going to try Kojo again, see if he picks up this time.” He gave them both a smile, blew Angel a kiss, and left the hospital room, his trainers squeaking on the floor as he went.
Serena was quiet, and Aurora wondered if she too knew that there was something else she wanted to say. She took a deep breath.
“I just wish Shan was here to meet her,” she admitted. “It’s stupid, I know, but it’s not the same without her here. I never really thought about it whilst I was pregnant, but now that Angel’s here, I just wish that Shan was too.”
Serena sat down in the chair Clint had vacated, and nodded in understanding.
“I was the same when my son was born,” she said, her voice quiet. “Me and my brother were never that close, not really. Perhaps when we were kids, but then we went down different paths. I missed him when Nathan was born though.”
“Your brother –” Aurora murmured, then trailed off. She remembered from the courtroom that Khan had questioned whether he had affected her judgement in the case. She blushed, unsure what to say.
“He died,” Serena nodded, with a reflective look. “It was hard, but life goes on. You’ll never forget Shaniqua, but as times passes it will get easier. The pain fades, but your memories of her won’t.”
Aurora looked at the detective and saw the softer side beneath the hard officer she had always pictured her to be. She felt comforted by her words, though she knew she was far from moving on, and that the pain was still deeply ingrained within her. She hoped for it to pass, and maybe it would after the trial.
“I don’t know what to do now,” Aurora said softly, voicing another concern she had been holding inside, unwilling to confide in Clint about it. Serena’s brow furrowed as she listened. Aurora hesitated. “It’s just, I’m happy I’m a mum now, and I wouldn’t change it, of course I wouldn’t, but – it’s just that – I don’t want to be like Zoe, just a mum. I want a career, I want to achieve something more.”
“You haven’t spoken to Clint about it?” Serena asked, as if reading her mind.
“No,” Aurora shook her head. “I mean, I will do, but I don’t want him to think that I don’t want to be a mum. I do. I want to be something more than just a mother though.”
Serena nodded.
“I know exactly how you feel,” Serena said. “I always knew I wanted to be a detective, and when I got pregnant people told me I’d have to choose between the two. I proved them wrong. I’m a mother, and I’m a detective sergeant.”
Aurora admired the woman sat beside her and wondered if she could be the same.
“Have you ever considered joining the police force?” Serena asked, surprising Aurora. She had never really thought of it as an option before. Serena smiled knowingly. “You don’t have to have dreamt of becoming a police officer since childhood to get into the force, but it’s a good job, and you’re a smart girl. I think you’d do well.”
“I don’t know –” Aurora said, wondering what Clint would say if she told him she was joining the police. “I don’t think I’d be very good at it, you know.”
“It’s just something to consider,” Serena smiled. “You strike me as the type of girl who can do anything if you put your mind to it.”
Aurora smiled, trying to picture herself in a police uniform, Angel cradled in one arm, a badge in the other hand. It was an amusing thought.
“Anyway, I’ll let you get some rest,” Serena said, lifting herself out of the chair. “I just wanted to come and see how you were doing.”
“Thanks for everything today,” Aurora said. “For calling the ambulance, and for going into court. I can’t thank you enough.”
“You don’t need to thank me,” Serena said, smiling at Angel and heading for the door. She paused with her hand on the frame, and turned back to Aurora. “Just think about what I said. I think you’d make a good police officer.”
Aurora smiled as Serena left the room. She looked down at Angel, still fast asleep, and couldn’t quite bring herself to belief she could join the police force.
* * *
His phone rang again, but Kojo silenced the call. He saw Clint’s name flashing up on the screen for a few more seconds and then the screen went dark. He felt bad for not answering, but he knew what his brother would say. The baby had been born, which was great, but Kojo didn’t need to go and see the girl, he already knew what a baby looked like. Besides, Kojo was sure that Clint was just trying to get him to come to the hospital on the pretense of seeing his new niece. Once he was there Clint would no doubt start lecturing him again about who he couldn’t hang around with and that he still had to come back to Manchester with him, Aurora and the baby when the trial was over.
Hell no, Kojo thought. He wasn’t going back there and he had no intention of pushing aside his mates again, not for his brother, not for anybody. Kent passed him a can and Kojo cracked it open. This was his second, and Kent had a whole crate beside his bed, so the four of them could get pissed before they went off to some party that Kent had been invited to.
His phone flashed again, and Kojo groaned and silenced it again. Kent leaned over, ignoring Mickey and Leon’s guffaws as they rolled a joint, and nudged Kojo.
“You sure you’re all right mate?” he asked.
Kojo nodded, shoving his phone back into his pocket.
“Yeah, just my brother,” Kojo sighed.
“The snitch?” Leon asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re well shot of him.”
“Ain’t that right,” Mickey nodded beside him, then cursing as his finger slipped and tore the skin he was using to make the joint. “Shit, man,” he groaned.
Kent seemed indifferent and swigged from his can, and Kojo wondered if he was making a mistake. Should he be at the hospital welcoming his baby niece into the world? He wanted to, but he couldn’t face Clint.
He had always looked up to his older brother, always respected him and enjoyed his company, gone to him when he had a problem or when their dad had got drunk, but now things had changed. Moving to Manchester had changed Kojo’s opinion of Clint and he couldn’t bear to be around him at the moment.
Earlier he had packed up his suitcase and left Aurora’s flat, and he didn’t intend to go back. His mum had been delighted when he had turned up at the front door, wanting to move back in. His dad had shrugged with indifference, but that was just the way he was. He didn’t want to have to tell Clint he was gone, and he didn’t want to face the lecture he was certain would follow.
“Drink up man,” Kent said, nodding towards Kojo’s can. Kojo grinned and took a long drink, burping as he lowered the rim from his lips.
“You want to try a joint?” Mickey asked, as he lit the joint he’d finished.
Kojo hesitated. Having a few drinks was one thing, but doing drugs was another entirely. Then again he was sure Clint had smoked weed, amongst other things, and Kojo nodded, reaching for the joint. He put it to his lips and inhaled, holding the smoke in his mouth, then expelling it. He coughed, but the others seemed impressed and Leon nodded in approval.
“Let’s get this party started then,” Kent said, turning up the volume on his laptop. Leon and Mickey cheered, and Kojo joined in. He downed the rest of his can and grabbed another from the box, determined to forget about Clint and the baby.
* * *
The sun was sinking beneath the tall hospital buildings surrounding the car park as Clint cursed and shut off his phone, frustrated that Kojo was still not answering his calls. He wondered if his brother was out, or if he was in trouble, or just still in a mood with him. He would be having words with him when they got back to Marlena’s flat, he decided, to make sure Kojo knew he was pushing his luck.
He turned to go back inside when Serena Patterson came through the sliding doors and caught sight of him. She strolled purposefully towards him and smiled, hands in the pockets of her jeans as she stopped.
“How are you doing?” she asked, smiling at him. “And congratulations, you have a beautiful daughter.”
Clint blushed.
“Thanks,” he said. “I’m okay. Just trying to get hold of my brother, but his phone must have run out of battery.”
He thought Serena could see through the lie, but she didn’t say anything. They were silent for a moment, the beep of car horns and traffic filling the void.
“So you’re in court later this week?” Serena asked, eyeing him with a look that made Clint feel nervous. He nodded, shoving his hands in his pockets, hardly able to look her straight in the eye, fearing she would see how scared he was about giving his evidence. Serena sighed. “You know, Clint, there’s no shame in being nervous. I’ve seen detectives who’ve had to give evidence hundreds of times before get shit scared before they go into a courtroom. It’s natural.”
Clint looked at her and knew she was telling the truth.
“You gave evidence today,” Clint said, remembering what Aurora had told him in the hours after Angel had been born. It had dashed his delight, her words only serving to remind him how much he was putting at stake by taking the stand. He didn’t just have Kojo and Aurora to protect now, but his daughter, and it had made him further question whether he was doing the right thing. He cleared his throat. “Aurora said you were really good up there.”
“I was nervous as hell before though,” Serena admitted. “But you know what? Once I was on that stand, I knew I was doing the right thing. Once it was over, I felt good.”
“Really?” Clint asked. He couldn’t even imagine taking his oath, let alone picture when it was all over. He shifted uncomfortably on his feet.
“Because telling the truth makes us feel better,” Serena said with a shrug, as if she couldn’t see his discomfort. “And just remember, its half an hour, maybe an hour, of your life. Surely it’s better to do the right thing for that amount of time, rather than suffer a lifetime of regret for not doing it?”
Clint considered her words and knew that she was right. Perhaps it would not be so bad, he thought, but then the memory of the Banks brothers kicking the shit out of him resurfaced and he felt less sure.
Serena eyed him closely, and he knew she was trying to read his emotion.
“If anyone’s threatening you, let me know,” Serena said. “I’ve dealt with people like the Banks brothers before, many times.” Clint looked at her. She gave him a reassuring smile. “They might talk big, but when it comes down to it, if they’d really not wanted you to take the stand, you wouldn’t be here.”
Clint thought about it. It was true, if Tyrese was so determined to get Troy off the charges, he would have done more than give him a bit of a kicking. Clint had seen the Banks brothers do more damage for far less serious matters.
“Take care Clint,” Serena said. She put a hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You have a wonderful girlfriend and a lovely daughter now. You take care of them.”
Clint nodded and gave her a smile. Serena walked off across the car park, and Clint watched her go for a moment, wondering how she had made him feel better in such a short space of time. He walked back through the sliding doors and along the corridors towards the maternity unit, feeling confident that going to court was the right thing to do. Serena was right. An hour in court was far less painful than a lifetime of regret and wishing he had done the right thing.
* * *
Amal could not stop thinking about Shontelle. Perhaps she had got under his skin, or maybe it was just the thought that Naz had gone out to see her that made his insides clench with jealousy.
There was a knock on the front door and he dropped his phone onto the sofa beside him to answer. He did a double-take when he saw Detective Patterson looking at him, shoulders squared as if for a fight.
His muscles tensed, a flicker of panic racing through him. He had survived prison, but he had no intention of ever returning to a cell again.
“What do you want?” he demanded. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
Patterson looked him right in the eye. He remembered the look on her face as she had questioned him about Troy, all those months ago when he had been arrested. This was one cold, hard bitch, he thought.
“I’ll get straight to the point,” she said, not reacting to his tone or words. “You’re due to give evidence tomorrow. I want to make sure you turn up.”
Amal narrowed his eyes. He had no intention of going, and nothing she could say would change his mind. Not out of any loyalty to Troy, he just wasn’t a snitch.
“Fuck off,” Amal said. He took a step back and went to close the door, but Patterson threw her arm out and held the door open. She was strong, he realized.
“You know you can be arrested for not turning up when summoned?” Patterson asked him. Amal swallowed hard, but he kept his cool, shrugging. “That doesn’t scare you?” she pressed him. “The thought of going back inside?”
“No, I’m not scared,” Amal snapped. “Not of you, not of anyone.”
“Are you scared of the Banks brothers?” she asked.
Amal laughed, shaking his head.
“Nah, like I said, I’m not.”
Patterson opened her mouth to respond, when her eyes flickered behind Amal. Amal turned as his mother approached the doorway, fixing her hijab, her face scowling.
“You leave my son alone,” she said, squaring up to Patterson. “He’s turned over a new leaf, he doesn’t want any trouble from the police. Get away from here, woman.”
“Mrs Siddiqui, I’m here because -” Patterson started, but she was cut off at once.
“I don’t care who you are,” Amal’s mother hissed. “Leave my son alone.”
She ushered Amal back into the house, and before Patterson could say anything else she had thrown the door shut in her face. Amal could not help but smile.
“Make sure you stay out of trouble,” his mother snapped, pointing a finger at him, her anger turning towards him. “I don’t want the police turning up again. Is that clear?”
Amal nodded, looking down at the floor. His mother went back into the kitchen, and he snatched up his phone from the sofa.
Though he was pleased Patterson was gone, her words lingered. He tried to distract himself online and glared at a picture that Naz had tagged himself in, of him and Shontelle. Naz’s arm was draped around her shoulders, a big grin on his face. Amal resisted the urge to throw his phone against the wall.
Closing his eyes, he wondered if Patterson was telling the truth, if he could end up back inside if he failed to show up tomorrow, trying not to feel the fear that now crept over him.
* * *
Tamar slipped out of his flat, glancing around as he did to make sure the path was clear and that Patterson was not lurking in the shadows for him. Amal had tipped him off, and he had made a quick getaway.
He wondered if Amal was considering turning up. Tamar knew that no detective could have persuaded him to turn up. He did not want another beating from the Banks brothers, and besides, Shaniqua Curtis was nothing to him. He had never met the girl before her death, so why would he care if Troy got sent down for killing her?
He was not going to risk his own neck for a dead girl’s justice.
His phone vibrated, and Tamar read the reply from Zoe. She was at home, and she wanted him to join her. Tamar smiled, shooting off a reply, as he set off to hers, his eyes alert for any sight of Patterson.
* * *
Serena knocked on the door to Tamar Ahmed’s flat and groaned inwardly. She should have known that Amal would text his mate, warn him that she was in the area. Either that or he was out on the piss, she thought.
She knocked one last time, and a curtain twitched in the flat next door. Giving up, Serena retreated down the steps to the concrete courtyard, looking around at the blocks that she had once called home too.
It had been a long time ago, but as hard as she had tried she could not forget it. She shivered despite the warm air, and left the Goldsworth, cutting across the playing fields. A group of kids laughed on one of the slopes, not giving her a second glance.
She had tried to help the case, she thought, for all the good it had probably done. Some people just did not care about justice, about right and wrong. She could never understand it, but she knew all too well about it.
Trying not to think too much on the trial, she remembered Casey’s words to her, that she had done her part and she had to move on. She sighed, knowing he was probably right, though that would not stop her.
She jogged up the slope on the far side of the playing field and onto a main road, not turning back to look at the tower blocks of the receding Goldsworth behind her.
* * *
Dante sat in solitary, his back against the wall.
The cell next door had gone quiet at last. Troy had shouted for what felt like hours, and now he must have either fallen asleep or lost his voice, because silence pressed in around him in the dark room.
He was not worried about the drugs. He was sure that more would find their way in soon, it was prison after all. Troy could probably even get his brothers to redeliver, so it was no big loss. Besides, he had stashed enough to see him through until then.
The phone, though, was what worried him.
Dante had intended to use the recording of Troy’s confession as leverage, or blackmail, when the time was right and he wanted to topple the youngest Banks brother from his perch.
Now he had lost it, and he could not think of anything that could replace it. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the tiled wall, taking deep breaths.
When he had tipped off one of the guards about his cellmate, he had fully expected to have time to clear out all the drugs and the phone to a new hiding place, one that only he knew about, before they swooped down, but he had been sorely mistaken. He should have waited until the cell was clear, he thought, but it was too late to second guess himself.
He had just wanted Troy to get paranoid after the search, to give him more responsibilities. He had not wanted them to find the phone.
Troy would be shaken by the search, that was for sure. And Dante still had the drugs hidden away, he thought, trying to reassure himself. He had lost the phone, which was frustrating, but it did not mean the game was up. Not by a long shot.
Still, he would have to think of a new plan, he realized, feeling his thoughts sinking.
The only thought that brought a smile to his lips was as he wondered what Troy’s reaction might have been had he known about the incriminating confession that the prison guards now held in their hands.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Troy cleared his throat, stood in the doorway to the cell. His cellmate looked up at him, surprised.
“You got out of solitary early,” Troy said, stepping into the room, his tone accusatory. “What did you tell them?”
Dante sighed as he looked at him.
“Nothing, I swear down,” he replied. Troy’s eyes remained narrowed. Dante knew that his cellmate wanted to believe him. “Hell, I used that phone too, mate. I’m just as gutted as you are.”
Troy considered him a moment, and Dante could almost see the wheels turning behind his eyes, trying to weigh up whether to trust him.
“That’s true,” he said.
“I got here a few minutes before you, that’s all,” Dante continued.
Troy sighed, the confrontation seemingly over already. Dante smiled to himself. It had been a lot easier to fool him that he had feared it would be.
He lay back on his bunk as Troy paced the room, waiting for the guard to arrive and process him out for his second day in court.
“As if I didn’t have enough shit going on,” Troy mumbled.
“I’ll take care of things here,” Dante offered. Troy looked at him, eyes hardening.
“Take care of what?” he demanded. “We lost everything, there’s nothing to -”
“Yeah, I know mate, but we don’t need to let anyone else know that,” Dante said, trying to keep his voice casual, frustrated with his cellmate’s slow uptake. “I mean, we don’t want them to go to anyone else. If anyone comes asking, I’ll tell them the delivery is late and we’ll have it tomorrow, or a few days at the latest.”
“I guess my brothers can get some more in by then,” Troy mused. He nodded slowly in Dante’s direction. “Cool, well you hold things down here then.”
They fell quiet as a guard approached. Dante waved him off as Troy left with a mumbled goodbye. He smiled. It was too easy, he thought. Perhaps he would not even need the recording if this was how simple it would be to take over from Troy.
He would wait a while and then make the rounds as normal. He still had the drugs stashed, so for him it would be business as usual, except this time the Banks brothers would not be getting any of the profit. He would be keeping all of that for himself.
Perhaps, he thought, everything would work out just fine after all.
* * *
Serena swung through the doors to the station and swiped her pass at the security doors. She followed the directions Casey had given her and slowed as she approached the desk that Carl Hurst was sitting at, two discarded throwaway coffee cups already at the side of his keyboard, and his eyes focused on the screen.
He looked up as she dropped into the seat at the vacant desk in front of him, the one that had been assigned to her and that she had yet to use.
“You decided to come in then,” Carl said, returning his focus to the computer.
Serena felt bad that she was not pulling her weight on the case. If she had turned down Jenkins’ placement, then Carl might have been assigned someone different, a detective who would most definitely have been more interested in it than her.
“I’m sorry,” she admitted. “I lost focus, you know, with the trial, but I’m here now and ready to go.”
Carl sighed, then nodded.
“Fair enough,” he relented. He leant back in his seat, stretching out, and Serena wondered how long he had already been here this morning. He stifled a yawn and composed himself. “Right, I guess I should fill you in. It’s a messy case, and there are a lot of different teams involved in this. Financial crime is the big player, they’re going over the accounts, tracing all the money, every single penny. He was laundering hundreds of thousands a year, and he had his finger in about every pie there was. It’s a big task.”
“I can’t say I envy them,” Serena grimaced.
“Me either,” Carl said. “Our job is to look into all the people involved with Jasper. His associates, his girlfriends, his brother. He’s been a mobster for quite a few decades, so you can imagine what it’s been like.”
“Well, I guess I’d better get started and help you out,” Serena said.
Carl cracked a smile, evidently pleased that she was onboard now. He grabbed a file from the pile on his desk and heaved it onto her desk.
“You should already have access to all the online systems we’re using, but for now there’s good old paperwork to look at,” he said.
Serena was about to reply when her phone began to vibrate in her pocket. She pulled it out, wondering for a moment if it might be about her son. Unknown number. She answered, hesitant.
“Hi, Detective Patterson?” a woman’s voice asked timidly. Serena confirmed it was her. “Hi, yes, I’m Mandy, the witness liaison officer at court. You asked me to keep you informed about the witnesses today.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Serena said. “Have they shown up?”
“I’m afraid not,” Mandy replied. “Amal Siddiqui was a no-show. I thought I’d let you know, because you asked me to, but there’s not much I can really do I’m afraid. The court will be adjourned for the morning, and we’ll have to see if Mr Ahmed turns up this afternoon.”
“I’ll make sure he does,” Serena said.
Mandy said goodbye and hung up. Serena put her phone in her pocket and rose to her feet. Carl looked at her questioningly.
“I’m really sorry,” she said, and she saw the frustration on her colleague’s face. “This is important. It’s about the trial.”
“I thought Jenkins said -”
“I know, but I have to help out,” Serena said, shaking her head. “I have to.”
“The trial isn’t the only important thing, you know,” Carl said, as she turned. “This is important too.”
Serena shot him an apologetic glance over her shoulder and flew out of the office, wondering if Carl was already ringing up Jenkins to report on her actions.
* * *
Troy could sense the tension building in the courtroom. Muttered whispers had erupted from the gallery, and the prosecution team looked anxiously over their shoulders to the door, shuffling papers and whispering in urgent tones to each other.
Ms Khan looked pleased for herself at the defence table, smiling at Rush, and that meant Troy should be relieved too, he thought, knowing what must have happened.
Amal was not showing up. He knew that he could count on his mate. His earlier bitterness about the raid last night lessened as he started to feel a new confidence. Who cared if they had the phone? He could be out soon if things kept going so well for him in here.
Judge Harksaw cleared his throat and levelled Lindhurst with a stern look.
“Is your witness coming?” he demanded.
“We are, erm, having a few issues contacting him,” Lindhurst admitted, blushing. He stood up, at the same time as Khan did.
“We ask that you allow some time,” Lindhurst asked, his tone almost pleading.
Troy tried not to smile at the look on his face.
“If the witness isn’t coming,” Khan countered, “Then –”
Judge Harksaw was silent for a moment.
“Court will adjourn for two hours,” Harksaw said, banging the gavel down. More whispers from the gallery, louder this time. He looked at Lindhurst. “You have until then to track down your missing witness. If not, we’ll proceed with the next.”
Lindhurst nodded furiously, sweat on his brow. Things had clearly not gone as he had hoped, Troy thought smugly.
Troy knew that they could try and track down Amal all they wanted, but that did not mean they could persuade him to take the stand and testify against him. With a new sense of victory, he rose with the rest of the court as the judge swept from the room.
* * *
“It’s not even like we gave statements,” Amal said, shaking his head. “Don’t worry yourself, we’ll be fine.”
Tamar nodded from beside him on the sofa, phone in his hand, halfway through a message from Zoe. Glancing down, Amal raised an eyebrow.
“Is she taking the stand?” he asked.
Tamar shrugged. Amal left it at that, not wanting to pry. He was not sure what was going on between Tamar and Zoe, but whatever it was, it was none of his business. Besides, Zoe had anger towards Troy for what he had done, or tried to do, to her daughter, so Amal was hardly surprised if she wanted to pay him back. She could do what she wanted, he thought. Amal would not have her back either way.
There was a knock on the door and Amal straightened up. Tamar almost dropped his phone, and Amal tried not to look on edge as he caught his eye.
“Do you think that’s the police?” Tamar asked.
“Nah, mate,” Amal replied, his voice shaking slightly.
He got up and went to the front door, sliding the latch into place. He opened the door and groaned when he saw Detective Patterson in front of him once more. She frowned, seeing the chain, and put a hand on her hip.
“Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?” she demanded.
“Well, aren’t you supposed to be not somewhere? Like here?” Amal retorted, feeling braver with the door between them. “You heard my mum yesterday. Do one.”
“You haven’t got away with this,” Patterson insisted. “The judge has adjourned the court, but the police will be here to pick you up.”
“You mean they didn’t even send you here?” Amal asked, surprised. It made sense now, why she had come alone, why she seemed so desperate. “They’re not really coming, are they? You’re just trying to scare me because that’s the only way you can get me to go, if you trick me into doing it. That’s pathetic, bitch.”
He laughed, shaking his head, and slammed the door shut.
There was a bang and the door shook, and he wondered if she had slammed her fist into it. He sniggered and rejoined Tamar in the lounge.
“Don’t worry, we’re fine,” he grinned, sitting back down. “Can you believe her? Talk about sad. I’d almost feel sorry for her if she wasn’t such a cow.”
Tamar nodded, clapping him on the back, the tension gone from the room, as Amal grabbed the remote and turned on the television.
* * *
Dante had waited until Troy was safely off to court before he had dared to leave the cell and wait for Officer Wimbly to come on duty. He knew that the officer was the one who brought in Troy’s supplies, and he fully intended to wipe Troy out of the negotiations and ensure that Wimbly only delivered the drugs to him from now on. He was not sure why the officer was working for the Banks brothers, but from what he had seen of his nervous disposition, it was not through his own choice.
When Wimbly came on duty, Dante hesitated.
He wasn’t entirely sure what would happen when he made his intentions clear to the officer. He knew Wimbly wasn’t likely to take him down the block, because that would mean having to confess to his own involvement in the scheme so far. He could tell the Banks brothers what Dante had said, though, and that was a troubling thought, but the drugs that he had stolen from Troy were beginning to run out now, thanks in part to his own liberal use of them, and he needed a way to bring them in or everything he had done so far would be wasted.
He waited until Wimbly was alone, walking towards him, before Dante cleared his throat, attracting his attention. Wimbly was overweight, with a ruddy complexion and watery eyes. He looked nervous most of the time, and it was hard to imagine why he had chosen such a career. His eyes were suspicious when he looked towards Dante, half-hidden by the metal stair railings leading to the upper levels.
“Something you wanted, Cortez?” Wimbly asked.
“Yeah, actually, there is,” Dante said, and Wimbly approached cautiously. His hand inched closer to the radio at his waist, and Dante wondered if he was making a mistake. He looked around, and that seemed to make Wimbly more uneasy.
“Come on, spit it out,” Wimbly prompted him.
“The arrangement you got going on with Troy Banks,” Dante said calmly, watching sweat break out on Wimbly’s forehead as he frowned. “I’m taking over that, so you don’t need to trouble him with the drop-off anymore.”
“You what?” Wimbly asked, looking around nervously for eavesdroppers.
“I said that I’m taking over that arrangement from now on,” Dante repeated, smiling at the officer. It was a good sign that he hadn’t yet gone for the radio. Wimbly shook his head, and Dante smiled wider. “Don’t shake your fucking head,” he chastised him. “Just nod, say yes, and we’ll have no trouble.”
“I can’t do that –” Wimbly stammered. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, or what you think you know, but –”
“We can play this game if you like,” Dante shrugged. “But I ain’t got the time. If you’re not going to agree, then we’re going to have some problems.”
“I don’t want to do this anymore,” Wimbly said, looking desperate. “I’ve told Tyrese, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“And I ain’t listening either,” Dante said, lowering his voice. “I suggest you just agree to what I’m saying, bring the goods to me instead of Troy, and –”
“No, no,” Wimbly was shaking his head. “I’ve got a wife and kids, I can’t –”
Dante considered him a moment. This man was a fat pussy, and though he might not want to help him out, Dante knew that this man would either toe the line or he’d be in the shit.
“Maybe you should help me out for their sakes’ then,” Dante suggested, and Wimbly went pale. “I ain’t in the business of hurting people, but I will do if you make me. Now, I’m going ask you again, and if I don’t get the response I want –” He left the rest of the sentence unfinished, hanging in the air, and Wimbly wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, still looking dangerously pale. “You know what I’m in here for,” Dante reminded him quietly.
“Okay, okay,” Wimbly mumbled. “I’ll do it.”
“Good,” Dante said, smiling again. He closed the gap between them, and Wimbly winced, looking terrified. “Don’t forget now, chubby, you answer to me now. Not the Banks brothers, not Troy, not the fucking boss, but to me.”
Wimbly nodded, looking as if he couldn’t talk.
“Who do you work for?” Dante asked, smiling wickedly at him.
“You,” Wimbly intoned, shaking, on the verge of tears. His face was red now. Dante sniggered, and Wimbly continued to sweat profusely. “I work for you now.”
* * *
Aurora rolled onto her side and winced as an ache shot through her. She swung one leg over the side of the bed, then the other, and felt the cool floor on the balls of her feet as she stood. She needed to stretch her legs and get out of the bed for a little while. Clint came in and rushed over to her, reaching for her in concern.
“You shouldn’t be up yet,” he gushed, wrapping an arm around her and making to guide her back to bed. Aurora shook him off.
“I’m okay,” she insisted, and Clint let her go, looking uncertain.
The doctor came in, smiling. He shook Clint’s hand and glanced over at Angel in her cot.
“We’re ready to discharge you now,” he said, looking from her to Clint and back again. “If you’re not ready to go home, you can stay overnight, but Angel’s doing well, and so are you, so –”
“Maybe just tonight,” Clint nodded.
“No, no,” Aurora shook her head, and both of them looked at her. “I’d like to get home. My mum wants to see Angel, and I’d like my own bed.”
The doctor nodded in understanding, and made a note on his clipboard. She sensed Clint wasn’t so sure, but he kept quiet and she wondered if he was worried about getting back to the flat.
When the doctor had gone, Clint helped Aurora sit back down on the edge of the bed and brought her clothes to her. They would be big on her, she thought, now that she had lost her huge pregnancy bump. She realised she hadn’t brought any clothes down with her other than maternity clothes, but she was sure her mum had kept some of her clothes, the ones she’d left behind in the rush to flee the estate and get to Manchester. If not, she could borrow some of Shan’s clothes, she thought, already uncomfortable at the prospect.
“We’ll be fine,” Clint said, and Aurora looked into his face. He must have seen the look on her face and thought she was worried about taking Angel home. She smiled, and he did too. He kissed her lightly. “We’re a proper family now, and I’ll make sure we’re okay.”
Aurora knew he meant it.
* * *
Asher Brunns waited outside the police station, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his jacket, palms already sweaty with nerves. He had changed out of his uniform and was waiting for Carl, though now the familiar excitement at seeing his boyfriend was dimmed by the knowledge that Carl would be quick to tell him about the progress he was making on the Jasper Okoro case.
He wanted him to succeed, but at the same time Asher knew that it was entirely possible that at some point his own involvement could be exposed. He had carried out Bolton’s dying wish and retrieved the bundles of cash that he had taken off Dante. He had done it for his sister, for the future security of her and the baby, but it had also been in the heat of the moment.
Bolton had died in front of him, and it had been impossible for Asher not to carry out what he had promised him. Now the implications of what he had done were starting to worry him. He would lose his job, he was certain, and probably be up on charges himself if anyone found out.
The front doors opened and Carl came out, his sleeves rolled up to the elbows and his jacket slung over his shoulder. He hugged him, and Asher followed him down the street to the car.
As he had expected, Carl instantly launched into a conversation about the case.
“Well, Patterson finally turned up today,” he said, shaking his head. “For all of about a minute this morning before she ran off somewhere. Then she showed up an hour ago and finally sat down long enough to open a file.”
“That’s good,” Asher mumbled, his mind already racing.
With both Patterson and Carl investigating, he was sure nothing would be overlooked. He listened, nodding in silence, as Carl continued to vent, unable to shake his concern over what the case might expose.
* * *
Serena tried to focus on the screen in front of her, but she could not shake the smug look on Troy Bank’s face that afternoon when the judge had adjourned for the day. Both Amal and Tamar had failed to show up, and there was nothing that Mandy the witness liaison officer, by then flustered and pink-faced, could do.
She forced the thoughts away, already feeling frustrated that she had overstepped the line in going to Amal’s house, not once but twice, and achieving nothing for the trouble. She thought about Casey’s advice yesterday, and knew that she had to move on, or at least take her mind off it, shift her attention to other things.
That was why she had returned to the station and knuckled down over the Jasper Okoro files. Carl had been surprised, but he did not seem impressed with her. She could not blame him, remembering her first impressions of Corey when he had failed to have her back when she had first returned to London after Shaniqua Curtis’s death.
The office was quiet now. Most of the day shift had gone home as the evening slunk in, and Carl had bid her a testy goodnight a few minutes ago. She got up and went to the vending machine, pressing the button for another coffee.
She returned to her desk with the cardboard cup and took a sip. It tasted bitter, but it was free, so she could not complain. Taking another sip, she started to review the notes she had looked over.
Whilst Carl was focusing on day to day operations within Okoro’s empire, Serena had started to look at his final days. His brother Nathaniel had killed him. In his statement, he had confessed, having shot him in revenge after the boyfriend of his daughter had been killed at his behest.
It was indeed a messy case, Serena had thought, when she had sat down to read the overview. Now she felt like she was getting somewhere. Jasper had wanted Bolton Smith dead for a reason, and he had wanted Dante Cortez to be the one to do it.
In his own statement, Dante had admitted that he had killed him because of some stolen money, numbering in the thousands. He had retracted his statement later, of course, but Serena knew which story she believed.
The way she saw it, there were two possibilities. Either Bolton had the stolen money before he died, and Dante had stolen it from him, killing him in the process. Or Dante had stolen the money and killed his best mate to cover his tracks.
It was a sad story, whichever was the truth, Serena thought. A third possibility sprung to mind. Perhaps Dante had never retrieved the money from Bolton, and somebody else had it. She scribbled it down in her notepad.
It was a line of enquiry worth pursuing, she thought, taking another sip of coffee and flipping over another page in the file.
* * *
Clint felt uneasy as he climbed out of the taxi and paid the driver, before taking Angel into his arms so Aurora could get out. The driver waved them off and drove away, rolling up the windows as he went.
He felt bad that his daughter would spend her first few weeks living on the Goldsworth, but she wouldn’t remember it as she grew up and he felt relieved that she would not have to grow up here like him.
“It’s okay,” Aurora put a hand on his shoulder, and he suspected the same thoughts were going through her mind. He smiled, and together they walked onto the estate and up the stairs to Marlena’s flat.
Aurora tried the front door and it was unlocked. Marlena greeted them in the hallway, and she rushed forward and cooed over Angel. Clint couldn’t help but smile. They went through to the lounge and Marlena sat down so that Clint could pass Angel to her. Angel gurgled and looked up at her grandma, and Marlena wiped a tear from her eye.
Clint felt Aurora beside him and held her hand, giving it a soft squeeze. It felt strange to be back in the flat with their daughter, Clint thought. The last time they had been here was when Aurora had been pregnant, and now it all felt so much more real.
Aurora went to sit beside her mum, and Clint went through to the bedroom. The first thing he noticed was that it looked tidier. The single bed that Kojo had been sleeping on was clean, all the clothes that had littered the duvet and floor around it were gone. Clint panicked and dropped to his knees, checking under the bed. Kojo’s suitcase had gone too.
He pulled his phone out and dialled Kojo’s number, wondering what his brother was playing at. He walked into the lounge and looked at Marlena. She caught his gaze and her smile faltered.
“You know then?” she asked. Aurora looked between them, uncertain.
“Kojo moved out,” Clint told her. Aurora frowned. He looked at Marlena, frustration pounding. “Why did you let him go?”
“It’s not my place to stop him,” she said, shaking her head. “The lad’s nice enough, but he ain’t my family. I’ve got no right to stop him, not when he wants to go.”
“Where did he go?” Clint asked, his voice tight, trying to calm himself.
“Back to your parents,” Marlena replied.
Clint went back into the bedroom and sat down on the bed that Kojo had slept in until today. His phone rang and he looked at the screen, his hope that it was Kojo quickly dashed. It was his mum. He answered, knowing that she would be ringing about her granddaughter, but he intended to talk to her about Kojo instead.
* * *
Aurora heard Clint’s voice from down the hallway and knew that he was arguing with his mum about allowing Kojo to return home. She forced herself to stay calm, to not let it all bother her. They could deal with it tomorrow, right now she wanted to be happy that her daughter was born and healthy, and that her mum seemed overjoyed at meeting her granddaughter.
She returned to the lounge, closing the door behind her. Marlena looked up at her, Angel in her arms, a smile on her face. Aurora hadn’t seen her mum so happy in a long time and she found herself unable to stop smiling.
Her coat was on the arm of the sofa, and she knew that her mum had been intending to go down to the pub to wet the baby’s head. Seeing her look, Marlena put a hand on Aurora’s as she sat down beside them.
“I think I’ll give the pub a miss tonight,” Marlena said, with a smile. “I just can’t seem to stop looking into little Angel’s eyes, can I?” She cooed over the baby, and Aurora felt her spirits lift further.
If her mum had turned down a trip to the pub, that really was something, and it made her feel reassured about the future. Perhaps her mum would clean up her act, finally begin to move on now that she had a granddaughter.
Aurora watched her mum cradling Angel in her arms and felt happy.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Her alarm sounded right next to her ear and Brandy fumbled for her phone to switch the noise off. She groaned, sunlight filtering through the threadbare curtains. She shut off the alarm and sat up, rubbing her eyes, for a moment feeling refreshed, before the dread of what she had to do today crept back over her and she felt exhausted all over again.
She could hear Aunt Bo singing along to the radio in the kitchen, breaking song only to coo at Frazer as she fed him. She couldn’t hear her mum and hoped she was still asleep, too comatose from last night to stir.
Getting out of bed, Brandy tried not to think about going to court. She showered and did her hair, before facing the black trouser suit that Aunt Bo had bought in Primark for her. She pulled it on, wishing she could go back to bed and forget about court. She did not want to see Troy, she wanted no part of it all.
In the kitchen, Aunt Bo smiled at her as she walked in.
“Very smart,” she beamed. She turned to Frazer. “Doesn’t your mummy look smart? Doesn’t she just? She’ll do us proud today, baby, don’t you worry.”
Brandy rolled her eyes. Frazer’s eyes followed her as she went to get a coffee, and she wondered if he had any idea who she was. She didn’t spend any time with him and she never talked to him. Perhaps he thought Aunt Bo was his mum. Brandy smiled at that, wishing that Aunt Bo could take him with her whenever she went back to her own place. That would be great, she thought, if only her mum could go with them, and that wasn’t likely to happen.
“What time are we leaving?” Aunt Bo asked as she wiped Frazer’s mouth with a cloth. “I’ve checked the bus times, and –”
“Wait a sec,” Brandy said, turning to look at her, worried. “We aren’t going anywhere. I’m going by myself, getting this shit done with, and then getting wasted.”
Aunt Bo glared at her, and Brandy groaned.
“Don’t listen to your mummy’s naughty words,” Aunt Bo chimed at Frazer, shaking her head and wagging her finger, eliciting a smile from him. She turned to Brandy, hand on hip. “We’re all coming with you. We’re a family, we support our own. What kind of auntie would I be if –”
“I don’t want support,” Brandy snapped. “I don’t need it.”
“Nonsense,” Aunt Bo waved her off, still smiling. “I’ll just tidy up Frazer and then I’ll go and wake your mother.”
Brandy snorted, shaking her head.
“You can’t be serious?” she demanded. “You’re bringing mum to court? She’ll be up in the dock the moment we walk through the bloody doors, the state she’s likely to be in. Get a grip.”
“She’ll be fine,” Aunt Bo insisted. “I got little Frazer a nice suit. He’ll just look adorable,” she said, smiling at Frazer and lifting him out of his chair.
Brandy felt panicked. Troy and his family would be in court, and Aunt Bo wanted to bring Frazer along with them. It was ridiculous, and dangerous. If Troy or anyone else suspected that Frazer was Troy’s son, she would be in serious shit and the thought made her chest constrict painfully.
“Stop worrying,” Aunt Bo smiled, mistaking her fear for nerves about taking the stand. “You’ll be fine, my love. You’re doing your bit, and –”
Brandy walked out before she could finish the sentence, kicking a wall on her way to her bedroom.
“Oi, don’t kick my fucking walls,” her mum hissed, standing at the bathroom door naked except for a pair of knickers and huge hoop earrings. She glared at her. “Once you got a place of your own, you can kick ten shades of shit out of the walls, but in my flat, where I’m the goddamn boss, you treat them walls with respect.”
“What do you want me to do, fucking pray to them?” Brandy retorted, slamming her bedroom door behind her and kicking out at her bed post, then wincing with pain.
“That goes for the doors and all,” her mum shouted from the landing. “Don’t be slamming shit, that old bitch next door’s going to be on the phone to the council to complain, and I ain’t about to be evicted ‘cos you can’t keep your shit together.”
Brandy shook her head, and the sound of running water indicated her mum was finally having a shower. At least that meant a few minutes of peace.
She closed her eyes, pacing her room, aware that her hands were trembling. She had been terrified of giving evidence, standing in front of the judge and Troy and everyone else. Now she had bigger things to worry about. If Troy or his family realised Frazer was one of theirs, she knew her life wouldn’t be worth fuck all.
* * *
Asher let himself in to his mother’s flat and was greeted with the sound of the usual morning chaos. Huw darted into his bedroom, half-dressed for school, and Torey stood by the kitchen door, hand on hip, scowling into the room.
She barely glanced at him as he joined her and their mother in the kitchen.
“It’s just not fair,” Torey snapped, throwing her hands up in the air. “I’m old enough to do what I want, mum. Look at Charley, she’s -”
“You’re not going to a party,” Toni replied, her voice level. “End of story.”
Torey cursed and Toni span around from the counter, raising her hand. She lowered it as Torey flew from the room, and smiled towards Asher.
“Did you want some breakfast love?” she asked him, anger gone as fast as it had erupted, as it always did with his mother.
He shook his head. His stomach was still twisting with nerves, more so this morning now that he knew that Carl and Serena intended to visit Dante in prison. He had been right, with two of them working different angles, Serena had soon spotted something. She had called Carl last night, just as they had sat down for dinner, and told him about her suspicions that either Dante or Bolton had stolen from Jasper.
“Is that Carl feeding you properly?” Toni asked, and Asher realised with a start that his mother was looking at him with concern. “You look exhausted, you should take a holiday.”
“I’m fine mum,” Asher waved her off, trying to stop himself from thinking about what Dante might say. “I just came to drop in, see how everyone is.”
“Same old,” Toni replied, turning back to the counter, though she gave him one last, scrutinizing look, as if he might collapse at any moment. “Some things never change, you know.”
Asher mumbled a response, pulling out a chair and sitting down, already feeling worn out by the day as early as it was.
* * *
Dante did not often get visitors, so when he had been told that two detectives were asking to set up a meeting, he had agreed at once. It would be fun, he thought, as he followed the guard into the visiting room, where the two detectives sat on one side of a plastic table, their eyes on him.
He sauntered over, dismissing the guard, and sat down opposite them.
“I’m Detective Patterson,” the black woman introduced herself. “And this is my colleague, Detective Hurst.”
“And you already know who I am,” Dante said, looking from one to the other. He leant back in his chair, the plastic squeaking softly at the movement, and crossed his arms against his chest. “So, what do you want to see me about?”
“Jasper Okoro,” Patterson replied. “We’re looking at his businesses, his finances. We wanted to talk to you about a few things that have come up.”
Dante considered her answer. She had been upfront with him, but that did not mean that he could trust what she said. This could all just be some ploy to trick him into confessing. He knew Charley’s brother was on the force, perhaps they had all rallied around to trick him because he had pled not-guilty, he mused.
“Jasper had a deputy, didn’t he?” Patterson asked. “A man called Ritchie.”
“Maybe,” Dante shrugged, his voice level.
“Do you remember him at all?” she asked. “He disappeared, if that helps to jog your memory.”
“Doesn’t ring any bells,” Dante shook his head, though a smile crept onto his lips before he could help himself. He remembered Ritchie, and how he had screamed like a baby when he had battered him with that crowbar.
“Are you sure?” Patterson asked, leaning closer. “Looks like you do.”
“Well, I don’t,” Dante said, his smile vanishing.
Patterson’s lips pursed, but she changed tactic.
“Some of Jasper’s associates have suggested that Ritchie might have been stealing from him, and that was what prompted his disappearance,” Patterson said. “Do you want to know what I think?”
“I’ve got nothing better to do,” Dante replied. It was true, he thought.
“I think that you or Bolton Smith were in possession of that stolen money,” Patterson said. “Perhaps one of you stole it off Ritchie, perhaps you just let him take the fall for it.”
Dante tried hard not to let the surprise register on his face. He had not expected her to be so close to the mark.
“What do you think about that?” Patterson prompted him. “Am I close?”
Dante smirked.
“If I had all that money hidden away somewhere, do you really think I would still be stuck in this shithole?” he laughed. “I’d be sunbathing in Alicante with a beer and couple of ho’s.”
“Was it a lot of money then?” Patterson asked. “I take it you saw it, if you know how much was stolen.”
Dante felt his pulse quicken, he had to be careful not to trip himself up, but he could not resist the urge to play games with this detective.
“I’ve seen a lot of things,” he said, with a casual shrug. “You wouldn’t even believe the half of them. And who knows? Maybe I do have that money stashed away. Maybe I burnt it. Maybe I gave it to a fucking charity. What do you think of that?”
He held Patterson’s gaze and was startled when she stood up abruptly, chair legs scraping across the floor. He frowned, frustrated that the break from his routine had not lasted half as long as he had expected. Following Patterson, her colleague stood up too.
“Is that all?” Dante asked, trying to hide his disappointment.
“We’re done,” Patterson said, turning her back on him and walking across the visiting area towards the doors, her lapdog close behind her.
“Well you know where I am if you change your mind,” Dante called after her.
* * *
“What did you make of that?” Carl asked, when they were safely ensconced back in his car, staring at the prison walls in front of them. He put a hand on the steering wheel, looking at her.
Serena looked out of the windscreen, thinking over Dante’s words, his behavior.
“He doesn’t have the money,” she said firmly. It was just an instinctive feeling, but she knew she was right. “But I bet that he had it at one point. There was no surprise, no reaction. He took the money, either from Ritchie before his disappearance, or directly from Jasper and then let Ritchie take the fall for it.”
“So who does have it then?” Carl asked, eyeing her closely. “Bolton?”
“That would be my guess,” Serena said. “Maybe Bolton and Dante had a deal to split it, and one of them got greedy, changed their mind. Or maybe he stole it off Dante.”
“Listen, I never met him, but I know Bolton Smith,” Carl sighed, and Serena turned to him, surprised. “His girlfriend Charley, the mother of his son. She is Asher’s sister.”
“Asher?” Serena repeated.
“My partner,” Carl clarified. Serena looked at him, and then nodded. “Life partner.”
“You didn’t think to mention that before we went in there?” Serena asked. “What if Dante had recognized you? Does your boss even know about this connection?”
“Of course he does,” Carl said, sounding affronted. “I wouldn’t let it cloud my judgement. And for someone whose been so distracted with a past case that they only bothered to look at the files last night, I think you’ve got some nerve making accusations about my professional conduct.”
Serena nodded, realizing that she had offended him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it. “I didn’t -”
“It’s fine,” Carl said, turning the car engine on. “Let’s just get back to the station.”
* * *
Brandy felt her stomach constrict and her heart beat faster as she approached the entrance to the court building. The main entrance had large panels of glass, and she could see people already inside, standing around, no doubt waiting for court to commence. She wondered how many of them were waiting for Troy’s trial, whether they knew that she was due to give her evidence, would judge her and condemn her.
Aunt Bo pushed the pram, Frazer asleep from the bus journey. Her mum looked agitated to be in such close proximity to authority, and for once Brandy thought they were thinking along the same lines. Deanna had done her make-up and tied her hair back, and she looked almost presentable in black trousers and a white blouse. At least she wasn’t in a mini-skirt with her tits hanging out of her top, Brandy thought, still concerned that it was a mistake to have brought her along.
“You’ll be fine,” Aunt Bo assured her as the automatic doors slid open for them and they walked inside. She gave Brandy a smile. “It will all be over soon.”
Brandy wished that was the case, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. She was sure that the Banks brothers wouldn’t see it that way, and she was dreading having to set eyes on them.
To get past the atrium, they had to go through a security check, and Brandy was waved through after showing the letter she had received from the prosecution services. She saw someone in a suit rush off, letter in hand, and wondered what he was up to. She waited on the other side of the security desk whilst Aunt Bo fumbled with the pram, lifting Frazer into her arms whilst Deanna haphazardly folded the pram so it could go through the scanner.
Brandy felt eyes on her and scanned the faces for anyone she knew. She spotted Aurora and her mum standing a few feet away, and Aurora held her gaze for a moment, as if daring her to back out of the agreement they had made. Brandy felt sweat on her hairline and wiped it anxiously, feeling hot despite the air conditioning.
She looked down the corridor and spotted the Banks brothers. Tyrese and Trent were talking, and Tyrese happened to look in her direction, mid-sentence. He stopped talking and glared at her, and Brandy looked away quickly, aware of the commotion that Aunt Bo and Frazer were causing, a queue forming behind them. They would surely see the baby, and then it was only a matter of time before they realised that he was Troy’s son.
Not daring to look back at over at where she knew Tyrese and Trent were standing, she tried to calm her breathing, wiping her forehead again. The pram was reassembled on the other side of the security desk, and Aunt Bo put Frazer back down, his head rolling, undisturbed from his sleep.
That was something at least, Brandy thought, wondering what might have happened if he had been awake and crying. That was a sure-fire way of getting Tyrese’s attention.
A woman in a suit greeted them, introducing herself as Mandy from the witness care team. She was short and white, with cropped grey hair and lines around her eyes. She gestured for Brandy to follow her, and Brandy was relieved when she led her away from the corridor that Tyrese and Trent waited down, watching her as she went. Aunt Bo pushed the pram behind her, one eye on Frazer and the other keeping a close watch on Deanna, who was already starting to get agitated, itching to get away from the courtrooms.
Mandy opened the door to a small waiting room, and gestured for them to go inside.
“This is our witness room,” she said. “You can wait in here until you’re called in. I can bring you your statement, if you like, to have a look over.”
“Don’t bother,” Brandy said, sitting down in one of the uncomfortable chairs.
Mandy smiled again and left them in the room, Aunt Bo fussing over Frazer again and Deanna looking at the door as if planning her escape.
“You can go if you want,” Brandy shot at her, “I didn’t want you to come anyway.”
Deanna opened her mouth to respond, but Aunt Bo talked over her.
“Don’t be like that,” she said firmly. “We’re all here as a family.”
“Some family outing this is,” Deanna groaned, but remained in her seat.
Brandy looked through the thin strip of glass that ran the length of the door. She could see people passing, probably beginning to fill up the courtroom now. Her palms were slick with sweat and she felt panic flutter within her again.
The Banks brothers went by, and Tyrese looked into the room, eyes narrowed. Brandy’s breath caught in her chest, and she wondered if she was really going to risk her life just because of a stupid mistake.
She rose to her feet and wiped her palms on her trousers, hands shaking hard now. On unsteady feet she went to the door and opened it, ignoring Aunt Bo when she asked where she was going.
Hardly able to control her thoughts, Brandy hurried down the corridor and pushed her way into the toilets. She stood over the sink, hands gripping the sides, breathing hard, her shirt drenched in sweat. She looked into the mirror and realised she was terrified of going inside the courtroom.
* * *
Aurora watched the door to the toilets swing shut behind Brandy and hesitated. Somebody bumped into her and gave her a frustrated look as they continued on into the courtroom. Marlena looked at her quizzically.
“Aren’t you coming in?” she asked.
“You go in,” Aurora said, making up her mind. “Save me a seat, I just need the bathroom quickly.”
Marlena shrugged and followed the throng of people going through the large double doors into the public gallery. Aurora took a deep breath and crossed the corridor, wondering whether it was the right thing to do. She knew Brandy must be nervous, but she didn’t want her backing out, not when she was so close to doing the right thing. Brandy’s evidence would be the crucial testimony, she knew, and she couldn’t allow her to threaten the chance of justice for Shaniqua just because she was getting cold feet.
She pushed the door open and saw Brandy standing by the sink. The water wasn’t running, and her grip was tight on the edge of the basin. She glanced over her shoulder, panic-stricken, and frowned when she saw Aurora standing there.
Stepping into the bathroom, Aurora heard the door close gently behind her. A bank of toilet cubicles stood to one side of the room, the doors closed, and Aurora hesitated, not wanting to be overheard by anyone but knowing there was little time to say her piece.
“I saw you come in here,” Aurora said, approaching Brandy. Brandy made no attempt to move, but Aurora saw in the mirror’s reflection that her eyes had narrowed. It was obvious she wanted to be alone, but Aurora couldn’t let it drop. “I just wanted to see if you’re –”
“Wanted to see if I’m doing all right?” Brandy sneered. She didn’t turn to look at Aurora, just stood staring into the mirror. She shook her head. “Yeah, right. I know why you’re here. You wanted to make sure I’m not going to do a runner.”
Aurora couldn’t fault her. She was right.
“Can you blame me?” Aurora asked. She leant against a sink, keeping a little distance between them. “You can help get justice for my sister. Of course I want you to stay, to do the right thing, to –”
“Put my life on the line for your dead sister?” Brandy finished for her. She snorted. “Whatever I do, whatever happens in court, it ain’t going to bring her back to life.”
Aurora swallowed, willing herself not to get angry with her, though her words had hurt her.
“I know that,” she said. “But Troy doesn’t deserve to get away with it.”
“Maybe not,” Brandy conceded. “Just don’t act like this is going to be easy for me, like I owe it to your fucking sister. I don’t owe her shit, okay?”
Aurora gritted her teeth.
“You don’t think so?” Aurora asked, leaning closer to her. “Remember what you told me, when you finally confessed? You said you were the one who started the argument, you were the one who got Troy riled up, you as good as told him to –”
“Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” Brandy snapped, turning from the mirror and glaring at Aurora. Aurora saw anger mixed with her fear. “Let’s all just fucking blame me. I wasn’t holding the knife though. I never stabbed her.”
“And would Troy still have stabbed her if you hadn’t been there?” Aurora demanded, taking a step closer, her own anger flashing. “You might have served a few months, paid your dues in the eyes of the law, but we both know you owe my sister this much at least.” Brandy looked contemptuous, but she didn’t speak. Aurora pressed on, “I don’t care how scared you are. I don’t care if you’re about to goddamn shit yourself, okay?” she hissed. “You’re going to go into that courtroom, and you’re going to tell everyone what happened. You’re going to tell them the truth.”
Aurora realised she had stepped closer to Brandy. Brandy looked cornered, but she didn’t make an attempt to flee. She held Aurora’s look, then lowered her eyes to the floor, turning back to the mirror.
“You can’t tell me what to do,” Brandy said quietly. “If I give evidence –”
“When you give evidence,” Aurora corrected her firmly. “Because if you don’t tell the truth and do your bit, then I’ll tell Troy’s brothers about your son.” Brandy looked concerned, and Aurora pressed her advantage. “You know, Troy’s son? The one you’re so desperate for him to never know about. If you want to keep that a secret, you’ll get your act together and get in that courtroom.”
“You wouldn’t tell them,” Brandy said, but her voice betrayed her unease.
“Not if you do the right thing, no,” Aurora said. “But if you don’t, then –”
A toilet flushed from one of the cubicles and Aurora froze. Brandy glanced over her shoulder, and Aurora could tell from her face that she was nervous, that she knew her threats were not idle.
Aurora was about to speak again when the cubicle door opened, and Brandy’s eyes widened. Aurora turned, following her gaze. She saw why Brandy looked so mortified. Keskia Banks, Troy’s mother, stood there, and from the look on her face Aurora could tell that she had heard every word they had been saying.
* * *
Serena and Carl drove back to the station in silence. She was relieved when he parked up on the street outside and caught sight of Casey lingering by the entrance.
She gestured for Carl to go up without her, and he did not hesitate in leaving her downstairs.
“What’s wrong?” Serena asked, eyeing Casey’s expression. “Did you talk to Jenkins about what I told you to?”
She had asked him to report Amal and Tamar for failure to appear in court and see what could be done to pressure them into testifying.
“Yeah, I talked to him,” Casey said. Serena knew what was coming from his expression. “It’s not good news, Serena. We don’t have the time or resources to prosecute every witness who fails to respond to a court summons.”
“So, they just get away with it?” Serena demanded, shaking her head and balling her fists. “God, what is wrong with the system when -”
“A police officer can go around, twice, to a person’s house and threaten to arrest them without authority or a warrant?” Casey asked, raising an eyebrow. “Amal Siddiqui’s mother called in, and she wasn’t happy. She was fuming.”
“I didn’t threaten him,” Serena argued.
“That’s not how she painted it,” Casey said. “Anyway, Jenkins had already decided nothing was going to happen to them before she made her complaint.”
“Complaint?”
“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Casey assured her. “Jenkins pretty much dismissed it. He’s got your back, if you can believe it. Just don’t go doing anything like that again, okay?”
“I won’t,” Serena said, though she was not even sure if she believed herself.
Casey rolled his eyes, bid her goodbye, and retreated down the street. Serena watched him go for a moment and then strolled into the station, remembering the sour air between her and Carl as she went up the stairs.
She wondered, for the first time since she had arrived, if she would not be better off calling it a day and slinking off back to Cornwall. No, she thought, she still had work to do here, and besides, she knew that she had to see justice be handed down to Troy Banks.
* * *
“You had Troy’s baby and you didn’t think to let any of us know?” Keskia Banks asked, and Brandy saw the shock and anger on her face. She ran a hand through her hair, shaking her head. This was the last thing she needed. She shot Aurora a dark look. If she’d only kept her mouth shut. “What gives you the right to keep something like this from him?” Keskia demanded.
Brandy snorted.
“Rights?” she laughed. “What fucking right did he have to know anything?”
“Troy is his father,” Keskia insisted. “Of course he had the right to –”
“He gave up his rights when he went into prison,” Brandy said, shaking her head. She clasped the rim of the sink behind her, her escape blocked by Aurora and Keskia. Aurora had gone quiet, looking from one to the other, and Brandy wanted to push them both out of the way and run.
She had known it was a mistake coming here, bringing Frazer to a place like this. If only Aunt Bo had fucking listened, but it was too late for that.
“Don’t act like you’re a saint, Brandine,” Keskia said, anger flaring. “Don’t forget I know you. And from what I’ve heard, you’re the one who put him up to –”
“Oh, here we go,” Brandy snapped. She had wondered when Keskia would leap to her son’s defence. She glared at Keskia. “You ever considered that Troy’s the way he is because you never bothered to tell him off? You always treated him like a little prince, like he couldn’t do anything wrong, so don’t go blaming me.”
“He was a good boy until you –”
“What, when he used to smack me around? Was it my fault then?” Brandy interrupted, hand on hip. Her fear had turned to anger. “Was it my fault when he went and snorted cocaine? When he shot Sasha and her boyfriend, that my fault and all?”
“Those charges were dropped,” Keskia said firmly.
“That doesn’t mean he didn’t do it,” Brandy said.
“Anyway, whatever he might have done,” Keskia said, brushing off her words, “It doesn’t give you the right to keep something like this from him.”
“I have every right,” Brandy snarled. “My son is never going to know who his father is, I’ll make damn sure of that.”
“You can’t do that, I’ll get a lawyer and –”
“Let’s just calm down,” Aurora interrupted, taking a step forward, so she was almost between them. Keskia’s looked surprised, as if she had forgotten she was even there. “There’s no need to –”
“Fuck off,” Brandy rounded on her. “This is none of your business.”
Aurora looked affronted, but she backed off towards the door.
“Right, well,” she said timidly, hand on the door handle.
Brandy wished Keskia was as easy to get rid of. Aurora hesitated. “Just don’t forget, you’re in court in a few minutes.” She gave her an imploring look and was gone.
When the door had closed again, Keskia turned back to Brandy, her eyes pleading. Brandy hated this woman, and she hated her sons even more.
“I know you’re angry, but that boy will know his father,” Keskia warned her, swelling up with indignation. “I’ll make sure of that.”
“Over my dead fucking body,” Brandy retorted, and Keskia looked shocked.
The door swung open again and they both turned to see Mandy, the woman in charge of witness care, poke her head around the door.
“Okay, Brandine, you’ve been summoned,” she said sweetly. Seeing the looks on their faces, or perhaps sensing the tension in the room, the smile faltered. “Erm, they’re waiting for you, so –”
Brandy looked at her and it all became too much for her. She couldn’t walk into the courtroom, she couldn’t relive what had happened. She couldn’t handle Keskia in her face, telling her what Troy’s rights were.
“I can’t do this,” she stammered, shaking her head. Mandy stepped in, looking concerned. Keskia remained where she was, uncertain now. Brandy pushed past Mandy, throwing the door open. “I’m sorry, I can’t do any of this.”
Out in the corridor, she saw Aunt Bo’s head peering round the door to the witnesses’ waiting room. Before she could say anything, Brandy turned in the opposite direction. She caught sight of the panels of glass in the entrance hall and her pace quickened. She hurried past the security desk and threw open the door, savouring the sunlight and fresh air that enveloped her as she walked out onto the street. Without looking backwards, hardly daring to, she began down the road.
* * *
In the dock, Troy sensed that something was going on outside the courtroom. Lindhurst had sent for Brandy a few minutes ago, and she still hadn’t come in yet. Lindhurst was looking agitated and red-faced, muttering to his colleagues in anxious tones, whilst Khan remained composed, though Troy knew she was hoping, the same as him, that Brandy had pulled out.
The court clerk conferred with the judge and left the room, probably to go and see what the fuck was going on. Judge Harksaw glared at Lindhurst, as if this was his fault, and Troy hoped this would go in his favour.
He wondered, looking around him at all the perplexed faces, if Brandy had changed her mind because she still had feelings for him. He had never really considered that before. When he had found out she had provided Detective Patterson with the knife he’d used to kill Shaniqua with, he had thought that any love for him she might have had was gone, but perhaps not, he thought now.
Had she perhaps regretted helping get him locked up? Had she cried herself to sleep at night, wishing she could go back and erase that error in judgement? He wondered what he would do if she really did still love him. Of course, he would have to punish her, because whether she regretted it or not, she had brought him here, to this dock, and he could not forget that slight. Yes, he thought, he would have to make her suffer, but when she had been punished, would he give her another chance? He had spent the months in prison thinking only of revenge, and it hadn’t really occurred to him that she might still love him.
He would probably take her back, he realised. She would owe him, though, and he would make sure he knew that she had a lot of making up to do before he forgot what she had done. He would fuck other girls, he knew, and he’d make sure that Brandy knew about them. Maybe he’d even make her watch, that would torture her. The thought of Brandy’s torment sustained him, and he was almost surprised to be torn from his thoughts when Judge Harksaw cleared his throat, the court clerk back at her desk beside him, having given him a piece of paper.
“The court is adjourned whilst the witness is retrieved,” Judge Harksaw said solemnly, and the court erupted into whispers.
Troy looked at the greying guard beside him, unsure what he was supposed to do. The guard made no effort to move, and Troy stayed whilst the clerk told everyone to stand up for Judge Harksaw to leave for his chambers.
When the judge was gone, Troy allowed himself a smile, pleased that today was turning out to be just as good as yesterday.
* * *
Aurora felt frustrated as she filed out of the courtroom with everyone else, Marlena’s face clouded with anger as she walked beside her. They paused across the corridor from the doors, and Aurora wondered whether Brandy could be forced to give her evidence, or if she would remain silent, facing prison again just so she wouldn’t have to stand up and talk about what they had done to Shaniqua.
A woman passed them on the way to the toilets, and Marlena’s face darkened. The woman, in a cheap-suit, her hair tied back and hoops at her ears, looked shocked to see them, and from the look on her mum’s face, Aurora knew the feeling was mutual for her.
“What are you doing here?” Marlena demanded. “Isn’t it bad enough your daughter’s causing all this drama, did you have to come and show your face?”
Aurora was shocked by her mum’s words, and looked at the woman in front of them. Her eyes narrowed, jaw clenching, looking unabashed.
“Don’t give me shit for what Brandy’s doing, I ain’t got no control over her,” the woman said, hand on hip. “And don’t blame me for being here, my fat-arse sister dragged us all here, so don’t go giving me a hard time for –”
“You’ve got some nerve,” Marlena shook her head. Aurora watched them with bewilderment. What could her mum possibly have against Brandy’s mum? She hated Brandy right now, but they could hardly hold her mum responsible. Marlena leant forward, fists clenched at her sides. “I’d get myself gone if I was you. You should be ashamed, turning up here.”
“Mum –” Aurora protested, and both women looked at her.
A smile appeared on Brandy’s mum’s face, and she shot a sly look at Marlena.
“So this is your girl,” she said, looking her over. “The youngest, obviously. The other one ain’t looking so pretty now, is she?”
Aurora was shocked by her malicious tone, by her words, and Marlena grabbed the woman’s shirt, wiping the smile off her face.
“Even though she’s dead, Shaniqua’s ten times the girl yours is,” she hissed, sending flecks of spittle onto the woman’s face. “Now get the fuck away from us, or you’ll bloody well wish you had.”
Brandy’s mum gave them each a spiteful look and sauntered off into the toilets. Aurora looked at her mum, wanting to know what it had all been about, but the look on her face told her that now wasn’t the time.
“Come on,” she said eventually, still shaken by the encounter. She clasped her mum’s arm, leading her down the corridor. “Let’s go get a coffee.”
* * *
At the station, Carl stared at the screen in front of him, hand hovering on the mouse. He had been reviewing more files in the Jasper Okoro case, but something about this morning did not sit well with him.
Serena had said that Bolton must have had the stolen money, and he was inclined to agree with her after Dante’s reaction. He remembered the hours in the aftermath of Bolton’s death, Charley’s hysteria and Asher’s stress as he tried to keep his family together and deal with what he had witnessed.
Carl did not want to think about it, but he knew that Asher had not been with him all night, though he had come to stay with him after the commotion had died down. And he had not gone straight to his mother’s flat to comfort Charley.
A thought had struck him, one that was not only unwelcome but dangerous.
Asher had been with Bolton when he died. If Bolton had stolen the money, would he have confessed before his death? Would he have used his dying breaths to tell Asher where the money was, or give him a location so that Charley could benefit?
Carl knew his boyfriend, knew that Asher loved his job on the force and would never do anything to endanger it, but he also knew that his family would always come first. He loved his family more than anything. If it had come down to it, which would Asher have chosen?
He did not want to know the answer, and Carl wanted desperately to forget this trail of thought. He glanced over his screen at Serena, jotting down notes on her pad and trying not to upset him for a second time this morning.
As much as he dreaded what he might find, Carl knew that it would be better for all concerned if he was the one to look down this line of enquiry rather than Patterson. He just hoped that, when he got to the bottom of it, he did not regret what he might find.
* * *
Brandy stopped at the bus-stop, Keskia just a few feet behind her. Brandy willed herself to stay calm, but she was sure that chaos was descending back at court and Keskia wasn’t willing to give up. She stopped in front of Brandy, and when Brandy made to look away, she shook her shoulders, demanding she look at her.
“Is running away going to solve anything?” Keskia asked, her tone desperate, and Brandy averted her gaze. “I’m not going to let this drop, Brandy.”
“Of course you won’t,” Brandy shook her head. “Why did you think I never wanted you to know?”
Keskia let go of her, her arms dropping to her sides. Brandy risked a glance at her, and saw how defeated the woman in front of her looked.
“I have a grandson I knew nothing about,” Keskia said. “Do you know how that makes me feel?”
“I don’t care,” Brandy insisted. She scanned the road for an approaching bus, but she wasn’t in luck.
“No, I didn’t think you would,” Keskia said. “I understand that you’re scared, but is that any reason to keep him from us? I’ve got a son in prison, a daughter who doesn’t speak to me, and two sons who are – well, you know them. Is it too much to ask that I get to see my grandson?”
Brandy looked at her, pitying the woman and hating her at the same time.
“And what’s going to happen when Troy finds out?” Brandy asked, raising an eyebrow. Keskia’s shoulders slumped. “He’s in prison, it won’t do him any good to know. It’ll make his time worse if anything.”
“At least he would know he had a son,” Keskia countered, defiant.
“Yeah, I’m sure he’ll be putting himself up for father of the fucking year,” Brandy snorted. Keskia looked unmoved, and Brandy let out a long breath, wishing that she had never come here, that Keskia had never been given a chance to find out the truth. “If Troy finds out, I’ll never be free of him, don’t you understand that?”
Keskia’s eyes met hers, and Brandy thought she saw understanding there.
“I do,” Keskia admitted. “But –”
“Do you really think it’s in my son’s best interests that Troy is a part of his life?” Brandy asked, despairing. “Hell, I’m a fucking terrible mother, but you know what? I’m nothing compared to what Troy would be like.”
“We don’t know that,” Keskia snapped.
“Really? Open your eyes, you’ve seen what he’s like, you know what he’s done,” Brandy said. “Do you really want your grandson being brought up to be a younger version of Troy?”
“No,” Keskia admitted slowly, looking conflicted. Brandy felt for the woman, but she couldn’t allow herself to be tethered to Troy and the Banks brothers for life.
“So you know why I don’t want Troy to find out,” Brandy said.
“You’re asking me to lie to him?” Keskia asked, offended.
“No, not to lie,” Brandy said, shaking her head, desperate to make her understand. “He doesn’t know anything, so just don’t tell him, don’t tell Tyrese or Trent, just let my boy have a chance at a life, a good life. I know you’ll tell them all anyway, but –”
“I won’t,” Keskia said. Brandy was shocked to hear her say the words, and looked at her for a long moment, wondering if she had misheard. Keskia couldn’t quite meet her eyes. “I won’t tell Troy, or any of them. But only if you make me a promise –”
“Shit,” Brandy murmured, catching sight of a police car pull over on the kerb alongside them. She knew that they were here for her. She turned to Keskia, anxious for her promise that Troy would never find out. “What do you want me to do?” she asked quickly.
Keskia took a deep breath, glancing at the officers as they climbed out of the patrol car.
“If I lie to my boys, you have to lie too,” she said quietly. “To the court, to the judge.”
“What?” Brandy asked, shocked. The police officers were nearing, eyes on her.
“I don’t want my son to spend his life in prison,” Keskia said. “If you don’t give evidence, he might have a chance.”
“You want me to –”
“Give my son a chance at having a life,” Keskia said, nodding her head, eyes over Brandy’s shoulder at the police officers she knew were approaching behind her. “Just like I’m agreeing to give yours,” Keskia said firmly.
Brandy opened her mouth when a hand closed around her shoulder, and Keskia took a step back as the two policemen cornered her.
“Miss Mason, you’re going to have to come back to court,” one of them said, without even looking at Keskia. Brandy looked over his shoulder at her, wondering whether this was a trick, or a test. She couldn’t be sure.
Brandy allowed herself to be guided to the back door of the police car, and when the door closed behind her, she saw Keskia watching her, eyes imploring her to accept the offer she had made. Brandy took a deep breath as the engine caught and they drove back up the road, the courthouse quickly coming back into view on the side of the street. Whatever she did next, Brandy knew, would be with her for the rest of her life.




CHAPTER NINE

The courtroom was silent as Brandy was led down the aisle between the two sides of the public gallery, feeling eyes glaring at her from every direction. She did not see any faces she recognised, even though she knew that there were people here that hated her; Aurora and her mum, and Keskia and her eldest sons, for starters. She kept her eyes straight ahead, following the clerk, so focused on controlling her breathing that anything else seemed like too much effort.
Brandy could see the dock looming to one side, and she knew that Troy was sitting up there, narrowed eyes watching her approach, probably scowling at her, or trying to intimidate her with a dark, angry look. She didn’t look in his direction, she wasn’t sure if she could handle that. She might pass out, or try to run again.
She did not look at the jury, knowing they would already be judging her, wondering what she might have to say, and then the clerk guided her into the witness box. There was no seat, Brandy realised. She stood in the box, her hands trembling, fearing her legs would give way from nerves and she would look like an idiot in front of everyone. Maybe it was too late for that, she thought.
The clerk lifted the Bible and Brandy placed a shaking hand on the front cover. The clerk smiled at Brandy reassuringly, but Brandy’s throat felt bone dry. She had been told outside the courtroom to read the oath from a piece of paper the clerk held up now and she licked her cracked lips, hoping her voice would not crack.
“I swear by God,” Brandy said, after clearing her throat. “That my evidence to the court and the jury on this trial,” she coughed, her throat painfully dry. “Shall be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”
The clerk nodded towards the glass of water in front of her and took away the book, going to sit on the other side of the judge. Brandy clutched the glass of water in shaking hands and sipped, grateful for the cool liquid, feeling her throat loosen, and her nerves began to fade just a little.
The prosecutor, who introduced himself as Lindhurst, stepped forward, with a curious smile in her direction. Brandy felt her body tense and her nerves fluttered again.
“Brandine, you were in a relationship with the accused for –”
“Brandy,” she corrected him. Lindhurst’s eyes flashed with anger, and she swallowed hard, reaching for the glass of water again.
“Brandy, my apologies,” Lindhurst said without amusement. “You were in a relationship with the accused at the time of Shaniqua Curtis’ murder, is that true?”
“Yeah,” Brandy confirmed. “We’d been together for –”
“Now, you and Troy were almost inseparable, according to other witness statements, is that correct?” Lindhurst asked. “And by inseparable, I mean –”
“I know what it means,” Brandy snapped. She gulped down some water. “I guess you could say that. We spent a lot of time together, I practically lived at his –”
“And so on the night that Shaniqua Curtis was murdered, you would have been with Troy Banks at the time?” Lindhurst asked, eyebrow raised. Brandy nodded. Lindhurst stepped closer. “Could you confirm that, please?”
“Yes,” Brandy said, feeling sweat trickling under her breasts from her armpits. “We were together at the time.”
Lindhurst nodded, and Brandy knew what was coming next. He turned to look at the jury, then returned his gaze to her.
“You were together, like you always were, on that night,” Lindhurst summarised, his tone excited. “Did you witness Troy Banks kill Shaniqua Curtis?”
Brandy took another drink of water, her stomach constricting painfully. She could sense the tension in the courtroom at the question. She remembered Keskia’s words, and without thinking about it, she turned and looked up at the dock. Troy looked down at her, his mouth slightly open, apprehensive about what she would answer. Keskia’s words echoed around in her head, and she knew that if she hoped to keep Troy out of her life, she would have to lie, as Keskia had begged her, but would that really make a difference? If Troy was released, what was to stop Keskia from telling him the truth anyway?
She imagined Aurora and her mum somewhere in the public gallery, hoping she would do the right thing, and Keskia, Tyrese and Trent hoping she would lie. She couldn’t hope to keep everyone happy. She sipped some more water, and Lindhurst cleared his throat, her eyes snapping back to him, his face going pink.
“Miss Mason?” he prompted her, with an uncertain smile. “Did you witness Troy Banks kill Shaniqua Curtis that night?”
Brandy put the glass of water back down and took a deep breath. She hoped that she wouldn’t regret her answer. She wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do or not, but she said the words anyway.
“No,” Brandy said firmly, not looking up at Troy again. “I didn’t see him do anything. He didn’t kill Shaniqua Curtis.”
* * *
Lindhurst seemed undeterred by the ripple of whispers that erupted throughout the courtroom, and Brandy gulped down some more water. He forced a smile, his cheeks turning red at the surprise turn in events.
“You didn’t see him kill Shaniqua Curtis?” Lindhurst asked. “Sorry, Miss Mason, perhaps you misunderstood -”
“I understood the question just fine,” Brandy said defiantly. “I didn’t see him kill her.”
Lindhurst looked flustered, but only for a moment before he regained his composure. He turned to the judge.
“Permission to treat this witness as hostile, your honour,” Lindhurst said.
The judge nodded, and Brandy swallowed hard, her throat going dry.
“Miss Mason, you’ve just stated under oath that you did not see Troy Banks kill Shaniqua Curtis,” Lindhurst said, his voice malicious now. “Why, in your statement to Detective Patterson, did you accuse him of her murder?”
“I just told her what she wanted me to,” Brandy stammered, sweat pooling at her back.
“Did the detective coerce a false confession?” Lindhurst asked. “Because we have your statement. Your interview was taped. You gave the answers freely and without prompt.”
“I wasn’t forced to, no,” Brandy said, shaking her head. She gulped at the water, spilling some on the back of her hand. “I don’t know why I said it.”
“The murder weapon you provided to the police,” Lindhurst said. “How did you come to have Shaniqua Curtis’s murder weapon if you did not in fact witness her murder?”
“Look, I don’t know, I just found it,” Brandy managed.
“You found it?” Lindhurst asked.
“Yes, on the estate,” Brandy said.
“Miss Mason, are you aware of the penalties for perjury?” Lindhurst asked.
“No,” Brandy admitted.
“Miss Mason, I will advise you that it is in your best interests to tell the truth,” the judge intervened, looking down at her, making Brandy go weak at the knees.
“Should we start again, Miss Mason?” Lindhurst asked. “Just one question. Was the information you gave in your original statement a lie, or was that the truth?”
“It was, erm, it -” Brandy mumbled. She sighed. “It was the truth.”
“And you saw Troy Banks kill Shaniqua Curtis?” Lindhurst asked.
“Yes.”
“No further questions,” Lindhurst said, as if relieved it was over. Brandy’s hand shook as she reached for the glass of water, only to find it empty.
The defence lawyer swept forwards, and Ms Khan’s eyes glistened with excitement as she approached her. Brandy knew that this was going to be far harder than answering Lindhurst’s questions.
“Miss Mason,” Khan said, smiling. “Let me start by asking a simple question. What reasons do you have to hate Troy Banks?”
* * *
Carl slid the disk into his computer and held his breath as he waited for it to load on his screen. He had made sure Serena had gone on a break before getting the CCTV tape out of his desk drawer. He had made the request without telling her, and he wanted to watch it first to make sure that Asher did not appear on it before he shared it with her.
His hands shook as he pressed play and the grainy image of the doorway to Bolton Smith’s apartment block flickered onto the screen. It was the time of his death, and Carl skipped forward. A few neighbours came and went.
An hour after Bolton’s death, Carl paused the tape as a familiar figure arrived at the entrance and let himself in. It was Asher, there was no doubt about it, even with the hood pulled up over his face. Carl had known him, lived with him, long enough to recognize the walk, the shoulders, even the jacket he had on.
Asher went inside, and Carl watched the grainy images for a few minutes. Asher reappeared through the front doors, a duffel bag in his hand. He glanced around, and then hurried down the street and out of sight of the camera.
Carl took a deep breath. He glanced over and saw Serena making her way across the office, weaving between desks. He quickly closed the video and slid the disc out. He had just shut it in his drawer when she sat down heavily at her desk across from him.
He tried to keep himself composed as his mind raced.
He knew where the money had gone after Bolton’s death, and he knew that it would not be long before he would have to do something about it. The question was what.
First, he knew, he had to speak to Asher.
* * *
“Should I repeat the question, Miss Mason?” Khan asked, squaring her with a challenging look. Brandy swallowed hard. “Do you have any reason to hate Troy Banks?” she asked again pointedly.
Brandy cleared her throat, wishing she had more water left.
“No,” she said, but Khan picked up on her hesitation.
“No?” Khan repeated. “But surely that’s not true, Miss Mason? In the statement you gave to police on the night Troy was arrested, you said that he no longer loved you, did you not?”
“Well,” Brandy stammered, caught out. “I suppose –”
“And you had just discovered that Troy was attracted to Aurora Curtis, had you not?” Khan asked. The memory stung Brandy, and it must have shown on her face, because Khan pressed the point. “Your boyfriend, the man you professed to love so much, and he was attracted to a girl you couldn’t stand. It must’ve hurt.”
“Yeah, of course,” Brandy snapped. “But –”
“And what better way to get back at him than going to the police with a false statement?” Khan asked, with a glance at the jury. “Especially given your change of story just a moment ago. Was that, perhaps, a guilty conscience?”
“Objection,” Lindhurst burst out.
“Sustained,” Judge Harksaw relented. “Disregard that last comment.”
Khan looked fazed only for a second.
“Miss Mason,” she went on. “Why did you keep hold of the murder weapon for so long after the event if you intended, as you claim in your statement, to hand it in to help the investigation? Or did you indeed just find it on the estate as you have just claimed?”
“I don’t know,” Brandy admitted, sweat pooling on her hairline. She felt hot and uncomfortable, and Khan knew it. “It was stupid.”
“When you kept hold of this knife, did you keep it free from contamination?” Khan asked. At Brandy’s bewildered look, she gave a sharp smile. “By that, I mean, did you ensure that nothing disturbed the evidence it might hold?”
“I kept it in my room,” Brandy said uncertainly. “It was wrapped in a towel.”
“A towel?” Khan repeated, with a curt nod. “So is it true to say that the knife was not kept free from things that may have, let’s say, disturbed vital evidence?”
Brandy felt put out, but she was forced to nod.
“Yeah, I suppose so,” she conceded. “I didn’t mean to though, it –”
“In fact, looking at the forensics report,” Khan talked over her, “There were two sets of prints found on the knife; Troy Banks’ fingerprints, and yours. Is it not possible, therefore, to conclude that perhaps it was you holding the knife when Shaniqua Curtis was stabbed?”
“No, I never –” Brandy protested, indignant, face flushing.
“In your statement, you said you initiated the dispute with Shaniqua,” Khan persisted, her voice clipped. “You pursued her, and you threatened her. You told the court just moments ago that Troy didn’t kill Shaniqua. Your prints were the only others on the knife.”
“Troy stabbed her,” Brandy shouted. Khan glared at her, and Judge Harksaw murmured a warning down at her. Brandy shook her head. “I started the argument, and it’s my fault she died. But I didn’t fucking stab her. Troy did. He killed her.”
Khan looked at her with cold eyes and turned away.
“That’s a fierce temper you have,” Khan observed, looking at the jury. Brandy swallowed down a response. Khan looked at Judge Harksaw. “No further questions.”
“You may leave the courtroom,” Judge Harksaw said, looking at Brandy. She felt far from relieved, though she was glad she could go. She wished she could have spoken more freely, could have stood-up to Khan as she had bulldozed her way through questions and even the suggestion that she had herself had stabbed her. What a load of shit, Brandy thought angrily, as the clerk led her away from the witness box.
Brandy chanced a quick glance up at the dock, and saw Troy watching her leave with narrowed eyes. There was no love or regret in them, not even hatred. Perhaps it was confusion. Brandy looked away and left the courtroom, feeling deflated and anxious. She had messed it up. She had not kept her word to Aurora or to Keskia, and if they both turned on her, then it was the end for her, she knew it.
The clerk left her alone in the corridor and Brandy took a deep breath.
* * *
Zoe had begun pacing around her flat when there was a knock at the door. She wondered if this was the Banks brothers, come to warn her to keep her mouth shut. She knew the trial must have finished for the day, and she was sure that they must have seen her Facebook status. She knew it had been a mistake to write it, even though she hadn’t really mentioned the trial at all. All she had written was that she was nervous about tomorrow, but she’d regretted it almost at once. If this was the Banks brothers at the door, it was too late to delete it now.
She opened the door with the latch still on, and sighed with relief. Tamar looked at her, his face full of concern, and she slid the latch off and let him in.
“I saw your status,” he said, as he led her into the lounge. “I was on my way to Amal’s and thought I’d stop by and see how you’re doing.”
“Thanks,” Zoe said, touched by his words, though Aurora and Shontelle’s advice rang in her ears. He was just using her, she reminded herself, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe it. If he just wanted sex, he wouldn’t have come here to support her like this.
Tamar sat on the sofa and pulled a pack of beer out of the plastic bag he was carrying. He offered one to Zoe, and she took it, cracking it open and taking a long drink from it.
“Thought you could maybe do with one,” Tamar said, grinning cheekily.
Zoe nodded, unsure what to say, what to do, when she was around him. She sat down on the sofa beside him, feeling butterflies in her stomach, and she wasn’t sure whether it was nerves over tomorrow, or being so close to Tamar.
“You still worried about tomorrow?” he asked. She looked at him, and thought he genuinely cared. Tamar opened his can. “Because if you are, you don’t have to be. You’ll be fine, okay?”
“Everyone says that,” Zoe sighed, “I just can’t help being so nervous.”
“I know,” Tamar agreed. “But you’ll be in their maybe an hour, tops. Nothing bad is going to happen to you, I promise you that.”
“How can you be sure?” Zoe asked, taking another swig.
“I’ll make sure it doesn’t,” Tamar said. His tone was forceful, he meant it.
Zoe smiled at him, and Tamar shifted on the sofa, edging closer to her, and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. Zoe forgot Shontelle’s warning and leant in to him, feeling reassured by his presence.
She wanted to ask him why he had not gone to court himself, but she refrained. She didn’t want to be left alone, so she didn’t press the matter with him.
* * *
When she walked into her mum’s flat, Aurora went straight to the lounge, smiling when she saw Clint dozing on the sofa, Angel cradled in his arms, both asleep, their expressions peaceful.
Clint stirred but didn’t open his eyes, and Aurora kissed them both gently on the forehead and retreated to the kitchen, hearing the clink of a glass bottle. Her mum had already poured out a glass of wine when she walked in, closing the door behind her so they wouldn’t disturb Clint and Angel.
“You sure you want a drink?” Aurora asked.
Marlena levelled her with a look and lifted the glass to her lips.
“Yeah, I’m sure,” she said firmly. “I need one after today.”
Aurora wanted to ask about Brandy’s mum, but she wasn’t sure what the reaction would be. Marlena drained the glass of wine in two long gulps and poured herself another, and Aurora knew it was best to ask before her mum got trashed.
“Mum, what was that argument about?” Aurora asked. Marlena’s eyes flashed, but she kept quiet, lifting her second glass to her lips. Aurora, only slightly discouraged, pressed on. “You know, the one with Brandy’s mum?”
“I don’t want to discuss that,” Marlena said. She took a long drink. “It doesn’t concern you, so don’t worry yourself on it.”
“But I do worry,” Aurora insisted. “You obviously don’t like her.”
“Right little Miss Marple aren’t you?” Marlena sniggered, shaking her head.
Aurora thought of Serena’s suggestion that she join the police force, wondering how she could even have considered such a career. She would be a laughing stock.
“I don’t understand why you hate her so much though,” Aurora said. “I mean, I don’t like Brandy. Maybe I hate her, but –”
“Good,” Marlena said. She drained her glass and smacked her lips. She stared at Aurora, and she saw anger and fear in her mother’s eyes. “That woman and that thug of a daughter of hers are bad people. Stay away from them.”
Aurora wanted to ask more, but Marlena turned her back on her, pouring herself another glass of wine, and Aurora knew the conversation was closed. There was no use in trying to get answers, not when her mum was so adamant to put an end to such talk.
Frustrated, Aurora left the kitchen and went into the lounge, sitting down quietly beside Clint and her daughter, grateful at least that they weren’t troubled.
* * *
Brandy leant against the bar and ordered another double-vodka. She had barely made it halfway down the road after leaving court before she had slid inside the nearest pub to get drunk.
She wanted to forget today, and the vodka was helping her to make a good start on that. Aunt Bo had been frustrated, but she had relented and taken Frazer home. Her mum had come in for a few drinks, then disappeared off with some stranger. Brandy was sure she’d gone to score some drugs, but she didn’t care that much.
The smug look on Khan’s face seemed etched into her memory and she wanted to get rid of all the images from inside the courtroom; Lindhurst’s fat red face, Khan’s cold eyes, Troy’s look of confusion as she had left. It was the first time she had seen him in months, and she still felt shaken by it.
She wondered if Keskia had told her sons about Frazer yet, if perhaps even now they were discussing what punishment would befit her for lying about Troy’s son for so long, whether they would try and take him away. She didn’t want her son, but she’d be damned if she was going to let the Banks family have him. Or perhaps Aurora would do it, tell them everything out of revenge for Brandy breaking her promise.
Brandy downed the vodka and ordered another. She just had to hope that Troy was found guilty, because if he was released, she knew that he would kill her, if his brothers didn’t first.
* * *
The van bumped through the streets away from court, but even the feel of the handcuffs around his wrists and the thought of returning to prison could not diminish Troy’s mood. He had not known what to expect from Brandy, but he had been pleased.
She had wanted to help him, and that had come as a big surprise. She had tried to convince them that he was innocent, and if it had not been for Lindhurst then she would have done it. She had messed it up at the end, but he could put that down to nerves.
Either way, she had definitely helped him today. The jury could not take anything she said seriously after that fiasco and that could only be positive, he thought.
His thoughts about Brandy shifted and he could not help but think about her now. He had spent all these months hating her, and now he felt something else. Something more.
It was true that if it wasn’t for her, he probably would not have even been arrested in the first place, but he would hold all his anger towards Clint and his stuck-up bitch now. Brandy had at least tried to do right by him, in the end.
He wondered what had prompted it, if she still had feelings for him.
The thought made him smile.
* * *
Asher heard keys in the front door and felt his body tense. He did not turn from the kitchen counter as Carl let himself in and approached the kitchen.
A cupboard door opened and Carl poured himself a drink. He heard the clink of the bottle as it touched the rim of the glass. He turned, surprised. It was not often that Carl needed a drink straight after work.
“Is everything okay?” he asked, the food preparation forgotten.
Carl gulped at his drink before he answered.
“Maybe you should tell me,” he suggested. He stared at Asher.
Asher felt panic flutter in his chest.
“What do you mean?” he managed, his voice coarse.
Carl shook his head, swirling the amber liquid in the glass, eyes still fixed on him.
“Is everything okay?” Carl asked. “Or at least, will it be once this investigation is over?”
“I don’t understand, what’s -”
“Will we still be ok?” Carl asked, through gritted teeth. “Or are you going to get sent down for helping hide stolen drug money for a murder victim?”
Asher knew that the game was up.
“Carl, I can explain -”
“It’s true then,” Carl sighed. He knocked back his drink. “There’s CCTV of you going into Bolton’s flat. Did you know that? I’ve seen it. What the hell were you thinking?”
“It was for Charley,” Asher stammered. “And Bolton was dying, it happened so fast -”
“And you never thought to mention it to me?” Carl asked. “Didn’t cross your mind to let me know? You must’ve known somebody would find out eventually.”
“I’m sorry,” Asher said. He took a step forward, towards his boyfriend, but Carl shook his head. He put the glass down heavily on the countertop and retreated from the room.
“Sorry isn’t good enough, Ash,” he shook his head.
With that, Carl was gone. The flat door slammed shut.
Asher let out a long breath, wondering what Carl would do and if this was the end.




CHAPTER TEN

Zoe Taylor felt anxious as she woke up, sunlight already creeping through the window though it was still early. Sienna was asleep in her cot, and Zoe slipped out of the bedroom, careful not to wake her daughter or Tamar.
In the kitchen she made herself a coffee and jumped when Tamar appeared in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. She looked at him in his boxers, hair ruffled from sleep, and she was pleased that he had stayed the whole night.
“You still worried about today?” Tamar asked, as she slid a mug to him.
Zoe was nervous, but she felt more at ease with him here.
“Sort of,” she said, sitting down across the table from him, clasping her own mug in her hands. He didn’t look convinced by her answer. “Okay, I’m shit scared, but like you said, it’ll be over by lunchtime. Then I can move on from it.”
Tamar nodded, and Zoe wondered why he had not testified. She didn’t want to scare him off though, so she kept quiet and enjoyed his company.
After finishing her coffee, Zoe began to get ready for court. Tamar stayed, retreating to the lounge and switching the television on, and Zoe got Sienna fed and washed, before turning her attention to her wardrobe. She had a smart outfit she had bought a few days ago, but as she pulled it on she felt uncomfortable in it.
She was considering changing, though into what she had no idea, when the door went and Tamar reached it before her.
“Oh, this is a surprise,” Shontelle remarked, and Zoe wondered if her friend was judging her for letting Tamar stay over again. Shontelle peered into the bedroom and smiled at her. “You look smart,” she said. “You all set then?”
Zoe nodded, knowing it was too late to change her mind or her outfit.
“I’m ready,” she said, hoping the words would make her feel better.
She was pleased Shontelle had agreed to babysit for her. She didn’t want Sienna to have to see the inside of a courtroom, not ever, and she didn’t want her daughter to look at Troy again, or be in his presence, after what he’d tried to do before he had been arrested. The thought made her anxious, but she knew that unless she took the stand, there was a chance Troy might get out of prison, and she couldn’t allow that to happen, as much for her daughter’s sake as her own.
“Don’t be so nervous,” Shontelle said, then covered her eyes as Tamar came into the room, looking for his clothes. Shontelle disappeared off into the lounge to see Sienna, whilst Tamar changed.
“Are you coming with me?” Zoe asked him tentatively.
“I can’t,” Tamar said. He looked at her, pulling his jeans up. “I’m not allowed, not after I didn’t turn up the other day.”
Zoe nodded.
Shontelle wished her luck and Zoe kissed her daughter goodbye as she left the flat with Tamar. He kissed her lightly on the lips outside the front door and then went off to wherever it was he had to be, and Zoe set off for the bus stop.
* * *
Carl hesitated outside the police station. His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out to check, knowing that it would be another message from Asher. He was right. He shoved the phone back into his pocket, not reading what his boyfriend had written.
He did not like the thought of Asher being worried, but he also knew that he had brought this all down on himself.
After he had left the flat they shared, Carl had roamed the streets for over an hour, trying to clear his head. Unable to face going home, he had gone to stay with their friend and colleague Diane for the night. It had been an uncomfortable night on her sofa.
The image of Asher on the grainy CCTV footage would not leave his mind, and Carl was sure that it had even pierced his dreams when he had finally managed to get some sleep.
He understood why Asher had done it. It had been a spur of the moment decision. He had just been trying to help his sister, and Bolton had just died in front of him. He had made a mistake, Carl understood that. It hurt that he had never thought to share it with him, had kept the secret to himself even though they were supposed to share everything with each other.
Somebody breezed past him into the station, and Carl pulled himself together. He ignored his phone as it vibrated again in his pocket and took the steps two at a time to the front doors.
He had made his decision, perhaps before he had even acknowledged that he had. Whatever he thought about the situation, he had no choice, not really. He had to do this.
Carl took a deep breath and went upstairs, hoping he would not regret it.
* * *
Aurora stood in the corridor outside the courtroom, feeling awkward now that her mum was not here with her. Marlena had decided to stay at home today, and Aurora didn’t like to think it was because she was hung over.
She caught sight of Zoe emerging from the toilets and went over to her. Zoe smiled when she saw her, but Aurora could tell from her fidgeting hands that she was nervous.
“You’re a brave girl,” Aurora said. Zoe nodded, obviously not feeling so brave. Aurora put a hand on her shoulder. “I really appreciate what you’re doing, Zoe.”
Zoe smiled properly, and glanced around, as if expecting the Banks brothers to lunge at her. Aurora squeezed her shoulder in what she hoped was a reassuring way, and then watched Zoe retreat into the witness room.
The clerk had opened the courtroom doors, and Aurora watched people surge forward to go inside. The crowd was smaller than it had been on the first day, and she wondered if people had become bored by the trial, and felt frustrated that people might have come to see it just out of curiosity or for a bit of entertainment. This was about justice for Shaniqua and punishment for Troy, nothing else.
She followed the people inside and sat down, seeing Troy already in the dock. He was looking down into his lap, and he didn’t look up. She was pleased he did not look as smug as he usually did, and she hoped that he was beginning to realise justice would be done.
* * *
Zoe stood in the witness box and was reassured when Lindhurst gave her a brief smile. He was on her side, she reminded herself, he wanted her to do well. She had seen Aurora sitting in the public gallery as she had walked into the courtroom, and she was doing this for her, as well as for herself.
She had not dared look at the dock where Troy was sitting. She knew he would have a sour face on him, and that looking at him would do nothing to calm her nerves, so she had avoided even glancing at that part of the courtroom.
Instead, she focused on Lindhurst as he approached her.
“You were there the night Shaniqua Curtis died, were you not?”
“Yes, sir,” Zoe said.
“Can you tell me what happened when Shaniqua Curtis walked by?” Lindhurst asked, his voice friendly, as if they were chatting at a café rather than in court.
Zoe nodded.
“Brandy, my best mate at the time, she said she’d looked at her funny,” Zoe recalled, shaking her head with the shame of it. “We went after her, all of us that is. Me and Brandy. Troy and all his mates. We kind of surrounded her –”
“Troy was in front of her, correct?” Lindhurst asked.
“Yes, sir,” Zoe said. “Brandy said that Shaniqua had disrespected her, and Shaniqua said that she hadn’t meant to. I think she just wanted to go home –”
“What happened next?” Lindhurst asked.
“It’s a bit of a blur,” Zoe admitted. “Troy pulled out a knife. I don’t know where it came from, I didn’t even know he had one. Then he just stuck it in her stomach, and it all happened so quickly that –”
“You saw Troy holding the knife?” Lindhurst asked. Zoe nodded. “And you saw Troy stab Shaniqua Curtis?”
“Yes, sir,” Zoe said.
“What happened next?” Lindhurst asked.
“We were all kind of shocked. Her eyes got real wide. Shaniqua looked really confused,” Zoe said, shuddering at the memory. “We just ran for it. I don’t think anyone expected Troy to stab her, but he had, and –”
“Zoe,” Lindhurst said, raising a hand, and she went quiet. “After Shaniqua Curtis had died, why didn’t you come forward?”
Zoe looked at him for a long moment.
“I was scared,” she admitted. “Troy didn’t want to get caught.”
“And he threatened you?” Lindhurst asked.
“Yes, sir,” Zoe said. “And he threatened my daughter too.”
She felt Troy’s eyes boring into her but she refused to look in his direction.
“Yes, he threatened your daughter,” Lindhurst nodded. “On the night Troy was eventually arrested for the murder, can you tell me what was happening?”
“Troy had found out the police were onto him,” Zoe said, her voice trembling at the memory. “He thought I’d grassed him up. He broke into my flat.”
“And he threatened you and your daughter?” Lindhurst prompted her.
“Yes,” Zoe said. “He said he was going to drown her.”
“He was going to drown your baby daughter?” Lindhurst asked, and Zoe could feel the jury’s revulsion at his words.
“Yes, sir,” Zoe said. “And he would’ve done, if the policewoman hadn’t come in and arrested him.”
“Thank you, Zoe,” Lindhurst said, smiling reassuringly at her. “No further questions,” he said to Judge Harksaw.
Zoe took a sip of water from the glass in front of her as Khan approached. She looked angry, ready to tear her apart, but Zoe felt bolstered now she was getting the truth out in the open, and she no longer felt so afraid of Troy and his family.
“Zoe, you mentioned that when you all surrounded Shaniqua Curtis, it all became a bit of a blur,” Khan said. “The adrenaline, I’m sure, but you were also pregnant at the time, correct?”
“Yes.”
“You say it became a bit of a blur, that it all happened so fast,” Khan summarized. “So how can you be so sure that Troy was the one to stab her?”
“I saw him do it,” Zoe said firmly. “The knife was in his hand. He stuck it into her stomach. That’s how I’m sure.”
She saw Khan give an almost imperceptible grimace, and Lindhurst looked pleased with her response. Zoe felt reassured.
“You say Troy threatened you after Shaniqua was dead,” Khan moved on, “But in your statement, it seems that Brandine Mason did most of the intimidation, is that correct?”
“I guess so,” Zoe admitted, faltering. “But she was doing it because of –”
“I don’t think you can know her motivation,” Khan snapped, “Unless you heard him telling her to do it, which from your statement, is not the case.”
Zoe held her tongue, uncertain now.
“You were threatened by Brandine,” Khan noted. “And she was the one who initiated the argument with Shaniqua. Did you ever suspect that she may be guilty?”
“No,” Zoe said. “I saw Troy do it.”
Khan pursed her lips, and Zoe got a small sense of satisfaction seeing that.
“No further questions,” Khan said briskly, and Zoe sighed with relief. Lindhurst looked pleased and gave her a slight nod, which boosted her spirits.
“You can leave the courtroom,” Judge Harksaw said, looking down at her. “Thank you for coming in today to give your evidence.”
Zoe did a bow and then blushed, her cheeks going red, and she left the courtroom, still not daring to look at Troy in the dock. She caught sight of Aurora and wondered if she was pleased she had done so well.
Whatever the outcome, Zoe thought, she had done the right thing. Perhaps she would feel less guilty now, and she hoped that her crimes, for the part she had played in Shaniqua’s death and in the aftermath, had finally been absolved.
* * *
Carl walked across the office to his desk and sat down as Patterson turned to look at him.
“Your boyfriend called,” she said casually. “Asked if you could give him a call. He sounded pretty worried about you.”
“I’m fine,” Carl said tersely.
Patterson shrugged, but her eyes lingered on him for a moment before she returned her attention to the computer screen. Carl checked his phone, saw another message from Asher, and gritted his teeth.
“Did you get anywhere with tracking that missing money?” Serena asked, glancing back over at him. “I could help you dig around if you want. We don’t want that visit to Dante to be wasted, do we?”
“I’ve looked into it,” Carl said. “I think we should follow some other leads. That one seems like a dead end to me, and we have bigger stuff to be getting on with.”
“Really?” Patterson asked, surprised. “You were so convinced that -”
“Well, part of this job is about admitting when you’ve made a mistake,” Carl said, trying to keep his voice light. “Let’s just forget about that. It’s a couple of thousand quid, nothing in comparison to everything else.”
Serena shrugged.
“If you’re sure,” she said quietly. “Don’t worry about it, at least you followed up the leads.”
“Yeah,” Carl murmured.
Serena looked away, and Carl let out a breathless sigh of relief. He had made his decision. Right or wrong, he would protect his boyfriend. He would not let Asher’s mistake be discovered. Patterson had her own distractions, and he knew she would not look twice if he had told her there was nothing to be found there.
He turned on his computer and made a mental note to take the disc with the CCTV footage away with him, so that nobody would stumble across it.
When Serena caught his eye, he forced a smile, and she smiled back.
“Just forget about that lead,” Patterson said. “This case is big enough as it is.”
Carl nodded. That was exactly what he intended to do.
* * *
Aurora let herself into her mother’s flat, wondering how Clint’s mood would be, knowing he was due to testify this afternoon after the trial resumed after lunch. He had been edgy last night, and she didn’t expect he had much improved since she had left this morning.
“You back already?” Marlena asked, her words slightly slurred, as Aurora went into the kitchen. She eyed the half-finished bottle of wine.
“Where’s Clint?” Aurora asked, going into the lounge.
“He went out,” Marlena said.
“With Angel?”
“No, by himself,” Marlena replied. Aurora saw Angel asleep in her small cot in the lounge, and then returned to the kitchen, anger rising.
“You’re babysitting my daughter and you’re stood in here having a drink?” Aurora demanded, and Marlena frowned at her tone. “What if something had happened and you’re standing here getting shitfaced?”
“Watch your language,” Marlena snapped, draining her glass.
Aurora shook her head, turning away before she said something to her mother that she would regret when her temper had subsided. She went back into the lounge and checked on Angel, hearing the front door open and close.
“I’m back,” Clint called.
“Oh, brilliant,” Marlena groaned from the kitchen.
He came into the lounge and saw Aurora. She turned, hand-on-hip.
“You left Angel alone with my mum?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Clint said, uncertain.
“You know what she’s like,” Aurora whispered. “She’s already on the wine.”
“She wouldn’t let anything happen to her,” Clint assured her.
“You don’t know that,” Aurora snapped.
“I heard that,” Marlena said from the doorway. She fixed her daughter with glazed eyes. “I don’t have to listen to my own daughter insult me. I’d never let anyone hurt my precious little granddaughter.”
“Really?” Aurora asked. “What about when your pissed?”
“I’m not listening to this,” Marlena said, shaking her head. “I’m off.”
Before Aurora could say anything else, her mum had gone, the front door slamming behind her.
“Well handled,” Clint muttered, and blushed when Aurora rounded on him.
“Where did you sneak off to anyway?” she asked him.
“I went out for some fresh air,” Clint said.
“Oh, great, go for a sneaky cigarette and leave our daughter –”
“I just needed to relax,” Clint said.
Aurora felt her eyes narrowing.
Aurora didn’t know what to say. She knew that Clint must be nervous, perhaps even frightened, but he owed it to Shaniqua to take the stand. She hoped that he was not getting cold feet. She turned away from him, hoping he would not see the doubts on her face.
* * *
Zoe dropped onto the sofa and put her head in her hands. She felt relieved that she had done her duty.
“You look like shit,” Shontelle said. “Come on, I’ll get you a drink.”
She left the lounge and returned a minute later with some vodka and two glasses. She poured them each a large measure, and pushed a glass along to Zoe. She picked it up and knocked it back in one, wincing at the taste of the vodka.
“Better?” Shontelle asked.
“I don’t know,” Zoe admitted.
Shontelle poured her out another and Zoe downed that too.
“Keep ‘em coming,” Zoe said, pushing her glass back to her.
“We celebrating or are we commiserating?” Shontelle asked as she topped up her glass, and took a dainty sip of her own.
Zoe looked at her for a long moment, not really sure what to say.
“Both I guess,” she said. “Maybe neither.”
“How about I get some of the girls round,” Shontelle suggested. “Take your mind off it.”
Zoe nodded. She wanted, no needed, that. Today had brought back memories she didn’t want to think about. Shontelle seemed to understand and kept the drinks coming as she made some phone calls. Zoe hoped that today would, finally, be a fresh start.
* * *
Clint buttoned up his white shirt and tucked it into his black trousers, his hands steady but his mind racing, apprehensive about attending court in an hour.
He wanted to do the right thing, so he finished doing up his shirt and flipped up the collar, draping the black tie around his neck and fumbling to tie it.
There was a knock at the door but he let Aurora go for it. He went to the mirror on the back of the door and struggled with the tie, hearing women’s voices in the hallway and the front door closing, then talking came from the lounge.
Clint finished doing his tie and flipped the collar back down. He looked presentable, he thought, but that was only a small part of what today would entail.
He stepped into his black shoes and went into the lounge to see who had come to visit. He hesitated when he saw his mum cooing over Angel, and she was beaming when she turned to look at him upon hearing his approach.
“Congratulations sweetheart,” Femi said. She came forward and gave him a hug, squeezing him against her ample body. “Angel really is a beautiful little girl. An angel indeed.”
“Thanks mum,” Clint managed, extricating himself from her embrace.
Femi went back to Angel and smiled down at her, pulling faces.
“You must let me babysit sometime,” she said over her shoulder. “You two can have some time together, and I can look after my precious little granddaughter.”
“You can watch her this afternoon, if you’re not busy,” Aurora suggested, without looking at Clint. “I mean, my mum’s gone out, and we need to go to court, so if you’re free then –”
“No,” Clint cut her off. Aurora’s eyes snapped to him, and Femi turned, surprised by the force in his tone.
“What’s the matter with that?” Aurora asked, bewildered.
“I just don’t want to leave Angel with –” Clint trailed off, unable to look at his mother as he spoke. “I don’t want my dad to see her.”
“Clint,” Femi gasped. “What a terrible –”
“I’m sorry,” Clint said, looking her in the eye. “But I’m not allowing it.”
“This is your mum, though, she won’t let anything happen to her,” Aurora said, though Clint knew she was uncomfortable at the idea of letting his father near their daughter. “What if your mum stayed here and babysat? Your dad wouldn’t be involved at all then, right?”
She looked from Clint to Femi, and Clint considered it. He doubted Marlena would be back from the pub in time to babysit, and even if she was, surely she would want to be at the trial, and he doubted Aurora wanted to leave Angel alone with Marlena anyway, not when she’d already had a few drinks.
“It’s fine with me,” Femi said. “I won’t tell your father, I’ll just stay here.”
She looked imploring and Clint sighed.
“Fine, you can babysit,” Clint relented. “But no dad, okay?”
Femi nodded fervently, but Clint could not entirely shake his discomfort.
* * *
Zoe watched Shontelle and Leigh-Ann toss their drinks back, and she did the same, already feeling the buzz as the alcohol coursed through her. They had polished off the bottle of vodka she kept in her cupboard, and Leigh-Ann had brought more with her when she had arrived. Zoe vaguely remembered her from house parties in the past, and she seemed like a good laugh.
“Why couldn’t Charley make it out?” Shontelle asked her, as she refilled their shot glasses, spilling some on the coffee table.
“She’s got a lot going on,” Leigh-Ann sighed. “I mean, she’s a single mum, and then there’s all this court drama going on -” She trailed off, glancing at Zoe, before blushing. “Sorry, that’s probably the last thing you want to hear about.”
“No, it’s fine,” Zoe waved her off. Her morning in court already felt like a lifetime ago, even though it had been only a few hours, and the afternoon sunshine was still beaming through the windows. “I heard about it, but -”
“Everyone’s heard about it,” Shontelle sighed, passing around the shots. “I never knew her that well, but I feel for her. What a tragedy.”
“Yeah, and that bastard thinks he’s going to get away with it,” Leigh-Ann spat, shaking her head. She downed her shot, smacking her lips. “I always knew that Dante was trouble.”
Zoe nodded, feeling her cheeks flush.
“He was always high on something,” Shontelle said. “Or fucking around.”
“You can say that again,” Leigh-Ann snorted. “Twat.”
Zoe snatched up her shot and downed it. It hit the back of her throat and she spluttered. Shontelle and Leigh-Ann both looked at her as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
“Are you okay?” Shontelle asked. “You’ve gone bright red, Zoe.”
“I’m fine,” Zoe said, feeling the heat emanating from her face. She tried to avoid their suspicious eyes, but to no avail.
“Did you know him?” Leigh-Ann asked, surprised. “Dante Cortez?”
“Not really,” Zoe stammered, blushing harder. “Just met him at a party, that’s all.”
“Why are you so embarrassed then?” Shontelle giggled.
“Oh no,” Leigh-Ann said, shaking her head. “You slept with him, didn’t you?”
Zoe knew her face said it all. Shontelle gasped, and Leigh-Ann rolled her eyes.
“Don’t worry,” Leigh-Ann said. “You’re definitely not the only one.”
Zoe blinked away tears, surprising herself with the emotion that overwhelmed her. Shontelle put a hand towards her, shooting Leigh-Ann a bewildered look.
Zoe knew that she should keep quiet.
“What’s wrong?” Shontelle asked, concerned.
She had not told anyone before, had kept her mouth shut like she knew she had to, but she could not help herself as she looked at Shontelle’s worried face.
“It’s not just that,” Zoe said, wiping at her eyes. “After that party, I found out I was pregnant.”
“No, Zoe, for real?” Shontelle gasped, realisation dawning.
Zoe nodded.
“Dante is Sienna’s dad,” she confessed.
She put her face in her hands and sobbed, only just catching sight of Shontelle and Leigh-Ann’s faces as their jaws dropped.
* * *
Aurora left Femi bustling over Angel and went into the bedroom looking for Clint. He was sat on the end of the bed, looking smart, dressed ready for court, but he was frowning and she saw from his eyes that he was deep in thought.
She stepped into the room, the floor giving a gentle creak, and he looked up at her.
“Are you okay?” Aurora asked, stepping forward. “Look, I understand why you don’t want your dad looking after Angel, and I totally agree with you, but your mum’s fine, yeah?”
She felt bad for suggesting it now, but from what Clint had told her, his mum had never been violent, had always looked out for them.
“Yeah, it’s not that,” Clint said, his voice quiet.
“This is about this afternoon?” Aurora sighed, understanding. “You’ll be fine in court.”
“I know,” Clint said, though his face said otherwise.
“There’s no need to worry, you know,” Aurora tried to reassure him.
“Isn’t there?” Clint asked. His voice was tight, and she knew he was nervous.
“The Banks brothers already went after you,” Aurora pointed out. “They won’t do it again. They can’t stop you.”
“You know that do you?” Clint snapped, and then looked abashed, his eyes unable to meet hers. “Sorry, I just -,” he stammered, trailing off.
“You just have to go in and tell them –”
“I know what I have to do,” Clint interrupted, agitated.
Femi appeared in the doorway, and Aurora turned, following Clint’s eyes.
“I was thinking I could make your dinner whilst you’re out, what do you fancy?” she asked, still smiling. Her smile faltered as she sensed the tension between them, and she backed away. “Well, I’ll just go and see what’s in the fridge.”
The floor creaked as she retreated from the bedroom, and Aurora looked down at Clint, his head in his hands. He let out a groan and his eyes met hers.
“Aurora, I’m sorry,” he said, his tone imploring. “I’m doing the right thing, I know, but –”
“Don’t worry about it,” Aurora cut him off.
She turned and walked out of the room, leaving him looking crushed, sat on the end of her bed. She didn’t want to see him so upset, but she couldn’t understand, couldn’t even fathom, his nerves. She wanted justice done, and if that meant Clint had to sweat it out for a few hours, then so be it as far as she was concerned.
* * *
The moment that Zoe had blurted out her secret, Leigh-Ann saw the regret in her eyes that she had let it slip. Shontelle rushed over and slid an arm around her shoulders as Zoe sobbed, and Leigh-Ann had quickly excused herself from the room under the pretense of giving them some privacy.
She went out the front door and closed it gently behind her. They would just think she was going for a cigarette, if they even gave it a second thought. She pulled out her phone.
The news that Zoe had just imparted was a shock, but perhaps she should have known that Dante had got someone pregnant. He had slept around enough. Perhaps they should just be grateful there were not more of his kids roaming the streets, she thought.
She dialed and waited anxiously, before Charley finally answered.
“Charley, you’re not going to believe what I’ve just heard,” Leigh-Ann said. Her hands quivered as she shared what she had just heard.
If anyone had a right to know this secret, had a right to some dirt on Dante Cortez, then it was Charley.
* * *
Brandy was feeling rough as she walked towards the Goldsworth, her head banging after a night of drinking. She had managed to block out the memory of being in the witness box, but now she was sobering up it was all coming flooding back to her, and she just wanted to get home and go to sleep. Perhaps then she wouldn’t think about it, feel so ashamed that she had been humiliated and accused of murder in front of a courtroom full of people.
She had drunk-called Adrianna a few hours ago and had heard the news that Jessie Banks was dead. It was a shock, she had to admit, not that they had ever been close. She had seen her almost every day when she’d been dating Troy, and she had always wondered how Jessie put up with living in a flat full of argumentative, moody men like the Banks brothers. Apparently not well, she thought, if Adrianna was right and she’d put a gun in her mouth and blasted her brains out the back of her head. Still, Brandy thought, it was no skin off her nose if Jessie was dead or not.
As she approached the courtyard, she heard raised voices, two women having a screaming match. She rolled her eyes, hoping they weren’t going to start an argument with her, it was the last thing she needed.
“You think you’re so fucking perfect, swanning around like you ain’t got nothing to be ashamed about?” one of the women shouted, and Brandy froze.
It was her mother. She grimaced and hurried between the blocks to the courtyard, passing two teenage boys going in the opposite direction who were sniggering, probably after seeing the fight.
Brandy saw her mum, in a low-cut top, tits almost hanging out, her skirt riding up her thighs, heels kicked off across the tarmac, raising a fist. To her surprise, Aurora’s mum was on the other end of Deanna’s aggression.
“Ashamed?” Marlena Curtis laughed, and Brandy saw she was drunk too. She didn’t want to have to intervene, but both women had fists clenched, looking like they wanted to do some serious damage to each other. Marlena spat. “It’s you ought to be ashamed. Look at the state of you. You’re just a junkie whore.”
“You did this to me,” Deanna snarled, spitting as well. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d be –”
“Oh, don’t fool yourself,” Marlena shouted. “Just stay away from my family, I’m warning you –”
Brandy took a step forward, but the two women were so preoccupied that they didn’t notice her approach.
“You stole him from me,” Deanna screamed, spit flying from her mouth, her eyes wild and her weave slipping on top of her head. “I don’t want anything to do with your fucking family.”
Deanna made to lunge at her and Brandy ran forward, snatching her mum around the waist, dragging her away from Marlena, who looked about ready to kick Deanna’s head in.
“Mum, what’s going on?” Brandy shouted to be heard over Deanna’s curses.
“Get off me,” Deanna hissed, trying to squirm her way out of Brandy’s grip. “I hate her, I hate her, I want to batter her smug face, the –”
“Mum, stop it!” Brandy cried, straining to keep control of her mum.
Marlena came closer, her jaw set, eyes angry but more composed than Deanna was. Marlena looked at Deanna piteously, shaking her head in disgust.
“Keep her away from my family,” Marlena said, her voice cold. “And you,” she said, eyeing Brandy with nothing short of hatred. “You keep your distance as well; you’ve done enough damage, the both of you.”
She turned and walked away, disappearing into a stairwell. Deanna stopped struggling and Brandy let her go. She looked at her mum, hand on hip, wanting an explanation.
“What the hell was that about?” Brandy demanded.
“Oh, go to hell you interfering little bitch,” Deanna snapped, snatching her shoes up off the floor and carrying them across the courtyard. Brandy went after her, determined not to let it drop.
“Mum, I want to know –” Brandy insisted, following her up the stairwell.
“Fuck off,” Deanna screeched over her shoulder.
“Mum, what were you arguing about?” Brandy asked. They reached their level and Deanna stormed down the balcony towards their front door. Brandy hurried to keep up, surprised by her mother’s speed. “You said she stole him from you, what did you mean?”
“Yeah, she stole him,” Deanna said sourly, kicking open the front door with a bang and heading straight for a bottle of vodka in the kitchen. Brandy closed the front door behind them, and went into the kitchen, finding her mum drinking straight from the bottle. Deanna looked at her. “She stole my man, the man I loved.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Brandy asked, shaking her head as she leant against a counter, bewildered by where the argument had come from.
“That fat cow stole the man I loved,” Deanna insisted, wiping her lips with the back of her hand as vodka trickled down her chin. “The only man who was good to me. She ruined my life, then –”
“What man?” Brandy asked, exasperated, wondering if her mum even knew what she was talking about. She glared at her. “Mum, how much fucking crack have you smoked today?”
“What man?” Deanna asked, and burst out laughing. Her eyes were swivelling and her shoulders shook with the laughter. She took a long gulp of vodka and looked squarely at Brandy. “Your father,” she said.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Clint stood up, the sofa creaking beneath him, and went into the kitchen. He couldn’t quite believe that it was almost time for him to give his evidence in court. After all the months of waiting and worrying, his time to do the right thing had come. He didn’t even feel nervous, he just felt numb.
In the kitchen, Marlena was gulping down coffee, looking like she had just run back home, and Aurora was giving instructions to Femi for babysitting Angel. They looked up when he came into the room, and Aurora came over to him.
“I’m sorry about before,” she said quietly, holding his hand in hers. “I know you’re doing the right thing, and I shouldn’t have said all that stuff in there.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Clint said. “You’re right, I shouldn’t be nervous.”
“You were friends with Troy once, and I know it must be hard for you,” Aurora insisted, shaking her head. “And I know it’s a big deal for you, and I appreciate that you’re worried. But I’m proud of you for doing this, we all are.”
“Of course we are,” Femi said from her kitchen chair, smiling at him.
They both looked at Marlena, who looked at Clint, her expression clouded.
“We’ll see,” she said, unsmiling. “After this afternoon, we’ll see.”
Clint nodded, understanding her hesitation. He hadn’t been into the courtroom yet, and he didn’t blame her for reserving her judgement until then.
“It’s time we should get going,” Aurora said, checking the time on her phone.
Clint took a deep breath, his stomach fluttering with apprehension. Aurora squeezed his hand in hers and he felt only a little reassured.
“You’ll be wonderful,” Femi said, beaming at him. “You’ll make us proud.”
Clint nodded, his throat dry so he couldn’t quite manage to speak. He let Aurora lead him out into the lounge to kiss Angel goodbye. He looked down at his daughter and knew that he had to do the right thing, not just for his girlfriend or his daughter, but for himself and his own peace of mind as much as anything.
* * *
“My dad?” Brandy asked, looking at her mother through narrowed eyes. She didn’t understand what her mum was talking about. “What the hell does he have to do with anything?”
Deanna swigged from the vodka bottle, not even looking at her.
“Why do you think you ain’t never met him?”
“You said he’s dead,” Brandy said in a quiet voice. She had never given much thought to her dad, only when she wished he would come back to life, whoever he was, and take her away from her mum. She had never imagined what he would be like, what kind of person he had been, only knowing he had to be better than her mum.
“Yeah, and he is now,” Deanna nodded, smacking her lips. “He wasn’t when you were born though.”
“What does that have to do with –?”
“That leathery bitch wouldn’t let him see you,” Deanna hissed, shaking her head and glaring out of the kitchen window, swinging the vodka bottle in her hand.
“What’s it got to do with Aurora Curtis’ bloody mum?” Brandy demanded.
“It was her fucking husband,” Deanna shouted, cheeks flushing.
“What the –”
“What’s going on in here?” Aunt Bo’s voice boomed from the doorway, and she stepped between them, looking from one to the other. Her eyes came to rest on her sister. “Deanna, what are you screaming about? I heard a fight outside, was that you two?”
“It was mum and Marlena Curtis,” Brandy told her, with an angry look at her mum. Aunt Bo looked at her, eyes widening. “About my dad, or something.”
“Oh, I see,” Aunt Bo said slowly, shaking her head. She rounded on Deanna, her voice angry. “Have you told her then? I thought we had agreed –”
“Wait, you knew about this?” Brandy interrupted her.
“It was a long time ago,” Aunt Bo explained, her voice gentle. “I didn’t approve, of course.”
“You don’t approve of anything fun, do you sis?” Deanna snorted, raising the bottle to her lips. “Not unless it involves a Bible or a fucking crucifix.”
“Fun is fine,” Aunt Bo said. “Not sleeping with a happily married man.”
“Happily married?” Deanna said, a smirk on her lips. “Why was he fucking me if he was so happy with that grumpy bitch?”
“You didn’t care whether he was happy or not, did you?” Aunt Bo turned to her, her voice angrier than Brandy had heard before. “You wanted him and you went after him, with no care for the consequences, not caring that he had a wife and daughter at home.”
“He wanted me just as much as I wanted him,” Deanna said, cradling the vodka bottle. “Couldn’t keep his hands off me.”
“Will someone tell me what the fuck you’re talking about?” Brandy shouted, looking from one to the other, her impatience rising with her temper.
“I was fucking her husband, that’s why she started on me down there,” Deanna snapped, “She’s always had it in for me since. Years she’s held a grudge against me. She could never stand the fact that he loved me.”
“Oh, he didn’t love you, Deanna,” Aunt Bo said, shaking her head with disapproval. “He ended it, and he stayed married to Marlena. She has every right to hate you.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Deanna sneered. “Take her side. So much for family loyalty, eh?”
“It’s time you knew the truth,” Aunt Bo said quietly. “He regretted being with you. Why else did he never leave his wife? He went on to have another daughter. He only stayed in touch with you because of –” She trailed off, with an uncertain look at Brandy, but realisation dawned on her.
“Because of me?” Brandy finished for her. She thought about that, and felt a chill seep through her body as she began to understand. “You’re telling me that she had an affair with Aurora Curtis’ dad, and got pregnant with me.”
“I’m afraid so,” Aunt Bo nodded. “But –”
“But that means that –”
“You and Aurora Curtis are sisters,” Deanna interrupted, sounding bored of the conversation now, knocking back some more vodka.
“Half-sisters,” Aunt Bo corrected her. “You have the same father.”
“And Shaniqua,” Brandy realised.
“Don’t be –” Aunt Bo began, sounding alarmed, but Brandy cut across her.
“Shaniqua Curtis was my half-sister,” Brandy said solemnly. She shuddered at the thought. “And Troy killed her because of me.”
“Now, don’t go blaming yourself,” Aunt Bo said, stepping towards her, looking concerned by her train of thought. “You weren’t to know that –”
“Is this a nightmare?” Brandy asked quietly. She felt that it must be. She couldn’t be their sister, or half-sister, or whatever. “How can this be true?”
Deanna laughed, giving her a venomous look.
“Sweetheart, welcome to real fucking life,” Deanna said, waving the vodka bottle in her face. Brandy looked at her coldly. Deanna smiled. “You killed your big sister. Who gives a fuck?”
Aunt Bo gasped, but Brandy couldn’t bring herself to argue. Her mum was right, she thought.
She had caused her half-sister’s death.
* * *
The courtroom was filling up again and Troy watched as people sat down in the public gallery, eyes shooting in his direction, but he didn’t care what any of them thought about him. All he cared was what the jury thought, and they weren’t here yet, so he could scowl as much as he wanted without having to worry.
He knew who was due to testify this afternoon and the thought made him nervous. He had trusted Clint Jackson, above anyone else, even Brandy. They had been best mates for so long, almost all his memories involved him. He had never thought he would feel so anxious about seeing him, but he did feel nervous. Clint knew too much, and he was sure Clint would reveal it all.
When he thought of how he had boasted to Clint and Tamar at one of his parties about being the one to shoot Sasha and Wright, he wondered how he could have judged his former best friend so wrong. He had thought he would always be there, as a friend and as a supporter, someone who would congratulate him as he rose through the ranks of the Banks brothers’ empire.
He had been mistaken, and Troy couldn’t forgive what Clint had done. He had betrayed him and now he was set to do it all over again, in front of the jury and the judge and all these strangers, and the thought sickened as well as angered him.
Troy stood up with the rest of the room as Judge Harksaw came in from his chambers at the back of the courtroom, and sat when Harksaw told them all to sit down again. Troy was no longer scowling, as he glanced across the room at the jury.
“Mr Lindhurst, are you calling your next witness?” Judge Harksaw asked. Troy swallowed hard as he watched the fat prosecutor nod.
“We call next to the stand, Clint Jackson,” Lindhurst announced, standing up.
Troy’s eyes drifted to the main entrance to the courtroom as the door opened with a soft creak and the clerk led Clint Jackson, once his best mate, to the stand.
* * *
“You were close to Troy Banks, is that correct?” Lindhurst asked.
“Yes,” Clint said, feeling less nervous now he was on the stand. He cleared his throat. “We were best mates for a long time.”
He felt Troy’s eyes on him, sensed his anger, but kept looking at Lindhurst.
“And you were with him and some other friends when Shaniqua Curtis was stabbed, yes?”
“Yeah,” Clint confirmed. “We were all together, just hanging out.”
“Can you tell us what happened when Shaniqua Curtis arrived on the scene?”
Clint nodded and recounted the night Shaniqua had been stabbed. As he spoke, he found himself visualising the darkness pressing in on them, the way they had closed around her, jostling to see Brandy spew her venom at the poor stranger.
“When did the knife appear?” Lindhurst asked.
“Troy pulled it out of his pocket,” Clint said. “I didn’t even know he had one.”
He remembered the moment he had seen the flash of the blade, how panic had gripped him. He had stepped back, feeling shocked at the sight of the knife.
“What happened then?” Lindhurst asked.
“Troy stabbed her in the stomach,” Clint recalled.
He could picture the look of shock on Shaniqua’s face when the knife pierced her, then the moment of realisation as she had looked down and seen the blood seeping across the fabric of her top from the wound. Then she’d let out a little gasp as Troy had pulled the knife back out, and silence had descended over them.
Clint could almost feel the horror envelope him again, the look of surprise on Troy’s face as he had withdrawn the knife. Then they had scattered, and Clint had glanced back only once to look at Shaniqua, staggering forward as if drunk.
“You saw Troy Banks stab Shaniqua Curtis?” Lindhurst asked again.
“Yes,” Clint said, his voice firm. “He stabbed her. He killed her.”
“No further questions,” Lindhurst said.
He smiled at Clint, but Clint didn’t smile back. He could still picture the look on Shaniqua Curtis’ face, his mind haunted by the image of her eyes widening in fear as she realised that she was going to die.
* * *
Clint watched as Troy’s defence lawyer came to the centre of the court, facing the gap between the witness box and the jury.
“Mr Jackson, if you were horrified by what had happened, as you say in your statement,” Khan said, “Then why did you keep quiet for such a long time?”
“I don’t know,” Clint admitted, shaking his head. Now he thought about it, he wondered why he hadn’t gone to the police straight away. “Troy was my best mate and we didn’t know she was dead at first. Then, when we heard, I guess I thought it was too late.”
“Yet that didn’t stop you going to the police at a later date,” Khan pointed out, looking at him with suspicion. “You gave Patterson a statement, completely voluntarily, is that right?”
“Yeah, I went to the station to find her,” Clint said.
“Why did you choose that moment?” Khan asked. Clint was quiet, remembering the tears on Aurora’s cheeks, the fear in her eyes as she had told him that Troy had tried to force himself onto her, and she had found out that he himself had been involved in Shaniqua’s death, the crushing realisation and anger that had swallowed her. “You’d kept quiet for so long, there must be a reason?” Khan prompted him.
“I felt guilty for not saying anything,” Clint replied. “I had for ages, but I didn’t want to get Troy in trouble. It sounds stupid, but –”
“Would it not be more realistic to say, Mr Jackson,” Khan interrupted him, “That you went to the police because you had heard Troy had attempted to seduce your girlfriend, Aurora Curtis?”
“He tried to rape her,” Clint corrected her.
The jury muttered quietly, and Khan shot him an angry look.
“Let’s stick to facts, if you don’t mind,” she said coldly. “You heard that Troy, your best friend, had tried it on with your girlfriend. You were angry, you wanted to get him back, and you decided the best way to do that was to have him arrested, is that a fair statement?”
“No,” Clint objected. “I didn’t do this out of revenge. I wanted to do the right thing.”
“Then why not do it straight away?” Khan asked.
“I thought Troy regretted it,” Clint said, desperate to get his point across. “I thought he felt bad for killing Shaniqua. Then I realised he didn’t, that he was dangerous. He confessed to killing Sasha Morton and the guy she was with, and then he tried to rape Aurora, and that’s when I knew he had to be stopped, so –”
“Mr Jackson,” Khan said heatedly, her calm composure slipping. “Those charges were dropped because there was no evidence, and there was never a report made about these attempted rape allegations you have referred to. Let us please stick to facts.”
The judge nodded in agreement with her.
Clint swallowed hard and stared at Khan. She looked unmoved, so he turned to look at the jury, whose eyes were all on him, uncertain as to whether he was speaking the truth. He had to make them see, he realised.
“I wish I had told the police the truth straight away,” he said, his voice pleading. “I wish I had, but I didn’t, because I thought that Troy, who had been my best mate for years and years, regretted it. I thought it was an accident maybe, or at least that he hadn’t meant to do it.”
“Mr Jackson –” Khan objected, but Clint pressed on.
“But he told me he was pleased he’d killed her, because it meant he had a chance to get some respect, to get into his brothers’ gang,” Clint said, speaking fast, before Khan got a chance to stop him. “He didn’t regret it, he was proud of what he’d done. That’s why we’re not friends anymore, because Troy is a cold-blooded killer, and he doesn’t regret anything he’s done, anyone he’s hurt.”
“That’s enough,” Khan snapped, her temper fraying. She turned to Judge Harksaw. “Objection to that,” she said, but Judge Harksaw took a long moment to consider it.
The judge looked down at Clint. Clint hoped he saw honesty in his eyes, but he couldn’t be sure.
“Sustained,” Judge Harksaw said. He looked at the jury. “Strike that last statement from the record.”
Clint felt his shoulders slump, but he thought he saw uncertainty in a few of the juror’s eyes. They might have been told to forget it, he thought, but perhaps his words would resonate with them, perhaps there was a chance they would listen.
“No further questions,” Khan said promptly, not looking at Clint.
Clint sighed with relief, pleased that it was over, hoping the jury would listen to him.
* * *
Troy watched Clint walk between the banks of seats in the public gallery towards the exit and glared at his retreating back. He hated him in that moment, he realised, perhaps more than he had ever hated anyone before.
He hated what Brandy had done, and all the other pieces of shit that had betrayed him and taken it upon themselves to try and get him sent down, but Clint had been his best mate, and he had tried his best to make Troy look like a monster.
Troy felt shaken by the testimony. He had seen the jury swallow down Clint’s story about how he had shown no remorse, that he had been pleased to kill Shaniqua, and though it was true, he felt rage boiling inside of him, and his fists were clenched at his side as he watched Clint leave.
He didn’t think his trial was lost, though. Khan had seemed to lose her composure, but he was sure she would pull herself together and save him. She had fucking better do, he thought to himself.
He still couldn’t imagine spending years behind bars, locked up in prison away from everyone, so he had to hope that he would still be found not guilty.
When that happened, and he was allowed to walk free from court, he would take great pleasure in finding whatever rock Clint Jackson was hiding under, and he would happily kill him. He would make him suffer. Clint had mentioned the night he had tried to rape Aurora, and now that she wasn’t pregnant, Troy felt his old attraction stirring again.
He would fuck her and make Clint watch. Then he would kill his former best mate, and he would make it painful. He would make him suffer, and he would enjoy every sweet, beautiful moment of Clint’s pain as he did it.
* * *
Brandy reached for the vodka bottle and snatched it out of her mum’s hand. Deanna raised her hand as if to strike her, but Aunt Bo stepped forward, her bulk enough to put off Deanna, and she resorted to glaring angrily at her daughter as Brandy took a long drink, the alcohol burning her throat and making her stomach churn.
“I can’t believe it,” she said eventually, her lips tingling from the vodka. “Why did neither of you tell me?”
“None of your business, that’s why,” Deanna snapped.
“You what?” Brandy shouted, “This is my life we’re talking about.”
“Boo-fucking-hoo,” Deanna spat. “It’s my life and all.”
“You never thought I might want to know I had two half-sisters living on the same estate as me?” Brandy asked, her anger flaring. “They live across the courtyard from us and you didn’t think I deserved to know. I know you’ve never been a good mum, but the least you could do was tell me that, surely?”
“Ever wondered how I felt?” Deanna hissed, her voice low and threatening, as she snatched the bottle back off Brandy. “Ever thought maybe it hurt me? I had to live a stone’s throw from the man I loved, watching him play happy families with his wife and kids. How do you think that made me feel?”
“I doubt you felt that much,” Brandy replied. “You’re always drunk or high or just plain fucking mental, I’m surprised you can even remember any of this.”
Deanna stepped forward, shoving Aunt Bo out of her way and raising her hand. She slapped Brandy hard across the face, the sound ringing around the kitchen. Brandy gasped, rubbing her cheek, and Aunt Bo dragged Deanna away, pushing her against the counter on the other side of the kitchen.
“Don’t raise your hand to her,” Aunt Bo said, “Don’t ever hit your child.”
“Oh, I was wondering when you’d step in,” Deanna laughed. “Always in the background, aren’t you Bo? Never do anything, oh no, too much fucking trouble. You just sit back and wait to get all righteous when things go wrong, don’t you?”
“You’re drunk,” Aunt Bo said sternly. “You should go to bed.”
“So you can fill her head with lies?” Deanna laughed, pointing at Brandy, “Hell no. If she wants answers, I’ll be the one to goddamn give them to her.”
Brandy lowered her hand from her face, and Aunt Bo grabbed the vodka bottle off Deanna. Brandy took it from her and lifted it to her lips, her cheek still raw from where Deanna’s hand had struck her.
When she had drank, she looked at her mother, wondering how it was possible to hate her own mother so much.
“How long was the affair?” she asked.
“Ten inches,” Deanna laughed, but Aunt Bo glared at her. Deanna scowled, and thought a moment. “A few months. It would’ve been longer, if that Marlena hadn’t stuck her oar in, made him finish with me.”
“What did you expect?” Aunt Bo asked. “You slept with her husband, of course she made him finish it.”
“Whatever,” Deanna rolled her eyes. “The bitch had it coming. She never pleased him, not like I did. He loved me, even if he never said it.”
“Aurora’s my half-sister,” Brandy said, shaking her head. “And she fucking hates me so much. And Shaniqua –” She stopped. She had always thought her dad would come to rescue her, but now she knew it was never going to happen. Not just because he was dead, but because surely he must hate her, wherever he was, whether he was looking down at her or not. She had caused the death of his eldest daughter, and he must wish she had never been born. The thought was upsetting.
“If I’d known, I never would have done it,” Brandy said, downing more vodka. “I never would have started that argument, I wouldn’t have –”
“Too late for all that,” Deanna shrugged. “The bitch is dead. And if you ask me, she deserved it. If it weren’t for that fucking kid, Shaniqua or whatever her bloody name was, then he would have left Marlena and we’d be together.”
Brandy looked at her mother and saw how bitter and twisted she really was. She wondered if she would be like this when she grew older, hating the world and knowing the world hated her back.
“I’m going to my room,” Brandy said. “I need to be by myself.”
Deanna snatched the vodka from her hand.
“Don’t go taking my alcohol,” she growled. “And don’t go feeling sorry for yourself either. Your daddy was a good man.”
Brandy turned at the doorway.
“How would you know?” she asked. “He cheated on his wife with a drunken slapper like you. That doesn’t sound like such a good man to me.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Deanna said, her voice malicious. “When I found out I was pregnant with you, I was all for getting you ripped out and flushed down the nearest fucking toilet. I only kept you because he told me to.”
Brandy wasn’t surprised by her mother’s words, but it hurt her all the same.
“Don’t say such things,” Aunt Bo chastised her, disgusted. “It’s vile.”
“If I’d known he was going to stick with his wife, I wouldn’t have listened to him,” Deanna went on, glaring at Brandy. “I’d have ripped you out with my own bare hands if I’d known then. God, I wish I’d never had you. Biggest mistake my life, and I’ve made a fucking lot.”
Brandy turned and left the kitchen, feeling tears well up in her eyes.
* * *
Aurora left the courtroom with everyone else when Judge Harksaw adjourned the trial for the day, and she saw Clint sitting on a row of chairs in the corridor a short way down from the doors.
She could see that Clint looked relieved to have it over with, and she was pleased for him, but she couldn’t quite forget him, his soft voice recounting step-by-step how her sister had been killed. She had heard the others testify, but it was different hearing Clint saying the words.
Clint had told the truth, she knew that, but she could not bring herself to feel pleased for him. All she could think of was how many times he’d had to stop Troy from stabbing Shaniqua, and yet he had done nothing. He might feel guilty for it, she knew he did, but that didn’t mean he should be forgiven. He deserved to feel guilty, she thought now, as she approached him.
“Well done,” Marlena said from her side. Clint stood up, looking shaken but a little pleased with himself. “You did well,” Marlena said. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Clint, hugging him. Aurora was shocked, and she saw from Clint’s face that he felt the same.
“You made us proud,” Marlena said softly, and Aurora felt disconcerted. She had been sure that her mum would feel the same as her, that Clint should have done something to stop Troy from killing Shaniqua, but her mother seemed to have forgiven him for everything. She broke away from the hug and smiled at Clint, her eyes watering. “You did the right thing,” she said softly, “You made that jury understand.”
“I tried,” Clint said quietly, a little embarrassed by Marlena’s gesture.
He looked at Aurora, and she couldn’t bring herself to embrace him. She forced a smile, but she wasn’t sure if she had fooled Clint.
“Let’s go home,” Marlena said. All her past animosity towards Clint seemed to have been forgotten now, and Aurora felt frustrated. Now that her mum seemed to have forgiven him, Aurora found herself unable to, her old misgivings resurfacing. How could she have betrayed her sister by forgiving Clint, Aurora wondered, how could she have had a child with someone who had seen her die, been there, close enough to save her, and yet done nothing?
Outside the building, the sun was shining. Marlena slid an arm into Clint’s, wiping her eyes with a tissue, and Aurora walked a little apart from them. Clint turned, a questioning look on his face, but Aurora didn’t say anything, or make any attempt to walk closer to him.
She felt her throat constrict, worried now by everything she had done. Perhaps she had made a mistake in forgiving Clint for what he had done, maybe when she had found out she should have kept her distance, never talking to him again and moving on with her life. It was too late, she couldn’t do that now.
As they walked down the road, Aurora realised she wished it wasn’t too late. She wished she still had a chance to slap and scratch and hurt Clint. She knew that she hadn’t forgiven him, not really. She had let her emotions cloud her judgement, and now she was beginning to regret it. Clint glanced back over his shoulder at her again, concerned, but Aurora averted her gaze.
It broke her heart, but she realised then that she could never forgive him. She couldn’t be in love with him, she couldn’t be around him. She could only hate him.
* * *
Brandy lay on her bed, her mind racing with the thought that Aurora and Shaniqua were her half-sisters. She had always wanted a family, especially a sister, someone who could look out for her, protect her from her mother. It turned out she’d had two sisters all along, and look what had happened. One of them hated her, and the other one was dead because of her.
She had been a terrible sister, Brandy thought. She was an unwanted daughter, a terrible sister and possibly the worst mother in the world, second only to her own mother, who surely took the prize.
Why had she had to find out? She had been content not knowing the truth, and now she did, and guilt and regret ate away at her, gnawing through every memory and thought she’d ever had, full of what-if’s and buts and maybes.
The worst of it all was that she could understand where her mother was coming from, even though the words she had said hurt her deeply. Didn’t she hate her own son? She had wished, all through her pregnancy, that she had aborted Frazer when she’d had the chance, and now he was alive and craving attention, she neglected him. She hadn’t even picked him up yet and she had no intention of doing so. All she thought of when she thought of him was Troy and her son disgusted her because of it.
She wondered if that was why Deanna hated her so much. Did she remind her mum of the man who hadn’t left his wife to be with her? She was sure that was why her mum drank so much, got off her face on drugs so frequently, but she couldn’t really judge her for it, because Brandy knew she was treading the same dark path as her mother had done with her.
It was almost enough, the thought of turning out like her mother, to make her go into the lounge, pick up her son, and love him, cherish him, protect him.
She stayed on her bed though, unable to do it. She couldn’t bring herself to love her son. She hated her mum, but she was starting to realise that perhaps she hated her son too, because he made her feel like she was becoming Deanna.
In a few years, perhaps he would confront her about his father, the hatred for her on his face, whilst she drank vodka, her veins full of alcohol and crack, not caring what he thought of her, only filled with spite that he even existed.
She wondered what her father would say if he was still alive, but then she tried not to think about it. He would surely hate her for causing Shaniqua’s death. Yes, she was certain of it. He hadn’t wanted a relationship with her, only his precious Shaniqua and Aurora. Brandy couldn’t blame him.
Rolling over on the bed, Brandy heard Frazer start crying in the lounge.
“Shut that goddamn kid up before I really lose my shit,” Deanna screamed from the kitchen, and she heard Aunt Bo respond and her heavy footsteps into the lounge to soothe the baby.
Brandy closed her eyes, wishing she didn’t know the truth, wishing she had a different mother and a different father, and wishing she’d never even had a son. It would be so much easier, she knew, and all she wanted was an easy life, free of the guilt and the regret. It was too late, she knew, but she could at least wish for it.
* * *
Clint walked into Marlena’s flat and he knew he should have felt happy. He was pleased that he had been to court and told the truth, and he wanted to celebrate, to be pleased, for just a moment, that it was all over for him. Something stopped him, and he knew that Aurora’s mood had changed. He couldn’t be sure of the reason behind her sudden sullenness, but he suspected it was because of him.
He had always known that it would be hard for her to hear him speak about her sister’s death, that it would upset her when he recounted her last moments, but she had been the one who had insisted on coming to court this afternoon to hear his testimony, and he hoped she didn’t regret it, that she was pleased he had done the right thing, done his best to get justice for her sister.
Femi greeted them at the doorway to the lounge, and pulled Clint into a warm embrace. She kissed him on both cheeks, beaming at him, but Clint slipped away from her and followed Aurora down the hallway to the bedroom, sensing she wanted to be alone, but unwilling to let any bad feelings fester. Marlena was recounting the afternoon in court to Femi in the lounge, so Clint closed the bedroom door as he went in.
Aurora sat down on the bed, not looking at him, and kicked off her shoes.
“Is everything okay?” he asked her, going to the bed and sitting beside her.
“I’m fine,” Aurora said, but Clint knew she was lying.
“I know you’re upset,” Clint said carefully. “Anyone would be, but I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry. Sorry for everything, and if I could go back in time and change things, I would. You know I would. I’m sorry.”
Aurora was silent for a long minute and Clint could feel his heart pumping, counting each second as the silence dragged on.
“We can’t go back and change things,” Aurora said eventually, her voice soft, full of regret. Clint didn’t like hearing her sound like this. Aurora looked at him, and he saw her eyes were damp with tears. “I’d like to be alone right now.”
“I love you,” Clint said, feeling anxious as he looked into her eyes.
Aurora looked away and Clint gave her a moment, then stood up. He went to the door and looked back at her, both of them painfully aware of the silence in the room, the fact that Aurora had not said anything in response.
Clint opened his mouth to say something, anything, but he had no words. He left the room, the floor creaking beneath his feet, and closed the door behind him.
In the corridor he wiped his eyes, realising there were tears on his cheeks. He felt a lingering sense of unease, pressing in on him from all sides, a growing awareness that something had changed between them.
Though he didn’t want to admit it to himself, he knew what it was. Aurora hadn’t been able to say she loved him. He hoped he was wrong, but a part of him knew that Aurora’s feelings had changed this afternoon. Perhaps it had always been the case and she had only just realised it today.
Whatever the reason, the facts remained, Clint thought sadly, wiping at his eyes as more tears came. Aurora did not love him, and the realisation broke his heart.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Aurora was dressed for court, and she narrowed her eyes when Clint walked into the kitchen in a vest and boxer shorts.
“You’re not coming with us?” Marlena asked.
“I want to check on Kojo, he’s been acting up,” Clint replied, scratching his head and stretching. “I’m worried about him.”
“Well, that’s understandable,” Marlena offered.
“I hope it goes well,” Clint said, shooting a glance at Aurora.
She ignored him, turning away so that she did not have to see the hurt pass across his face. She was frustrated that he was not coming with them. Did he not want to be there on the final day of Troy’s trial? Did he have no loyalty? Part of her was grateful he was not coming with them, and she felt like a hypocrite for being so angered by both thoughts.
Perhaps it was best he wasn’t coming, she decided. She felt so frustrated when she was around him now, so negative, that she did not want that to cloud this day for her. Today would be good, she thought. After today, it would be down to the jury to decide Troy’s fate and she could not imagine them finding him anything other than guilty. They had heard the truth, they had heard from so many witnesses, it was a certainty that he would be sent down for this.
“I can come if you want me to?” Clint asked, coming towards her. He did not touch her, slide his arms around her waist like he used to. Perhaps her attitude had put him off, she thought. She realised she didn’t want him to touch her anyway.
“No, don’t worry,” Aurora said, a little too quickly. She saw Clint wince at her response, but he nodded, trying to look supportive. Her mum gave her a reproachful look, but Aurora ignored her. “You should go see Kojo,” Aurora said, trying to soften the blow.
“Sure,” Clint nodded. He left the kitchen, and Aurora felt her mother’s eyes on her back, but she did not turn around or say anything else.
She looked out of the window at the hazy sunshine glinting off the windows and rooftops of London. She was hopeful for today, but Clint had taken some of the joy out of her morning. She could not shake off the negativity he had brought with him into the kitchen, and now her mind began to swirl into thoughts of how he had hurt her, and she wondered once more what Shaniqua would have made of all this.
* * *
Dante loitered by the entrance to the canteen, one eye on the clock on the wall and the other scanning the faces of his fellow inmates as they drifted in and out. It was breakfast time and the corridor was starting to get busy, just as he had known it would. He did not feel hungry, his stomach twisting with nerves and excitement.
He straightened up when he caught sight of Wimbly. The officer was red faced as he approached, his face sinking when he saw who waited for him, as if he had been hoping that Dante would not be here as they had planned. As if he would miss this opportunity, Dante thought, smiling as he nodded towards him.
Wimbly turned down a quieter corridor and let himself into the laundry room. Dante followed him, keeping a good distance behind him, and went in after him, a quick glance over his shoulder as he did to make sure he had not been spotted.
“You got my present?” Dante asked, closing the door firmly behind him.
Wimbly sighed, unable to meet his eyes, but he nodded.
“Good boy,” Dante said, smiling. “Where are they?”
“Not on me,” Wimbly mumbled, looking panicked at the thought. Dante’s smile faltered. Wimbly sighed. “It’s not as easy as you think it is, bringing it in here.”
“Fine,” Dante snapped. “Where is it then?”
“I’ll bring it to your cell,” Wimbly replied. “It’s safer that way.”
“When?” Dante asked. He did not want Troy to get a whiff of what he had been up to, and the last thing he needed was for Troy to arrive back early from court and see Wimbly leaving the cell. “You’re starting to test my patience, you know that?”
Wimbly blushed.
“After the breakfast rush,” he said. “I’ll bring it then. I’m supposed to be in the canteen now, keeping an eye on things.”
Dante nodded, stepping aside, away from the door so that Wimbly could leave. The officer took a step forward gingerly.
“Don’t let me down,” Dante warned him, as Wimbly reached for the door handle.
He saw his back stiffen as he nodded and left. Dante gritted his teeth. He hoped that he was not being fucked around. He did not think that Wimbly would dare, but until he had the drugs safely stashed away in his cell, he would not be able to relax.
He unclenched his fists, realising how tense he was, and went back out into the corridor. Wimbly was already turning the corner out of sight, and Dante followed, hoping that he would not regret letting him walk away.
* * *
Clint knocked on the front door of his parents’ flat and waited. With one hand, he rocked the pram, wondering again if he had made a mistake bringing Angel here, but she smiled contentedly up at him, unaware of his nerves. His mother opened the door a second later and beckoned him inside. The flat was quiet except for the radio playing in the kitchen. No shouting, no horseracing on the television, which meant that his father was out. Either getting an early start at the bookies, or still not back from the night before, Clint thought. He felt himself relax a little, and angled the pram inside the flat, following his mother into the kitchen.
“No dad?”
“Your father is -” his mother began, then trailed off, pulling off her marigold gloves and bending down to fuss over her granddaughter. Angel gurgled in response. “He’s gone out for the day.”
Clint did not speak. He wondered if his mother had any idea where her husband was, if she even wanted to know. He left her to coo over Angel and went down the hallway. The door to the bedroom he had once shared with Kojo was closed. He hesitated, but knocked lightly and went inside.
Kojo was stretched in his bed, one arm stuck out of the duvet to scroll through his phone. He jumped when the door opened, and then scowled at Clint.
“What do you want?” he demanded.
“Just dropped by to see you,” Clint replied, sitting down at the end of his own bed. He wondered for a moment if his mother still held out hope that he would return home one day. He was surprised his dad had not got rid of the bed already, disposed of any reminder that he existed. He looked over at his brother. “You been busy then?”
“Busy enough,” Kojo said guardedly, “Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Yeah, you must’ve been. Too busy to come see your niece, right?”
Kojo looked abashed for a moment, but he quickly composed himself, his face hardening. His eyes returned to his phone, not meeting Clint’s.
“Chill out,” he said, not taking his eyes off his phone. “You know what it’s like, a man’s got priorities. Sorry that your kid ain’t top of my list.”
Clint was shocked by his response. He had expected, had hoped, that his brother would be apologetic when confronted. He had thought his brother was just pushing his boundaries like any kid did, but this was something more. This was pure disrespect.
“I brought her round,” Clint managed, swallowing down his anger, not wanting to alienate his brother any more. “She’s in the kitchen with mum. I bet she’d love to meet her uncle, you know.”
“Nah, another time maybe,” Kojo muttered, not looking away from his phone.
Clint gritted his teeth.
“What’s your problem?” he demanded, unable to stop himself. “What’s going on with you? You’ve been acting like a dick since we’ve been back here.”
Kojo looked over at him. His eyes were cold.
“If you don’t like it, you know where the door is mate.”
Clint jumped from the bed and snatched Kojo’s phone from his hands. Kojo leapt from beneath the duvet, squaring up to his brother. His jaw was clenched like his fists, and Clint saw no fear, no hesitation. Anger bubbled just below the surface, waiting for an excuse to erupt. Clint shook his head and dropped the phone onto the bed.
“You’re welcome to come and visit us when you’ve grown up,” he said, turning from his brother. At the bedroom door, he turned and saw his brother smirking, as if proud to have fronted him and not been the one to back down.
He reached for his phone as Clint went out into the hallway.
“Close the door behind you,” Kojo called after him, no trace of remorse for the way he was acting, no interest in seeing Angel.
Clint closed the door and sighed, his concerns about his brother confirmed. He knew that something was up with him, but he had no clue what it might be, or what he could do about it.
* * *
“Troy Banks killed Shaniqua Curtis,” Lindhurst said, addressing the jury and gesturing towards Troy. Troy glared at him from the dock, biting his tongue. “He stabbed her, left her to die, and boasted about the killing, both to his friends and family, and on a tape recording you heard yourselves played here yesterday.”
The courtroom was full, more than Troy had seen it before. He caught sight of Tyrese and his mother. Hah, he thought. Tyrese had shown his face. He ought to be looking down in shame for what he had done, how he had betrayed him. His own brother. Aurora and her mother were there too, looking smug as always. Clint was nowhere to be seen, and neither were any of the others. Brandy, Amal, Tamar, Zoe. All too ashamed to turn up, Troy thought.
“The question you have to answer, ladies and gentleman of the jury,” Lindhurst continued, his voice carrying easily around the room. “Is whether Troy Banks is guilty of the murder of Shaniqua Curtis. The answer is yes, he is guilty.”
“We have heard from police detectives and forensic experts, who have confirmed that Troy’s fingerprints were on the same knife used to kill Shaniqua Curtis, which also contained her blood,” he went on. Troy stifled a yawn. It was all so tedious, he thought, listening to this. “We have heard from his friends who witnessed him stab Shaniqua Curtis. We have heard from his own brother, who told us that he confessed to the murder. We have heard from his former girlfriend. We have even heard it from Troy Banks himself, in the confession that was played yesterday.”
Lindhurst cleared his throat.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he said. “You have a chance to do a great service to the community, in finding Troy Banks guilty of this crime. The evidence and the witnesses all confirm that he is guilty. The truth does not lie.”
Lindhurst thanked them and took his seat.
Troy looked at the jury. He could see it in their eyes. They had made up their minds already.
* * *
Listening to Lindhurst delivering his closing statement, Aurora watched the jury’s faces, scrutinising each one in turn. She was hopeful. His words were powerful. The truth does not lie. That was a good line, she thought. She saw the impact it had on the jury. Some nodded in agreement, some remained impassive, but she hoped that they agreed silently.
As Lindhurst took his seat, Aurora squeezed her mother’s hand. Marlena smiled at her, though she remained silent, her eyes brimming with tears. It was still hard for her, Aurora knew, to hear her daughter spoken of in the past tense, to know that whatever happened next hinged on twelve strangers and their decision.
Aurora forced herself to stay strong. For her mother, and for Shaniqua.
Justice would be done, she was sure of it.
* * *
In his cell, Dante could not relax. He paced the small space beside the bunk beds, drumming his fingers on his thighs. Thoughts raced through his mind. What if Wimbly failed to deliver? What would he do about it?
He wondered if he was prepared to hurt an officer, risk the possible repercussions if he did. For all his bravado, he had counted on the fact that Wimbly would be scared of him, but if his nerves won out, Dante knew he would have to make a decision, would have to re-evaluate everything.
He turned at the sound of footsteps at the door to his cell and sighed with relief. Wimbly shuffled in, glancing over his shoulder nervously. He undid a few buttons on his shirt, his hands visibly trembling, and slid out several plastic bags of powder that he had taped to his stomach, dropping them onto the bed.
Dante smiled as he looked down at them. It was plenty to be getting on with for now, and he knew that Wimbly would not be able to back out of their deal, not now he had delivered for him once.
Wimbly  did back up his buttons and stood for a moment, looking down at the baggies, a frown pulling at the corners of his lips. He was ashamed of what he was doing, Dante could tell. That made no difference, he reasoned. Plenty of people did things they weren’t proud of, and it didn’t stop them doing it.
“You’ve done well,” Dante said, smiling. He looked Wimbly in the eye, enjoying the officer’s discomfort. “Let’s say same time, same amount next week.”
Wimbly opened his mouth, as if to protest, but Dante raised an eyebrow, as if daring him to disagree. Wimbly shut his mouth and nodded at the floor.
“Off you trot then,” Dante dismissed him.
Wimbly left the cell, and Dante quickly hid the drugs, sliding them inside his mattress, through a small cut he had made for just this purpose. He would have to find a better hiding place, he knew, but for now he just wanted to bask in his success.
He tipped a few lines out of the last baggie before sliding it inside with the others. He deserved a reward, he decided. He put a finger to his nose, blocking one nostril and snorted the powder. His eyes watered and he smacked his lips. This was some good gear. He would make a killing in here with this. 
He sniffed, checking he had left no powder on his mattress, and considered helping himself to a few more lines. Troy would not be back for hours, and he had a lot to celebrate. Unable to help himself, Dante retrieved the baggie and snorted some more.
His plan was coming together, he realised, as put his finger to his nose again. He was going to rise fast to the top now and nothing would be able to stop him.
* * *
“This trial is not about whether Troy Banks is a good person,” Khan said, giving her closing statement, focused on the jury. Troy watched her, trying not to be offended by her words. “Whether he has been a bad boyfriend, or friend, or brother, is not what you have to consider now. If he took drugs and drank too much, that is not what he is on trial for, ladies and gentlemen.”
She gestured towards him, and Troy felt the jury’s eyes flicker to him, then back to Khan.
“We have heard plenty of testimony from disgruntled former friends and associates,” she pressed on, “And we only have their word that what they say happened is the truth. Many of those witnesses bear grudges against Troy Banks, and did not step forward with any information until after he was arrested.”
Troy thought of his friends, how they had waited until he was down before they kicked him, betrayed him. It was an insult, and he was glad Khan was bringing it up.
“The only physical evidence is the murder weapon, that happened to have Troy Banks’ finger prints on,” Khan said. She shook her head, wagging her finger. “But his weren’t the only prints. Brandine Mason, his ex-girlfriend’s, prints were on the knife too. She had motive for the murder and she had the murder weapon in her possession. She did not step forward with any information until Troy Banks had already been wrongfully arrested. Let me ask you, do those sound like the actions of an innocent person?”
Troy clenched his fists at his side, thinking of Brandy.
The jury seemed conflicted, he thought. Some looked disbelieving, others intrigued but not convinced. It was hard to read their expressions. He sat up a little straighter, motivated now by Khan’s words, eager for her to convince them further.
“In order to find Troy Banks guilty of murder,” Khan said, “you have to be convinced beyond any reasonable doubt, that he is guilty of stabbing Shaniqua Curtis. You have to be convinced beyond any reasonable doubt that Brandine Mason could not have killed her, even though she had more motive and she had the murder weapon in her possession.”
The courtroom fell silent, hardly anyone daring to breath, it seemed.
“Troy Banks is guilty of many things,” Khan admitted, with a perfectly timed shrug and a gesture to the dock. “He was a bad boyfriend, a bad friend, and he has made mistakes. But he is not, ladies and gentlemen, guilty of murder.”
* * *
Dante was still feeling the buzz from the gear and his victory as he left his cell and headed for the canteen. He had made sure that the baggies were well hidden in case Troy arrived back to the cell before him, and yet he still felt anxious.
He tried to reassure himself as he joined the queue for dinner. He had nothing to worry about. Troy was not worth worrying about, Dante told himself. His cellmate had proved that he was not cut out for this life, and even if by some chance he did find the drugs, he would just bitch and cry. He would not take him on, Dante was in no doubt about that.
Troy could still cause some problems though, and Dante had spent the afternoon wondering if perhaps it would be easier for him if Troy was found not guilty. Dante had based his plans on the fact that Tyrese would continue to use Wimbly to smuggle drugs onto the block, and for that he relied on the fact that Troy would remain locked up, but the more Dante had thought on it, the more he questioned whether there was another way.
If he found Troy to be an unreliable nuisance, then perhaps the Banks brothers felt the same way. If Troy did get out, Dante could make a deal with them, reach out and offer them a cut of the profits until he had found a way to cut them out of the business for good.
For now, he needed to know what he was dealing with, how the business operated beyond the walls of the prison. He knew that he needed Wimbly, and he was as reluctant to rely on him as he knew Wimbly would be. Tough, he thought, it was necessary. Dante needed to know who Wimbly picked the drugs up from, and whether this link in the chain was loyal to the Banks brothers or if there was the possibility of striking up a new deal, one that did not involve Troy or his brothers.
It was an exciting prospect, Dante thought, as the queue for dinner shuffled along slowly. He picked up a tray, his eyes scanning the canteen. Perhaps, when he expanded his business, he would need to recruit a few of these men to help him out.
At the door, a new face walked into the canteen. A few men looked him over, and a few muttered to each other. Dante froze, his eyes on the figure as he walked across the room to join the queue.
He knew him at once. He had seen his picture plastered all over the news. He could only hope that the man would not recognise him or who he was, how they were connected.
Nathaniel Okoro’s eyes fixed on his and Dante saw recognition pass across his face. Dante quickly looked away, willing himself to stay calm.
The arrival would not change anything, he tried to convince himself. It made no difference. Nathaniel was probably not interested in him, he hoped.
He reached the trays of food, but his appetite had vanished. He wondered if Nathaniel knew that he had stolen from his brother Uncle Jasper. Perhaps in Jasper’s final moments he had revealed all, just before Nathaniel had ended in his life.
That was the least of it, though, Dante thought, knowing that he was a dead man if Nathaniel knew that Dante had been threatening his daughter, that he had been harassing her since he had been locked up.
If Nathaniel knew what he had been doing to Charley, then Dante did not want to think about the punishment that would be dealt to him. The man had killed his own brother in cold blood, so Dante knew that he would not stand a hope.
He discarded his tray and left the canteen, swallowing hard, feeling Nathaniel’s eyes on his back as he went.
* * *
“We have heard closing statements from both the prosecution and the defence,” the judge said, all eyes in the courtroom on him, including Troy’s, despite himself. This was it, he thought. It was almost over. The judge turned to the jury. “You will now enter into deliberation and review the evidence and testimony we have heard over the last few weeks. It will be your job and your duty to reach a verdict as to whether Troy Banks is guilty or not guilty of the murder of Shaniqua Curtis.”
Troy looked at the jury. Their faces were solemn. They were taking this so seriously, he thought, as if they were better than him, better than everyone else. He hoped they did the right thing and found him not guilty.
The judge dismissed the jury and they rose, filing out of the courtroom in single-file, some walking confidently, shoulders back, others looking anxious, their hands clutched in front of them.
It was down to them, Troy thought, to set him free.
He hoped they would.
The judge adjourned the court to await the jury’s verdict, and Troy looked around, saw anxious faces, relieved faces. It was over and there was no more anyone left in the courtroom could do to change a thing.
He looked at Khan, his defence lawyer, and saw she looked relieved now. Was she glad that she no longer had to defend him? Or was she relieved because she thought that she had succeeded, convinced the jury that he was not guilty?
He hoped it was the latter.
The officer at his side nudged him and Troy was reminded that whilst the trial might be all but over, his prison sentence was not. He still had to go back to the cell, to Dante.
He shot a last glance at Khan, hoping that she had done enough. He was at least more positive now than he had been before, he thought. She had dismissed the testimony, the evidence, even the recording.
As he was led out of the courtroom, Troy realised he at least stood a chance.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Clint smelt fried breakfast, heard voices coming from the kitchen, and climbed out of bed and pulled on a dressing gown. He could hear Marlena’s voice over the sizzling of oil in the pan as he approached the kitchen door.
“You were downright rude to him last night and you know it,” she was saying, and Clint imagined her arms-crossed against her chest, eyes flaring as her lips pursed. “Whatever problems you’re having, you need to talk to him. Ignoring them won’t help matters.”
“Mum, I don’t want to talk to him,” Aurora’s voice replied, and Clint froze on the threshold of the kitchen. Marlena started up again, but Aurora cut across her. “I don’t want to talk things out, I don’t want anything to do with him. You hated him before, why can’t you understand that?”
“I hated him for what he did to Shaniqua,” Marlena said. “But he didn’t kill her, Aurora. He couldn’t have saved her. He did the right thing, he testified.”
“How do you know he couldn’t have saved her?” Aurora snapped back. “If he’d had the guts to stand up to Troy he could have stopped it. Even if he didn’t, he could have called an ambulance. Maybe then -” She trailed off, leaving the rest of her thoughts unspoken.
She did not have to finish. Clint knew what she was thinking. He had thought the same thing himself, over and over on replay, since the night Shaniqua had died. If he had done something more, maybe Aurora’s sister would still be alive. Maybe she would be in the kitchen, chatting away, cooing over her niece. As it was, Clint had done nothing, and Shaniqua would never see her niece, and Clint could not blame Aurora for her thoughts, though he wished that he could do something to change them.
“You can’t go on like this forever,” Marlena said, breaking through his thoughts, addressing Aurora. “If you don’t want to be with him, you have to tell him.”
Clint’s heart pounded harder at the thought, awaiting Aurora’s response. She said nothing, and long moments of silence passed. The clatter of pans and plates sounded, and Clint cleared his throat loudly before he pushed the door open and went into the kitchen.
If Aurora felt bad for speaking about him, she did not show him, her back to him as she tipped bacon onto a plate.
“Smells good,” Clint said, trying to lighten the mood. Marlena smiled from the kitchen table, knife and fork in hand as she speared a sausage.
“I wasn’t sure when you’d be up,” Aurora said, half-turning. “There’s a few bits of bacon left if you want to make a sandwich.”
She went to the table, plate in hand, and began eating without another word. Clint scraped the charred remainders of bacon between two slices of bread and joined them at the table.
“How was last night?” Marlena asked him, after a few minutes of awkward silence had passed. “Was it nice to see your mates again?”
Clint opened his mouth to speak when Angel’s cries from the other room sounded. Aurora’s chair scraped on the floor as she stood.
“I can do it,” Clint offered, but she waved him off.
“You’ve done enough,” she said briskly, sweeping from the room, the door closing behind her. Clint dropped his sandwich back onto his plate, appetite gone.
“Don’t worry,” Marlena said, “She’s just going through some things.”
Clint nodded, mouth dry, unable to speak. He knew exactly what Aurora was going through, and he knew that she was too nice, too kind to ever be able to tell him, especially when they had a daughter together.
He knew what he had to do.
* * *
Troy rolled over onto his side, staring blankly at the wall. The thin mattress was unyielding beneath him, his ribs aching, but he made no effort to move. He heard Dante stirring but ignored him. When he had returned from court, Troy had sensed that something was off with his cellmate and they had barely spoken. It suited Troy fine, he thought, unable to stop his mind from turning over each day of his trial, weighing up what the jury might have made of it all. His fate rested in the hands of strangers and it made him anxious, uncomfortable. He knew he should not dwell on what they might be discussing, even now, but he could not help himself.
Dante’s legs appeared as he swung himself off the top bunk. Troy continued to stare at the wall, blocking out the sound as Dante went to the toilet. When he flushed, Dante did not climb back up to his bunk.
“What’s got you so quiet?” Dante asked, leaning against the wall, stretching out his legs.
Troy turned to look at him, wondering whether he should tell him what was on his mind. Perhaps it would be better to share it, he decided. Dante nodded as he told him about the closing arguments, that the verdict was now in the jury’s hands.
Dante shook his head when Troy had finished.
“There’s nothing you can do about it now man,” he said. “Don’t let it worry you. Whatever happens, you sat here sulking isn’t going to change their minds.”
Troy knew he was right, but he could not bring himself to admit it. He turned his back on Dante and closed his eyes. His cellmate let out a long breath, before he left the cell.
Relieved to be alone, Troy let his thoughts take over again, imagining the jury sat in a room somewhere, discussing him, the future, and what would become of him.
* * *
Amal pulled on his dressing gown and went down stairs, drawn out of his room by the sound of voices in the lounge. Sanjay and Naz were sat on the sofa, and Sanjay’s hand was on Naz’s back. He clapped him on the back, and nodded in acknowledgment as Amal joined them.
“What’s going on down here?” Amal asked, dropping into the armchair, stretching out his legs. “Hope you’re not discussing business without me.”
Naz looked at him, and Amal noted the bloodshot eyes, the frown on his face. His cousin stood up quickly, shaking off Sanjay’s hand.
“I’m going home,” Naz said, heading for the door. “I need to sleep.”
“Sure, man,” Sanjay said to his retreating back. “You’ll be fine. Once we’re running things, you’ll have the pick of the girls.”
“I don’t want any other girls,” Naz muttered. He threw open the front door, gave a wave and left. When the door closed behind him, Amal looked over at his brother. He could guess what had brought about Naz’s mood, but he wanted confirmation before he got too excited.
“She dumped him then?” Amal asked.
“Yeah, last night,” he nodded. “He’s cut up about it.”
“He was punching above his weight,” Amal laughed, “He’s never going to land himself a girl as fine as her again, that’s why he’s torn up.”
Sanjay glanced over at him as he reached for his coffee. Amal wondered if his brother could read his thoughts.
“We still need Naz on side,” Sanjay warned him. “Don’t give him a reason to get pissed off and do a runner. He could prove himself useful. Besides, he’s family.”
Amal considered his words. He did not want to upset Naz, did not want to cause his cousin any pain, but he wanted Shontelle. Now they were officially broken up, Amal could no longer keep his feelings in check.
“Sure, ‘course I won’t,” Amal said, trying to keep his voice light. Sanjay did not say anything, though Amal knew he had not convinced his brother.
“Breakfast is ready,” their mum called from the kitchen. Sanjay jumped to his feet, and Amal followed. He wondered how long he should leave it before he messaged Shontelle.
* * *
“Can you come out here for a minute?” Marlena called from the hallway.
Aurora rolled her eyes. She had just put Angel down for her nap, and now her mum was trying to undo it all by shouting. She looked down at the cot, saw that Angel was still fast asleep, tiny fists clenched, eyes tight shut, and she felt relieved.
She slipped from the room and closed the door gently behind her.
“Mum, I just got her to sleep, what’s the noise for?” she hissed, and then stopped, looking at the scene in front of her.
Marlena had her hands on hips, lips pursed. Clint was stood by the front door, and his sports bag was on the floor at his feet. It was everything he had brought down from Manchester, and she knew at once, without looking at his face, what this meant.
“Don’t shush me in my own flat,” Marlena chastised her. “Clint was going to slip away, make it easier for you. I’m not having that. No daughter of mine is going to disrespect herself by letting her man disappear without a word.”
She glared at her, and Aurora couldn’t meet her eye. She knew her mother meant well, wanted her and Clint to make it work, but Aurora could not even be sure herself what she wanted anymore.
“Thanks, mum,” Aurora snapped. “Do you mind giving us some privacy?”
Marlena narrowed her eyes.
“A few months ago, I’d have thrown a fit if you said that to me, wanting to get up to no good with your man and under my roof no less,” she said, shaking her head, voice quiet so as not to wake Angel. “But as it stands, and as sad as it makes me feel, I know that you two don’t want privacy the way most kids your age want it.” She shook her head again. “It’s a damn shame, the pair of you. Just remember, whatever you decide whilst you’re having your privacy, you have a daughter together.”
With that, she slunk into the living room and closed the door.
Aurora stood awkwardly at the end of the hallway, looking at Clint. He looked down at the bag at his feet, shoulders slumped, and she felt bad for how defeated he looked.
“You’re leaving then?” she asked eventually.
Clint looked up, but she saw in his face that his mind was made up.
“I don’t want to,” he said, and she knew he was telling the truth. “I love you, Aurora. But I don’t know whether you still -” He stopped, composing himself. He cleared his throat. “I don’t know if you still love me too.”
The hallway fell silent. He expected her to say something.
“I don’t know whether I still love you,” she admitted, finally voicing what she had been thinking, hiding, for days. “I’m confused, Clint. I loved you so much. But when I saw you up on that stand, when you testified, I don’t know whether I can forgive you.”
Clint bowed his head in understanding. Perhaps he had expected it, perhaps he had figured it out. Aurora knew she had made it pretty clear recently that she did not want him to touch her, that something had changed for her.
She felt guilt mix with the emotions churning within her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, blinking away tears. “We have a daughter, I don’t want to feel this way. But I can’t help it.”
“I understand,” Clint said, his voice resigned. “I’m going to stay with my parents. I checked with her this morning. I’ll give you some space, some time, so you can figure out what you want. If you still -” He stopped, not voicing what they both knew. If she still wanted him.
Part of her wanted to tell him to stay, that they could fix this together, but she remained silent, unable to voice her thoughts. Clint nodded, understanding the silence, her lack of words enough to give him his answer. He heaved his bag off the floor and opened the front door.
“I’ll still see Angel,” Clint said, turning back to her. “Just let me know when would be a good time. And let me know about -” Again he trailed off, leaving the words they both knew he wanted to say unsaid.
He gave a sad smile and went out the door. The front door clicked shut behind him. Aurora stood there, in the empty hallway, blinking away tears. The lounge door opened at once, and Marlena reappeared. She had probably been listening at the door, Aurora thought.
“He’s a good lad,” Marlena told her, “Whatever he might have done, what the two of you had was real, which is more than most can say.”
“Oh shut up, mum,” Aurora snapped.
She turned, throwing herself into the bathroom and locking the door behind her. Her mother didn’t try to follow, did not shout after her. Alone in the room, Aurora turned the taps on and finally let her tears out.
Sinking to the floor, back against the door, she clutched the rug on the floor and squeezed the fabric with both hands, letting out a guttural cry as tears slid down her cheeks.
* * *
Jessie Banks glared at her boyfriend, resisting the urge to throw the ashtray at his head. She had dressed up in the hope of seducing him, so that he would stay in bed with her, trying for another baby, instead of going downstairs to the party.
Before her miscarriages, Jessie knew she would have been the centre of attention at the house party, dancing and drinking, maybe a few joints, making the most of being free and enjoying herself. She didn’t want to even go downstairs and see who had arrived now. She didn’t like the sympathy in people’s eyes when they spoke to her, or the awkward way the navigated around the loss of two babies.
“I know what you’re trying to do,” Corey insisted, splashing some aftershave on his wrists and dabbing some on his neck. “It ain’t happening, we’ve been over this. We ain’t having a baby.”
Jessie wasn’t sure if he meant that they weren’t even going to attempt to get pregnant again, or if he meant that even if they did, she would lose it before it became a real baby that they could hold and feed and love.
“Don’t be so selfish –” Jessie protested, and Corey gave her a furious look, then bit his lip and shook his head, not even bothering to respond to her jibe. She hissed at him as he passed her, grabbed his shoes and walked from the bedroom.             
Jessie sat down on the bed, feeling angry and disappointed. She wanted to rekindle the spark that had drawn them to each other, but instead all she seemed able to do was piss him off over and over again.
The music from downstairs blared up the stairs and the floor seemed to reverberate with the bass line. Tinie Tempah was rapping, and Jessie stood up, grabbing the bottle of vodka that Corey had taken a shot from a few minutes ago, and she gulped some down, savouring the burn in her mouth. Her stomach churned, and still clutching the bottle, she went to the mirror on the back of the bedroom door.
She looked good, she thought. She couldn’t understand how Corey had been able to resist her. She’d done her hair for the first time in ages, straightening it so was sleek and glossy. She had spent half an hour applying her make-up, and had chosen bright red lipstick which shone moist and seductive in the light. Her legs were on show in the short dress, and there was enough cleavage showing to surely attract most men. Apparently Corey was so determined not to get her pregnant that he had quelled his urges, and that pissed off Jessie more than anything.
She took another long swig from the vodka bottle and smacked her lips, wincing at the taste, but grateful for the relief it brought her. A bit more and she wouldn’t think of the dark thoughts that so often swirled in her mind, she thought.
Hearing laughter from downstairs, Jessie wondered whether she should go and join the party. Corey wanted her to show her face, and she knew Jazz would be there. Perhaps they could get their friendship back on track, she mused. Then again maybe she didn’t want to please Corey, not if he wouldn’t do the same for her.
Was it really too much to ask for, a baby? She didn’t think it was. Still, she was getting bored alone in her room, and she’d made such an effort to get dressed up. She took another swig and, bottle in hand, she left the bedroom and went downstairs.
The party was definitely underway, and people twisted and swayed to the music, drinks in hand and cigarettes at their lips. Jessie recognised only a few of the people she passed, but she felt eyes on her as she made her way to the kitchen, drinking the vodka as she went.
She found him holding a can of beer and chatting to a blonde girl whose arse was hanging out, and who was clutching Corey’s forearm and laughing at something he had said. Jessie approached them with narrowed eyes, but Corey didn’t seem put out by her arrival, smiling when he caught sight of her.
“And here she is,” Corey said, wrapping an arm around Jessie’s waist and turning to the blonde. “Camilla, this is my Jessie. Looks great, don’t she?”
Jessie glared at the blonde, but Camilla was too stupid to take note of it.
“Yeah, you look fab babe,” Camilla smiled, batting her eyelashes and clasping Jessie’s hand. “So good to meet you, Corey’s been telling me a lot about you.”
“Really?” Jessie asked, hoping her disinterest made this bitch fuck off, but Camilla nodded, giving a giggle as if what she’d said was really funny. Jessie turned to look at Corey, and he hesitated at her look. “I’ll leave you two to it then, shall I?” she asked, sliding away from Corey. He opened his mouth to say something, but Jessie was already walking away, back to him, taking a long gulp of vodka.
She glanced around the kitchen for a glimpse of Jazz, but she couldn’t see her. She wondered if Jazz would even talk to her now, given that Jessie had ignored her for so many weeks now.
“Don’t worry about her,” she heard Camilla say to Corey from behind her, “She’s been through a lot. Should we go grab another drink?”
Jessie’s temper flared. This blonde bitch had the nerve to hit on her boyfriend in her own home. What kind of bitch was she? And talking about what she’d been through, she had some serious front. Jessie swung around, lifting the vodka bottle as she went, gripping the neck in her right hand. 
Corey’s eyes widened as she came back, but Camilla had her back to her. She half-turned at Corey’s expression, but she wasn’t fast enough. Jessie smashed the bottle into the side of her head and Camilla let out a scream and her hands flew to her face, her blonde hair going dark with blood where the bottle had smashed. Glass shattered on the floor and crunched under their feet as Corey wrestled the rest of the bottle out of Jessie’s hand and threw it in the kitchen sink. He grabbed Camilla’s arms, checking out her injuries. Jessie smiled, ignoring the horrified looks on other people’s faces at what she’d done.
“You’re all right,” Corey was saying to a shocked Camilla. “Might need to go down A&E, but your face ain’t cut, looks like it just caught the top of your ear.”
Camilla nodded, looking only a little relieved by his words. Somebody passed her some kitchen roll wrapped around ice, and she put it to the side of her head, the paper quickly turning red. Corey put an arm around her shoulder and made to guide her out of the kitchen.
“Woops,” Jessie sneered.
“I used to feel sorry for you for losing them babies,” Camilla said, shaking her head, lip curling back as she looked at her. “Now I’m just glad you ain’t a mother. People like you don’t deserve to have fucking kids.”
Jessie’s mouth dropped open in shock at her words, and Corey didn’t jump in to defend her. He looked just as pissed off as Camilla was, his anger directed towards Jessie.
“What the fuck were you thinking?” he demanded.
“She was trying to try it on with you,” Jessie hissed.
“No she weren’t,” Corey sighed, shaking his head. “She’s one of my mates.”
“Yeah, sure she –” Jessie snorted, but Camilla leant forward, eyes flashing.
“I’m a lesbian,” she told her. “I’m interested in girls, not fucking guys.”
Jessie opened her mouth to apologize, but Camilla was gone, dismissing her. Corey gave her an angry look and made to follow her.
“Where are you going?” Jessie asked, reaching for him. “I’m sorry.”
Corey looked exasperated.
“I’m taking her to A&E,” he snapped. “Just fucking go back upstairs before you fuck up again.”
He left the kitchen with Camilla, and Jessie’s shoulders slumped. She’d fucked up, and maybe he was right. She didn’t even have any more vodka left. The people remaining in the kitchen eyed her with disapproval, and she felt frustrated.
She went to the fridge and pulled out a half litre bottle of vodka. She cracked it open and downed some, going into the lounge where she hoped people wouldn’t have heard about what had happened with Camilla.
Jessie sat down on the sofa and swigged from the bottle. A guy she recognised as Sam came over and sat down beside her, a smile on his face, showing off his golden teeth. He smelt of weed and beer, and he leant close to her when he sat.
“I heard what happened dude,” Sam laughed. “Nice one, never liked that girl anyway. Such a fucking waste, that hot body and she’s only after other pussies.”
He shook his head, and Jessie was about to leave when he began to roll a joint, so she stayed. He caught her watching and smiled.
“You’re Corey’s girl, right?” he asked. “Jessie Banks.”
“If he still wants me after tonight,” Jessie groaned. “But yeah, I’m Jessie.”
“I had the pleasure of meeting your brothers,” Sam said, his smile vanishing. He shook his head. “Those pussies broke both my fucking legs. They’ll get theirs.”
“You’re Sam?”
“Yeah,” he nodded. “But everyone calls me Goldie,” he explained, grinning so she could see his golden teeth again.
Jessie found herself warming to him a little. He put her at ease, and when he had finished rolling he offered her the first toke on the joint. She offered him a swig of vodka, and she soon found she was buzzing.
Feeling drunk, she found herself telling him about her problems with Corey. She wasn’t sure why, but he was easy enough to talk to, and everyone else shot her dark looks except for him.
“It’s hard to believe any man could resist you when you’re looking so damn fine,” Goldie shook his head, eyes lingering over her body. Jessie nodded, pleased that somebody agreed with her. “So you need a baby, but he ain’t giving you one?”
“Exactly,” she sighed, drinking.
“It’s a tough one,” Goldie agreed with her, sympathising. He smiled at her, gold teeth flashing. “But I got an idea, if you really want to get a baby in you.”
* * *
The bass pounded in his ears and Amal knocked back his tequila shot. Tamar nudged him, and they watched Zoe and Shontelle strut across the nightclub floor towards them, weaving their way between dancing bodies, the flashing strobe lights illuminating them as they approached.
Amal could not stop the smile spread across his face as Shontelle hugged him close to her in greeting, kissing him lightly on the cheek. He got a whiff of her perfume and wanted to hold her against him. Zoe smiled knowingly at his expression as he smiled in gratitude at her.
When Amal and Tamar had cracked open some cans in the afternoon, stretched out on the playing fields, Amal could hardly have hoped that he would be seeing Shontelle so soon. Girls normally took a while to get over a break-up, he knew, but not her it seemed. Tamar had suggested inviting Zoe out, and Amal had quickly urged them to play matchmaker and bring Shontelle along with her. Zoe, flattered at the thought of playing Cupid, had agreed at once, and Amal was pleased she had succeeded.
“I heard about you and Naz,” Amal said, leaning close to Shontelle. “I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not,” Shontelle laughed, putting a playful finger to his chest, and he felt his breath catch. “And neither am I.”
Shontelle slid her hand into his and gestured towards the dance floor. Amal nodded, and Tamar gave him a wink as he let himself be led into the swaying crowd. Shontelle smiled at him, and Amal could hardly take his eyes off her, found it hard to move his own body in time to the beats, so enthralled watching her body twist to the music.
Catching him watching her, she closed the gap between them, pressing herself against him. Amal felt himself stirring as he slid his arms around her waist, holding her close against him.
“Are you sure it’s not too soon?” Amal asked her, his eyes on her mouth, feeling the pull of her, hardly able to stop himself from kissing her.
Shontelle shook her head.
“I’ve been waiting for this since I first met you,” she said, and he knew she meant it.
She slid her arms around his neck, pulling his face closer to hers, and Amal did not need any encouragement, lowering his mouth onto hers, his kisses hungry for her.
* * *
“How’s that then?” Jessie asked, leaning into Goldie as he exhaled, sending a wave of smoke across the lounge. He flicked his cigarette into the ashtray, and smiled again. She pouted, willing him to tell her. “Come on, if you can help me, you won’t regret it. You work for my boyfriend, right? I can make things happen for you.”
She thought his eyes flashed with something like anger at that, but it was gone as quick as it had come, and he smiled wide.
“Well, listen, right, you want to have a baby,” Goldie said, his voice low, so that Jessie had to lean closer to him to hear him over the pounding music. Nobody at the party paid them any attention. She nodded. “And you want the baby so that Corey don’t chuck you, but it ain’t likely to happen if he ain’t giving you the business, right? Sounds to me like you need to get another guy to get a baby in you. You’ll be knocked up, and Corey’s going to think it’s his. He doesn’t leave you, you have the baby, all’s good. He might even put another baby in you, once he knows you can have ‘em.”
Jessie looked at him for a long moment, not sure whether to slap him or kiss him. She considered what he had said. She took another gulp from the bottle, realising the vodka was nearly all gone. She had probably had too much to drink, especially if she was seriously considering what Goldie had just said.
“What do you reckon?” Goldie asked. “You think its shit, right?” He sighed, shaking his head. “Was just a thought–”
“It is pretty shit,” Jessie admitted. Goldie grimaced. “But, it isn’t like I’ve got a lot of options, right?”
Goldie caught her eye and grinned.
“I mean, after what I did to that Camilla, I reckon he’ll dump me if I can’t prove to him I can have his kids,” Jessie went on. “Your idea is about the best I got. Not that I know who’d want to do it, I mean, if Corey ever found out, he’d –”
“How’s he going to find out?” Goldie asked, amused. “He’ll be so goddamn happy you’re up the duff that he won’t start asking questions.”
Jessie nodded, wondering if this only seemed like a good plan because she’d had so much to drink.
“And as for finding a guy whose up for the job, look no further,” Goldie said, grinning wide. Jessie considered him. He wasn’t bad looking. He was lean, had a few tattoos, and it wasn’t like she’d have to marry him, or even do it more than a couple of times. Goldie winked at her. “Besides, I got baby mammas all over the place. Strongest sperm in the fucking city, don’t you worry about that babe.”
Jessie drained the last of the vodka and dropped the bottle down the side of the sofa. Goldie’s gold teeth shone as his smile widened.
“Come on,” she said, standing and staggering a little on her feet. “We can use my bedroom, Corey won’t be back for ages and nobody will go in there.”
Upstairs, Jessie kicked off her heels and looked in the mirror. She looked just as shitfaced as she felt. Goldie came up a few minutes later, so nobody got suspicious. He was smoking, but he stubbed it out when he came in. Jessie turned to look at him and he was already pulling down his jeans, his trainers discarded on the floor by the door. His cap was still on his head, and the gold chain glistened at his neck beneath his top.
“Let’s do this,” he said, excited.
Jessie closed the distance between them. Goldie slid his arms around her and his tongue pushed into her mouth. He tasted of weed and beer. She almost gagged. She was grateful that she didn’t have to do much. He pulled her skirt and tights down, then fumbled with her panties. He was pressed hard against her as he lay her down on the bed. She opened her eyes, saw a flash of gold as his mouth came down on hers, and she quickly closed them again as he pushed her legs apart and she gritted her teeth as he pushed inside of her, groaning as he did.
She gripped the duvet cover beneath her as she thought of Corey and the baby that would make him stay with her, Goldie grunting on top of her.
* * *
Naz glared at his phone. He could not bring himself to look away or switch it off, though he knew he should.
He had gone to bed early, not wanting to face his family or his mates, not when he still felt so torn up about Shontelle. He had cried into his pillow, his mind going over what had brought about her decision to finish things, and whether he had any chance of winning her back.
Apparently Shontelle had not needed time to cry. He had been scrolling through her pictures and posts online when he had almost dropped his phone seeing her latest pictures. She was out clubbing, and Amal was right there beside her, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. Naz had sat up in bed, shocked by the pictures. He could see other people there with them, and he tried to tell himself that it was innocent, that nothing would ever happen between Shontelle and his cousin.
Amal would respect the boundaries, and Shontelle would not be so quick to move on from him, he tried to convince himself. Yet he had sensed the spark between them when they had first met, and he had been fearful of that since.
He had considered ringing Amal and finding out what was going on, but he had dismissed the idea. The thought of Amal and his mates laughing about his concerns made him feel embarrassed, and he did not think he could stand such a humiliation.
Switching off his phone, he lay back against the pillow. He tried not to imagine Amal and Shontelle together, or what might happen between them, might be happening even now, as he blinked fresh tears away and let out a muffled cry.
* * *
Outside the club, Amal threw an arm around Shontelle’s shoulders as they joined the queue for taxis. Zoe and Tamar were all over each other, barely even aware of their surroundings, not noticing the stares as their hands caressed each other, their mouths locked together.
Amal and Shontelle both averted their gaze, trying to give them some privacy. He could hardly contain his delight at how tonight had turned out. He could still taste her on his lips and he did not want to let her go, was not sure he even could.
The queue dwindled, and Amal nudged Tamar as they found themselves the next in line for the taxi. Tamar extricated himself from Zoe and looked back at him.
“Are you coming back to the estate with us?” Tamar asked, as the taxi stopped in front of them. Zoe climbed in, flashing her knickers as she angled herself into the back seat. Amal glanced at Shontelle, hopeful.
“You can stay at my place if you want,” she suggested.
Amal grinned, and Tamar winked. He climbed into the taxi after Zoe and their mouths were joined together again before they had even pulled away from the pavement.
The next taxi pulled up and Amal held the door for Shontelle. The thought of spending the night with her, finally getting what he had desired so much, made him feel chivalric. He climbed in after her and took her hand in his as she gave the driver directions. He squeezed, already feeling himself stir at the thought of where the night was heading.
* * *
Jessie watched Goldie pull his boxers and jeans back up. He looked down at her and grinned again. He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it, inhaling deeply, wiping the sweat on his forehead off with the back of his hand.
“You want to keep your legs up for a bit,” he suggested, glancing at her. “Get the juices going down. More chance of getting a baby that way.”
Jessie shuddered involuntarily and forced a smile as she sat up. Goldie hovered, then sauntered from the room, closing the door behind him. The music was still loud downstairs, but Jessie felt no desire to re-join the party. She felt sick at what she had done. She no longer felt drunk, just ashamed.
She wiped herself with a tissue and pulled her knickers back up. She fumbled with her tights, realising that Goldie had torn them when he’d pulled them down. She adjusted her skirt and shuddered again. She could still taste him and she wanted a shower and to brush her teeth. She wondered why she had done it. How could she have thought that Corey wouldn’t suspect it was another man’s baby?
Could the baby have been born with gold teeth? She didn’t know, but she felt stupid for even considering trying to trick her boyfriend in such a way.
She wanted to cleanse her insides, ensure that she wouldn’t get pregnant with Goldie’s baby. The thought made her stomach crawl with disgust.
Lying back on the bed, she buried her head in the duvet. The room smelt of Goldie’s cigarette and of sex and sweat. She would have to open the window before Corey got back, or he was sure to know something had happened. Tears came then and she sobbed, her shoulders shaking from the effort, as her stomach churned and she tried to forget all about Goldie, his grunting and his shining golden teeth.
* * *
Morning dawned and Troy reluctantly allowed himself to be led from the cell, following the officers down the corridor to be processed ready for another day in court. The jury had been deliberating, but they had not yet reached a verdict, which gave him some hope. If it had been too quick, he would have been nervous. The longer they took to decide, the more chance he had that they were discussing his innocence and whether Brandy was responsible.             
That had been a pure stroke of brilliance from Khan, he thought, to suggest that Brandy was guilty. If he was found not guilty, he would great pleasure in reminding Brandy of that whilst he kicked her useless head in. Or perhaps he would show her some mercy. She had defended him after all, he thought.
He went through the motions as the officers processed him out, so used to the chore that it had become routine now. Hopefully not for much longer, he thought.
Today would be the day he became a free man, he prayed, his fingers crossed.
* * *
Jessie felt her headache before she even opened her eyes, her brain crashing around in her skull and her throat burning. She reached for a glass of water and gulped it down, only getting a short burst of relief before her mouth dried out again and the headache pummelled her.
“Heavy night?” Corey asked. She rolled over and saw he was on his side, looking at her, a smile on his face. The memory of Goldie’s tongue in her mouth, the feel of his hands on her, and his hairy thighs pushing up against hers as he thrust inside her came crashing back, making her stomach churn uncomfortably.
Corey was still smiling, unaware of what she had done, that she had betrayed him and all for some stupid idea that was almost laughable if it wasn’t so terrible.
“You don’t have to worry,” Corey said gently.
“Huh?” Jessie asked, her mind moving sluggishly.
“About Camilla,” Corey said. “She’s all right. Well, she might need to calm down a bit, ‘cos last night she was all for ripping your face off, but she’ll be okay. You never know, you might even get to being mates sometime.” He laughed quietly, but Jessie couldn’t bring herself to smile.
He was being so nice to her, and he had no idea of what she had done.
“Come on,” Corey prompted her. “There’s no need to still be in a mood, there was no lasting damage. Let’s just forget last night, right?”
Jessie wanted more than to be able to do that, but she couldn’t. The look on her face must have been sour, because Corey’s smile faded and he groaned, throwing the duvet off himself and climbing out of bed.
“Don’t be like this,” he groaned, pulling his dressing gown on. “You should be the one apologizing, and here I am trying to make you fucking feel better. I guess I’m wasting my time, though, ‘cos all you seem to want to do is feel sorry for yourself.”
Jessie reached for him but he had his back to her, and he was too far away.
“Is it my fault?” he demanded, turning to look at her. “Am I making you this fucking unhappy? If I am then just tell me, and put us both out our misery.”
Jessie couldn’t speak, and he just shook his head and walked out of the bedroom. Jessie wanted to cry but she couldn’t even do that. She wanted to close her eyes and sleep, but when her eyelids shut, she saw Goldie’s face, teeth shining in the darkness, and her eyes snapped open again, her stomach rumbling.
Now Corey was blaming himself for her bad mood, and she couldn’t bring herself to try and comfort him. She wanted to, but what could she say? She put a hand to her head, wishing she could turn back time, make last night disappear from her mind, from reality, but she couldn’t, any more than she could bring back the babies she had lost. She let out a groan and buried her face in the pillow.
* * *
Aurora checked herself in the mirror, still unable to shake the thought that she looked more like she was heading for a work experience interview than to court. She had not slept, kept awake by dark thoughts that Troy would somehow worm his way out of trouble and be found not guilty, and the reminder that Clint had gone, packed his bags, driven away by her neglect and her anger. Just as she had started to drift off, Angel had woken up and started crying, desperate for attention, and now she found herself ready for the day ahead, make-up hiding the bags under her eyes.
“Are you ready yet mum?” she called, hoping that she wasn’t hungover. That was the last thing she needed today.
“Yes, yeah, I’m coming,” Marlena replied, emerging from her room. There was a faint smell of wine on her breath, but she was washed and dressed, looking presentable, so Aurora did not complain.
“Clint’s going to be here soon,” Aurora complained, Angel struggling in her arms. “I want to get her settled before he gets here.”
“He’s her father,” Marlena said bluntly. “Maybe she’s so upset because he wasn’t here when she woke up this morning.”
Aurora swallowed down a reply, not wanting to discuss Clint. She could barely get her head around what had happened, and she definitely didn’t want to discuss it with her mum, today of all days.
There was a knock on the door, and Marlena answered. She smiled brightly as Clint came in, giving an awkward glance in her direction.
“Morning,” Aurora greeted him.
“Yeah, morning,” he responded, hardly able to look at her.
There were so many things she wanted to say, but she couldn’t. She passed a wriggling Angel to him and she settled at once in his arms, smiling up at him, doe-eyed, as if she hadn’t been up half the night screaming.
“Ah, that’s my beautiful girl,” Clint cooed at her, eliciting a gurgle of delight from Angel.
Aurora grimaced.
“We’re going to be late,” she said, eyeing her mother, not looking at Clint and Angel. Marlena rolled her eyes.
“They haven’t even come up with a verdict yet,” she said, but she headed for the front door all the same.
Aurora kissed Angel on the forehead and offered Clint a half-smile, before following her mother out the door.
“Told you Angel was missing her daddy,” Marlena said quietly as she closed the front door behind them.
Aurora didn’t answer, her stomach already knotting at the thought of what today might bring in court.
* * *
Amal stirred and opened one eye. Shontelle was beside him, nestled in the crook of his arm, one hand splayed across his chest. He smiled at the thought of last night, stirring once more at the thought of her touch, how she had made him feel.
His phone vibrated on the bedside table and he reached for it, careful not to wake her. She mumbled something under her breath but did not wake up. He checked his messages and saw dozens from Naz. Amal wondered how long it had taken for his cousin to work up the courage to message him, no doubt he had seen the photos that Shontelle had posted and was green with jealousy.
Amal sighed and locked his phone, not bothering to send a reply. He would tell Naz that he had crashed on Tamar’s sofa if he asked, which he had no doubt that he would. He remembered Sanjay’s warning about not pissing off his cousin, and Amal wondered how long he would be able to refrain from bragging about this.
He wanted to be with Shontelle, and he knew after last night that she wanted to be with him. He did not want to hurt Naz, but he could not help his feelings, and Amal knew that it would be only a matter of time before the truth came out.
When it did, he hoped his cousin would accept it and not cause waves. The last thing he wanted was for Naz to tarnish his fledging relationship with Shontelle, or for his cousin to do something stupid.
Closing his eyes, Amal settled back to sleep, feeling the warmth of Shontelle against him, knowing that whatever problems Naz might cause, Shontelle was worth it.
* * *
Her headache was raging and Jessie realised she would have to go downstairs to get some painkillers and a glass of water. She climbed out of bed, the sheets damp with sweat, and ran a hand through her hair, still sticky from the hairspray she had applied last night.
She could hear voices coming from the lounge as she went down the stairs, and she hoped that nobody was in the kitchen. At the foot of the stairs, she glanced through the open door into the lounge and froze.
Jayden and Corey were talking to Goldie. She had known that he worked for them and she had expected that at some point she would have to see him again, but she had not realised it would be so soon. Catching her eye, he winked at her, a smile playing on his lips, so that she could see a sliver of golden tooth in his mouth. With their backs to her, Corey and Jayden paid her no mind.
Jessie shuddered and hurried out of sight into the kitchen. Jazz was doing the dishes, and she barely looked up when Jessie came in.
“Thought I’d better do the dishes,” Jazz said, offering a smile. “Get some of this mess cleared up from last night. It’s not like anyone else is going to do it.”
Jessie ignored the jibe and poured herself a glass of water. Jazz turned to her, flicking foam from her gloved fingers.
“You okay Jess?” she asked, voice full of concern. “I don’t want to pry, I know it’s not my place to, but if you ever need to talk, then I’m always here, you know –”
“Thanks,” Jessie said quickly, not in the mood for such a conversation. She doubted Jazz would be so forthcoming with the sympathy if she knew she’d cheated on her brother. She gulped down the water, poured another, and left the kitchen, leaving Jazz stood at the sink with a frustrated look on her face.
Jessie didn’t look into the lounge on her way back to the stairs, not wanting to see Goldie again. Upstairs, she closed the bedroom door and sat down on the bed. Seeing Goldie had brought the memories of last night crashing back again, and she tried to block them out, knowing even as she tried that nothing could make her forget.
* * *
Troy felt his hands shaking and clamped them between his legs as he sat in the waiting room, not wanting the officers either side of him to see his nerves, and hating the jingle of his handcuffs that betrayed his nervousness.
The jury was still deliberating, which meant a day spent in the waiting room adjacent to the courtroom. He had watched the clock tick, time dragging slower than he had ever known it to, until he could take no more and had resorted to blankly staring ahead of him at the white wall opposite.
One of the officers was reading a paperback, and the other was sat glumly, barely able to control his yawns, a coffee in his hand.
The door opened on the far side of the room, and Troy sat up straighter, expectant. The officers stirred.
It was Khan, all suited and ready for today. Troy eyed her a moment, wondering if he would give her a congratulatory fuck if he was found not guilty. She wasn’t half-bad, he decided, so she might be in luck.
“The jury has reached their verdict,” she said, her voice tight. “The judge is on his way. Five minutes.”
She gave a curtesy nod to Troy and left the room.
The officers seemed relieved that they wouldn’t have to wait around in this room all day, but Troy found himself anxious. This was the moment. They had reached a decision.
It was already decided, whether he was guilty or not. All that was left was for them to tell him, to tell the court, the world.
Troy, for the first time in a long time, found himself praying.
* * *
The courtroom was filling up and Aurora led her mum to the front row of the gallery. She wanted to be as close as possible to Troy, so she could see every frown, every tear, when he was found guilty of murder.
She tried not to think about the other possibility. If he was found not guilty, she could not even begin to think how she would cope. It was unfathomable. It was not possible. She couldn’t allow herself to think something like that.
Zoe joined her, dressed-up in the same clothes she had worn on the stand, and sat down beside them. She hugged Aurora, shooting a nervous glance at Marlena.
“Fingers crossed, eh?” she said, and Aurora smiled back at her, sensing Zoe’s nerves.
She caught sight of Troy’s mum and brother, looking anxious. They should be, she thought. Preparing themselves for the worst, she hoped.
Troy was led to the dock, handcuffs on his wrists, where they belonged, she thought. He did not look at her, but she stared at him, hoping he felt her anger burrowing into his skin like a disease.
“You’re shaking,” Marlena said quietly beside her. She clasped her hand. “Stop worrying. Justice will prevail, don’t worry girl.”
Aurora nodded, squeezing her mum’s hand.
She hoped her mum was right.
* * *
Tyrese slipped out of the courtroom doors and fumbled in his pocket for his phone as it vibrated. He pulled it out and answered, angered to be missing the trial.
“I got some news,” Sanjay said, his voice excited. “I thought you’d want to hear it, it’s about your sister.”             
“Jessie?” Tyrese asked, surprised. He had asked Sanjay to look into what Troy was getting up to in prison, whether he had fucked things up or not. He didn’t understand what Jessie might have to do with any of that. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I’ve heard some rumours,” Sanjay said. “They ain’t getting shouted about, but it won’t be long before one of the Healy brothers hears them, for sure.”
“What rumours?” Tyrese demanded. “About my sister?”
“Yeah man,” Sanjay said, his voice uncertain now. “Thing is, the Healy brothers had some big party last night. One of my mates was there, and he said that your sister got wasted –”
“Who cares?” Tyrese snapped. “You called me for that? That’s hardly news.”
“She cheated on Corey,” Sanjay said.
Tyrese almost dropped his phone. He could hardly believe that Jessie would do something like that. She had betrayed her whole family because she loved Corey, he couldn’t imagine her throwing all that away for a quick drunken hook-up.
“You sure about this?” Tyrese asked, “Or is this just one of those rumours that’s actually a crock of shit?”
“It was with some guy called Goldie,” Sanjay replied. “Real name’s Sam, I think. Apparently the two of them went upstairs for a bit, into one of the bedrooms, and when he came back down, this Goldie was bragging to his mates about it.”
Tyrese gripped his phone tightly, his free hand clenching into a fist. He remembered Sam. He had shattered both his legs because he’d raped Brandy, back when she had been Troy’s girlfriend. The thought of Jessie spreading her legs for him was as frustrating as it was intriguing.
“You sure about this?” Tyrese asked, anxious.
“Yeah man,” Sanjay said. “And it’s only a matter of time before Corey hears.”
“Cheers man,” Tyrese said, hanging up.
He shoved his phone back into his pocket. He was pissed off that Jessie would lower herself by fucking such a guy, but it also presented Tyrese with an opportunity. He knew that Jessie loved Corey, and she would do anything to save her relationship. If he offered to silence Goldie, stop the rumours from reaching her precious boyfriend, then she’d be inclined to help him out, and Tyrese still wanted her to pass him information about the Healy brothers.
As he slipped back into the courtroom, he made a mental note to pay Jessie a visit, to make sure she knew that she didn’t really have any other options open to her. She could either prove her loyalty to her family by helping him out, or he would make sure that Corey knew the intimate details about how she’d fucked another man, and he knew which option Jessie would choose when he offered them to her.
* * *
Troy rose with the rest of the courtroom as the jury filed back in the room and took their seats in the benches. Though they were the ones who had decided his future, Troy had not paid them much attention before. He had been focused on Khan and her arguments, twisting his friends’ words against them to help his case. He had listened intently to the prosecutor too, offended as he was painted as a psychopath. Now he scrutinised the juror’s faces, hoping for a clue as to what they had decided.
No luck. Their expressions were blank, faces unreadable.
The judge greeted them and cleared his throat loudly.
The court room was silent, almost as if nobody in the gallery dared to breath. Some of the jurors shifted uncomfortably, aware of all eyes turned to them.
“Will the foreman of the jury please stand?” the judge requested.
A small man with a bald patch stood up. He wore a light blue shirt that had probably been ironed fresh this morning. His tie was done up wrong, but he seemed not to notice. He swallowed hard as he stood, and Troy knew he was nervous. Probably sweating beneath that clean shirt, shaking on the inside.
The judge looked at him, as did everyone else in the room.
“Have you and your fellow jurors reached a verdict?” the judge asked.
“We have, your honour,” the foreman said, his voice shaking a little.
Troy found himself holding his breath, shifting forward to the edge of his seat.
“Excellent,” the judge murmured. He shuffled some papers in front of him, before lifting his eyes back to the foreman. “In the case of the murder of Shaniqua Curtis, how do you find the defendant, Troy Banks? Guilty or not guilty?”
Troy was almost shaking with apprehension. He was not breathing, not blinking, as he stared at the foreman’s mouth, waiting for the answer.
The whole courtroom was deathly silent.
The foreman took a deep breath, his hand shaking slightly, a bead of sweat appearing on his hairline, sliding down his forehead.
“Not guilty,” he replied.
There was a moment of stunned silence, and then the courtroom erupted.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The verdict seemed to echo around the courtroom. Muttering erupted around the gallery, sharp intakes of breath replaced with whispers of surprise or relief. Keskia Banks let out a strangled sob and Trent threw an arm around her shoulders. Ms Khan shook the defence lawyer Rush’s hand, looking smug in victory as she glanced at the defeated, slumped shoulders of Lindhurst.
Aurora took in the scene around her as if she were in a dream. She heard her mother stifle a cry beside her, putting a shaking hand to her mouth, shaking with the shock. Aurora could hardly believe that after all of this, Troy was going to get away with it.
He had stolen Shaniqua from them, had taken her life and shown no remorse since, and yet the jury had lapped up Khan’s words and he would be a free man again.
Judge Harksaw called order to the courtroom, and the room fell quiet once more. He thanked the jury for their time. Aurora wanted to laugh. Why was he thanking them? They had caused this miscarriage of justice, and he was perhaps the worst of all, for overseeing such a circus. This was not how justice was supposed to work, Aurora thought, blinking hard to keep the tears away, not wanting to break down in front of all of these strangers.
The judge turned to the dock, to look directly at Troy now. Aurora took a deep breath and did the same, dreading what she would see. She was not disappointed. He wore a look of arrogant victory as he met the judge’s look, no longer abashed or afraid. He thought he had got away with it all, Aurora thought sadly, and then realised that he was right. He had just gotten away with it.
“Troy Banks, you have been found not guilty by a jury of your peers,” Judge Harksaw acknowledged. He wore no trace of a smile, his expression impartial as ever. Troy smiled at his words. “You will now be processed out of the system, after which you are free to go.”
Aurora felt sick at his words. The judge dismissed the jury. They looked relieved that the case was over. Aurora envied them that, hardly noticing the scrape of chairs and the eruption of chattering once more as the judge left the court.
She watched Troy rise to his feet and walk from the court with the officer who accompanied him. He no longer wore hand cuffs at his wrists, and Aurora wanted to run after him, to hurt him like he had heard Shaniqua, but she did not move. She could not even bring herself to stand.
“Come on,” Marlena said beside her, her clasping her hand in hers. “Aurora, let’s go home. We did what we could.”
Aurora stood up, willing herself not to cry. She followed her mother through the crowds of people. Stares and whispers followed them through the court house and out onto the street. Perhaps they wanted a display of grief, a wail of despair at the verdict.
She would not give them that, Aurora willed herself, trying to stay strong. The urge to cry, to crumple, was stronger as she blinked hard in the sunlight, but Marlena squeezed her hand. Aurora tried to clear her mind, to ignore the small group of cameras and reporters nearby, as her mother hailed down a taxi and ushered her out of the spotlight.
Justice had failed, Aurora thought. All her strength, ever since Shaniqua’s death, had hinged upon her killer being sent to prison for a long time, Aurora realised then. Now her strength, her resolve, splintered into thousands of pieces and she did not know how she would cope, or if she even wanted to.
* * *
Troy followed the court clerk into the antechamber beside the courtroom, his hands swinging free at his sides. No handcuffs now. He was a free man, he thought, hardly able to believe what had just happened. After months of worrying, he was free, he would not have to go back to prison again, could do whatever the hell he wanted and there was nothing anyone could do to stop him.
The officer who had accompanied him traipsed after him. Troy wanted to wave him off, tell him to do one, but he knew that the man probably had to process him out of the system. Since he was a kid, he had watched his brothers and their mates go through a similar process many times.
He felt his mood sour when he thought of his brothers. Tyrese, Trent and his mother had been there, he had seen them, heard his mother’s relieved cry when the verdict had been read out. His brothers had not cheered though, had hardly reacted at all, and that rankled with him. Did they not care? He wondered, not for the first time.
The door to the antechamber opened and Ms Khan came in, followed by a few men in suits, and the old, greying lawyer who had visited him in prison. Troy was not sure what to say to them. They had got him out of here, had secured his freedom.
“I just came to say congratulations,” Ms Khan said. She smiled at him, but it did not reach her eyes. She did not offer out a hand to shake. “We did it.” The suits around her beamed, looking pleased for themselves. Ms Khan looked at him squarely, lips pursing. “Stay out of trouble, Mr Banks.”
Troy watched as they all filed out of the room again. They were probably going out to celebrate the victory. He felt some of his pride diminish at her words, at the way she had looked at him. Perhaps she believed he was guilty, he thought. It was just a job to her, he realised, whilst to him it was his whole life.
He shook the thoughts from his head. This was no time to be negative, to let some stuck-up bitch like Khan get to him.
The clerk began to explain how he would be processed out of the system, that it shouldn’t take too long. Troy tuned him out, bored already of listening to him.
All he could think about now was how sweet his freedom would taste when he walked out the doors to the court house and stepped onto the street a free man.
* * *
Keskia Banks let her sons lead her to a seat in the corridor, a short distance away from the muttering crowd that had erupted from the doors to the courtroom. She did not look over, did not want to see if people were pleased or angered by the verdict. Tyrese made his excuses and slipped away, but Keskia barely noticed. Trent called after him, but he was gone.
“He probably just needs to clear his head,” she said, putting a placatory hand to Trent’s arm. Trent gritted his teeth, but nodded.
Keskia could understand. She did not know how to feel about it herself. Troy was her youngest son, and she did not want him to spend the rest of his life behind bars, had wanted him to be free, to have a second chance. Yet the looks on the faces of Shaniqua’s mother and sister just moments ago had made her question whether perhaps her son did deserve prison, if justice did need to be done.
Trent came back with a hot drink from the vending machine and slid it into her hands. He glanced up and down the corridor, looking on edge as always at the court house.
“He’ll be getting processed out now,” Trent said to her, as if she were new to the process. Her sons, all three of them, had been in enough scrapes with the law for Keskia to be used to by now. Trent checked his watch. “Perhaps I should find that fancy lawyer of his, find out how long it’s going to take.”
Keskia nodded, taking a sip of her sweet tea.
“I should give Jessie a ring,” she said. “She’ll want to know that Troy’s coming home.”
“You think she gives a shit?” Trent asked, snorting. “She’d be here if she did.”
Keskia thought about the truth of those words. She began to wonder why she was here. She loved her son, but did she really want him to come home? Things had changed so much now. He was not the sweet, innocent boy in his school uniform, shirt untucked and tie loosened, that she kept imagining him to be.
If prison had not changed Troy, then becoming a killer certainly had. She almost did not recognize him up in the dock. She did not know whether she wanted to any more.
She rose to her feet, clutching her purse to her chest.
“We should go home,” she said, and Trent turned in surprise.
“Yeah, once we have Troy, then -”
“No,” Keskia said. “I don’t want to wait for him.”
Trent looked nonplussed.
“What? Mum, you don’t mean that. Once he’s processed out, then -”
Keskia shook her head. Perhaps Jessie and Tyrese had seen something in Troy that she had not, and that was why they were keeping their distance. Deep down, she must have sensed it too, Keskia realised. She had never visited her son, never written to him. She wondered if she was a bad mother, knew that she must be.
“I’m going outside and getting a taxi,” she said. “You can stay here, or you can come with me. Either way, I don’t want Troy coming home.”
“What?” Trent remarked. “This is crazy. What’s he going to think?”
Keskia turned her back on him and walked towards the main atrium, discarding her lukewarm tea in a bin on her way. She heard Trent’s trainers scuffing the carpet behind her, knew that his loyalty to his brother did not extend as far as paying for his own cab fare.
They walked outside, avoiding the crowds around the door. A few cameramen were there, snapping pictures, and one woman spoke into a microphone, sounding like she would rather be covering a different story. Keskia went to the roadside to wait.
“Are you sure about this?” Trent asked.
Keskia nodded. She wanted Troy to have his second chance at life, but she did not want to be the one to give it to him.
* * *
Jessie looked at her brother and knew that Tyrese wasn’t here for chit-chat.
“What do you want?” she asked again, already irritated by his presence. “If this is about Troy, then I don’t care whether -”
“Not guilty,” Tyrese told her. Jessie was surprised, but not all that interested. “He’s getting out, sis.”
“Great,” Jessie rolled her eyes. “If that was all, you can be on your way.”
She looked around the kitchen, relieved that Corey and his brother weren’t in, knowing that they wouldn’t approve of his visit. There was bad blood between them, there always had been, as far as she was aware.
“I actually came to talk to you,” Tyrese shrugged, pulling out a kitchen chair and sitting down, seemingly unaware of Jessie’s discomfort at him being in the house.
“They could be back any minute,” Jessie warned him, her tone anxious. “You know they won’t want you here, so why don’t you just go home and leave us be?”
“Think I’ll stick around for a bit,” Tyrese said calmly. “I mean, if it’s all the same to you, perhaps I can have a little chat with your precious boyfriend.”
“No, it’s not okay with me,” Jessie hissed. “What are you up to?”
She felt bad enough that she had betrayed Corey with Goldie, but letting her brother into the house felt just as inexcusable.
“You have to go,” she insisted. “Nobody wants you here.”
“They haven’t heard what I’ve got to say yet,” Tyrese said.
“And what is it that you’re going to speak to them about?” Jessie demanded. She didn’t trust her eldest brother, and his demeanour worried and irritated her.
“You,” Tyrese replied.
“Me?” Jessie asked, startled. “What about me?”
“I’ve heard some things,” Tyrese said. “Bad things.”
Jessie felt the stirrings of panic, but tried to keep herself calm. He was bluffing, she told herself. There was no way he could know about Goldie.
“Yeah right,” she shrugged, hoping it would disconcert him.
“You mean you didn’t fuck Goldie last night?” Tyrese asked, raising an eyebrow. Jessie gasped, and she knew at once that she’d given it away. Tyrese smiled, shaking his head slowly from side to side, looking pleased with himself.
“What you going to do?” she asked, anxious. “Tell Corey? Why?”
“Duty, honour, whatever excuse I think feels right,” Tyrese shrugged. “I don’t have to tell him, of course. Not if you were to help me out a little.”
Jessie swallowed hard, knowing what Tyrese was after.
“You want me to spy on Corey,” she guessed. “You’re basically saying that you’ll ruin my relationship, and my whole fucking life, if I don’t snitch on my boyfriend and tell you what him and Jayden are getting up to. That right?”
“Pretty much,” Tyrese nodded. “You’re a smart girl, Jess.”
“Whatever,” Jessie grimaced.
“Well, then again, smart girls wouldn’t fuck Goldie,” Tyrese said. “I mean, he’s been running his mouth to any fucker that’ll listen.”
Jessie cursed him, feeling even more ashamed by her actions, especially now that half the estate would know she’d had sex with him.
“What if Corey finds out anyway?” Jessie asked.
“Maybe I can silence the rumours,” Tyrese offered. “On a permanent basis.”
“You mean –” Jessie gasped, hardly able to believe it. “You’d kill Goldie?”
“If it comes to that,” Tyrese nodded. “Maybe he’ll shut up before that.”
Jessie considered him, knowing that he was offering her a good deal, but she couldn’t accept it, she couldn’t bring herself to betray Corey all over again. He was all she wanted from life, him and his babies, and she couldn’t hurt him again.
“I’m not doing it,” Jessie said decisively. “You can leave now.”
Tyrese looked at her with angry eyes.
“You ain’t serious?”
“Yeah, I am,” Jessie insisted. “I’m not going to betray Corey again, ever.”
“Your mistake,” Tyrese said, rising to his feet, chair legs scraping over the floor, making Jessie wince. He went to the door. “You’ll regret this,” he warned.
Jessie watched him go, and she wondered if he really would expose her. Perhaps he wouldn’t even need to, she thought, thinking of how many people Goldie must have told by now. It would be a miracle if Corey hadn’t already heard.
As the back door closed behind Tyrese, the front door swung open. She felt her breath catch in her chest. She had come so close to being caught talking to her brother that she felt her hands shake with anxiety.
Jayden and Corey walked into the kitchen and saw her. Corey looked pale and edgy, and Jessie wondered if he knew about Goldie, Tyrese, or both. Jayden gave his brother a squeeze on the shoulder.
“I’ll leave you to it,” he said, and left the room.
Jessie looked at her boyfriend as Corey sat down in the chair that Tyrese had vacated a few seconds ago, her mouth twisting, struggling to hold back an apology for everything she had done, all the hurt and heartache she had caused him. It was almost too much to bear.
She went to touch Corey, but he shrugged her off, and her heart sank.
“You fuck anyone else whilst I was out?” Corey asked, his voice cold.
* * *
Clint heard the front door and glanced down at Angel, sleeping in the pram, his mind racing with what might have happened at court. He heard sounds in the kitchen, but nobody spoke. No celebratory cheers, no calling out to him with good news.
He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans and went out to the kitchen. Marlena was already opening a bottle of wine, and from the look on her face it was not to celebrate. Aurora dropped her handbag onto the kitchen table and barely looked at him as he walked in. She sat down heavily and ran a hand through her hair, shaking her head.
Clint cleared his throat quietly from the doorway. He was dreading hearing what the verdict had been, he already knew from the tension in the air. Marlena caught his eye as she turned from pouring her drink.
“Not guilty,” she answered his unspoken question. She gave Aurora a glass, and knocked back her own, downing it almost in one. “Bastard,” she groaned, shaking her head and refilling her glass.
“I’m sorry,” Clint murmured.
He looked at Aurora, who was studiously avoiding looking at him. Her make-up had run, and he wondered if she had cried all the way home. He wanted to reach out to her, hold her close, but he knew that she would not let him.
“Sorry for what exactly?” Aurora asked, finally fixing him with a cold, blank look. Tears clung to her eyelashes, and her hand clasped the wine glass.
“Everything,” Clint said, taking a step into the room.
Aurora gave a bark of exasperated laughter, shaking her head. She took a long drink, held out her glass for a refill. Marlena eyed her closely but poured her some more.
“If you’d had a backbone, if you’d had any morals at all, none of this would have happened,” Aurora said. “You could have saved her. If you had just -”
“Aurora, this isn’t helping,” Marlena interjected, putting a hand on her shoulder. Aurora shrugged the hand away, and Marlena retreated back to the counter.
“You’re right, I should have called an ambulance,” Clint sighed. “I should have stayed with her or stopped Troy from doing it. I wish I had, but I can’t change it now. I wish I could.”
Aurora glared at him. Silence filled the room, the tension palpable. Clint did not know what he could say, what he could do, to make things right between them.
“I’ll go and check on Angel,” Marlena said, looking from one to the other. She hesitated, and then left the room, closing the kitchen door behind her. Clint took another step forward.
“Aurora, I’m sorry this happened,” Clint persisted. “I tried to get justice, didn’t I? I did what I could.”
“It was too little, too late,” Aurora snapped, her voice rising. “Don’t you think?”
Clint did not know what to say to that.
“I’m sorry,” he managed.
Aurora sobbed, but she flew out of the chair when Clint went to put his arms around her shoulders. She backed away from him, jabbing a finger in his direction, face twisted with hurt and anger.
“Now that psycho is free to do whatever he wants,” she shouted, tears sliding down her cheeks. Spittle clung to the corner of her lip. “He killed my sister, and he just gets away with it. Shaniqua deserved better. From the court, from you and your mates, from me.”
“You?” Clint asked.
“I forgave you, Clint,” Aurora cried, snatching her glass off the table and draining it. “You helped to kill my sister and what did I do? Anyone else would have wanted nothing to do with you, but me? I had a baby with you, fell in love with you.” She made a strangled sound, as if she wanted to be sick at the thought of it.
“You shouldn’t feel guilty,” Clint stammered, surprised that Aurora felt so much guilt herself. He reached for her, but she shot him a daring look and he backed away.  He held his hands up in defeat. “I lied to you, and I wish I hadn’t. I can’t change that now, though.”
“Just get out,” Aurora said, turning away from him. She wiped at her eyes with a shaking hand. Clint felt tears in his own eyes. He did not want to lose her.
“Aurora, please -”
“I mean it,” Aurora hissed. “I just want you to leave.”
“I love you,” Clint cried.
“I don’t love you anymore,” Aurora said, her voice shaking with the effort of trying not to cry. She bit down on her lower lip. “I hate you.”
“You don’t mean that,” Clint pleaded, tears sliding down his cheeks. He could not lose her, could not let this be the end. He swallowed hard, trying to find the right words. “It’s just the shock, but we’ll make things right. When we’re back in Manchester, when -”
“No, Clint, you’re not listening to me. There won’t be any more Manchester, no more you and me,” Aurora said, her voice rising. “It’s over.”
Clint took a step forward, holding out his arms, wanting to cradle her, to soothe her tears, show her how much he loved her.
“Please -”
Aurora stepped back, away from him, looking horrified at the thought of his touch. She let out a strangled cry as her emotions, her anger, finally erupted. She hurled the glass at the wall. It shattered, sending shards of glass flying in every direction.
“Get out,” she screamed.
Clint did as she wanted. He opened the kitchen door, threw himself out of the flat as Marlena poked her head round the door to the living room to see what all the commotion was about.
Outside, Clint gulped down fresh air, struggling to stifle the cries, blinking hard. He let out a howl as he reached the stairwell, kicking out at a wall, cursing at the pain. He had lost Aurora, had lost everything that he loved, and he felt his mind and heart splintering into pieces at the thought that things would never be the same again.
* * *
In the kitchen, Aurora leant back against the wall and sank down to the floor. She gasped for air through the tears and the anger, sobbing loudly. The emotions of today, and the ones that had been growing since Shaniqua’s death, filled her mind.
“Oh, darling,” her mum cried from the doorway, rushing forward. Her shoes crunched on the broken glass as she hurried to her, dropping to her knees and throwing an arm around her shaking shoulders. “Aurora, sweetheart, come on. Let’s get you up off the floor.”
Aurora could not bring herself to get up, to wipe her eyes, to focus. Marlena kept her arm around her, and Aurora buried her face into her mother’s neck and sobbed, releasing the emotion that she had tried so hard to fight.
“It’s okay baby, I’m here,” Marlena murmured, stroking her hair and holding her tight, as Aurora’s shoulders heaved. “I’ve got you, baby girl. I’m here.”
* * *
Brandy stared at her phone, her pulse racing, as she read Adrianna’s text. It was the news that she had been fearing all day. She swallowed hard and dropped her phone onto the bed next to her.
She wondered where Troy was now. Perhaps he was back on the Goldsworth already, plotting against her and the others that he thought had wronged him. She shook her head, willing herself not to let paranoia sink its claws into her. She had tried to help him, and if he could not see that, then it was his problem not hers.
Her phone buzzed again, another text from Adrianna. Brandy read it but did not reply. The last thing she needed right now was a night out, she thought. She would not be able to enjoy herself, not when she would spend the night looking over her shoulder for Troy to make an appearance.
She remained on her bed, jumping at the sound of the front door. She heard her mother’s drunken mumblings and the door close again. Brandy sighed with relief, steadying her breathing, trying not to think about Troy or the fact he was no longer contained by prison walls.
* * *
“Are you sure?” Zoe asked, sitting up straighter on the sofa. Tamar nodded, putting his phone back into his pocket, and his hands going back to her feet, massaging them.
“Not guilty,” he sighed, shaking his head. “Damn, I got to admit, that lawyer of his must’ve been good, to get him off those charges. I thought he was a goner, for sure.”
“She was a right shark,” Zoe said, remembering Khan from court. She hesitated, and Tamar looked at her, sensing her tension. She tried to keep her voice calm. “Do you think that he’ll come back to the estate?”
Tamar shrugged.
“Maybe,” he said. “I mean, his family’s here, and his mates. I don’t see where else he’d go, you know? Or maybe he’s had enough of this shithole. Guess we’ll find out.”
Zoe nodded, not reassured at all by his words. 
“Don’t worry,” Tamar said, reading her trail of thoughts. “Even if he does come back here, you’ll be safe. He won’t want to go back to prison, Zoe, he won’t try anything.”
“Really?” Zoe asked, raising an eyebrow. “This is Troy we’re talking about.”
Tamar considered her a moment.
“Well, that’s true,” he relented. “Listen, I won’t let him try anything, okay? You’ll be safe, you and Sienna. I’ll make sure of it.”
Zoe looked into his face, knew that he meant it. She smiled, feeling herself relax a little, and his hands resumed their kneading. She closed her eyes and tried not to think about Troy or his release, not wanting it on her mind as she tried to move on.
* * *
Jessie looked at Corey, hardly able to believe that he knew what she had done, the thought of what he must be feeling made her feel sick, her body tremble.
“Corey, I’m sorry,” she said, sitting down in the chair beside him and reaching for his hand again. He moved his hand, his lip curling back as if he was disgusted by the thought of touching her. Jessie put her hands in her lap, mortified by his response.
“It’s true then,” Corey said sullenly. “You cheated on me.”
“I was drunk,” Jessie pleaded. “It was a stupid mistake, I thought that if I got pregnant, then we’d be happy again, things could go back to how they were.”
Corey didn’t even look at her as she spoke.
“Is that a joke?” Corey asked. “You think I’d raise another man’s kid? You think I’m stupid or something, that I wouldn’t fucking realise it wasn’t mine?”
“It was a stupid, selfish mistake,” Jessie insisted. “I never meant –”
“To spread your legs for some twat?” Corey asked, his voice spiteful.
“I’m sorry,” Jessie sighed. It was all she could really think to say. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t know which is worse,” Corey said after a long silence. “The fact that you cheated on me, or that you’ve been acting so fucking miserable for so long.”
“I can’t help it,” Jessie said. “After the babies –”
Corey slammed his fist on the table, and Jessie jumped, startled.
“I’m tired of fucking hearing about those dead babies,” Corey shouted, his face flushed with anger. He glared at her. “They were my babies too, you know. I wished things had been different, but they’re dead. You can sit in bed and cry for months if you fucking want, but that’s not going to bring them back.”
“I know that –”
“Do you?” Corey demanded. “Are you depressed, is that what all of this is?”
Jessie was thrown by the question.
“What? I don’t know –”
“I’ve been trying to help you, Jess,” Corey said, shaking his head, voice quiet again. “I’ve done everything I can think of, trying to make it better for you. I’ve tried being strict with you, tried letting you do whatever you want. I’ve done it all, and I can’t fucking think of what to do with you now.”
“Things will get better,” Jessie said, reaching for him again, tears in her eyes. “It might not seem like it now, but they will, you’ll see, I’ll make them better.”
“By fucking another guy?”
“No, no, I love you,” Jessie whimpered.
“I don’t know if you do,” Corey said. “I don’t know who you are anymore.”
“I’m still me,” Jessie said, wiping her tears away, but they kept on coming.
“No, you’re not,” Corey shook his head. “You’re not the Jessie I fell in love with, sorry, but you ain’t. You were so fun, so sweet. You stood up to your brothers, you made me laugh, you made me feel good. Now, I don’t know, you’re different.”
“I can change,” Jessie wept. “I can go back to that, if we just have a baby I –”
Corey stood up, knocking the chair over. It crashed to the floor, one of the wooden legs breaking off and rolling across the floor. Jessie looked up at him, seeing the anger and the sadness vying for control of his emotions.
“Enough with the fucking babies,” Corey snarled. “I don’t want you to have a baby, okay, can you fucking understand that?”
“What?” Jessie asked, her voice almost a whisper.
“When you lose it again, what the fuck’s going to happen to you then?” Corey shouted, kicking another chair out of his way as he went around the table. “I can’t fucking take any more of this. I can’t do it. Maybe I’m not as strong as I thought I was, but I don’t care, I can’t do this again.”
“Fine, okay,” Jessie said, scrambling to her feet and going to him. He turned away from her. “We don’t have to try again, not just yet. We can just focus on us.”
Corey’s shoulders slumped, and he kept his back to her.
“No, Jessie, it’s done,” Corey said, the fight gone out of him. His voice was soft again, and Jessie thought this was worse than his anger. He sighed. “I think you should pack a bag. Go back and stay with your mum.”
“No,” Jessie said. “I won’t do it, I love you Corey, I love you more than –”
“I love you too,” Corey said, turning to face her. There were tears in his eyes, and Jessie wanted to hold him, to ease his hurt, but she knew he wouldn’t let her. He tried to control his emotions. “I really do love you, Jess. More than any other girl, and I mean that, but I can’t be with you. You need to get help, and I can’t do that for you.”
“You can help me,” Jessie pleaded, crying, tears sliding down her cheeks, dripping off her chin. “Please, Corey, I need you.”
“You don’t need me,” Corey said, shaking his head. “You need help. You need to go back to your mum’s place.”
“Please, don’t throw me out,” Jessie cried.
“It’s for your own good,” Corey said. “And mine. I’ll call you a taxi for half an hour, give you time to pack up your things.”
“No, no, no,” Jessie wailed, tearing at her hair, but Corey was walking out of the kitchen, wiping his own eyes, and she felt truly alone in the world.
* * *
Dante tried to relax as he stretched out on his bed, but there was too much on his mind. He had done a few lines and his thoughts raced. He did not know what Nathaniel intended to do, or if he even cared enough to do anything. Perhaps he had given up on the lifestyle and just wanted to serve his time.
That was not the pressing thought right now, though. Dante was tense, waiting to find out what had happened to Troy. His cellmate had been gone all day and he had still not come back yet. He wondered if perhaps he had been found not guilty. The thought was almost laughable, but crazier things had happened, Dante reasoned. If his cellmate was really not coming back, then it made it twice as easy for him now.
He would not have to worry about him finding the drugs or the phone any more, and besides, he had grown fed up of Troy’s sour face and mood swings. Good riddance, Dante thought, let everyone else deal with his attitude. Rather them than me, he decided.
The cell door opened and Dante sat up, scowling at the thought of seeing Troy’s miserable face. If he had been found guilty, he would never hear the end of the bitching. He was surprised when the officer stepped aside, and a lad that Dante had never set eyes on before walked in. He was dark skinned with dreadlocks and tattoos, but he shifted nervously as his gaze flickered to Dante and then back to the floor.
“Your new cellmate,” the officer said.
“Troy got found not guilty?” Dante asked.
“The jury must have been thick as planks,” the officer rolled his eyes, and then left, closing and locking the door behind him.
Dante eyed up the new arrival.
“What’s your name?” he demanded.
“Reese,” he replied, his voice cracking with nerves. He was terrified to be here, Dante realised, unable to stop a grin from spreading across his face.
“Your first time in here Reese?” he asked. Reese nodded, not moving from where he stood by the door. “Well, I’m a big deal in here,” Dante told him. “So let me explain how things are going to go down, just so we don’t have any problems, right man?”
Reese swallowed hard and nodded, and Dante began to lay out the rules.
* * *
The flat was quiet as Clint opened the front door and stood in the dark hallway. He could hear his father’s loud snores coming from his parents’ bedroom, and he dare not make a noise in case he woke him.
He closed the door and crept into his bedroom. Kojo’s bed was empty, but Clint did not pay it any mind. His brother had made it clear that he did not need or want anything from him. He was probably out drinking with his mates, he thought. He could not stop him from making mistakes, Clint thought, as he stripped down and climbed into bed. No more than he could go back and erase his own mistakes, he thought sadly.
The argument with Aurora replayed in his mind, over and over again, her words echoed through him. The devastation on her face, the tears and curled back lips, burned into his consciousness. It was all he saw as he closed his eyes.
He buried his face into his pillow to muffle the sound of his sobs, his body shaking with the force of them. He was grateful then that his brother was not there. He did not want anyone to see him like this, did not want to acknowledge, even to himself yet, that he was a broken man now.
* * *
“What do we do about Troy?” Amal asked, looking at his brother across the kitchen table. Naz glared at Amal through narrowed eyes, but grudgingly looked to Sanjay for his answer. Amal knew his cousin was still suspicious about what might have happened between him and Shontelle, but he had lied to his cousin, told him that it had just been a night out, and for now Naz had seemed to swallow the explanation.
They had more pressing matters right now, Amal thought.
Sanjay drank from his can and leant back, apparently unconcerned by Troy’s release from prison. He did not seem surprised, and if he was, he hid it well.
“Nothing,” Sanjay said, shrugging. “Troy getting out doesn’t change anything. You think he’s going to help Tyrese in any way? If anything, it’ll make it easier for us. You know what a liability he is.”
Amal and Naz exchanged looks, and Sanjay sighed.
“Look, this could be a blessing in disguise for us,” Sanjay explained. “Jayden’s men wanted Troy to get locked up for killing Wright. Wright was pretty well respected, and now that Troy’s out, they’ll be wanting some justice now the court ain’t provided any.”
“You think Jayden’s going to go after Troy?” Amal asked, disbelieving. Troy did not seem important enough for him to bother with.
“Not Jayden, but Corey and the others could probably be provoked into doing something stupid,” Sanjay replied. “If one of them strikes, then the Banks brothers are going to retaliate. We just sit back and let them go tit-for-tat, until they’re weak enough for us to take over.”
“We just wait then?” Naz sighed, rolling his eyes. “The waiting game is getting boring now. How long have we been waiting for this? Maybe we should start doing something.”
Sanjay looked affronted that Naz had questioned him. He leant forward, fixing Naz with a steady look.
“You want to go up against the Banks brothers and Jayden Healy?” Sanjay asked, and Naz looked cowed, shaking his head. Sanjay snorted. “Didn’t think so, Naz. We’ll wait.”
Amal nodded, though he was starting to share Naz’s discontent. They had waited so long for this and all Sanjay seemed to want to do was wait.
At some point, Amal knew, the time would come when they had to strike.
* * *
The court house was emptying when Troy was finally processed out. He got his possessions back and was ushered on his way. He was still wearing his oversized suit, and he undid the tie and tossed it in the nearest bin, unbuttoning his collar and untucking his shirt.
He looked up and down the street, the sunlight fading from the sky, streetlights beginning to flicker on. The sense of excitement he had expected to feel did not materialize. Perhaps it was overshadowed by the anger he felt, he thought, as he gritted his teeth.
Though he had hardy expected a welcome home party, he had at least expected his family to be here for him when he got out. He had seen his family in court today, but they had gone, abandoning him. He knew that it was a message. He was not wanted, no longer welcome in the family.
Tyrese and Trent had both been in court before, and neither of them had been tossed out this way, like a piece of trash. He swallowed hard, checking his pockets. He had put his phone and wallet in the suit jacket, pleased that he had his own belongings back now.
His phone was dead, but he still had some cash.
That was all he needed right now, he told himself. There was nobody he wanted to call, not yet at any rate. He wanted a pint, a joint, and a good fuck. In that order.
He glanced over his shoulder at the court house behind him, pleased that he could leave all that behind him now as he crossed the road and headed for the corner shop. He would pick up some cans and then work on ticking the rest of his list off.
His family could not write him off, he decided. They owed him. They had not visited him, not supported him, not shown him any respect whilst he had been banged up. All that was going to change, he told himself, but for now they could wait.
Right now, he just wanted to let loose and put the stench of prison behind him.
* * *
The gym was beginning to empty as darkness pressed against the windows, but Serena refused to be defeated. She was breathing hard, her work out clothes dripping with sweat, as she ran harder, faster, her trainers smacking the belt of the running machine hard.
Her body was crying out for a rest, but she did not stop. Her mind could not shake the thought of Troy’s smug face when the verdict was read out. She could hardly believe that he had got away with Shaniqua Curtis’s murder.
She thought of what Aurora and Marlena must be going through. She had promised them that justice would be served, and she had failed them both. She thought of what she had said to Clint and the other witnesses, how they had trusted that their testimony would see Troy locked up.
The burn of the work out at least distracted her a little from her overworked mind. Serena knew that at some point she would have to stop and face up to reality. She would have to pack her bag and return home defeated, leaving behind her a killer who had walked free and a trail of devastated people for whom the courts had failed.
She grabbed her water bottle and gulped some down, refusing to stop even as her legs screamed in protest. Perhaps, she thought, she should not give up on seeing Troy Banks behind bars either.
* * *
Jessie fell onto the bed she had shared with Corey and sobbed. Her throat burned, her eyes stung with the tears, and she let out a wail, kicking and punching the mattress beneath her, but nobody came to soothe her. Corey was somewhere in the house, she knew, but he wouldn’t come. He had made it perfectly clear that they were finished, that he wanted nothing more to do with her.
If only she hadn’t lost the babies, she thought, everything would be so perfect. It was all her fault, she decided, her broken womb, her childish stupidity, her carelessness in betraying the man she loved.
She didn’t blame Corey for throwing her out. If anything, she was pleased for him, relieved at least that she hadn’t broken him beyond repair with all the heartache she had caused him.
The thought of moving back to her mother’s flat was abhorrent. She would have to live in her brothers’ shadows once more, only now it would be worse, because she’d had a taste of freedom, of true love, and her life would never be the same again.
Her tears stopped and she wondered if she had dried up, unable to shed any more tears. Perhaps she’d cried too much over the last few months and didn’t have anything left to give. It wouldn’t surprise her.
She lifted her head from the duvet and sat up, looking around her room. No, it wasn’t hers anymore, she reminded herself. It was just Corey’s. Perhaps he would bring other girls back here, she thought, distressed by the thought of him moving on, being with another woman, when she knew she’d never be able to get over him.
She loved him with all her heart, and she couldn’t even think of being with another man, not now, not ever. Goldie had been a mistake, one she would regret every day of her life, and she wished she could tell Corey how much she wished things had been different, but his mind was made up, and he wouldn’t listen now.
Lifting herself off the bed, she went to the wardrobe in the corner of the room. Her clothes were hung up beside Corey’s and her heart ached as she pulled the clothes down, throwing them on the bed. She wasn’t sure if she had a suitcase, so she rifled under the bed, searching without luck.
She was going to call Corey, but she stopped herself. She pulled open a drawer beneath the wardrobe and stood on it tentatively, checking on top of the wardrobe. She didn’t find the suitcase, but she found a heavy box.
Pulling it down, she sat on the end of the bed and opened it. She gasped, looking down at the handgun it contained.
She lifted it out of the box, surprised by the weight of it. The bedroom door was closed and the house was silent. She held the gun in her hands, and wondered what Corey was doing now. Was he already thinking of his plans for tonight, her own troubles forgotten? Did he already have a girl in mind to replace her? Life was so unfair, she thought, stealing her babies and turning Corey against her.
It was all her own fault, she reminded herself, she had caused all of this.
Her hands shaking, she lifted the gun up. It was awkward, and her palms were damp against the cool metal butt where the magazine was.
She wondered if Corey would think of her at all. She hoped he would, but she couldn’t be sure. He probably wanted to put this all behind him, and she knew he would find a perfect girl, someone who could have babies, who wouldn’t cheat on him, who would make him feel amazing. She wished it could have been her.
The barrel of the gun was cool as it touched her cheek. It was heavy and her hands shook, but she opened her mouth and slid the barrel inside her mouth. Her teeth bit awkwardly into the top and bottom of the metal, and her tongue was pressed uncomfortably against the underside of the barrel, so all she could taste was metal.
She blinked rapidly, tears threatening to fall again. One slid down her cheek and she knew that she couldn’t handle any more tears. Corey would not miss her, she was sure of that, and she didn’t want to be without him.
She swallowed, almost choking on the barrel in her mouth, and her hands were shaking harder now. She closed her eyes, squeezing more tears from between her eyelids, feeling them slide down her cheek again.
Eyes closed, she brought up a picture of Corey in her mind. Her palms were damp against the magazine, and her hands shook, but the barrel remained steady, gripped between her teeth, the muzzle almost pressed against the back of her mouth so she had to resist the urge to gag.
She thought of Corey, remembering when they had first started dating, how happy they had been, how infatuated each of them had been with the other. She remembered when she had moved in and the freedom and overwhelming joy she had felt as she had unpacked, Corey helping her, a smile on his face that had missing lately. She thought of when she had found out she was pregnant, how delighted they had both been, how Corey had promised to protect them both.
She had failed Corey and she had failed both of her unborn babies.
There was nothing she could do to make it better, she knew that much.
Her finger inched along the magazine and found the trigger. She knew it wouldn’t hurt and she would be with her babies soon. She thought of Corey, bit down harder on the barrel of the gun, and pulled the trigger.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Corey Healy could not forget the moment he had found Jessie dead and he thought of the scene now as Jayden parked outside the churchyard and turned off the engine, the two brothers sitting in silence in the front seat, Jazz weeping gently in the back, a handkerchief over her face to try and hide her distress.
He had been with them in the kitchen when he had heard the gunshot. It was almost funny, because he had been in the middle of reassuring Jazz that Jessie would be better off at her mum’s flat when the shot had rung out, reverberating throughout the house. He had run upstairs, ahead of the others, and almost torn the bedroom door off its hinges as he had flung himself inside.
Jessie was lying on the bed, a mass of blood and gore spread out on the duvet like a gruesome halo. Her hand had twitched for a second, the gun loose in her palm, and he had known at once that she was dead. Nobody could have survived that and he had cried for Jazz to call an ambulance, not wanting his little sister to see her best mate like this, whilst Jayden had thrown his arms around him and tried to drag him out of the room.
He shivered, though the interior of the car was reasonably warm, the sun outside heating up the windows.
Jayden patted him on the shoulder, a reassuring look on his face. Corey nodded, knowing that it was time to say goodbye. He opened the car door and breathed in the fresh air and looked at the sunshine, painfully aware that Jessie would never see the sunshine again.
* * *
The funeral music started up and Keskia gripped the tissue tightly in her hand, twisting it in her agitation, hardly able to bear looking down the aisle as heads turned towards the coffin. Tyrese, Trent were at its head, leading the way, their broad shoulders more than capable of bearing Jessie’s slight weight.
Corey and his brother Jayden took up the rear, and Keskia’s shoulders shook as the coffin passed her and the four men lowered her onto the table at the front of the church. The music came to an end as the men bowed low and took their seats beside her in the front row.
Tyrese was beside her, and Trent beside him. Corey and Jayden sat on the other side of the aisle. There was no sign of Troy. Whether he had been released from prison yet or not, she did not know, did not have the energy to find out. Wherever he was, she hoped he was thinking of his sister.
The priest went up to the pulpit and began to speak. Keskia could hear him but the words seemed to wash over her. She barely registered what he was saying, thinking only of her daughter, who now lay a few feet from her, hidden within the confines of the coffin.
She rose to sing the hymns and listened with tears in her eyes as the priest went on. She lifted her head as Corey gave a eulogy and she was pleased, at least, that her daughter had known such love in her short lifetime.
When the time came to say goodbye, Keskia could barely control herself, and the tears ran down her face and dripped from her chin onto her clenched hands. It was unfair, she knew, that her daughter should have had her life cut short. The priest had not mentioned that it was suicide, but Keskia was sure he had thought about it, as she knew everyone in attendance must have. She wondered if people judged her daughter for what she had done, then realised that she herself was guilty of that much.
At times she hated how selfish Jessie had been to do such a thing, to leave such grief in her wake, but then her thoughts turned to how desperate, how tragic, her daughter must have felt to do it in the first place, and the grief swept over her again.
She had failed all her children, Keskia thought, as she headed the procession to the grave. She had failed her sons, but her only daughter she had failed most of all. Her sons were despicable at times, but they were strong and fearless at least. Jessie had been vulnerable and innocent, and she should have protected her, should have taken more time to nurture her, rather than spending her days worrying about her boys and forgetting that she had a daughter who needed love too.
It was too late for remorse, Keskia thought, as Jessie’s coffin was lowered into the ground, adorned with flowers. It was too late for any of that. She had failed Jessie, her precious daughter, and nothing she did could ever change that.
* * *
At the wake, Tyrese drank his beer and watched cautiously as Jayden Healy approached him. He had not been pleased that Jayden and Corey were to carry the coffin along with him and Trent, but he supposed it showed respect for Jessie, and that was what mattered. Sometimes he forgot, he realised, that Jessie had lived with the Healy brothers for months, and that she must have loved them too.
“I’m sorry,” Jayden said as he stood beside Tyrese at the bar, with a gentle shake of his head. “For your loss. Jessie was a great girl.”
“She sure was,” Tyrese agreed.
Jayden lifted his glass and Tyrese clinked his against it.
“To Jessie,” they both toasted.
“I’ve been meaning to speak to you,” Jayden said quietly. Tyrese nodded, wondering what this would be about. “After this tragedy, I think it’s time we put aside whatever differences we’ve had in the past.”
Tyrese looked at him and knew that Jayden was being earnest.
“We used to be best mates back at school,” Jayden said, and Tyrese smiled, remembering the days they had spent skiving off together and drinking, kicking the ball about on the playing fields between their two estates. “I’m not saying we should go back to that,” Jayden said, “Not if too much has happened lately, but I think it’s time we stopped all this fighting, all this feuding, and made our peace.”
Tyrese considered what he was saying. It was true that their feuding had caused a lot of heartache, a lot of suffering, and Tyrese agreed that it was time now to lay it all to rest. It would be Jessie’s legacy, to have brought peace between their two families and stopped any more needless tragedy.
“You’ve got yourself a deal,” Tyrese nodded. “We’ll have to work out the finer details another time, but I definitely think that this needs to stop.”
Jayden lifted his glass and Tyrese toasted again.
“To peace,” he said, and Jayden repeated his words, a smile on his lips.
Before Tyrese could say anything else, chaos broke out. A shout and a few cries went up from across the pub, and Jayden rushed forward a split-second before Tyrese had realised what was going on. Trent and Corey were locked together, pummeling each other with their fists, cussing and struggling, knocking people out of their way in their brawl.
Jayden grabbed his brother and Tyrese grabbed Trent, and together they pulled the pair apart, still kicking out and punching, their faces flushed, angry looks on their faces.
“What the hell are you playing at?” Tyrese demanded of them both.
“He started this,” Corey snapped, pointing at Trent.
“Oh, grow up,” Jayden chastised his brother.
“Like hell I started it,” Trent said, still getting his breath back, struggling a little even though Tyrese’s arms were wrapped around him so he couldn’t get at Corey again. “He started this when he drove Jessie to put a gun in her mouth.”
“Trent, that’s enough,” Tyrese hissed in his ear.
“You think I did this?” Corey laughed, shaking his head. “Take a look at yourself. When did either of you fucking Banks brothers ever give a shit about your sister? Huh, when did you last visit?”
“Corey, shut the fuck up,” Jayden warned him.
“Nah, they wanted a fight, they’ll get one,” Corey retorted. “Trent, you act like such a big man, but Jessie fucking hated your guts. You didn’t know that?”
“You fucking pussy,” Trent shouted, straining against Tyrese to get at him. “You know Jessie fucked around behind your back? Spread her legs for any guy who’d have her so long as it weren’t you.”
“Trent, I’m warning you,” Tyrese growled in his brother’s ear.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if my sister fucked Jayden over there,” Trent went on, pushing his luck, still struggling to get free. “He ain’t saying much. Maybe he knows it’s true.”
“Shut your fucking mouth,” Corey shouted back.
“He’s talking out his arse,” Jayden said, trying to calm him.
“You want someone to blame?” Corey shouted. “Blame yourselves. You don’t think I don’t know what you were up to, Tyrese? You tried to blackmail Jessie into betraying me, didn’t you? Jazz heard it all, man, so you’re fucking busted.”
Tyrese gritted his teeth. He dragged Trent backwards, away from the Healy brothers, and a few guys stepped in to help. Jayden was taking Corey towards the doors, Jazz crying and looking exasperated as she went after them.
“Sit down and shut the fuck up,” Tyrese said, throwing Trent into a chair. “If you move towards that door I’ll break both your legs, is that understood?”
Trent seemed to be calming down somewhat and he grabbed a beer and drank heavily. Tyrese looked around at the shocked faces of those at the wake. It was a farce, he knew, and they had all disrespected Jessie with their shouting and their brawling. He looked around for his mum, to apologize to her, and realised that she was gone. He dreaded to think how ashamed she was of them all and he turned back to Trent, wanting to punch him, hoping Jayden still wanted peace after what had just happened.
* * *
In the back of the taxi, Keskia wiped her eyes and tried to compose herself. She had hoped for better from her boys but they had proved time and time again that they were beyond help. They were angry and disrespectful, and she wanted nothing more to do with any of them.
She shook her head, wondering how she had managed to raise such animals. She had tried her best and all she had to show for it was a bunch of criminals for sons and a daughter who had hated her life so much she had put a gun in her mouth to escape from them all.
It sickened her and she knew that she must share her portion of the blame. She had never known such trouble kicking off at a funeral before though, and she was sure that word would soon spread amongst the people she knew, everyone judging her as a mother and wondering at how bad her parenting must have been.
She could do nothing about that now, but she was going to take action to stop this kind of thing from happening again. When she got home, she would be packing up her sons’ belongings and throwing them out on the street. She didn’t care if they lived in a bedsit or a cardboard box under London Bridge, just so long as they weren’t under her roof.
The only child she would allow in her home was Jessie and it was too late by far for that. Her resolve was strong and she had never been so determined to take action before. She had never been so disgusted either and she knew she had to do it now before her resolve weakened and her sons could talk her round.
Not this time, she thought, directing the taxi driver towards the estate. She would hear no more excuses and no more lies.
As far as she was concerned, Jessie was the only child she could be proud of, and that was something, she thought, given she had just killed herself.
* * *
Tyrese glared at Trent, wishing his brother would stop running his mouth.
“Calm down,” Tyrese urged him. “You want everyone to hear you?”
They were still in the pub, but everyone from the wake had pretty much abandoned them here, shocked and appalled by what had transpired.
“I don’t care who hears,” Trent snapped. “Corey Healy is a dead man.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Tyrese hissed. “Me and Jayden were talking about putting this whole feud to bed when you piped up, battering his brother –”
“You want to strike a deal with those pussies?” Trent asked, horrified. “Get fucked man, there’s no way in hell I’ll ever deal with them.”
“Maybe you won’t have to,” Tyrese said. “Maybe after today I’m fucking fed up of you, and I’ll be taking charge without your input. You’re finished, Trent, you’re done. You ain’t got a say in how things go down from now on.”
“You firing me?” Trent laughed. “You kicking me out? Let me guess, Sanjay fucking Siddiqui is going to step into my shoes. Well, it ain’t the Banks brothers without me.”
“It’s been working just fine without you for months,” Tyrese said, his anger rising. “I ain’t going to let you mess up this deal. We can’t beat the Healy brothers, we need to make a deal with them, and if you can’t see that, then you’re out.”
Trent stood up, the chair scraping at the movement. Tyrese thought his brother was going to hit him, but Trent shoved past him, heading for the door.
“You can negotiate with Jayden all you want,” Trent said, glancing back at him. “But I’m telling you now, I ain’t resting until Corey Healy is dead.”
He turned and walked out of the pub. Tyrese didn’t go after him, sitting down heavily and shaking his head. Trent was going to ruin them both by going after Corey and there was nothing he could do to stop him, short of taking his own brother out of the game for good.
Tyrese picked up his beer and drank. He could only hope that Trent would calm down and see reason, but he wouldn’t hold his breath for that. He knew they were heading for disaster now and he couldn’t think of a way to save them.
* * *
Corey stared at the spot where he had found Jessie lying dead. The sheets had been changed and all trace of her death had been erased from the room, but the image was fresh in his memory and he knew he would never be able to forget it.
The floorboard creaked behind him and Jayden walked to his side.
“You calmed down now?” Jayden asked him.
“Yeah,” Corey replied.
“Good,” Jayden sighed.
“I’m still going to kill the Banks brothers,” Corey said.
“Fuck sake,” Jayden muttered. “You need to think about this.”
“I have,” Corey insisted. “I’ve thought of nothing else since she died, and what happened today at the funeral just shows that I was right. They’re animals. We can’t strike a deal with them, we can never trust them. The only thing they’re good for is target practice.”
“I don’t think so,” Jayden said. “Tyrese has brains. He knows we need a deal, and he’s willing to talk.”
“I don’t care,” Corey said. “He won’t be doing so much talking when I stick a gun in his mouth and pull the trigger.”
“That’s just the anger and the grief talking,” Jayden said diplomatically.
“Maybe,” Corey said. “I guess it’ll be anger and grief pulling the trigger too.”
Jayden shook his head and left the room, and Corey knew his brother was disappointed. Normally he would have respected his brother’s wishes, but Jayden didn’t understand. This was not just business, it was personal.
The Banks brothers had driven Jessie to suicide and he would avenge her, to make up for letting her down when she was still alive.
He pulled his phone out and called Goldie. He didn’t trust him, especially after he had seduced Jessie with the promise of a baby, but Corey knew that he was one of the few that would not run straight to Jayden and tell him whatever Corey had asked of him.
“I need your help,” Corey said when Goldie picked up.
“Sure man,” Goldie said, surprised.
“And Jayden can’t know about it, not yet,” Corey insisted.
“Sure,” Goldie said. “You need me to take someone out for you, right?”
“I want Tyrese and Trent Banks dead,” Corey told him. “I don’t care if they suffer and I don’t care how much it’ll cost. I just want them wiped out.”
“I can do that,” Goldie said down the phone. “I’ve been meaning to get back at them for breaking my legs for a long time. Don’t worry man, I’ll kill them.”
Corey hung up and knew he had chosen the right man for the job. He looked down at the bed where he had found Jessie. Thinking of her and how she had been driven to death, he knew he was doing the right thing. Goldie would pay for it too, but that could wait until he had outlived his usefulness.
He could not relax yet though, not until Tyrese and Trent Banks were dead.
* * *
Keskia avoided any eye contact as she hurried across the courtyard and up the stairs to her flat. She did not care what the neighbours must think, she just wanted to be alone. She wanted to bolt her front door shut and never set foot outside again after today.
She turned from the stairwell at her floor and hurried home, fumbling for her keys. As she approached the front door, a hooded figure turned from looking down at the courtyard beneath. Keskia froze.
“What are you doing here?” Keskia asked, her voice shaking.
She stepped closer, the keys shaking in her hand.
“I’m back home,” Troy said. “Where else did you think I was going to go?”
Keskia swallowed hard and unlocked the front door. She stepped into the kitchen, heard the scuff of trainers as Troy went to follow her inside. She slammed the door shut in his face and threw the chain into place.
Troy rapped hard on the door.
“Mum, what the hell?” he demanded, shouting through the door.
Keskia took a deep breath, tears threatening once more. The door rattled as Troy slammed his hand against it. She sighed and undid the chain. Her youngest son almost fell onto the kitchen floor as she threw the door open.
“What was that about?” Troy asked, eyes narrowing.
Keskia looked into his face, knew that she could not abandon her son, no matter what he had done, or how she felt about it. She had forsaken Jessie, and she could not do the same to Troy. She opened her arms and enveloped him in a hug, holding him tight against her.
Troy shrugged out of her embrace and stepped around her, dropping a small bag of his personal items on the kitchen table. He opened the fridge and pulled out a can of beer.
Cracking it open, Troy caught his mother watching him.
“What are you staring at?” he snapped. “Forgotten what I look like? Perhaps you should have visited me then. Or waited for me after I was let out.”
With that, he snatched up his bag and sauntered into the lounge, swigging from his beer as he went.
“I’m taking my old room back,” he called over his shoulder.
Keskia watched him go. She knew that her son had not changed. Perhaps he never would. She put a shaking hand out and clutched the back of a kitchen chair for support.
* * *
Troy kicked off his trainers and sat down heavily on the sofa. He heard a chair scrape from the kitchen but paid it no mind. He flicked on the television.
He finally had his freedom. It was bliss, to be able to do whatever he wanted, to have a cold beer, no eyes watching him, nobody to control him. He fully intended to make the most of it. He would enjoy everything that he had taken for granted before he had been locked up.
The last few days had been spent in a drug and booze fueled haze. He had found some university student who fancied herself a bit of rough, and he had crashed at her dorm until she had wised up to him and turfed him out.
He had got his pressing needs out of his system, but still, there was unfinished business he had to take care of before he could truly feel free. People on the Goldsworth had wronged him, stabbed him in the back, abandoned him.
Payback was his top priority now, Troy decided. It was just a matter of who would be first.
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CHAPTER ONE

It was Saturday morning, but Tyrese Banks did not feel either the usual urge to party or the beginnings of a hangover.  He had necked a few beers last night, but it was not to celebrate, it was because he had needed to, or his emotions would have overwhelmed him.
His thoughts remained on Jessie, his beloved little sister, and the fact that she had just put a gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger. He knew that he was not entirely blameless for pushing her to that desperate point. He also knew that her boyfriend, Corey Healy, had a burden of guilt probably larger than his own. Trent, in his anger, was all for revenge and justice, but Tyrese disagreed.
If he held Corey responsible for pushing her to that point, he would have to accept responsibility for his own part in the tragedy and he did not want to allow himself to think like that. Besides, he reasoned, Jessie had been dealing with grief and her own issues, and nobody had forced her to take that drastic route to oblivion.
The overriding reason that he did not want revenge on the Healy brothers was because he did not want to start another turf war. Tyrese was a big believer in only picking battles that could be won. He knew that this war would benefit nobody, least of all himself.
The Healy brothers were better armed and better organised. If the Banks brothers took them on, Tyrese knew that he and his brothers would stand no chance. Not when their empire had crumbled to a pitiful excuse of what it had once been. It had seemed more hopeful, Tyrese thought, now that Sanjay had stepped in to help fill the void left by Trent and his disinterest in anything that did not involve girls or beer.
Emotions had run high at Jessie’s funeral and Tyrese hoped that Trent’s actions would not cost them all dearly. If the Healy brothers were feeling vengeful towards him, then Tyrese wanted to get things resolved as quickly as he could.
That meant he only had one option.
“You serious?” Sanjay asked, eyebrows rising when Tyrese had finished relaying his plan to him. They were sat in a pub on the outskirts of the estate, safely away from Trent’s eavesdropping. Tyrese knew that Trent would not approve of or accept his plan, and he also knew that Trent would fuck it all up if he became involved in any way. Trent had done enough damage. Sanjay shook his head, uncertain. “You sure you want this?”
Tyrese looked closely at his friend, his right-hand man, and nodded.
“It’s the only thing that makes sense,” he said, knowing he sounded tired. “I mean, we can’t afford to go up against them, not in the state we’re in.”
“But a truce?” Sanjay repeated, taking a swig of his pint. “Isn’t that admitting defeat? If you do this, you’re as good as telling Jayden and Corey that you can’t beat them. What’s to stop them taking you on, taking you out and taking over?”
Tyrese looked down at the wooden table between them, sensing Sanjay’s frustration. He had expected this reaction, but he hoped Sanjay would understand. If this was Sanjay’s reaction, he dreaded to think what Trent’s would have been.
“Jayden doesn’t want a war any more than I do,” Tyrese said, knowing that it was the truth. “If we call a truce, nobody gets hurt. We all win.”
Sanjay considered him for a long moment.
“You make a good point,” he eventually relented. Tyrese sighed with relief. “But you can’t control everything, man. Jayden and Corey might not –”
“We’ve got to try,” Tyrese interrupted.
“Fair point,” Sanjay said, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. He glanced at Tyrese, eyes flickering to the empty chairs around them. “No Trent?”
Tyrese had expected the question.
“He’s taking a break,” he replied.
Sanjay nodded, and Tyrese knew what his friend was thinking.
“His choice or yours?” he asked.
“Mine.”
“Does he know about any of this?” Sanjay asked.
“He doesn’t need to know,” Trent insisted. “Not yet. He’s not –”
He hesitated.
“As diplomatically-minded?” Sanjay suggested.
They both laughed.
“Well said,” Tyrese said, taking a drink of his own pint, smiling for this first time in what felt like a long time. He had known that Sanjay would understand. “He can’t see the bigger picture. That’s why I’m here, and he’s still nursing a hangover in bed with some Polish chick.”
Sanjay said nothing, taking another drink.
“You’ll go see Jayden today then?” Tyrese asked, though it was not a question. Sanjay would go today. Sanjay nodded.
Tyrese raised his pint glass. Sanjay copied his gesture and their glasses clinked together.
“To the future,” Tyrese said, the tension in his shoulders that had plagued him for the last few days seeming to ease a little, as he felt a glimmer of hope that his plan would come together, and everything would be fine.
* * *
Leaving the pub half an hour later, Sanjay Siddiqui bid farewell to Tyrese and set off down the road in the opposite direction to the Goldsworth Estate. His trainers scuffed the pavement and he shivered despite the relative warmth.
Though not completely unexpected, Sanjay was frustrated that Tyrese had seemingly given up any hope of competing against the Healy brothers. Now he wanted to make a truce, even if it meant losing some respect and some potential profit on the streets. Sanjay knew that Tyrese meant well, and he would have probably done the same in his position. It was a massive fuck you to Sanjay’s own plan though.
He had hoped, when he had learnt of Jessie Banks’ death, that old rivalries and hatred would resurface, and the two sets of brothers would wipe each other out, leaving the estate wide open for him to take over. If Tyrese and Jayden struck a deal, then he would never get a look-in, would have to settle for being Tyrese’s wing-man, a substitute for Trent, and that was just an insult as far as he was concerned.
Despite what he had tried to convince Tyrese of, Sanjay knew that Jayden would be amenable to the idea of a truce. They both understood that peace was the best outcome for all of them.
Though it might have looked bleak for his own plan, Sanjay thought, he still had an ace left to play. Jayden and Tyrese could strike a deal and get all lovey-dovey, but they could not control their brothers. Trent was unpredictable, the funeral had proved that much, and as much as Tyrese might try, he could not keep him on a leash. Corey Healy was the same, and Sanjay knew that if he could get one of them to break the truce, then Jayden and Tyrese’s promises would mean nothing, and old tensions would once again fire up.
When that happened, Sanjay would be ready. It was a good plan, even if it was the only plan he had right now. He didn’t need to light a match, it was already lit. All he had to do was fan the flames a little and watch the whole thing explode.
* * *
Troy Banks cracked open his can of beer and let out a contented sigh as he took his first sip. His feet were up on the coffee table, shoes discarded on the floor beside the sofa, and the television was blasting out the music he had missed out on during his time inside.
He thought of Dante and the others, still locked up in prison and felt a trickle of amusement but could not quite bring himself to laugh. The very thought of the cell was enough to sour his mood and keep him up at night, so he forced himself to remember that he was free now. He could come and go from his mother’s flat as he pleased, drink and eat and shag whenever he wanted.
He would not see the inside of a cell again, he was certain of that.
His mother had made herself scarce and he was grateful. He did not know what she was playing at, veering from seeming to hate the sight of him and the next minute fretting and coddling him as if he were an infant. It was starting to get on his last nerves, and he was having the can to celebrate the fact she had gone out. Not that her presence would have stopped him.
Trent’s bedroom door opened and his brother slouched out, scratching his stomach. Troy was surprised by the state of his brother. Once the brawn and muscle of the Banks brothers, Trent was gaining pounds fast and it was all beer not muscle. He went into the kitchen and returned with a can of his own, dropping onto the sofa next to him.
“Where’s Tyrese?” Troy asked him, watching for his brother’s reaction out of the corner of his eye. It had not gone unnoticed that a rift had developed between Tyrese and Trent, and Troy was weary.
Trent shrugged, though irritation flashed across his face and his lips turned up.
“Who knows these days?” he said.
Troy did not know what to say to that. He did not like this breakdown in the Banks brothers. He had hoped he would return to the estate in a blaze of glory but instead he had come back to find his brothers were no longer the top dogs.
“I want to have a party tonight,” Troy said, changing the subject. “To celebrate me getting out. Put word out that I’m back, in case there’s anyone who doesn’t know.”
Trent did not look excited at the prospect.
“Just be careful,” he said. “You just got out, and I bet there’s a lot of people who aren’t too happy about it. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself, you hear me?”
Troy was nonplussed. The only people who weren’t happy about his release were the spineless traitors who had betrayed him, and they were running scared now he was out. He would get around to serving them their dues.
When Troy voiced this, Trent’s look darkened further.
“Things have changed since you’ve been away,” he said. “It’s not what it used to be.”
Troy groaned, slurping from his can. Talk about a buzzkill, he thought.
“Whatever,” Troy shook his head. “I’m having one. I’ll get my old crew round and have some laughs. God knows this flat needs some.”
Trent chuckled in agreement, his mood lightening at last.
“Well, I’ll get you some cans and some gear later,” he said, and Troy grinned, relieved at his brother’s return to normal. Trent smiled. “As a welcome home present. Don’t go expecting it all the time mind.”
“Cheers,” Troy said, lifting his can and taking another drink.
The bedroom door opened and the blonde girl that Trent was hooking-up with emerged, already dressed and heading for the front door. She paused at the doorway to the kitchen, giving Trent the eye.
“I’m off then,” she said eventually, frustration thick in her tone. “See you later, I guess.”
“We’re having a party tonight,” Trent said, “Celebrate Troy’s return. Bring your mates if you want.”
Troy was surprised. It was not like Trent to invite a hook-up to a party. Perhaps it was more serious between them than he had realised.
“Sure, I never say no to a party,” she said. She hesitated. “Not so sure about my mates though.”
Troy narrowed his eyes, wondering what she was hinting at. Trent shook his head.
“Troy doesn’t want that backstabbing bitch here anyway,” he snapped. “Forget her. Don’t go inviting her, for fuck’s sake.”
“Who’re you talking about?” Troy asked, though he could guess the answer.
“Brandy,” she confirmed.
Troy nodded slowly, buying himself some thinking time. He had thought about Brandy a lot since he had seen her on the stand. He could not fathom what her feelings towards him were, and he did not understand his own for her. Yet he found himself unable to stop thinking about her, his mind replaying memories of their good times together whenever he needed to stop himself from drifting into dark thoughts about prison and the cell he hoped never to return to.
“You can invite her,” Troy said, studiously avoiding Trent’s look. The blonde looked surprised, but she nodded with a shrug. “I guess for old times’ sake.”
“I can ask, but I don’t think she’ll say yes,” she said.
Troy wondered if he had made a mistake, if Brandy did not still harbor feelings for him and instead wanted nothing more to do with him.
“Whatever,” Troy shrugged, trying to sound flippant. He swigged from his can, not looking over as Trent got up from the couch and went into the kitchen with the blonde, closing the door behind them.
Troy turned up the music, trying not to think about Brandy and whether he would be seeing her tonight, or whether he even wanted to. His emotions were still raw, and he was not sure, if he set eyes on her, whether he would want to kiss her or to punch her.
* * *
Clint Jackson opened the door from the bedroom he shared with his younger brother Kojo as quietly as he could. The sound of his father’s snores rumbled down the hallway from beneath his parents’ door.
Relieved that his father was asleep, he crept down the hallway and into the kitchen. His mother raised a finger to her lips when she saw him as she scrubbed dishes in well-practiced silence.
“Where’s Kojo?” Clint asked quietly.
His mother shook her head, turning her back on him to resume her housework.
“I think he stayed with friends,” she said.
Clint gritted his teeth. He wished that she would put her foot down, stop Kojo from treading down the familiar path on this estate, a path that he had tread so closely to not so long ago. He was in no position to lecture his brother, and Kojo had made it clear that he did not want or need his brother’s advice.
He had to let it drop though and had to trust that his brother was smarter than he gave him credit for. There were more pressing matters that occupied Clint’s mind now.
Tamar had sent him a message, sharing the news that Troy was back on the Goldsworth. It was not totally unexpected, given that it was the only home he had known, and his family still lived here, but it was unwelcome all the same. For a few days, when Troy had left court and failed to return, Clint had hoped his former best mate had slunk off to new pastures to leave them all in peace. Troy was not so considerate, though, and now he had proven it.
Worse still, it seemed Troy was showing no remorse for anything he had done. Tamar had told him that Troy was throwing a party to celebrate his release. Clint could hardly believe him, wondering how he could ever have considered Troy to be his closest friend.
He knew that once Troy had partied and got everything out of his system, his thoughts would turn to revenge. He would be a target, for sure, as the one who had opened the floodgates and gone to the police with everything he knew. It was not for his own safety that Clint feared though, as he thought about Aurora.
Troy had become obsessed with her before he had been locked up, had tried to force himself on her, had risked his relationship and friendships, even his freedom, just to have her. If prison had not changed him, then perhaps he would try the same thing again, and seeing Troy for who he really was now, Clint knew that this time Troy would not be so easy to stop if he wanted it.
He wanted to call Aurora, to go over to her mum’s place, make sure she was protected, but he knew that he could not. He had packed his suitcase and left, moved back to his parents’, leaving Aurora and their daughter so that she could have space from him.
He reminded himself that Aurora did not love him anymore, that she would not want him there, would not appreciate his support or his protectiveness. Still, he could not stop himself from loving her, wanting to be there for her.
Misreading the look on his face, his mother gave a soft smile.
“Don’t worry love, Kojo’s a good boy, he’ll be fine,” she said.
Clint forced himself to return the smile and nod. His brother was the least of his worries right now, but he could not share that fact with her.
He tried to stop himself from thinking about Aurora and whether she was in danger, or the fact that Troy was just a short distance across the estate, perhaps even now planning his revenge on them both.
* * *
“I’ll get it,” Marlena called as she went out of the kitchen to the landing the second the knock on the front door rang through the flat.
Aurora Curtis could hear the nerves in her mother’s voice and knew the cause. Troy Banks. Ever since the verdict had been read out in court and the judge had proclaimed him a free man, Aurora had sensed the change in her mother. She seemed anxious, as if he would turn up here at any moment. Aurora had wondered the same thing herself, though in the middle of the night, when her thoughts turned dark, she sometimes found herself wishing that he would come here.
In her waking dreams, she imagined him kicking down the front door, wanting to finish what he had started with her. She would be ready for him. There would be no tears or pleading this time, at least not from her. She would hurt him, make him plead and cry for her mercy. She would not grant it to him, denying him dignity in his final moments just as he had done to her sister. She would feel her sister’s ghost standing behind her, in full support of her, when she ended Troy’s pathetic excuse of a life.
These thoughts frightened her, made her question everything. She had considered Detective Patterson’s suggestion that she look at becoming a police officer, and now she was dreaming about killing Troy. He would deserve it, though, after everything he had done.
She was brought back to reality when Zoe Taylor appeared in the doorway to the lounge, smiling down at Aurora. She glanced over at baby Angel, asleep in the cot nearby.
“Your mum let me in,” Zoe said, flapping her hands around, nervous. “I hope that’s okay.”
“Of course,” Aurora nodded, gesturing for her to sit down.
Zoe sat down awkwardly, fidgeting with her red ponytail before she blushed, catching herself doing it, and folded her arms across her chest. She bit her lower lip, and Aurora felt uneasy. Her friend wanted to tell her something, and whatever it was made her nervous.
“Spit it out Zoe,” Aurora sighed, fixing her with a level look.
Zoe blushed harder. She had never been good at keeping a secret, and she would make a terrible poker player.
“I wanted to tell you face-to-face,” Zoe started, taking a deep breath. “And I thought it better you found out now, before you find out some other way.” She trailed off, face red.
“Is it about Troy?” Aurora asked.
Zoe’s expression confirmed it, and then relief washed over her friend’s face.
“Thank God you already know,” Zoe sighed, fanning herself, the blush fading. “I was so scared about telling you that he was back, and -”
“He’s back?” Aurora repeated. Zoe faltered, alarmed. “Back on the Goldsworth?”
Zoe nodded uncertainly.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
Aurora shrugged off the apology. It was not Zoe’s fault. She thought briefly of her nighttime fantasy when she exacted her revenge on Troy. Perhaps this was a sign that these dark thoughts were to become a reality. She wondered if she could bring herself to kill Troy and knew that she would not hesitate.
“Are you okay?” Zoe asked, concerned at the look on her face. Aurora shook her thoughts away, knowing she could not share such things with anyone. Although if anyone had a reason to want Troy dead, surely Zoe was high on the list just beneath her. He had tried to kill Zoe’s daughter after all.
“I’m fine,” Aurora lied. She forced a smile, but it felt unnatural. If Zoe noticed, she did not pursue it. “How are you feeling about it?”
Zoe shrugged, trying and failing to appear unconcerned.
Aurora leant forward and clasped her hand in hers.
“We’ll be fine, Zoe, don’t worry,” she said. Zoe blinked hard, and Aurora wondered if her friend was going to cry. She composed herself and nodded along with Aurora. Aurora smiled encouragingly. “Troy won’t hurt us, I promise you. He might have got out of prison, but that doesn’t mean he’s got away with what he’s done.”
Zoe nodded, looking reassured, the meaning behind her words lost on her.
“I’ll put the kettle on,” Aurora said, and Zoe thanked her.
Aurora paused as she rose from the sofa, wondering what her friend would say if she shared her thoughts of revenge. If anyone would understand, maybe it was her. Zoe looked at her expectantly, as if waiting for her to speak. Aurora’s lips parted, but she did not speak.
She would not share her thoughts. They were hers alone, until she had decided what they meant and whether they had a meaning beyond her tormented, sleep-deprived mind. As she went into the kitchen, she thought about Zoe, on the brink of tears, and her mother, jumping every time someone knocked at the door. They deserved better than to live in fear like this, she thought, they deserved to be free from Troy.
Surely everyone would be better off without him. If prison could not take him out of their lives, then perhaps that burden fell upon her. She had meant what she had told Zoe.
Troy had got out of prison, but he would not get away with what he had done.
Aurora would make sure of that, one way or another.
* * *
The Healy house was a not just a home but a compound. Not only did they live here but they ran business from here; it was the headquarters of both their personal and criminal lives.
As Sanjay was led into the kitchen, he observed the security measures the brothers had taken and knew at once that Tyrese was right in thinking that the Healy brothers were far higher up in the game than they were. Metal doors, hiding places, CCTV. He thought of the Banks brothers in their mum’s shit-hole flat and knew there was no doubt as to who had the upper hand if a turf war erupted once again.
In the kitchen, Jayden and Corey sat eyeing him cautiously as he followed one of their henchmen inside. Jayden looked interested, but Corey’s eyes were narrowed. The kitchen was clean, no dishes left out and no food left on the counters to defrost. Sanjay wondered if it was always kept this tidy, after all it was where they ran things and dirty dish towels hanging from the back of the kitchen chairs would have set a very different tone.
After an almost imperceptible nod of Jayden’s head, the henchman left the three of them alone, closing the door behind them.
Sanjay dragged a chair out and sat down across from them.
“I was expecting your visit,” Jayden said, crossing his arms and leaning back. Every movement exuded authority. He was the boss, Sanjay knew. “I can guess what this is about. I mean, Tyrese Banks is predictable, if anything.”
“Nothing gets past you,” Sanjay said.
Jayden didn’t smile but Sanjay thought he saw the corners of his lips twitch. He glanced at Corey, who still looked like he wanted to throw him out on the street.
“Why are you here?” Corey asked, his tone blunt. He clearly had not picked up on what his brother already had.
Sanjay opened his mouth to answer, but Jayden spoke first.
“Tyrese Banks wants to strike a deal,” he said, not looking at his brother but his gaze fixed on Sanjay’s face. Sanjay knew he was reading it for his reaction. Though he tried to remain impassive, something in his expression made Jayden smile, confirmed what he had already known. Sanjay shifted in his seat, uncomfortable, and Jayden’s smile widened. “I’m hazarding a guess; he keeps the Goldsworth, and nobody gets hurt. Am I right?”
Sanjay nodded, surprised by how intuitive Jayden was. He had known he was smart, he always had been, but he wondered if Tyrese had underestimated him. It had been a long time since the three of them had hung out at school, and they had all changed. Perhaps he had underestimated him too, Sanjay worried, feeling a flicker of panic.
Corey laughed, surprising them both. He slapped his hand on the table, shaking his head. The laughter didn’t reach his eyes; they flared with anger instead.
“This is a fucking joke, right?” he asked. Sanjay kept quiet. Jayden’s face was unreadable. Corey shook his head again. “Is he a complete tool or what? Why would we strike a deal with him and his fuck-up of a brother? And don’t even get me started on Troy, that stuck-up little dipshit.”
Sanjay did not know how to respond.
“So nobody else gets hurt,” Jayden answered, saving him the need to speak. Corey turned to look at his brother, surprised.
“Don’t tell me you agree with him,” he said, voice low. “You can’t –”
“It’s worth hearing him out,” Jayden cut him off. As with the Banks brothers, Sanjay knew it was clear that one brother was in charge. Jayden turned to Sanjay again, face serious. “But I’ll discuss it directly with Tyrese. Tonight.”
Sanjay wondered if Jayden suspected that he had plans of his own, if his intuition had made him suspicious of his true motives.
“I can –”
“You can tell him I’ll see him tonight,” Jayden interrupted him. “Face to face. Just me and him. We don’t need a messenger. I’ll hear him out.”
Sanjay nodded, but felt his own chances slipping away. If Tyrese and Jayden met alone, how could he influence any of the outcome.
“He said that –”
“Whatever he said, he can say it to me directly,” Jayden said. “That’s how I do business. If he doesn’t want to meet me, he can forget any talk of getting a truce.”
Sanjay nodded, understanding that he could not change Jayden’s mind on this point.
“Sure, Jayden, I can do that,” he said, knowing he was beaten.
Jayden smiled. That was that, Sanjay thought. Maybe he would have to rethink.
“Am I fucking hallucinating?” Corey asked, looking incredulously from one to the other, his fists clenched on the kitchen table. “You can’t seriously think –”
He trailed off at the look on his brother’s face. Corey had probably realised it was futile to try and influence Jayden once his mind had been made up, just as he had, Sanjay thought.
“Fuck,” Corey shouted, slamming his fist down on the table. His chair legs scraped loudly across the tiled floor as he stood. He glared at Sanjay, then at his brother. “This is a fucking joke.”
He stormed out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind him.
“Sorry about that,” Jayden said, shrugging. “Recent events have shaken him up a bit, clouded his judgement. He’s still grieving.”
Sanjay nodded.
“You’ll tell Tyrese to meet me tonight,” Jayden said. It was a command, not a question.
“Of course.”
He shook Jayden’s hand and was shown out of the house, the metal door closed shut behind him with a creak. He could not be sure if Jayden had suspected his own intentions, but either way it made no difference. His chance at influencing the negotiations was shot to shit now he would not even be involved. He could try and talk to Tyrese, warn him about the danger again, but he knew it would not work.
Taking off down the road, he caught sight of Corey coming in the opposite direction. He had his hood up and a cigarette dangling from his lips, and he still looked pissed off.
He slowed as Sanjay approached.
“You done playing messenger for Tyrese Banks now?” Corey asked, voice snide. “Running back to your boss like a good little boy?”
Sanjay had a sudden, striking idea.
“I’d watch your back if I was you,” he said, voice low. Corey stopped, eyes narrowing.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded.
Sanjay stopped too, glancing around theatrically as if to emphasize the importance of what he was about to say. Corey leant closer, and Sanjay smiled inwardly. He had him.
“Tyrese might want a deal with your brother,” Sanjay said, almost whispering. “But Trent sure as hell doesn’t. Tyrese hasn’t even told him about the deal yet. And like you said, he’s a fucking psychopath, right? You think he’s not going to come after you? Truce or no truce, Trent wants you and your brother dead.”
Corey looked at him, and Sanjay feared for a second that his plan would backfire, that he would question why Sanjay had told him this when he was supposed to work for the Banks brothers, but then Corey nodded, as if in agreement.
“I knew this was a fucking mistake,” Corey said. “Cheers man, I owe you. When the Banks brothers are history, you come to me. I’ll see you right, ok?”
“Sure man,” Sanjay said.
Corey walked on, shaking his head, and Sanjay knew he had played his hand perfectly. There was no influencing what Jayden and Tyrese negotiated or what they agreed to, but if Corey and Trent went up against each other, both brothers would be obliged to defend their own.
Perhaps this plan was even better than his original one, Sanjay thought, a spring in his step as he carried on down the street heading home.
* * *
Corey stopped outside his house and turned to watch Sanjay’s retreating back turn around a corner and disappear from sight. His words had surprised him. He had known that any kind of deal with the Banks brothers was a mistake, but Sanjay had just confirmed it.
Everyone knew that Jayden ran the show, knew he was the smartest of the brothers, but Corey thought that sometimes his brother was too soft, too forgiving. He could do nothing to stop his brother from meeting Tyrese Banks, but he could sure as hell make sure that the truce they were threatening never came to fruition.
Turning from the house, he pulled out his phone and called Goldie.
It still angered him, the fact that Goldie had manipulated Jessie, had taken advantage of her desperation to get his end away with her, but his revenge would have to wait.
“Wassup?” Goldie groaned down the line. Probably hungover.
“I want Trent Banks dead first,” Corey said, voice quiet, fearing somebody in the house would hear. “I want it done soon. You understand me?”
“Yeah, boss, loud and fucking clear,” Goldie confirmed.
Then he hung up.
As smart as his brother was, Corey knew that it was up to him to sort this mess out. The Banks brothers did not deserve a truce, they deserved nothing. When Tyrese and Trent were dead, Jayden would realise it was for the best, Corey knew. It was better to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permission, as the old saying went.
Sliding his phone back into the pocket of his jeans, Corey went back inside.
* * *
Darkness fell across the estate and lights flickered on in the windows of the blocks of flats around them, and Brandy pulled the curtains of her bedroom window shut and turned to Adrianna as her friend reached for a tube of lipstick.
“Whose party did you say this is?” Brandy asked, knowing full well that her friend had not told her yet.
“I told you already,” Adrianna lied. “It’s just a friend of a friend.”
Brandy narrowed her eyes. She did not know why, but something about her tone made her uncomfortable. It was not like Adrianna to be so cryptic, and it put Brandy’s back up.
“Jesus, it’s a party,” Adrianna chastised her, turning to face the mirror to apply a hot pink lipstick. “Alcohol, weed, probably some coke, music, hot guys. When have you ever cared whose party it was?”
Brandy could hardly argue with that. Still, something did not feel right. Perhaps she was just being paranoid, she thought. Since Troy had been released from prison she had been on edge. Not only did she remember all to well the beating handed to her by his brothers, but she knew that he must hate her for handing Detective Patterson the knife he had used to kill Shaniqua Curtis. He had trusted her with it, and she had betrayed him. Their relationship had always had its ups and downs, but between them they had shattered it when Troy had tried to rape Aurora and she had turned him into the police in revenge.
Troy’s reprisals were not all she had to fear. She could handle a beating, could cope with threats or angry looks from him across the estate.
What she could not allow was for him to become a part of her life, a fixture in her family, if he ever discovered that Frazer was his son.
Troy’s mother and Aurora were the only ones who knew, as far as she was aware, but how long would it be before one of them told him? Keskia could tell her son out of love, and Aurora could tell him out of spite. Either way, once Troy knew the truth he would never be out of her life, bound to her through their son.
The thought made her shudder.
“Lighten up,” Adrianna remarked, catching the look on her face through the reflection of the mirror. Brandy scowled at her and reached for her vodka and coke, downing half the glass in one gulp. She winced at the taste, but Adrianna nodded approvingly. “That’s better. Drink up, bitch.”
“How far do we have to go?” Brandy asked, her feet already aching in heels.
“It’s on the estate,” Adrianna reassured her. Her phone beeped and she reached for it. She rolled her eyes and snatched up her own drink, discarding the lipstick on the bed. “I can’t believe Trent sometimes,” she said, in mock-outrage, though Brandy could tell she loved whatever he had sent to her. She raised an eyebrow for Adrianna to explain. “Oh, he’s just being his usual self,” she said cloyingly. “Hopes that I’m on my way and all that -”
She stopped at once, her mouth still open. Brandy’s back straightened up.
“What do you mean?” she demanded. “We’re going to see Trent? Are you for real?”
Adrianna squared her shoulders defiantly.
“I was going to tell you, but I knew you’d freak out,” she said. “Listen, he asked for you to be there.”
“Trent did?” Brandy hissed. “The guy who beat me not all that long ago?”
She kissed her teeth, anger washing over her.
“No, not Trent,” Adrianna said slowly. Brandy glared at her. “It was Troy. It’s his party.”
Brandy snorted with laughter and shook her head.
“Are you fucking delusional?” she said, her voice rising. “You were going to trick me into turning up at Troy’s party? You think I wouldn’t realise we were walking into his flat or something? You think if you gave me enough vodka then I’d forget everything that happened?”
Her anger was pulsating now.
“I don’t care if Troy asked for me, he doesn’t have the right to ask for shit as far as I’m concerned,” she shouted. Adrianna seemed to withdraw, finally aware she had made a big mistake. Brandy went on. “You tell him that he doesn’t get to ask me to do anything, okay? He can stay the hell away from me and I’ll stay the hell away from him and that’s how things will be, okay?”
Adrianna nodded, biting her lip.
“Now get the fuck out.”
Adrianna hesitated, but Brandy hurled the plastic cup at her. It crumped on the wall and vodka and coke splashed everywhere. Adrianna let out a shriek, snatched up her purse and her bottle of peach schnapps and fled. The front door slammed shut a moment later.
Alone in her room, Brandy paced the foot of her bed, breathing hard, trying to shake out the anger that roared inside of her. She could not face Troy, not yet, probably not ever. She did not know why he had asked for her, whether it was some part of his revenge or what.
All she knew was that she could not let him become a part of her life again, could never let him meet Frazer or discover the truth about their son.
She sank down onto her bed, sober now, wondering how long she could put off coming face to face with him. Knowing Troy as she did, she thought, it would not be for long.
* * *
Bass music vibrated through the floor and walls, but Troy did not fear that any of the neighbours would complain or call the police. Everyone around here knew better than to interfere with a party at the Banks’ flat.
He was several cans into his party, and he had done more than a few lines of coke, but the buzz of excitement he had expected to feel had not yet materialized. There were plenty of people crowded into the flat, dancing and laughing, in varying degrees of wasted, but something did not feel right.
He could not help but compare it to the parties he had once enjoyed here, before he had been locked up. All his friends had been here. Clint, his best mate, on one side, and Brandy, his girlfriend, on the other. Both loyal to the end, or so he had thought back then. He felt their absence now and he could not shake them from his mind, though he was not lacking support or appreciation. Tamar and Amal had both come, as he had fully expected, clapping him on the back and welcoming him home, before cracking on with the beers. Girls, too, did not seem to care that he had been inside or what he had been accused of. They were practically fighting each other for the chance to dance with him or sit in his lap, gyrating up against him, letting him snort some coke off the back of their hands.
It was fun, Troy reminded himself. This was his life, the one he had missed so much whilst he had been behind bars. He tried not to focus on what was missing, but on what he had here. Clint and Brandy had shown themselves to be traitors and he was better off without them.
He watched Adrianna purr on Trent’s lap, her hand on the waistband of his jeans, and felt a second’s fury that the stupid blonde had not managed to get Brandy here, even for a minute. He turned from them, breathing slowly, snatching a can out of someone’s hand and downing it. He needed to have fun, not get angry over things he could not change.
Tamar and Amal were stood together in the corner of the room and he staggered over to join them. They looked up as he approached, their expressions unreadable.
What was with that? Troy thought. Was he just being oversensitive? Or was something up with these two?
He pushed the thoughts away as he threw an arm around them.
* * *
Amal Siddiqui exchanged a look with Tamar as Troy swept them both up in an embrace. He was murmuring something, and Amal almost rolled his eyes but refrained.
He wondered what he had once found so appealing about Troy’s parties. Perhaps it had been because the Banks brothers had been something then and it had felt cool to be partying with them, or perhaps he had simply liked Troy as a friend back then. Now he could hardly believe he had enjoyed these occasions so much.
The only reason Amal had come at all was because Sanjay had told him to. Until the Banks brothers were history, they did not want to rock the boat, and that meant Amal had to keep up his friendship with Troy, at least for now.
It was not an easy task, Amal now realised, but it was necessary.
“Have you seen Clint?” Troy asked, taking him by surprise.
He was saved the need to answer when Tamar replied.
“Don’t think he’s likely to show his face here mate,” he sniggered.
Troy nodded, his eyes scrutinizing his face. He turned to Amal and did the same. Amal felt uncomfortable.
“You didn’t hang out with him whilst I was inside then?” Troy asked.
Though he was clearly trying not to, Troy sounded like a petulant child about to throw a tantrum. A dangerous tantrum, no doubt, Amal thought. He exchanged another glance with Tamar, but it went unnoticed by Troy.
“Well, did you?” Troy insisted.
“Nah mate,” Amal lied. “He went and did a runner. Nobody saw him for dust, you know.”
Tamar caught his eye, acknowledging the lie.
“Yeah, he took off quicker than Usain Bolt after you got nicked,” Tamar said.
Troy was silent for a long moment and then nodded, satisfied that they were telling the truth. Amal felt his shoulders relax a little.
“He’s back now though,” Troy said. “He testified, the sneaky little bitch.”
They fell silent, but Troy shrugged himself out of whatever dark thoughts he was having,
“Come on, let’s do some more lines,” he said, a smile on his lips now. “Then I’m going to find the hottest girl in here and -”
He rambled on, but Amal tuned him out as they went through to the bedroom, where Troy had stashed some coke on his bedside table. All Amal could think about was Shontelle and how much he wished he could be with her right now instead of stood here listening to Troy and his bullshit.
Since they had spent the night together, his feelings for her had exploded. He wanted to see her all the time, do anything to please her, and it was a surprising, but exciting, change from how he usually felt when he was with a girl. Now he had eyes only for her, and he wanted to shout that fact from the rooftops and would have done if it was not for his cousin Naz and the fact that Shontelle was his ex-girlfriend.
“Yeah, too right mate,” Amal murmured in agreement to whatever Troy had just said and watched distractedly as Troy cut some lines for each of them.
Amal was already counting down the hours until he could make his excuses and leave, so he could slide into Shontelle’s bed and wrap his arms around her.
* * *
Clint could hear music coming from somewhere in Troy’s block and knew it must be his party. He wondered briefly what would happen if he walked through the front door and squared up to him, but he did not walk in that direction, instead turning towards Aurora’s flat. He was anxious to see her, but nerves clawed at his stomach. Perhaps it would be less painful to face Troy than her, he thought.
He knocked on her front door and it opened a second later, only a few inches, the chain in place. Marlena looked out at him, visibly sighing with relief when she saw it was him.
“Expecting someone else?” Clint asked, his voice dark.
Marlena undid the chain and let him in.
She gestured through to the lounge, and Clint heard her replace the chain as she closed the front door after him. He shivered, sensing the tension from her as if it were contagious.
Aurora sat on the sofa, eyes half-closed. She looked tired, and he wondered if Angel had been sleepless at night, if leaving her to raise their daughter alone had been a terrible mistake.
“Clint,” she said, surprised. She did not sound excited to see him, but nor did she seem dismissive. She looked at him expectantly, but he could hardly find the words he wanted to speak. “What are you doing here Clint?” she asked, some tension in her voice.
“Troy,” Clint managed. “He’s back on the estate, and I just wanted to check on you, make sure that you’re okay.”
Aurora’s expression softened, but only for a moment, before her lips thinned.
“We’re fine,” she said, coolly. “Zoe already told me he was back. I’m not scared of him.”
“Aurora -”
“You left, and you can’t keep coming here to check on us,” Aurora said firmly. If her voice had been cold before, now it was arctic. “I can take care of me and Angel.”
Clint stood in the doorway, helpless.  He could see from her expression that she was not in the mood to talk to him, that her anger had not thawed. Perhaps coming here had been a mistake.
“Clint, you should go,” Aurora sighed. Her voice quieter, less hostile, but still firm.
Clint nodded. He opened his mouth to speak, but he did not know what he could say. He turned and left. Marlena opened the front door for him, an apologetic look on her face. She looked like she wanted to say something comforting, but she did not.
When he stepped back out into the dark, the front door closed, the chain sliding back into place. Clint stared at the door, blinking away tears, before he retreated down the stairwell.
* * *
Sanjay let himself in through the front door, only too aware that even now Tyrese and Jayden would be getting ready to meet and discuss the truce they were both so eager to initiate. Though this thought soured his mood, he could not feel like a total failure. His words to Corey would no doubt be being acted upon even now and whatever the outcome of Tyrese and Jayden’s meeting, there would be no stopping a fight if Corey did what Sanjay hoped he would do.
The house was quiet, the downstairs dimly lit at this time of night. His mother had gone to bed hours ago, and Amal was no doubt still at Troy’s party, playing the doting friend as Sanjay had asked him to.
It would not be for long, Sanjay thought, this act of servitude towards the Banks brothers, who thought they were still relevant. He could almost taste the victory, but he knew that patience was the key now.
He crept upstairs, wondering whether Fernanda would already be asleep in his bed now. Usually when she stayed here she kept herself awake for him, and he hoped tonight was no different, wanting to celebrate his small victory with her. He opened his bedroom door, the light still on inside, and found her beneath the sheets, her eyes fixed on him.
He switched off the overheard light, casting the room into an orange glow from the lamp on the floor. He undressed in silence and slid beside her, enveloping her in his arms. She was receptive as always, kissing his neck and clasping his shoulders, back arching, as he slid on top of her. Afterwards, she kissed him, tousled his hair, murmuring her pleasure in his ears.
Sanjay slid out of the bedroom to use the bathroom, and when he returned, he found Fernanda sat on the end of the bed. She was half-dressed, her eyes blazing with fury, his phone clasped in her hand.
“What’s the matter?” he asked her, eyes drawn to the phone.
“You tell me,” Fernanda said, her voice bitter. Sanjay stopped, confused. She stood up but did not come to him as she threw the phone at him. Despite his surprise, he caught it. “Some blonde slut, sending you naked photos of herself. Tell me, Sanjay, what’s the matter with you?”
Sanjay grimaced. He knew he should have deleted Adrianna’s pictures.
“Fernanda -”
“Have you fucked her?” she demanded. Sanjay shook his head, but he knew it was no use, because she sniggered. “Well from the texts you’ve been sending each other, it sounds like you’ve been fucking her quite a lot. And don’t say you don’t like her, because the dick pics and all the other dirty things you’ve been sending her tell a different story.”
She snatched up the rest of her clothes and dressed in record time. Sanjay tried to reach for her, ensconce her in his arms, but she shrugged away from him, her fury almost palpable and he recoiled as if her skin had burnt him.
“She’s welcome to have you,” Fernanda hissed as she pulled on her shoes and snatched up her bag. She headed for the door, her look daring Sanjay to try and get in her way. “You’re not worth it, Sanjay. I waited for you for years whilst you were locked up and this is how you repay me.”
“I can explain,” Sanjay stammered. His mouth was unable to catch up with his mind, his tongue fumbling over even the simplest of words.
“Don’t bother, the texts explained everything I needed to know,” Fernanda said, dismissing him with a wave of her hand.
She opened the bedroom door and he followed her out onto the landing, whispering pleas at her retreating back so that he would not wake his mother. She went down the stairs, ignoring him.
At the front door, Sanjay hoped she would stop, would allow him just a moment to talk to her, to apologize or try and make things right. She did not. She opened the door and walked out into the dark without a backwards glance, closing the door behind her.
Sanjay stared at the front door, hardly able to process what had just happened. In what felt like the blink of an eye he had gone from victorious to deflated.
* * *
Troy looked around his party and felt like an outsider, barely recognizing any of the faces that smiled back at him.
Amal had left the party early, slipping away to visit a girl he was screwing, and Tamar had taken the opportunity to leave a short while later. Troy had tried not to be disappointed with them, or at least not to show it, but he had been hurt that they had been so keen to leave what was supposed to be his big night.
He tried not to think about whether his two friends were keeping something from him, though he did not know what it might be that they could not share with him. Perhaps they had remained in touch with Clint, he thought, hoping that was not the case.
Opening another can, Troy knew he should lighten up. There were still plenty of girls here that he could get close to, and he knew that Tamar and Amal were replaceable. Plenty of guys here would love to be his mates.
A familiar face caught his eye and his eyes narrowed. Kojo Jackson, Clint’s baby brother. He was knocking back beers with his mates.
Troy clenched his fists. Kojo looked like his brother, and Troy wanted to beat him until his face was beyond recognition, picturing it was Clint’s face as he did it. He refrained, debating whether to throw him out, watching Kojo like a predator stalking a deer.
Kojo had grown up, it seemed. He was drinking now, he even took a few drags on a joint, though he spluttered when he did it. Troy smiled, a wicked plan forming in his mind.
Beating Kojo would no doubt be fun, and it would hurt Clint, but he could now imagine a way to hurt Clint even more, tear out his very soul like Clint’s betrayal had done to him.
He smiled as he sauntered over to Kojo and his mates. He draped an arm around his shoulder, and Kojo tensed at his touch. His friends seemed awestruck at his presence.
“Kojo, it’s been a long time,” Troy said, smiling at him. Kojo looked flustered, just about managing to nod at him. His mates looked impressed, which seemed to bolster Kojo a little. Troy leant closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “You guys fancy doing a few lines?”
Kojo hesitated, but his mates were already nodding, and Troy did not let Kojo have time to think as he led him through the party, his mates tagging along eagerly. He closed the door behind them and set about cutting some lines for them.
Troy knew Clint well, they had been friends since childhood after all, and he knew what would strike at his heart the most. If Troy corrupted his precious little brother, turned Kojo against Clint and fashioned him into a foot soldier of his own, then Troy knew that Clint would be devastated.
Smiling to himself, Troy felt his earlier frustrations evaporate. He held out the small section of a cut-up straw to Kojo for him to snort his first line.
“You ever done this before?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
Kojo did not answer, but his face spoke for him.
Troy smiled wider.
“Don’t worry, you can trust me,” he said, as Kojo put the straw to his nose and snorted.
* * *
Tyrese walked briskly across the playing fields on the edge of the Goldsworth Estate and hesitated as neared the playground. It was for kids, and it was as unthreatening as it should be, but still his pace slowed. He was ready for any eventuality. He did not think that Jayden would hurt him in any way, at least not right now, not when he was offering a truce.
Sanjay had seemed against the idea, despite what he had tried to portray, but Tyrese was convinced that they could heal the feud peacefully. Bad blood would always run between them; some scars from the past could never be healed, and with Jessie’s death, he knew that they would never be able to work together, never be truly at peace with each other. But that was no reason that they could not call a truce and ensure that nobody else was hurt.
He had not been home all evening, and he had not told Trent and Troy what he intended to do, knowing that neither of them could be trusted to do anything right these days.
Pushing through the metal gate to the playground, Tyrese looked around for signs of a trap, but saw none. It was deserted at midnight. He wondered why Jayden had picked this spot.
Lighting a cigarette, he leant against the railings. He hoped that Jayden was amenable to the idea of a truce. It was a good sign, he reasoned, that Jayden wanted to meet him face to face.
He waited a few long minutes, finishing his cigarette and crushing underfoot, before he heard the screech of the metal gate. Jayden approached, looking at ease, no apprehension that he might have been set-up.
They were both comfortable, Tyrese thought, and that was good.
“You made it then,” Tyrese said.
Jayden stopped a few feet away, hands in his pockets. Tyrese stood, pushing away from the railings.
“I always keep my word,” Jayden responded.
“I’ll hold you to that.”
“Only if I give you my word,” Jayden said, his tone casual but the underlying meaning perfectly clear to Tyrese. “We’ve still got a few things to discuss before we get to that.”
Tyrese nodded.
“We both want the same thing,” he said.
“Do we?” Jayden asked.
“Peace,” Tyrese offered. He tried to keep his voice level, not to betray how much he wanted this. “No one else getting hurt. You want that, right?”
“Of course.”
“This should be simple then,” Tyrese said.
“Not quite so simple.”
“You have your turf, we have ours,” Tyrese said. He had rehearsed what he would say to Jayden, and he kept his voice reasonable, not wanting to cause a disagreement. “Like it’s always been. If you want to expand, you do it somewhere else that isn’t the Goldsworth.”
“Fair enough,” Jayden agreed.
“We have a deal?” Tyrese asked. He was surprised, had it really been that easy?
“No, not by a long shot,” Jayden shook his head.
“But we want the same thing –”
“Yeah, we do,” Jayden said. “But some things need to happen before we can agree on anything.”
“Like what?” Tyrese asked, uncertain now.
“You know why I chose this place for us to meet?” Jayden asked, gesturing around at the playground. Tyrese shook his head.
“No, I don’t,” he admitted. He looked around, wondering if he had missed something. “It’s a kid’s playground. I figured, neutral ground –”
“Troy killed one of my men right here,” Jayden said. His voice was tight, and Tyrese sensed he was holding back anger that he didn’t want to show. At least not yet. “Wright O’Neill. He was a good guy. Loyal, hardworking. Supported his mum. She had Alzheimer’s, you know?” Jayden paused, letting his words sink in. Tyrese felt a sinking feeling, wondering where he was heading. Jayden sighed, shaking his head, as if disappointed. “Wonder whose looking after her now, eh? Now he’s not here, thanks to your little brother.”
Tyrese knew he couldn’t let Troy do any more damage, when he was not even involved in the discussions.
“If I could change what had happened, if I could go back and stop him –”
“We both know that’s bullshit,” Jayden laughed. He stopped abruptly, serious once more. “Wright deserves some justice.”
“The charges against Troy were dropped,” Tyrese pointed out.
“We both know he did it, he killed Wright and Sasha.”
“I can’t do anything about that.”
“You sure about that?” Jayden asked. Tyrese swallowed hard.
“I don’t understand,” Tyrese said, voice slow. Hesitant.
“There’s more than one way to get justice,” Jayden said, his words chosen carefully, Tyrese thought. He knew that whatever he was about to suggest would not bode well for him. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve welcomed him back with open arms. He’s getting his feet well and truly under the table again, right? Hardly seems like justice to me.”
“That’s not my decision –”
“I want him gone,” Jayden cut across him. “He got out of prison, but that doesn’t mean anything has been forgotten. If he stays round here, it’s a slap in the face to everyone. I want him gone. That’s the justice I’m willing to settle for. For Wright and Sasha.”
Tyrese sighed. This was the reason Jayden had wanted to meet face to face. This was what everything boiled down to.
“What are you asking?” he asked.
“You need to send him away,” Jayden said.
“I can’t do that,” Tyrese argued. “He’s my brother. I could never –”
“Then you have no deal, no truce.”
“Jayden –”
“Those are my terms,” Jayden said, and it was clear he would accept nothing less. “Either Troy disappears, one way or another, or we take over the Goldsworth and you lose everything.” Jayden paused. Tyrese looked at him, wondering how they had once been such close friends, and ended up here. Impatiently, Jayden continued. “Trust me, I’m being reasonable. Most of my guys want to see him dead. I’ll settle for just out of eyesight. Is keeping him around really worth losing everything, Ty?”
“I need to think about this,” Tyrese said slowly.
“I’ll give you some time,” Jayden agreed. “Don’t take too long. You know what it’ll cost you if you do.”
He turned to leave the playground. Tyrese was taken aback.
“You’re leaving?” he asked.
“Until Troy’s gone, there’s nothing left for us to discuss,” Jayden said over his shoulder.
A thought struck Tyrese.
“Is this about her?” he called after Jayden. “About Mercy?”
“This has nothing to do with her,” Jayden said, stopping but not turning around.
“Are you sure? You’re not punishing me still?” Tyrese insisted, knowing he had struck a nerve. “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. I loved her and she loved me.”
“I loved her too,” Jayden said quietly. He turned to face him, eyes narrowed. “You broke the rules. We were best mates, and you stole her from me, but I’ve forgiven that.”
“Isn’t that what this whole feud has been about? I betrayed you, and I’m sorry,” Tyrese went on, hoping to gain some ground, to appease him. “For what it’s worth, she left me. She hated me in the end, I could never commit to her, even after all we’d been through and –”
“Spare me the pity party,” Jayden snapped, anger flaring. “This has nothing to do with her. I want justice for Wright and everyone else your little shit of a brother has killed.”
Tyrese fell silent. He knew that whether this was about Mercy, the past, or not, it would serve no purpose to mention it again. Jayden had laid down his terms and there was nothing else to be done. He would accept nothing less.
“I’ll do what I can,” Tyrese relented, mind already racing.
“You’ll do more than that if you want to keep the Goldsworth for yourself,” Jayden said. He turned and left, the metal gate screeching again as he went.
Tyrese remained where he was, watching him go.
If he wanted a truce, then Troy would have to leave, and he knew that his youngest brother would not be reasonable about any of it. It was not what he had expected, was not how he had hoped their meeting would go, but he knew he had no choice now.
Lighting a cigarette, he left the playground, his mind replaying Jayden’s words.
* * *
The interior of the car was stuffy in the warm summer night, the smell of takeaway coffee and salt and vinegar chips filling the enclosed space.
Detective Serena Patterson rolled down the window to let in some fresh air, wondering again if she was wasting her time with this surveillance. She was not being paid for it, and she had not cleared it with her superiors. She had extended her trip to London, telling her superiors in Cornwall that she was needed on the Jasper Okoro case. It was a good pretense and they had kindly allowed her the additional time. It was true that she was needed on the case and during the days she had slogged it out in the office pouring over old files and cases, some decades old, that marked his era as a kingpin in London.
When she clocked out, she pursued her real reason for extending her stay in London, unbeknownst to her colleagues. She was determined to see Troy Banks face justice for the murder of Shaniqua Curtis. She had made a promise to Aurora and her mother that she would, and she could not let them down.
That was why as midnight came and went, Serena remained in her hire car and watched the Goldsworth Estate. She was not sure why she had come, did not know what she expected to see or find. Nothing, most likely.
She could see the block in which the Banks brothers resided with their mother. It was not the same block she herself had grown up in here, but all of them were similar enough. She did not allow herself to think of her youth, it was in the past.
It had been with disgust that she had heard the distant bass music start up and watched partygoers drift in and then slowly begin to drift back out a few hours later a little worse for wear. Troy Banks was throwing a party. It should not have surprised her after all she knew about him, but she still found it rankled. The boy had killed three people and escaped justice for all of them, and he still had the nerve to celebrate the fact, even as the families of the victims lived on the same estate, could probably even now here the music that marked his celebration.
Serena was tempted to call it in as a noise disturbance. Even if the police visited and were ignored, it would cause Troy some irritation. She resisted the urge. Nobody in the block would call it in and she did not want to run the risk of someone finding out she was carrying out the unauthorized surveillance.
She took another sip of coffee, stretching out in her seat, her legs going numb after so many hours in the same position. She would call it a night soon, she decided, not sure why she was determined to stay for just a short while longer.
Perhaps it made her feel useful, feel like she was doing something.
She would come back tomorrow, and the next night, and the night after that. She would keep going over the files and interviews in her spare time, anything that might help get the evidence she needed to put away Troy Banks.
Justice was coming for him and Serena would do whatever it took this time.
* * *
Tyrese heard the music and gritted his teeth as he climbed the stairwell. Two drunk girls batted eyelashes at him as they staggered downstairs, but he ignored them, his fists clenching as he approached home.
The party was clearly starting to wind down when he threw the front door open, but that did nothing to quell his mounting anger. He was trying his hardest to fix things with the Healy brothers and Trent and Troy had decided to throw a party. As if Troy had not caused enough trouble, now he was determined to draw more attention to himself and rub more people up the wrong way.
Tyrese saw Trent lounging on the sofa with Adrianna. Trent smiled lazily when he saw him, his eyes red from the joints he had smoked earlier.
“What the fuck is this?” Tyrese demanded.
“A party,” Trent replied, and Adrianna giggled in his arms. Tyrese wanted to hit them both. “Celebrating Troy getting out, in case you forgotten.”
Tyrese gritted his teeth.
“Where’s Troy?”
“Enjoying himself,” Trent grinned.
As if on cue, Troy staggered out of his bedroom, followed by a crowd of guys that Tyrese did not recognize. They looked like kids, with white powder on their nostrils. Troy held his gaze, as if daring him to challenge him. The meeting with Jayden played on his mind, and Tyrese wondered why he had defended his brother. Family loyalty, sure, but perhaps Jayden was right, Troy was a jumped-up little prick.
Perhaps he was better off out of the city, where he could cause trouble somewhere else, where he would be somebody else’s problem. Tempting, Tyrese thought.
“Party’s over,” Tyrese said firmly.
“Doesn’t look like it to me,” Troy said.
“You get out of prison and think you’re the big man now?”
“Lighten up, Ty,” Trent called from the sofa. “Chill out and have a joint, man.”
Troy sneered at Tyrese.
“Yeah, relax, Ty,” he said. Tyrese could not tell if he was being mocked.
Tyrese let out a long breath. Troy looked relieved, as if Tyrese had backed down. Tyrese went to the speakers and shut them off. The music cut out and people looked around, moaning until they saw that Tyrese was the one to shut it off.
“Party’s over,” he repeated. “Now get the fuck out, all of you.”
Even drunk, people did not need telling twice. The flat cleared quickly, until only Tyrese, Troy, Trent and Adrianna remained.
“You need telling twice?” Tyrese asked, glaring at the blonde.
“You want me to leave too?” she asked, looking from him to Trent.
If she had hoped Trent would defend her, she was sorely mistaken.
“Off you go,” Trent said, hoisting her off his lap. “Looks like Ty needs to get a few things off his chest.”
Adrianna looked pissed off as she left the flat, but Tyrese didn’t care.
Troy had lit a cigarette, puffing lazily as he watched Tyrese return from locking the front door behind everyone.
“You’re supposed to be keeping a low profile since you only just got out,” Tyrese snapped, glaring at his youngest brother. Troy did not seem remorseful in the slightest, only giving a slight shrug. Tyrese looked at Trent. “Was this party your idea or his?”
“Who cares?” Trent sighed.
“It’s like dumb and dumber,” Tyrese groaned, turning his back on them.
He could not argue with them, could not bring himself to engage. There was no getting through to them. He went into his bedroom, slamming the door shut behind him. He heard his brothers’ muffled voices from the lounge but did not to listen to know they must be complaining about him and the abrupt end to the party.
Jayden’s offer flashed in his mind. Tyrese knew that Troy was nothing but a liability wherever he went, and the more he thought of it, the more he wondered if perhaps Troy was better off away from them. He would not like it, but after his disrespect just now, the thought of bringing Troy down a peg or two was quite appealing to Tyrese.
As for Trent, he could hardly believe he had once viewed him as a partner, an equal. He was as stupid as Troy, and at least Troy had youth and inexperience as an excuse, however feeble that might be.
Tyrese stripped down and switched off the light. Climbing into bed, he thought over his options. He would not make any hasty decisions, but he knew which the more appealing one was right now.
* * *
Troy went into his bedroom, leaving Trent silently grinding his teeth on the sofa, and shut the door behind him. He kicked off his shoes and cut himself another line, feeling his earlier enjoyment fading fast after the sudden end to what had started to become a good party.
He did not know what Tyrese’s problem was but he sure as hell did not appreciate his actions. If he had hoped that tonight would prove that he was back and stronger than ever, then Tyrese had blown that out of the sky, humiliating him in front of everyone like that. At least his mates, his real mates, had not been there to witness it.
Lifting the straw to one nostril, he put a finger to the other and snorted the first line and then the second in rapid succession, tasting the powder as it hit the back of his throat on the way down into his system.
He lay down on his bed and stared at the ceiling as he felt the drug coursing through him, its effect less pronounced after a whole night of use. He found himself smiling as he realised that his plans to get back at those who had wronged him had already begun.
Kojo had done four lines and was buzzing by the time Tyrese had ended the party, but that had been enough time for Troy to take the kid under his wing. As soon as he had raised the subject of Clint, he had sensed at once that there was already a divide between the two brothers, one that he had been quick to take advantage of. By the time Kojo had left with the others, Troy was in no doubt that his mind was swimming with new truths about how Clint had betrayed his closest friends and could not be trusted, that Troy could teach Kojo how the estate and the world worked far better than his brother could.
Smiling wider, Troy already felt the sweetness of revenge and he had only just got started. He could only imagine what it would feel like when he watched the worlds of those who had wronged him shatter into a thousand pieces, just like they had done to his.




CHAPTER TWO

Clint swung his legs out of the single bed that he had slept in as a child and now called his once more, and sat up, rubbing his eyes at the morning sunlight filling the bedroom. In the single bed across the room, the outline of his younger brother under his duvet was visible. He sighed with relief that his brother had at least made it home last night for a change.
He had slept restlessly after seeing Aurora, his dreams disturbed by the fear that she was in danger and the anxiety of being apart from her and their daughter. He had even considered getting dressed and going to guard the outside of her flat, but he had dismissed the idea. Aurora would lose her shit if she found him there, he thought.
Finally finding some sleep in the early hours of the morning, Clint knew that Kojo had not been back by then. Wherever he had been, he had been out until late. This new Kojo, the rebellious, streetwise youth, was a far cry from the sweet, innocent kid he had been when they had last shared this bedroom. Yet Clint knew that his brother was not streetwise, was still clueless about how the estate worked, and that was what worried him.
“Turn off the light,” Kojo grumbled from across the room, the duvet moving as he rolled over. Clint rolled his eyes.
“The light is off,” Clint told him. “It’s sunlight, you idiot.”
“Shut the curtains then,” Kojo moaned.
“They are shut,” Clint told him.
It was not his fault the threadbare curtains did nothing to keep the light out, and perhaps it served him right for being out until all hours, Clint thought.
“Maybe if you hadn’t been out all night you’d be waking up now like normal people instead of trying to get to sleep,” he chastised him.
“Fuck off,” Kojo said, his voice muffled from under his duvet. “Just because I have a life and get invited to parties.”
Clint wondered whose party it was that his brother had been to. He thought of Troy, but he knew that even his brother would not be so stupid as to show his face there. Still…
“Whose party did you go to?” he asked.
“Mind your own business,” came the reply.
“Someone I know?” Clint persisted.
Kojo mumbled a response that he could not make out.
Clint stood up and went over to his brother’s bed, snatching the duvet and dragging it off his brother. Kojo sat up at once, his eyes flashing with anger, hands clenching into fists as he snatched at it.
“Fuck off,” he shouted.
“Whose party?” Clint demanded.
“Like you don’t already know,” Kojo said, eyes meeting his. Clint noticed that his brother’s eyes were tinged with red, and he wondered if alcohol and weed were the only things Kojo got up to when he went out.
“Troy’s party?” Clint asked, shaking his head. “You’re an idiot. You know it’s not safe, right? He has it in for us. You can’t go near him, you hear me?”
Kojo sneered.
“Nah, Clint, he doesn’t have it in for us, he has it in for you,” he said. His shoulders were squared. “And after everything you did, I don’t blame him.”
Clint was shocked into silence. He could not find the words to contradict his brother. Troy had got his claws into Kojo, filled his head with whatever bullshit had come to mind, no doubt, and Kojo was so gullible and foolish that he had lapped it up.
“I don’t know what he’s told you,” Clint stammered, “But you’re not seeing him again.”
“Fuck off, you nasty-ass snitch,” Kojo snapped.
He snatched the duvet out of Clint’s grasp and covered himself in it, burrowing down in his bed, leaving Clint stood there dumbfounded.
Whatever innocence his brother still had, Troy was determined to obliterate it. Clint should have known Troy would resort to these tactics to get back at him.
He wondered if Troy hoped that this would force Clint to confront him. Clint stood there, weighing up whether he was ready yet to face his former best friend.
* * *
The stench of spilt drinks, stale cigarette smoke and the sweat of strangers filled the flat when Troy ventured out of his bedroom into the lounge. Trent was still sleeping on the sofa, in the same place he had left him earlier, and was snoring loudly, a can knocked over at his feet, its spilt contents now dried into the carpet.
Sounds came from the kitchen and Troy followed the smell of coffee, finding Tyrese sat at the kitchen table. His mother was pouring coffee, and she did not look around as Troy sat down. He wondered if this would be one of the days she coddled him or ignored him.
“How are you feeling today?” Tyrese asked, raising an eyebrow. “Hungover?”
Troy shrugged. His mouth was dry, and his stomach churned with hunger, but he was not hungover. When he had been released, he had spent his first night of freedom doing tequila shots and fucking a university student he had met at a pub. The morning after he had thrown his guts up and been ill in bed all day, so unused to drinking after his time locked up, and he had been nursed back to health by her. They had done the same that evening, and the following morning he had not been so ill. Perhaps the days he had spent with her had built his resistance.
“Nah, I’m fine,” Troy said, shaking his head. He was still pissed off with his brother, and he wanted him to know it, keeping his shoulders squared, his posture defensive.
If Tyrese noticed, he did not rise to it. Their mum put two mugs of coffee down on the table and left the room without a word, clutching a black bin bag. Tyrese clasped his mug, deliberately avoiding looking at Troy.
He gritted his teeth, frustrated that Tyrese was not acknowledging what he had done.
The kitchen door opened, and Trent staggered in, looking rough. He rubbed his eyes and sat down heavily in one of the chairs, groaning at the effort.
“Fuck. Last night was heavy,” he said, taking the coffee that had been meant for Troy.
Troy opened his mouth to protest but stopped himself. Trent seemed to be the only one on his side right now, so he held his tongue, narrowing his eyes as Trent sipped the coffee.
“You pleased with yourself?” Trent asked, looking at Tyrese. “Causing that whole scene last night, and for what? A party?”
“If you don’t understand where I’m coming from, then that’s the problem,” Tyrese sighed, shaking his head with disappointment. “You need to grow up, Trent.”
Trent snorted.
“You need to stop acting like an old man,” he said.
Tyrese stood up, still shaking his head. He looked from Trent to Troy, looked as if he was about to say something. He thought better of it and headed for the door.
“I’ve got business to take care of,” Tyrese said over his shoulder. “Because apparently I’m the only one here who does.”
Not true, Troy thought. He had business to take care of too, only his involved revenge.
Trent cleared his throat, which turned into a hacking cough. He groaned, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Never mind him,” he said, his voice hoarse. “He’s been up his own arsehole lately, thinking he’s the only one running things. Now he’s got Sanjay Siddiqui as a little lapdog he thinks he doesn’t need me.”
“Amal’s brother?” Troy asked, surprised. He wondered why Amal had not mentioned it, his discomfort from last night returning. His friends were keeping things from him, and he did not like it. Perhaps Amal had thought he already knew though, Troy reasoned. After all, if Amal thought Troy was still involved in his brothers’ dealings, of course he would already know. That must be it, he told himself, reassured.
“Yeah, fucking prick,” Trent muttered, shaking his head and scowling. “Personally, I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.”
Troy murmured his agreement, though from what he remembered Sanjay had not seemed the type with ambitions above his station, at least not behind bars.
“Forget them though,” Trent said, lowering his voice. “Let them do whatever they want. I’ve been handling some business of my own. A sideline, you know, for some extra cash.”
“Does Tyrese know about it?” Troy asked, his interest piqued. He felt pleased that Trent was sharing such information with him. Trent shook his head, and Troy felt excited to know something that his eldest brother did not.
“No, so keep your trap shut if you want in on it,” Trent said. “You know what Ty’s like.”
“Why would he care?” Troy asked, bemused.
Trent looked at him for a long moment, weighing up whether to share it with him. Troy tensed, but was relieved when his brother sighed and leant closer.
“I’ve been reaching a bit further than just the Goldsworth,” he admitted. Troy nodded, surprised that Trent would go behind Tyrese’s back. Perhaps the divide between his brothers was larger than he had first thought. Trent continued. “I got the idea when Ty got you dealing inside. Thought it was a good idea to expand.”
“Where?” Troy asked, already guessing the answer, the reason why Ty did not know.
“Healy territory,” Trent admitted.
Troy shrugged. He was pleased that at least one of his brothers had the balls to take them on. It still rankled with him that one of their guys had raped Brandy and only suffered a few broken bones as retribution. Troy had wanted him dead.
“The only thing now is I need some extra guys to deal there,” Trent went on. “The Healy brothers haven’t clocked on yet, but they’ll recognize our guys, plus most of them would go running to Tyrese and tell him everything. We need guys that are loyal to us, not to him.”
Troy considered him, an idea forming. He thought of Kojo and his pals last night, so naïve and yet eager to impress him.
“I know some guys who would be up for it,” Troy said, nodding. “They’re fresh, but they’ll be loyal, and they’d do anything for us.”
“I knew I could count on you,” Trent grinned, clapping him on the back. “Good lad.”
Troy beamed at the praise. He listened as Trent spoke, filling him on his latest venture. He realised that perhaps the rift between his brothers was to his advantage. He was more included now than he had ever been before.
The thought that he was finally going places and rising through the ranks was almost as sweet as he knew his revenge would be when Clint learnt of his little brother’s corruption at his hands.
* * *
Clint knocked on the front door and waited. He imagined Marlena in the kitchen, jumping at the sound, and wondered if he should have called or text to say he was coming around to check on them.
He was still irritated after his argument with Kojo, but there was nothing he could do about it. His brother was his own person, he would have to make his own mistakes, however hard it might be for Clint to let him. He was shocked by the words he had used, the harsh tone of his voice. It was as if his brother had become a different person, one that he no longer liked, had no more respect for. When Clint had stepped into the shower, it had been only a minute before the front door sounded, signaling Kojo’s escape from the flat and his brother’s questions.
The door opened a crack, chain in place, and Marlena peered out. She did not seem to relax at the sight of him, her lips thin with worry.
“Clint, I’m sorry,” she said. She almost sounded it. “She can’t see you right now.”
Clint was not totally surprised, but he was still hurt.
“I just wanted to check on her and Angel,” Clint said. He hated the pleading tone. “I just wanted to -” He trailed off. He could not put into words what he wanted.
To take back what he had done in the past, to make things right with Aurora and his daughter, to forget the Goldsworth and everything that had taken place here.
“I’m sorry,” Marlena said again. “Angel was up in the night, and Aurora’s just tired and not up for visitors today.”
Visitors? That was what Clint had now been reduced to. He felt his shoulders slump.
“I can look after Angel some time,” Clint offered. “Any time.”
“Thanks, Clint, I know you want to help,” Marlena said. She offered a smile. “I just don’t think Aurora is ready for that yet.”
“Well, will you tell her that -” He stopped. “Never mind.”
“Things will get easier,” Marlena said.
Clint nodded. The door closed softly. He wondered if this would be how things were in the future. Perhaps in a few years it would not be Marlena answering the door and telling him that Aurora did not want to see him, perhaps it would be a new man, one who had not hurt Aurora so badly, one who Angel would grow up thinking of as her father.
He kicked out at the wall, his trainers scuffing the concrete.
He could not shake the thought of Aurora meeting someone else, falling for a man who would always have the upper hand against Clint because he had no connection to Shaniqua’s death. The thoughts swirled like fog, clouding his mind, as he went down the stairwell and began crossing the courtyard.
He was torn from his thoughts when someone’s shoulder collided with his chest. He staggered backwards, looking up at the stranger, wanting to yell at him for not watching where he was going and slamming into him.
Only this was no stranger staring at him, jaw set and eyes flashing angrily.
“Clint, long time no see.”
Clint swallowed hard, taking a step back as Troy glared back at him.
* * *
Kojo lowered the joint and let a cloud of smoke escape from his lips. He felt Kent beside him as he slid the joint from between his fingers and took a drag himself.
He had dressed and escaped his parents’ flat as soon as Clint was in the bathroom. He could not take any more of his brother’s questions or his fake concern. His brother tried to play the hero, act as if he was protecting him, but Kojo now knew the truth. He was just worried that Kojo would learn the truth, that Clint was nothing but a snitch who had backstabbed his best mate all because of some girl.
Last night, Troy had told him everything, and Kojo now saw his brother through different eyes. He was no role model. He was not someone who should be respected, in fact he was just the opposite. People like him were the bane of the estate, Troy had said, sneaking around and bringing the police into their homes like cockroaches.
He relaxed as Kent blew smoke in his direction. They were in Kent’s bedroom and he did not have to worry about Clint or his interferences any more.
When he had left the flat, he had got a text from Troy. He had been excited to see his name flash up, half-believing that their bond had only been borne of drugs and alcohol and that Troy would not remember him in the morning.
To get the text had been one thing, but when he had read it he had pulled his clothes on and come straight round to tell Kent the good news. Troy had some work for them. It was an easy job, he had assured him, and they would be earning a few quid of their own if they did well. Kojo did not know exactly what the work would be, but Kent had set him straight.
“You serious?” Kent had laughed when Kojo had betrayed his naivety. “Troy wants us to start selling some gear on the street, man. This is great, we’ll be rolling in moolah in no time.”
“For real?” Kojo had asked, at once nervous at the thought. “Dealing drugs?”
“Everyone does it,” Kent had assured him. “Plus, you like this Scarlett girl, right?” Kojo had nodded, almost blushing at the thought of her. “Well, you want to impress her, yeah? You think she’s still going to like you if you can’t take her places, can’t buy her presents and shit like that? You need cash to throw at this chick, you know.”
It had made sense to Kojo, and he had quickly come around to the idea. Now they were on their second joint to celebrate the news. Kojo did not like to think what his brother’s reaction would be if he ever found out, but soon he realised he did not much care.
The thought of earning money and respect, of working for Troy and finally being able to woo Scarlett and impress her, overweighed any nerves he might have had.
Kent gave him back the joint, lying back against the foot of the bed and closing his eyes.
“Man, this is just the start,” Kent said, barely moving his mouth, his eyes still closed. “We’re going places, Kojo, and it’s all thanks to you man.”
“Amen to that,” Kojo said, as he lifted the joint to his lips.
* * *
Sanjay hung up the phone and wondered whether he was making a mistake. He did not know what to make of the call he had just received, but he knew that something was going on. It was almost enough to make him briefly forget the texts he had sent to Fernanda that she had ignored and left on read.
He had just heard from one of the Banks brothers’ foot soldiers, confirming that he had dropped off some more weed to the prison officer as requested. Sanjay had thanked him, but his suspicions had been raised at once.
Troy was out of prison, and with his release their in-route to dealing behind bars had dried up. Or that was what Tyrese and Trent now believed, yet someone on the inside was clearly still running some business in there and using Tyrese’s drugs and officer to do it.
Whoever it was, they clearly had either a death wish, or a serious pair of balls, to be trying to double-cross Tyrese and the Banks brothers like this.
Sanjay wanted to find out who it was.
It would be easy enough to find out, he reasoned. Tyrese had used Wimbly, a terrified prison officer who was easily scared and manipulated, to smuggle the gear into the prison. He surely had to be involved in this new set-up. The foot soldier had confirmed that it was dropped off to Wimbly at the usual place, so whoever now ran things inside had clearly got to Wimbly.
Now it was Sanjay’s turn to put the frighteners on him.
He climbed into his car. A quick search online had provided him with Wimbly’s home address. It was less than half an hour’s drive away through London, depending on the traffic, and then Sanjay would sit down and have a chat with him.
He was intrigued to know who was taking on the Banks brothers, almost impressed that somebody would do such a thing, aware that he himself was preparing to do the same.
* * *
Clint looked at Troy, saw that he had lost weight, his cheekbones more prominent than they had been. His shoulders looked broader. Perhaps he had worked out inside. Perhaps it was just that they had not seen each other in a while, the longest since they were just children that they had been apart. Troy looked him up and down too.
They were both silent.
It was hard to finds words, Clint thought.
Troy broke the silence.
“You came back then,” he said. He could not tell if it was a sneer or a criticism, or simply an observation. Troy’s lip curled back then. “I heard you did a runner, afterwards.”
There was no need to question the afterwards. After he had told Detective Patterson everything, had given up Troy’s name and betrayed his darkest secrets.
“Were you scared, is that it?” Troy asked, mocking him now. “Or were you ashamed?”
“I’m not scared of you,” Clint said defiantly.
It was half-true. He was not scared of Troy, only when it came to Aurora and Angel.
“You should be,” Troy said, his eyes flashing.
“Why? What are you going to do?” Clint asked. “You going to go telling tales to my brother? That’s what I should be afraid of?”
Troy looked surprised at that. Perhaps he had not thought he would find out so soon. He tried to hide it though, his lips scowling now.
“That’s just for starters,” he said. “I heard you got a baby now.”
Clint gritted his teeth, palms sweating. He wondered if this was a threat.
“Heard you and Aurora split up too,” Troy continued, smiling now. “Guess she’s on the look out for a new man, eh? Me and her have some history, maybe I’ll give it a second shot.”
Clint took a deep breath, willing himself not to rise to the threats. It was what Troy wanted, to provoke a reaction from him, to hit a nerve, no matter how he did it.
“Now she doesn’t have a baby inside her I don’t think she’d stop me,” he went on, licking his lips. “After you, she must want a real man. I bet she’ll be begging me to fuck her.”
“Real man, you?” Clint snorted, unable to help himself. “She wouldn’t want you if you were the last man on the planet.”
“Maybe I won’t give her a choice,” Troy hissed.
Clint’s fingernails dug into his sweaty palms his fists were clenched so tightly.
“Prison didn’t do you much good then,” Clint said, shaking his head.
“I’m innocent,” Troy laughed, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Didn’t you hear the judge? You were there, in court, weren’t you? Little snitch.”
“I was just doing the right thing.”
“Really?” Troy asked. “Nah, man, I think you were just doing what Aurora told you to.”
Clint did not speak, wondering if Troy was perhaps right. Had he done the right thing for himself? Or just because he had known that Aurora wanted him to?
“I’m right, ain’t I?” Troy laughed again. “You must be hating yourself, man. You turn into a grass snake, lose all your mates and your respect, and then she goes and ditches you anyway.” He clapped his hands together, clearly enjoying himself. “Bravo, Clint, you’ve outdone yourself.”
Clint shook his head, knowing that there was nothing he could say to Troy that would have any effect on him. Nothing would change his mind or his reasoning. He wondered how they had ever been friends for as long as they had been.
“Just leave Aurora and my brother alone,” Clint said. His voice did not shake. His nerves were gone now, his fear of Troy fading. He was reminded that Troy was just a boy, throwing his toys out of his pram whenever he did not get his own way.
“Or what?” Troy asked. “You going to kill me?”
“Just leave them alone,” Clint repeated.
Troy was silent, staring at him. Despite the sun, Clint fell the wind chill and he resisted the urge to shiver under his gaze.
“I can’t make promises I’m not going to keep mate,” Troy said with a slight shake of his head, his eyes never leaving Clint’s. “I’m going to ruin your brother, just like I’ll ruin Aurora. Then if I still don’t feel satisfied, I’ll ruin your daughter, and your mama and your daddy, and anyone else I fucking want to ruin until it’s only you.”
Clint held his breath, letting his words hit him like ice.
“Then I’ll ruin you,” Troy said. His hand made the shape of a gun, and he mouthed ‘Pow’ as he fired the imaginary weapon. “Watch your back, Clint, because I’m going to end you.”
Then he smiled and turned, walking away. Clint watched him go, his heart hammering in his chest. He forced himself to turn and keep walking, his muscles aching from the tension. He tried to steady his breathing, surprised by how anxious he was.
He knew that Troy had meant every word of his threats. He wondered now whether he had underestimated him. Troy might just be a child throwing a tantrum, but he was a dangerous child and his tantrums left people dead.
* * *
Looking down over the wall from the walkway outside her front door, Aurora watched as Troy sauntered off, leaving Clint staring after him. Even from this height and distance, Aurora could see that Clint was afraid. He seemed to compose himself, watching Troy retreat, before he turned and walked away, glancing back over his shoulder as if Troy might come after him.
She had not heard them, did not know the words that had been exchanged, but she knew from Clint’s reaction that Troy was not reformed, that he was not going to just forget the past and move on with his life.
Aurora wondered whether she had underestimated Troy. He had already proven how dangerous he was. He had killed her sister, and then shot dead Sasha and Wright. Three people dead and he still walked the streets. Perhaps people should be afraid of him, she reasoned. She thought of Clint, stood in the courtyard alone with him just moments ago. Anything could have happened. It would only have taken seconds if Troy had a gun and Clint would be dead.
She thought about losing him, of Angel losing her father, and she knew that despite what Clint had done, she did not want him to hurt, did not want him gone completely from their lives.
Aurora had not wanted to see him, had told her mother to send him away, and she wondered how she would feel now if Troy had killed Clint and that had been her last act towards him, sending him away without even going to the front door to tell him herself.
Her guilt mixed with her own frustration. She had every right to be angry with him, to hate what he had done and for how he had made her fall in love with him despite carrying the terrible truth about what he had been a part of.
And Troy, why should she fear him? If anyone should be scared, she thought, it should be him, if there was any justice in this world. He had stolen her sister from her, and then one of her closest friends. He should have been cowering, pleading for her forgiveness, not threatening her loved ones and walking around the estate like he owned it.
She retreated to her front door and opened it, saw her mother hovering at the kitchen door, anxious that the door had not been locked.
Aurora closed the door and threw the chain in place, reassuring her mother, though she wondered if a chain would really stop Troy if he wanted to get inside their home.
If he came after her, Aurora would be ready for him, she decided.
Unless she went after him first.
* * *
Brandy heard her phone vibrate but ignored the message alert. She was in no mood to talk to Adrianna after the stunt she had tried to pull last night. She could still hardly believe that her friend would try to trick her into attending Troy’s party. It rankled her that Adrianna had chosen to help Trent and Troy lure her to the party rather than have her back and warn her what was going on and whose party she was going to.
There was a knock on the front door and Brandy groaned. Aunt Bo had taken Frazer to the park, granting a short reprieve of silence in the flat, and Brandy did not want that disturbed. Her mother was out somewhere, doing whatever it was she did all day, and Brandy was tempted to let the knock go unanswered.
Another knock, louder this time.
She moaned and heaved herself off the bed. She hoped it was not her mother at the door. It would not be the first time Deanna had lost her keys, returning home in a foul mood and demanding Brandy hand over her own set so she could go back out again.
She opened the door and froze.
“Brandy,” Troy greeted her, putting his foot firmly in the way so she could not close the door on him. “Guess you didn’t get the party invitation last night.”
“Troy,” she managed, her voice sounding strangled.
She took a step backwards, and Troy pressed the advantage, closing the distance between them, edging his way into the flat. She let go of her grip on the door and Troy stepped inside, closing the door behind him.
Prison had changed his build. He looked leaner, tougher, somehow, his features harder and his eyes angrier than she remembered. She wondered if people had thought the same about her when she had served her own time.
“Thought I’d come and see you,” Troy said casually, glancing around the flat. He took a few steps forward down the corridor, forcing Brandy to step back. She hesitated, glancing around, aware that the flat was empty apart from the two of them. It seemed Troy had noticed the same thing, eyes flickering. “You don’t have anyone else here?”
“My mum will be back soon,” Brandy lied, trying to make it sound like the truth.
“Good old Deanna,” Troy laughed. “Still on the crack?”
Brandy took a few more steps back, finding herself at her bedroom door. She considered throwing herself through it and slamming it in Troy’s face, but she did not know if she had time, if he would force his way through it.
“And Aunt Bo’s just gone down the shops, she won’t be long,” Brandy added, her voice stronger this time.
“What’s she doing here?” Troy asked, glancing over her shoulder at her bedroom door too. He knew the layout of the flat as well as anyone, Brandy thought. He had been here enough times when they were together. In those days she had been desperate for him to visit her. She could almost laugh at the thought of that now.
“Just visiting,” Brandy replied, keeping her voice light.
Troy nodded. He reached around her and opened her bedroom door, stepping into the room. Brandy followed him inside, her pulse quickening. She could not let him be here when Aunt Bo returned with Frazer, did not want him to know the truth.
“How have you been?” Troy asked.
He seemed at ease, which threw Brandy’s guard.
“Fine,” she replied tersely. Troy was quiet for a long time, perhaps expecting her to return his question. Brandy sighed. “What are you doing here Troy? What do you want?”
Troy looked at her, surprised.
“You never asked me that before,” he said. “You were always so happy to see me. Practically begging me to come around here. Even when you knew your mum had a thing for me.” He laughed, shaking his head. “You know that’s why I hated coming here, right? Your fucked-up mum. One night whilst you were asleep, I went into the kitchen for some water and she tried it on with me, she ever tell you that? Put her hands right down the front of my boxers. I could’ve had her right there and then if I’d wanted.”
Brandy’s face creased in disgust.
“I never did it though,” Troy added quickly. “Anyway, seems like you don’t want me here. Are you trying to get rid of me or something? You never used to want me to leave.”
“That was before,” Brandy said.
“Before you grassed me up?” Troy nodded, his eyes flashing dangerously. Brandy recognized the look. Troy sniggered. “Before you gave that bitch Patterson the knife?”
Brandy took a deep breath.
“I’ve done my time, Troy, I got locked up too,” she said, standing up straight. “If you want to give me a beating like your brothers did then go on, do it, get it over with and leave me the fuck alone.”
Troy looked at her dismissively.
“You gave them the knife so you could get less time?”
“For all the good it did me,” Brandy admitted. “That lying bitch Patterson’s promises aren’t worth shit.”
Troy shook his head.
“You trusted the police over your own boyfriend.”
“Well you weren’t exactly a trustworthy guy, Troy,” Brandy pointed out. Her anger started to flare.
“And what? You were supposed to be my girlfriend,” Troy snapped. “You were supposed to love me, and you did me over like that?”
“Don’t act like you were the perfect boyfriend, Troy,” Brandy said, voice rising with indignation. “You treated me like shit, you hit me, you probably even cheated on me, right? Don’t stand there and act like you’re a perfect little prince who I did so wrong.”
“No, I never cheated on you,” Troy shook his head.
“Aurora?” Brandy reminded him. “Don’t act like you didn’t want her, because it was fucking blatant. All that pretending that Clint being with her was going to cause problems for us all, when it was all really just you jealous that he was fucking her when you wished she was yours.”
“Nothing ever happened with her,” Troy said flippantly, though his lips thinned, betraying his anger.
“You tried it though, didn’t you? You -”
“Never mind about that,” Troy shouted.
Brandy snorted with laughter, all her fear forgotten.
“Yeah, let’s not mention the night you left me here alone and went out to try and rape her,” Brandy argued. She took a step forward, egged on by her anger, by her old fury with him. She stepped closer. Troy’s fists clenched, and she remembered how their fights had always gone down, how they infuriated each other, spurring each other into violence. She stopped a few inches from him, got in his face. “Come on, I’m waiting for you to hit me. Not like you’ve not done it before. Forget all the shit you’ve done, let’s just beat on Brandy.”
“You trying to test my patience?” Troy hissed, his lips curling back. “I still ain’t had an apology from you.”
“You want an apology?” Brandy laughed, knowing it would anger him further. She leant closer, her voice vicious. “I’d eat my own shit before I say sorry to you.”
She raised a hand and slapped him hard across the face. The sound was loud in the silent flat. Troy’s eyes widened, shocked at her nerve. The veins in his neck throbbed with anger, and she knew he was itching to raise a fist to her.
“Come on, Troy, you’re a hard man, aren’t you?” Brandy persisted. She raised a hand and slapped him again. She sneered at him, kissing her teeth. “What, prison soften you up?”
She raised a hand to slap him again.  She struck but Troy was faster, his hand closing around her wrist before her palm hit his face. His grip was strong, painful. She looked into his face, the anger pulsating across his face, eyes wide with fury, waiting for him to strike.
* * *
Troy loosened his grip on Brandy’s wrist and let her arm fall to her side. She looked surprised. He knew she was waiting for him to hit her, to let his anger bubble over into violence as he had always done in the past.
He sighed, letting out a long breath, unsure why the calm had descended over him. Perhaps Brandy had hit a nerve when she had brought up his past behaviour.
“I’ve done some things I’m not proud of,” he said quietly, surprising even himself. Brandy looked uncertain, as if this was an act, a trick. That made him feel worse. He had treated her badly, he knew. “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he added.
Brandy took a step back, looking away from him. She was not used to his softer side. He knew that he had rarely shown it to her, had rarely even acknowledged that perhaps he had one. He felt ashamed, wondering whether he really had been so bad to her. He had taken her for granted, that was for sure, but seeing her after all this time he wondered why she had stayed with him for so long. They had good memories, but the bad ones were fresher in his mind.
He swallowed hard.
“And I didn’t know my brothers beat you,” he said, shaking his head. He wondered whether Brandy had taken the stand only out of fear for his brothers. “I didn’t tell them to, I didn’t want them to. I wouldn’t have let them if I’d known.”
Brandy was silent, apparently lost for words. Troy shifted on his feet, suddenly uncomfortable, unsure of the real reason he had come to see her. Had he really come here to threaten her like he had done Clint? Or did he just want to see her?
“Well, I -” Brandy started, then stopped. She looked over at him, then quickly down at the floor, still uncertain.
“I know I hurt you,” Troy continued. He was not sure where these words or feelings were coming from, how long he had held them inside. “You hurt me too, Brandy. We were supposed to be one, you know, me and you. King and Queen of this shithole estate. United front and all that.”
Brandy sighed, her stance relaxing.
“We always were, until you became obsessed with Aurora,” she said quietly. She did not move closer, perhaps still did not trust him enough to do so. “I really loved you, Troy,” she said, not looking at him.
“I loved you too,” Troy told her. He looked at her, saw her blinking hard, as if she might cry. That had not been his intention. “And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I did to you, and for how things turned out between us.”
“I’m sorry too,” Brandy said.
They fell silent, neither speaking or moving to comfort the other. Troy wondered why he wanted to reach for her, put his arms around her and hold her close. Did he still love her? Did he still wish she was his girlfriend? Or did he simply wish he could turn back time to the days before Shaniqua and Aurora and prison?
He wondered if Brandy felt the same, if she still wanted him, or if she wanted him gone.
“I shouldn’t have given her the knife,” Brandy said, surprising him. She looked at him, tears no longer in her eyes. She looked him in the eyes. “I should have had your back.”
“No,” Troy sighed, shaking his head. “I did you wrong. You were just getting payback.” He let out a low laugh, shaking his head. The thoughts he’d had in prison of wanting revenge on Brandy were laughable now. Had his anger just been a mask so he did not have to face the fact that he still loved her? Or was he just being ridiculous? He looked at her. “I can understand wanting payback, believe me.”
“Are you after payback on me?” Brandy asked, a trace of apprehension.
“I was,” Troy admitted. Brandy tensed. Troy shook his head. “But now, no. I’ll leave you alone,” he said. Brandy looked questioningly at him, as if hardly believing his words. Troy shrugged. “If you want me to,” he added, almost a whisper.
Brandy was quiet, before she nodded.
“I do,” she said.
Troy swallowed down his disappointment.
“I should go,” he said.
He walked towards her and resisted the urge to reach out and touch her as he left the bedroom. She followed behind him, perhaps making sure he was going, perhaps desperate to get him out of her flat, out of her life.
He paused, his hand on the front door.
“Take care, Troy,” Brandy said. He nodded, not turning to look at her as he opened the door and stepped outside. “Not everyone’s going to be pleased you’re out,” Brandy continued, her voice soft, gentle. Almost as if she still cared about him. “Hell, even I wasn’t.”
Troy turned, forcing a smile for her. She looked pretty, now that the anger was gone, now that she appeared more relaxed.
“I’ll make sure my brothers leave you alone,” Troy told her.
Brandy murmured her thanks and looked at him. Their eyes met for a moment, and Troy wanted to speak, though he did not know what he would say, but then Brandy was closing the door.
Alone, he slowly walked away, wondering what the hell had just come over him. His mind was all over the place now and he wanted a drink or a couple of lines just to clear his head.
He went down the stairs and across the courtyard, his mind churning over his conversation with her, unable to stop thinking about whether he still wanted Brandy, questioning whether she felt the same as he did and whether he even wanted her to.
His visit to her had proven something to him though, feelings aside. It was not Brandy he should be angry with, she had just reacted to his poor treatment of her. Perhaps even Clint could be allowed the same excuse, given that he had been head over heels for Aurora and had lashed out when he realised that Troy had tried it on with her.
No, the person who should feel the full force of his wrath should be Aurora, Troy now realised. She had spurned his advances, had tempted him and turned Clint and then Brandy against him. If it was not for her then Brandy and Clint would never have betrayed him, would still be loyal to him even now, no matter what he had done.
He started up the stairs of his own block, wondering why it had taken him so long to understand this new truth, why it had only been seeing Brandy that had given him such clarity.
He turned to go up the next flight of stairs and stopped, almost freezing in place.
Perhaps this was a sign, he thought, feeling a sudden rush of anger.
Aurora Curtis stood a few steps above him, one hand on her hip, looking down at him as she had always done, her pretty lips curled back in dismay at the sight of him.
Troy had waited a long time to teach this stuck-up bitch a lesson.
Now he finally had his chance.
* * *
Aurora looked down at Troy, watching as the look of surprise quickly turned to anger.
He was so predictable, she thought, as his lips turned into a sneer.
He really thought that he could scare her, she realised, allowing herself a smile.
One hand on her hip, she did not take her eyes off him. She had been waiting here for him since she had watched him go into Brandy’s flat. She had waited, and waited, debating with herself whether she was doing the right thing or not.
She felt her heart beating fast now, whether through fear or nerves or exhilaration, she did not know or care. The other hand was behind her back, her palms slick with sweat as she gripped the handle of a knife.
Troy stepped up, one step closer to her.
Her hand tightened on the knife.
One step closer and she would strike.
* * *
Sanjay pulled up outside prison officer Wimbly’s small, terrace house on a quiet street and shut off his engine, looking up at the house. It was neatly maintained, the white paintwork fresh and the door a light, welcoming green. The windows were clean, net curtains hung up in them. He imagined Wimbly and his wife and daughter living happily here, eating dinner together and laughing at some sitcom together. He imagined the carnage Tyrese would unleash here if he found out that Wimbly was double-crossing him.
He got out of the car and looked around as he locked the door. The street was quiet, most of the neighbours out at work. Wimbly would be home though, working shifts as he did.
Sanjay knocked on the front door, waiting, hoping that Wimbly was alone.
Wimbly opened the door, his smile faltering.
“Can I help you?” Wimbly asked.
“Yes, you can,” Sanjay replied. He put a hand on the door and pushed it open so he could enter the small, carpeted hallway. Wimbly stepped aside, mouth flapping wordlessly, and Sanjay wondered how a man like this had ever become a prison officer.
“Who are you?” Wimbly asked, as Sanjay closed the front door behind himself.
“That doesn’t matter yet,” Sanjay said. “Are you alone here?”
Wimbly looked flustered at that question.
“Yes,” he nodded, as Sanjay raised an eyebrow.
“Good,” Sanjay sighed.
He glanced around, waiting for Wimbly to lead them into the kitchen or lounge, but an invitation was not forthcoming. Sanjay walked down the corridor and into the kitchen, Wimbly trailing helplessly after him.
“What’s this about?” he asked. “Who sent you?”
“I work for Tyrese.”
Wimbly’s face reddened, and he mouthed wordlessly once more. Eventually he found his voice again.
“I took the drugs in today just like I was supposed to,” he managed.
“Who told you to do that?” Sanjay asked, leaning against the kitchen counter.
Wimbly narrowed his eyes.
“What do you mean?” he asked, caught off guard by the question.
“Who did you deliver the drugs to inside?” Sanjay rephrased. “Troy Banks got out, so who do you take the drugs to now?”
Wimbly faltered.
“Well, I thought it was all agreed, I thought -”
“Who?” Sanjay said, cutting off his murmurings.
“Dante,” Wimbly said. “Dante Cortez. It’s Troy’s cellmate. He told me he was running things on the inside now.”
Sanjay found himself smiling. Now he had a name. And it seemed that this Dante Cortez had some nerve to be threatening Wimbly, making money dealing inside using the Banks brothers’ drugs. It was almost brilliant in its audacity, Sanjay thought. Of course, all he had to do was say a few words to Tyrese and Dante would be dead.
Sanjay did not want that though, not yet anyway.
“I want you to get me a visit with him,” Sanjay said. Wimbly looked surprised, but he nodded. “Tomorrow,” Sanjay told him. Wimbly was still red-faced and wide-eyed as Sanjay pushed off from the counter and headed for the door.
“I’ll see myself out,” he called over his shoulder as he left the kitchen.
* * *
It was early evening and the cocktail bar in Soho was starting to fill up. The place was fancy, Adrianna thought, eyeing her surroundings with pleasure. The bar was clean, the bartender was handsome in a crisp white shirt and black waistcoat, and the patrons were middle-class; nice jewellery, smart clothes, expensive shoes.
This was the kind of place she had always pictured herself frequenting. It was the height of sophistication, far classier than the shitholes that Brandy often took her too, where the bars were sticky with spilt shots and the guys were like animals in vests and low-hanging jeans. No, she thought, this was exactly where she belonged. She smiled indulgently at Trent and snuggled up to him in the booth. It was cream-leather, very fancy, she thought. The plate glass windows looked out over a small square, and she watched passers-by for a few minutes.
The waiter brought their drinks over. Trent had a pint of beer, of course, but Adrianna had pushed the boat out and ordered the fanciest cocktail on the menu. It was a bright red, full of crushed ice and spirits, and it came with a little straw and a pink and yellow umbrella.
“This is perfect,” she said. Beside her, arm draped casually behind her, Trent smiled. She meant her words. She had never felt so satisfied, she thought. Since she had first met Trent, she had wanted this lifestyle – money and luxury, with none of the work. She wished he had dressed up a bit more for the occasion and for a place like this, but she had persuaded him to wear a shirt, which was something, at least, she thought.
She had gone all out with her outfit, and she knew she stood out even compared to the women wearing clothes far more expensive than her own.
Sipping at her cocktail, Adrianna almost choked on her drink when she caught sight of Fernanda, Sanjay’s girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend probably after last night, pass the plate-glass window. She was with a few other girls, all dressed up, hair styled and looking like they were on a night out.
She hoped, prayed, that they would pass right by and not look twice at the place, but she shrank a little in the booth as they pushed through the door and headed to the bar. The waiter smiled widely, clearly pleased with their arrival.
Adrianna’s palms felt damp with sweat now and she took another sip of her cocktail. Trent, beside her, had glanced unconsciously at the girls, but he clearly recognised none of them. Adrianna needed to get him out of here, in case Fernanda recognised her. She wasn’t sure if she would, didn’t know how much Sanjay might have told her. She could never let Trent find out, never ruin this perfect life she was beginning to grow accustomed to.
Sanjay had called her to warn her that Fernanda had seen the pictures and the texts they had exchanged, but Adrianna now strained to remember what Fernanda would have seen of her, whether her face was recognizable in them.
As if on cue, Fernanda turned to look around the room and her gaze locked on her. They held each other’s eyes for a long moment. Adrianna was panic-stricken and looked away, but there was no doubt that Fernanda had recognised her.
She extricated herself from her friends, who looked weary now. Adrianna’s body tensed as Fernanda approached their table. Trent leant forwards slightly, curious, unaware who she was.
Adrianna’s mind was racing, but she could not think of what to do, what to say, to prevent the inevitable.
“Good evening,” Fernanda greeted them; smile wide, but Adrianna saw the anger in her eyes. Fernanda was pretty, she thought, much more so than she had expected, all tanned skin and Brazilian curves and curls. “Adrianna, right?”
Adrianna couldn’t bring herself to speak, her throat was so constricted. Fernanda didn’t seem to have expected a response. She glanced at Trent, then back at Adrianna.
“I just wanted to come over and say hello,” Fernanda said sweetly. She fake-smiled again. “As far as my boyfriend is concerned, keep your fucking hands off.”
Her words cut the air and Adrianna felt sweat erupt all over her body, her hands shaking. Beside her, she felt Trent tense too.
“What do you –” Trent began, confused.
“Ask her,” Fernanda said bluntly, gesturing to Adrianna. She smiled again and sauntered back to her friends, a swagger in her step now. Her friends passed her a drink and they all laughed, and Adrianna wondered if they were mocking her, enjoying her suffering.
“What the fuck was that about?” Trent asked, still confused. “Is she –”
Adrianna could hardly breathe. Her pulse was pounding, and she knew she was blushing, sweat on her forehead. One look at her and he would know the truth, she knew it.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” she blurted out, almost knocking over her drink in her haste to get away from the table. She hurried to the toilets and almost collapsed against the sinks, still shaking.
She composed herself. Fernanda was a bitch, but Adrianna would have done the same if the situation was reversed. What mattered now was making sure Trent did not suspect anything.
Checking her reflection and taking a deep breath, she rehearsed what she would say and sauntered back to the table, forcing herself to maintain her composure.
“You ok?” Trent asked, once she had slid back beside him in the booth.
“Fine,” Adrianna said, hoping she sounded casual. Before Trent could ask about Fernanda, she pre-empted him. “Crazy girl,” she shook her head. “Probably had too much to drink and got me confused with someone else.”
“Yeah,” Trent said, still sounding bewildered. “Maybe I should have a word.”
“No, no,” Adrianna said quickly. Maybe too quickly. She forced a smile. “Let’s not ruin our evening.”
Trent nodded, lifting his pint glass to his lips. Adrianna watched his face, but could not tell what he was thinking, if he was still suspicious. He said nothing further, so she began to relax, her pulse returning to a normal pace, and sipped her cocktail.
* * *
Aurora waited for Troy to take another step up towards her. He looked at her, perhaps surprised that she did not back away, wondering why she was not intimidated by him. Troy thought everyone feared him, but Aurora did not feel afraid, not now that she was the one with the knife.
“I was wondering when I’d see you,” Troy smiled, licking his lips obnoxiously as he looked her up and down. She resisted the urge to recoil under his open gaze. He grinned wider, sensing her discomfort. “And look, here we are, all alone. You know how much I’ve wanted to get you all to myself. I thought about you a lot whilst I was away.”
He grabbed his crotch and gestured, and Aurora rolled her eyes.
“Is that supposed to scare me?” she asked. “Or turn me on? Because either way, it’s not working.” Troy stopped, faltering, surprised by her reaction. Aurora pressed on. “You know what you look like? A stupid kid who never got taught basic manners, that’s what.”
“Listen, you stuck-up cow, don’t forget you were a pathetic, sniveling mess last time we were alone together,” Troy hissed. “And last time I showed you some mercy, for all the good it did me. If you think I’m going to let you get away a second time, you’re in for a shock.”
He took a step up, closing the gap between them. Aurora took a step up, backing away, unsure why her legs were doing the opposite of what she wanted to do. Her hand shook on the knife behind her back, but she did not use it.
“You’re starting to look scared,” Troy said, his voice low, almost a whisper. “Now you’re starting to understand, Aurora.”
Aurora readied herself, but she still could not bring herself to strike. Even now he was threatening her, invading her personal space, she could not bring herself to use the knife.
“You turned everyone against me,” Troy continued, taking another step closer. “You came between me and Clint. It’s your fault Brandy betrayed me. You made me -”
“Have you heard yourself?” Aurora asked, indignation rising through her like liquid anger. “You have the cheek to blame everything on me?”
Troy’s eyes narrowed. The knife quivered in her hand.
“Troy, you killed my sister,” Aurora said, refusing to take a step back, to back away from him. She was no coward. She was not afraid. “It wasn’t me who turned people against you, I didn’t make Brandy betray you or Clint fall out with you. It was all you. It was all your fault.”
Troy looked shocked. It was as if nobody had ever told him this before.
“You’re trying to twist things -” Troy started, but she cut him off.
“No, Troy, you’re fucking delusional,” Aurora said, her voice rising. It was her turn to take a step forward. Troy was startled, taking a step backwards instinctively. He tripped as he took another step back and stumbled, grasping the wall of the stairwell to stop himself falling down the flight of stairs.
Aurora took another step closer, and it was her turn to sneer down at him.
“You blame everyone but yourself, but take a good long look at yourself, Troy. You’re nothing but a stupid, arrogant, ignorant little fuckwit who thinks he’s a somebody. In reality, you’re just another pathetic gangbanger who’s going to spend your life in and out of prison before you die in prison or a crack-house or out on the street.”
Troy was shocked into silence by her outburst, but she did not let up.
“You know what, Troy,” Aurora laughed, pulling the knife from behind her back. His eyes widened, stepping away, his back to the wall of the stairwell, raising a hand as if it would be any match for the blade. Aurora bore down on him. “I was going to stab you, leave you here to bleed out like you did to my sister, but now I’ve seen how pathetic you are, I’m not going to. Why should I waste my own life when I can just let you do the job for me. Life will be far crueler to you than I ever could be. You’re going to die a sad, lonely, waste of a man, Troy, and I’ll jump on your grave when you do.”
With that she spat at his feet. Troy was still silent, reeling from her words.
“Now stay the fuck away from me,” Aurora said as she approached him. “Stay the fuck away from Clint, stay away from my family. Because next time I will use this fucking knife and I’d have the whole estate cheering me on when I do.”
She went down the stairs, leaving him backed against the wall, feeling like a weight had been lifted from her. Troy was nothing to fear, he was as pathetic as he had always been.
Why should she take on the burden of killing someone, of ending a life? She would become just like him if she did.
No, she would be the bigger person and walk away.
* * *
Troy watched Aurora turn the corner out of sight and heard her footfalls as she descended the rest of the stairwell.
He was shocked, hardly believing what had just happened. She had threatened him, had him backed against the wall like a stray dog cowering in the corner.
He thought of going after her. He could catch up with her, strike her before she had a chance to turn around and use the knife. He would disarm her and then batter her. He would show no mercy, would teach her a few lessons about respect, about how she should be treating a Banks brother. He would leave her for dead, or perhaps he would show her the same mercy he had shown her sister and end her miserable life for her.
No, he thought, stopping himself.
He remembered what Brandy had said. It had been his obsession with her that had driven her to make a deal with the police, and he knew it was the same thing that had driven Clint away from him.
Perhaps it was not all Aurora’s fault, he thought, and partly his own.
Still shocked at the realization and the fact that Aurora had stood up to him, and not only that but even scared him a little, he felt indignation burn at his cheeks as he staggered up the stairs and retreated to the safety of home.
* * *
Trent hated fancy cocktail bars like the one he was currently sat in. They were full of pretentious twats, and sluts who thought that because they wore designer labels they were somehow above him. He still frequented them though; he knew that girls liked being shown off in places like this, and Adrianna was no different.
She was on her third cocktail and she was relaxed again now. He could not relax though, not after the scene earlier in the evening with the feisty Brazilian girl. Adrianna had said that the girl must have been drunk, must have gotten the wrong person. Trent did not believe it. The Brazilian had only just walked in and she hadn’t slurred her words or staggered, she was perfectly sober when she had come over. More tellingly, she had used Adrianna’s name. A pretty big fucking coincidence, Trent thought, two girls who looked the same with the same name. He wanted some answers and he would get them.
The perfect opportunity arose. The Brazilian left her friends and went outside. Through the glass window, he saw her light a cigarette. He pulled his own packet out and shook a cigarette out.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said to Adrianna, who nodded, totally at ease, swaying to the music, cocktail in front of her.
Outside, he approached her. She eyed him wearily, flicking her cigarette, but she made no attempt to walk away or go back inside.
“I didn’t catch your name earlier,” Trent said as he stopped beside her, lighting his cigarette.
“I didn’t give it,” she said, barely glancing at him, looking at the people passing on their way to the clubs. “And it’s none of your business.”
“When you accuse my girlfriend of sleeping with your boyfriend it is.”
She eyed him for a moment, then took a long drag on her cigarette.
“I never used those words.”
“You didn’t have to,” Trent said. He waited for a response. She said nothing. He sighed, impatient. “Is it the truth?”
“Just keep your girlfriend away from Sanjay,” she said. She was feisty, Trent thought, direct. “I don’t know what her game is, but she can go play with someone that isn’t my man.”
“Sanjay?” Trent sucked in some air, almost choking on the smoke. “Your boyfriend, Sanjay Siddiqui?”
She didn’t answer, but he knew he was right. She flicked her cigarette into the gutter.
“It’s cold out here, I’m going back inside,” she said. She looked Trent straight in the face, and he held her look. “I meant what I said. If I find out Adrianna’s been so much as looking at my boyfriend again, she won’t look so pretty when I’m finished with her.”
“You caught them together?” Trent asked.
“In a manner of speaking.”
Anger flared across her features, and Trent felt himself stir.
“You’re a beautiful woman,” he said, as she went to pass him. “You can do better than Sanjay. A lot better.”
“Is that an offer?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
Trent smiled, deciding he liked this woman a lot.
“We could call it payback,” he suggested.
She laughed, turning away from him.
“I’ll pass on that,” she called back over her shoulder. “It may come as a surprise to you, but not every woman has self-respect as low as that bitch in there. And as for doing better than Sanjay, I know I could, but I love him. And you’re hardly a step up from him at any rate love.”
Then she was through the door, back to her friends.
Trent could not help but smile. He had to give her credit, she had some balls. His smile quickly faded as he thought about Adrianna. He believed the Brazilian; she had no reason to lie.
That meant Adrianna had cheated on him, and with Sanjay Siddiqui of all people. She had betrayed him. He should have known a girl like that would double-cross him. He should never have trusted her, never let her close.
As he went back inside, he smiled as he approached Adrianna. She looked so happy, he thought, so satisfied. He slid into the booth beside her again.
He would wipe the smile off her face, he decided. He would punish her for her betrayal. By the time he was finished with her, she would never smile again.
* * *
Sanjay let himself into the house and checked his phone, pleased with how his visit to Wimbly had gone. He was surprised to see a text message from Fernanda. She had finally replied to his messages. It was blunt, but it was a start, he thought, beaming to himself.
He caught sight of Amal, glued to his phone, and considered his brother.
The last few days had seen a change in his brother and it did not take a genius to figure out what the change was.
“You better not let Naz find out,” Sanjay said, and Amal looked up in surprise, locking his phone quickly as if that was what had given away his secret.
“What do you mean?” he stammered. “What you on about?”
“You and Naz’s ex-girlfriend,” he said. He raised an eyebrow at the attempt Amal made to look affronted. Amal sighed, giving up the pretence. Sanjay clapped him on the shoulder in support. “If you really like this girl, I’m not saying don’t see her. I’m just saying don’t let Naz find out about this, because we still need him onside.”
“Don’t worry, we’re being careful,” Amal said, though he sounded uncertain.
“Mate, I could spot it a mile off,” Sanjay said. “You’re sharing pictures all over the place, you’re going all smiley and doe-eyed whenever you look at your phone. Mate, you couldn’t be more obvious if you tried.”
“You think Naz knows?” Amal asked, blushing a little.
“No, maybe not because he’s thick as a short plank,” Sanjay said. “But you better make sure he doesn’t find out. We need his help, and he knows way too much for us to let loose, which is exactly what will happen if he finds out you’re with his ex-girlfriend.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll handle it,” Amal said, suitably chastised.
Sanjay nodded, relieved that his warning had been received.
He went upstairs, kicking off his shoes, as he started writing a message back to Fernanda, hoping that he was already on the way to winning her back.
* * *
Troy lit a cigarette and ventured outside the front door of his flat to peer down at the courtyard below. It was beginning to get dark, and normally he preferred the cover of nighttime, feeling safer in the shadows than under the bright sunshine, but tonight he still felt his stomach churning, his mind a turmoil of mixed emotions.
He looked down at the courtyard, a few drunks staggering along. He envied them for their carefree evening, whilst he was lumbered with these dark thoughts. He thought of Clint and the friendship they had once had, now reduced to threats thrown across the courtyard at each other. He thought about Brandy and what had prompted his sudden forgiveness, whether he still loved her or if he just remembered the love he had once had for her before he had cast it aside for his stupid crush on Aurora. These thoughts inevitably led him to think of Aurora and her shocking tirade against him. He could picture her even now waving the knife under his nose, threatening to do to him what he had done to Shaniqua. He wondered what he had ever seen in her, how he could ever have been attracted to the girl, especially when he’d had Brandy at his side, a girl who would literally have done anything for him, no matter what, no questions asked.
Now he looked back at the past through their eyes, knowing that Aurora’s words were right, even if he hated her for it. It was his own fault that his friendship with Clint had fallen apart, just as it was his own fault that he had thrown his relationship with Brandy away. He could, and did, still hold Aurora responsible, but he knew that he must share the blame.
He wondered what might be different if he had not killed Shaniqua. Would Brandy still be his girlfriend? Perhaps they would be cuddled up in bed together, or pre-drinking together preparing for a party. Their friends would be there, Tamar and Amal, even fat, red-haired Zoe, like some slobbering dog they could not get rid of. He would still be friends with Clint. Aurora would have no reason to hate him, would not show him such disrespect.
Or would he have simply killed someone else that night? If not Shaniqua, then who? A different stranger. Another family who would hate him.
He jumped as a shadow moved further along the balcony, near the stairwell, and he narrowed his eyes as trainers scuffed the concrete floor.
“Hope you’re behaving yourself Troy,” Detective Patterson’s voice said, as the woman came into sight a short distance away. Her voice was quiet, but the warning was clear. She wore jeans and a gym-vest, a cap covering her face. Perhaps she was not supposed to be here. Not that it mattered, he thought, because she was here all the same.
“What do you want?” Troy demanded, his voice shaking. He was rattled.
“I just wanted to warn you that I’m watching,” Patterson said, taking a step closer, stopping just beyond the circle of light from the overheard bulb. “You make one wrong move, take one step out of line, and I’ll have you back in that cell before you can blink.”
Troy swallowed hard. He felt tense at the thought of seeing the inside of a cell again.
“Stay out of my business,” Troy said, trying to sound intimidating.
Patterson let out a low laugh that held no amusement, only derision for his threat.
“I’ll see you and your brothers locked up,” she said. Her voice held no doubt or indecision. She meant it. “Watch your back, Troy.”
Then she was gone as quickly as she had appeared. Troy peered into the dark after her, but he saw nothing. He did not even hear her trainers on the stairs. He let out a long breath realising his cigarette had burnt out.
He looked down at the empty courtyard and tossed the cigarette. His mind returned to his earlier thoughts, but now Serena Patterson’s warning echoed at the forefront of his mind along with the rest.
She was out to get him, and Troy knew that it was no idle threat. The last time she had resolved to put him behind bars, that was exactly where he had ended up, which was why he felt his hands trembling at the thought that she was trying to see him sent back there.




CHAPTER THREE

Trent had not slept well, unable to keep his mind from lingering on unwelcome images of Adrianna and Sanjay’s bodies entwined in bed together, and yet he had a spring in his step when he showered and poured himself a coffee as morning dawned.
Whilst he had tossed and turned sleeplessly in the night his thoughts had turned to how he would seek his revenge, how he would break Adrianna in mind and body, and gradually he had come up with a plan. As he sipped his coffee, burning his lips, he found that he was excited for his plan to come to fruition.
He rang Adrianna. It was early, but she would never miss a call from him.
“Babe,” he greeted her when she answered, almost choking on the word, forcing himself to sound cheerful. “What are you up to later on today?”
Fucking Sanjay Siddiqui? He wanted to ask, but he resisted the urge.
“I don’t know yet baby,” Adrianna replied, her voice groggy from sleep. Trent wondered if Sanjay was lying beside her right now, his hand draped across her stomach. He swallowed down his anger at the image. Adrianna purred down the line, “Why, what are you doing?”
“I have a surprise for you,” Trent said. He did not need to feign excitement now.
“Ooh, what kind of surprise?” Adrianna asked, excited, sleep forgotten.
“I can’t tell you that babe. I don’t want to spoil it.”
“Oh, that’s true,” Adrianna said, giggling. “I’m so excited. You’re such a sweetheart when you want to be, you know that Trent?”
Trent scowled. He did not care what this rotten bitch thought about him.
He told her to keep her afternoon free and that he would text her more details later. He hung up, leaving Adrianna to her excited musings as to what the surprise could be. The more she built her hopes up, let her fantasies run wild inside her head, the greater his revenge would be when she was brought crashing back to the grim reality of his plans.
The thought made him smile.
“You’re happy for this time in the morning,” Troy grumbled, joining him in the kitchen and rubbing his eyes. “Let me guess, you’re seeing that blonde later.” He rolled his eyes.
“Not like that,” Trent said, shaking his head.
“Lost interest?” Troy asked, pouring himself a coffee. “There’s plenty more -”
“She fucked Sanjay Siddiqui,” Trent interrupted him, cracking his knuckles, not sure what had prompted him to share such a fact with his younger brother. It seemed that his bond with Troy had been strengthened since Troy had got out. Perhaps it was because Tyrese no longer seemed interested, Trent wondered.
“Jeez,” Troy managed, looking as surprised as Trent was that he had told him. Troy finished pouring his coffee before he spoke. “You’re not going to let them get away with disrespecting you like that, are you?”
Trent smiled at his brother. Troy understood his desire for revenge.  Maybe that was why he had decided to share it with him.
“I’m going to make the bitch wish she’d never been born,” Trent said.
Troy nodded approvingly.
Trent filled him in on what he had planned for her and Troy’s eyes widened. As he spoke, Trent wondered if he was going too far, but when he had finished and asked Troy for his opinion, Troy shook his head.
“She deserves everything she gets,” he hissed. “Cheating on a Banks brother? She’s just lucky it wasn’t me she fucked over.”
Trent found himself smiling again as he checked the time, counting down the hours until he could drop the pretence and teach Adrianna her much-needed lesson in respect.
* * *
Kojo was stirred from his sleep and opened his eyes, for a moment forgetting where he had ended up last night, before he heard Clint mutter something from his own bed across the small bedroom and remembered dragging himself off Kent’s bedroom floor and making it home after midnight.
He reached for his phone on top of the chest of drawers, not lifting his head off the pillow. His phone was flashing with a message alert. He wondered if that had been what had woken him. Sleep was forgotten when he saw the text was from Troy.
Glancing nervously across the room to his brother, who was lying on his side facing the wall, sleeping again, Kojo read the message.
Troy needed him and his mates for a job this afternoon. It was top secret and it was at Trent’s request. More details would follow.
He sent a message to Kent, giving him the heads up, before putting his phone under his pillow and closing his eyes. Sleep would not come though, no matter how tired he was. Nerves and excitement fluttered through him as he thought about his first job for the Banks brothers this afternoon and what it might entail.
* * *
Sanjay pressed the buzzer again, but the intercom continued to crackle with static. He knew that Fernanda was in her apartment two storeys up, but she was not answering the door. He pressed it again.
“Fernanda, please,” he pleaded into the speaker. “Just five minutes. Please.”
No response.
“One minute,” he tried. “Thirty seconds.”
The static continued uninterrupted. No reply.
He wanted to smash the stupid intercom to pieces, but he knew it would do no good. Perhaps he had underestimated Fernanda’s anger. He had hoped that since she had started texting him back, things were progressing, and he would be able to win her around once again, but now he was left to second guess himself.
She must need more time, he decided.
Reluctantly he retreated down the steps from the building and back to his car. He glanced up to her windows. Had he just imagined that her curtains had twitched a moment ago? He climbed behind the wheel and swallowed down his disappointment. It would not do to dwell on it, not when he had other things he had to do today, things which required him to have his senses about him.
It was a few hours drive in London traffic before he pulled through the prison gates. His hands gripped the wheel tightly. It did not bring back pleasant memories being here, and he wondered whether he was making a mistake in voluntarily walking back inside a prison.
He parked and crossed the car park, keys shaking in his hand. He tried to calm himself down and had composed himself by the time he had gone through the security check point and walked into the visiting room.
Pausing, he looked around, wondering how he would be able to identify Dante, but he spotted him at once. The other men were older, weary from the time they had already served, greeting their families and wives with well-practised forced joviality.
Dante leant back in the plastic chair, one hand laying on the table and the other arm draped across the back of his chair, as if he owned the place. His face did not show any concern or apprehension, if anything he looked bored of waiting already. Catching sight of Sanjay, there was only a quick flash of acknowledgement in his eyes and a slight, almost imperceptible, nod of his shaved head.
Sanjay sat down across the plastic table from him. Normally his broad shoulders and prison-gym physique were enough to intimidate someone, but Dante’s expression did not change from mild curiosity.
“What brings you out here?” Dante asked, after a moment of silence had elapsed. Perhaps he was more than just curious after all, Sanjay thought, though his tone tried not to show it. “You were banged up here not so long ago, right? Surprised you came back.”
Sanjay was not sure the best way to approach the topic, or what Dante’s reaction would be. Clearly Dante was not the type to be easily intimidated.
“It’s not so bad now I’m sat on this side of the table,” Sanjay lied. He hated the smell, the sight of the place, and was anxious to get out. Dante raised an eyebrow, disbelieving, and Sanjay felt a stab of annoyance. “Anyway, it’s you who has a few questions to answer.”
Dante tensed at this, and he was too slow to hide it.
“Ask away,” Dante said, shrugging, recovering his composure quickly.
“I run things for Tyrese Banks,” Sanjay told him, though he was sure Dante had already deduced this. “You can imagine how surprised I was when I realised there was still gear coming in here, can’t you, seeing that Troy got out and hasn’t said he left business in here to anyone else. Your little prison officer chum gave your name up to me straight away, so let’s cut to the chase, right Dante? What are you playing at?”
Dante considered him for a long minute, and Sanjay could almost see him weighing up his options, the cogs turning behind his dark eyes.
“It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work it out, does it?” Dante said, before lowering his voice. “I was Troy’s cellmate and he showed me how to run things. When he got out, I decided to keep things going. Not a big deal, right?”
“Not a big deal to you, maybe, but if Tyrese finds out that you’re selling his drugs and cutting him out of any profits, you’ll be a dead man.”
“If?” Dante asked, raising an eyebrow, a smile creeping onto his lips. He leant a little closer, conspiratorial now. “You mean you haven’t told him yet?”
“I thought I’d give you a chance to explain,” Sanjay replied. “Make sure I had all the facts before I did anything.”
“You can tell yourself that Sanjay, but I think you like knowing something that Tyrese, your boss, doesn’t. You like getting one over on him, knowing someone’s fucking him over.”
Sanjay was surprised at the nerve of him, but he had hit the nail on the head.
“And there’s no reason for you to tell him anything,” Dante continued. Sanjay scoffed, but he found he was smirking along with him. “What would you gain?” he asked. “Or you could let me keep going in here, and I’ll let you take a cut for yourself. The Banks brothers never have to find out, not if you’re running things.”
Sanjay had already made up his mind, perhaps had already known what he would do before he had step foot in the visitor’s room.
“Besides, the Banks brothers won’t be around forever, will they?” Dante asked.
Sanjay froze. He did not know whether Dante was just making a flippant remark or if he knew something of his plan, though he was sure that was impossible. Perhaps it was obvious, given the fact that he had already kept this from Tyrese and had come here in person rather than spilling all and sending Tyrese in all guns blazing.
He nodded and lowered his voice to a whisper.
“Next time I’ll get double the amount of gear sent in,” Sanjay said. “Tyrese will never notice and there’s no point doing this if we’re not making some serious money.”
Dante smiled, nodding his head in agreement.
“We understand each other,” he said. “You obviously have more ambition than Tyrese.”
“And you clearly have more than Troy,” Sanjay said.
“That’s not hard,” Dante laughed, and Sanjay joined in, both relaxing now that they had an understanding, a deal that was only the first of many Sanjay would make. He was chipping away at the Banks brothers’ empire, in anticipation that it would soon be his.
* * *
Talking with Trent about his revenge had stirred something within Troy and reminded him that there were still a lot of people on the estate who had wronged him, who should be made aware that he had not forgotten what they had done to him. Aurora’s outburst had rattled him, but she would get what was coming to her, as would Clint.
They were not the only ones who had wronged him though.
His thoughts turned to Zoe Taylor. Fat, ginger, pregnant Zoe, blabbing the first chance she got when he had been arrested. He remembered the stress in the aftermath of Shaniqua’s death as he had warned Brandy over and again to keep her stupid friend quiet. Perhaps that was what had caused such a strain in their relationship. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to punish her.
He had never been her friend, had never particularly liked the girl, but she had been Brandy’s best mate and so he had put up with her, let her come to parties and hang out with them though he had felt embarrassed that they should be seen with her.
He wondered if Brandy was still close to her, if they had repaired whatever differences had come between them, but he realised he did not care that much. Zoe had to suffer, he decided, gritting his teeth as he remembered how she had taken the stand against him, had run her mouth in court. She probably thought she had done the right thing, just like Clint had done, wanting to please Aurora.
Troy pulled on his trainers and left home, crossing the estate quickly, fists clenched. He felt excited and determined as he took the steps two at a time and was soon knocking on Zoe Taylor’s front door.
She opened it, ginger hair in a messy knot at the back of her head, freckled skin as blotchy as it had always been, wearing a baggy top and dirty tracksuit bottoms.
“I told you to take the keys,” she said, as if expecting someone else.
She froze at the sight of him. Her eyes widened in fear, her mouth flapping wordlessly.
She went to slam the door, but she was too slow for him and Troy pushed it open before she could stop him. He barged past her into the corridor and kicked the front door closed behind him. Zoe backed against the wall, shaking with fear. Troy smiled at her, enjoying her reaction, relishing it even.
“Surprised to see me?” he said.
“Troy, I -”
“Shut your mouth, you useless sack of shit,” Troy hissed.
Zoe fell quiet at once, and Troy cracked his knuckles, the sound loud in the silence.
“You should have known I’d be paying you a visit, Zoe.”
* * *
Clint followed Marlena into the lounge, his feet dragging along the corridor with nerves at seeing Aurora and his daughter. Marlena had smiled in understanding as she had slid the bolt and let him into the flat, but it had done nothing to reassure him. He had spoken to Aurora over text briefly and she had agreed to let him see his daughter, for which Clint had been grateful.
“Morning,” he greeted Aurora, sticking his hands into his pockets and shifting nervously from foot to foot in the doorway. He was not sure how to act, how to behave around her. He did not know if she wanted him to look permanently repentant, or if she just no longer cared at all what he did or how he looked.
Aurora smiled and murmured a reply, though she did not quite look at him as she put Angel back into her cot. Marlena made her excuses to leave to give them time alone together, but Clint almost wished she would stay.
“I’m glad you want to spend time with her,” Aurora said.
“Of course I do,” Clint said, surprised that she could have thought otherwise.
Aurora got off the sofa and smoothed down her blouse. Clint realised she was fully dressed and wore shoes, realising instantly that she did not intend to spend time with him. She blushed as he looked questioningly at her, and smiled, though it looked forced this time.
“Whilst you spend time with Angel, I thought I might get a few bits done that I’ve been putting off,” Aurora said. She reached for her handbag and heaved it over her shoulder. “I’ll be back in an hour or so, but you’ll be fine with her. Mum will be here too if you need anything.”
Clint tried to quell his disappointment that she would not be here with them, though he knew that they were no longer a couple, no longer a family that spent time together.
“I just thought -” he started, then stopped himself.
Aurora let out a sigh. Clint wondered if she had anticipated his reaction, if she was irritated by it or felt as saddened as he did that it had come to this.
“Clint, what did you expect?” Aurora said. “We broke up, you moved out. I’m happy that you’re seeing Angel, but nothing has changed between you and I.”
“Aurora -”
“Just don’t,” Aurora cut him off, putting a hand up and breezing from the room. She brushed past his shoulder and he felt a rush of longing for her, wanted to reach out and touch her, pull her close to him, but he did not, letting her go instead.
The front door opened and closed after some muttered conversation between Marlena and Aurora, and then the sound of the bolt being thrown once more. Clint sat down on the sofa and smiled down at Angel, who looked up at him happily, blissfully unaware of what was going on, what her parents were going through. He reached down and picked her up, cradling her against him, bouncing her gently on his knee, feeling the familiar rush of love for his daughter, almost forgetting his troubles.
He realised how much he was giving up by no longer living here as he played with Angel, and it was too soon that the front door sounded, and Aurora bustled into the lounge a few minutes later. She scooped Angel up into her arms and planted a wet kiss on her forehead, and Angel beamed at her.
“Did you have a nice time together?” Aurora asked.
Clint nodded.
“Yeah, of course,” he replied. “And you, did you -” He trailed off, not sure if he had any business knowing what she had been doing. Aurora seemed not to notice, not paying him any attention, focused on Angel.
“I should go then,” Clint sighed, getting to his feet.
Seeing Aurora and Angel together had made him realise that he would do anything he could to protect them, to keep them safe and happy. He knew that for as long as Troy was around they would always be in danger. Troy’s threats echoed in his mind and Clint, his eyes on Aurora and his daughter, could not allow him to act on any of them.
He knew what he had to do. He had to take care of things. He had to be the man of the family and do what any good boyfriend, any good father, would do and protect them.
“Are you okay?” Aurora asked, her face worrying at the expression on his face.
Clint forced himself to smile at her and nod.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” he said. Aurora did not look convinced. Clint sighed. “I promise you, Aurora, I’ll sort things out. I’ll make sure nothing ever happens to either of you. I won’t let Troy do anything.”
“What do you mean?” Aurora asked, concerned now.
“Don’t worry, I’ll think of something,” Clint said firmly. “It’s my responsibility, okay?”
“No, Clint, I think -”
Clint could not let her go on, did not want her to try and convince him otherwise. She had made it clear recently that deep down, she blamed him, that it was his responsibility to make things right, to make up for what he had done, for failing to protect Shaniqua.
He held up a hand and shook his head.
“Leave it to me,” he said quietly. He turned from Aurora and smiled at Angel, “Daddy will see you soon, okay baby.” He blew her a kiss, and left the room, waving goodbye to Marlena, and let himself out of the flat. The latch slid back into place behind him.
Outside, he knew that he was right, that he needed to protect his family, and he knew what he had to do to get Troy out of their lives.
* * *
The front door closed before Aurora reached the landing. Her mother hurried out of the kitchen to bolt the door. Aurora wondered whether she should go after Clint, but she made no effort to move. She did not know what to say, or if she had any right to stop him. Had she not ended their relationship because she was unable to forgive him for doing nothing to stop Troy, for not saving Shaniqua? Did that make it her fault if Clint did something stupid? Would she have to share some portion of blame if anything happened to Clint or Troy, just as she had apportioned blame to Clint for his role in Shaniqua’s death?
She turned from the door, retreating into the lounge, and put Angel down in her cot, before she started to pace the room, as she always did when there was a lot on her mind.
She thought about how good it had felt to stand up to Troy, to vent her anger and her thoughts at him, but now she wondered if she should have done more. If something happened to Clint, would she feel guilty for not ending Troy when she could have done?
Sliding her phone out of her jeans, she scrolled through her contacts to Clint, but paused with her finger hovering over the call button. Torn between wanting to stop him and grateful that he might have the strength to do what she could not, she stood there for a long moment, before she closed the screen and put her phone back into her pocket.
She resumed her pacing, feeling her daughter’s eyes watching her with curiosity, as she continued to worry not only that Clint was going to do something stupid, but that she could have saved him the trouble when she had held the knife and had Troy all alone.
If she had been stronger, she could have ended it all right then.
* * *
Zoe whimpered, her back pressed against the wall, and Troy could not stop himself from smiling at her distress, the fear that came off her in waves. He could almost taste it in the air between them, and he took a step closer, licking his lips. She tensed, letting out a cry.
“Please, Troy, I’m sorry,” she cried, her voice strangled. “I shouldn’t have gone to court, I shouldn’t have said anything. I just -” She stopped, squeezing her eyes shut as he took another step closer until he was just inches from her. “I just -” she stammered, unable to finish the sentence.
“For the first time in your pathetic life, you’re right Zoe,” Troy said, letting his anger swell, his body itching to hurt her. “You should have kept your mouth shut.”
“I just panicked,” Zoe sobbed.
“Panicked?” Troy snorted.
He took a step back, eyeing her with disgust. She was a mess, tears already in her eyes.
“You were dying to tell that Patterson cow, weren’t you?” Troy said, shaking his head. “I bet you were clapping your hands together when she came knocking, asking about me. I knew you were a snitch from day one. I don’t know why we ever let you hang around with us. Who in their right mind would trust you? Who would want to -”
There was a startled cry from behind one of the doors in the landing. Troy’s smile widened with understanding. Zoe’s eyes widened, but her shoulders squared. Another cry, and Troy knew which door her daughter was behind.
He took a step across the landing, but Zoe moved too, blocking his path, shielding the door with her body. Troy was surprised. Perhaps she was not as scared as he had imagined, motherly instincts kicking in, giving her an adrenaline rush.
“Remember the last time I saw your little girl?” Troy sneered.
Zoe shivered under his gaze. He knew that she remembered, that she would never forget that he had stood in her kitchen, cradling Sienna in his arms as he threatened to drown her.
“Get out Troy,” Zoe spat, defiantly. She shook with fear, but her voice was hard.
Troy gritted his teeth. This bitch had the nerve to tell him what to do, after everything she had done, all the trouble she had caused him. He drew back his fist and slammed it into her face before she had time to react.
She let out a stunned cry and staggered back against the door, blood streaming from her nose. She put a hand to her face to stem the flow, and Troy grabbed a handful of her straggly hair and half-dragged, half-threw her to the floor. She fell into the end table, sending it toppling over and stacks of unpaid bills scattered across the floor.
On the floor, Zoe did not curl up and cry as he had expected. Her eyes darted to the bedroom door, no doubt worried for her daughter.
“Don’t worry, I’ll check on her in a minute,” Troy snarled.
He kicked her hard in the shin and she let out a cry of pain. She tried to crawl down the landing to the front door, but Troy put a foot on the small of her back and put his weight into it. She let out a groan as he squeezed the wind out of her. When he took his foot off her, she spluttered for air.
Troy smiled down at her as she clawed at the floor, dragging herself so painfully slowly to the door. Troy kicked her hard in the side and she screamed as she curled up, moaning in agony.
The front door flew open and Troy tensed at once, ready to fight or run.
He was shocked to see Tamar standing there, a plastic shopping bag dangling from his fingers.
“What the fuck is going on?” Tamar demanded. He dropped the bag and crouched beside Zoe, putting a gentle hand to her face. He glared up at Troy. “What the hell are you doing Troy?”
Troy could hardly believe what he was seeing.
“I could ask you the same thing Tamar,” Troy hissed. The realisation of such a betrayal washed over him as if he had been doused with cold water. “You and her?” he managed, shaking his head with disgust. “Of all the girls, you chose this piece of shit?”
“Get out Troy,” Tamar said, getting to his feet, his fists clenching.
“You’re choosing her over me?”
“Damn right I am,” Tamar growled.
He grabbed the front door and held it open. Troy looked down at Zoe, sobbing breathlessly, her face caked in blood. He wanted to beat them both, to teach them both the value of loyalty, and of silence, but he shot Tamar a dark look and left the flat, stepping over Zoe as he went.
The front door slammed shut behind him, rattling its frame, and Troy took a few deep breaths, hardly able to believe what had just happened. He shook his head, wondering at how he could ever have trusted those two. How long had they been together? It did not matter, because all that mattered now was they were his enemies.
He walked across the estate slowly, mulling it over in his mind the fact that he could have been so wrong about Tamar. He had sensed something was amiss at his party, and now he wondered whether the whole time he had just been itching to crawl back into bed with Zoe. The thought sickened him.
At the top of the steps, Troy kicked out at a can, sending it clattering down the landing until it bounced of one of the concrete walls. He stopped as he neared his front door, surprise and suspicion vying for equal place in his mind.
Clint leant against the balcony, his face set with determination, though for what, Troy did not know yet. Troy took a deep breath and walked forward, bracing himself for whatever was coming next.
“Surprise,” Clint said, his voice tight, lips thinned.
“What do you want?” Troy demanded.
“Just to talk,” Clint said.
Troy could not tell if he was lying or not. He stared at him, and Clint held his gaze, refusing to look away until Troy averted his gaze.
He pulled his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the front door, willing his hands not to shake or betray his nerves at the visit. He stepped into the kitchen and held the door open. Clint hesitated, and Troy knew that he was afraid.
“Are you coming in or are you fucking off?” Troy asked, irritated.
He watched Clint take a deep breath, before he stepped inside.
* * *
Clint closed the door behind him and stood across the kitchen from Troy, the table and chairs separating them. Troy was still, looking at him wearily, and Clint wondered if this was a huge mistake, though it was too late to turn back now.
No, it wasn’t too late, part of him cried out, urging him to open the front door and walk back out of the flat, forget this stupid plan, keep walking until he got home.
“Talk then,” Troy said, his tone aggressive. “You said that’s what you want to do, then do it, otherwise you’re just wasting my time.”
Clint nodded, though his mouth was dry, his throat felt constricted, and he wondered if he would even be able to find his voice to speak. Troy was staring at him, his body as tense and on edge as his own.
“Come on, speak,” Troy demanded, raising his voice. His eyes narrowed.
“Shaniqua,” Clint stuttered.
Troy looked surprised.
“What about her?” he asked, bemused.
“You killed her,” Clint managed. He cleared his throat. “You might have gotten away with it, but I was there, I saw you do it. You stabbed her, left her to die.”
Troy scowled. He took a step around the kitchen table, and Clint took a step in the other direction, keeping the same distance between them, his heart beating harder now. His palms were damp with sweat.
“Come on, just admit it,” Clint demanded. “Aren’t you sorry for doing it? Don’t you have any guilt? Any remorse at all?”
Troy’s lips thinned, his eyes glinting with animosity. He still did not speak, and Clint wondered if he could know what he had planned. Troy took another step, and Clint did too.
“I didn’t kill her,” Troy said, eyes flashing.
“Troy, you -”
“Empty your pockets, Clint,” Troy hissed.
Clint stopped, his heart almost jumping into his mouth. He felt sweat in his armpits and the back of his shirt stuck to his skin with the damp.
“What?” he managed, strangled.
“You heard me, empty your pockets onto the kitchen table,” Troy said. “You think I’m an idiot? You really thought you could trick me like that?”
Clint swallowed hard. He knew it had been a stupid idea, should never have thought he could do what the police and the courts had been unable to do. On television dramas and in movies it always worked, always seemed like the logical thing to do, but now he realised he was an idiot. He looked over Troy’s shoulder and realised he was now blocking the front door. Clint could have kicked himself for letting himself be cornered like this.
Troy seemed to realise this too, a malicious smile playing on his lips.
“Empty your pockets,” Troy whispered. “Or I’ll make you.”
Clint felt exposed, trapped. He had always been shorter than Troy, and now he realised that prison had hardened his friend, his physique stronger now, a more formidable opponent than he had ever been before, and barely suppressed hatred blazed in Troy’s eyes.
Clint reached into his pocket, stalling for time. He pulled out some crunched up receipts and dumped them on the table. Troy gritted his teeth, impatient as ever.
“Your phone,” he demanded, holding out his hand.
Clint shook his head. He took a tentative step around the table, but Troy did not move, not wanting to give up his position blocking the door. Clint took another step, wondering what he would do if Troy lunged.
He took another step, his body tense, and he had to force his legs to move, though they felt like they were encased in concrete, heavy as they were.
Troy was fast, darting forward and slamming hard into him as he tore at his pocket. Clint staggered backwards, surprised by the force and speed of the blow. He clasped the counter with one hand to stop himself falling, and with the other tried to push Troy away from him. Troy stepped backwards, breathing hard but smiling victoriously.
He held up Clint’s phone.
“You were trying to record me confessing, right?” he laughed. He turned off the recording and deleted it. Clint let out a long sigh, feeling foolish to think that this could ever have worked. Troy dropped the phone onto the floor and smashed it under his foot.
Clint gritted his teeth, his own anger flaring now.
“Now that it’s just us, we can talk freely,” Troy sniggered. “You know damn well I stabbed that bitch. And I’d do it again, you know that? Just for fun, man.”
Clint looked at the shattered remains of his phone on the floor. Troy smirked, and kicked the broken case across the floor, where it skittered to a stop at Clint’s feet. Clint bent down and picked it up, keeping an eye on Troy, though he remained where he stood.
“I’m going to leave now,” Clint said, trying to stop his voice from shaking.
Troy’s smile widened, and he shook his head.
Clint took a deep breath and ran forward towards Troy, hoping that he could throw him off balance, could reach the door. Troy was ready, and his fists came up. Clint flung himself at Troy as if this were a rugby match. They collided, and Troy staggered backwards. Clint reached for the door, his fingertips on the door handle, when a fist collided with the side of his head and Clint let out a cry of pain.
His grip on the door handle broke and he blinked hard, before Troy shoved him hard against the kitchen counter. Clint winced as his lower back slammed into the edge of the counter, winding him. He had barely gulped down air when Troy’s hands closed around his throat and started to squeeze hard against his windpipe.
Clint choked, struggling against him, his fingers clawing at Troy’s hands. Troy’s face was screwed up with anger and hatred as he squeezed harder.
* * *
Adrianna had spent over an hour getting ready for the surprise that Trent had promised her. His texts were teasing but he had given nothing away. She was excited, pleased that last night and Fernanda’s angry words had been forgotten. She had dreamt of enjoying moments like these since she had first met Trent and now here she was, the object of his total affection. She wondered how much effort and money he had put into planning this surprise.
She crossed the estate, her heels echoing off the walls of the courtyard. She did not hesitate as she entered the stairwell, although when Trent had first told her that she should meet him at an abandoned flat on the top floor of one of the tower blocks, she had been doubtful. Her doubt had quickly turned to curiosity and then to excitement, her mind racing over the exact nature of Trent’s surprise.
Perhaps he had bought her a flat, she thought. No, it was too soon, she reasoned, urging herself to keep her fantasies in check. She climbed the stairs, hoping that his surprise would live up to her expectations. She reminded herself that it was the thought that counted, that whatever he had planned meant something special.
The top floor of this block was quiet, the air of neglect hitting her as she reached the top of the stairs. Some of the flats were occupied but it was hard to tell which ones, all of them looking as neglected as each other.
She paused outside the flat in which her surprise awaited her.
The windows of the flat were boarded up with cardboard from the inside and the glass was cracked. The paint on the door was cracked and the handle was loose.
Tentatively she went inside.
The kitchen was dirty and unkempt. Every surface of the room was caked in dust or dirt, and the air carried the smell of neglect and decay. She held her breath as she walked into the next room, the lounge.
It was darker in here, but she could still see the broken sofa and piles of junk. Trent stood at the far side of the room. He was not smiling.
“Trent, what is this place?” she asked, unable to help herself. If this was his idea of romance, she had to tell him she did not find it acceptable. “I thought we were having a romantic evening, and this flat is -”
“Who said anything about a romantic evening?” Trent asked.
Adrianna faltered, noticing the harsh edge to his voice.
“But the surprise -” she began, trailing off as Trent laughed.
“Yeah, don’t worry,” Trent said. “You’ll get your surprise.”
“Trent, I don’t understand,” Adrianna said, feeling nervous for the first time. She sensed movement in one of the other rooms. A few hooded figures appeared, seeming to multiply in the shadows. Her way out was blocked. The hooded figures numbered about ten, and the first lickings of fear crept over her now. “Trent?”
“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Trent said, taking a few steps across the room towards her. “I don’t want you to lie to me.”
“No, you know that I wouldn’t -” Adrianna insisted, but Trent let out an angry laugh and she fell silent.
“How long have you been fucking Sanjay Siddiqui?” Trent asked.
Adrianna gasped. She couldn’t help it. Trent stepped closer.
“Trent, you can’t seriously believe that girl from last night,” she said, hating the pleading, desperate tone in her voice. “She’s just a lying bitch, and -”
The back of Trent’s hand caught her square across the side of her face, sending her staggering hard to one side. She hit the wall and felt tears stinging her eyes at the shock and as pain flared across her cheek.
“The only lying bitch is you,” Trent snarled. He paced closer, fists clenched, ready to strike again. “Now, I’m going to ask you again. How long have you been fucking Sanjay?”
Adrianna looked at the anger on his face, the fury in his eyes, and knew that the game was up.
* * *
Clint clawed at the back of Troy’s hands, gasping for air. He drew his knee up and felt it connect with Troy somewhere. Troy grimaced, wincing at the blow. It was enough, and Troy’s clasp loosened. Clint sucked in air, his head aching and his lungs burning. He pushed Troy away, but Troy had recovered quickly and aimed a punch, which connected with Clint’s shoulder.
They were both sweating and breathing hard. Clint felt dizzy, and took a step towards the door, leaning on the counter, but Troy hit him again. Clint’s clenched his fists, and he brought his arms up defensively.
Troy was stronger, spurred on by his anger, and he slammed into him again, fists raining down on him and pushed him backwards. Clint lost his footing, falling to the floor. Pain jolted him as his knees connected with the tiled floor and he winced, though he had no time to recover before Troy’s foot kicked him in the back, sending him sprawling to the floor.
Clint banged his chin on the floor, his head pounding with pain, eyes losing focus for a second. Troy was on him then, punching and scratching him, and Clint knew that he could not let him win, could not die at Troy’s hands on the kitchen floor.
He summoned all his strength and pushed off from the floor to his knees. He grabbed one of Troy’s arms and pushed him backwards. Surprised, Troy took a step back, hitting a kitchen chair. He swore, kicking out at it angrily, and there was a screech as the legs slid along the floor and the chair toppled to the floor with a crash.
Clint reached for the kitchen counter and heaved himself to his feet, his body aching and his head crying out in pain. He felt hot liquid on his face and wondered if he was bleeding. He must be, he realised, seeing blood on his hands as they gripped the counter.
“Stop, Troy, that’s enough,” he managed, turning as Troy readied himself to attack.
Troy laughed, shaking his head.
“I’m just getting started,” he hissed.
Clint’s hand fumbled along the counter behind him, searching for anything he could use to defend himself. His hands clasped a chopping board, still sticky under his fingertips. Then something sharp. His hands closed around the handle of the knife, but Troy lunged.
Clint lost his grip on the knife but saw his opportunity. He hit Troy in the stomach with his free hand, and Troy gasped for air, doubling over. Clint did not look at him as he staggered for the door.
His hands were on the door handle and he heaved the door open. Freedom, safety, was so close. He took a step forward and froze, a gasp escaping from between his lips.
Pain swept over him as the blade sank into his side and slid out as easily as it had pierced through his t-shirt and flesh. A rush of warmth drenched his skin and the top of his jeans as blood gushed from the wound.
Clint half-turned, his eyes widening as he looked in surprise at Troy. Troy held the knife, dark with blood, dripping scarlet droplets onto floor. He did not look shocked or horrified at what he had done.
“I told you I’d teach you a fucking lesson,” Troy said, his voice almost a growl. “You never should have betrayed me, Clint.”
He stepped forward and the knife sank into Clint’s stomach. A moan of pain and shock tore from Clint and he doubled over. Troy clasped his shoulder with his other hand and leant closer, the knife tearing further inside of him.
Then Troy pulled the knife out. Clint felt the blood pulsing from the stab wounds, his t-shirt hot and sticky against his skin, and then it was dripping from the material. He put his hands to his stomach, felt the warmth, the thickness of the blood in his hands.
He almost fell through the front door, his body heavy, only spurred on by the pain that coursed through him, the knowledge that these were his final moments, that death was just seconds away from him.
He wanted to scream for help, to bang on a neighbour’s door, but he leant heavily against the low wall, the courtyard below empty. He opened his mouth but no sound came out, just a dribble of blood, tasting foul and disgustingly warm in his mouth.
He glanced over his shoulder, but Troy had not followed him out of the flat. There was no need, he realised. Clint was as good as dead already.
He made it to the stairwell and took two steps, then his knees gave way and he tumbled down the rest of the flight of stairs, hitting the concrete hard, though his body was going numb, his mind going blank, his fight for survival, the desperation to life fast draining from him.
It took every ounce of strength to get back to his feet, his body shaking with the effort, with exhaustion. He went down each step slowly, with each passing minute knowing that he was closer to death. He could feel life escaping from his wounds, from his lips, his eyelids getting heavy and his mind vacating itself as he finally reached the bottom of the stairwell and pushing out into the empty courtyard.
He staggered, his balance failing him now that he could not hold onto the wall. He took a few steps to the alleyway, urging himself to keep going, but he stumbled.
On the floor, he wondered if this was how Shaniqua had felt before she died. The concrete was strangely warm beneath him. The walls of the alleyway seemed to close in on him, entombing him here. This would be the last thing he ever saw, he realised, his eyes wet with tears. His eyelids fluttered, heavy, oh so heavy. He opened his mouth, his last hope to call for help, but a trickle of blood was all that came out, thicker now than before.
He looked down at himself, his t-shirt drenched in blood, his jeans darkening with it. This would be where they found him, he realised, though exhaustion dulled any fear he might have had. He thought of Aurora and Angel, their faces appearing in his vision, calling out to him, blowing kisses to him. A smile came to his lips, red with blood.
His eyes closed. He tore them open, the image of Angel and Aurora fading, but his eyelids were heavy. He could not stay awake, could fight the darkness no longer.
With a gentle shiver, his eyelids shut, and the darkness flooded in.
* * *
Trent saw the realisation dawn in Adrianna’s eyes and he felt himself smiling.
“Trent, I can explain,” she pleaded, one hand rubbing her face where he had struck her, and the other trembling. She was almost crying already, and he had barely started. Perhaps he had overestimated her. She sniffed loudly. “It was just a stupid mistake, and he didn’t mean anything to me. I love you, Trent, and I’m sorry, I -”
Trent sniggered.
He could hardly stand to listen to the snivelling bitch anymore. In a swift movement, he slapped her hard again. He heard a painful thud as her head hit the wall. She let out a yelp and a gasp of pain. She was crying now, her make-up beginning to run now. A trickle of blood oozed from a cut on her forehead.
“That’s not what I asked,” Trent said slowly.
He sensed the tension in the room now. His youngest recruits for the gang hovered in the shadows of the room, blocking the exits as he had requested of them, and he sensed their bloodlust and their eagerness to find out what awaited them and this blonde bitch that they all now knew had disrespected him.
“It’s not long, I promise,” Adrianna cried. “A few weeks, if that. And I stopped as soon as you asked me to be your girlfriend.”
“Is that supposed to impress me?” Trent spat.
He clenched his fist and hit her hard in the face. She cried out, louder this time, and flew backwards onto the floor. Her nose was bleeding now, her hair in disarray, and she was shaking from fear now as she lay on the floor. She looked up at him, clearly regretting her betrayal now.
“Were you spying on me?” Trent asked, looking down at her. “You trying to pass him info about me?”
Adrianna shook her head.
“No, never, I swear.”
Trent did not know whether to believe her. He kicked her hard in the side and he heard the air burst out of her lungs as she doubled over in pain, gasping for breath.
“What did you talk to him about?” he demanded, kicking her again.
Adrianna mumbled something unintelligible as she lay on the floor, breathing hard, sobbing.
Trent sighed. He had thought this girl was tough, but he had been wrong. She was pathetic, and he could hardly believe he had fucked her, let alone considered her his girlfriend.
His patience quickly evaporated, and he grabbed a handful of her hair and dragged her to her feet. She shrieked as her hands clawed at his, trying to break his grip. He pushed her hard against the wall and put his hand around her throat. Her eyes widened with terror.
“Start talking,” Trent warned her, “Or I swear I’ll snap your neck.”
She faltered.
“I don’t know anything, Trent, please,” Adrianna insisted.
“Really? You let him fuck you, you must know something.”
Adrianna cried, and he shook her roughly as if she were a rag doll. He squeezed his hand tighter on her throat and her eyes bulged.
“I can keep this up for as long as I want,” Trent said.
“Trent, please -”
“Come on, give me something useful,” Trent said, “If you start opening your mouth as much you’ve been opening your legs, I might not kill you.”
“He saw Jayden Healy a few times,” Adrianna gasped. Trent loosened his grip on her, and she gasped for air.
“Why?” he demanded.
“I don’t know,” Adrianna insisted. “I just saw he would get calls from him, I heard him on the phone arranging to meet him. I don’t know more than that.”
Trent nodded. He believed her. He knew Sanjay was not stupid enough to trust this whore with any information.
“Well, if that’s all you can tell me,” Trent said, feeling excited now, “then I guess I don’t have any use for you.”
Adrianna struggled against him.
“Please -”
“It’s time for your surprise,” Trent said, smiling at her. He leaned close to her, so his lips were inches from her face. “It’s to show how much I care about you now, you filthy, cheating bitch.”
He let go of her and she slid down the wall to the floor, the fight seemingly gone.
Turning to his recruits in the shadows, he gestured towards Adrianna.
“Right guys, you all know why you’re here,” Trent addressed them. “Your initiation. You’ve all proven yourselves worthy; so, this is your final test, and your prize.”
Adrianna murmured something from the floor and he kicked her, silencing her. The excitement from the gathered boys seemed to peak, and they drew closer to him now he had included them for the first time.
“This bitch here betrayed me and all of us,” Trent said, gesturing to Adrianna, who was eyeing the hooded figures with a renewed fear now. Trent smiled. “Seeing as she likes being fucked so much, she’s all yours. I want all of you lads to have a go on her. Prove your loyalty to me and teach this skank a lesson.”
There was silence in the room as the reality of what he had said sunk in. Adrianna was shaking her head, sliding across the floor away from him. Trent reached her in two strides and dragged her back to the centre of the room. She fought him, but he easily overpowered her, hitting her a few times to subdue her.
“Come on boys, who wants to go first?” Trent asked, eyeing his recruits, hoping he was not going to be disappointed with them.
One of the guys stepped hesitantly forward. He was chewing gum and his hands were stuck deep in the pockets of his tracksuit bottoms, his hood hiding most of his face.
“Good lad,” Trent said, clapping the boy on the back. He smiled appreciatively back at the praise.
Adrianna let out a scream that was quickly muffled by a rough hand slapped over her mouth.
* * *
Kojo watched the scene unfolding before him with mounting disgust.
Trent watched from the sidelines, smoking and occasionally leaning over Adrianna and cursing her. He really hated this girl, Kojo thought, hoping that he never got on the wrong side of the Banks brothers if this was the punishment that would await him.
Kojo wanted to nudge Kent, to whisper to his friend that this was a mistake and that they should slip away before anyone noticed, but to his surprise Kent was eyeing the scene with interest. He joined the others with the back-clapping and laughing when Adrianna struggled.
There was nothing Kojo could do as Kent stepped forward to take his turn.
He looked away, unable to watch any more of her suffering, especially when his best mate was one of those involved in causing it. As the other lads stepped closer, emboldened by each other, Kojo took a few steps back, sinking into the shadows, unable to participate in the gang-rape of this girl but unable to leave the room himself.
* * *
After what felt like hours, it was finally over.
Adrianna could barely move. Every muscle in her body ached and her skin was bruised and burnt from angry hands, punches and the rough, dirty carpet beneath her. She winced at the pain radiating through her.
Trent had dismissed them and now it was just the two of them left alone in the room. He was smoking a cigarette, pacing in a circle around her, though she was too numb to watch him. She could barely muster any energy, any fear, after what had happened to her.
“I hope you’ve learnt your lesson,” Trent said. “Never betray me.”
Adrianna made no effort to speak or acknowledge that she had heard him.
“Not so full of yourself now are you?” Trent laughed.
He crushed the cigarette on the carpet a few feet away from her and she smelt the acrid smell of the singed carpet fibres.
She heard him undo the zipper of his jeans and clenched involuntarily at the thought of him inside her. She closed her eyes, waiting for his hands on her, but they did not come. She heard him laughing and then she felt hot liquid splashing down on her, on her face, in her hair, sliding between her breasts and over her body, soaking into her clothes.
The smell of Trent’s urine made her gag and she kept her eyes and mouth tightly closed. When he was finished, Trent crouched down beside her.
“Breath a word of this to anyone and I’ll do even worse to you,” he said.
With that, Trent left the flat. Adrianna heard the front door slam shut behind him and then there was silence.
For a long time, for what felt like an eternity to her mind, she lay there in the foetal position, unable to move or make any attempt to leave.
Slowly fear crept back over her. Trent could come back, or one of the boys might return, and she would be here, alone and vulnerable once again. She forced herself to her feet.
She was still wearing her heels, she realised, but her bra had snapped and lay discarded on the floor a few feet from her. Her knickers too had been thrown into a corner and she did not want to retrieve them or make any attempt to find them. She adjusted her dress to cover herself, feeling ridiculous wearing this cocktail dress now, the urine-soaked material sticking tight to her skin and making her want to vomit.
Trying to swallow down the pain, she left the room and the flat, not even noticing the dirt or the neglect of the place anymore. She wondered if somebody on the estate or in this block had heard her screams, her suffering. If they had, then nobody had made any effort to call the police or come to her rescue.
She saw nobody as she eased her way down the stairs, trying to move quickly for fear that she would be found again by the hooded strangers or Trent, but also slowed by the aches and pains of her own body.
Her sole focus was to get home, and she paid no attention to anything else. Nobody saw her or glanced at her, and if anyone saw her from a window, they did not call out to her to see if she needed assistance.
She could not think about anything right now except getting home. If she let her mind open, let what had happened sink into her subconscious, then she would collapse, and she might never be able to get back up.
When she arrived home, she went to the bathroom and stripped down, stepping into the shower and running the hot water. She let the water burn and scald her skin and her hair, her body shaking from the pain, but she made no attempt to turn the water off or to step out from under it.
She could still feel hands and teeth on her body, no matter how hot the water might be or how much soap she used.
The hot water ran on and still her skin crawled as hot vomit forced its way up from inside her and splattered on her feet and on the tiles beneath her.
* * *
Aurora knew that something was wrong. She had tried to call Clint and there was no answer. It did not even ring. She knew that he must have gone to see Troy and that something must have happened.
She swallowed down her fear, and her guilt that she should have stopped him going after Troy. She told her mother to watch Angel whilst she went out. It was still warm despite the time and she did not bring a jacket as she locked the door behind her.
Pulse racing, Aurora walked briskly to the Troy’s block and felt her throat constrict with fear when she found the blood in the stairwell. She knew at once that something terrible had happened to Clint, but at least he had made it out of the Banks brothers’ flat.
She retraced her steps back downstairs and stopped at the entrance to the block, wondering where Clint would have tried to go if he had been seriously injured.
She glanced at the alleyway that ran from the courtyard and took a tentative step towards the shadowy entrance. She saw him at once, lying on the ground, arms outstretched as if he had hoped to
Aurora let out a horrified cry at his bloodstained t-shirt and jeans, the blood congealed at his breathless lips, the pallor of his skin. She dropped to her knees, clutching him to her, repeating his name over and over. He was still, lifeless.
She screamed for help, for somebody to come, but she knew that nobody would.
Fumbling in her pocket for her phone, she dialled 9-9-9 and bit on her lip, willing herself to remain in control, not to let the fear or the tears take over.
The dispatcher answered, but Aurora could barely hear what he said, could barely string a sentence together.
“I need an ambulance on the Goldsworth Estate,” she managed. “Clint, he’s been stabbed,” she said, struggling to breathe through the panic. Tears slid down her face, her hand shaking as she held the phone to her ear, crouching down over Clint, trying to hold him close to her with her other arm.
“Is he responsive?” the dispatcher asked. “Can you tell if he’s breathing?”
Aurora let out a strangled sob.
“He’s not breathing,” she cried.
“Okay, don’t worry,” the dispatcher told her. “An ambulance is almost there, okay.”
Aurora put the phone down on the ground and held Clint’s face in her hands. No breath escaped his bloodied lips and his eyes were closed, dark rings around them.
“Please, Clint, you can’t die,” she begged him, her tears splashing onto his face. “Please, I need you. Angel needs you. Please, please, please.”
* * *
Trent rang the doorbell and waited. His fists were clenched at his side and his body pulsed with electric energy, the adrenaline still racing through him from earlier. He had shown Adrianna what happened when he was double-crossed, and now he would show Sanjay.
The front door opened, and Amal narrowed his eyes at him.
“What do you want?” he asked.
Trent gritted his teeth, glancing over his shoulder. He could see Sanjay sat on the sofa, feet up on the coffee table, lounging around without a care in the world. He barged through the door, pushing Amal out of the way, swatting him aside like a fly. Amal called out a warning to his brother, but Trent was fast.
Before Sanjay had time to get to his feet, Trent threw himself at him and felt his fist connect with his face twice before Sanjay threw him off him. Sanjay was strong, more so than Trent had realised. Sanjay got a punch in, and Trent staggered backwards, pain ringing through his skull.
“What the hell are you playing at?” Sanjay shouted at him. “When Tyrese finds out about this, you’re be in real deep shit man.”
“What about when he finds out you fucked my girlfriend?” Trent hissed, breathing hard. He had lost his breath from the exertion and now he knew that perhaps Tyrese was right, he was no longer as fit as he had been. Perhaps he had let himself go after all. He could not help but compare his own state to Sanjay, and wonder whether their fitness, their looks, had played a part in Adrianna’s actions.
He gritted his teeth, anger flaring again.
“You didn’t think I’d find out?” Trent shouted. He spat at Sanjay, who recoiled in disgust.
“It was just a bit of fun,” Sanjay shook his head. “And Tyrese doesn’t care who I fuck, so I’m not going to worry about that.”
“Let’s find out then, eh?” Trent hissed, though he was suddenly not so sure whose side Tyrese would take. It seemed Sanjay sensed the doubt and pressed his advantage.
“You think he’d believe you over me anyway?” Sanjay said, snorting. “In case you hadn’t already noticed, you’ve been lashed. You don’t make any decisions now, you’re not involved in anything.”
“Want to bet on that?”
“Yeah, I like my odds,” Sanjay replied. “I mean, did you know about the deal he struck with Jayden Healy?”
Trent was shocked. His arms dropped to his sides, shoulders slumping, though his hands remained clenched into fists. Sanjay sniggered.
“Yeah, I thought not,” he said. He shook his head. “Now get the fuck out.”
Trent knew he could not hope to win in a fight. He turned and stormed out, passing Amal, who bared his teeth at him, scowling, body quivering in readiness for a fight. The door slammed shut when Trent was out on the street. He kicked the green bin over outside, letting out a guttural shout of frustration.
His earlier excitement was gone. Tyrese had gone behind his back and talked to Jayden without even consulting him or letting him know at all.
Anger pulsed through him, now directed towards his older brother, as he walked briskly down the street towards the estate. In the stairwell of his block, blood splattered the walls and ground, still wet, but Trent paid it no attention.
The balcony walls had trails of blood and Trent felt his body tense. Drops of blood had splattered the ground outside his front door. He opened the door and stepped into the kitchen, letting out a shocked groan.
Blood was smeared across the kitchen floor, dripped down the cupboards from the countertop. Troy cleared his throat, on his knees on the floor, a cloth in his hand, once white but now dripping red with blood.
“What the fuck is -” Trent started, when footsteps sounded behind him.
He turned in alarm, but Tyrese appeared in the doorway, his eyes widening as he too stepped into the kitchen.
“What’s going on?” Tyrese demanded.
Trent stepped aside to make room for his brother, who slammed the door shut behind him. They both looked at Troy, who looked defiant, but his eyes betrayed his fear.
“I didn’t mean to do it, I swear,” Troy said quickly, wringing the cloth in his hands, blood dripping from it. “I tried to tidy up, so nobody would notice.”
“What the fuck have you done?” Tyrese hissed.
Troy seemed to deflate under the glares of his brothers.
“Come on, tell us,” Trent coaxed him.
Troy blinked hard and looked at Tyrese, then at Trent, and swallowed hard.
“I killed Clint.”




CHAPTER FOUR

Troy looked at his brothers, waiting for their reaction. Trent ran a hand over his head, clearly lost for words, his eyes drifting from Troy’s face to the blood that stained the floor and counter. Tyrese looked composed, though his jaw twitched, and Troy wondered if he was trying to control his temper, if he wanted to scream at him or hit him.
“What happened?” Tyrese asked, tight-lipped, his voice detached. “Where’s Clint now?”
“He came here, asking me questions,” Troy told him, looking down at the floor, unable to meet his brothers’ eyes. “He tried to record me saying that I killed Shaniqua Curtis.”
“And you killed him?”
“We had a fight,” Troy replied. “I lost my temper, and I just grabbed the knife and stabbed him.”
“How many times?”
“Twice,” Troy remembered. “In the side, then in the stomach.”
“Where did he go?” Tyrese asked.
“He left,” Troy said. “He walked out.”
“So…you don’t know that he’s definitely dead?” Tyrese asked, hopeful.
“He was bleeding a lot,” Troy said.
“Yeah, we can see that mate,” Trent remarked, waving an arm around the kitchen.
“What do we do?” Troy asked.
“We?” Tyrese grimaced. There was no mistaking the anger in his voice. “You go have a shower and leave those clothes out for us to get rid of.”
Troy met his eyes and knew that Tyrese was furious.
“What about all this?” Troy asked, gesturing at the mess in the kitchen.
“We’ll take care of it,” Tyrese said. “You just clean yourself. Properly. No evidence.”
Troy nodded.
“Now,” Tyrese shouted.
Troy dropped the bloody cloth to the floor and jumped to his feet. He glanced at his brothers, then left the kitchen and went straight to the bathroom, locking the door behind him. He was relieved to have left the bloody scene behind, grateful that his brothers were taking control of the situation.
He stripped down and dumped his clothes in a pile for his brothers to dispose of. The shower ran cold for a few minutes and he shivered despite the warmth of the air as the water heated up. He waited until it was steaming hot before he stepped under the water. Though it burnt his skin, made him wince and want to jump out of it, he gritted his teeth and pulled the soap towards him. He had to make sure there was no evidence, none of Clint’s blood anywhere on his body.
This time, with his brothers helping him, he would get away with it again. He could not go back to prison, he thought, as he scrubbed furiously at his skin, now raw from the hot water, trying not to think about Clint, once his best mate, lying dead somewhere.
* * *
The pipes hummed as the shower creaked into life and Trent heard his brother mutter soundlessly as he mopped the floor. Trent scrubbed the counters, the smell of bleach overpowering in the small kitchen.
He thought about Sanjay’s words and glanced over his shoulder at Tyrese, face scowling and his knuckles almost white he was gripping the handle of the mop so tightly. He should have known that his brother would do something like this, that he would try to resolve things with Jayden, but he had at least expected to be informed or involved in some way. For Sanjay to know when he did not, that rankled more than anything.
“What are we going to do about this mess?” Trent asked.
“We need to get this place cleaned up before mum gets home,” Tyrese sighed, continuing to mop the floor, the blood turning to a watered-down, soapy mess.
It was only a small mercy that their mother had not yet returned home, but it would not be long, and the last thing they needed was for her to find her kitchen drenched in blood.
“And then?” Trent asked.
He finished wiping down the counters and cracked open one of the windows to let out the smell of bleach, his nose stinging from the stench.
“We take the knife, and his clothes, and we burn them,” Tyrese replied. “Then we wait and see.”
“Wait and see?” Trent repeated, before realisation dawned. “If Clint’s dead or not, right?”
“Right,” Tyrese nodded, his back to him. “If he’s alive, the police will come looking for Troy. And if he’s dead, well, Troy’s got to be top suspect anyway. Either way, the police will be on their way and we need to make sure they don’t find anything.”
“And what do we do about Troy?” Trent asked.
Tyrese paused, leaning heavily on the mop, silent for a moment before he shook his head.
“I don’t know man,” he admitted. “Maybe we send him somewhere out of London, where the police won’t find him and where he won’t get into any more trouble.”
Trent raised an eyebrow.
“Send him somewhere?” Trent shook his head. “He just got out, we’ve got to look out for him, be there for him. He’s our brother, Ty. He needs us, now more than ever.”
Tyrese had finished mopping the floor and he looked around to satisfy himself that there was no more blood before he returned his gaze to Trent.
“He just got out and he’s already killed someone else,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, though his anger was clear. “We can’t protect him forever, not when he keeps pulling shit like this. He’s a liability, and it’s better for all of us if he’s not around here to -”
“This is Troy we’re talking about,” Trent hissed. “You can’t go saying shit like that.”
“It wasn’t that long ago you got arrested for something he did,” Tyrese reminded him, squaring his shoulders, the muscles in his arms and chest flexing. “What if it happens again? What if he kills someone else? Or the police come looking and we all get banged up?”
Trent thought about it for a moment, the memory of being arrested for two murders was one he would never forget, but Troy had not intended for him to get into trouble for it. He had just been a stupid kid, he still was even now. Trent shook his head.
“We’re not sending him anywhere,” he said firmly. “He’s one of us, and we protect our own, Tyrese.”
Tyrese’s lips thinned, eyes flashing with anger.
“I won’t let him fuck everything up,” Tyrese said. “First thing tomorrow, I’m finding somewhere for him to go, far from the Goldsworth, far from London, where he can keep his head down and stay out of trouble.”
“Why are you being like this?” Trent demanded. “You’re so determined not to help him. We’re supposed to be the Banks brothers, and he’s one of us. You ever heard of a thing called loyalty?”
Tyrese looked murderous, but he did not say anything.
“Actually, maybe you don’t know anything about loyalty,” Trent continued, unable to help himself any longer. “I know about you’re truce with Jayden, no thanks to you.”
Tyrese was surprised, though he tried to hide it, the twitch of his lips the only indication to Trent that he had not expected this.
“Who told you?” Tyrese asked.
“Your best mate Sanjay,” Trent said. There was no mistaking the surprise on Tyrese’s face this time. “Right after I punched him in the face for having his way with my girlfriend.”
“He did what?” Tyrese asked, shaking his head. “Look, I don’t care who he’s fucked, it -”
“You don’t care?” Trent repeated, his voice rising. “You really don’t have a clue about family loyalty, do you? You don’t care that he fucked my girl, you don’t care that he sold you out. You didn’t care enough to bother mentioning you were striking a deal with Jayden -”
“Enough,” Tyrese shouted, raising a hand to silence him. Trent was seething, but Tyrese did not give him time to continue. “Sanjay’s my right-hand man and I trust him.”
“Right hand man?” Trent asked, shaking his head. “What about me?”
“You think I didn’t want you involved?” Tyrese asked. “You were always right there with me, equals, partners, until you started letting things slide, got your ego inflated and became more of a liability than a help.”
Trent had suspected it all along but to have it spelt out in so many words was a hard knock, not only to his ego and his pride but to his feelings.
“Well I guess it’s the end of the Banks brothers then,” Trent shook his head, the anger leaving him. “Well, I don’t you need Tyrese, just like you clearly don’t need me.”
“Trent, that’s not -”
“Or maybe you think you’re better than us, that me and Troy are just holding you back,” Trent went on. “Maybe we’ll do our own thing and leave you and Sanjay to do what you want.”
“You know that Troy isn’t sticking around,” Tyrese said. “I’m not giving him a choice. He’s leaving. That’s what I want, that’s what Jayden wants, that’s -”
“What Jayden wants?” Trent asked. Then he knew, in that moment, what Tyrese had agreed to do for him. “They still want payback for Troy shooting one of their guys, and now he’s not locked up they want him out of London, is that it?”
“Pretty much,” Tyrese nodded. “I didn’t agree to it straight away, wanted to give Troy a chance, but he’s proven again tonight that he’s better off out of here, so -”
“You know what?” Trent shouted, his patience gone. “I’m done with you. You don’t have any loyalty, Tyrese, not to Troy, not to me, not to Jessie, or anyone. You tried to get Jessie to snitch on her boyfriend, maybe you are part of the reason she was so depressed and shot herself in the fucking head. Maybe you’re the reason Troy cut up that Shaniqua girl, trying to impress you. If anyone’s the liability, it’s you, because you make all these things happen but never own it, never take responsibility.”
Tyrese looked shocked, hurt even, but Trent did not care. If anything, he felt a surge of vindictive pleasure at being able to cut his brother down like he had done to him.
He turned and threw open the front door.
“You can’t go,” Tyrese called after him.
Trent turned to look at him.
“The Banks brothers are finished, Ty. You and I, we are done,” he said, relishing the look on his brother’s face as he spoke the words. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re dead to me.”
With that he left the flat, slamming the door behind him. The smell of bleach drifted through the open window, along with Tyrese calling his name, but Trent walked away, not looking back at the flat or to see whether his brother had come out after him.
* * *
Adrianna sat on her bed, sheets pulled up to her neck and her knees tucked up under her chin, arms wrapped around her legs. Her bedroom was dark, the blinds drawn at the window, though she could see the twinkling of the city lights outside.
The wail of sirens cut through the darkness, growing steadily louder, until she was in no doubt that they were on the estate. She shivered hard, despite the warmth of her room, wondering what had befallen someone else today in this hell hole.
She wondered if someone had seen her ordeal, but she knew at once that nobody would have reported it, that these sirens were for somebody else’s distress and not hers. She was not sure whether to be relieved or dismayed by such a fact, though the thought that anyone might discover what had happened filled her with horror, with shame, even though she knew that it was not her fault, and not she who should be ashamed.
The sirens continued, echoing off the tower blocks, before finally falling silent.
Adrianna closed her eyes, knowing that sleep would not come, offering up a silent prayer for whoever had brought the sirens to the Goldsworth, and another for herself, knowing that she could never let anyone, police or otherwise, know what had happened to her.
* * *
Zoe stirred at the sound of the sirens on the estate, her heart hammering in her chest at the sudden jolt from her already restless sleep. Beside her, Tamar turned over and stretched out an arm, putting his hand on her stomach.
“Don’t worry,” Tamar murmured, his voice thick with tiredness. “Just get some sleep.”
Zoe murmured a response, but Tamar was already snoring again.
Her body ached from her confrontation with Troy, but her mind was in far worse pain. She had taken a bath and washed away the blood, and Tamar had tenderly applied lotion to her cuts and bruises, and she was not worried about her injuries. She was more concerned by what could have happened if Tamar had not arrived when he had, if Troy had taken out his anger on Sienna. The thought cut her deeply, and Zoe, as exhausted as she was, could not find sleep. She had brought Sienna into her bedroom, but even having her so close did not allay the fear she felt that Troy could return at any time.
The sirens stopped but Zoe felt fear still prickling at her skin, clawing its way into her mind. She did not know who or what had brought the sirens to the estate, but she was reminded of the time she had sat up in bed, listening to sirens outside, unaware that they marked the death of one of her best friends, another life stolen by Troy.
She shivered beneath the duvet, pressing herself closer to Tamar, his body warm against her skin, and his gentle snores helped her relax a little. He would protect her, he had promised her as much, and in standing up to Troy, once one of his closest friends, he had proven to her that he meant it.
Yet still she could not find sleep, wondering whose life would be changed by the sirens that had descended upon the estate this time, for once grateful that it was not her or her daughter whose lives had been thrown into turmoil, at least not yet.
* * *
The sirens growing louder filled Aurora with hope and she willed Clint to hear them, to know that he would soon be safe, that help was arriving. She held him close to her, looking up as blue flashing lights appeared, and the sirens cut out.
Doors slammed shut and voices called out at the end of the alleyway.
“Down here!” Aurora screamed, “Please, quickly!”
Two men in green uniforms and reflective jackets appeared and their footsteps sounded on the concrete as they ran down to where she cradled Clint.
“He’s been stabbed,” Aurora cried, unable to let go of Clint even as the two men crouched down beside them and began to examine him. She stifled her cries. “Will he be okay?” she asked, knowing that they could not answer such a question yet.
“We need to get him to hospital right away,” one of them said, as the other ran back to the ambulance to get some more equipment.
“Will he live?” Aurora asked, dreading the answer.
She did not get an answer, the man looking away from her back down to lifeless Clint, his face serious as he scrambled for a pulse, as the clatter of wheels filled the alleyway.
The two men hoisted Clint onto the trolley, and Aurora hurried alongside them, not letting go of his hand, though it was limp and cold and slick with blood.
She climbed into the back of the ambulance with them, the doors slamming shut behind them, as one of the men began compressions on Clint, and the second switched the sirens back on and pressed on the accelerator, sending them hurtling away from the Goldsworth.
* * *
The morning light crept in through the half-opened curtains and Adrianna pulled the duvet up over her face, retreating to darkness.
She had not slept, though it was not for lack of trying.
The hot water and soap had done nothing to make her feel clean again. She could still feel the rough hands on her skin and the wetness between her legs. She had not looked in the mirror yet since she had emerged from the shower, because she knew where the cuts and bruises were, the ache of them told her that much. Her insides felt bruised too, and no shower could help clean that.
At first, as night had fallen, she had been afraid, but what could would fear do her? The worst thing she could imagine had already happened.
It was hard for her to believe that this time yesterday she had awoken so excited for Trent’s surprise. Now the thought of it made her feel sick. Whenever she thought of Trent, she felt her insides clench and recoil. When she closed her eyes she saw his face, watching with amusement, as she had been tortured by those boys.
She had trusted him, loved him, and now she hated him.
Under the duvet her skin began to feel clammy with sweat, but she resisted the urge to surface into the daylight.
She did not want to face a new day, nor did she want to stay in the past.
Forcing her eyes to stay shut, she tried to clear her mind, knowing that she could no more stop the images from yesterday appearing than she could stop the sun from rising.
* * *
The waiting room at the hospital was quiet, the only sounds the occasional creak of a plastic chair or the muffled sounds of crying and the accompanying whispers of reassurance. The room was windowless, giving no clue as to the time of day or how long Aurora had been sat here, though she glanced often at her phone, counting down the minutes, now the hours, that had slipped by since Clint had been taken into an operating theatre. With each passing minute, Aurora worried that time was running out, that his injuries were too serious. The only hope she had was that he was still alive, because surely they would have told her straight away if he had died, if there was nothing that could be done to save him.
She twisted a tissue in her hand, the paper damp against her fingertips from her tears, and tried to think only positive thoughts. She had to be strong for Clint when he came out of surgery, when he woke, up she told herself over and over.
Angel was safe at home with Marlena, and Aurora had dismissed her mother’s suggestion that they come and join her at the hospital, not wanting her daughter to be a part of such a scene. Aurora had called Clint’s mother and told her what had happened, holding back her own tears as Femi had broken down with strangled sobs upon hearing the news. When Aurora had asked if she would come to the hospital, Femi had told her that she would come later, once she had told the rest of the family the news. Aurora could read between the lines, that she did not want to come before she had made sure her husband would not make her suffer for it later, and the thought saddened Aurora.
She knew what life had been like for Clint growing up and knew that he was nothing like his father, that he would never treat her like that, never raise a hand to her or hurt in such a way. Aurora shook the thoughts away, knowing that now was not the time to overthink things. She had to focus on the simple fact that Clint would survive, that he would be okay.
He had to, she told herself, she could not lose him, not now.
She checked her phone and she swallowed down her growing fear that any moment the surgeon would appear and tell her Clint had not made it.
* * *
The sky was already blue and cloudless when Troy rolled out of bed and opened his bedroom curtains. He rubbed his eyes against the sunlight, letting his skin warm in its glow. He had been tired, finding sleep almost as soon as his head had hit the pillow last night, but now he felt himself tense as the questions and memories rushed back as his mind woke up and the blissful ignorance of sleep faded.
He pulled his boxers and dressing gown on and hesitated at his bedroom door. The flat sounded quiet. He took a deep breath, his hand shaking as he placed it on the door handle and opened it.
The lounge was empty, but he found Tyrese sat in the kitchen. There was no sign of his mother or Trent, and Troy felt a twinge of discomfort as Tyrese looked up at him. He could not read the look on his brother’s face.
He glanced around the kitchen as he sat down. There was no trace of what had taken place yesterday, and he could have let himself believe that the floor had not been splattered with Clint’s blood if it was not for the way Tyrese’s eyes narrowed at him.
“We took care of everything,” Tyrese said, and Troy nodded in appreciation, hardly trusting himself to speak until he could judge his brother’s mood. “The knife, your clothes, the blood, all gone.”
Troy looked around, still nodding.
“Did mum see anything?” he asked.
“No, she doesn’t have a clue,” Tyrese said. “And that’s how it’s going to stay.”
Troy nodded in agreement.
“Where’s Trent?” Troy asked.
Tyrese grimaced. Troy felt uncertain. Perhaps his brother’s expression was not reserved for him but for Trent. Had they had an argument? Had something happened that he did not yet know about? He felt his muscles tense with apprehension.
“Ty?” he urged his brother. “What’s going on?”
“He went out last night,” Tyrese replied. “He’s letting off some steam.”
Troy knew that there was far more to the story than he was being told, but whatever it was, Tyrese clearly had no intention of sharing with him.
“What do we do now?” Troy asked.
Tyrese let out a long sigh, which worried him more than his earlier expression had.
“Until we know what’s happened with Clint, and whilst the police will be sniffing around, we’ve decided it’s better for you to keep a low profile,” Tyrese said. Troy nodded, he had expected as much. Tyrese met his eyes. “We need for you to leave the estate for a while.”
“Sure thing,” Troy said.
“I’ve sorted out with a mate for you to go and stay with him,” Tyrese said. “He’s up in Liverpool.”
“Liverpool?” Troy repeated. “Why the hell can’t I stay in London?”
“You need to keep out of trouble,” Tyrese said. “Unless you want to end up back inside?”
Troy shivered at the thought, and it did not go unnoticed by Tyrese.
“It won’t be forever,” Tyrese told him, pressing his advantage. “And Liverpool isn’t the other side of the world mate.”
Troy thought about it, but he knew that he was not being offered a choice here. It was not question, and Tyrese did not expect an answer from him, just a nod of agreement.
“When do I leave?” Troy asked, already dreading the answer.
“This afternoon,” Tyrese replied. “Hopefully before the police show their faces.”
* * *
Kojo had tried to remain in bed for as long as he could, willing his body to remain too tired to wake up, anything to stop himself from having to wake up and think about what had happened yesterday. The blonde girl’s cries had echoed throughout his dreams all night and now the images flashed through his mind, forcing him to get out of bed and jump in the shower in the hope that the steam and hot water would refresh his mind, or at least give him a brief respite from remembering what had happened.
He had ignored the beeps and vibrations of the notifications on his phone since last night, knowing that Kent and the others were starting to question why he had not participated as they had last night. He knew he would have to reply to their messages eventually but for now he could not bring himself to even acknowledge what had taken place, could not allow himself to make excuses for why he had not gotten involved.
The hot water started to splutter and turn cold and he shut the shower off and dried himself. He changed, still avoiding his phone vibrating on his pillow, and went into the kitchen. His mother was clasping a tissue to her face, her eyes red and puffy from tears. She was on the phone to someone, her voice thick with emotion, and Kojo felt a moment’s panic that somehow the events of last night had made their way back to his mother and that she was devastated that he could have let himself witness such a thing.
When she ended the call, she bit her lips as she faced him, swallowing down her emotion, and Kojo braced himself for the disappointment he would no doubt face from her.
“It’s your brother,” his mother said, with a shake of her head, her voice strangled. Kojo did a double-take, caught off guard. “He’s in surgery in intensive care,” she continued, before Kojo had a chance to take it all in. “He was stabbed last night. Aurora will let us know more when he comes out of surgery.”
What she did not say, did not need to say, was if he came out of surgery. Kojo had heard the uncertainty in his mother’s voice and was shocked that such a thing had happened. He wondered if the Banks brothers were responsible. He knew Troy hated him, had heard it first hand and yet he had done nothing.
His hands shook, and his mother swept him up into a tight hug. She was sobbing as she held him close to her. Kojo did not know how to feel, whether to feel guilty or sad or ashamed. For now, all he felt was shock, both at what had happened last night and now what had befallen Clint.
* * *
Aurora watched people come and go from the hospital waiting room, some in tears and some clapping with relief, but she remained in a state of perpetual anxiety as she waited for the surgeon or doctors to tell her what had happened to Clint.
It had been hours and she was dreading the news, the only sliver of hope that kept her going was the old mantra that her mother had imparted to her. No news was good news. She repeated it to herself in the hope that it would ease her fear.
She looked up hopefully as the door opened. Detective Serena Patterson walked in. She offered Aurora a smile and her hand.
“How is Clint doing?” she asked. “I came as soon as I heard.”
Aurora swallowed down the emotion, worried that if she started crying again then she would never stop. She looked down at herself and realised she was still drenched in Clint’s blood, though it was dark and dry on her clothes now.
“I’m not sure yet, he’s still in surgery,” Aurora replied. “Hopefully he -” She stopped herself from saying any more, unable to continue speaking.
Serena put a reassuring hand on her shoulder.
“He’s a fighter,” she told Aurora. “He’s strong. If anyone can pull through something like this, then it’s Clint.”
Aurora nodded, comforted by the words. She knew that Clint would fight, would do anything to stay alive, to be able to see his daughter grow up. He would not give up, he would not leave them if there was any chance he could live.
“You were the one who found him?” Serena asked.
Aurora wondered if she was investigating the case. She could not help but be reminded of the fact that she had investigated Shaniqua’s murder case too and tried not to allow herself to wonder if this would soon become a murder case as well.
“Yes, I found him,” she nodded.
“Did Clint say anything to you?”
“He was already unconscious,” Aurora admitted. “But I spoke to him earlier in the day. He was going to see Troy, he was going to try and make things right.”
Her voice wavered. She had spent the past few hours thinking about whether she was herself partly responsible. She had made Clint feel like he had to do something. If she had stabbed Troy when she had the chance, he would not have been able to hurt Clint and she would not be here right now.
“Do you think Troy stabbed him?” Serena asked. Her voice sounded almost hopeful.
“I know he did it,” Aurora replied. “I know it.”
“Would you be willing to give a statement?” Serena asked.
“I’ll do whatever it takes to get Troy locked up for this,” Aurora said firmly.
She could not allow Troy to get away with any more. He had taken Shaniqua’s life, and Sasha’s, and he had gotten away with it. She would not let him steal Clint from her too, would not let him escape justice again.
“Don’t worry,” Serena said, giving her a smile. “This time we’ll nail the bastard.”
* * *
Troy had finished packing a sports bag with his stuff, and clothes and toiletries spilled across his bed. Tyrese had not told him how long he would be going for, so it was hard to know what to take, but something made him nervous about his brother’s behaviour. He had called Trent, wanting to know what was going on, but his brother had not responded.
Though he wanted to trust his brothers, he knew that Tyrese was not telling him something and his nerves were on edge, as if he was being tricked somehow. He had cracked open a can of beer to try and steady his nerves, but he could not shake his doubts.
His phone began to ring on the bed and he snatched it up as Trent’s name flashed on the screen.
“What’s going on?” Trent asked at once. His voice was slurred but he sounded anxious.
“I’ve almost finished packing,” Troy told him.
“What? Where are you going?”
“Liverpool,” Troy replied. “Tyrese said -”
“Don’t listen to a word that he tells you,” Trent said forcefully. Troy was surprised by the urgency in his voice. “Don’t let him send you away, Troy.”
“He said it’s just for a while whilst the police are -”
“He’s a liar,” Trent interrupted him. “It’s not just for a while. Tyrese struck a deal with Jayden Healy. He said he’d send you away, get you out of the city. He’s sending you away for good, Troy, you hear me?”
Troy froze. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. Tyrese had used him like a bargaining chip, and for what? He had always looked up to his eldest brother, had respected and trusted him, but now all that was shot to shit. If he could not trust Tyrese, who could he trust? Trent? Trent had gone out and got drunk, and though he might have his back, he could do nothing to help protect him from the police, nor from Tyrese.
He was on his own, Troy realised, just as he had been inside.
“Troy are you there?” Trent asked.
Troy hung up. He snatched his sports bag off the bed and threw the bedroom door open. Tyrese was in his bedroom, but Troy did not go to him as he sped through the flat and out the front door. If he could trust neither of his brothers, could not rely on anyone, then he would have to take matters into his own hands.
He hesitated outside the front door.
Sirens sounded in the distance, growing louder as they approached the estate. Troy imagined Detective Patterson heading an army of officers coming after him.
Panic flooded him, his pulse racing at the thought of being put back in handcuffs and dragged to prison again. He took off at a run for the stairs, taking them two steps at a time. The sirens were loud now, car doors slamming and voices shouting out to each other.
He ran across the courtyard and ducked down an alleyway as he caught a flash of uniform. His mind was blank, filled only with the desire to escape. He turned and crashed into someone, staggering backwards as a muttered expletive was flung at him.
He straightened himself up and looked at Brandy.
“Those sirens for you?” she asked, eyes narrowing at him.
Troy sighed. He nodded.
Brandy considered him for a long moment. Troy had no idea whether she would give him up to the police or let him pass without any comment. Perhaps she had no idea herself.
“Come with me,” Brandy said, her voice quiet but determined.
Troy hesitated.
“Do you want to get banged up?” Brandy asked. “Or do you want me to help you?”
Troy nodded, and Brandy looked relieved as he followed her.
* * *
Adrianna had finally emerged from beneath her covers and showered. The hot water had done nothing to lift her from her despair, and now that she was faced with daylight and a new day, she had no choice but to think about what had happened.
She tried to force the images away but however much she tried, she was unable to. Her body ached as much as her mind did, a constant reminder.
After her shower she had considered calling Brandy, but what use would that do? Her friend would not be supportive, and even if she was, that would not change what had happened. Perhaps Sanjay could help, but she pushed the thought away. He would not answer her, and if he did, as with Brandy, what could he do to make any of it better? Nobody could help her. Nothing could change it.
Her headache blossomed into a migraine and she raided the bathroom cabinets for paracetamol. No luck. Of course. She rummaged in her bedroom drawers, hoping some may have been left discarded from a hangover, but no luck there either.
She hesitated at her brother’s bedroom door. They shared a flat together and they were family, but they had very separate lives. She was not supposed to go into his private space, just as he did not go into hers. He was a handyman, or so he said, but she got the impression he was far more than that. She had never asked, never pried into his life, and in return he had offered her the same courtesy.
It was only paracetamol, she told herself, and she would only be a moment.
She had heard him go out earlier, so she gave just a quick knock on the bedroom door and then let herself in. The room was tidy, for a man’s standard, and she checked the cabinets and drawers, finding nothing that could help her.
Hesitating at the bottom drawer of his bedside table, she wondered if she should really be rummaging through her brother’s underwear. She shook her head and slid her hand into the pile, being quick.
Her hand closed on cold metal and she gasped, freezing.
With a deep breath, she pulled a handgun out from beneath the folded boxers.
Whatever her brother had been up too, he was no handyman. Her instinct was to put it back where she had found it, but something made her stop. The weight of the gun in her hand, the power she now wielded.
Perhaps this was a sign.
She had come looking for a way to escape her pain and had she not found one? It was far from a packet of paracetamol, but the gun would end her suffering far more quickly, far more finally, than medicine ever could.
Closing her eyes, she thought of Jessie Banks and what she had done. Could she do the same? Could she put the gun in her mouth and pull the trigger?
Adrianna took a deep breath, the gun shaking in her hand.
* * *
Brandy was not sure why she had offered to help Troy. It would have been easy to walk by and let the police find him, or let him escape on his own, leave it up to fate or whatever the hell anyone liked to call it, and not involve herself.
Perhaps she had learnt nothing from the past, she thought, as she walked briskly down the balcony towards her flat. Troy was a step behind her, his hood pulled up to hide his face. She could smell his sweat, could almost taste the fear coming off him in waves. The wail of sirens drowned out any sounds of their footsteps and made conversation impossible, not that Brandy had any idea what she could say.
She hesitated at the front door, hoping that her mother was out, and that Aunt Bo and the baby were asleep, or at least preoccupied. The enormity of the risk she was taking now struck her. Troy would be in the same flat as their son. One question, or one mistake, was all it would take for her secret to be exposed.
Unlocking the door, she stepped aside to let Troy enter the flat. He hurried down the landing to her bedroom and went inside, and Brandy quickly locked the front door and went after him. She closed the door behind her and looked at Troy closely as he finally lowered his hood.
His expression was a mixture of relief and apprehension, but he forced a smile when he saw her watching him.
“Thanks,” he said, gesturing around the room. He sounded sincere.
Brandy nodded, her throat dry, lost for words. Troy’s phone started to ring, saving her from having to speak. He fumbled in his pockets and answered.
“Tyrese, what’s going on?”
Brandy turned away, on the pretence of giving him privacy, though she had wanted to hide the nerves that she was certain were written all over her face now. Troy was on the run from the police, and she was sure they were after him for good reason. His brothers were clearly involved somehow. She had brought him here, would no doubt face charges of her own if the police learnt she had hidden him, helped him to escape, and then there was the risk that he would discover Frazer was his son.
She did not know why she was helping him, could not have explained her reasons if she had a gun held to head for answers. She jumped when a hand clasped her shoulder and she spun around, startled to find Troy so close, that his conversation with Tyrese was already over.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to -” Troy stammered, taking a step back.
“No, no, I’m just a bit on edge,” Brandy admitted, blushing.
Troy nodded.
“Me too,” he sighed. He kicked off his shoes and sat down heavily on the end of the bed. He let out a long sigh and put his head in his hands. His shoulders shook, and it was a moment before Brandy realised that he was crying.
She hesitated, before she sat down beside him and put a hand gently on his knee.
“Troy, what’s going on?” she asked him. “What’s happened? What did you do?”
Troy continued to sob, before eventually his face emerged from behind his hands, and he wiped his tears away, his eyes still red and watery.
“I killed Clint,” he said, his voice raspy with emotion. Brandy was shocked, felt her body tense with the news, but she did not let it show on her face. Troy shook his head. “I didn’t mean to, we were fighting, and it happened so fast. And now Patterson has everyone looking for me. This time they’re going to put me away for good if they catch me, I can feel it.”
Brandy squeezed his knee gently in what she hoped was a reassuring way.
“If it was an accident, maybe you should tell them that,” she said, though she knew it was doubtful they would believe him. “You can’t hide forever, Troy.”
Troy shook his head.
“You know Patterson has it in for me,” Troy said. “Besides, I won’t survive in prison, trust me, Brandy. It was hell, being in that place. I can’t ever go back there. I won’t go back.”
“What are you going to do then?” she asked.
Troy sighed.
“I’m going to go on the run,” he replied, his voice quiet, almost whispering, as if they might be overheard. “My brother wanted to send me to Liverpool, but I can’t trust either of them now.” Brandy raised an eyebrow but did not inquire further about what had happened between him and his brothers. Troy continued. “I’m going to get a ferry to France, make my way to Spain or somewhere like that. They won’t be looking for me over there.”
Brandy could see several problems with his plan, but she did not think now was the right time to point them out, not when it seemed that Troy was clinging to this plan as if it were his last hope.
“You can stay here for tonight,” Brandy told him.
Troy looked into her face, smiling at her, his eyes still watery. She was struck by his vulnerability, his openness and honesty. She had always been drawn to his bad-boy act, his hardness and his cockiness, but that had been what had eventually driven them apart too. Now she found herself drawn to this new Troy, could almost picture a future with him.
She realised she was still looking at him, and he was looking at her, their eyes locked upon each other, the moment intensifying between them. Her breath felt short, her pulse racing. Troy leant forward and pressed his lips against hers. They were so familiar to her, yet there was a tenderness in his kiss that she had never felt before. Brandy kissed him back, her hand going to his neck, whilst his arms slid around her, holding her close to him.
Though part of her screamed out in protest, warned her not to do this, she was powerless to resist, and she shivered against him as her lips parted for his tongue and she felt his hands slide up the inside of her legs.
* * *
Aurora was stirred from an uncomfortable sleep sat on a chair in the waiting room of the hospital. She rubbed her eyes as the door closed behind the surgeon who had been operating on Clint for the better part of the day.
She glanced around, but there were no windows to indicate whether it was day or night. She rose to her feet, walking to the surgeon, suddenly anxious for what he had to tell her.
“Mrs Jackson,” the surgeon addressed her, and Aurora did not correct him, nodding hurriedly for him to continue. “Clint sustained some serious internal injuries and bleeding from the two stab wounds, and he lost a lot of blood.”
Aurora nodded, tears welling up in her eyes.
“We gave him a blood transfusion,” the surgeon continued, “And we have managed to stop the bleeding. He’ll remain in intensive care until I’m satisfied that the surgery was successful.”
“He’s going to be okay?” Aurora gasped, tears sliding down her cheeks, relief threatening to overwhelm her in her fragile state. “He’s going to live, right?”
The surgeon nodded, but he did not smile as Aurora would have expected. Her relief quickly turned to concern. If he was going to survive, then what could be wrong?
“Will he be okay?” she repeated.
“Mrs Jackson,” the surgeon sighed. “He lost a lot of blood, and he was unconscious for a long period of time, with oxygen cut off from his brain for a sustained period. I am satisfied that he will regain consciousness, but until he does we won’t know if he has suffered any brain damage, or the extent to which it may have affected his movement.”
Aurora swallowed hard, nodding though her mind was still racing to try and process the news. If he had brain damage, if he could not walk again, but at least he was still alive.
“Thank you,” she said.
“The important thing now is that he will live,” the surgeon told her. “And I would suggest you get some rest yourself. He won’t wake up for a while, so you should go home and sleep.”
Aurora nodded, relieved that he had given her such an instruction. She did not think about the possibilities of how Clint may have changed when he woke up, she only focused on the fact that he was going to live, that Troy had not stolen another loved one from her.
* * *
The gun was still heavy in her hand and Adrianna felt as if her hand would shake with the weight of it, but it remained perfectly still, though her palms were growing sweaty, both with the fear of what she could do and the possibilities battling in her mind.
It would be so easy to put the gun in her mouth and pull the trigger. A few seconds and everything would be gone. Her shame, her fear, her regret. Her pain and distress evaporating in the blink of an eye, a twitch of her finger on the trigger.
She could not bring herself to do it though.
Hearing keys rattling at the front door, she was brought back to reality at once, all her dark thoughts gone in an instant. She hastily shoved the gun back under the boxers and slammed the drawer shut, retreating from the room and closing the door behind her, as the front door swung open down the hallway and she heard her brother come in, chatting in Polish on the phone.
She slipped into her bedroom and closed the door, hoping he would not realise that she had found the gun, that his secret was exposed to her.
Not that she cared that he had a gun, or why he might have it.
Sitting on her bed, she felt relieved that he had arrived home when he had, that he had pulled her from such dangerous thoughts. They lingered in her mind, but she knew that she could not kill herself.
Jessie Banks had been weak, she decided. She had suffered, and she had been selfish, ending her life instead of fighting on like everyone else had to do.
No, she would not take that way out of her pain. Adrianna was stronger than that. She took a deep breath.
She could not forget her trauma, she knew that she never would, but that did not mean she would give in to her demons. That would be letting Trent win, and for what he had done to her, she would never let that happen.
* * *
The flickering of the overheard light out on the walkway was the only light as it filtered through a crack in the curtains and Troy finally found himself able to relax now that the estate had fallen into silent darkness and the sirens had long since departed.
He lay on Brandy’s bed, his arm wrapped around her, her head on his chest, beneath the damp sheets, feeling content with himself. He listened to Brandy’s gentle breathing, felt her breath caress the skin on his chest, and wondered why he had ever thrown this away all for trying to get a piece of Aurora.
She was nothing compared to Brandy, could not even hold a candle to her.
Brandy had stuck by him through everything, and even after everything he had said and done to her, all the ways he had hurt her, she had helped him tonight when nobody else would have. She had proven her loyalty and it touched him in places he did not know were possible.
He held her close, looking up at the ceiling, wondering what his future would now hold.
He still had every intention of getting the ferry across to France, of making a life for himself in Spain or somewhere in Europe, on the coast, where the police and that bitch Patterson could never find him. Now he could imagine Brandy at his side, spending his days and nights with her, could hardly picture the future without her now.
Closing his eyes, he wondered how he had not realised this sooner. He loved Brandy. He wanted to be with her and only her. She understood him, every part of him, the dark and the light, the bad and the good, and she loved him anyway.
Perhaps he always had loved her and just not realised it, or perhaps he had been scared at the thought of such a thing and shunned her for it. Whatever the reason, he could no longer fight it, could not pretend that he did not know it.
He wanted Brandy to be with him. Yet he was asking her to give up her friends and family, her whole life, to go on the run with him. Part of him wondered if he should let her stay, let her live her life without him, if that was what he should do if he truly, deeply loved her.
Yet he could not be without her, and he could not stay here on the Goldsworth, could not stay in London. He closed his eyes, willing sleep to come, trying not to acknowledge that this could be the last night that he spent holding Brandy against him.
* * *
Tyrese grimaced as his call went to voicemail once more.
He had hardly expected Trent to answer the phone, not after he had ignored all his calls since he had stormed out of the flat, but it still grated on him that he was being ignored like this. His brother was angry and letting off steam, no doubt, and hopefully he would get it all out of his system tonight and would be calm and more reasonable in the morning. Or at least after the inevitable hangover.
He knew where his brother was, had heard from a few of the lads that Trent was getting plastered and shouting-off about him. It would be so easy for him to go down there and drag his brother home, but Tyrese resisted. It would do no good, and from what he had heard, his brother was not in a reasonable mood at any rate.
No, he decided, he would let his brother drink and smoke. When he had calmed down, he would explain himself and it would be water under the bridge. Then together they could sit down and talk some sense into Troy and help get their brother safely to Liverpool without Patterson catching him.
Thankfully, Patterson and the police had left after establishing that Troy was not at the flat. She had been furious, but Tyrese had known from the look in the detective’s eyes that she would not be so easily deterred. She was probably even now working on getting a warrant to search the flat for evidence that Clint had been stabbed here, and the thought worried Tyrese. He silently cursed Trent for not being here.
He would not call him again though, not tonight.
Once Trent had sobered up and calmed down, Tyrese would sit him down with Troy and finally put his family back in order. He was the boss, and he would not let these two fools ruin everything that he had.
* * *
The club was loud and dark. It was perfect, Trent thought, for forgetting what had happened and obliterating all memory of what his brother had done.
Tequila and vodka had already blurred his thoughts. He could barely retrace his steps after storming away from Tyrese outside the courthouse. The anger remained, but he was channelling it into drinking. His friends had joined him, at what time or why he could not quite remember. He had not relived what had happened in court, but he knew they sensed something. He was more boisterous than normal, he knew, even drunk. He was louder, and he knew he had slagged-off Tyrese more than once already.
He wondered if any of his friends would repeat his words back to Tyrese later. Perhaps they had already been on the phone to him. Friends was a loose term, he realised. They were guys he hung out with, partied with, but he knew they respected Tyrese more than they did him.
He no longer cared though, he realised. He had meant what he had said to his brother. He really was done with him. Done with being treated like second-best. Perhaps he would retire or set out to make a name of his own, separate from his brother. The possibilities were endless, even more so the more shots he had, the more weed he smoked.
A few girls had joined the crew, attracted by the flashy watches and the alcohol on tap in this corner of the club, the VIP booth. Trent was spending too much money, he knew, but he needed it. He wanted to splash, to forget.
In his pocket he felt his phone vibrate and he ignored it. Tyrese had tried to call him. Each time he had, Trent had let it go to voicemail. He did not want to speak to his brother tonight. Or ever.
A pretty blonde slid over to him, all fake smile and lip gloss and extensions, but she had a nice body and he fancied his chances with her. He slid an arm around her waist as she put a shot of tequila to his lips and smiled as he downed it.
One of her hands touched his stomach, lingered at his belt buckle, a seductive smile on her red lips as her hips twisted in time to the music. Trent knew he was in there. He offered her a shot, and she accepted.
His phone vibrated in his pocket again, but he did not notice. Looking the blonde up and down again, all thoughts of Tyrese were gone.
* * *
Across the street from the night club, a motorbike pulled up to the kerb. Goldie pulled off his helmet and eyed the entrance. There was hardly a queue at the door and the bouncer looked distracted, chatting-up a few brunettes in stilettos. Music blasted from the doors and the tacky neon-gold sign sparkled above the doors.
Shutting off the engine, Goldie dug his phone out of his pocket. He had a text from Corey and he shot off a reply, confirming he had arrived.
Trent was a loud and boisterous drunk and he wasn’t hard to track down, especially in the state he was in. A mate inside the club had tipped him off and Goldie had been straight down here.
He had considered waiting for another opportunity. A more private event, an easier location, but time was not on his side. Corey would have his balls if he did not get this sorted fast.
Goldie remembered the pain and the humiliation of getting his legs broken by the Banks brothers, the suffering he had gone through at their hands. He was not just doing this for the money, he thought, though Corey was paying him well.
This was personal too.
Swinging his leg off the motorbike, Goldie felt the gun tucked into the small of his back and headed across the street to the entrance of the club.
* * *
Another tequila shot and then another. Trent was slurring his words and swinging his arms, and he knew he had probably drank too much, had smoked a few too many joints. It would be time to call it a night, but he did not want to.
The pretty blonde sat in his lap, grinding on him, and he hoped he would still be able to get it up for her later. He eyed her again and felt himself stir, satisfied that he would.
The dancefloor was getting busier and their VIP booth seemed more crowded now. His mates were getting rowdier as the night went on and the champagne and shots at their table had drawn hangers-on and glamour girls who wanted a piece of the party. Not that Trent was complaining. The more the merrier, he thought.
He lifted the blonde off his lap. He needed to pee, or get some fresh air, or something. His mind was getting foggy and he needed to take a break, at least for a minute. He would go for a cigarette in the smoking area, he decided.
“You heading outside?” the blonde asked. He realised he couldn’t remember her name. “Want some company?”
He nodded, and she smiled.
Fumbling for his cigarettes in his pocket, he did not notice anything wrong. The blonde beside him screamed and threw her hands over her face. People shouted and jostled.
Trent looked ahead and saw a gun pointed right at him, just a foot away. He hardly had time to register the danger. Just as he sobered up, there was a flash and a bang and he felt the bullet tear into his chest. Blood squirted out and more screams and chaos erupted around him, his mates diving out of the VIP booth. Glasses and bottles smashed in the stampede to get out of the firing line, the blood-splattered blonde throwing herself onto the dance floor.
He half-smiled, unable to move, swaying on his feet, before the second bullet hit him square in the face and sent his lifeless body crashing through the table of the VIP booth.
Trent Banks was dead.




CHAPTER FIVE

Trent was gone. Dead.
Tyrese could hardly believe it, thoughts and memories flooding in, threatening to drown him if he did not control himself.
The police stood in the kitchen, filling the space seemingly emptied by the shrunken figure of his mother, sat weeping at the kitchen table. She looked pitiful, he thought, slumped over in grief. It was still the early hours of the morning, and darkness pressed against the kitchen window.
Trent should still be out clubbing, perhaps staggering drunkenly up the stairs towards his shower and bed, Tyrese thought. Instead, he was gone.
Tyrese ignored the officers as they spoke. His mind drifted back to his childhood, to when he and Trent had been so inseparable. They always had been. Two brothers out to prove themselves, no matter at what, whether on the football field or in a playground scrap.
He wondered if Trent had hated him in the end. If his brother had died still angry and resentful towards him. He would never know now if Trent might have forgiven him, if they would have patched things up as Tyrese had always thought, or if Trent’s final words to him were true, not just spoken out of anger but out of a deep-rooted hatred.
They were true, he thought sadly. They really were done now. The Banks brothers were finished. The thought of his grim ending grated on him, yet Tyrese could hardly feel anger. His grief was thick and rigid, mixed with guilt and his unresolved feelings over Jessie’s death. It was all too much, he thought.
“We’ll need somebody to come and identify the body,” one of the officers was saying, shooting an uncomfortable glance at his colleague. Tyrese knew what that meant. It had been a messy killing, and it would not be pretty viewing.
“I’ll go,” Tyrese said firmly, standing up.
His mother shook her head, standing too.
“No, I’ll do it,” she said.
“Ma’am,” the officer interjected, looking concerned. “I think, given the circumstances, that perhaps -”
“I’ll do it,” Keskia repeated.
“Mum, let me,” Tyrese insisted. He did not want his mother burdened with this gruesome task on top of everything else.
“You’ve done enough,” Keskia snapped. She glared at him defiantly. Tears slid down her cheeks, but she did not sniff or snivel. Her eyes were full of anger.
Tyrese looked down at the table, ashamed once more.
“I’ll get my coat,” she said to the officers, and left the room. A few moments later she returned and left with the officers, the door slamming shut behind them, leaving Tyrese alone in the flat.
He thought of the time the kitchen had bustled with life. Arguments over breakfast, the door constantly slamming shut, raised voices, but so much love and laughter too. Jessie taking the piss out of her brothers, Troy giving her grief for her treatment of Brandy. Trent arguing with Jessie about the length of her skirt, so the other boys wouldn’t get ideas about her.
All of them were gone now, Tyrese thought. He felt tears in his eyes and wiped them away hastily. Yet not all of them were gone.
Troy was out there somewhere, not knowing that Trent was dead. He would have to be told, and Tyrese would have to be the one to do it. Right now, he needed to get his emotions under control.
He knew that he could not let grief overwhelm him, let it disable him, but the tears would not stop, and he slumped back into his chair, put his head in his hands and cried.
* * *
Troy was stirred from sleep by the vibration of his phone on the pillow beside his head. He groaned, extricating his arm from around Brandy, who remained snoring softly, rolling over to face away from him as he answered to his brother.
“What’s up?” Troy asked, rubbing his eyes with his free hand. His voice was thick with sleep and his mind was still waking up. It was early, only just getting lighter outside.
“Where are you?” Tyrese asked. “I need to talk to you, it’s important.”
Troy considered his brother. He did not trust Tyrese, did not know whether this was a trap to get him to give away where he was hiding out. Tyrese seemed to sense his hesitation.
“Troy, I’m serious,” he said.
“What’s going on?” Troy demanded, hearing the urgency in Tyrese’s voice now, no longer feeling asleep as his body became alert, tensing as if in danger. “Tell me.”
Tyrese took a deep breath.
“It’s Trent.” His voice shook with emotion. Troy sat up in bed, fear licking at him now.
“What about him?” he asked.
“He’s dead,” Tyrese replied.
Troy almost dropped the phone. He did not know what to say. His mouth hung open, his throat dry, his mind racing and yet blank at the same time. His brother, the one person he had thought he could trust, was dead.
Tyrese was still speaking but Troy could hardly process what he was saying.
“Who did it?” Troy asked, cutting him off. “Who killed him?”
“I don’t know,” Tyrese sighed.
“The Healy brothers?” Troy asked.
Tyrese did not reply. Troy knew that his brother must have considered the possibility. He wondered if Tyrese was still willing to deal with Jayden after this.
“Where are you?” Tyrese asked him.
Troy opened his mouth to answer but stopped himself.
“I’ve got to go,” he said, feeling Brandy stir beside him, her eyes opening and brow furrowing in confusion. Before Tyrese could speak, Troy cut off the call. He did not trust his brother, even less so now that Trent was dead, and Jayden could be responsible.
He felt Brandy’s hand on his arm, her eyes wide with concern.
“Is everything okay?” she asked him.
Troy tossed his phone onto his pillow and let out a long sigh. He did feel the urge to cry for his brother, his body too tense, his mind to anxious, to allow himself to grieve yet.
He relayed his conversation to Brandy, who murmured her condolences. She sat up and massaged his shoulders, working away at the tension in his muscles, and Troy closed his eyes, grateful for her, knowing that she was the only person he could trust now.
“What will you do now?” Brandy asked softly, her words caressing his neck as her lips brushed against his skin. He felt himself stirring at her touch. “Are you still going abroad?”
Troy considered her question, but he knew that he had no choice. Trent’s death changed nothing. He could not stay here.
“I’m still going,” Troy replied, his voice cracking though he was confident in his answer. He felt a flutter of nerves in his stomach. “You could come with me…if you wanted to.”
“Really?” Brandy asked, her hands pausing on his shoulders. She fell quiet and still. Troy wondered if he had made a mistake in asking her. She sighed. “I don’t know, Troy.”
“I want you to come,” Troy said sheepishly, forcing the words out, unused to showing such emotion, allowing himself to be vulnerable before her. “I love you.”
* * *
Keskia Banks closed the door of the taxi and looked up at the tower blocks of the Goldsworth Estate before her, only a few lights on at this hour, the sun beginning to rise, glinting off the windows far above her.
She wondered if it was this place that had destroyed her family, or if it was her parenting, or it was simply bad luck, plain and simple.
If she had raised her children somewhere else, perhaps they would all still be alive, be respectable, or at least things might have turned out differently. She had no way of knowing, and she doubted it anyway. The problem could be her, she realised, as she started walking back to the estate. Two of her four children were dead, and a third was a murderer. It was hardly a glowing reflection of her motherhood.
She did not want to think such terrible things, but it was better than remembering the image of Trent’s body. His face was gone, the second bullet had seen to that. She did not conjure up the image, forcing herself not to.
As she let herself into the flat, she found the kitchen empty. Tyrese must have gone to bed, she thought, grateful that she could be alone. She knew that Tyrese had not killed Trent any more than he had killed Jessie, but she could not help but hold him partially responsible. That gave way to more guilt, because if he was to blame then surely, she should hold more responsibility? She was their mother, after all.
Her grief had deepened now. She was beyond tears. If it was possible, she thought, the tears were on the inside now. Her very heart seemed to have broken, her ache so deep and harrowing that tears would do no good. Nothing would.
She had devoted her life to motherhood and she had failed. Her very being was gone.
Keskia put the kettle on, almost amused that she thought a cup of tea could do any good, but she drummed her finger on the counter as she waited for it to boil anyway. It was something, she thought. She had to keep on living, she told herself.
Her children were gone. Troy had disappeared, Trent and Jessie dead, and Tyrese lost all the same to her.
She had no hope left, or did she?
A thought occurred to her, one that she had tried not to think about in the days she had known of his existence, but now pictures forced their way into her mind. Her children might be gone, but she had a grandson. Brandy’s son, Frazer, and he was not lost to her. He was just a baby, he could grow up to be better than any of the rest of them.
The kettle boiled and she busied herself making tea, resolving the idea in her mind. She had to see her grandson, had to give herself a purpose. She had lost her children and perhaps it was her fault, but she would not make the same mistakes again. Frazer was her chance at redemption, probably her last chance.
She would have to see him.
* * *
Amal looked at his brother questioningly. He had come downstairs to find Naz and Sanjay already seated at the kitchen table, his brother looking excited, anxious to impart his news. Amal had been up late, messaging with Shontelle, and now he was tired, not used to waking up at this hour. He hoped whatever was going down this early in the morning was worth it.
“What’s going on?” he asked, looking between them. Naz shot him a bewildered look, as in the dark as he was. “Somebody die?”
“Actually, yeah,” Sanjay nodded, though he did not look sad at the thought.
“Oh shit,” Amal stammered. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Sanjay said, smiling. “You’ll never guess what’s happened.”
Amal exchanged a look with Naz, wondering if this was a wind-up.
“Trent Banks is dead,” Sanjay said, when it became apparent neither of them was going to offer up a guess. Amal gasped. Naz’s shoulders tensed. Sanjay smiled again, looking at them expectantly. “You know what this means?”
Amal shook his head, though he had a clue that he might.
“It means Corey Healy took the bait and put a bullet in him,” Sanjay explained, folding his arms and lowering his voice, as if they might be overheard in their own house. “And now, whatever happens, we’ve got a chance to take over.”
“Whatever happens?” Amal repeated. “What do you mean?”
Sanjay sighed, though he did not look annoyed by the question.
“Tyrese is going to take out one of the Healy brothers in retaliation,” he said, voice excited. “Either that or Corey’s going to get sent down. Either way, they’ll be on their knees, and that’s where we come in, full force, and take over this estate.”
Amal was smiling now too. He understood his brother’s excitement, his eagerness. His brother had spent too long as the Banks brothers’ minion, it was his time. Their time.
“What do we now then?” Naz asked, unconvinced.
Sanjay considered him a moment, Amal watching his expression for a falter or a sign of uncertainty, but there was none. His brother had this under control.
“We wait,” Sanjay said confidently. “It’s only a matter of time.”
* * *
The smell of frying bacon and fresh coffee drew Adrianna to the kitchen. Her brother was on the phone, fork in the other hand, eating his breakfast stood at the counter. He nodded in acknowledgment as she came in, and she poured herself a coffee and leant against the counter looking at him.
He had no idea that she had found his gun, or at least he did not appear to. He would have hung up and confronted her the second she had appeared if he did, she decided. When he was done on the phone, he turned on the radio above the sink and looked at her.
“Where have you been hiding the past few days?” he asked. “I’ve hardly seen you. Out partying?”
“Something like that,” Adrianna replied.
He had not mentioned her injuries, and she had not spoken to him about them. They were not close, did not share secrets or stories, and that was how they both liked to keep things.
“Don’t forget the rent is due,” he told her. “I’m short, so you’ll have to sub me a few quid,”
“I’ll try and find some,” Adrianna said. She would just ring home and ask her mum and dad for it, she decided. That’s what parents were for.
The music on the radio stopped and the news reports came on. Adrianna froze as she listened, almost dropping her mug onto the floor.
Trent Banks shot dead in a night club in the early hours of the morning.
Her brother continued talking, oblivious to the shocking news that had been broadcast. Adrianna could hardly breathe, hardly process the news.
After everything he had done, he surely deserved it, but he was dead. Gone. She made her excuses and retreated to her room, trying to get her breathing under control.
It was just the shock of hearing it in such a way, she told herself. She did not care that he was dead, she repeated in her mind, over and over. He was a monster and he deserved it.
Dead, though, she thought. Murdered.
She closed her eyes, trying to forget it.
* * *
News of Trent Banks’ murder was travelling fast and had people talking, and that was exactly what Corey Healy liked. He had been delighted to hear Goldie confirm that Trent was dead and hearing it on the news and the police-scanner had just made his victory all the sweeter, having it confirmed repeatedly like that. It was beautiful.
Not that justice had been served yet. He still wanted Tyrese dead, but Trent was a start, and perhaps this was better, he thought. This way, Tyrese would suffer with his grief and his guilt before his own life was ended too. Justice, Corey thought.
He opened the door when Goldie came knocking.
“Smiling ear-to-ear,” Goldie remarked as he stepped into the hallway of the Healy fortress. He was smiling too. “That’s what I like to see, another happy customer.”
Corey did not chastise Goldie for his tone, because it was true. He had not stopped smiling all day. He had not forgotten what Goldie had done to Jessie, but his time would come after Tyrese was buried alongside his brother.
He already had the cash and he gave it to Goldie, who counted it quickly, adept at this, and pocketed the wad of notes.
“Sorted,” Goldie said. They shook hands and Goldie was gone once more.
Business taken care of, Corey went to the lounge and saw Jayden in his armchair, glaring at him.
“What did you do?” Jayden demanded. He didn’t shout, but then he never had to make himself heard.
Corey knew that his brother was aware of exactly what he had done, but he did not care. Jayden would see, in time, that it was all for the best.
“I did what had to be done,” Corey replied, still smiling, unable to help himself, even more satisfied at the look that flashed across his brother’s face at his words. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to have myself some breakfast. It’s a beautiful day.”
Before Jayden could say anything, Corey left the room, a swing in his step.
* * *
Brandy stood drumming her finger anxiously on the kitchen counter as she waited for the kettle to boil. She knew that the longer Troy remained at her flat the more chance that he would be discovered, and the more chance he would discover that Frazer was her son.
Their son.
He still planned to go abroad, flee to Spain and live the rest of his life on the run. She thought about her own plan not so long ago to do the exact same thing. He had asked her to come with him and she was considering it. A few days ago, she would have scoffed at the thought of going anywhere with Troy, let alone spending the rest of her life on the run with him, but something had changed.
Last night she had seen a different side to him, the part of him that he had hidden from her for years, the vulnerable Troy that she had longed for. If he had shown it to her before, when they had been together, then perhaps their lives would be very different now. There was no point in lamenting the past, but what if things would be better the second time around?
The kettle finished boiling and she busied herself making two coffees. She jumped when footsteps sounded behind her and turned to see her mother, red-eyed and puffy-faced, her dressing gown open, her underwear sweat-stained. A few pound notes were still stuck into the folds of her bra.
“Is one of those for me?” Deanna asked, her voice hoarse.
“No,” Brandy snapped. She tossed the teaspoon into the sink and picked up both mugs.
“You got someone here?” Deanna asked, eyes widening, her interest peaked. “A man?”
“It’s none of your business.”
“Like hell it is,” Deanna said. She made to follow Brandy out of the kitchen. “My girl, in my home. I want a peak of him, girl.”
Brandy levelled her with an angry glare.
“You poke your nose into my bedroom and I’ll break it,” she hissed.
Deanna scowled at her, but retreated to the kitchen, waving off her threat and quickly losing interest. Brandy was relieved for that at least as she went into her bedroom. Troy was lounging in bed, propped up by his pillow. He smiled at her.
Brandy felt a flutter in her stomach and realised that perhaps her feelings for him had never gone. She had convinced herself that she hated him, but perhaps it had just been her way of protecting herself, her heart.
Maybe she did still love him, she realised, as she put down the mugs and slid into bed at his side.
* * *
Troy smiled as he let Brandy nestle in the crook of his arm. He had heard voices coming from the kitchen, but he trusted Brandy not to tell anyone that he was here. Her mother was probably too high to care. Brandy’s aunt and a baby were also staying, but Troy had not asked after them and Brandy had not mentioned them.
He thought about his own family, wondering what his mother was doing now. Probably crying about Trent, he decided. He would be surprised if she had even noticed his own disappearance. She had not visited him inside, why would she be any different now he was out? He realised he would not miss her when he had gone, would not miss any of his family.
He looked down at Brandy, her lips thin and brow furrowed, looking as she always did when she was deep in thought. He would miss her, he realised.
“Have you thought about what I said?” he asked, hesitating to raise the subject again. He wanted to give her time, not to rush her decision, though he knew time was running out.
Brandy caught his eye, held his gaze for a long moment, and nodded.
“Yeah, it’s all I’ve been thinking about,” she sighed.
Troy did not like that sigh. It was not a good sign, he thought.
“And?” he prompted her, when Brandy did not elaborate.
Brandy shifted against him, putting a hand on his chest delicately.
“I’ll come with you,” she said. Troy felt relief course through him, quickly followed by excitement. This would be a new start, a fresh beginning for them both. Brandy smiled at the look on his face and brought her lips up to his.
Her kiss was gentle, and Troy deepened it, pulling her closer against him.
All thoughts of his family were gone, Brandy and their future the only thing on his mind.
* * *
The hospital cast a long shadow across the car park as Aurora got off the bus and took a deep breath before she walked to the entrance.
She had been exhausted when she had arrived home and held Angel close to her, falling asleep as soon as she sat down on the sofa. She had woken up to find Angel back in her cot and a blanket wrapped over her, a pillow under her head, courtesy of her mother. She had left the flat after a quick coffee and filling her mother in on Clint’s status.
Too tired to think about anything last night, the bus ride had filled her head with the possibilities of how Clint may be when he regained consciousness. Brain damage, speech loss, physical disability. Aurora tried not to think about such things, but she could not shake her nerves as she went through the automatic doors and followed the signs to the ward he was on.
She took a deep breath as she paused at the door to Clint’s room. A nurse walking along the corridor smiled sympathetically at her but Aurora could not return the gesture.
Her hand was shaking as she pushed the door open.
She froze, her lips parting but no words came out.
Clint was propped up by pillows, his eyes brightening as she stepped into the room. His lips twitched in a smile, though his face tautened with pain at the gesture. Drips and lines went into the back of his hand and the monitors continued to beep at his bedside, but Clint was awake.
“How are you feeling?” she asked, rushing to his side, dropping her bag into the vacant seat. She felt guilty that he must have woken up to find nobody with him. Before she realised it, she had clasped his hand in hers.
Clint tried to shrug, though he grimaced with the effort and he quickly let out a groan of pain.
“I’ve felt better, you know, but not bad considering,” he said, his voice light and jovial, though Aurora knew him better than that, could hear the relief, the anxiety, in his tone.
“You scared me,” Aurora admitted, before she could help herself. “I thought -” She stopped herself, not wanting to worry him, but Clint understood.
“I’m not going anywhere, don’t worry,” he reassured her.
Aurora smiled appreciatively, knowing what it must be costing him to stay so brave.
“Have you seen the surgeon?” Aurora asked him, trying to keep her voice bright, blinking hard to stop tears of relief from filling her eyes.
“Yeah, he stopped by and filled me in,” Clint replied, granting her the subject change. “He did some tests, said that he doesn’t think there should be any lasting damage.”
Aurora sighed with relief, a strangled sound coming from her throat. Clint laughed, wincing at the same time, and Aurora joined him, grateful for the sound of his laughter. She wondered what she would have done if he had not made it, knew that she could not bear to thing such things. She squeezed his hand in hers, hoping he understood all the emotions she felt but could not express.
He smiled softly at her and she saw in his eyes that he did, that he felt them too, and she did not let go of his hand, holding it tightly in hers.
* * *
Clint clenched his jaw against the pain, unwilling to betray his pain to Aurora, not wanting her to worry about him. She was beaming, tears in her eyes, to see his recovery and he did not want to disappoint her.
When she went to get a coffee, he finally let out a groan and pressed the button at his side for more pain relief. The surgeon had warned him that the pain would be intense for the next few days whilst his wounds recovered. The surgeries had been a success, but his injuries had been traumatic and there was nothing for it but to let his body heal now. He did not need to be told that he was lucky to be alive, that many in his position would not be.
He forced a smile as the door opened, expecting Aurora, but it was Serena Patterson who walked through the door. She wore her hair tied back and no make-up, trainers on her feet and clasped a notepad in her hand.
The detective smiled at him as she approached.
“I’m glad to see you’re making a recovery,” Serena said, and he knew she was being genuine. She stopped at the foot of his bed. “I know you want to rest, but this will only take a few minutes, if you’re willing to answer a few questions.”
The door opened again, and Aurora came in. She nodded at Serena and returned to Clint’s side, taking his hand in hers once more. Clint was touched by the gesture, though he tried not to read too much into it.
“If you need some privacy, or you want me to come back another time -” Serena suggested, but Clint shook his head.
“No, it’s okay, I want to help,” Clint said. “Troy did this. He stabbed me. He tried to kill me. I’m done hiding, I’m done being scared.”
“What happened? You went to see him,” Serena said.
Clint nodded and recounted the scene, the frantic fight, the moment he realised he had been stabbed, then for the second time, and the dawning realisation that he could die.
Aurora was silent, tears sliding down her cheeks, as he spoke, and her grip tightened on his hand. Serena took notes, asking questions to clarify occasionally, and nodded when he had finished.
“You’ll sign a statement for all of this?” she asked him.
Clint nodded.
“Whatever it takes to get Troy locked up where he belongs,” he said.
Serena smiled, closing her notepad.
“I won’t let him get away a second time,” she reassured him.
* * *
Kojo crossed the playing fields away from the Goldsworth, eyes alert for signs of trouble. He had been on high-alert since the other day and he felt both frustrated and relieved that Kent’s messaged had stopped. He was still ignoring the messages, unable to bring himself to read them, or too scared, and yet part of him mourned the loss of his best mate.
He knew that Scarlett sensed he was going through a hard time and she had invited him over. He was excited to see her, even more excited that he was going to her flat, where they would be alone, in her bedroom, perhaps for hours. He did not expect anything to happen, but he wanted it to.
“Oi, Kojo,” Kent’s voice called from behind him, and Kojo was pulled from his thoughts of Scarlett as he turned to see his mate running towards him, rucksack slung over his shoulder, sleeves rolled up. Kent slowed, catching his breath, as he approached. “You been avoiding me, Kojo? I haven’t heard from you.”
“No, ‘course not,” Kojo stammered, caught off guard, knowing that Kent could see through his lies. His palms already felt sweaty. “I’ve just been busy,” he lied.
“Doing what?” Kent asked, eyes narrowing. “You haven’t been at school.”
“Just skiving, you know how it is,” Kojo said, shrugging, hoping he sounded convincing.
“Could have let me know, we could’ve played footie or something,” Kent said, sounding put out. He raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t answering your texts either.”
“Sorry, I’ve been busy.”
“With Scarlett?” Kent asked, smiling now, impressed. “Man, you’ve been getting some.”
“It’s not like that,” Kojo said, keen to defend her honour.
“She not putting out?” Kent shook his head, no longer impressed. “Damn, you need to find a girl who isn’t so frigid.”
“She’s not frigid.”
Kent eyed him suspiciously, and Kojo felt his pulse quicken under his scrutiny.
“Come on, man, what’s really going on?” Kent asked. He hesitated, lowering his voice. “Is this about the other day?”
“No,” Kojo said, too quickly.
“I noticed you didn’t get involved, didn’t join in,” Kent went on, shaking his head, as if disappointed. “What was with that?”
“I didn’t want to,” Kojo admitted. He couldn’t meet Kent’s eyes, looking at his feet instead.
“Why not?” Kent asked, surprised. “Trent Banks initiated us, mate.”
“He’s dead now, I heard it on the news.”
“So what?” Kent shrugged. Kojo looked at his friend, knew that there was no remorse, no regret there. Kent shifted his weight, adjusting his rucksack. He sighed. “Look, come on, just chill out, Kojo.”
“I am chilled out,” Kojo said, trying to sound it.
“Come play some footie then,” Kent offered. “I’m meeting Leon and Mickey and some of the lads.”
“The lads from the other day?” Kojo asked, doubtful.
“Yeah, it’ll be a laugh.”
“Sorry, I’ve got plans,” Kojo muttered, averting his eyes again.
“Really?” Kent asked. He didn’t believe him, Kojo could tell.
“Yeah,” Kojo said, his voice quiet. “Another time?”
“Sure,” Kent said, eyeing him closely again. He waved him off and retreated across the playing fields, where some other lads were congregating, already in their kit. Kojo watched him go for a moment, then turned and walked away.
He hoped that Kent was satisfied with his explanations, but he knew that he had not fooled his mate at all. He tried to push the thoughts away, not wanting to ruin his time with Scarlett by thinking about other things, but he could not help but wonder what Kent was telling the other guys right now.
* * *
Tyrese tried not to let dark thoughts cloud his mind.
He was alone in the flat. His mother had gone out somewhere, without so much as a goodbye to him, and he had let her leave without question. Now he had only memories and the ghosts of Jessie and Trent to keep him company. Sat on the sofa, phone clutched in his hand, he half-expected one of them to march into the lounge at any moment.
Glancing down at his phone, he wondered where Troy was, what he was playing at. He had called him earlier to tell him about Trent, and he had sensed his brother’s shocked reaction, but there had been something else too. Distrust, perhaps, maybe even fear. Tyrese did not like the thought that his youngest brother, now his only surviving sibling, was afraid of him or did not trust him, but he could not blame Troy either. If it was the other way around, perhaps he would keep his distance too.
With Trent gone, Tyrese wondered whether it was all over for him too. He had not needed Trent’s help to run things on the estate, but with his brother dead, did he even want to continue as he had been?
There was a knock at the front door and Tyrese waited a moment before realising he was the only one in the flat to answer it.
He was angered, but not entirely surprised, to find Detective Serena Patterson at the door. Behind her, two uniforms stood to either side, looking ready if he tried to cause a scene.
“What do you want?” Tyrese demanded of her.
Serena looked smug, and that made him nervous. She thrust a piece of paper at him, and she did not need to explain what it was for understanding to hit him.
“This is a warrant to search your flat in relation to the attempted murder of Clint Jackson,” she told him, stepping around him and into the kitchen, gesturing for the officers to follow her inside. Tyrese glanced at the paper, stepping aside as the kitchen filled with the officers and forensics types. Serena held his gaze as her men set to work. “I don’t suppose you know where your brother is?” she asked him. Tyrese grimaced. “I’d love to ask him a few questions.”
“I haven’t seen him,” Tyrese replied, tight-lipped.
He tried not to show his alarm as the forensics team started scouring the kitchen floor. He hoped that he and Trent had managed to clean up any trace of Clint’s blood.
Serena seemed to sense his unease.
“If you’d step outside whilst we work,” Serena said, gesturing to the front door. “We wouldn’t want any contamination of the crime scene, would we?”
Tyrese bit down on his lips to suppress a response as he went outside, his hands clenching into fists at the front of the detective.
“I’ll let you know when we’re finished,” Serena told him, before closing the door after him.
* * *
Keskia Banks took a deep breath.
She had barely had any sleep and her eyes were still red from earlier, but she did not want to waste any time or lose her courage, which she needed to face-off against Brandy. She knew that the girl would not take easily to what she had decided, but she had to try, had to implore the girl to be reasonable and let her have access to her grandson.
It was her right, surely, as a grandmother. Brandy could be cold, cruel, but she must know that Keskia only had her grandson’s best interests in mind. It was unfair for him to be separated from her, from his father’s family.
With that in mind, she braced herself and knocked on the door to Brandy’s flat. She waited a long moment and then knocked again.
She raised her hand to knock a third time when the door swung open. A large woman stood there, filling the frame, looking questioningly at her.
“Can I help you?” the woman asked.
Keskia swallowed hard.
“Could I speak to Brandy please?”
The woman shrugged and retreated, calling Brandy’s name. She didn’t come back, and it was a long moment before Brandy appeared at the door.
Her eyes narrowed at once when she caught sight of her.
“What do you want?” Brandy demanded, glancing anxiously over her shoulder.
“Brandy, I guess you heard on the news about -”
“Trent?” Brandy asked, finishing for her. “Yeah, I heard.”
Keskia paused a moment, but no condolences came. She had expected nothing less.
“It’s made me realise,” Keskia began, “That I really would like -”
“No,” Brandy interrupted her. “I know what you’re going to ask, and hell no. You’re not seeing him.”
“Brandy, please -”
The door slammed shut. The bolt on the other side of the door sounded, and Keskia let out a long sigh. She had not expected Brandy to be pleased to see her, but she had not expected the request to be so brief.
She sighed and walked away. She felt emotions bubbling up again, and she wondered if this had been a mistake. She could not replace Jessie and Trent with a baby she did not know, had never met before.
It was all so ridiculous. Or was it? She deserved to know her grandson. It was too much to think about, Keskia thought, blinking away tears as she began down the stairs.
* * *
Brandy took a deep breath, leaning against the front door, her heart hammering in her chest. She watched through the small panel of glass in the door as Keskia waited a moment before leaving. She had come so close to ruining everything. If Keskia had realised Troy was hiding here, if Troy had overheard her mentioning her grandson, then he would know everything, know that she had lied…
She retreated down the corridor to her bedroom, still anxious that Troy might have heard his mother’s voice, would question why she had come around to see her. Excuses filled her mind, each less believable than the last. Her bedroom was empty, and panic flared within her.
From the bathroom, she heard running water and sighed with relief. Troy had heard nothing as he showered, and she leant against the door frame, letting the tension leave her body. Aunt Bo poked her head out into the corridor from the lounge.
“How long will your friend be staying?” she asked cautiously.
Brandy glared at her.
“Why’s that any of your business?” she asked.
The last thing she needed was for her to start asking questions, sticking her nose in.
“I was only asking,” Aunt Bo sighed, affronted.
Her mother was murmuring from the lounge, and Aunt Bo ducked back into the room and the door closed. Brandy shook her head and went to her bedroom. She looked around the room, realising how little she owned, how easy it would be for her to pack.
It would take five minutes, if that, and the thought depressed her.
She wondered if she would miss anyone from the estate once she had left. Perhaps at one time she would have done, but now she would only be leaving behind memories and enemies. Her mother would probably not even realise she had gone, and she would not miss her aunt or her son. Her friends would not care that she had left. Troy was the only person she had.
The pipes creaked as the shower stopped and Troy came in a minute later, a towel around his waist, droplets of water on his skin. She went to him, slid her arms around his waist, pressed herself against him. The realisation that he was the only one who cared, the only person who she meant something to, making her want to be close to him, to express her feelings without being able to voice them. His arms went around her, and if he was surprised by her gesture, by her neediness, he did not say it.
He held her close and Brandy knew that she was making the right decision.
* * *
Serena tried to ignore the look on Tyrese’s face as she stood in his front doorway, trying not to show the defeat she felt. Tyrese smiled at her, squaring his shoulders, as he stepped aside to let her leave the flat.
“Shame you couldn’t find what you were looking for,” he said.
She swallowed hard, willing herself not to rise to the bait.
It was true, and that was the hardest part for her. The forensics team knew that there had been blood on the kitchen floor, but it had been bleached and scrubbed, and any evidence that could place Clint in the kitchen had been washed away. The knife and Clint’s phone were not in the flat, had most likely been disposed of by Troy or his brothers.
The thought grated on her, but there was nothing she could do except step outside and let Tyrese return to his flat. He gave a short bark of laughter at her expression, before slamming the door shut in her face.
Serena walked down to her car with heavy footsteps and sat in her car as the forensics van and the patrol cars drove off. She did not turn the engine on, did not know what was left for her to do.
She needed to question Troy, to get him to confess, but she did not have enough for an arrest warrant, not yet. It was Clint’s word against Troy’s, and now that the search of the flat had proven fruitless, she was on the back foot, questioning what her next move would be.
If Troy had fled the country, or disappeared to another city, her case would crumble. She did not want to let herself think that way, but she had seen far too many cases collapse in a similar way and the thought that Aurora and Clint would be let down again rankled with her.
Taking a long breath to clear her mind, she fastened her seat belt and started the engine. She did not know what was left to do, but she was not going to give up that easily.
* * *
Tyrese sat in the kitchen, waiting for his mother to return home. She had not spoken to him all day and he was worried about her. She should not have gone to identify Trent’s body, he should have stopped her, he thought, and he knew that another tragedy so soon after Jessie’s death must have affected her deeply. Too deeply for words.
He was relieved that she had not been at home when the police had been scouring for evidence against Troy. He had not yet had the heart to tell her that Troy was on the run for stabbing Clint and he did not want to burden her with this news, not when she had so much else on her mind. Patterson had seemed disappointed as she had called an end to the search and that reassured him, but once he was alone in the flat once more, he questioned whether she was playing a game with him, if she wanted to lull him into a false sense of security. He did not know whether they had found some crucial piece of evidence, perhaps a drop of Clint’s blood that they had overlooked. For now, there were more pressing matters at hand.
He heard the door and looked up as his mother came in, wiping away tears. She caught sight of him and squared her jaw, unwilling to show her emotion in front of him.
“Mum, where have you been?” he asked.
“Out,” she answered, her voice hard.
Perhaps, he realised, she still blamed him for everything that had happened. To Jessie, to Troy, and now to Trent. He was the oldest, so perhaps, he thought, he should be blamed.
“This morning -” he began, but Keskia waved him off, shrugging out of her coat and draping it on the back of a kitchen chair.
Tyrese sat in silence as his mother sat down heavily in a chair and avoided making eye contact with him. He reached for her hand, but she slid it out of his clasp and rose to her feet once more, busying herself at the sink.
“You don’t need to do the dishes right now, mum,” Tyrese protested.
“Nobody else will do them,” Keskia snapped, not turning around.
Tyrese realised with a start that it was just the two of them now. Troy was missing, Trent and Jessie dead. It was a hard fact to accept. It must be even harder for her.
“Mum, you still have me,” Tyrese offered lamely.
She snorted, shaking her head.
“Mum -” he sighed.
Keskia kept quiet, the only sound the splash of water in the sink and the clink of cutlery.
“We only have each other now,” Tyrese said, trying to keep the emotion from his voice. “We need to -”
“Don’t tell me what I need to do,” Keskia said, her voice rising. She slammed her hands into the water, sending bubbles across the counter, some splashing loudly on the floor. She dried her hands on a towel and glared at him, her eyes blinking rapidly to avoid tears, her body shaking with emotion, probably rage, Tyrese thought. She threw the dish towel onto the table and put her hands on her hips. “You’ve done enough damage to this family, so don’t you dare try to tell me what I need to do. And for your information, you’re not the only one I have.”
Tyrese was shocked. He had never heard such an outburst from his mother.
“Mum, calm down,” he said, trying to sound soothing.
“Are you even listening to me?” Keskia insisted, voice rising, tears falling faster. Tyrese sighed. She sniffed. “I have a grandson.”
“What are you talking about?” Tyrese asked, bewildered.
“Did it never cross your mind?” Keskia asked, half-amused, half-crazed. “Brandy had a son. Troy’s son.”
Tyrese’s mouth opened, but no words came out. He could hardly think of what to say. He tried, but Keskia was gone, out of the kitchen, the door slamming shut behind her. He heard her bedroom door slam shut too.              
Alone in the kitchen, Tyrese was speechless. Even if he had not been, he realised, he had nobody left to speak to.
* * *
Sitting down at her desk, Serena turned on her computer and glanced around the office for a sign of Carl Hurst. She had not seen him in a while, and she knew that he must be pissed off with her. She was supposed to be assisting him in investigating Uncle Jasper’s dealings, but she had been preoccupied with Troy Banks’ trial, and now Clint’s assault, that she had barely glanced over the files he had provided her with.
He understood why she was so wrapped up in the case, yet she did not blame him if he wanted someone else to help him rather than her. She had called him as she left the Goldsworth to let him know that she was heading back to the station, filled him in on her latest dead end.
She went to the vending machine and waited for her instant coffee. Carl was stood by her desk when she returned. She was about to offer her apologies for not helping out with his case, but Carl spoke first.
“I’ve been going over some things with Asher ready for the start of Dante Cortez’s trial,” he said, speaking quickly, the excitement in his voice clear. “We’ve found something.”
“About Uncle Jasper?” Serena asked, taking a sip of her coffee. “It’s not surprising, given that Dante worked for him.”
Carl shook his head, not put off by her remark.
“No, not about him,” Carl said. “It’s about Troy Banks.”
Serena looked at him, surprised. He looked pleased with himself. He gestured for her to follow him to one of the board rooms, where he and Asher had set up boxes of files and had been hunkered away for the past few days going through things.
“There’s something you need to hear,” Carl said, after he had closed the door behind them. Asher’s expression matched his boyfriend’s, and Serena felt her own excitement rising, the feeling contagious.
He reached for a small mobile phone on the table, brought up a voice recording on the screen, gave a quick glance at Serena, and pressed play.
* * *
Kojo awoke with a start, jostling Scarlett awake as he sat up. She blinked, grabbing her phone to check for the time. Kojo swung his leg off the bed, already fully dressed. They had spent all afternoon talking and kissing, and then Scarlett had put a movie on, and they must have dozed off.
“I should go,” Kojo said, pulling his trainers on. His mum would go mental if he missed his dinner. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”             
“It’s ok,” Scarlett beamed at him, rubbing her eyes still. She got off the bed too, and hugged him, kissing his neck. “Shontelle will be home soon anyway, and if she realises we’re alone together, she’ll think that we -” She trailed off, blushing, and Kojo blushed too at the thought of what could have happened.
“Thanks for this afternoon,” he said as she walked him to the front door.
“No, thank you,” she smiled, kissing him lightly on the lips. She hesitated, as he opened the door. “You know, if you ever need to talk about stuff, I’m here for you.”
Looking at her, Kojo knew that she really meant it. He smiled, grateful.
“Thanks,” he said.
He kissed her goodbye and headed home, hurrying across the playing fields, already worried his mother would be frantic.
“There you are, mate, we’ve been waiting ages for you,” Kent called out as he rounded a corner. Kojo froze, caught off guard.
“Why?” Kojo asked, bewildered, his body tensing.
“You know why, Kojo,” Kent sighed, shaking his head.
Leon and Mickey joined him, and Kojo took a step back. Mickey sniggered.
“Kent seems to think maybe you got scared the other day,” Leon said.
“When we taught that girl a lesson about disrespect,” Mickey added.
Kojo’s mouth went dry, he could hardly talk.
“No, no, I wasn’t scared,” he stammered.
“Good lad,” Leon nodded, offering a smile.
“You won’t mind proving yourself then,” Mickey said.
Kojo glanced around but it was only them. No escape. He swallowed hard.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“You’ve got to prove to us we can trust you,” Mickey said, shrugging, as if it were obvious. “And that you’ve got what it takes.”
“I don’t understand,” Kojo insisted.
“That girl we taught a lesson to,” Kent said, his voice gentle. “You didn’t get involved. Now you’re going to have to.”
“You mean –” Kojo trailed off, horrified at the thought.
“You’re going to teach her a lesson too,” Kent finished for him, smiling.
“No,” Kojo gasped.
“No?” Mickey asked, surprised. “I thought you weren’t scared?”
“I’m not,” Kojo said, trying to keep his voice from shaking.
“Perfect,” Kent said, nodding as if it were agreed. He clapped Kojo on the back, as if proud of him. “You can prove it then. Tomorrow.”
Leon and Mickey nodded in agreement, and then they clapped him on the back too, and the three of them sauntered off, glancing back at Kojo. Their voices sounded long after they had rounded the corner. Kojo stood frozen for a moment, trying to regain the use of his legs.
All his happy thoughts at leaving Scarlett’s had evaporated as he thought of their words and what they expected of him tomorrow.
He took an unsteady step forward, then another, his stomach churning.
* * *
Serena listened to the voice recording on the mobile phone, her mouth dropping open in surprise, as the conversation unfolded. Carl and Asher watched her expression, exchanging excited glances between themselves.
When the recording had finished, Serena shook her head in amazement.
Was it possible? Did she finally have the evidence she needed to lock Troy Banks up?
“Play it again,” she said, and Carl hit the play button at once.
Serena folded her arms, tense, as if she had imagined what she had heard the first time.
Dante Cortez’s voice crackled from the phone, loud in the silent boardroom.
“What’s the difference?” Dante asked. “You’re in here for murder too.”
“Yeah,” Troy Banks answered.
“You stabbed that Shaniqua Curtis, right?” Dante asked. There was the creak of a mattress on the recording. “I heard it on the news, when she died.”
“She cut her eyes at my girlfriend, stupid bitch. She deserved a stabbing.”
The recording of Troy’s voice seemed to echo off the walls in the silence of the room. His tone was cold, almost boastful. No remorse. Serena swallowed hard.
“You regret it?” Dante asked.
“No, man, I’d do it again if I got the chance. They ain’t gonna find me guilty, no way. Then I’ll be out of here, a free man, and I’ll show those who fucking disrespected me what happens when they try and shaft a Banks brother.”
Serena shivered at his words. It was chilling, but it was also perfect. She had him confessing on tape, in his own words, no coercion. She could not help but smile to herself.
“Those charges that got dropped, you do them murders too?” Dante asked on the tape. The recording went on.
“Yeah, that guy, Wright, worked for the Healy brothers. They’ve always been jealous of me and my brothers, wanted some of the respect we got. He overstepped the fucking mark.”
“How come?”
“You know, disrespected me. The girl he was with, she was fucking hot man, but she was fucking around with the enemy so she got what was coming to her and all, bullet in the throat.”
“Damn, that’s cold,” Dante said.
“Nah man, that’s life,” Troy’s recorded voice said, sounding smug, confident. “Well, life on the Goldsworth anyway.”
The recording crackled a moment longer and stopped. Serena looked from Carl to Asher and back.
“What do you think?” Carl asked, as if he needed to. He let out a laugh. “Gold, right?”
“How did you find it?” Serena asked, unable to help herself.
“It was confiscated from Dante Cortez’s cell during a search,” Asher answered. “The cell he shared with Troy Banks. It wound up in evidence, and we found it whilst we were going through all of this ready for his trial.”
He gestured to the boxes and paperwork spread across the table and stacked on chairs.
Serena could have kissed them both.
“Do you think its admissible?” she asked, racking her brains.
“You’ll have to check, but it’s a recorded confession to three murders,” Carl replied. “It at least warrants investigation. No judge is going to ignore something like this, Serena.”
She knew he was right. She had wanted ammunition to go after Troy, get a warrant for his arrest and then crack him in the interview room. This was exactly what she now had.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she apologised to them before answering.
“Patterson,” Casey greeted her, his tone urgent. “I thought you should know. There’s been a call about Troy Banks. Somebody’s given up his location.”
“Where is he?” Serena demanded, a rush of adrenaline coursing through her.
“He’s still on the Goldsworth Estate,” Casey replied.
Serena was already heading for the door.
* * *
Goldie leant back in his armchair, smiling down at the blonde, his hands on the back of her head. She was making him feel good, and he was paying her enough for it. He would keep her around a few more hours. He wasn’t finished with her yet, not by a long shot.
Music blared in his bedsit and a redhead lounged on the bed, the sheets tousled and damp beneath her. She would have her turn, Goldie decided. He winked at her, grinning, flashing his gold teeth. She winked back. She was a freebie, and he wondered if she knew that the blonde was only here because he was paying her. The redhead was only here because his reputation had preceded him.
The guy who had killed Trent Banks. That had earnt him some respect. Well, if not respect, then some kudos at any rate. The redhead had thought as much, and he wasn’t going to complain, not when she looked like she did.
Blue lights flashed outside the window, but he hardly noticed, too distracted by the blonde. He wound his fingers through her hair and yanked her head back. She looked up at him, surprised, and he grinned down at her.
“Get on the bed,” he ordered her. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and did as he told her, lying down beside the redhead.
Goldie grinned wider, climbing out of the armchair, crossing the room to join them. His back was to the front door when it splintered off its hinges and police burst into the room. He turned and was thrown to the floor before he could react, the two girls screaming, drowning out the music.
A policeman had his knee pressed into the small of Goldie’s back as he snapped handcuffs around his wrists.
“You’re under arrest for the murder of Trent Banks,” the officer shouted over the music and the girls’ screams.
Goldie gritted his gold teeth as he was hauled off the floor and someone threw his boxers over to him to make himself decent.
He growled, hardly glancing at the two girls, as he was led from the bedsit.
* * *
Brandy stared at the rucksack that now held all her possessions. She had discarded much of the things she owned, knowing she would not need them or miss them. Troy clasped her hand in his, squeezing it reassuringly.
“We can buy more stuff when we get to Spain,” Troy said quietly, sensing where her thoughts were. “Shorts, flip-flops, that’s all we’ll need.”
Brandy nodded, knowing he was right. She looked at Troy, saw his forehead lined with worry and she forced a smile. He seemed to relax a little, though the tension remained in her bedroom, the atmosphere thick and oppressive, darkness pressing against the window, the lights of the estate and London blinking into the distance. Brandy tried not to think that this would be the last time she would see this view, the last time she would stand in her room.
She should not feel sad, she knew, but she could not help but let out a wistful sigh.
“Don’t be sad babe,” Troy whispered. “We have to look to the future now.”
“You’re right,” Brandy agreed. She hoisted the small rucksack over the back and picked up her handbag. Troy had his sports bag slung over his shoulder.
They were ready. Brandy took a deep breath and looked over her room one final time. She would not miss it, she told herself. Nothing in here was worth missing.
She opened her bedroom door and went out into the corridor, Troy close behind her. Her mother appeared in the kitchen doorway. She looked from Brandy to Troy and back, her eyes narrowing.
“Well look at what the cat dragged in,” she sniggered, glancing back at Troy. “It’s been a while since I saw the two of you together.”
“Don’t get used to it,” Brandy snapped back before she could stop herself.
Her mother looked at the bags on their shoulders.
“That’s how it is then?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re both fools.”
With that, she retreated to the kitchen and there was the clinking of bottles as she no doubt poured herself a vodka. Brandy rolled her eyes. She would not miss her mother, was grateful that she would not have to listen to her or set eyes on her again.
“Come on, let’s go,” she said to Troy, heading for the front door.
She hesitated, wondering if she should say goodbye to Frazer. He was her son after all, even if she had not wanted him. No, she decided. She owed him nothing.
Without a backwards glance, she opened the front door and stepped out into the night. Troy followed, closing the door behind her. They had booked their train tickets online, knew what time they had to be at the station to make it down to the ferry.
Brandy looked down at the courtyard below, felt Troy do the same. It was good riddance to this shit hole, she thought to herself, wondering if Troy felt the same as her.
They went down the stairwell, Brandy tasting freedom with each step further from her mother’s flat she went. She felt unburdened now. She would not have to put up with her mother, or Frazer, or Aunt Bo, ever again.
Troy looked up wistfully towards his own flat, and Brandy felt sympathy for him. He would not get the chance to say goodbye. She wondered if she had any right to feel bad for him when she had kept his son a secret, and then quickly dismissed the thought.
It was a fresh start for them, a new beginning. She would forget she had ever had a son and Troy would never know the truth. It was a blank slate and they could be whatever they wanted to be once they reached their new lives in Spain.
They turned the corner and Brandy froze. She felt Troy curse at her side.
“Going somewhere?” Serena Patterson asked, blocking their path down the alleyway, flanked by uniformed officers on either side of her. She looked from one to the other.
Brandy span around, felt Troy do the same, but any hope of escape was blocked as two uniformed officers appeared behind them, sliding out of the shadows at the foot of the stairwell.
“I hate to break up your holiday plans,” Serena said, “But I’m going to need Troy to come down to the station with me. I have a few questions to ask him.”
* * *
Troy looked at Serena Patterson’s face and he knew that there was no use in trying to escape. There were too many police and he was sure that Patterson had pulled out all the stops to make sure he could not get away this time. He wondered how she had known where he was, where to find him and what time he would be here.
He scowled at her. He looked at Brandy’s face as it crumpled with defeat and he felt his heart tearing in his chest as she turned to him, tears welling in her eyes. The hopelessness on her face was no doubt matched on his own.
They had not even made it off the Goldsworth, let alone built a future together in Spain.
He had failed her again, had failed himself, everyone.
“Don’t worry,” he whispered to her. “I’ll be okay, so will you. We’ll be okay.”
Brandy nodded and sniffed as she slid her hand from his.
Patterson walked forward, a pair of handcuffs dangling from her finger.
Troy let out a long sigh and let the sports bag drop from his shoulder to the ground as he turned around, offering no fight, no struggle, as she snapped the cuffs around his wrists.
“I’m sorry,” Troy said, his eyes on Brandy’s.
Brandy wiped away her tears, squaring her shoulders defiantly.
“Me too,” she whispered, taking a step back from him.
Realisation struck him, tore through his emotions like a cleaver to the chest.
“Brandy?” he murmured. “You told them? You grassed me up?”
Once the thought had come to him, it suddenly made perfect sense. She had betrayed him once, had stabbed him in the back before, so why had he expected her to change? How had he let her fool him again?
He struggled against the handcuffs, but Patterson’s grip on his shoulders were firm.
“Don’t do this, Banks,” she warned him.
“You fucking bitch,” Troy shouted, spit flying from his mouth as he stumbled forward, trying to get at Brandy, make her feel his anger. Brandy staggered backwards, flinching at his words. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you. I should have gutted you whilst I had the chance.”
He spat at her, and Brandy’s lips curled back in disgust as she pressed herself against the wall. Two uniforms came forward to subdue him, but Troy continued to struggle, the cuffs cutting into his wrists as he did.
“You’ll regret this,” he hissed, eyes flashing as they locked onto Brandy’s. “I’ll make sure you do. You’re going to pay for this, Brandy, trust me on that.”
Brandy shook her head, the tears gone from her eyes.
“I never called them, I didn’t grass you up,” Brandy said, her voice thick with emotion, blinking hard against the tears. “But you know what, Troy? Seeing you like this reminds me of how things were before and all the reasons I hated you. I can’t believe I was going to run away with you, throw my life away for you. Whoever did grass you up, I wish I could thank them for stopping me from making a huge mistake. My eyes are open now, and I see you for who you really are.”
Troy did not know what to say, did not know if she was being honest. His heart crashed in his chest. She had no reason to lie. Perhaps she had not grassed him up after all.
Brandy did not wait for him to decide, would not hear any apology from him.
“Never contact me again, Troy,” she said firmly. He saw the hatred in her eyes, written all over her face. She looked appalled by him as she turned away. “We’re finished. Whatever I felt for you is gone. I don’t ever want to see you again.”
* * *
In her kitchen, Deanna Mason took another swig of vodka from the bottle, leaning heavily against the counter. The liquid no longer burnt her throat, she did not wince at the taste.
She smacked her lips and left the bottle as she went to the window, looking out into the darkness. She could not see anything from here, but she could imagine what was happening on the ground beneath them.
The police would have them surrounded and there would be no escape for Troy. Perhaps even now he was being thrown into the back of a police van and dragged off to prison where he belonged. Brandy would be questioned and then she would be back home, just as the man on the phone had promised her.
Whilst she did not care much about the people Troy had hurt or the lifestyle he emanated, Deanna could not let her daughter become another victim of his. She was a bad mother, she admitted that, but she was not so terrible that she would let Brandy fall prey to a boy like him.
She had been suspicious as soon as Brandy had brought someone back to her room. She had never done that before, not since the days she had dated Troy. Deanna’s suspicions had been confirmed when she had glimpsed Troy slipping into the bathroom for a shower.
A drunk and an addict she may be, but she was not a fool.
When she had realised that Brandy planned to run away with him, Deanna had been left with no choice but to make a phone call. The man she had spoken to had quickly learnt that she was not to be messed around and she had insisted on a guarantee that her daughter would not get into any trouble before she gave up Troy and his location.
She wondered if Brandy would ever forgive her if she knew, and then realised that she did not much care. Perhaps she had done it to protect Brandy, or perhaps she had done it to punish her for something she could not quite figure out. To stop her being happy in a way that Deanna knew she herself could never be.
Whatever the reason, Deanna decided, it was done now.
Closing the kitchen blinds, she snatched up the vodka bottle and took another swig.




CHAPTER SIX

Troy folded his arms against his chest and leant back in the plastic chair. Serena Patterson leant forward, elbows propped up on the table between them, her jaw squared, eyes boring into him as if they could see straight through him.
The interview room was silent except for the click of the tape recorder and the slow, steady breathing across the table. Troy glanced at his lawyer beside him, wondering whether he was going to swoop in and help him at any point, but the greying man said nothing.
Beside Serena, another detective watched him closely, his eyes on Troy.
“Should I repeat the question?” Serena asked, tight-lipped, though she did not appear frustrated. He wondered if she knew something that he did not.
Troy shrugged at the question. His wrists still ached from the cuffs, but he did not want to show any weakness in front of the detective.
“Did you receive a visit from Clint Jackson?” Serena repeated.
Troy looked to his lawyer, who remained silent. He let out a sigh.
“Nope,” Troy admitted. He saw no point in lying about it. “I don’t think I did.”
“Really?” Serena asked. “You didn’t argue with him?”
“Definitely not,” Troy smirked.
Serena shook her head. Perhaps she was getting frustrated after all, Troy thought.
“He has given a statement about what happened when he came to your flat.”
“He’s alive?” Troy asked. Serena raised an eyebrow, and Troy could’ve cursed himself for not controlling his mouth.
“Yes, he’s recovering from his injuries,” Serena told him. “Why would you think he died? Was it your intention to kill him?”
“No, no, I didn’t say that,” Troy stammered, shaking his head.
“My client has not admitted any such thing,” the lawyer said, finally stepping in.
Troy glared at him, wishing he had someone else beside him, anyone else.
“You clearly don’t have enough to charge my client with,” the lawyer said, fixing Serena with a beady look. “Otherwise we would not be going around in circles like this.”
“Oh, I have plenty of other questions if you want to move on from Clint Jackson’s attempted murder,” Serena said.
Troy wondered what she meant, watching as she brought out a mobile phone in a plastic evidence bag. He recognised the phone. It had been his in prison, but he did not know why she should have possession of it, or why she was smiling as she spoke into the tape.
“For the purposes of the tape, I’m going to play a voice recording from a mobile phone confiscated from Troy Banks and Dante Cortez’s cell,” Serena said.
She looked directly at Troy as she hit the play button.
Troy listened as Dante’s voice crackled from the recording. He knew at once which conversation was about to follow, felt the breath catch in his chest, his mind reeling at the realisation that it had been recorded.
He listened to his own voice as he confessed. Not just to killing Shaniqua Curtis, but to shooting Wright and Sasha too. He could not meet Serena’s eyes as she stared at him, scrutinising him, and he looked down at his hands until the tape finally finished.
“Should we talk about the tape or would you rather talk about Clint Jackson again?” Serena asked. It was clear from her tone that she was pleased, that she knew she had won, had him exactly where she wanted him.
Troy did not blame her for feeling that way. He knew it was game over for him. Looking at his lawyer, the truth of it sank in, his expression aghast.
“I think I need to discuss some matters with my client,” his lawyer sighed.
“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” Serena agreed.
* * *
“You’re free to go,” the police officer told her. “We’ll be in touch if we have more questions.”
“I can’t wait,” Brandy said, rolling her eyes.
The officer glowered at her and gestured for her to leave.
She hesitated and then set off across the courtyard, her pace quickening as she reached the stairwell, anxious to put as much distance between herself and the police as she could. Her stomach twisted with nausea and her head was spinning.
It had only been an hour since she and Troy had left her flat, but it felt like far longer. She wondered where he was now, if he had already confessed to everything, if he was already on his way to a new life in prison.
She could hardly believe she had been stupid enough to fall for him again, trust that he was a better person now. The thought that they might have been together on a train down to the ferry now was laughable if it was not so tragic.
At her front door, she hesitated. She still had her train tickets, could still go to Spain, start fresh somewhere brand new. She shook her head, as if that would get rid of such thoughts. New beginnings were for other people, not people like her.
She pushed through the door and went to her bedroom, tossing her rucksack and handbag onto the bed. The room smelt of Troy and she threw open the window to let in some fresh air, wanting to eliminate any trace, any memory, of him.
The thought of sleeping in this bed, the sheets still damp from where they’d had sex, where he had sweated on top of her, made her skin crawl with disgust. She felt humiliated that she had been so easily fooled by him, and angry that he could think she was a snitch. She had done it once, but this time she had not, would never have thought to betray him like that.
She turned and found her mother in the doorway, vodka bottle in hand, sneering.
“Short trip,” Deanna remarked. She looked exaggeratedly around the room. “No Troy?”
Brandy gritted her teeth.
“No, he’s gone,” she managed.
“Good riddance,” Deanna said, shaking her head. She lifted the vodka to her lips and drank deeply. She lowered the bottle, smirking again. “He’s exactly where he belongs.”
Brandy felt herself tense at the words.
“What do you mean?” she demanded. “How do you even know -”
She froze. Realisation dawned.
“You can thank me later,” Deanna shrugged. She sauntered from the doorway down the corridor. Brandy thought of how her mother had ruined everything and did not even care. She went after her. Her anger flared. She hated her, hated Troy, hated the police and this shithole estate.  She hated everything.
She grabbed her mother’s hair, wrenching hard, pulling her mother backwards down the corridor. Deanna let out a scream of agony and slapped at her hands. The vodka bottle dropped to the floor, sloshing out over the floor.
“Get off me you psycho,” Deanna shrieked.
A door flew open and Aunt Bo hurried out, looking dismayed by the scene. She tried to grab Brandy’s hands, release her grip, but Brandy would not let herself be stopped. She wanted to hurt her mother the way she had been hurt.
She lost her grip and Deanna stumbled out of her reach. Brandy shoved Bo aside and slapped her mother hard across the side of the head, and Deanna kicked out hard at her, missing in her drunken state.
“Stop this right this second,” Aunt Bo hissed.
She shoved Deanna into the living room and slammed the door shut after her, holding the handle tight. There were thuds and shrieks from the other side of the door, but Deanna could not get back out into the corridor. Brandy breathed hard, sweating from the exertion, and glared at her aunt, whose bulk blocked the doorway.
“She’s ruined my life,” Brandy shouted.
“You only just realised that?” Aunt Bo asked, frowning at her.
Brandy shook her head, letting out a howl of frustration, and retreated to her bedroom, where she slammed the door shut. She did not believe for a second that her mother had reported Troy out of any concern for her or to be a good citizen. She had done it out of spite, Brandy could sense it, had seen it in her mother’s smirk.
She wished that she could have fled the country, wished that she was on the train down to the coast and would never have to see her mother again.
Brandy lay down on the bed, buried her face into her pillow, and screamed.
* * *
Troy looked across the table at his lawyer.
“I don’t think you have much of a choice,” the lawyer said, shaking his head. “They have a recording of you confessing to three murders, and a statement from the victim of a fourth attempted murder.”
Troy swallowed hard, his throat hoarse with nerves. When it was put like that, he knew that his lawyer was right. It did not look good for him. He had escaped justice once, but he did not like his chances again, not a second time, third time, fourth.
“What do I do then?” he asked, clinging to the slim chance there was something he could do. He could not just bow down and accept what had happened. “I can’t just give up.”
The lawyer’s brow furrowed.
“I think that perhaps a plea bargain is your best option,” he replied. He skimmed over the notes he had made. Troy wondered what he could possibly offer the police in exchange for a reduced sentence. The lawyer looked back at him. “I’ll talk to the detectives, see if we can work something out, but I really do think that’s your only option.”
“What if I deny everything?” Troy asked, desperate.
The lawyer frowned.
“Then they still have a recording of you confessing anyway,” he sighed.
Troy’s shoulders slumped in defeat.
“Okay, find out about the plea bargain,” he told him. “I don’t have anything to offer them, though, and Patterson has it in for me, always has done.”
“Everyone has something to offer,” the lawyer said, as he closed his notes and slid them into a briefcase. He fixed Troy with a beady look. “Sleep on it, and I’ll see you in the morning with an update.”
Troy nodded, looking down at the floor as the lawyer left and the door closed behind him. He had a long night ahead in a cell and he knew he would have plenty of time to think it over.
* * *
Kojo had not slept well and he dreaded checking his phone, knowing that there would be messages from Kent. He tried to put it off, but it vibrated again, and he knew he could not ignore the texts this time.
He was not wrong. Kent had messaged. He wanted to meet in the afternoon. Kojo swallowed hard, his stomach twisting with fear, but part of him was relieved. At least it wasn’t until the afternoon. He still had time. Time to escape, or get brave, or something.
Raised voices came from the living room.
“You know I don’t like my eggs like this,” his father was shouting. He heard his mother’s muffled voice, and then the sound of a plate smashing against the wall.
Kojo did not want to join the fracas, so he remained in his room, sat up in bed. He wondered if perhaps Clint had been right, maybe he should have stayed in Manchester, away from Kent and Leon and Mickey and having to prove himself to them.
He thought about the bedsit in Manchester, the agonising months of sharing with Clint and Aurora. Aurora’s constant complaining about her swollen feet and heartburn, Clint’s frequent disappointment with his job, the bad meals and not knowing anybody.
No, Kojo realised, as much as he might fear what he had to do to prove himself to Kent and the others, he still did not regret coming back to the Goldsworth. He would do anything to stay here in London, he decided, whatever that might entail.
* * *
Troy had just finished his unappetising breakfast after a restless night trying to sleep, when the officer came to lead him to the interview room. His lawyer was waiting and gestured to the seat across the table from him. Troy waited for his handcuffs to be removed before he sat down, and the officer left the room, shutting the door behind him.
“Have you had some time to think about what we discussed?” the lawyer asked him.
Troy nodded. He had too much time to think if anything.
“And?” the lawyer prompted him.
“I’ll do it, the plea bargain, whatever it is,” Troy replied.
The lawyer seemed relieved by his answer.
“I spoke to the detectives,” he told Troy. “They’re willing to offer a plea bargain. If you plead guilty to the murders of Shaniqua Curtis, Wright O’Neill and Sasha Morton, and the attempted murder of Clint Jackson, then -”
“What?” Troy protested. “If I do that, I’ll never get out of here.”
The lawyer pursed his lips, eyes narrowing at being interrupted.
“Please let me finish,” he chastised him. Troy scowled but fell quiet. The lawyer waited a moment, collecting himself, before he continued. “If you plead guilty to those charges, and testify against your former cellmate, Dante Cortez -”
“Testify about what?” Troy demanded, before he could stop himself.
The lawyer gritted his teeth.
“His confession to you regarding the murder of Bolton Smith,” he said, his voice clipped with frustration. Troy nodded. The lawyer hesitated now. “And you would have to give evidence against your brother, Tyrese Banks, regarding his criminal activities on the Goldsworth Estate. If you do all that, then your sentence will be commuted to less than a life sentence.”
Troy’s breath caught in his chest. He could hardly believe what he had just heard.
“Give evidence against my own brother?” he gasped. “I can’t do that man.”
“If you don’t, then the plea bargain would be withdrawn,” the lawyer said. “I know it’s a difficult situation, but really it is still your best option. Your only option.”
Troy considered him a moment.
“If I do all of this, testify against my own brother and grass my old cellmate up, confess to all these murders, and all they’re offering me is what? They won’t give me a life sentence?”
The lawyer nodded.
“If you don’t take the plea, go to trial and are found guilty, you’re looking at four consecutive life sentences,” the lawyer told him. “You’ll never see the outside of prison again.”
Troy stared into his face and realised the enormity of what this meant.
“And if I take the plea bargain?” he asked.
“Then you’re looking at thirty years,” the lawyer replied. “With good behaviour during your sentence, perhaps you’d serve twenty, even ten or fifteen years if you’re lucky.”
Troy saw now that his lawyer was right. It was his only option if he ever wanted to get out of prison someday. He had no qualms about testifying about Dante. He was under no illusion that Dante had recorded his confession and it would be payback. Testifying against Tyrese was another matter, but he thought about his eldest brother’s eagerness to send him away so that he could call a truce with Jayden Healy.
What would Tyrese have done in his shoes? Troy sighed. He would have taken the plea.
“I’ll take it,” Troy said, his voice shaking almost as much as his hands were now.
The lawyer looked relieved. He went out to get the detectives and Patterson and Hurst returned to the interview room a short while later, sitting across from Troy as his lawyer pulled up the chair beside him.
“My client has agreed to the terms of the plea bargain,” the lawyer said, once the interview was being recorded.
Patterson smiled as she looked at Troy. He forced himself to keep his head up and hold her gaze.
“You’ve just made my morning,” she said, speaking to Troy. “I’ll read out the charges against you, Troy, and then we’ll take a detailed confession and statement from you.”
Troy nodded, still not looking away, unwilling to admit defeat, at least not to her.
Inside, he trembled, but his look remained hard as she started to list his charges. It was all over, he knew right then, his life was changed forever.
* * *
“I found out where that Polish bitch lives,” Kent said down the phone, and Kojo nodded as if his mate could see his response. “Took me about two seconds on Facebook. We’ll meet you downstairs from yours later, right mate?”
“Yeah, sure,” Kojo said, trying to stop his voice wavering.
“Good lad,” Kent encouraged him. “Remember, she deserves it. You’ll do us proud, mate, I know you will. I’ll catch you later.”
He was gone. Kojo dropped his phone onto his bed and stared at it, his mind racing. He could not really be going through with this, could he? He didn’t want to, the thought repulsed him, made his insides squirm, but what choice did he have? He could tell someone, but what would he say? And who would he say it to?
He was no snitch. Besides, Kent was his best mate and if he did not meet him as planned, he would lose not just respect, but his friendship. Still, how could he go ahead with it?
Perhaps he could feign illness, he wondered, or say he was grounded. No, they would never believe him. He had shown weakness the first time, and now they would believe nothing he said until he had proved himself to them.
He kicked out at the foot of his bed, sending pain shooting up his leg, but it did nothing to distract him from the thought of what was expected of him this afternoon.
Unable to leave but unwilling to stay, he began to pace his room.
* * *
Nothing had felt better to Serena than when she had officially charged Troy with his crimes and he had finally signed the bottom of his printed statement, in which he confessed to everything. She had almost cheered when he had put the pen down and glared at her defiantly. Serena had taken a statement about Tyrese Banks’ activities on the estate from him, and then she had left Carl to interview him about Dante Cortez, whilst she had left the station.
She double-checked at the nurses’ station that Clint Jackson had not been moved before treading down the corridors, feeling her step lighter now, a weight lifted from her shoulders.
Aurora was sat at Clint’s bedside when Serena opened the curtain surrounding his bed and stepped into the small space. They both looked up at her expectantly, Clint’s eyelids heavy with the medications, and Aurora’s red from exhaustion.
“Did you get him?” Clint asked.
Serena allowed herself a smile, and they exchanged a glance, hopeful.
“He’s been arrested and charged,” Serena told them. “He confessed to stabbing you, Clint.”
They looked visibly relieved, and Aurora was beaming at the news.
“He also confessed to Shaniqua’s murder,” Serena said, after taking a deep breath. Aurora looked gobsmacked, putting a hand to her heart. “And to the murders of Sasha and Wright.”
“He confessed?” Aurora asked, shaking her head. “He finally owned up to it?”
“He did,” Serena nodded.
“About time,” Clint said from his bed, with a smile on his lips.
“This time there won’t be a trial,” Serena told them. “He’ll plead guilty to the charges and the sentencing will be determined at his hearing. No more witnesses, no more juries.”
Tears brimmed in Aurora’s eyes and she hugged Serena to her. Serena patted her on the back and then released her, and Aurora hugged Clint. Clint smiled at Serena over Aurora’s shoulder, and she saw the relief in his eyes.
“I’ll give you two some privacy,” Serena told them. “I just wanted to give you the good news in person.”
“Thank you,” they both said.
Serena waved them off, unable to stop smiling as she left the hospital, relieved that she had been able to keep her promises to them and relieved that justice was finally being done.
* * *
Watching Serena disappear behind the curtain and draw it closed behind her, Clint held Aurora close to him. She smelt the same as she always did, the smell that he had missed so much since they had broken up.
When she let go of him and straightened up, he saw her wipe her eyes. They were happy tears, he knew, and he felt relieved by that.
“I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “He finally confessed to everything.”
Clint nodded, sharing her smile, and her disbelief. He knew that there was a catch, something that Serena had not shared with them. A deal, a negotiation for reduced time. At least the important thing was that he had finally told the truth and he would not evade justice a second time.
“He’s locked up,” Aurora sighed, sitting down in the chair. Her hand reached for Clint’s automatically, clasping it in hers. Clint smiled at the gesture. “He’s off the estate, and we’re finally safe again.”
Clint frowned.
“I’d have kept you safe,” he said, before he could help himself, unable to stop himself from sounding wounded. Aurora’s smile faltered. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. You or Angel. I never will, I promise.”
Aurora squeezed his hand.
“I mean it Aurora,” Clint said, not sure whether it was the relief of Troy’s confession or the painkillers that were making him so open with her. “I love you. I always have done, always will do.”
* * *
Aurora looked at Clint. She knew that he loved her, that he spoke the truth. His eyes were wide, imploring, and he did not look away from her.
She smiled tenderly at him, keeping his hand in hers.
“I know you do,” she said, hoping her voice was light.
He looked disappointed that she had not returned the words, but he tried to hide it, masking his sadness with a smile for her.
A nurse poked her head through the curtain, breaking the silence that had quickly descended over them.
“Is it okay if I check a few things?” she asked, and Clint nodded, turning from Aurora.
She watched as the nurse checked his IV lines and the monitors. As she fastened the blood pressure cuff around his upper arm, Aurora wondered if she still loved Clint.
There was no doubt in her mind that she did. She loved him, but that did not change the fact that there were things in the past that could not be undone, perhaps could not be forgiven. Though her anger with Clint had faded, she did not know whether it would return at some point. Her grief for Shaniqua came and went, the smallest thing could bring back the pain. When it did, could she be sure that she would not hate Clint again for his part in her death? Perhaps love was not enough, perhaps they would both be better off moving on.
The nurse finished her checks and left, and Clint looked at her, his eyes questioning her, but Aurora pretended not to notice as she took his hand in hers again, deep in thought.
* * *
Kojo had given up pacing his bedroom and when his parents had stopped arguing, he had quickly retreated from the flat and gone to visit Scarlett.
He had hoped he would at least be able to relax a little with her for company, but if anything, he felt more uncomfortable. She was sweet, and she cared about him so much, thought so highly of him, that he could hardly bring himself to look at her, fearing she would see at once in his eyes what he had to do to prove himself.
“What’s wrong?” she finally asked. They were in her room, him stretched out on her bed, and her sat on an oversized beanbag, her feet up against the wall. He knew she had been itching to ask him since he had arrived.
“Nothing,” Kojo insisted. Scarlett looked unconvinced. “Seriously, I’m fine. It’s just -”
He hesitated. She was so easy to talk to, and he so desperately wanted to confide in someone, for someone to give him advice, to confirm to him what was right and wrong. She would understand he had not been able to save the girl last time, there were too many guys, and it had been such a shock. She would know that he was not responsible, that he was a good person. The words hovered on the tip of his tongue, but he stopped himself. He could not tell her. Tell anyone. He could not take that risk. Instead, he shook his head.
“It’s just nothing,” he said.
Scarlett raised a disbelieving eyebrow, lips pursing.
“You really expect me to believe that?” she asked. “We haven’t known each other very long, but believe it or not, I can tell when -”
Kojo’s phone rang and he inwardly groaned. It was Kent. Scarlett was silent as Kojo answered, sitting up straight on the bed now, body tensing.
“Everything’s ready now mate,” Kent said. “It’s time.”
* * *
Tyrese watched his mother scrubbing the kitchen counters and wanted to snatch the cloth from her hand and throw it out of the window. He understood that she was grieving for Trent, but they had to plan the funeral, not clean the kitchen for the hundredth time that day.
“Mum, will you sit down?” Tyrese asked, unable to keep the frustration out of his voice.
Keskia did not even look over her shoulder at him.
“I can’t right now,” she said, her tone clipped. Perhaps if she stopped cleaning, if she sat and did nothing then her tears would come back, Tyrese thought.
“This is important,” Tyrese insisted. “We need to make some decisions.”
Keskia stopped, her back tensing but she did not turn around to look at him. He wondered if she was still angry. He had told her about Troy’s arrest when he had received the call from his brother, and it was as if this was the final straw for her. She had been cleaning ever since, not stopping to face her feelings or deal with anything.
“Not right now,” Keskia insisted. Her voice shook with emotion.
Perhaps it was the realisation that it was just the two of them now.
“Fine, I’ll make the arrangements myself,” Tyrese snapped, losing his patience. She was not the only one grieving. She was not the only one who had lost someone.
His phone began to vibrate in his pocket and he pulled it out, eyes narrowing when he saw the caller ID.
It was Jayden Healy.
* * *
Kojo walked quickly across the playing fields back towards the Goldsworth, even though he wanted to turn and run in the opposite direction. He did not want to keep Kent and the others waiting. They would think he was scared, a pussy, even more so than they probably already did.
He tried to keep his mind blank, free from thoughts about what would happen this afternoon. What if he refused to do it? Would they beat him? Or would they laugh and mock him? He would surely lose their respect, that much he knew to be fact.
Reaching the end of the playing fields, he saw a familiar figure walking toward him, and Kojo groaned. This was the last person he wanted to see. He knew there was no way to avoid her, to slip past her unseen. Clint waved, slowing to approach her.
“Where have you been hiding?” Aurora asked. She sounded reproachful, and Kojo wondered if he would get another lecture about not visiting his niece or Clint. “I’ve just been over to your mum to tell her the good news. Clint is doing much better.”
“I was out,” Kojo said, shifting impatiently on his feet, aware that Kent and the others were waiting for him.
“What have you been up to?” Aurora asked. It was a simple enough question, but Kojo sensed an underlying suspicion beneath it. He scowled. The last thing he needed was a lecture from her on Clint’s behalf. Aurora smiled. “Your brother would love it if you visited.”
“It’s none of your business,” Kojo snapped. His anxiety was making him edgy, and that in turn made him feel frustrated. “I’m off to see some mates, that’s all. I’ll visit him when I’m free, but right now I’ve got stuff to do.”
“Mates?” Aurora asked. “You think they’re really your mates?”
The question hit home, and Kojo felt angry with her for that.
“More like brothers,” Kojo said, knowing it would hurt Clint if she told him.
Aurora shook his head, hands in her pockets, looking saddened.
“No, they’re not,” she said softly. “Your brother is in hospital, recovering from being stabbed, anxious for you to show your face if you weren’t such a selfish little brat.”
Kojo felt ashamed for a moment, for his cruel words and for shunning his brother, when he was perhaps one of the only people who would listen to him, help him, if he told him what was expected of him.
Instead of acknowledging that Aurora’s words had hit home, he stepped around her, ignoring the disappointment on her face, heading into the heart of the Goldsworth.
He half-expected Aurora to call after him, but she did not. Kojo resisted the urge to turn around, kept himself moving forward, trying to keep his nerve. His palms were sweaty in his pockets, his heart hammering in his chest, his body seeming to shake with trepidation as he rounded the corner to his mates.
“There you are,” Kent said, looking relieved at the sight of Kojo. “Thought you weren’t going to show up.”
“I bumped into someone,” Kojo sighed, approaching them. He hoped his nerves weren’t showing too much.
“Come on,” Kent said, nudging him, “Let’s get going. We saw her brother leave, but we don’t know how long he’ll be gone for.”
“What if he comes back?” Kojo asked, alarmed.
“We’ll take care of him,” Mickey reassured him, leading the way up a set of stairs. “Don’t worry, man, it’ll be fine.”
Kojo nodded, following them, Kent at his side, his throat dry so he could hardly speak now. His breathing was getting fast, shallow. Was he having a fit? A panic attack? The thought of what the lads would say if he did was distressing.
“Relax,” Kent said quietly beside him, so Leon and Mickey up ahead could not hear. “You’ll do great, man, then we’ll all have a drink and a smoke and celebrate.”
“Yeah,” Kojo said, unable to manage any more words.
They stopped outside one of the doors and Leon knocked, gently at first, then louder. Kojo hoped that nobody would answer, that she had gone out and would not be back. Just as he was starting to believe she was not home, the chain slid back, and the door opened a crack.
The blonde girl peered out, suspicious. Her face still bore the marks from their last encounter.
“Who are you?” she demanded, suspicious.
Kojo couldn’t blame her.
“Visitors,” Leon said, pushing the door open wider, catching her by surprise. She let out a protest, confused, as he barged into the flat, closely followed by Mickey. Kojo hung back, but Kent gave him an encouraging look and then nudged him inside after them.
“Get the fuck out,” the girl said, voice rising, panicking. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”
“Friends of Trent’s,” Leon snapped, shoving her hard, pushing her down the corridor. “He sends his regards.”
“He’s dead,” she stammered, frightened now, realisation beginning to dawn on her.
“His friends aren’t,” Leon said.
He pushed her hard and she hit the wall, letting out a yelp. She raised her hand and slapped him hard, and Leon and Mickey grabbed her and wrestled her through an open door. It was a bedroom, clearly hers. Make-up and perfume cluttered the surfaces, a long mirror hanging on the back of the wardrobe door.
“Please,” she begged, almost crying as she struggled against them. “Please, please.”
Leon shoved her hard onto the bed.
Kojo watched, detached but unable to look away.
“Come on, mate,” Kent urged him. “This is your time.”
Kojo felt the pressure, as if all eyes were on him, though only Kent’s were, the girl too preoccupied with fear to even notice him, Leon and Mickey watching her.
Kent nudged him towards her. The girl seemed to notice him then, her eyes pleading.
“You don’t have to do this,” she begged. “You don’t have to -”
Leon back-handed her across the face and she let out a cry.
“Come on, try it,” Leon turned to Kojo. “This bitch deserves it. Remember that.”
Kojo stepped forward, raising his hand.
“You’re not this kind of person,” the girl said, sensing his weakness. “You’re better than them, you don’t need to -”
Kojo felt a flash of anger and slapped her across the face. The noise rang out, silencing even the girl, who had clearly not been expecting him to do it anymore than Kojo had himself.
Something had snapped.
He was sick of being told what to do, what kind of person he was. By Clint, Aurora, his parents, Scarlett, these lads, this stupid blonde girl who didn’t even know him.
She had seen his weakness, and he would prove her wrong. Prove to his mates that he was not scared, not the weak creature they thought he was.
Leon smiled, Mickey nodding in approval. Leon grabbed at the girl’s dressing gown and pulled it open, exposing her body beneath. Kojo had never seen a girl naked before, only in porn movies, in the privacy of his own bedroom.
Kent nudged him closer, and Kojo felt himself stirring, despite his nerves, his anger.
“Come on,” Kent encouraged him.
Kent again nudged Kojo forward.
“Do it, man,” he said, an order this time.
Kojo stepped forward, his feet feeling like lead. He fumbled with his belt and zipper, his hands were shaking so much. As he slid down his boxers, Leon gave out a laugh.
“He can’t even get hard,” he sniggered, nodding at him. Kojo felt embarrassed. “You reckon he’s gay or something?”
“Eugh, and he’s seen our bits,” Mickey laughed.
Kojo felt sweat pool in his armpits, dampen his forehead.
Unable to turn back now, all eyes on him, he pressed against her. He smelt her sweat, her fear, saw the way she looked at him. Her wide eyes were fearful. He closed his eyes.
He put his hands on her hips.
“Say cheese,” Kent said, and Kojo turned, saw Kent directing his phone at him, recording it all. Kojo felt nervous, on edge, but he bit his lower lip and did as was expected of him, closing his eyes once more, ashamed of his actions, still fearful, but his nerves now being soothed by the fact that he was proving himself.
He shuddered hard inside of her, letting out a noise he had not heard himself make before, and Leon and Mickey cheered, Kent grinning widely, camera still filming. Kojo pulled out of her, his shame and horror flooding back now that the arousal had faded.
“Well done, boy,” Leon said.
The girl’s eyes were closed, her face turned away, her eyes red from the tears.
Kojo turned away, pulling up his boxers and jeans, his hands still shaking as he did up his belt, but less than before. Kent put away his phone and clapped him on the back.
“You did it,” he said. “You proved yourself, mate. Let’s get fucked up.”
The boys all cheered, and they made their way out of the bedroom, out of the flat, without a backwards look at the girl still lying defeated and helpless, exposed on her bed.
Kojo felt nauseous, bile churning in his stomach, threatening to erupt.
He could not believe what he had done, could hardly fathom that he could do something like that. There was no turning back now, no changing things. His actions were done, there was no second chance to do the right thing.
Outside the flat, as Leon closed the front door behind them and lit a cigarette, Kojo swallowed down the vomit that threatened to erupt.
“Let’s get you a beer,” Kent said, smiling, arm draped round his shoulder, clearly ecstatic that his mate had proved himself. “I always knew you weren’t a faggot, don’t worry.”
Kojo managed to nod, not daring to open his mouth and speak, as he allowed himself to be led down the stairwell.
* * *
Tyrese walked briskly across the playing fields, the sky getting dark, lights flickering on in the tower blocks that surrounded the grass.
He caught sight of Jayden, but he felt no nerves, no hesitation this time. He no longer cared what he had to say, or whether a truce could be made between them.
“Sorry for your loss,” Jayden said, when they shook hands. “Trent was a good guy. He -”
“Save it,” Tyrese cut him off. He knew that Jayden had never liked his brother and the condolences sounded false in his ears coming from him. He looked at him, squaring his shoulders. “What did you want to discuss?”
“I heard about Troy,” Jayden told him. “He got himself nicked, right?”
Tyrese did not answer, but he was no expected to. Jayden already knew it was true. Tyrese realised what this was all about. When they had last spoken, Jayden had told him that Troy needed to be out of the picture before they agreed to anything. Now Troy was locked up, but Tyrese could not think about striking a deal.
He did not want any part of this life anymore.
“I know what you’re going to say,” Tyrese sighed. “Whatever deal you want, I’m not interested. You want the Goldsworth Estate? You can have it. You don’t want it? Someone else can take over.”
Jayden scrutinised him, remaining silent, weighing up whether he was being honest.
“I don’t want to be involved in any of this no more,” Tyrese sighed. “What’s all the fighting for? Some rundown, shithole estate and a couple of tower blocks? We’re all killing each other so we can shift some gear and get nicked for our trouble? That isn’t the life I want now.”
Jayden sighed, his hands in his pockets.
“You really taking yourself out of the game?” he asked.
He sounded almost sad about it, but not surprised.
Tyrese nodded.
“I’m over this, mate,” he said. He offered a hand to him, and Jayden took it. “Good luck.”
“You too,” Jayden offered, shaking his hand. “You know you can’t change your mind?”
“Don’t worry, I’ve never been more certain in my life,” Tyrese told him.
* * *
Kojo inhaled deeply on the joint, held it for a long moment, and then sent the smoke billowing up into the air. It drifted lazily into the sky, illuminated by the sun against the blue sky, before disappearing. He took another, then another.
He was lying on the soft grass of the playing fields, one arm under his head, the other holding the joint. Beside him, Kent was propped up on his elbows, eyeing him, waiting for his turn. Leon and Mickey were sat cross-legged, each swigging from cans of beer. A blue plastic bag nestled on the grass in between them held more, enough for them all to get wasted, which was exactly what Kojo hoped to do.
“You sharing that or what?” Kent finally asked, and Kojo reluctantly took one last drag and passed the joint to him.
Kojo closed his eyes, feeling the sun behind his eyelids, glowing red. He could not stop thinking about the feel as he had slid inside the girl. It was his first time, and though he was still shocked, horrified, by what he had done, the joint and the beer had started to take the edge off his guilt, and he was beginning to remember how good it had felt. She had not even really struggled, he thought, she had not fought him or screamed. He wondered what she was thinking right now, but quickly pushed the thoughts away.
He sat up, eyeing the plastic bag, and Leon grinned, chucking him another can.
“Good man,” he said, as Kojo cracked it open. “Knew you had it in you, mate. I never doubted you.”
“You’re one of us,” Mickey agreed. They raised their cans and Kojo tapped his against theirs, feeling a buzz now, pleased that at least he had proved himself today. The fear, the anxiety of earlier now seemed so distant, so ludicrous. He had not needed to be afraid, not really. It had been so easy.
He felt his phone vibrate and glanced at a message from Scarlett. He slid the phone back in his pocket without reading it, taking a long gulp of beer. He could not think about her right now.
“Once we’ve finished these, I heard there’s a party later on,” Kent said, passing what remained of the joint to Leon, and picking up his can. “I say we head over and check it out.”
Kojo joined in with the others as they nodded.
He took another drink. He wanted to forget, or to celebrate. He was not sure which, but either way, a party sounded like the perfect escape right now.
* * *
Adrianna poured herself a vodka, spilling some on the kitchen counter, but not bothering to wipe it up. She had showered in hot water and dried herself, her body aching once more.
She could hardly believe that what had happened was real. In her own home, on her own bed. They had strolled out, laughing and joking, as if nothing mattered, as if they had not just broken her once more.
The vodka burnt her throat as she gulped half the glass down in one. She winced, almost gagged, but she took another drink. The shower had done nothing to help. And staying in bed, moping and crying and trying to forget, would not work this time, any more than it had done last time.
She topped the glass up with vodka again and returned to her bedroom. The bedding was in a pile in the corner of the room. She had not wanted to touch it, feel it on her skin, any longer.
She sat down on the bare mattress and clutched the drink in her hand. Her reflection stared back at her from the mirror hanging on the wardrobe door. She looked like shit, she thought. Who could blame her?
Taking a long drink, she closed her eyes and willed the memories away.
Even though he was dead, Trent Banks was torturing her, with his army of thugs and his broken promises to her.
She took another gulp, then another.
Soon, she hoped, the vodka would black out everything and the memories would be gone. At least for now.
* * *
Corey Healy could hardly believe the news that Jayden had shared with him.
Tyrese Banks was giving up, taking himself out of the game, giving them free reign to take over the Goldsworth and he would do nothing to stop them. Perhaps without Trent he felt weakened, or maybe he was too grief-stricken to carry on. Whatever the reason, it was great news for them.
Alcohol flowed, and joints were sparked up, but Corey could not shake his feeling of unease. Even Jayden was getting into the party spirit, but Corey did not join in. He often found himself avoiding parties now, preferring to keep his distance from other people and focus on himself, left alone with thoughts of Jessie and the babies she had carried and lost.
Perhaps that was why he did not feel like celebrating. Trent was dead and he wondered if Jessie would forgive him or not for taking out the hit on her brother. There had been no love lost between them, but Trent had still been her brother at the end of the day, no matter what had happened in the past.
He went upstairs, leaving the sound of drunken laughter and thumping bass music, settling himself in his room. He wished Jessie was here now.
His thoughts turned back to Tyrese. He did not know whether he could trust him. Jessie had not trusted her eldest brother, and so Corey doubted anyone else could either. Perhaps this was a trick to catch them off guard.
Whether it was sincere or not, Corey did not want to wait and find out.
He wanted Tyrese Banks dead and buried alongside his brother.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Dante Cortez lay on the top bunk, his legs stretched out on the thin mattress, and eyed the cell door as a prison officer opened it. He murmured something into the stale air and moved on to the next cell.
“Breakfast, boss?” his cellmate, Reese, asked from the bottom bunk.
Dante swung his legs over the side of his bed and dropped to the floor. Reese stood up, a step behind him as he left the cell, his dreadlocks rustling atop his head and his shoes scuffing along the floor as he always did, mildly irritating Dante.
He could overlook such small annoyances though. Reese had proved a loyal cellmate and he did whatever Dante told him to. It was the perfect set-up and he could drag his feet and make all the noise he wanted to as far Dante was concerned, so long as he continued to prove his worth to him.
His life inside had changed since Troy had got out. Dante no longer had to hide his true intentions, no longer had to pretend that he was afraid. He was the king on this block now, and he felt that he had earnt it, for having to put up with Troy as his cellmate and for having to pay him his dues, for having to pretend that he had ever respected a waste such as him.
It had been too easy to take over. Officer Wimbly had continued to bring in the drugs, the same set-up as it had been before, except now it was Dante who ran things instead of Troy. Not that Troy had ever really ran things, relying on his brothers on the outside and the help of others on the inside to pick up his slack.
Now that he had struck a deal with Sanjay Siddiqui, Dante felt even more confident that things would continue to look up for him. If Tyrese found out that his drugs were still being delivered and sold in the prison without his knowledge, Dante would just blame Sanjay.
It was the perfect set-up as far as he was concerned. Now he did not even need to get his hands too dirty, letting Reese and a few other guys to take orders from the inmates, to deal and distribute. All Dante had to do was check his balance and skim a few lines of cocaine for himself.
Even the thought of his murder trial starting tomorrow did not concern him, could not dampen his spirits. Serving time did not scare him, so he had nothing to fear from the trial.
If anything, he was excited at the prospect of being the centre of attention, of seeing Charley Brunns again and tormenting her further. The distress he could cause for her, for Bolton’s loved ones, was exciting to him.
He sat down in the canteen and rolled his eyes at the breakfast being served, but he did not complain. Reese sat down on the opposite bench from him. Dante was used to a certain level of respect from other inmates now, and nobody disturbed him whilst he ate.
It was a surprise when Reese looked over his shoulder, nodding almost imperceptibly to Dante to alert him that they had company. Dante turned as Officer Wimbly waddled towards them, trying his best to look casual.
“What the hell do you want?” Dante asked.
The last thing he needed was for Wimbly to arouse anyone’s suspicions.
“I need to talk to you,” Wimbly said under his breath as he stood over him. “We have a problem.”
Dante gritted his teeth. Of course there was a problem, he thought, wondering not for the first time if he would not be better off finding another officer instead of Wimbly to deal with.
“Fine,” Dante hissed through gritted teeth.
Officer Wimbly sauntered out of the canteen, glancing back over his shoulder and catching Dante’s eye. Dante rose to his feet and followed a few moments later. Outside the canteen, Wimbly was hovering, looking anxious, his hands fidgeting.
“What’s the problem?” Dante demanded as he joined him.
“Nathaniel Okoro,” Wimbly said. Dante’s eyes narrowed. Charley’s father. A fellow inmate. He had thought the old man would stay out of his business, or at least he had hoped so, but Dante still felt nervous. Nathaniel was an old man, a waste of skin, but he had still taken out Uncle Jasper, the notorious mob boss and Dante’s former boss. He did not want to go up against him if he could avoid it.
Dante swallowed hard.
“What the fuck did he want?” he asked.
“He knows how the drugs are getting in here,” Wimbly whispered. Sweat beaded on his brow. “He knows everything.”
“He told you that?” Dante asked.
Wimbly nodded.
“Did he say anything else?”
“He said he wants to see you,” Wimbly said. “Today. Alone.”
Dante grimaced, but he knew that he did not have a choice.
“Fine,” he groaned.
He tried not to worry about it, but Wimbly’s anxiety was infectious and as he returned to his breakfast tray in the canteen, he could not help but feel a flutter of panic in his chest.
* * *
Sunshine began to creep in through the gap in the curtains and Kojo moaned into his pillow, his mouth dry, his head banging and his eyes aching with the light.
He had drunk and smoked too much last night, from what he remembered, but that was not why he screwed his eyes tight. He knew that Kent still had the recording on his phone. The recording of him fucking the blonde girl. No, he reminded himself, raping her.
The thought sickened him, made him want to vomit all over his bedding, but he swallowed it down. It was too late to change what he had done. The girl would not go to the police, she had not done so before and she was probably too scared. Nobody would grass him up. The only possible way anyone could find out about what he had done was if the video got into the wrong hands.
The thought of his parents, or Clint, or Scarlett, seeing the video made him shudder with horror. No, he could never let that happen, he knew that.
Kent was his best mate, and he had been involved too. He would not purposefully show anyone else the video, but if someone found it, or he lost his phone. Kojo knew he would have to find a way to get Kent to delete the video.
His stomach churned, and he threw the duvet aside and flew from his room, into the bathroom and made it to the toilet just in time for hot vomit to force its way up. It splattered into the bowl, making him gag at the smell and the sight of it.
Once he was in a fit state, then he would talk to Kent, he decided, as his stomach churned with another wave of vomit.
* * *
Sanjay looked at Tyrese and was unable to hide his shock, nor his disappointment. He leant closer, stretching an arm across the table in the Banks’s kitchen, and put a hand on Tyrese’s forearm.
“Mate are you serious?” he asked, not able to comprehend what Tyrese had just told him.
Tyrese nodded. Sanjay could read it on his face that his friend was not winding him up, was not scheming or trying to double-cross him. Tyrese was being honest. It really was the end for the Banks brothers.
“What did Jayden say?” Sanjay asked.
“Not much, but he understands,” Tyrese shrugged.
Sanjay nodded, trying not to show his frustration in front of him.
His plan had backfired. He had hoped that convincing Corey to go after the Banks brothers would spark a war between the two gangs, but all it had done was pave the way for the Healy brothers to take over the Goldsworth without any competition. They would be unstoppable, and Sanjay would never succeed with his own plans.
“I’m sorry, Sanjay,” Tyrese said, his voice quiet. “Good luck, man.”
Sanjay nodded and rose to his feet. The chair scraped on the floor, and Tyrese stood too. They shook hands, and Sanjay wondered what Tyrese would do now. Go legit and find a 9-5? The thought was amusing, but he could not smile about it, too preoccupied as he left the flat thinking about what he would do himself now.
Whatever he did, he would have to act fast if he wanted to stop the Healy brothers from closing in on the Goldsworth Estate.
* * *
Adrianna staggered against a wall, her head spinning. She gagged, almost throwing up, but she stopped herself, swallowing it back down, cringing at the state of herself.
She had drunk too much, she couldn’t even remember when she had started, everything was such a blur. All she remembered was that she did not want to remember. The memories of Trent, of the boys who had used her, still clung to the inside of her mind, and even vodka had not been enough to wash them away.
At least she was numb from the pain and embarrassment that the memories caused, she thought, pushing off from the wall and regaining her balance.
Swaying, but standing on her own two feet, she made it down the alleyway to the stairwell. It was already morning, the sun beginning to heat up. She felt it on her skin, her eyes screwed up against the bright light. She hated it, she decided.
It was too early, or too late. She could not remember, even if it mattered at all. Did anything matter? She did not know, did not care, anymore.
She took one step and then another. Her feet were hurting more now, protesting against the high heels. She winced with each step.
The floor was moving, so were the walls. Adrianna clutched the wall, hoping to regain her balance, tripping and crashing hard to the floor, the steps hard beneath her as she lay there, unable to move, not even sure if she wanted to.
She wanted the ground to open, to swallow her, so she could finally forget.
Blackness closed in and her eyelids fluttered shut.
* * *
Scarlett heard her dad let himself into the flat and put himself to bed. She waited in her room until she was sure he had gone to his bedroom and fallen asleep, not wanting small-talk about his night driving the cab.
She was too pre-occupied, her mind focused on one thing only. Kojo. She had messaged him so many times, perhaps too many times, and he had not yet responded to any of them. She had racked her brain all weekend, worried she had done something wrong, if she had put him off somehow. She had never been this close to a boy before, so she had nothing to judge her behaviour against.
Maybe she had messaged too much, she realised, regretting her constant texts to him. He might just busy, she reasoned. Or he had lost interest.
So many possibilities, and she had no experience of it. She had never felt this way before.
She opened her bedroom door and almost collided with Shontelle in the hallway.
“You’re up early,” she remarked.
Her sister was never up this early. She went to beauty college twice a week and apart from that she bummed around most of the time, chatting to Amal or Naz or whoever her latest flame was.
Shontelle ignored her and led the way into the kitchen, filling up the kettle. Scarlett watched her, leant against the counter.
Her sister put the kettle on and turned to her, eyes narrowing.
“What’s wrong?” Shontelle asked. “You look grumpy, even by your standards.”
“I’m not grumpy,” Scarlett insisted, not convincing enough.
“Boy trouble?” Shontelle asked knowingly. “Don’t worry, sis, all the stress really isn’t worth it. When you meet the right guy, you’ll know.”
“Right,” Scarlett said, rolling her eyes. “You’re the expert, right?”
Shontelle raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t sass me, Scarlett,” she said. “I’m older, I know better. Anyway, maybe this Kojo guy isn’t the one for you.”
Scarlett felt her cheeks flushing pink and scowled. She wasn’t sure if it was because her sister was voicing something she herself feared, or if it was the intrusion into her private life that so grated on her.
“Mind your own business,” she snapped.
Shontelle glared at her.
“I’m just saying, if he’s got you this worked up, then maybe he’s not worth it.”
It was Scarlett’s turn to narrow her eyes. She folded her arms, not impressed.
Before Shontelle could say anything else, Scarlett left the kitchen and retreated to her bedroom. She was worried about Kojo, and at the same time she was annoyed with him. He had better have a good explanation for not messaging her, she thought.
Lying on her bed, she wondered if he would message today. She checked her phone and quickly put it back down, disappointed.
* * *
Kojo flicked his cigarette as he crossed the estate, the plastic bag of breakfast supplies for his mum dangling from the other hand. He froze.
The blonde girl was passed out on the steps in front of him. He hesitated. Any pride he had felt, any respect he felt he had earnt, started to evaporate as he looked at the state of her. Was this his fault? She looked pathetic, pale and incapable and weak.
Despite his better judgement, he stepped forward.
“Hey, wake up,” he hissed. He nudged her with his trainer. She stirred, but her eyes remained closed. He smelt alcohol, and he realised she was wasted.
He nudged her again.
“What do you want?” she slurred, one eye opening.
“Come on, you can’t stay here,” Kojo groaned. He adjusted the bag of shopping in one hand and tossed the cigarette, helping her to her feet. She was unsteady, but she did not resist his help. She did not know who he was. Probably, Kojo thought, she would not recognise her own reflection, the state she was in.
He helped her up the stairs, one of her arms draped around his neck. He heaved her up, half dragging, half supporting her. She murmured, but he did not know what she was saying, nor did he want to. He wanted to make sure she got home, and then he didn’t want to see her again.
His palms were already sweaty being so close to her, the memory frightening him as much as it stirred him.
At her front door, he hesitated. Should he knock? Would that arouse questions if her brother answered? The girl giggled beside him and fumbled with a set of keys. She dropped them twice, and Kojo took them off her and found the right one, the third try successful, and the front door swung open.
He held the door for her and she half fell through it, letting go of his neck and collapsing against the wall.
“You’re a gentleman,” she smiled, not quite looking straight at him. “Walking me right to my door.” She hesitated, her drunken smile faltering. She raised a hand, frowning. “Wait, dude. How did you know where I lived?”
“Erm, see -” Kojo stammered, his heart racing.
“Wait, I know you,” the girl said. She seemed to sober up, eyes widening. “I know you. You and your friends. You’re the ones who -” She trailed off. Kojo froze, stood outside the front door, staring at her as she backed away down the hallway, her eyes wide. “You’re the rapist.”
* * *
Dante hesitated only for a second at the entrance to Nathaniel’s cell. He knew that it would do no good to show his nerves, especially in front of a man like Nathaniel. He would sense weakness, sniff it on him and use it to his own advantage. Whatever the old man wanted, Dante would have to play things very carefully if he wanted to stay on top.
He cleared his throat as he stood over Nathaniel, who was propped up on the bottom bunk, reading a newspaper. The old man looked up at him, looking relieved for a moment, as if he had doubted whether he would show up at all.
“You wanted to see me,” Dante said. He kept his voice level.
Nathaniel nodded. He folded the newspaper slowly and placed it beside him, taking his time, and Dante resisted the urge to snatch the paper off him and beat him with it. He had to keep his cool, at least until he knew what the man wanted.
He held his tongue, willing himself to remain patient, until Nathaniel finally met his eyes and cleared his throat.
“I suppose you’re wondering why,” he said.
“Yes,” Dante said, his voice clipped.
“You know that I know all about your little business in here,” Nathaniel said quietly. Dante reluctantly nodded. Nathaniel gave a smile, enjoying his discomfort.
“What do you want?” Dante demanded, his patience evaporating. “You want a cut? You want some gear? You name it, and its yours. Within reason.”
“No, no, you keep your money and drugs, I’m not interested in any of that,” he said.
Dante narrowed his eyes.
“What do you want then?”
“You know my daughter, Charley,” Nathaniel said.
Dante swallowed hard, struggling to hide his surprise. He murmured that he did.
“She wants a visiting order,” Nathaniel told him. “She wants to see you.”
The shock must have shown on Dante’s face, but he could not hide it. He could not understand why she would ever want to see him again.
“Why?” he blurted out before he could stop himself.
Nathaniel shrugged.
“I guess you’ll find out when you see her.”
“That’s all you want?” Dante asked him. “If I meet with Charley, you won’t say anything? You’ll keep your nose out of my business?”
“Of course,” Nathaniel replied.
“How can I trust you?”
“You’ll just have to take my word for it.”
“Your word?” Dante repeated. “What good is that?”
“The way I see it, Dante, is that you don’t have all that much choice.”
Dante grimaced. It was true.
“Fine,” he sighed. “I’ll send her a visiting order.”
Nathaniel gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and then picked up his newspaper to continue reading. Dante left the cell, his mind swimming. Though it was a relief that the old man would keep his mouth shut and did not want money to do so, he was both confused and intrigued by the deal. Charley wanted to see him, and that was something given how much she hated him and always had done.
Perhaps she thought she could appeal to his good side, he thought, before the upcoming trial. He doubted it. They both knew he did not have a good side.
Whatever she wanted, Dante thought, he would find out soon enough.
* * *
Kojo was frozen in panic.
“You’re him,” the blonde was saying, still backing down the hallway, clasping the wall for support. “You’re the rapist. It’s you.”
He thought of what would happen when people found out. His parents, Clint, Scarlett. Everything would be ruined, he would be destroyed.
Something inside him snapped. He could not let that happen. This girl had deserved what had happened to her, he reminded himself. She had betrayed a Banks brother, a gangster, so what had she expected to happen? It was payback, no more and no less.
He stepped into the flat and flew down the corridor, his speed no match for her backwards staggering. He grabbed a handful of her hair and threw her through a door into her bedroom. The hand that wasn’t holding her hair clenched into a fist, the bag of shopping still intertwined in his fingers, and he hit her hard in the face. She let out a cry and began sobbing.
Throwing her to the floor, he glared down at her.
“You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” he said, almost shouting, full of bravado now, though he had no clue where it was coming from. “If you tell anyone about me, about anything, I’ll come back with my mates and we will fucking kill you, you hear me?”
She stared at him, tears in her eyes, blood trickling from her nose. She curled up, pulling her knees tight against her body, perhaps worried he would force himself on her again. Hah, he thought, she was too dirty. Too filthy. She was scum.
His anger was bubbling now, furious that this girl could destroy his life.
“Did you hear what I said bitch?” he asked.
He kicked her hard, and she let out another cry and nodded fervently.
“I understand, I do,” she cried. “I won’t say anything, I promise. I swear.”
“Good,” he said. “You better not.”
He gave her one last disgusted look and left the flat, slamming the front door shut behind him. He thought he heard her crying, but he ignored it.
Fists still clenched, he realised he had impressed himself. Gone was the scared little boy who had been nudged into the flat by his mates. Now he was a man, a man who could say he had power, had respect.
Smiling, the plastic bag filled with his mum’s shopping still clenched in his hand, he headed for the stairwell.
* * *
Zoe poured out two drinks and carried them through to her lounge, feeling a sense of excitement and happiness that had nothing to do with the vodka she had already drank, nor the prospect of a night out with Shontelle.
Since Aurora had texted her with the news that Troy had been arrested and would not be back out on the streets for a long time, Zoe had felt relieved. She had not realised how stressed she had been since his release, the constant looking over her shoulder and the ever-present fear that he would seek revenge on her.
Now she felt relaxed, and it must have shown.
“You look happy,” Shontelle remarked, taking her drink and gulping it down, hair straighteners in one hand as she sat cross-legged on the floor.
“I am,” Zoe said, smiling for the first time in what felt like forever. “I really am.”
“Good, that’s what I like to hear,” Shontelle beamed.
Zoe sat down on the sofa, putting her drink down and picking up a mascara wand.
“I was thinking, perhaps we should invite the boys out to join us tonight,” Shontelle said. “Amal’s been blowing up my phone all day, and you never turn down a chance to see Tamar.”
Zoe laughed, raising an eyebrow in her direction. She wondered how long it would be before Shontelle and Amal became official. It seemed inevitable, and though she had never been close to Amal, he was Tamar’s best mate and so the pairing worked well for her.
“Sure,” she agreed, picking up her phone and texting Tamar. “I’ll let them know our plans.”
There was a knock on the door, and Zoe jumped to her feet. It would be Aurora, arriving for a catch-up ahead of babysitting Sienna tonight.
“Can you get me a top-up from the kitchen on your way back?” Shontelle called after her, holding up an already-empty glass. “Actually, just bring the bottle.”
Zoe laughed and nodded as she left the room. She found laughter came easily now, more naturally, now that the burden of Troy Banks had been lifted from over her. She could only imagine how Aurora must feel, as she opened the front door and pulled her into a hug.
* * *
Sanjay looked over at his brother and saw a smile spread across Amal’s face as he stared down at his phone screen. There was no prize for guessing who could put such a smile on his face, Sanjay thought darkly, knowing it was Shontelle.
He knew that his brother liked the girl, and he wanted to be happy for him, but he also knew that she was dangerous. She was Naz’s ex-girlfriend, and Naz had already made it clear that he did not want them to be together. They still needed Naz, and whatever happened, they could not cut him loose, not when their cousin knew so much about their plans for the estate. His plans were already in enough trouble without having to deal with the repercussions if Amal and Naz had a fight and their cousin turned on them.
“What’s wrong?” Amal asked from the sofa, catching his dark mood.
“Nothing,” Sanjay lied.
“Tell your face that man,” Amal laughed.
Sanjay shook his head, not wanting to have to lecture his brother or overstep his boundaries, but he had to.
“Listen, this girl, I know you like her,” Sanjay said, “But we need to keep Naz on side.”
“This isn’t any of his business,” Amal said, his smile vanishing.
“It’s his ex,” Sanjay pointed out.
“Yeah, exactly,” Amal said. “His ex. Which means it’s none of his business.”
“I’m just warning you,” Sanjay sighed, not wanting a row with him over this.
“Well, warning delivered,” Amal said, returning his gaze to his phone.
Sanjay shook his head, knowing that Amal would heed no advice from him. He could only hope that Naz would not get his back up over the whole thing.
“Just try not to rub it in Naz’s face,” Sanjay said, as he rose to his feet.
Amal rolled his eyes, not even looking up from his phone.
Sanjay could do no more, leaving Amal to his business, and left the house. He needed to see Jayden, and that was more important than involving himself in his brother’s love life.
He went over what he would say to Jayden, trying to worry about why Jayden had not been in touch with him. He was still thinking it over as he knocked on the door to the Healy house, though he knew that the brothers must already know he was here. They had lookouts up the street who had no doubt warned them the second Sanjay had turned down their street.
The door opened and he was led into the kitchen where Jayden sat alone, smoking a joint and drinking a protein shake.
“What can I do for you?” Jayden asked, not looking round at him as he approached.
“I just wanted to stop by,” Sanjay said.
“Nobody just wants to stop by,” Jayden pointed out. “You here about Tyrese, right?”
Sanjay nodded.
“Well, I’m sure you know the situation has changed now,” Jayden said. “We don’t need your help now, but you’re a good guy, and we go back a long way, so I can see if I have a place for you in my team, okay man?”
Sanjay tried to hide his confusion.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
Jayden looked at him closely.
“You don’t know?” he asked. Then he smiled, shaking his head. “Maybe you and Tyrese aren’t as close as you think.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sanjay asked, eyes narrowing.
Jayden sighed, folding his arms.
“Tyrese is retiring,” he told him. “He handed me the estate. I’ve already won.”
“He did what?” Sanjay asked, shocked.
He could hardly believe it, though he knew Jayden was not lying.
“Whatever you’re up to Sanjay, it’s over,” Jayden told him. “Tyrese is out. The Goldsworth is mine. If you want a job with me, I can see what I can do, but you’ll have to prove yourself.”
“Prove myself?” Sanjay repeated, his words echoing in his head. “Work for you?”
He let out a laugh, though he was anything but amused.
“If not, then you know where the door is,” Jayden shrugged.
Sanjay bit his tongue, nodding his head slowly as he was expected to, and let himself out of the kitchen. He was silent as he was shown the door, and only kicked out at the curb when he was a few streets away from the Healy compound.
It was all over, he realised now. Tyrese had given up. Jayden had taken over. The worst of it was that he had heard it all from Jayden instead of Tyrese, and the indignation rankled, but Sanjay did not even see the use in confronting Tyrese. Since Trent’s death, he had changed. The fight had left him.
Perhaps, Sanjay thought, he should let the fight leave him too now that the game was all but over.
* * *
Kojo put the joint to his lips and inhaled deeply.
“Nice, man,” Kent said beside him on the sofa, chuckling to himself.
Music was blasting and the room was full of smoke and people. Leon was having a party, and Kojo was pleased that he had a prime spot. When he and Kent had arrived, Leon had turfed two girls off the sofa to let them sit down in their place, and Kojo had to admit that it felt good to be so welcomed, to feel important, like part of a family, even if was just with his mates.
He exhaled, blowing smoke across the room. Kent reached for the joint, but Kojo slapped his hand away, only half-jokingly, and took another toke.
Kojo was beginning to relax, the alcohol and weed numbing him to his earlier worries. When he had met Kent, he had brought up the recording.
“Don’t worry,” Kent had reassured him. “We’re family now, man. It’s safe. Nobody ever going to see that shit. I’ve got your back, don’t worry about that.”
Kojo had believed him, Kent’s words so earnest that he could not help but feel more reassured.
He exhaled again and passed the joint to a grateful Kent, ignoring the ash that crumbled off and scattered onto his jeans. He swiped it away, leaving a mark.
“That’ll stain,” a pretty brunette said, joining them and perching on the arm of the sofa beside Kojo. “You should see my jeans,” she laughed, flicking her hair.
Kojo eyed her up. She was pretty, with pale skin and wide blue eyes. Kent coughed on some smoke and nudged Kojo.
“Mate, this is Vanessa,” he introduced them. “Vanessa, this is my main man, my boy, Kojo. He’s a legend.”
“Legend?” Vanessa repeated, intrigued, leaning closer to Kojo. “Nice to meet you.”
Kojo smiled back at her, and he didn’t stop her as her fingers traced a line down his cheek, caressing his lips for a moment, before she pulled her hand back, reaching for the joint that Kent passed her.
As she inhaled, Kent nudged Kojo hard.
“She’s well into you mate,” he winked.
Kojo eyed her again. He had been avoiding Scarlett’s texts, ashamed to even talk to her. He would never be good enough for her now, nor what she deserved. It frustrated him, but it was the truth, he knew that.
Vanessa smiled widely at him as smoke billowed from between her pink lips, and she slid slowly off the arm of the sofa and into Kojo’s lap.
* * *
Naz paced the floor of his bedroom, going around in circles in the small space. He snatched up his phone from his bed, where he had thrown it just a moment ago. He did not want to look again, but he could not help himself.
He looked on Shontelle’s Instagram page and his fists clenched with fresh anger as he looked at the photos she had shared just a few hours ago. Some were innocent enough, Shontelle and Zoe getting ready for a night out. Then she had posted photos with Amal and one of his mates, then a few of just her and Amal. Amal’s arm was around her shoulder in one, and then in one he had his hand on her waist. The sight of that had almost given Naz a heart attack.
When he had seen the pictures, he had commented asking where they were. As the minutes drifted past and nobody replied to him, he had sent Shontelle a private message. Then another. He had text her and then tried to call her. She had ignored them all. He tried to tell himself that it was nothing, that she was just on a night out and having a good time, and it was a coincidence that Amal was there.
He had almost rung Amal but he could not bring himself to do so, knowing that Amal would never let him live it down. He did not want to come across desperate, but the truth was that he was far more desperate than he had ever realised was possible.
He was in love with Shontelle, and he knew that if he gave her enough time, and if she gave him another chance, then she could love him too. He just knew it, but now Amal was on the scene and he knew how his cousin would charm and flatter Shontelle and steal her away from him.
No new photos had been posted, so Naz hoped that Shontelle was home and the night was over. He tried not to think of whether Amal was still with her, if perhaps even now his hands were on her skin, if his lips were on hers.
He threw his phone back on his bed and kicked out at the door, swearing at the pain, knowing that it was nothing compared to the pain he would feel if his heart got broken.
* * *
The sheets were damp beneath them and Amal’s skin was covered in a sheen of sweat as he held Shontelle, her hair tickling his arm and her breath caressing him as she lay her head on his chest.
She shifted in his arms and sat up as her phone vibrated on her bedside table. She reached for it and rolled her eyes, declining the call.
“Naz again?” Amal asked.
Shontelle nodded as she turned the phone off and settled back into his arms. She kissed his neck and Amal held her closer. The thought that Naz had once been this close to her was not one he liked to think about, but he knew that for Shontelle that was history. For Naz, Amal was fast realising, it was a very different story. He had blown up her phone all night, and it reeked of desperation. He had half-expected to receive a call from Naz himself.
“Don’t worry about Naz,” Shontelle murmured.
Amal thought about Sanjay’s warning and wondered if he should be more worried about his cousin. Sanjay was right, he could cause them serious problems. He was family, though, and surely Naz would not cross that line.
The photos must have got him worked up, Amal thought, and he made a mental note that they should be more private, at least for a while, until Naz moved on. Whether Naz was upset or not, though, Amal would not give Shontelle up.
“Is everything okay?” Shontelle asked, concerned.
He nodded.
“I want to spend every night like this,” Amal said, before he could help himself. He blushed furiously, sweat erupting on his brow.
Shontelle smiled, her lips curving beautifully, her eyes sparkling.
“I’d love that,” she said, planting a kiss on his lips. “Does this make me your girlfriend?”
Amal beamed.
“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t care if Naz finds out or not, I want everyone to know that you’re my girlfriend.”
Shontelle kissed him again, and Amal held her against him. In that moment, he knew he would never let her go.
* * *
Charley Brunns sat up in her bed, listening to the gentle breathing of her son in the cot. She wished she could sleep as easily as he did, but she could not let herself relax after the phone call from her father.
He had called to let her know that Dante had agreed to send her a visiting order. She was not sure how he had done it, did not want to know, but now she felt uncertain. She had wanted this, had asked Nathaniel to do this for her, but now it was happening she was no longer sure she wanted to see Dante.
He had killed Bolton, stolen the love of her life, and she had spent what felt like an eternity hoping that she would never have to set eyes on him again. His threatening phone calls and his vile threats still plagued her, despite her brother’s best efforts to stop them, but that was not why she wanted to see him.
She knew something that he did not. She knew that he was a father, and now that she knew this secret, she felt for the first time that she had an advantage over him, no matter how small it might be. Knowledge was power, she had once been told, and she wanted to test that theory.
Sat alone in the dark, moonlight illuminating her sleeping son, she wondered if she was making a mistake. Bolton had made the mistake of underestimating Dante and it had cost him his life. Now she wondered if perhaps she was doing the same.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Troy had no appetite for breakfast, his stomach twisting in knots as he tried to think of anything except for what lay ahead today. He had known it was coming, had tried to prepare himself for it, but now that the day of his plea hearing had arrived it still felt like a shock. He had so much left that he had wanted to do with his life and spending the next few decades locked up was not on his to-do list.
He remembered how excited he had been to be back out on the streets and now it felt as if his brief freedom had been just a dream. He knew that if he pled guilty then he would not be free for a long time. His lawyer and Patterson had told him as much. He had agreed to the plea deal, but now the reality of it was sinking in. If he pled guilty then he would be sentenced today, and his life would be over. Perhaps it was already over, but if he pled not guilty then he would go to trial again and there was a chance, however small, that he could get lucky and be freed. He had done it before, perhaps he could do it again.
His holding cell felt hot, though he knew it was not. The collar of his shirt felt too tight, his cheap black suit claustrophobic, as if it was suffocating him. Perhaps it was the cell, or both. He fiddled with the hem of his suit jacket.
The thought of Patterson’s face if he pled not guilty was almost reason enough to do it, but if he went to trial and got sent down anyway then he would never see the outside of a prison cell. He knew that Patterson would see to that.
As much as he dreaded the thought of being back in prison, it was a foregone conclusion that he would serve time. It was just down to him how much time it would be.
He glanced down at the tray of untouched breakfast the guard had placed on his bed. He swallowed hard, unable to work up an appetite.
There was a buzz as the door was unlocked and the uniform came back.
“Come on Banks,” the man said. “Time to get you to court.”
Troy nodded and rose to his feet.
His time was up. He had to make his decision.
* * *
The court building loomed over them as Aurora waited for her mum to finish her cigarette. Marlena took a long drag and then another, shivering despite the sunshine. They had not spoken much on the bus. Aurora knew that her mother was anxious, much as she was, wondering if Troy was finally about to do the right thing, or if they had been too hopeful that Shaniqua might finally have justice.
Aurora did not dare get her hopes up. She was too afraid of having her heart broken again to think that today might finally bring some closure to them. Her mother forced a smile as she dropped her cigarette and crushed it with her heel.
“Come on, let’s get this done,” Marlena said. Her voice was resolute, but Aurora knew that she must be shaking with nerves inside. She was grateful for her mother’s strength. It helped her to keep her own emotions under control.
Aurora’s hands shook as they went up the steps, but her mother instinctively reached for her hand and squeezed it in hers. Aurora swallowed hard to will herself from crying, and they left the sunshine and went inside.
* * *
Charley did not like lying to her family, but she knew that they would not understand what she was about to do. She could already hear her mother’s outrage if she told her that she was going to visit Dante in prison today.
She had kept the visiting order a secret, and her family remained none the wiser, with the possible exception of her brother, who had seemed to sense that she was hiding something but had not asked her.
“Where are you off out to then?” her mother asked, when Charley dropped Junior off at her flat.
“I just have some stuff to do and I thought you might want to spend some time with your grandson,” Charley replied, hating herself for lying so brazenly. “If it’s too much trouble, then I can just -”
“No, no, don’t be foolish,” her mother quickly admonished her. “Of course, it’s no trouble. You know this little one makes my day.”
Charley smiled, relieved. She checked her phone for the time, anxious that she not miss the bus. She had planned her journey to the prison, and if she missed the bus and was left with all that extra time waiting for another one, she might change her mind and not go at all.
“I should be off mum,” she said, kissing Junior on the forehead and backing her way to the door in case her mother made a fuss, but she was too distracted cooing over her grandson. “I’ll give you a call in a while,” Charley called as she left the flat.
She was halfway down the stairs when she let out an inward groan. Asher climbed the stairs towards her, raising an eyebrow in surprise at seeing her here.
“What are you up to?” he asked.
“Nothing, I just dropped Junior off with mum so she can spend some time with him,” she lied. She found it especially hard lying to her brother, but what choice did she have?
Asher did not seem to buy it.
“You really going to lie to me right now?” he asked.
“What do you –”
“Carl has been keeping an eye on Dante whilst they get ready for his trial,” Asher told her, hand on hip. “He gets notified when he sends a visiting order. He told me the second your name came up.”
“Asher, please don’t make this a big deal,” Charley sighed.
“It is a big deal.”
“I was the one who wanted the visit,” Charley told him. “I need this.”
“His trial starts tomorrow, Char, this is the last thing you should be doing.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Charley said. “This is probably a huge mistake, but I have to do this. I can’t explain it properly to you, but I need this.”
Asher looked at her, and she saw the reluctance in his eyes to let her go, but he gave a long sigh and stepped aside.
“Be careful Charley,” he said quietly. “You can’t trust him, and I don’t want you to get upset. He’s not worth it, he really isn’t.”
“I won’t let him upset me,” Charley reassured him, hoping that if she said the words it might make them true.
Asher did not seem to believe her, but he did not stop her.
Charley walked down the stairs, giving him a grateful smile.
“I’m guessing mum doesn’t know,” he called after her.
“Don’t breathe a word to her,” Charley warned him, and Asher gave a laugh.
At the bottom of the stairs, she took a deep breath. It was not too late to turn around and go back upstairs, but she kept going, through the doors and down to the bus stop.
There was no going back, she decided, not now.
* * *
Clint stared down at his phone screen as he lay in his hospital bed, anxious that Aurora was at court without him, though he wondered if that was not best for them both. He knew that perhaps the outcome of the plea hearing could determine their own future, and he also understood that this was something that Aurora needed to do without him.
She had text him to say that they had arrived in court and that she had to turn her phone off now. All he could do was wait now.
The curtain surrounding his bed was tugged open and his mother bustled in with a pram. Angel smiled at him, and Clint felt a momentary break from the stress as he looked at his daughter.
“Here’s your daddy,” Femi cooed down at Angel, as she pulled the curtains back into place and bent down to pick her up. Angel wriggled as she was placed in Clint’s arms, her eyes fixed on his face and her lips twitching in a smile.
“Thanks mum,” Clint said, grateful for the distraction.
“It’s no trouble at all,” she cried. “Your father would have come, but -”
“Don’t make excuses for him, please,” Clint sighed, shaking his head. “I don’t care that he’s not here. I don’t want him anywhere near my daughter.”
Femi nodded, her eyes watering. He knew that she got upset when he spoke like that, but Clint had no choice but to be firm.
“Any sign of Kojo?” Clint asked, watching her closely for her reaction.
“Oh, he sends his love,” Femi said, and he knew she was lying. “He’s busy with his friends. You know what you were like at that age.”
Clint did not want to think that Kojo would be getting into as much trouble as he had, but he had no right to stop him. He sighed, trying not to let thoughts of his father or his brother cast a shadow over his time with Angel.
He smiled as his daughter’s hands grabbed at one of his fingers and squeezed. He forced thoughts of Troy and everyone else from his mind, grateful in that moment just to be with his daughter.
Whatever happened outside of his hospital room, he could do nothing now except wait.
* * *
The courtroom was filling up and Serena felt her blood pulsing with adrenaline. She smiled at Aurora and her mother as they took their seats, and she shared their anxiety over whether Troy could be trusted to stick to the plea deal he had made.
As more people took their seats, Serena slipped out the door and went down the corridor. She caught sight of Troy’s lawyer emerging from the toilets and he grimaced as she approached.
“Is your client sticking to our deal?” she asked him.
He narrowed his eyes as he stuck his hands in his trouser pockets.
“I’ve told him time and again what’s in his best interests,” he told her. “If he chooses to go against that, then it’s on him.”
He shrugged and went through a door that led down to the cells where Troy was being held until he walked into the dock. Serena resisted the urge to go after him and speak to Troy herself. It would do no good. All she could do was wait for what he did, just like everyone else.
The door swung shut behind the lawyer, and Serena turned on her heel and treaded back down the hallway to the court room.
She took a seat at the back of the room and clasped her hands together as the room fell silent as the proceedings began.
* * *
Keskia Banks rose with everyone else as the judge entered the room. She hardly heard anything that he said, her son’s name the only words that she picked up, so lost in thoughts she was. She could not bring herself to stay away, even if she had given up on Troy.
This was perhaps his chance to right some of the many wrongs he had done. She was hardly breathing by the time Troy was led into the room in his suit and stood beside his lawyer.
She was relieved that he did not stand in the dock this time, but she knew that the situation was no less serious. She willed him to look back at her and see the hope in her eyes, but he did not and so she clasped her hands together and said a silent prayer for her son.
* * *
Troy felt all eyes on him as he stood for the charges against him to be read.
The judge looked down at him, his expression neutral. The man neither liked nor disliked him, he was just doing his job. Troy got some small comfort from that at least. His mind raced and his stomach twisted with nerves.
He had caught a glimpse of his mother as he had walked into the court room, and Aurora and her mum too. He had not seen Patterson. Perhaps she had stayed away, he thought, or perhaps she was hiding in the shadows enjoying his suffering.
“I will read the charges against you, Mister Banks,” the judge told him. “And then I will ask you how you plead, do you understand?”
Troy nodded. He could almost feel the heat from his lawyer beside him. He looked more stressed than Troy felt, he thought.
“Troy Banks, you have been charged with the murders of Shaniqua Curtis, Sasha Morton, Wright O’Neill, and the attempted murder of Clint Jackson,” the judge said, reading from his papers. He looked up from the paper, his eyes locking on to Troy. “How do you plead?”
Troy took a deep breath. He knew that the next words out of his mouth would decide his future, would impact the rest of his life.
He swallowed hard. He was so nervous he could hardly bring himself to speak.
“How do you plead, Mr Banks?” the judge asked him again.
The court room was so silent that it was almost deafening.
Troy cleared his throat.
“I plead guilty.”
* * *
Dante swallowed hard as he crossed the visiting room, weaving between tables, and his palms were damp with sweat by the time he reached Charley Brunns. He hesitated for a second before sitting across from her.
He eyed her for a long moment, leaning back in his plastic chair, trying to appear relaxed though his heart was pounding with nerves. Charley looked uncomfortable. Her hair was tied back, no make-up on her face, but he felt frustrated that she still looked good, that motherhood did not appear to be taking its toll on her. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her eyes surveyed him as if she was looking at a particularly unpleasant mess on the kitchen floor. It angered him, but he remained composed.
They sat in silence for a long moment, until Dante cleared his throat, waiting for her to break the silence, explain why she had wanted to see him.
“I didn’t expect you to agree to seeing me,” Charley said eventually. Her arms did not unfold from her chest, and her voice was harsh, cold.
“Well your dear dad didn’t give me much choice,” Dante pointed out, keeping his voice light, though it took a lot of effort.
“My dad?” Charley asked, her brow furrowing.
Dante sniggered.
“Don’t play games,” Dante said. He didn’t care if her daddy hadn’t told her about the threat, he just wanted this over with. “Just get to the point. What do you want to see me for? Thought I’d be the last person you’d want to have a chat with.”
“Believe me, you are,” Charley said, shaking her head. A strand of loose hair fell across her face, and she quickly brushed it away and folded her arms again. Her eyes looked down at the table between them, and she appeared uncertain now. “I don’t really know why I wanted to see you.”
“Miss the phone calls do you?” Dante asked, his nerves gone, enjoying her discomfort.  Her eyes shot back to his face, lips curling with disgust. He grinned, pressing the point. “Want me to talk dirty to you? I can probably pay that officer off, turn a blind eye if you want my hand in your panties.”
“You make me sick,” Charley snapped, pushing away from the table. “Maybe this was a mistake.” She looked as if she was about to stand, call off the visit.
“You said it,” Dante shrugged.
“I thought you might show some remorse,” Charley said, talking quickly, leaning forward, and he saw the discomfort gone, replaced with the repressed rage and emotion that Dante had known was bubbling just beneath her frosty exterior. “That being in here, locked-up, might have given you time to think about what you did, but it’s clear you’re still the same pathetic psychopath you always were.”
“Pathetic?” Dante repeated. “That hurts my feelings, Charley.”
His voice was mocking, and he knew it would rile her further. It was fun, he decided, to play with her emotions like this, he thought. Just like the phone calls.
“It’s true though, isn’t it?” Charley said, sitting back, regaining some of her composure. She sniggered. “You were always just Bolton’s sidekick, weren’t you?”
“Sidekick?” Dante repeated, offended. He felt wrongfooted now that she seemed to be mocking him, now that she looked at him with disdain. “Remind me which of us is living it large and which ones in a coffin right now?”
“Bolton’s only dead because he tried to help you out and you were too selfish and drugged up to realise,” Charley pointed out, shaking her head.
“Help me?” Dante laughed, leaning forward. His mocking tone was gone, anger rising. “Your precious boyfriend robbed me.”
“No, he didn’t, Dante, he was trying to stop you getting yourself killed.”
“He really did one over on you, didn’t he?” Dante said, trying to control his anger, forcing himself to let out a low laugh. “Even now he’s dead you still get wet thinking about him. It’s sad, really it is.”
“You don’t like talking about it, do you?” Charley said, seeming to sense weakness within him that even he had not noticed before. Dante’s eyes narrowed, but Charley pressed the point, leaning forward. “Makes you uncomfortable when I say that he was trying to protect you, and you betrayed him and killed him anyway. Feel guilty, do you?”
“I did what I had to do,” Dante said, trying to keep his voice level.
“You didn’t have to kill him,” Charley said. “You could have been a decent human being, but that’s impossible for you, isn’t it? You just had to drag him down with you and then you killed him for it.”
“Dragged him down with me? Oh no, Charley, that’s where you’re wrong,” Dante said, a smile twitching on his lips now. He knew her weakness, and he would press it. “Why do you think we started working for Uncle Jasper in the first place?”
“Don’t you dare try to –”
“It was his idea, you know that?” Dante pressed on, savouring the effect his words had as Charley closed her eyes for a long moment, as if trying to block out what he was saying. He continued. “As soon as he found out you were up the duff, he wanted to make you proud, because you wanted out from your mum’s flat. You wanted a nice place, new clothes, to show off to your mates. How did you think he was going to afford that?”
“I just wanted Bolton and our baby, I didn’t need the rest,” Charley insisted, her voice wavering.
“Ah, you’ve changed your tune now, haven’t you?” Dante mocked her.
“It’s not my fault,” Charley said firmly, as if trying to convince herself more than anything. Dante sniggered.
“Hit a nerve, have I?” he asked. “You came here wanting to blame me, but really you should be blaming yourself.”
“No, no, it’s not my fault,” Charley said, her voice thick with emotion, and she stopped herself. She took a deep breath, eyes closed.
Dante waited for the tears, a smile on his lips now that he had the upper hand. He relished the look on her face, crushed and defeated. Charley opened her eyes and she looked squarely at him, unnerving him. She spoke softly, but firmly.
“Maybe I should share some of the blame, yeah I’ll hold my hands up and admit that. But Bolton was just trying to be a good father, and now my son is growing up without one. And when it comes down to it, whose fault is that?”
“Let me guess, mine?” Dante rolled his eyes.
“You wouldn’t know anything about being a good father though, would you?” Charley said, shaking her head. A smile played on her lips as she leant forward, all emotion gone now. “You don’t even know that you have a daughter.”
“What?” Dante asked, caught off guard. What was she talking about?
“And you know why?” Charley asked. “Because you don’t deserve the chance to be a father. That little girl is better off without you.”
“What are you talking about?” Dante asked, his fingers twitching, pulse quickening. He stopped himself. “Hah, you’re joking, aren’t you? Trying to make a point?”
“I’m not telling you who it is,” Charley said, looking him in the eyes. Dante looked back at her, holding her gaze, and he knew she was not joking, saw the truth in her face. “If you want to know the truth, I came here because I was going to offer you a deal. Plead guilty, own up to what you did, and I’d tell you who it is, but now I’m here I can’t do it. Because she’s better off without you as a dad, better off never knowing you exist.”
“If you’re not playing games, Charley, you better start talking,” he warned her, voice low and threatening.
“I’m not playing, and I’m not telling you anything,” Charley said, her voice cold. She gripped the table, and he saw no fear in her eyes. She was not afraid of him anymore, his words couldn’t hurt her. He had the power balance, and he felt his hands shaking. “I wanted to look into your eyes and see why you killed Bolton, but now I’ve realised I don’t need to know.”
“Charley -”
“Bolton is at peace, and so am I now,” Charley said, and he sensed a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She smiled at him, and he knew that she sensed the shift in power too. “Something you’ll never have, because even though you play the hard man, deep down you know you killed the only person who ever really cared about you. Bolton was the best thing to ever happen to you, and now you have nobody. You’ll never have anyone to love you, you’ll never have a friend, and you’ll never know your daughter. If you ever get out of here, nobody will be waiting for you. You’ll be alone, locked-up or not, and that’ll never change.”
Her words hit him hard, and he leant forwards, unable to hide his anxiety.
“Tell me -”
Charley pushed away from the table and rose, looking down at him with disdain and pity. That hit him almost as hard as her words had.
“Goodbye, Dante,” she said.
Charley turned and walked away from him. She did not look back, and then she was gone.
Dante sat at the table, watching her go, shocked not only by her words and her demeanour, but by the fact that for the first time in a long time, he felt powerless.
* * *
Scarlett felt the sun on her skin, the cotton of her sleeveless vest already sticking to her despite the slight breeze that swept across the playing fields. She was carrying her dad’s shopping bags and the plastic dug into her fingers.
She saw a group of lads hanging around in the playground, leaning against the metal railings, smoking and joking around. She recognised Kojo at once and felt a flutter of excitement which she wished she did not.
He had not returned her calls or texts, and she felt both embarrassed that he had not bothered to answer her and annoyed that she still seemed to care. She should have shut herself off from him. As he drew closer, she saw one of his mates nudge Kojo and nod in her direction. She felt herself blush and willed herself not to look over as Kojo turned to follow his mate’s look.
If he wanted nothing to do with her then that was fine, she lied to herself. She forced herself not to look over at them, but now she could hear their laughter, their jokes, as she neared. She had to pass them to get home and turning back now to walk the long way around would look even more embarrassing, she thought.
She tried to keep her head high as she neared. Kojo was watching her, and two of his mates had their hands over their mouths as if to stop from laughing. She panicked for a moment, worried she looked a state or had something stuck in her hair, but she tried to ignore them.
Kojo said nothing as she walked by and she felt herself blush harder, upset and embarrassed that he had not even acknowledged her. She quickened her steps, hurrying past the playground so they would not see the hurt on her face.
She half-hoped that he would call after her, but he did not, and she hurried around the corner, out of their sight, blinking hard to stop herself from crying. She imagined Kojo and his mates laughing at her behind her back, and she almost dropped the shopping backs as she half-jogged across the street to her block of flats.
* * *
Dante followed the officer back from the visiting room, his shoulders slumped and his eyes on his feet. He did not speak and neither did the officer. Perhaps the officer sensed that he did not want to chat, or perhaps he just didn’t give a shit. Either way, small-talk was the last thing Dante wanted right now.
His mind was racing. Charley had stood up and left, and he knew that he had lost whatever grip he’d had over her. She was no longer scared of him, she had got the peace or release or whatever she had come here looking for, and it irked him that she should be so at peace whilst he was no so restless.
Her words had hit home, and he thought about who his daughter might be, who the mother was. He’d had so many one-night stands, some he could barely even remember. The possibilities were endless, and if Charley was right, he would never know who it was, never know his daughter either. Not that he wanted a child, but it angered him that Charley knew something so huge and he did not.
His thoughts about his mystery daughter mingled with thoughts of Bolton. Perhaps what Charley had said was true. Bolton was the only true friend he had ever had. They had always looked out for each other, had shared so much together over the years. And he knew she was right. If he got out of here, nobody would be waiting at the gates for him. His cousin, Sapphire, had written him off, and she was a fat, useless twat anyway. She was no loss. Nobody would really care if he got out.
Even if he stayed inside, he had no mates here. Not real ones, not like Bolton had been. The officer opened the last gate and Dante wandered back into the communal area, hardly noticing the other inmates around him.
For the first time, he realised, he was beginning to regret what he had done. He tried hard to shake off the feeling. Guilt was the last thing he should be feeling, especially with his trial starting tomorrow. He shook his head, telling himself that Charley had just got inside his head, but as hard as he tried, the image of Bolton kept returning.
* * *
Outside the prison, Charley stopped to take a deep breath, savouring the sunlight and the fresh air that had been sorely lacking inside the building. She was not shaking and she did not feel upset or angry. She felt free.
The look on Dante’s face as she had said goodbye to him had been perfect, she thought, but she realised she no longer cared about him. She had finally found peace, which was what she had come here looking for, she now realised.
He did not deserve her anger, did not deserve to be in her thoughts at all. He had done his damage, for sure, but now she would not let him play on her mind, would not let him steal one more second of her thoughts.
He would return to his cell and could spend eternity there for all she cared. She would be returning home to her beautiful son and her happy home, and that was what mattered to her. That was what life was about.
A car beeped and her brother waved from the driver’s seat. He must have come here to try and stop her, or to comfort her if it had all gone horribly wrong, she realised. She felt a pang of guilt for lying to him, lying to everyone.
Asher looked at her, anxious, as she climbed in alongside him, but she smiled at him.
“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” she reassured him. He looked at her for a moment, then smiled when he realised she meant it.
He drove them out of the car park and as they passed through the gates, Charley watched the prison retreat in the rear-view mirror. She hoped for Zoe Taylor and her daughter’s sake that Dante never figured out who had given him a child, and she felt a moment’s remorse for what she had almost done, yet she felt relief that she had confronted him.
Whatever he did tomorrow in court, she would be ready for it.
* * *
Kojo took a deep breath before he knocked on the front door.
If Kent knew he was here he would get a right earful, so Kojo had not told his mates where he was coming. He had been unable to shake the look on Scarlett’s face earlier when he had ignored her, and his guilt had risen until he could no longer stomach it and there was only one thing for it.
He knocked again, louder this time.
The door swung open and Scarlett’s sister peered out at him.
“What do you want?” Shontelle demanded, hand on hip. Kojo realised that Scarlett must have told her sister what had happened. Perhaps she had cried on her shoulder earlier, he thought, and felt worse.
“I just need to talk to Scarlett,” Kojo said quietly, ashamed of himself under Shontelle’s angry glare. “Can I come in for just a minute?”
“No, you can’t,” Shontelle replied. “You can go f-”
“It’s okay,” Scarlett said from behind her, coming down the hallway, cutting Shontelle off. Kojo looked over her shoulder, smiling hopefully as Scarlett approached. She did not smile back, but at least she would see him, he thought.
“Scarlett, you don’t need to speak to him,” Shontelle said, turning to talk to her sister, blocking Kojo from coming in. “You can just tell him you don’t want to see him and we can slam this door right now.”
“I want to see him,” Scarlett insisted, and Kojo felt his chest flutter. Shontelle turned back to him, eyes narrowed, clearly annoyed by her sister.
“You have two minutes,” she warned him. “Then you’re out.”
She let go of the door and stormed off down the corridor to her bedroom. Scarlett came to the door and hesitated, looking down at the slippers on her feet, clearly uncomfortable.
“I’m sorry for before,” Kojo said quietly, unsure where to begin. “And for not calling or texting you. I know there isn’t any excuse, but -”
“You’re right, there is no excuse,” Scarlett said, shaking her head. “Kojo, I thought you were different from other boys around here, but you turned out to be just the same as them. Worse, even, because you pretended not to be.”
“I’m not like those other guys,” Kojo insisted, his voice quiet and pleading. His guilt was growing now, looking at the hurt on her face, the sadness in her voice. “I swear, I’m not. I’m so sorry for ignoring you, I don’t know why I acted like that. It’s just around the lads, they expect me to be different, to be like them, and I’m not.”
“It sure seemed like you were like them,” Scarlett said softly.
Kojo looked at her face, trying to show her how much he regretted it.
“I’m sorry, Scarlett,” he said, almost a whisper. “I was a coward, and I was stupid. So stupid. I really like you, I really do, and -” he fumbled, stammering, unable to voice his feelings, looking down at his feet, unable to meet her eyes.
“I really like you too, Kojo,” Scarlett said.
Kojo looked up and she smiled tentatively.
“You do?” he asked, hardly able to hope. “Even after -”
“Yes,” Scarlett nodded, her voice almost just a breath.
Kojo smiled, his pulse getting faster. Scarlett leaned forwards and kissed him gently on the lips. He kissed her back, sliding his hands around her waist. The kiss deepened, her mouth opening for his tongue, and he held her closer against him.
A noise behind her jolted them apart. Shontelle came down the corridor, looking furious.
“Time’s up,” she snapped, glaring at Kojo angrily. “Time for you to go.”
Kojo nodded, taking a step back, smiling gingerly at Scarlett, who blushed and smiled too. Shontelle looked between them and shook her head. Kojo waved goodbye to Scarlett before Shontelle closed the door firmly in his face.
* * *
Shontelle made sure her sister had retreated to her bedroom before returning to her own room, closing the door behind her. She was worried about Scarlett, and she did not like what she had seen between them. She had kissed him, just hours after the boy had given her the cold shoulder in front of his mates. That was not the Scarlett she knew, but then, her sister had never talked about boys before, had never seen a boy as far as she knew, so it was new territory for them both.
“I can’t believe the cheek of him,” she ranted, eliciting an amused chuckle from Amal, lying on the bed in his vest and boxers. “You know how badly he’s treated my sister? And she goes and gives him a goodnight kiss, right there at the front door.”
“Relax, Shon,” Amal laughed. “Why get worked up about it? It’s not going to make any difference.”
“Oh really?” Shontelle insisted. “You don’t know the bond I have with my sister.”
“If you make a big deal about it, she’s just going to want him even more just to prove that you’re not the boss of her,” Amal pointed out.
Shontelle considered his words and groaned when she realised he was probably right. He patted the duvet beside him and she sat down, snuggling up against him, pleased that she had him to confide in about things like this.
“I’m still going to keep an eye on them though,” Shontelle insisted, and Amal murmured in response, nuzzling her neck with his lips. Shontelle tried to maintain her annoyance, but Amal’s lips and hands were distracting her, her mind drifting from her sister and Kojo. “If he makes one more wrong move and I’ll be having words.”
“Good idea,” Amal muttered, his hands sliding beneath her top.
Shontelle moaned softly, all thoughts of her sister gone from her mind.
* * *
Troy had heard the ripple of whispers following his plea. He did not need to turn around to know that Patterson was smiling to herself, smug that she had got her own way. He maintained eye contact with the judge until the man looked down at the papers before him.
“In light of your guilty plea and the deal that your defence lawyer has made with the prosecution, I am constrained by the terms of this agreement and will forego the maximum sentences for these charges,” the judge told him. Troy could not even bring himself to nod in understanding, his body so tense as he awaited the next words.
His lawyer had explained that the plea bargain meant that he could not get a life sentence, and that his sentences would not run consecutively, which was something at least, but those words that he supposed had been meant to reassure him did nothing to stop his hands from shaking as he stood here.
The judge cleared his throat, looking from the papers and back to Troy.
“However, due to the malicious nature of these crimes, and the fact that I believe that you are likely to commit such acts again if given the opportunity, I am imposing the maximum sentence that I am allowed to do by the terms of your plea bargain,” the judge said. His voice was grave, his eyes cold as he looked at him.
Troy imagined what must be going through Patterson’s mind now. He imagined she must be jumping with joy at the judge’s words. Two peas in a pod, he thought, both had it out for him.
“Taking into account all of this, I am sentencing you to thirty years imprisonment,” the judge said.
Troy’s legs shook and he reached for the table in front of him to stop himself from falling. His lawyer put a hand to his shoulder to steady him. There were mutterings from behind him as the court reacted to the verdict, and the judge kept talking, but Troy’s mind was numb, his ears deaf to the rest of his sentencing, with only words like early parole and eligible for release, but they meant nothing to him.
Thirty years. He blinked fast and felt tears in his eyes. He did not even care that somebody might see that he was about to cry. He did not care about anything anymore.
He thought about returning to prison, to Dante, to the life he had hated so much inside. He had barely coped locked up for less than a year, and now he was to serve thirty.
The judge had stopped speaking. It was all over. His future had been determined.
Troy let the tears slide down his cheeks. He did not look back, did not want to see the smiling faces of those he had wronged, nor the look on his mother’s face, if she would be relieved or heartbroken.
He stood still, unable to move, as an officer walked over to him, handcuffs in hand, to take him back to prison.
* * *
Aurora had let the words hit her and before she could stop herself, she let out a cry of relief. Beside her, her mother and Zoe turned in surprise, still clasping her hands. Her mother looked shocked, as if she had not been able to process the verdict yet. Zoe was smiling widely, eyes sparkling, and she hugged Aurora to her, murmuring words that Aurora could not her, could not process.
After the judge had read out his sentencing and left the courtroom, Troy was handcuffed and led through a back door. He did not look back, but Aurora did not care. She did not need to see the look on his face, she could imagine it just fine.
The gallery was full of noise now, whispers and hisses, a few cheers, gossiping. Aurora felt her eyes stinging with tears. Tears of relief, now that justice had finally been served.
Her mother wiped her own eyes with a tissue, not speaking, perhaps lost for words or overcome with the emotion.
Relief overwhelmed her. Troy would be going to prison. He would be locked up for thirty years. Though it seemed a small price to pay for taking another life, at least he would remain behind bars, locked up like the animal that he was.
Aurora wanted to scream, to break down in tears, to shriek with relief.
Shaniqua had finally gotten justice.
* * *
Zoe smiled at the look on Aurora’s face and hugged her close again, squeezing her friend and whispering in her ear. She was not even sure of half the things she was saying, though she had to say something. Congratulations? Condolences? It didn’t matter.
Troy was guilty. He would stay in prison for the foreseeable.
Zoe felt relieved, that he would not be out to terrorize her or anybody else. Now he was paying for what he had done.
Justice had been served, she thought, and she was grateful for that. No, more than grateful, she thought, as Aurora hugged her back, lost for words. She was happy.
* * *
Marlena watched Aurora and Zoe hug, murmuring to each other, unable to distinguish the words, but she knew they were both overjoyed.
She wondered at the verdict, the sentence, if thirty years was really all Troy would face in prison for taking her daughter’s life. He would be out some day, free to go about his life, and that was more than her daughter could.
It seemed small change for such a massive crime, but at least he was guilty, she thought. He would pay for his crimes, and for that at least she was grateful. She caught Patterson’s eye and smiled at her, and she smiled back, clearly relieved at the verdict too.
Marlena looked up at the ceiling, but she saw past that, gazing up to Shaniqua, feeling herself relax at last now that justice had been done for her daughter.
* * *
Clint read the text from Aurora and felt relief course through him.
Guilty. Troy would pay for what he had done, and Clint was happy for Marlena and Aurora, but also relieved that Troy would not get out to seek revenge. He was exactly where he belonged, and Clint was pleased at that.
He cradled his daughter to him. Angel was sleeping in his arms, her chest rising and falling softly, her dark skin contrasting with the white and pink one-piece she wore. Her tiny hands were clenched into fists, and Clint imagined that young as she was, even in her sleep, she was celebrating too.
Clint wondered about what Aurora would be thinking, if this would change anything between them.
Though he was pleased that Troy had been found guilty, he knew that things with Aurora could not go back to how they had been before. He knew that he was to blame, for not stepping in to stop Troy, for not saving Shaniqua.
Troy would serve thirty years for killing Shaniqua and the others, but Clint knew that his former best mate had got off easy. For all the lives he had destroyed, he deserved far more.
* * *
Keskia saw the smiles, the relief and celebration on people’s faces and she wanted to cry, though she could not blame anyone for feeling happy. She had looked at her son, seen the look of shock on his face, and she wanted to run to Troy and hug her youngest boy close to her, tell him that she loved him and that everything would be ok in the end.
She fought her tears, holding them back. In front of the Curtis family and all the witnesses, she did not want to cry. She could not mourn for her son, not when they had really lost somebody. Troy deserved the sentence, Keskia knew that much, but it still hurt her to see her son, her baby, in such a way.
Hoping not to draw attention to herself, she bit on her lower lip, blinking hard, willing herself not to cry as she bowed her head and slipped out of the court house.
* * *
Tyrese was waiting outside, and he did not need to ask what had happened, he could see the answer written all over his mother’s face. He put an arm around her and for once she did not shake him off now. He felt her shoulders shaking and knew she was trying not to cry as he led her down the street. He felt bad for her, and bad for his brother. He felt bad for himself too. He wondered if he was responsible for how his youngest brother had turned out.
Guilt rose through him, settling like a stone in the pit of his stomach, but he could not think about it right now. He gave a last glance back at the court house, hoping it would be for the last time.
It was just the two of them now, he thought, as his mother let out a strangled sob.
* * *
Aurora felt a spring in her step as she walked across the estate with her mother and Zoe. The bus ride had been joyous, a weight lifted from each of them, and it was only now that Aurora fully understood how much the injustice had been weighing on her.
“I think this calls for a bottle of wine,” Marlena said, rubbing her hands together with excitement. She caught the look Aurora gave her and rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry love, just the one bottle. It’s for a celebration after all.”
“Exactly,” Zoe chimed in. “You can’t have a toast without a glass of wine.”
“What are we toasting to?” Aurora asked, amused.
“Justice,” Marlena and Zoe said simultaneously, and they all laughed.
The laughter broke off quickly as Brandy walked towards them across the courtyard. She hesitated upon seeing them and her face paled at their expressions. Aurora wondered if she had been waiting for news about Troy’s fate, if she would be relieved or saddened.
She came to a halt a few feet from them.
“We’re just back from court,” Zoe told her.
“Good for you,” Brandy shrugged, as if she did not care, but her eyes gave her away.
“He pled guilty,” Zoe said. “Thirty years.”
Brandy tried to hide her shock but didn’t quite manage it. She shrugged again, went to turn and walk away, but hesitated, glancing back to Aurora and Marlena.
“Keep walking,” Zoe warned her.
Brandy gave a snort in her direction and turned on her heel, disappearing up a stairwell a few feet away. She did not look back.
“I can’t believe I was ever friends with her,” Zoe shook her head.
“Let’s just leave it, yeah?” Aurora said quietly. Marlena and Zoe looked at her, surprised. Aurora sighed. “Look, we all know she’s a right cow, but arguing with her and letting her get us riled up isn’t going to change anything. Troy got sent down. We got justice for Shaniqua and Sasha. It’s time we all moved on from all this anger now, don’t you think?”
Marlena smiled proudly, whilst Zoe nodded in agreement.
“Well said, love,” Marlena said. “But if you’re forgiving her and moving on, then don’t you think there’s someone a hell of a lot more worthy of forgiveness than that little bitch?”
Aurora looked from her mother to Zoe and let out a long breath. She knew her mother was right.
“You should go to him,” Zoe agreed. “Today of all days, you should see him at least.”
“You’re right,” Aurora said.
She looked down at her phone, checking the time. She could get the next bus and be with him in under half an hour.
“You go to him. We’ll be fine, it just means more wine for me and this one,” Marlena said, gesturing to Zoe, who nodded her encouragement.
Aurora smiled, hugged them both and turned back around. She thought about Clint, about everything they had been through, and she knew that she had to see him, that he was perhaps the only person she wanted to see right now.
* * *
Brandy flung herself through the front door and almost knocked Aunt Bo down as she stormed down the landing to her bedroom.
“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Deanna cried out from the kitchen. “You almost gave me a bloody heart attack, tearing that door off its hinges like that.”
“Hush you,” Aunt Bo chastised her. She put an arm out to stop Brandy, and Brandy flinched, not wanting them to see her tears.
It was the shock, she told herself. She wasn’t crying for Troy, but for herself. Perhaps for them both, and what might have been. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, but it was no good.
“What’s wrong?” Aunt Bo asked, putting an arm around her.
Brandy started to cry, letting out a sob into her aunt’s armpit as she held her. She could not explain it, could not tell them, but they seemed to figure it out between them.
“You’re better off without him,” Deanna said from the landing behind them.
“Don’t you start,” Aunt Bo warned her.
“It’s true, isn’t it?” Deanna snapped.
“Well, yes, but -”
“God knows I never say it,” Deanna sighed. “But you deserve a lot more from this life than you’ve been given, Brandy. And with him gone, you might finally start to realise that.”
Brandy’s tears slowed, and she lifted her head to look at her mum.
“How much have you had to drink?” she asked.
“Not nearly enough for this time of day,” Deanna said, though she cracked a smile. Brandy started to laugh. She couldn’t help it. She cried and laughed, and the shocked look on Aunt Bo’s face made her laugh harder.
“You sure you haven’t had a sneaky tipple or two?” Deanna said, joining in the laughter.
Aunt Bo shook her head, though she smiled, perhaps at the calm, however crazy it might be, that had suddenly descended over the flat.
Brandy laughed until she couldn’t laugh any longer and the tears dried on her cheeks. Perhaps her mother was right for once, she thought. With Troy out of the picture, she could finally move on with her life.
* * *
Clint had just said goodbye to his mum and Angel a few minutes ago when the curtain was pulled open. He looked up, expecting a nurse come to check up on him, but he smiled uncertainly when he saw Aurora standing there.
“You okay?” Clint asked.
“Of course,” Aurora said, offering a smile. She closed the curtains and came to his bedside, taking his hand in hers.
“Aurora, I was just thinking about everything, because of today, and -”
He wanted to tell her how much he loved her, that he would do anything to win her back, but there were so many emotions, so many words that he wanted to use, that they caught in his throat.
Aurora put a finger to his lips, and her touch made him shiver with pleasure.
“Let’s not talk about that, not today, please Clint,” she said. She was not angry or upset, and Clint nodded in agreement with her. She smiled gratefully at him. “Let’s just be grateful for everything, for each other, for our daughter.”
Clint smiled and relaxed, with Aurora’s hands clasped in his, his heart fluttering with hope that perhaps there was a chance for them after all.
* * *
Shontelle watched her younger sister head off on her date and felt pleased that Scarlett felt confident in herself. Though she disapproved of Kojo, and knew he spelt trouble, she was relieved that her sister was starting to live a little.
It had been a long road; her little sister had been badly scarred by their mum’s death, but she seemed to be recovering, and Shontelle was relieved. She knew their dad had worried about his youngest daughter, that she was struggling to be more sociable and interact with people her own age, but Shontelle could now assure him that Scarlett was fine. She was just quiet, a bit shy, but nothing more. Shontelle was the opposite, she knew, the life of the party, flirty and loud, but she still felt close to her sister, and she knew nothing could come between them.
The flat was empty now, with Scarlett out on her date and their dad working nights driving his cab. Shontelle felt pleased to have the place to herself. It was rare, and she intended to make the most of it. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of wine, adding a dash of lemonade to spritzer-it up, keeping an eye on her phone for messages from Amal. He was drinking with Tamar, toasting to the past and a farewell to Troy. Good riddance as far as she was concerned, Shontelle thought.
In her bedroom she plugged her iPod into her speakers and turned up the volume. She took a long drink of wine and was about to turn on her laptop when the door went. She hastily turned down the music, worried she had disturbed the neighbours.
At the front door, she hesitated. The neighbours had three sons, and she knew they were religious. She was in her leopard-print onesie, so she didn’t think she would lead them astray. She opened the door and looked out at Naz.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, surprised but relieved.
“You busy?” Naz asked. He swayed a little and put a hand against the door frame to steady himself. Shontelle wondered how much he’d had to drink.
“Not really,” she admitted. He looked at her, and she sighed, holding the door open for him. He gave her a smile and came into the flat.
“Your dad still on nights?” he asked over his shoulder. She nodded and followed Naz as he bypassed the lounge and went straight to her bedroom. Reluctantly, Shontelle went in after him, her mood souring as he sat heavily on her bed and looked across the room at her, cap low over his eyes as he propped himself up on her pillows.
“So,” he said. “You and Amal eh?”
Shontelle picked up her drink and gulped. She didn’t want to have this conversation, though she had been half-expecting him to ask her. She had thought he would just message her on Facebook, and not turn up at her flat.
“What about me and Amal?” she asked, trying to stay calm.
“You two got close,” Naz said, his voice hard.
Shontelle took a deep breath.
“Look, Naz, me and you, we broke up ages ago, and we weren’t even that serious, so –”
“So you thought you’d go and fuck my cousin?” Naz snapped.
Shontelle felt her discomfort rise, aware that they were alone in the flat.
“Naz, it’s more than that,” she said, looking at the bedroom floor. “We are serious, it’s not just a hook-up, I really like him and Amal really likes me. We didn’t mean to hurt you, but –”
“I still like you,” Naz interrupted. He sat up straighter, and Shontelle felt bad for him. Her fear turned to pity. “When you finished with me, I always kind of thought we’d get back together at some point.”
Shontelle sighed and sat down on the bed.
“Naz, you’re a nice guy, but –”
“But what?” Naz protested. He leaned closer to her, and Shontelle pulled away from him. Naz noticed, and his eyes hardened, his smile evaporating. “But you’d rather fuck Amal than fuck me?” His voice was angry. “I don’t have abs, and I don’t have a load of banter, right?”
Shontelle wanted to ask him to leave, but she didn’t want to hurt him. He reached for her, and she swerved his hand again. Naz slumped, defeated, and Shontelle felt uncertain. Why had he come around? She put a hand to his shoulder and squeezed. Naz reached for her, and this time she was too slow. He grabbed her hard and half-dragged her across the bed. One hand went over her mouth, whilst the other skittered down her stomach to between her legs.
“How about we have another fuck?” he snarled. “See who you prefer?”
Panic rising, she struck out and her fist connected with his jaw. He momentarily lost his grip on her and she slid off the bed and rushed to the door. Naz was close behind her, the bed creaking, and she threw herself out into the corridor. She felt his hands reaching, his fingers at her back.
She turned into the kitchen, the doorframe biting into her fingers as she swung inside. Naz loomed in the doorway as she backed into the counter, her body shaking with fear now.
“In my family, we fucking share,” Naz said, leering at her.
Shontelle glanced around the kitchen. Her eyes fell on a knife she’d used to make sandwiches earlier. She snatched it up and held it in front of her, hands shaking less now she was armed.
Naz seemed less confident now, hesitating at the door.
“Put it down,” he said, forcing a smile. He took a tentative step forward. “We need to talk about this, Shontelle, don’t you think?”
Shontelle kept the knife on him.
“I think that if you take one fucking step closer to me, I’ll stick this through your ball-sack,” she said. Her voice was steady, and her face was stone cold. She meant it, and Naz must have realised that.
He backed out of the kitchen.
“Out the flat,” Shontelle demanded. “And don’t come back.”
Naz backed down the corridor, eyes on her and the knife. Shontelle followed him, keeping her distance, the knife in front of her. He fumbled with the door, and opened it, stepping outside.
“Please, Shontelle, I’m sorry,” he said. Tears appeared in his eyes. “I just miss you, I never meant to scare you. Please, don’t tell anyone about this. I’m really –”
“Fuck off,” Shontelle shouted, slamming the door shut in his face.
She dashed forward and bolted the door, breathing out with relief. She kept the knife tight in her fist but Naz made no attempt to force the door. Shaking, she returned to the kitchen and put the knife back on the counter. She hurried through to her bedroom, closing the door behind her, and grabbed her phone, dialling Amal.
Before he could answer, she hung up. She decided then that she couldn’t tell him about Naz. Amal would destroy his cousin, and he had only recently got out of prison and she didn’t want him to go back inside, not on her account.
She double-checked she had locked the front door, and retreated to her bedroom, sliding under the covers, shivering at the thought of what could have happened. She wondered if Naz would tell Amal, fearing that she might tell him first.
Her phone started to ring, and she sighed with relief that it was Amal. She swallowed hard and answered. She let out a strangled sob, despite her best effort to keep her emotions in check.
“What’s wrong baby?” Amal asked at once. Shontelle could not bring herself to tell him what had happened. Amal’s voice was concerned. “I’m on way over.”
Shontelle felt relieved, keeping her phone clasped in her hand, her body tense, knowing she would not feel safe until he was here with her. She wondered what he would say, or what he might do, when she told him what his cousin had just tried to do to her.
* * *
Troy had plenty of time to think in the van as he was escorted back to prison, though he wished he did not, his mind filled with dark thoughts, each more depressing than the last.
The only hope he had was that the van might crash, though he did not think he had enough fight in him to escape. Perhaps if he was killed in the crash, that would be a relief. It would surely be better than spending thirty years locked up.
When the van finally jerked to a stop and the engine was shut off, Troy swallowed hard. The handcuffs dug into his wrists as his arms shook with nerves.
“Right, we’re here,” the guard accompanying him said cheerily. “Welcome to your new home.”
Troy felt as if he might throw up.
“Well, in your case, welcome back home,” the guard laughed to himself.
The doors opened and Troy saw the prison looming over him. His feet were heavy as he was helped down from the back of the van and led inside to be processed.
He blinked hard, the smell of prison, the one he had grown to hate, washed over him once more. The guard was right. This would be his home for the foreseeable future.
Blinking hard so as not to cry, he stepped forward to be processed.




CHAPTER NINE

Troy woke up after a sleepless first night in his cell. His cellmate, a beefy guy with thick body hair, yellow teeth and a blotchy pink complexion, was still snoring loudly from the bottom bunk. Troy rolled over onto his side and stared at the white wall, feeling more tired than rested. He had spent the night wrestling with dark thoughts. Though he knew that he would spend the foreseeable in here, his brain could not quite process or accept the fact yet.
His mind had conjured up images of him and Brandy escaping the Goldsworth, starting up a life somewhere, lounging on a beach somewhere sipping a cold beer, their lives one long holiday-advertisement. Then inevitably someone would shout from another cell, or his cellmate would grunt loudly from below, and Troy would crash back to his reality.
The cell still smelt vaguely from when his cellmate had gone to the toilet in the early hours, and Troy wondered if he could survive thirty years of this. He did not expect Tyrese to visit him and give him anything to do. As far as he was concerned, Tyrese had given up on him and Troy did not want anything from him.
Troy was alone, completely and utterly, and in some ways, he thought, it made it a little easier to be locked up here. At least he did not have someone on the outside waiting for him, somebody to worry about or stress about being apart from.
Even as he thought this, his mind turned to Brandy. He forced the thoughts away, too painful to think about her, and sat up on his bunk as the door sounded.
He wanted to get out of here and away from his cellmate. Even though he had no appetite, he headed for the canteen. He kept an eye out for Dante, wondering what had become of his former cellmate. He had a lot to answer for, Troy thought. He had recorded his confession and was perhaps the very reason that Troy was back here.
Still, Troy was due to give evidence against Dante in his own trial, so payback would be sweet. He wondered if Dante knew he was due to testify yet. He was not sure what to do if he saw him, if he should play it cool or knock him out. There was little fight left in him, Troy knew, but Dante deserved a beating for what he had done.
He did not have to wait long to see his former cellmate.
Dante sat a table in the canteen surrounded by a couple of guys. He looked at ease as he ate, no care in the world for what he had done, that he had brought Troy’s life crashing down around him just as he had been about to start over.
Troy decided in that second that, whatever the repercussions, he wanted to smack him. He weaved between two tables, fists clenched at his side, walking with determination. Dante had not yet spotted him, mid-laugh.
Halfway across the canteen, a hand shot out and grabbed Troy around the wrist. Troy was surprised, tugging his arm away, but the grip was strong.
“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” Nathaniel said, his voice low.
Troy glared down at him.
“He deserves it,” Troy hissed.
“I got no doubt he does,” Nathaniel said. “But things have changed in here since you got out, Banks. If you go over there, then you’d regret it.”
Troy hesitated. Nathaniel released his grip, and Troy looked over at Dante, wondering whether he had perhaps underestimated his former cellmate once again.
* * *
Dante sent Reese off to take orders whilst he ate breakfast. He tried to maintain his cool composure, though he had not slept well, the thought of being in court playing on his mind despite his best efforts. Though he would never admit it, not even to himself, his visit with Charley had left him shaken. When he had eventually drifted to sleep, images of Bolton had penetrated his dreams, and he had woken in a sweat and not been able to relax until morning.
He could not show any fear or nerves in front of his men, though, so he pretended that he was fine. He hoped that soon his act would work its way into his subconscious and he could convince himself that he really was not worried about the trial.
Glancing around the canteen, surveying his empire, he froze.
Troy.
Dante swallowed hard. Though Troy had never been much of a threat, he was unpredictable and he could cause trouble for him if he put his mind to it. He was not surprised to see him back inside, but it was worrying all the same.
Troy was not looking at him, and Dante wondered if he had spotted him, if he would come over or if he would play it cool. Troy dropped onto the bench at a table across the room, and Dante gritted his teeth. He was chatting to Nathaniel.
Dante did not like that. Whatever they were talking about it, it could not bode well for him. He would have to do something, though he had no clue what yet.
Before he could do anything, he had to take care of court and then he would worry about Troy and whatever he was up to.
* * *
The kitchen was full of noise and activity when Charley walked in, juggling her son in one arm and her bag in the other. She felt the heat from the stove as her mother cooked breakfast and felt itchy in her smart trousers and blouse, more used to the comfort of jeans and a t-shirt.
Huw was throwing a tantrum and Torey was trying to quiet him, and Asher leant against the counter with a mug of coffee in his hands. He gave her a smile as she walked over, wrestling with Junior as he wriggled in her arms, uncomfortable with the sudden noise and heat.
“You sure you can take Junior today mum?” Charley asked.
Her mother nodded, turning from the stove.
“You no it’s no trouble, silly girl,” she chastised her.
“How are you feeling?” Asher asked her.
“Fine,” Charley replied. Asher looked unconvinced, but nodded, accepting her answer.
It was the truth, or at least for the most part. Charley had dreaded the trial, but after seeing Dante her fear of him had diminished. She had built him up as an unstoppable monster in her mind but seeing him had reminded her that he was just a man. No, she thought, just a boy. A boy who had taken a life, and he would pay for that, she was certain of that.
There was a knock on the front door and a second later it swung open, and Leigh-Ann bustled into the kitchen, looking smart in a pant-suit and hoop earrings.
“What are you doing here?” Charley asked her best mate.
“You didn’t think I’d let you go alone,” Leigh-Ann rolled her eyes. “Call it moral support.”
Charley smiled and hugged her.
“Plus, I want to see the look on that bastard’s face when he gets sent down,” Leigh-Ann added, and Charley smiled indulgently at her, grateful for her being there.
“We should get going,” Asher said, draining his coffee and putting the mug in the sink.
If he was nervous about testifying today, he did not show it.
Her mum took Junior out of her arms and he stopped wriggling, pinned between her huge arms and bosom. Charley kissed him on the forehead and followed Leigh-Ann and Asher out of the kitchen and down the landing.
Though she was not afraid, Charley felt her stomach churn as she walked out of the front door, and her hands shook as she clasped her handbag tight across her chest.
* * *
Troy sat down on the hard-plastic bench beside Nathaniel and glanced over his shoulder back at Dante. Dante quickly looked away, and Troy knew that he had been spotted. He wondered what his former cellmate thought about him, if he even knew yet that his recording had been found by the police, if he was the reason he was back behind bars.
“He runs things in here now,” Nathaniel told him, and Troy looked away. “When you got out, he pretty much took over.”
“How did he do it?” Troy asked.
He felt foolish that he had helped Dante, given him all his contacts and his start-up. He had trusted him, thought Dante was just a guy he could use, when all along it seemed that Dante had been using him.
“That PO that brought gear in for you,” Nathaniel said, lowering his voice. “I don’t know what Dante offered him, but now Wimbly brings it in for him instead.”
“That’s impossible,” Troy shook his head. “Wimbly got it from my brother, so when I got out then -” He trailed off, wondering if Tyrese had secretly started working with Dante. No, he thought. Perhaps Tyrese did not even know what was going on. One of his men, wanting to make some profit on the sly, was responsible for this. Troy thought of Sanjay and Trent, both of whom he could imagine doing such a thing, though Trent had ruled himself out now he was dead.
Part of Troy wanted to ring his brother and warn him, but he did not move.
“Who are the guys with him?” Troy asked.
“A mixed bunch,” Nathaniel said. “The one with dreads is his cellmate, Reese, he does all the leg-work for him. The rest are just clinging to his coattails, after a cut or a line or two.”
Troy swallowed hard. Nathaniel was right, things had changed in here. He did not recall having so many people crowded around him when he had run things, and Troy wondered if he had ever commanded any respect. The thought made him blush. He must have been an easy target for Dante. His former cellmate must have been laughing to himself at how easy Troy had made it all for him.
Dante stood up and left the table, and Troy realised that his trial must be starting now. He wondered if Dante even wanted to get out if he had things locked down here. In here he was a king, outside on the street he was a nobody.
Troy watched him and Dante looked over, catching his eye. Their eyes locked for a moment and then Dante was gone.
“Be careful, Banks,” Nathaniel warned him. “You know just as well as I do what he’s capable of.”
Troy nodded, knowing that he was right.
“I’m not frightened of him,” Troy growled, though it was not entirely the truth.
Nathaniel levelled him with a stern look.
“Perhaps you should be,” he said, before returning his attention to his breakfast.
* * *
Aurora awoke feeling refreshed for the first time in ages, the familiar dread that had weighed over her now gone. She checked her phone for the time and smiled to herself. Today was a good day. Troy was safely back in prison where he belonged, and it was only a short while until Clint was discharged from the hospital.
She got out of bed and heard her mother playing with Angel in the kitchen as she slipped into the bathroom. She washed quickly, wanting to have enough time to do her hair and make-up. She was not sure why she was acting as if it was her first date with Clint, though she remembered so clearly the days at school when she had tried her hardest to impress him, wanting to look perfect when they walked to school together.
Smiling at the memories, she got ready, humming along to a song in her head. She was excited at the prospect of having Clint back at home with her, having him back by her side, and she wondered what this meant for their future.
“Someone’s happy this morning,” Marlena said when Aurora walked into the kitchen. Aurora could not help but smile wider. “No prize for guessing what’s got you so cheerful.”
Aurora filled the kettle, blowing a kiss to Angel, and continued to smile.
* * *
Sanjay heard the commotion the second he came through the front door. He had gone for a walk to clear his head, leaving Naz sprawled out on the sofa, and now it sounded like a war in the front room.
He barged through the door and saw Amal and Naz rolling around on the floor. Naz was holding his arms up over his face whilst Amal punched him. He dived forward and grabbed the back of Amal’s shirt, dragging him off Naz. Amal kicked out at him, and Naz skittered away and pulled himself to his feet using the couch, backing away from his cousins.
“Psycho,” Naz spluttered, catching his breath.
“I’ll show you psycho,” Amal shouted, struggling under Sanjay’s grip, but he held firm.
“Someone tell me what’s going on,” Sanjay demanded.
He shook Amal, and his brother seemed to come to his senses.
He still clasped the back of Amal’s shirt, just in case he went for Naz again, but Amal was breathing hard, the fight leaving him. Sanjay released his grip. Amal made no lunge, and Sanjay looked between them, waiting for answers.
Naz took another step back, eye on Amal, as if expecting him to attack again.
Amal took a deep breath.
“You not going to tell him?” Amal asked, shooting Naz a dirty look. “Too ashamed, are you?”
Naz said nothing, though Sanjay saw his eyes drop to the floor.
“He tried it on with my girlfriend,” Amal said. “Went round and tried to force himself on Shontelle. No man should do that, but you’re my family, and you tried it on with my girl? How can we trust him?”
Sanjay looked at his brother, saw how much the betrayal angered him. He looked at Naz, who glanced down at his feet, but quickly looked back at Amal, still alert.
“Is this true?” Sanjay asked. Naz did not need to answer, the truth was written all over him as he remained sullenly silent. Sanjay shook his head. “Why’d you do it Naz?”
“Okay, I shouldn’t have done it, but he started this,” Naz protested. “He went after my ex, knowing there was unfinished business between us, he’s the one who -”
“Unfinished business?” Amal sniggered. “Who are you trying to kid? She was well over you. Everyone knew it, including you.”
“If it was the other way around you wouldn’t be saying that,” Naz snapped, looking anxious now, as if backed into a corner. He looked at Sanjay. “Come on, you know that as well as I do. It’s one rule for you two, another for me. Always has been.”
“That’s not true,” Sanjay said, trying to be reasonable, though deep down he knew that Naz was right. He and Amal had a bond. They were brothers. Naz had always been the third-wheel, even if Sanjay had tried hard to include him. “You shouldn’t have gone behind his back, especially over a girl, for fuck’s sake. And trying to force her? Come on, Naz, that’s gross.”
Naz laughed, clapping his hands together.
“Just what I thought, you take his side like always,” he said.
“Naz -” Sanjay started, but Naz shook his head.
“Nah, I don’t have to listen to this,” he said. He headed for the door. Sanjay intercepted him, blocking his path. Naz looked weary now. “Let me out.”
“You do something like that again,” Sanjay said, his voice low, threatening. “Or betray this family, and there’s going to be consequences. You might be family, Naz, but that doesn’t mean anything if you break the rules.”
Naz held his eyes, then looked down at his feet, shoulders slumping, defeated, as Sanjay knew he would be. His cousin was predictable. He had no backbone, and he would do nothing more to risk being ejected from the family. He had nobody else, no friends, no crew. He needed them, far more than they needed him.
“Is that clear?” Sanjay pressed him.
“Yeah,” Naz said, sulking now.
Sanjay stepped aside and Naz swiftly left the room, the front door closing behind him a moment later. Sanjay turned to Amal, who was staring at the doorway with disgust, the anger still on his face.
“Calm down now,” Sanjay said, “It’s sorted.”
“Yeah,” Amal sighed. “For now.”
* * *
Dante stood in the dock and looked around the courtroom, surveying his audience. The turnout was small, and he felt a little disappointed. In his imagination, he had pictured the gallery full of supporters or haters, vying for space with reporters detailing his crimes and granting him a place in the hall of fame of notorious London gangsters.
There were only a few people in the public seats. He recognised Bolton’s mum, looking frail and sick, and when he looked at her, she avoided his eyes. He could almost taste the disgust and hatred coming from her even from across the room. A short distance away, Charley sat with Leigh-Ann. Both girls defiantly held his gaze when he glared at them, and he felt disappointed that neither of them seemed cowed by him.
The jury had already been sworn in and Dante felt their eyes on him, but that was not the audience that he cared about. He wanted to make Charley suffer, make her pay for her attitude yesterday, for making him question what he had done, for giving him such a sleepless night.
Dante did not pay attention as the prosecution called their first witness, admitting the coroner to the stand.
He kept his eyes on Charley, waiting, hoping, to see her distress.
* * *
Naz hesitated as he reached the door. His anger and his frustration had spurred him on up until this moment and now he questioned whether he was making a big mistake. The thought of Amal and Sanjay, always having each other’s backs and never his, made him grit his teeth with indignation.
He had knocked back a few drinks to give him some courage, but he wondered if he should have had another, just to give him that extra push.
Taking a deep breath, glancing around to make sure nobody saw him, he knocked. There was no going back now, he thought, not that he wanted to.
It was long moment before the door opened.
Tyrese Banks stood there, in a vest and jeans, a beer in his hand.
“What do you want?” he demanded.
“I’m Naz Sidd-”
“I don’t give a fuck who you are,” Tyrese cut him off. “What do you want?”
Naz swallowed hard. Maybe this was a mistake, he thought. He cleared his throat. No, he reminded himself. He was not going to be pushed around by Sanjay and Amal anymore. This was the beginning of the end for them, and the start of his own rise, he decided.
“I’ve got something to tell you,” Naz said. Tyrese looked nonplussed. “I think you’ll want to hear it.”
* * *
Aurora sat on the grass of the playing fields, Clint beside her. He looked well despite just being discharged from hospital, and after a brief visit to Clint’s parents’ flat to collect some of his belongings and bring them over to Aurora’s where he was staying, they had decided to make the most of the sunshine. Angel lay on a blanket in front of them, smiling excitedly at them. She put her fist in her mouth and gurgled, drooling with pleasure.
She looked at Clint and pulled a face.
“She always pulls that face,” Aurora laughed, nudging Clint in the arm. “A bit like you when you’re hungry.”
Clint eyed her sideways, still laughing.
“Oh really?” Clint asked, eyes widening. “I thought she looks like you, when you’re tired but you don’t want to admit it. Watch, in five minutes she’ll be fast asleep.”
“Too much excitement maybe now her daddy is back home,” Aurora smiled. They shared a look, and Aurora felt relaxed for the first time in ages. She sighed. “This has been really nice.”
“Yeah, the sunshine, the fresh air. I hated being stuck in that hospital,” Clint agreed. “And it’s good for her.”
Aurora smiled as Clint looked down at their daughter with adoration.
“True,” she said, “But I meant between us.”
Clint looked at her, eyes hopeful.
“Oh right,” he said, stammering. “Yeah it really has.”
She could see he was excited by her words, hopeful, and nervous too. It reminded her of the days he had turned up at her flat, hoping to walk her to school.
She took a deep breath, and her smile faltered.
“I’m sorry about how I’ve been acting lately,” she said quietly. “It’s just -”
“You don’t have to explain,” Clint said quickly.
“Yeah, I really do,” Aurora said, remembering what her mum had said yesterday. “Clint, I love you and when I heard you testifying, I just felt so angry towards you. I couldn’t help myself, but I think now I can move on from that. Troy’s locked up, Shaniqua got the justice she deserved, and you did everything you could to make sure that happened. I shouldn’t have shut you out, I should have told you how I was feeling so we could’ve talked it through, or at least given you a chance. I’m sorry, Clint. After Troy got sentenced, I felt like everything cleared in my mind for the first time in so long. I felt free. And the anger disappeared, and I remembered how much I love you, Clint Jackson.”
“Are you sure?” Clint asked, his voice thick with hope and longing. His eyes were wide, and Aurora’s heart swelled as she looked at him. “I mean, I love you too, but if you need more time then -”
Aurora leant forward, clasping his face in her hands, and kissed him on the lips. It was a tender kiss, and Clint responded. The kiss deepened, and Aurora felt the longing in him. In herself. As he kissed her back, she felt the warmth from him. When they pulled away, Clint smiled at her, his eyes full of love, and she smiled back.
“I want us to be together,” Aurora said, her hands still cupping his face. He beamed. “Troy killed my sister, he killed my friend. He took so much, and I won’t let him ruin us too.”
Clint took her hands in his and squeezed them gently, reassuringly.
“I promise I’ll never let you down again,” he said. His voice was soft but firm, and she knew that he meant it.
They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, before Clint looked down at Angel. His smile widened. She looked and saw Angel fast asleep on her blanket.
“I told you she’d fall asleep,” he laughed, nudging her playfully.
Aurora laughed with him, her hand in his, as they looked down at their daughter, sleeping peacefully. He squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back.
* * *
“You’re Sanjay’s cousin?” Tyrese asked.
He studied the guy standing at his front door, looking around nervously as if afraid to be seen here. He did not have the looks or, apparently, the confidence that his cousins had. Tyrese wanted to slam the door in his face, but he was curious.
“Couldn’t Sanjay have told me whatever this is? He has my number, you know. He didn’t have to send you.”
“He doesn’t know I’m here,” Naz said, looking down. Perhaps he was having second thoughts about coming here, Tyrese thought.
“Interesting,” Tyrese said, considering him. He stepped aside, opening the door further. “You have five minutes.”
Naz hesitated on the threshold but stepped inside after a last glance over his shoulder, and looked around the kitchen, as if surprised to realise the infamous Banks brothers needed to eat too.
Tyrese sat down at the kitchen table and gestured for Naz to do the same. He did, the chair legs scraping on the floor loudly.
“Ssh,” Tyrese hissed. “My mum’s in the other room, mate.”
“Sorry.”
If he was surprised to realise he still lived with his mum, Naz didn’t show it. Or didn’t dare show it, Tyrese thought was the more likely.
“Come on, your time’s ticking,” Tyrese prompted him, as Naz fidgeted, wringing his hands under the table.
“Sanjay would kill me if he found out I was here,” he said quietly.
“You don’t want me to invite him over then?” Tyrese murmured, and Naz’s eyes widened. Tyrese sighed, already regretting letting him in. “Jeez, it was a joke. Look, come on. I’ve got things to do, my brother just died if you hadn’t heard. The funeral’s tomorrow, so spit it out, for fuck’s sake.”
“Right, right. I’m sorry,” Naz said, nodding, fidgeting again. He took a deep breath. “It’s just that, Sanjay is playing you.”
“Come again?”
“He’s playing you,” Naz repeated. “You and the Healy brothers.”
Tyrese frowned. Trent had never trusted him. Perhaps his brother had not been such a fool after all.
“Now why would he do that?” he asked.
“He wants the Goldsworth for himself. Always has done.”
“Then why was he working for me?” Tyrese asked, though he had an idea.
“He wasn’t, not really,” Naz said, confirming his thoughts. “He’s been feeding stuff to Jayden Healy all along.”
“Why?”
“He wants to play you off against each other,” Naz said, his voice shaking, but he leant forward, more confident now that he had Tyrese’s full attention. “And it’s worked, hasn’t it?”
“Not as far as I can see,” Tyrese said, shaking his head, wondering how long the deception had been going on for. “Me and Jayden, we were in -”
“Negotiations? Yeah, he knows.”
“So what?”
“That’s why he went to Corey instead,” Naz explained. “Told him about the truce, told him to take care of things himself.”
“You think Sanjay killed my brother?” Tyrese asked.
“No, but he put Corey up to it, didn’t he?”
“Corey’s got a mind of his own, he didn’t need any encouragement,” Tyrese said, remembering Corey’s anger at Jessie’s funeral. “Sanjay didn’t pull the trigger.”
“You’re sticking up for him?” Naz asked, incredulous.
Tyrese wanted to slap him.
“He’s did what he had to,” Tyrese shrugged. “Maybe I respect him a little more for that, even if he is a snake.”
“What are you going to do about it?” Naz asked, more desperate now.
“Do about it?” Tyrese repeated, then smiled as realisation dawned. “What do you want me to do about it?”
“I don’t know,” Naz said.
“You want me to teach him a lesson?” Tyrese sniggered. “Why are you here, Naz? You fallen out with your cousin, and you thought you’d be a little bitch and betray Sanjay?”
“Didn’t you betray your own brother?” Naz asked.
He seemed to realise a second too late that he had overstepped the mark, as Tyrese reached across the table and grabbed him around the throat. The chair legs screeched on the floor as the chair crashed backwards, and Tyrese around the table in a second, Naz locked in his grip, squirming and sweating, pleading. Tyrese ignored him.
“Listen, I’m out of the business now,” Tyrese hissed, pinning Naz against the counter, giving him a shake that made him wince. “You tell Sanjay that if he wants the Goldsworth, he can fucking have it. I don’t care, just keep me the fuck out of your little argument with him.”
He dragged Naz to the door and opened it, throwing him out. Naz hit the balcony wall and let out a groan, clasping at his throat, catching his breath. Tyrese looked at him with disgust.
“But, what about -” Naz started, but Tyrese slammed the door in his face.
Alone in the kitchen, he realised he was breathing hard, with the exertion and with anger. He regained his composure. He realised that what he had said was true.
He no longer wanted any part in the lifestyle he had once so admired and been absorbed in. It had brought nothing but bad luck and death. If Sanjay wanted the estate, he really could have it. He could deal with the Healy brothers, the stress, the police.
His breathing began to steady, and Tyrese felt free for the first time in years.
* * *
The judge adjourned the trial for the day after Asher had given his evidence, and Dante tried to catch Charley’s eye before he was led out of the courtroom. She met his gaze and held it. The cheeky bitch had the nerve to curl her lips in disgust and hold her head high, as if she was some queen and he was nothing. As if she was better than him. It rankled with him, but he could do nothing about it.
His arm was yanked by the guard and he was led out of the room. Charley watched him, a smile on her lips. He did not like that smile, because they both knew that the reason for it was that she was relieved by the first day of the trial. It had gone well for her, he thought, and not so well for him.
The coroner and the police, one of whom was Charley’s brother, had given their evidence. Asher and the other officers had testified that they had seen Dante stab Bolton. It was hard to argue against the testimony of police officers, and Dante felt frustrated.
He had a good life locked up but that did not mean that he did not want to be free, and it was frustrating that it seemed increasingly unlikely that he would see the outside of prison again.
Charley knew it, and that was why she looked to be in such a good mood, Dante knew. His own mood soured as he was put back in the van to return to prison. The only thing that lifted his mood a little was the thought that though she might be smiling now, there was still time for that smile to be wiped off the smug bitch’s face once and for all.
* * *
Troy twisted the phone cord in his hand, trying not to rip the phone out of the wall in frustration, as the line continued to ring with no answer. The queue behind him was growing and this was his third attempt.
He had hoped that Brandy would answer. He wanted to speak with her, hear her voice, tell her he was sorry for what had happened between them.
“Come on Banks,” someone behind him groaned. “I don’t have all day mate.”
Troy gritted his teeth. He turned to face the guy who had spoken but froze in shock. Goldie’s eyes widened in surprise and delight at the expression on his face. Troy knew Goldie, knew that he had raped Brandy, that he had killed his brother.
Goldie still had the nerve to smile at him.
In his ear, Troy heard the line disconnected.
He slammed the phone back into its cradle and stepped back.
“We should have a chat later, Troy,” Goldie called after him, as he went forward to replace him at the phone. Troy scowled at the rest of the queue as he traipsed back down the corridor, feeling Goldie’s malicious eyes following his retreating back.
In his cell, he was relieved that he was alone, his cellmate stinking out somewhere else he was sure. He climbed up on to his bunk and slid the razor blade out from beneath his pillow. He had acquired the prohibited item from another inmate, who had been only too happy to supply him with it for a small fee.
He wondered what Brandy was doing, if she had moved on or if she was thinking of him as much as he thought of her. Even if she had answered, what could he have said? Even if she forgave him, still loved him, would she wait thirty years for him to be released?
He doubted it. If it was the other way around, would he wait for her?
With these thoughts clouding his mind, he pressed the point of the razor into the flesh of his upper arm until it sank beneath the sink and a droplet of blood oozed out, followed by another. He breathed hard, feeling the pain, a momentary escape from his thoughts.
He clenched his jaw against the pain and pressed harder.
* * *
Sanjay looked at Naz as he walked through the door, looking shamefaced. He wondered if his cousin felt bad for earlier, if he regretted what he had done and had come back with his tail between his legs. Amal glared at his cousin and gave him the cold shoulder.
“What did you want to see me about?” Naz asked, apprehensive.
Amal looked at him too, and Sanjay knew they must be wondering what was going on. His mood had been down since Tyrese had told him he was giving up and letting Jayden take over without complaint, but now he knew exactly what he needed to do.
“I’ve got a plan,” Sanjay told them.
“About time,” Naz muttered.
Amal shot him a dark look, then turned to Sanjay.
“What is it?”
“We have to kill Jayden Healy,” Sanjay said.
The room was silent. Even the fridge in the kitchen seemed to hush to let his words sink over them.
“For real?” Amal managed, finally breaking the silence after a long minute.
“Tyrese is giving up on the estate, and that means Jayden will take over,” Sanjay said. “If we take him out, we can sweep in. Jayden’s the brains, and nobody’s going to listen to Corey.”
“Corey’s crazy,” Amal pointed out. “He’ll come after us, and he’ll see us dead, just like he did with Trent. Imagine what he’ll do to us if we kill his brother.”
“Well, about that,” Sanjay said, allowing himself a smile. “I’ve had a stroke of pure genius.”
“What’s that then?” Amal asked.
“We frame Tyrese,” Sanjay said. “That way, whatever happens, we’re the only ones who can take over the estate after it all goes down. Jayden will be dead, Tyrese will be in prison for it or dead once Corey loses the plot, and then Corey will get sent down. Whatever happens, once Jayden is gone, we make our move. By the end of the week at the latest, we’ll be the top dogs around here.”
“End of the week?” Amal asked. Naz looked just as shocked as Amal sounded.
“We take Jayden out tomorrow,” Sanjay said.
He had given it a lot of thought, and it worked well. It was Trent’s funeral tomorrow and Tyrese would be drinking. Everyone would think he’d lost the plot and gone after Jayden in revenge for Trent’s death.
“Tomorrow though?” Amal gasped, unable to stop himself. “You sure?”
Sanjay looked up at him this time, eyes narrowing.
“Why not?” he asked, bewildered. “You all right Amal?”
“He’s scared,” Naz sneered. “Look at him, he’s bricking it.”
“No, I’m not,” Amal snapped. He shot a venomous look at his cousin. “Anyway, you sure we should be trusting him with all this? He’s proved he can’t be trusted.”
Naz’s sneer vanished. He blushed hard and shifted uncomfortably.
“At least I’m not about to shit myself with nerves,” Naz hissed.
“That’s good, Naz,” Sanjay said, holding up a hand to stop their bickering. Amal glared at his cousin. Sanjay turned to Naz. “Because you’re the one who’s going to kill Jayden.”
Amal stared at his brother. Sanjay watched as Naz’s jaw drop open in shock.
Naz stared at Sanjay in disbelief, as if expecting him to laugh and say he was just joking.
“Me? Me kill Jayden Healy?” Naz stammered, looking directly at Sanjay, ignoring Amal stood a few feet away. “You can’t be serious, Sanjay.”
“Him?” Amal echoed his shock. “After everything he’s done lately?”
“That’s exactly why he’s doing it,” Sanjay said, smiling at them both, answering Amal’s question. He turned his attention to Naz. “You’ve said that you’re on our side, that you won’t play any more games and stab us in the back again, Naz. Now it’s time to prove it.”
“I didn’t mean like this -” Naz groaned.
“Well, I do,” Sanjay said, his smile belying the firmness of his voice.
“Just because I tried it on with Shontelle?” Naz asked, shaking his head.
“Let’s not forget your little visit to Tyrese today,” Sanjay said. Amal’s head snapped round to glare at Naz. Naz paled, his hands shaking. He opened his mouth to speak, but his lips flapped silently and then he looked down at the floor. Sanjay sensed his discomfort, his fear. He took a step closer to Naz. “This is how you prove yourself to us. If you do this, we’ll have no reason to doubt you again. You’ll have earnt your place.”
Naz looked like he might pass out.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be with you,” Sanjay said. “I’ll set it all up, make sure Jayden is somewhere quiet, where we won’t be seen or disturbed. All you have to do is pull the trigger.”
Naz nodded.
“Are you sure about this?” Amal asked.
“If Naz kills Jayden, he’ll never betray us again,” Sanjay said to his brother, as if Naz was not sat across the table from him. “This is the perfect plan.”
“If you’re sure,” Amal said, though he sounded far from certain.
Sanjay glanced down at his phone, already planning how he would frame Tyrese.
“You better not fuck this up,” Amal said, turning on Naz, his voice low and threatening. He stopped, sneering now. “Now who’s the one bricking it?” he smirked, enjoying Naz’s discomfort. Sanjay allowed his brother an indulgent smile.
Naz looked away, looking like he wanted to be sick at the thought of tomorrow.




CHAPTER TEN

Keskia Banks tried not to think about what lay ahead this morning, when she would bury a second of her children in a matter of weeks. Her grief was thick, but it was different from the loss she had suffered when Jessie had died.
It had been such a shock, and the manner of Jessie’s death so horrific, that she had barely coped, hardly been able to accept that her youngest child, her only daughter, so innocent of everything, was dead. With Trent it was different.
As her sons had drifted into a life of crime and violence, a part of her had always known that the price of their success would have to be paid one day. Though she mourned for her son, she knew that he was not an innocent party in all of this mess, and that he had caused the grieving of other parents in his time.
She heard running water and knew that Tyrese was getting ready too. She was relieved that he had kept himself out of trouble since Trent’s death and she believed him when he said that he was no longer interested in the life had had lead before. She just hoped that he could stick to it and prove himself to her.
In the kitchen, she turned on the radio and was surprised to hear her son’s name. She listened to the brief news report, though she had already learnt the details of the story earlier, when the police had called to update her on the investigation into Trent’s shooting. A man had been arrested.
Keskia was relieved that he was off the streets, but she knew that did not mean that the man who was being charged was behind the killing. Tyrese had said as much. He was just the errand boy, in Tyrese’s words, and so Keskia did not believe that this man spending his life in prison would count as justice for her son, though it was a start.
The water shut off and she heard Tyrese leave the bathroom. She checked her watch. There was still plenty of time before the service started, but she was already dressed and ready to go.
As she fumbled in her purse to re-apply her make-up, she hoped that this would be the last funeral that she would have to attend.
* * *
Dante let the hot water of the shower burn his skin but made no effort to turn the heat down. He found it cleared his mind, and he needed to do that right now with the trial and Charley preoccupying his mind.
Charley’s words from when she had visited him still filled his thoughts, but things were making more sense now. He knew exactly who had mothered his baby. The thought made him cringe and being drunk was his only defence for sleeping with such a cow, but all the details fitted.
Zoe Taylor.
They had hooked-up at a party, and even though he wasn’t interested in her, had been almost disgusted by her, she had been so smitten with him and desperate for his attention that he had pity-fucked her and forgotten all about it the second he had pulled up his boxers and left her alone in the spare bedroom to re-join the party. He had heard she’d had a baby, but he had given it no thought. A girl like that, who spread her legs for anyone at a party, was bound to get knocked up.
The more he thought about it, strained his memory for clarification, the more he found himself convinced that she was the one Charley had referred to. He had no clue how Charley had found out, or if she’d pulled the whole thing out of her arse, but Dante intended to find out.
Shutting off the water, he began to dry himself, already deciding what he would do. He would send Zoe a visiting order and once he was face-to-face with her, he would find out what the hell was going on.
Until then, he had to focus on his trial.
* * *
Tyrese leant against the bar and ordered a pint of beer. It was only his second, and they had been at the wake just over half an hour, and already the bar was emptying. People had made excuses to leave early, or not come at all, so now it was just him and his mum left to mourn for Trent.
The funeral had been short. Trent had never been one for religion. When he had been laid to rest, Keskia had said a few short words to the dwindling crowd of mourners, and they had all traipsed across the road to the pub.
Tyrese looked around and shook his head. His mum sat in a corner booth, shoulders sagging, cradling her drink, having hardly taken a sip. He knew she was probably disappointed with the turn-out, but what had she expected? He had few friends, and most of them were probably worried about showing their faces, not wanting to show their loyalty to someone who was dead now, someone who had been shot in the head, and whose killer might come after them too.
It made him sad, that his brother’s life had come down to this, just his brother and his mum grieving for him, but Tyrese tried not to dwell on it.
He gulped at his beer, downing almost half the pint in a few swigs. He caught the barman’s eye and gestured for another as he lifted the glass to his lips again. His mother saw and came over, putting her untouched drink down on the bar.
“I’m heading home now,” she said, eyeing the fresh beer that the barman put in front of Tyrese. “Perhaps you should consider -”
“Don’t start, mum,” Tyrese sighed, finishing the pint. “I’ll see you later.”
She nodded, lips thinning as if she were about to cry again, and then she clutched her handbag to her chest and left the pub, giving one last sad look at him as she went. He watched the door swing shut behind her and picked up the fresh pint.
* * *
“You aren’t going out again,” Aunt Bo insisted, but Brandy pushed past her and opened the front door. “Brandine Mason, don’t you dare step out of that door.”
Brandy stuck her middle finger up at her and slammed the door shut behind her, lighting a cigarette as she savoured the freedom of being outside the flat. Aunt Bo had become even more overbearing than usual since the moment of calm had come over the flat. Aunt Bo had thought something had changed, but nothing had, and it never would, Brandy knew.
She inhaled deeply on her cigarette and set off for Adrianna’s. She had not seen her friend for a while, and she wanted to check on her. Well, if she was honest, Brandy just wanted someone to drink with, and Adrianna was usually game for that.
As she walked to her friend’s flat, she wondered briefly what had been up with her mate lately. She had not been herself. Brandy shook her head, realising what the problem was. Trent had broken up with Adrianna, and then he had died. She was feeling down. Brandy sighed. She hoped her friend would be in the mood for a drink.
Knocking on the door, Brandy tapped her fingers on the frame as she waited. Impatient, she knocked again. The door was answered by Adrianna’s brother.
“Is Adrianna in?” she asked. He looked her up and down for a split-second, then gestured over his shoulder and shuffled off into the kitchen. Brandy rolled her eyes and went down the landing, letting herself into her friend’s room.
Adrianna looked a state. Her eyes were red and puffy, and an empty vodka bottle lay discarded beside the bed.
“You been partying without me?” Brandy asked, narrowing her eyes.
“No, just had a few drinks in alone,” Adrianna replied, not even out of bed yet. She rubbed her eyes. Her hair was in a state Brandy had never seen or imagined before. “It’s Trent’s funeral today.”
Brandy gave an inward moan. She did not want to get roped into a talk about Trent Banks and how much Adrianna missed him.
“How nice,” Brandy forced a smile. “I was just wondering if you wanted to come for a drink?”
Adrianna shook her head, and her lip trembled as if she were about to cry. On the duvet, her phone began to ring. She made no attempt to answer it, so Brandy snatched it up and answered Sanjay’s call.
“Sorry, Adrianna can’t come to the phone right now, she’s being a depressing bitch,” Brandy answered. “If you can come over and put a smile on her face, the whole world would appreciate it.”
Adrianna whimpered, pulling the blanket over her head and burying her face in her pillow. Brandy rolled her eyes.
“Brandy?” Sanjay asked. “Look, I had a job for Adrianna, but you could do it if she’s not up for it.”
“What kind of job?” she asked.
Sanjay hesitated a moment and then he told her. She knew that he was not telling her much, but he offered fifty quid. She murmured her agreement and tossed the phone back onto Adrianna’s figure huddled out of sight.
“Call me when you cheer the hell up,” Brandy told her, as she backed out of the bedroom, grateful when she left the flat and the depressing atmosphere around Adrianna behind her.
* * *
Scarlett felt butterflies as she stood in front of the mirror in her sister’s room and checked out her reflection. She had never paid much attention to her appearance, so she did not have a big mirror in her own room. She was wearing a skirt that she had bought months ago but never worn, had never any occasion to wear it, and she had blow-dried her hair. She hoped Kojo liked it, but she was sure he would.
Last night she had known he meant it when he had apologised. She knew what boys could be like, especially when they were around their mates, and so all was forgiven as far as she was concerned.
She was excited to see him. She did a spin, watching the folds of the skirt swirl in the reflection, and stopped abruptly as her sister appeared in the doorway.
“You’re going to see him?” Shontelle asked, crossing her arms, leaning on the doorframe. “Scarlett, I know you like him, but that boy is no good for you.”
Scarlett sighed, and turned from the mirror, her happiness dashed in a split-second at her sister’s words. She went to pass her, but Shontelle blocked the doorway.
“I’m serious,” Shontelle said.
“Get out my way,” Scarlett said.
“Not until you start listening,” Shontelle insisted. “You can do so much better.”
“Like you?” Scarlett snorted. “Wasn’t your boyfriend involved in a stabbing a while ago?”
Shontelle looked shocked. Scarlett never spoke back to her sister, and Scarlett had almost surprised herself with her remark. It was the truth, though, and she was sick of her sister trying to play mum. Their mum was dead, and Shontelle was no way near a replica of her.
“I’m only trying to look out for you,” Shontelle said, hiding her hurt, though she stepped out of her way.
Scarlett left her sister’s room.
“I’m old enough to look out for myself,” Scarlett said over her shoulder, as she went into her own room and grabbed up her phone and purse.
“You think so?” Shontelle asked, disbelieving. “This boy is turning you against me, this isn’t who you are. We used to share everything. What’s happening to you?”
It was clear from her voice that she was upset, but Scarlett was tired of her sister’s dramatic behaviour, her flare for being over the top.
“No, we didn’t share everything,” Scarlett said, as she headed for the front door. Shontelle was a few steps behind her, agitation mounting. Hand on the lock, Scarlett turned to face her. “You just thought we were close because you always went on and on at me about your problems. Your love life, your bitchy friends, your pathetic nights out. You talked and talked, but you never asked me about any of that. So no, Shontelle, we were never close. That’s all in your head.”
“Scarlett, what are you saying?” Shontelle cried, reaching for her.
Scarlett threw the front door open, relieved to have finally voiced something she had never dared to before.
“You have some idea in your head that we’re super-close and tell each other everything,” Scarlett said, stepping out of the flat, “But it’s just in your head. We’re not close. We don’t tell each other anything. You just like talking about yourself, and I didn’t have the nerve to tell you to shut up until now.”
Shontelle’s mouth was open in shock, but Scarlett didn’t care. She set off down the hallway, heading for the stairwell.
“You get back here right now,” Shontelle called after her.
Scarlett ignored her and turned the corner, her mind quickly turning to Kojo.
* * *
“What’s the matter sweetheart?” Femi asked.
Clint sighed, stopping his pacing of the kitchen. His mum was draining rice in the sink and she put the pan down on the counter and turned to him, putting her hands in the pocket of her bright flowery apron.
“Nothing,” Clint lied. His mum knew him better than that, and she shook her head, giving him a questioning look. Clint sighed. Perhaps it would be good to voice his concerns. At least his dad was out. “It’s Aurora.”
“You were so happy after your day out,” his mum said. “You were smiling all evening. I just thought -”
“Yeah, we worked things out,” Clint said, running a hand over his head. “But I just want to prove to her that I’ll always be there for her.”
“You have a baby together,” his mum pointed out. “That’s a commitment.”
“Around here it’s not,” Clint said. “You know how many guys I went to school have kids they’ve never even seen? And how many girls have kids that don’t even know what a dad is?”
“You’re not like that,” his mum said softly. “You love that little girl.”
“I know I do mum,” Clint sighed, exasperated. “But I want to prove to Aurora that I love her, that this time things will be different. I almost lost her, and I never want to let that happen again.”
His mum looked at him for a long moment, and then she nodded.
“Come with me, I’ve got something to show you,” she said.
She pulled off her apron and hung it on the back of the kitchen door, before heading off down the hallway, beckoning for Clint to follow her. Clint did, unsure what his mother wanted to show him.
In his parents’ bedroom, Clint hovered at the doorway whilst his mum fumbled in the drawers of her bedside cabinet. He kept shooting glances back at the front door, worried that his father would return home and give him a beating for being in his room. His mum emerged from her search, and sat down on the side of her bed, clutching a tiny red felt jewellery box in her hand.
“Look here Clint,” she said, gesturing him closer.
Clint gave a last down the hall at the front door, and joined his mum, sitting down beside her. She opened the box and a thin gold ring lay in the box. The outside of the ring was engraved with flowers, and the inside had tiny, ornate writing. Clint gasped. It was beautiful. He had never seen it before. He glanced at his mother’s hands and wondered if she no longer wore it because it did not fit her fingers anymore, or if she kept it hidden for fear that her husband would take it down to the pawn shop for beer and gambling money. She smiled as she observed his reaction. “This was my mother’s. She gave it to me when I came to this country. Made by your grandfather. He was a good man. Very talented.”
“It’s beautiful,” Clint managed. It was true, but he was uncertain. His mother never really spoke about her parents or her life before her husband or England.
As if reading his thoughts, Femi put the ring back into the box and placed it into Clint’s hand, pressing it into his palm.
“I want you to have it,” she said quietly. Clint looked up, surprised, but saw that she was smiling brightly, no trace of sadness or reluctance. She nodded encouragingly, and his fingers closed around the box. “If you want to spend the rest of your life with Aurora and want to prove to her that you are serious, then you can use this ring. You should propose with it, sweetheart, if you really love her.”
Clint held the box with the ring tight in his hand. He felt choked up. His mother smiled brightly at him and squeezed his hand.
“Thanks, mum,” Clint managed, his voice thick with emotion, touched by her kind gesture.
Femi waved off his thanks, standing up with a groan and wiping at her eyes, though she tried not to show her emotion. She smiled down at him, and left the room, busying herself once more in the kitchen.
Clint slid the box into his pocket and left his parents’ bedroom. He knew now that his mother was right. If he wanted Aurora to know he was serious about his love for her and that he wanted them to spend the rest of their lives together, he would propose.
He joined his mother in the kitchen, one hand in his pocket, tightly clutching the jewellery box, hoping that Aurora would be as touched as he had been to receive the ring.
* * *
Troy left his cell, ignoring those around him, not wanting a fight, not wanting to cause any trouble. Now all Troy wanted was to keep his head down and let the ground swallow him up.
Towel over his shoulder, he headed for the showers. At least when he was under the hot water, he seemed to think less about where he was. If he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine he was back at his mum’s flat, with Jessie banging on the bathroom door wanting to do her hair in the mirror, or his brothers waiting outside, desperate for a piss but not wanting to show it.
Half-smiling, Troy went into the shower rooms. A few guys were already here, and he ignored them, finding a shower and running the water.
Out of the corner of his eye he saw Goldie enter the bathroom, flanked by two guys who looked just as mean as he did. Troy tried to ignore them. He did not want trouble with them.
“Hey neighbour,” Goldie called out to him, approaching.
Troy felt his hands shake, but he ignored him.
“Oi, I was talking to you,” Goldie hissed, grabbing Troy’s shoulder and spinning him round so they were face to face. Troy winced as pain from his cuts shot through him. “You forget your manners?”
“I don’t want any trouble,” Troy said quietly, averting his gaze from the golden teeth. “I just want a shower.”
Goldie laughed, and a few flecks of spit flew from his mouth, landing on Troy’s face. He resisted the urge to wipe them off. The two guys with Goldie laughed too, though it didn’t reach their eyes, and it stopped as quickly as it had started.
“That’s a bit rich coming from you,” Goldie said, serious again. “You used to love stirring up trouble, didn’t you? You and your filthy girlfriend.”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” Troy murmured, knowing who Goldie was referring to. He tried not to think about Brandy at all.
“She ditched you, did she?” Goldie smirked. “Probably because she had a real man. After me, I guess you’re not much to compare to, eh?”
Troy swallowed hard, not wanting to rise to the bait. He hoped Goldie would get bored and move on from this torment. He lowered his eyes to the floor.
Goldie was having none of it. His hand shot out, grabbing Troy under the chin and forcibly lifting his head so they were eye-to-eye.
“You remember what your brothers did to me?” Goldie hissed, eyes flashing angrily. Troy felt his body shaking, unsure what to do or how to pacify the situation. Goldie’s anger did not seem to be fading. “They battered me, remember? Broke my legs. That hurt. You ever been hurt like that?”
Troy shook his head, Goldie’s hand still holding his chin. Goldie grinned, his gold teeth glinting. He ran his tongue over his chapped lips, and Troy shivered.
“You’re going to find out,” Goldie said softly, leaning closer. “Your brothers are finished. You don’t have nobody to protect you now.”
Troy looked into his eyes, willing this just to be a threat.
“You know why I’m in here?” Goldie asked, smiling playfully. “I killed your brother. You should’ve seen his face after I blew it halfway across the dance floor.”
His two mates chuckled at that, but Troy was unable to react, his body too tense with fear. Goldie frowned, clearly frustrated that his words were having such little effect. Troy wondered if he had wanted to provoke a reaction.
“Damn, did prison break you this fast?” Goldie sniggered. “Normally takes a few years.”
Troy bit on his lower lip, hoping his fear would not betray him.
“How about I break you even more?” Goldie smiled. “Like I did with your precious little girlfriend.”
He nodded at his two mates and they retreated to keep an eye on the door. Troy glanced around, realising that the bathroom had cleared, and that they were the only ones who remained. He felt the spray on the back of his legs from the shower behind him, the water hot now.
Goldie slapped Troy’s face, grinning wide. Troy blinked hard, fighting the tears, suddenly realising what Goldie intended. He took half a step back, and Goldie’s fist hit him hard in the side of the head. He staggered backwards.
The floor was slippery and as Goldie landed another punch, Troy’s bare foot lost its balance on the wet tiles and he hit the floor hard, pain shooting from his knee and coursing through his body. Goldie landed a kick to his back, and Troy went to the floor.
“Please,” Troy cried out, as Goldie’s hand tore the towel from him.
“Begging?” Goldie laughed, standing over him. “Ask your girlfriend how that worked out for her.”
Troy felt tears stinging his cheeks, the cold tiles pressed against his stomach and chest, as he heard Goldie’s towel and washbag drop to the floor and his hands gripped his waist.
* * *
Tyrese lifted his fourth pint to his lips.
The barman was keeping an eye on him but knew better than to say anything. Tyrese knew that he was probably drinking too much, too quickly, but it was his brother’s funeral. What was he supposed to do? He was alone, nobody else cared about his brother, except for his mum who had barely shown her face and scarpered back home first chance she got.
This was what Trent would want, Tyrese thought. Drinks and more drinks. It was how he had lived his life, so Tyrese convinced himself that he was doing this to commemorate his brother. He had nothing better to do, he reminded himself. He had no hope of controlling the Goldsworth alone, and he had no desire to do it either. His record meant he could hardly go for an office job. Whatever way he looked at it, he was finished.
He took another long drink.
The pub doors opened, and he did a double-take as Brandy walked in. She caught the barman’s eye. He gave her an eyeful and poured her a vodka. Brandy knocked half the drink back in one, before she noticed Tyrese at the end of the bar.
He nodded in her direction. She hesitated, glancing quickly at the door. Tyrese remembered the last time he had come face to face with her, the beating Trent had given her. No wonder she was checking out her escape route.
He gestured her over, and Brandy picked up her drink and slowly made her way down the bar towards him. Her eyes were suspicious, lips thin. She was nervous.
“Don’t worry,” Tyrese said, taking another drink. “I’m not out for trouble.”
Brandy eyed the empty pint glasses on the bar in front of him.
“You want another one?” Tyrese asked, surprising himself with the question. Brandy shrugged, and Tyrese ordered another round. Brandy drained the last of her drink, and Tyrese quickly surveyed her. He had never had much to do with the girl, even if she had spent most of her time round at the flat when she was with Troy. She looked different now, hardened by her time locked-up and motherhood, he guessed.
“I heard about Trent,” Brandy said slowly, not looking at him, as the barman slid their drinks to them over the bar. Tyrese noticed she did not offer her condolences. Not that he could blame her. “Is that why you’re here by yourself, knocking them back?”
“Something like that,” Tyrese muttered, finishing his pint and reaching for the fresh one. Brandy watched him. There was a long silence.
“Well, thanks for the drink,” Brandy said, picking up the glass and taking a sip, drinking this one slower. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
Tyrese surprised himself.
“You can stick around, if you wanted,” he said. Brandy’s eyes widened in surprise. Tyrese shrugged. “I mean, looks like you could do with a few more vodkas.”
“And you want the company?” Brandy asked knowingly. She glanced at his phone, lying discarded on the bar beside his wallet and keys. “You not got any mates to call?”
“I guess not,” Tyrese said, shaking his head.
Brandy shrugged and sat down on the bar stool next to him, her hands wrapped around her drink. Tyrese nodded, pleased to have some company, even if it was her.
* * *
Kojo put an arm around Scarlett’s shoulders and was pleased when she relaxed against him. The flat was empty. Clint was out with Aurora and Angel, and his mum had gone out. Kojo had not bothered to ask where she was going, excited for having the flat to himself.
He was impressed with Scarlett’s outfit. She looked pretty, and he was relieved that things seemed as if they were back to normal between them. He was glad he had gone around and apologized last night. He wondered if she still harboured some resentment, but her body language told him that she did not.
Her phone vibrated but she ignored it, and Kojo felt her shoulders tense against him. He wondered who she was avoiding. Was it another boy? The thought sent a jolt of jealousy through him.
“Who was that?” Kojo asked, trying to sound as casual as he could. “You’ve been ignoring texts since you got here.”
Scarlett sighed.
“It’s my sister,” she said. Kojo relaxed, his jealousy fading. He felt stupid for thinking she was that kind of girl. “We had a row.”
“It’ll be fine in the end,” Kojo assured her.
“Do you think I should message her back?” she asked, twisting in his arms to look at him. He saw the worry in her eyes.
“No, give it some time,” Kojo said. He only half-believed his own advice, but he did not want to spend their time together talking about her sister. He resented her older sister. Interfering cow, he thought. “Let her cool herself down.”
“You’re right,” Scarlett smiled, relaxing against him again. She kissed him on the lips. Kojo felt himself stirring. Since he had lost his virginity, felt what it was like to be inside a girl, he had been thinking of little else. He wanted to experience it again, and he wanted it to be with Scarlett.
He kissed her back, deeper this time. Her hands went to his chest. He hoped she would not prove Kent right and turn out to be frigid. His hands shook slightly as he slid them under her top. Her body tensed but she did not stop him.
Encouraged, Kojo shifted his body, pulling her into his lap. He could sense she was nervous, but his desire was thick and overpowering and he did not want to stop.
He pulled away from her and she looked at him, questioning. Her eyes were wide, innocent, and he wanted her. He smiled reassuringly as he stood up and offered her his hand. She took it, though her look was anxious now.
Leading her into his bedroom, he just hoped she would prove how much she liked him. He knew she liked him, and he did not think she would offer any resistance.
* * *
Sanjay walked down the street, his thoughts still on Naz and whether his cousin had what it took to take out Jayden tonight. His cousin was a pushover, but he was certain that Naz wanted to prove himself, show him that he could be trusted, and that meant he would no doubt do what he was told. At least that was what Sanjay hoped.
If not, at least Sanjay could take charge of the situation and deal with Naz later. Whatever happened tonight, Jayden would be dead.
He pulled his phone out of his pocket, checking for messages. Nothing. He grimaced and hoped that his plan was working. Everything had to fall into place for tonight to go off perfectly. Killing Jayden was just part of the plan.
Nearing the pub, he slowed his pace, but his hesitation was short lived. The pub door swung open and Brandy walked out, cigarette in hand.
He caught her eye and ducked down an alleyway. She joined him, lighting her cigarette, and he smelt vodka on her breath.
“You get it?” Sanjay asked.
Brandy nodded and pulled a phone out of her purse. Sanjay grinned, taking Tyrese’s mobile from her.
“You got my money?” Brandy asked, blowing smoke over him.
Sanjay pulled a wad of cash out and she took it, stuffing it down her bra. She smiled, giving him a wink as she backed out of the alleyway.
“He still on the drink?” Sanjay asked her.
“Yeah, he’s knocking them back,” Brandy replied. “Luckily he’s getting the rounds in.”
“Just keep him drinking.”
“You going to tell me why I’m doing all this?” Brandy asked. “You didn’t go into details on the phone this morning. And why me?”
“I was going to ask Adrianna, but you’re the second person I thought of when I was trying to think of girls who had it in for the Banks brothers,” Sanjay replied. “And don’t worry about why you’re doing it. Just keep him drinking, and maybe there’ll be a few more notes in it for you.”
Brandy shrugged, flicking the cigarette into the gutter and heading back towards the pub.
Sanjay watched her go back inside, pleased that the first part of his plan was working. He slid Tyrese’s mobile into his pocket and set off down the road.
* * *
Troy heard the footsteps retreating and then there was silence. Goldie and his mates had gone. He lay on the tiled floor, his body aching, the spray from the shower still splashing his skin.
The side of his face pressed against the floor ached, and he imagined the outline of the tile ingrained on his cheek, and on his chest. His body ached and he felt shame wash over him, though he did not move, made no effort to reach for his towel or cover his nakedness as he lay there.
He shuddered at the thought of what Goldie had done, the pain and the grunting in his ear, the smell of Goldie’s sweat and stale smoke as he pressed against him, his breath hot on the back of his neck.
Goldie had laughed as he had pulled his trousers back up. The thought made Troy feel sick. He had was defeated. He was finished. This was game over, Troy thought, knowing he could never tell anyone what had happened, what he had let Goldie do to him. The thought of his mates’ reactions, or Tyrese’s, did not bear thinking about.
He heard voices outside and he forced himself off the floor, reaching for his towel. He grabbed his wash bag and stepped into the shower, letting hot water wash over his skin, though he imagined he could still smell Goldie’s sweat on him.
In his washbag, he found the razor. He shivered, his fingers shaking.
Taking a deep breath, he slid the blade across the flesh of his upper arm. A drop of blood oozed out of the cut, then another. As it mixed with the hot water, it became slick and ran down his arm dripping onto the floor and swirling down the plug hole. He bit his lower lip against the pain and drew the blade across his skin again.
* * *
Kojo relaxed against the pillow and closed his eyes. He could really do with a joint right now, he thought. The sunshine slanted through a crack in the curtains, and he looked down at Scarlett, in the crook of his arm, her head on his chest.
The sheets were damp against his skin and he knew he would have to do the laundry himself later, so his mum would not notice the smear of blood on the white sheet. It had been Scarlett’s first time and she had moaned softly in his ear, grasping his body tight. He had found himself wishing that this was his first time too. Being with her had been so perfect, and he wished that this memory could replace the one of the blonde, her tears and stiff body resisting him as he had taken her by force. In contrast, Scarlett had been so open to him. That was how a first time should be, he thought, forcing himself not to think about the blonde. She wasn’t worth his thoughts.
“How are you feeling?” Kojo whispered, running a hand through Scarlett’s curls. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
Scarlett looked up at him, and he thought he saw a flicker in her eyes. Perhaps he had hurt her, he thought, remembering her moaning, the way her body had twisted underneath him.
“No,” she said, and he could tell if she was sparing his feelings. “I’m sorry for, erm, the blood. I didn’t realise -”
“Don’t worry,” Kojo reassured her, kissing her forehead.
“It’s just it was my first time,” Scarlett whispered, as if ashamed, and Kojo held her tighter in his arms.
“I know,” he assured her. “You were great. I wish it was my first -” He stopped at once, seeing the hurt flash across her face, her muscles tense against him with surprise. She had thought it was his first time. He swallowed hard. “I mean, I only did it once before, you know, and that didn’t mean anything. You’re basically my first,” he stammered, backtracking. “I wish you were my first, I mean -” He trailed off.
Scarlett opened her mouth to speak, but she froze as keys sounded in the front door. Kojo’s pulse quickened.
“Where are you woman?” his father bellowed. “What’s a man got to do to get some food around here?” He heard his father’s heavy footsteps in the hallway and the bathroom door open and slam shut.
Kojo jumped out of bed, pulling his clothes on. Scarlett did the same, glancing ashamed at the blood on the sheets. They dressed quickly, as pipes creaked into life and his father began to whistle in the shower.
“I’m sorry, I thought he’d be out all day,” Kojo whispered, as Scarlett finished dressing and they crept into the lounge to get the rest of her things.
“Don’t worry,” Scarlett said softly, and he frowned at the look on her face. He could see her disappointment, but he could not tell if it was his father coming back or because he had admitted that she was not his first. He wanted to question her, put her mind at ease, but his father’s presence stopped him.
“I’ll text you later,” Kojo said, as he showed her to the front door.
“Sure,” Scarlett said. “Promise.”
He kissed her lightly on the lips and then she was gone. He closed the front door behind her.
“Is that you woman?” his dad shouted from the shower.
“It’s just me,” Kojo shouted back.
His dad grunted and resumed his whistling. Kojo retreated to his room, pulling the sheets off his bed and bundling them up so he could wash them before any questions were asked.
* * *
Scarlett glanced wistfully back at Kojo’s front door before walking slowly down the balcony to the stairwell. She ached between her legs and she wondered if everyone felt that discomfort after their first time.
It was not the dull ache that bothered her though. She wondered who Kojo’s first time had been with. She had not even questioned whether he had been with anyone else, assuming it was his first time too. She felt embarrassed now, that he was her first and that she was not his. He had been kind, and his panic, his stammering, endeared him to her. At least he had said that he had only been with one girl before her, and that reassured her a little.
As she made her way across the courtyard, she could not quite shake her jealousy that another girl had been with Kojo before her. She tried to forget about it, but she conjured images of other girls she had seen at school or around the estate, wondering who had been his first.
Her phone vibrated and her heart fluttered, hoping it was Kojo. Her elation crashed when she saw another message from her sister.
She left the estate, setting off across the playing fields, feeling disheartened that it was not Kojo, but still unable to regret being with him. Her cheeks flushed as she thought about being in his bed with him, and she realised that even though she was not his first, she did not regret being with him.
* * *
Sanjay dropped Tyrese’s phone on the kitchen table. Naz and Amal stared at it, as if it were a dangerous weapon that could explode at any second.
“Step one,” Sanjay grinned. “Complete.”
“How did you get his phone?” Amal asked.
“Never you mind,” Sanjay replied. He pulled out a chair and sat down. “The less you know about all of this, bro, the better. At least for now.”
Amal looked put out but shrugged it off. Sanjay wanted to protect his brother from this, at least until everything had gone according to plan.
“What about me?” Naz asked, annoyed.
“Come on, Naz, you’re the star of the show,” Sanjay smiled. Naz frowned but said nothing. Sanjay knew his cousin did not appreciate his role in the plan, but he also knew that Naz did not dare argue about it. He had no choice. Naz would either do what had been asked of him, or he would find out how ruthless Sanjay could be.
“What do we need his phone for?” Naz asked, his curiosity outweighing his apprehension. “We’re setting him up?”
“Bang on,” Sanjay nodded. At least Naz wasn’t totally off the ball, he thought. He leant forward, elbows on the table. “We’re going to arrange a meeting between Tyrese and Jayden. Jayden thinks that Tyrese is out the game, and Tyrese is one of his old mates, whatever might have happened since. He’ll turn up. My guess is he’ll want to make sure Tyrese isn’t having second thoughts about walking away.”
“Like a trap?” Amal asked. “Jayden thinks he’s meeting Tyrese, but -”
“Me and Naz will be there instead,” Sanjay said. “Then Naz blasts Jayden away, and when the police and Corey come sniffing around, they’ll see that Jayden went to meet Tyrese. They won’t ask any questions. Tyrese will be the only one in the frame for it.”
“What if he has an alibi?” Naz asked. “Or he realises his phone is missing?”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got that covered,” Sanjay reassured them, tapping his nose. He did not want to tell them about Brandy, at least not yet. He hoped she held up her end of the bargain, but he was sure she would. She had no loyalty to Tyrese, and besides she had no idea what was going on except that she had given him the phone and that she had to get Tyrese drunk and keep him distracted until he told her otherwise. She was getting paid, and Tyrese was getting the drinks in for her, so she couldn’t complain.
“Sounds like you’ve got it all covered,” Amal said, smiling now, looking more comfortable with the plan now that it was underway.
Naz nodded, though he looked less excited.
Sanjay turned to Amal.
“You should go to Shontelle’s,” he told his brother. “Stay out of the way whilst things are going down.”
Amal looked put out but nodded. Sanjay was doing it for his own good. Naz looked like he wanted to protest, but he kept quiet.
Sanjay picked up the phone and scrolled through it, finding Jayden’s number. He wrote a text and sent it. He held his breathe but it was only a few seconds before Jayden replied. Maybe the oldest Healy brother was more eager to make peace than he had thought, Sanjay realised, smiling up at Naz and Amal, who were waiting anxiously.
“We’ve got a date with Jayden at the playground this evening,” Sanjay grinned.
* * *
Brandy knocked back her drink, sat at the bar, her hips twisting in time to the music. She was beginning to feel the vodka in her system and she tapped her glass, nodding at the barman. He obliged, pouring her another. Tyrese lifted his empty pint glass and the barman poured him another too.
They had been drinking all afternoon, and Brandy was surprised that Tyrese was not already slumped in a corner, the number of pints he had finished. Then again, she reasoned, she had seen him at parties drinking all night, always in control, so she should have expected as much. She was pleased that at least she seemed to be matching him drink for drink.
She slid off the barstool and went outside for a cigarette, only half-surprised that it was already beginning to get dark. She wondered if Tyrese knew what time it was. He had not noticed his phone had disappeared, and she hoped he would not. She did not want him throwing his weight around, causing a scene.
The pub door swung open behind her and Tyrese joined her on the pavement, shaking a cigarette out of his packet and lighting it.
“It’s later than I thought,” he murmured.
“The night’s still young,” Brandy smiled. Tyrese let out a laugh and coughed, sending a cloud of smoke up into the sky.
“I don’t remember you being this laid back when you were with Troy,” Tyrese said, clearing his throat and taking another drag. “You were always on at him, always so up-tight. I thought you were a stuck-up cow, to be honest.”
Brandy felt a flash of anger, but she let it slide and forced a laugh.
“Well I was dating Troy,” she joked. They both laughed.
“He’s still my brother,” Tyrese said, and Brandy could not be sure if he was giving her a warning or not. She bristled. This was the Tyrese she remembered. His misplaced sense of loyalty. He could do whatever he wanted, but nobody else could. She dropped her cigarette and crushed it beneath her heel.
Tyrese did the same and followed her back inside. Brandy downed the rest of her drink and picked up the next. Tyrese raised an eyebrow.
“You can drink,” he smirked. “You always drink this much? Or only when someone else is paying?”
Brandy tried to force a smile, but she knew it came across as a grimace.
“Lighten up, I’m only joking,” Tyrese groaned, sensing her attitude. “I mean, come on, can’t a guy buy the mother of his nephew a few drinks?”
Brandy froze, glass halfway to her lips. Tyrese laughed at the look on her face.
“Bet you thought I didn’t know,” Tyrese said, amused. “Don’t worry, I haven’t told Troy. And I won’t. Lips sealed and all that shit.”
Brandy kept quiet, unsure what to say.
“Come on, cheer up,” Tyrese said, nudging her arm. He was smiling, and Brandy wondered if he was more drunk than she had thought. “That’s always been your problem, Brandy. You’re too uptight.”
Brandy frowned. She gulped her drink, wincing at the vodka. The barman collected the glass and poured her another.
“You know what your problem is?” she asked, rounding on Tyrese. He shrugged. “You think your such a big man. Even first time I met you, I could tell you thought the sun shone out your arse-hole.”
“So what?” Tyrese laughed.
“You’re delusional,” Brandy sniggered. “You’re nothing special. You and your brothers were just two-bit thugs who struck it lucky. You think you’re such a big deal, but the truth is you’re a washed-up nobody whose luck has finally run out.”
Tyrese was no longer smiling. His grip was tight on his pint glass, and the amusement had gone from his eyes. Brandy wondered if she had pushed him too far.
“You know what you are then Brandy?” Tyrese asked, draining his drink and putting the glass down on the bar. “From the moment I met you I knew you were going to crush my little brother. You used everything you had to screw him up, didn’t you? You wanted him to be the big-I-am. You would have done anything to turn him into me.”
Brandy snorted, snatching the drink from the bartender and downing the vodka straight before he could add mix. She coughed at the taste, smacking her lips together.
“Because you’re such a catch,” Brandy snapped. She stood, the bar stool scraping against the floor. “Why did Mercy leave you again?”
She enjoyed the anger flash across his face. She slid past him and retreated to the toilets, not looking back. She knew she should stop pressing him. He might be a disgrace, but he could still be dangerous.
She leant against the sink, taking a few deep breaths. She had to behave. The door behind her swung open and Tyrese appeared in the doorway. On his feet, she was reminded how tall he was, that he was still strong. He was not smiling as he closed the door behind him, blocking her escape.
Turning to face him, Brandy knew she should apologize, but her lips curled back, and she was unable to do it. Tyrese took a step forward, shoulders squared. Brandy felt herself tense.
“I meant what I said,” Tyrese said, stepping closer. “You screwed-up Troy, wanting him to be harder, meaner. You wanted him to be me.”
Brandy stood tall, refusing to bow down to him.
Tyrese smiled and lifted his hand. Brandy closed her eyes and felt Tyrese’s hands on her, but her eyes flew open. Tyrese did not hit her. He pushed her up against the sink, one hand on her waist and the other on her neck.
“If you wanted me, you could have tried,” Tyrese said, his lips close to hers, and she smelt the beer on his breath. He was hard as he pressed against her. “You might be a bitch, Brandy, but that’s never put me off before.”
Brandy looked at his face, holding his gaze. Then he leant in and his mouth was on hers and she responded, her mouth opening for him. He half-lifted her with one arm and pushed her against the bathroom wall. She slid her arms around his neck, as he kissed her hungrily. She felt his strength as her hand slid down his chest.
Tyrese broke away and looked at her. Brandy was as surprised as he was by their sudden hunger for each other. Tyrese smiled at her look, and kissed her again, his hands sliding around her waist as they manoeuvred into a cubicle, the lock clicking shut behind them.
* * *
“You’ve finally decided to come out your room and show your face,” Shontelle remarked, glaring at her sister as she came into the kitchen.
Scarlett ignored her sister, not wanting another argument. She had been so happy all afternoon after seeing Kojo, and she did not want her sister to ruin her good mood. She had only left her room because she thought Shontelle had gone out with Amal. She heard music from her sister’s room and guessed Amal was in there.
“Ignoring me?” Shontelle pressed, and Scarlett felt her eyes piercing her back as she opened the fridge and pulled out some leftover pizza. “I’m still waiting for an apology after your outburst this morning,” Shontelle said.
Scarlett turned, scowling her sister.
“You’ll have a long wait then,” she said.
“Don’t sass me, Scarlett. I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, but you were well out of line today,” Shontelle snapped. Scarlett rolled her eyes, taking a bite of pizza and heading for the kitchen door. Shontelle stepped forward, clearly not finished with her. “Where were you earlier anyway? Oh, let me guess. You were with that boy.”
“Yeah, I was with Kojo,” Scarlett said, blushing. Shontelle’s eyes narrowed.
“What’s that look?” she demanded. “What were you doing?”
The floor in the corridor creaked, and Amal walked in. He hesitated at the looks on their faces, uncomfortable at the scene.
“Look at her,” Shontelle said to him, pointing at Scarlett. “She looks guilty about something, doesn’t she?”
“I don’t know,” Amal said, shifting uncomfortably, leaning against the counter and trying to avoid Scarlett’s face.
“Come on, what have you been up to?” Shontelle said, hand on hip.
Scarlett groaned, trying to swallow down her impatience and mounting anger.
“I’m waiting,” Shontelle said.
“You really want to know?” Scarlett snapped, losing her patience. “I was having sex with Kojo. Is that what you wanted to hear?”
She regretted her words at once as the shock registered on her sister’s face. She blushed harder, and Amal looked at the floor, as if scrutinising the linoleum beneath his feet, desperate not to be a part of this conversation.
Shontelle shook her head, lost for words for the first time. Scarlett went to leave, but Shontelle blocked her path, her shock turning to anger.
“You silly girl,” she said, almost shouting. “What are you playing at?”
Scarlett’s own temper flared again.
“I had sex, so what?” Scarlett retorted. “You’ve done it. You were shagging Naz before you moved on to his cousin.”
Shontelle’s hand flew up and slapped her hard across the face, and Scarlett winced as the sound rang out in the kitchen. Her cheek hurt from the blow, and she fought back tears, caught off guard. She took a step back and glared at her sister. Shontelle looked on the verge of tears too, shocked by her own actions. Amal hurried forward and put his arms around Shontelle, pulling her a few steps back against the counter, clearly alarmed by the situation.
“I’m sorry,” Shontelle stammered. “Scarlett, I didn’t mean to -”
Scarlett shot past her now the doorway was clear, dropping the slice of pizza on the floor, and flew down the corridor to the front door. She slammed the door shut behind her, hardly aware if Shontelle had called after her or not. She bit her lip, wiping at her eyes, her cheek still sore from the slap.
She hurried away from the flat, unaware of where she was walking, barely registering that it was dark now, only knowing she had to get away from her sister.
* * *
Troy closed his eyes as the call for lights out rang down the corridors. He lay on his bed and tried to numb himself from the aches across his body. His cellmate was quiet, oblivious to what had happened earlier. Not that he would care even if he knew, Troy thought.
The lights flickered out and the cell was plunged into darkness. Troy thought of Goldie, in the cell next door, probably laughing even now about what he had done, what Troy had allowed him to do.
As if on repeat, he played the scene over again in his mind. Troy wished that he had put up a fight, shouted, at least given Goldie a black eye or something. Instead he had done nothing, just let himself been thrown to the floor, let Goldie force himself inside him like he was some pussy. The thought made him want to be sick.
It was too late now to do anything about it, Troy knew that. He could spend all night thinking about what he could have done differently, but what was the point? He had let Goldie do it. He felt ashamed, violated. He wondered if Brandy had put up more of a fight than he had. The thought embarrassed him.
His arm stung where the blade had cut his flesh. He had done that to himself. That was how weak he was, Troy realised. He was cutting himself and letting a pathetic ponce like Goldie force himself on him. He had sunk as low as he could get, he knew that much.
Another thirty years of this. Would he even survive that long?
He could not let it continue, Troy decided. He was a Banks brother, he was not weak, he was not a pushover. He had been knocked down, but he would get back up, stronger than before.
He would put it down to shock at getting thirty years and leave it at that. Self-harming? A victim? Nah, he thought, that was not him. Not the real Troy Banks. He could not allow such disrespect to slide. He would not disrespect himself like that.
In the dark, he clenched his fists beneath the threadbare blanket.
* * *
Naz felt his hands shaking. His palms were slick with sweat, and he was worried that he would drop the gun as he soon as he had to use it. The barrel was damp in his hand, and he hoped he would be able to pull the trigger when the time came. Beside him, crouching in the bushes, Sanjay seemed calm, though Naz sensed an energy emanating from his cousin. He wished he felt so composed, so excited.
It was dark now, making Naz more nervous. What if he shot the wrong person?
His armpits were damp with sweat, and he felt his t-shirt sticking to his back beneath the hoodie. Sanjay had insisted they wore them, just in case.
The playground was empty, and the playing fields were quiet. A few drunks had staggered close by, not even noticing them hidden in the bushes. A girl in six-inch heels had tottered past them, pausing only to vomit a few metres away from them, and luckily the smell had not reached them.
Footsteps sounded and Naz watched as Jayden walked briskly down the path. He cut across the grass towards the playground. Sanjay tensed beside him, and Naz felt his heart hammering in his chest. He was sure that Jayden would hear, would run or fight, and everything would go to shit.
Jayden pushed through the metal gate, and it creaked noisily before closing with a metal-on-metal bang that made Naz jump, even though he had been expecting it. Jayden checked his phone, and then shoved his hands into his pockets, leaning against the metal pole that held up the swings.
They waited in silence. Naz was waiting for Sanjay’s signal, anxious but hoping that his cousin would change his mind.
“Now,” Sanjay whispered.
Naz swallowed hard. He could not move. Sanjay glared at him.
“Now,” he repeated.
Naz forced himself to move, the gun still slick with sweat, shoved into his pocket. He stumbled from the bushes and quickly walked towards the playground, just a few metres away. His legs were shaking. No, his whole body was shaking, he realised.
Jayden looked around as Naz hopped over the metal fence, not wanting to alert him by using the gate. As Jayden turned, Naz rounded the swing set, getting a clear view of him. He pulled the gun out of his pocket, pointing it at Jayden. His hand was shaking. Jayden pulled his hands out of his pocket in surrender.
“Hold up there, mate,” Jayden said calmly. “I don’t want any trouble.”
Naz tried to aim, but his hands were shaking, his forehead dripping with sweat. A bead of sweat trickled into his eye and he blinked hard, trying to clear his vision. Jayden took a few steps forward, and Naz panicked, knowing Jayden would easily overpower him if he reached him. A few more steps forward.
Naz fired the gun. Jayden let out a loud groan but kept moving forward, quicker now. The bullet had just grazed his arm. Naz fired again and Jayden stopped, staggering backwards. He had hit him, but Naz could not tell where. Jayden was still on his feet, and he roared as he regained his balance and lunged towards him.
Panicking, Naz fired two more shots. He heard one of them hit the metal of the playground, a loud ping on the metal. The second made no sound, and Jayden staggered again. He had been hit in the chest. He let out an anguished shout, grabbing the swing to support himself. He was still standing.
Naz heard footsteps behind him, trainers scuffing on the astro-turf of the playground, and Sanjay was there.
“For fuck’s sake,” he hissed angrily, snatching the gun out of Naz’s hands. Naz took a step back, wiping his palms on his trousers, as Sanjay closed the distance between him and Jayden.
“You?” Jayden groaned. A trickle of blood escaped his lips. His top was fast turning red with blood, and a trickle of blood dropped from his fingers to the ground below.
Sanjay did not speak. He lifted the gun to Jayden’s head, and there was no sign of nerves or fear. His hand was steady. Jayden gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. Sanjay pulled the trigger and Jayden dropped to the floor, his body buckling beneath him, a dark hole in his forehead.
Naz gagged, but he had no time to think. Sanjay was turning back, gesturing for Naz to come with him. They hopped the fence, Sanjay tucking the gun at the small of his back, hidden by his hoodie.
“If you want a job doing, do it yourself, is that the fucking saying?” Sanjay growled under his breath, as Naz followed him, their pace brisk, away from the darkness of the playground, his heart still pounding hard in his chest.
* * *
Tyrese pulled up his jeans and zipped himself back up. Brandy wiped herself with some toilet roll and pulled her skirt back down. They did not look at each other as they left the cubicle.
A girl walked into the toilets but said nothing at the sight of them, acting as if she had not seen anything. Brandy shot her a dark look, and went back to the bar, grabbing her vodka and coke. Tyrese sat down on his bar stool, picking up his pint.
If the barman knew what they had just done, he acted as if he did not. Probably it happened a lot here, Tyrese thought.
“Perhaps we should keep this to ourselves,” Tyrese said, eyeing Brandy closely for her reaction. She looked relieved as she caught his eye and nodded.
He was not entirely sure what had come over him, why he had felt the urge to fuck her. It wasn’t like he had feelings for her, he wasn’t even that attracted to her. Perhaps he had just wanted someone, and she had been there. He didn’t know what her reasons were, did not care really, so long as she kept them to herself.
“I should head off,” Tyrese said, draining his pint.
“Me too,” Brandy agreed. She knocked back her drink and pulled a cigarette out of her pack. “People to see, places to go. You know how it is.”
Tyrese smiled.
He let her leave first, not wanting people to see them together or give out the wrong impression. He checked his pockets for his phone but couldn’t find it. He had probably left it at home this morning, he thought, cursing himself.
When he was satisfied that Brandy had a head-start down the road, he rose from his bar stool, shook off a few notes for the barman, and left the pub, lighting a cigarette as he stepped out onto the street.
* * *
Brandy adjusted her skirt as she walked down the street. It had been unexpected when Tyrese had approached her in the toilets, but it meant nothing to her, and from his attitude, it meant nothing to him either. It had just been sex.
She lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply. She felt the wad of notes inside her bra, tight against her breast, and smiled. She had not paid for a single drink and she had earnt enough for a few nights out in the process. It had been a good day, she decided, as she turned the corner.
She wondered what Troy would think of her if he knew she had just fucked his brother, his idol, the one who had betrayed him in court. She smiled at the thought.
Her heels clattering on the pavement, she blew smoke up into the dark sky, deciding she would stop at the corner shop on the way home and get some more vodka. She deserved another drink, she told herself, after a successful day.
* * *
Sanjay threw himself through the front door, closely followed by Naz. The house was empty, he had made sure it would be. He had sent his mum down to bingo earlier, and Amal was at Shontelle’s for the night.
He closed the door and went quickly into the kitchen, checking the blinds were drawn. He pulled the gun out of the waistband of his jeans and dropped it onto the kitchen table. He kicked out at a chair, sending it scraping across the floor.
Naz stood in the corner of the room, still shaking and looking pale. Sanjay wanted to smack him for being such a bad shot, for almost messing it all up, but he stopped himself.
He had at least pulled the trigger, had got a few shots in. He had tried to prove himself. It was his first time with a gun, so perhaps he deserved to be cut some slack. Sanjay swallowed his anger down and clapped Naz on the back.
His cousin seemed surprised, as if he had expected a punch instead.
“Well done, Naz,” he said. “You’ve proved yourself. You did well.”
“I was shit,” Naz mumbled. “I almost blew it all.”
“It didn’t go exactly as planned,” Sanjay admitted, his voice gentle, reassuring. “But you shot him. You proved you can be trusted Naz. And Jayden is dead. That’s the main thing.”
Naz nodded, looking a little more reassured, though he was still shaking and pale. Sanjay guided him into a kitchen chair and poured a large whisky. He passed it to Naz, who downed it in one. The colour began to return to his cheeks, and Sanjay began to relax now he knew his cousin was not about to pass out.
He poured another smaller measure, and Naz cradled this one, sipping at it. His hands did not seem to be shaking so much now.
Sanjay poured a measure for himself and knocked it back. Now they were back home, and Jayden was dead, he felt the adrenaline turn to excitement.
They had succeeded. Soon the estate would be theirs.
“What do we do now?” Naz asked.
“We wait,” Sanjay replied, pouring some more whisky.
Naz nodded, his eyes widened, and he vomited all over the kitchen table.
* * *
Scarlett had walked off her anger and she was beginning to feel tired. She was still annoyed with Shontelle, but the thought of her bed was stronger than her desire to stay out later and make Shontelle worried. She had ignored her sister’s calls and she groaned as her phone began to vibrate again.
She turned away from the playing fields, deciding to head back home. She would ignore Shontelle if she said anything to her, lock her bedroom door and let her sister continue to suffer. Instinctively, she put a hand to her cheek where Shontelle had slapped her. She rubbed it gently, though the sting of the slap had long faded.
Nearing the playground, Scarlett saw a green light on the floor ahead. Curious, she pushed through the metal gate, wincing at the creak of the hinges. The green light was flashing. It was a mobile phone ringing. She took a step closer and froze.
In the dark, she had not seen it until now she was just feet away. Just inches from the vibrating phone, a hand was half-illuminated by the screen’s light. Even in the dark, she knew he was dead. A black bullet hole in his forehead, black blood everywhere.
Scarlett screamed.
* * *
Brandy jumped as the scream rang out in the darkness, sharp and chilling as it cut through the night air. It was so close.
She wanted to run, to get home as fast as she could. The screams continued. She turned her head to the sound of the noise, coming from the playground just feet away from her. She stopped.
A young girl was in the playground, screaming and backing up. She sounded terrified. Instinctively, Brandy followed the girl’s eyeline and froze. The clouds were parting, and moonlight illuminated the playground.
Jayden Healy was dead. The blood looked black in the moonlight. It was everywhere. Drenching his shirt, his arm, his face.
Dread flooded her at once, as understanding dawned on Brandy. She knew why she had been paid off today, why she had to steal Tyrese’s phone and keep him busy. She did not understand why, but she knew what role she had played in this.
The plastic bag dropped from her clasp and the vodka bottle shattered on the path at her feet, sending shards of glass everywhere.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Panic coursed through her, but Brandy’s thoughts quickly to self-preservation. She did not want to be part of this. Whatever this was. She suspected that Sanjay was behind this and she already had involved herself too much agreeing to take Tyrese’s phone and spend the day with him. If she fled now, perhaps she would avoid police attention all together. If she stayed here, questions would be asked. Questions that she did not have the answers to or wished that she did not.
The girl had turned at the sound of the bottle shattering on the floor. Brandy could have cursed as their eyes locked for a moment. If this girl told the police that she had been, Brandy would find herself in more trouble. She would raise suspicions.
Sirens sounded in the distance, drawing closer, and blue lights flashed between the trees, tyres screeching.
She realised she was shaking as voices called out in the dark and police appeared from the shadows, van doors slamming and the sirens wailing on. She did not move, made no attempt to flee. Her feet were frozen to the spot.
“Miss,” a policeman approached her. “Are you okay?”
Brandy could barely think of an answer. In the playground, the girl was crying, her voice high when she managed to get any words out between sobs.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a figure between the trees on the far side of the playground, his face only illuminated for a brief second by the blue lights, before he turned and disappeared, pulling his hood up over his head.
“Tyrese -” Brandy gasped, her eyes straining for another sight of him, but she could not make him out. He was probably running back home now, she thought, relieved not to be caught up in this mess. Perhaps he had no clue that he would soon be right in the middle of it, if Brandy’s suspicions were correct.
“Tyrese?” the policeman echoed, brow furrowing.
Brandy turned her attention to him, shaking her head.
“Sorry, what was the question?” she asked.
She tried to focus, as the policeman scribbled Tyrese’s name into his notebook.
* * *
“Scarlett!” Shontelle’s anguished cry seemed to echo around the playground. She pushed past a police officer and ran to her sister, throwing her arms around her and holding her close.
Scarlett was still in shock. She had stopped crying now, just enough to answer the police’s questions and give her contact information. One of the officers had rung home for her, and Scarlett knew that Shontelle must have run here, she had arrived so fast. She saw Amal hovering a few feet behind.
The police had moved Scarlett to the edge of the playground, out of sight of the body. Now more officers had arrived, some in white suits now examining the body. Scarlett had tried to avoid looking.
“Are you okay, Scarlett?” Shontelle asked, holding her sister at arm’s length to examine her face. She glanced over at where the body was being examined, and she paled at the sight. Shuddering, Shontelle hugged her sister close again.
“You should take her home,” an officer said, approaching them. “We’ve got your contact details if we need any more information.” Shontelle nodded at him, grateful. The officer turned to Scarlett and smiled. “Thank you, Scarlett. You’ve been very helpful. I know it’s not easy, but you’ve been very brave.”
Scarlett nodded, hardly able to speak. Shontelle put an arm around her shoulders and began to lead her away from the playground. Amal fell into step alongside them. Scarlett allowed herself to be guided by her sister, hardly trusting her legs to hold her up let alone guide her home.
“You’re okay, that’s the main thing,” Shontelle was saying. “It’s over now.”
Scarlett murmured. She appreciated her sister’s words, but she knew that it was not over. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the body, drenched in black blood.
* * *
Amal felt his palms sweat in his pockets as he left the playground, trying to avoid eye-contact with any of the police officers, not that they paid any attention to him. If anyone looked at them, their eyes were drawn to Scarlett, still pale and in shock, being half-dragged by Shontelle. The officers averted their eyes, not wanting to intrude upon the girl’s traumatic ordeal any further.
He had seen Jayden’s body, the forensics team now crowded around him. His view had been obscured, but he had seen enough. He shuddered as the image surfaced in his mind as they crossed the road, the street a hive of police activity as vans approached and blue lights reflected off windows and cars, half-blinding him.
Brandy had been there too, and he wondered if that was a coincidence or if that was part of the plan Sanjay had kept to himself. He hoped that his brother knew what he was doing, trusting a girl like that.
He tried to keep his cool, only half-hearing Shontelle’s murmured reassurances to her sister. His mind raced with thoughts of his brother and his cousin, who must have been here just moments before Scarlett had stumbled across the scene.
Amal tried not to think about how different things could have turned out if she had walked past earlier. If she had seen Sanjay or Naz. He would have to warn Sanjay, but for now he did not think that Scarlett had seen anything.
If she had, then he would have to find out what and whether she had told the police. He did not dwell on the thought of what might have to be done if Scarlett had indeed seen too much.
* * *
“Why does she get to leave?” Brandy demanded, gesturing towards the retreating backs of Scarlett, Shontelle and Amal.
She had known at once who the girl was when Shontelle and Amal had rushed over. Brandy knew that Amal had noticed her, but if Shontelle had seen her, she made no indication, too focused on rescuing her sister from the police.
Nobody was coming to her rescue, Brandy knew that much for sure.
“I’ve already told you everything I know,” Brandy said, lowering her voice, not wanting to piss off the police officer. She sighed. “I heard that girl scream. I looked over, saw the body. Then you lot arrived and here we are.”
“You mentioned a name,” the officer said, reading back through his notes. “Tyrese. Is that the victim?”
“No,” Brandy shook her head. “That’s not Tyrese. It’s Jayden Healy.”
The officer’s eyes widened.
“You know the victim?” he asked.
“I don’t know him,” she backtracked. “I know of him. Everyone around here does. The Healy brothers? I’m surprised you don’t know the name, they’re not exactly upstanding pillars of the community, if you know what I mean.”
The police officer was scribbling in his pad. He went over to his colleagues and Brandy saw him relaying the information, gesturing to where the body was being loaded onto a stretcher. Brandy looked away.
The officer returned as the body was wheeled out of the playground. Brandy turned away from the gurney, and when she looked back, the officer looked more sympathetic.
“Miss Mason, why did you say the name Tyrese?” the officer asked. “Just so I can update my notes.”
Brandy hesitated. She had probably already said too much, but she wanted to leave, wanted desperately to go home.
“I saw him,” she said slowly, and her voice wavered. The officer looked serious now, almost hopeful. He nodded for her to keep going. She took a deep breath and ran a hand through her hair. “He was here. Over there, in the trees.”
She pointed across the playground to where she had seen him. The officer followed her gaze and radioed the information to his colleagues.
“When did you see him there?” the officer asked.
“I don’t know,” she said, feeling uncomfortable now. “Just as you lot turned up, I guess. He left when I saw him.”
The officer nodded, his expression unreadable, but Brandy knew she had just given him their prime suspect.
“And what is Tyrese’s last name?” the officer asked.
“Banks,” Brandy replied. “Tyrese Banks.”
* * *
Tyrese was jolted awake by a hammering at the front door. He groaned, turning over and grabbing his phone off the bedside table. He had only managed an hour’s sleep and the beginnings of a hangover were beginning to creep over him, his mouth dry and his head aching.
The noise did not stop until he heard his mother’s voice, loud and high. Tyrese swung his legs out of bed and was about to get up to see what was going on when the bedroom door crashed open.
“What the -” he began, as police officers swarmed into the room, filling the space at once. In the background, he heard his mother protesting, demanding answers. He closed his eyes as strong hands forced him onto his front and handcuffs were clapped onto his wrists.
“Tyrese Banks, you’re under arrest for the murder of Jayden Healy,” one of the officers said, and began to read him his rights, as if Tyrese had never heard them before.
He was hauled off the bed and marched out of the bedroom, through the flat. He saw his mother, in her dressing gown, looking paralysed with fear, one hand on her chest, the other clutching her dressing gown. She gave Tyrese a helpless look as he was hauled past her and out of the flat.
Jayden Healy was dead. Tyrese was shocked, but he could hardly process the news. Not when he was being arrested for the murder. He knew that he would have to think quickly now, or he would be in big trouble.
Outside the flat, he saw curtains twitching as curious neighbours were drawn to their windows by the commotion. Tyrese groaned, gritting his teeth, as he was led away, the handcuffs digging into his wrists.
* * *
Keskia Banks watched Tyrese be led out of her flat. She could not do anything except look on as the police left the flat. A few officers stayed behind to search Tyrese’s room and Keskia went into the kitchen.
Putting the kettle on, she closed her eyes as she waited for it to boil.
When the officers left, she would be alone in the flat that had once been crowded with her children. Trent and Jessie were gone. Troy was in prison, and now it looked like Tyrese was heading that way too.
The police had said he was being charged with murder. Keskia thought of Tyrese’s promise not to retaliate for Trent’s death, that he was going straight and would not land himself in any more trouble.
He had lied to her, and Keskia felt like a fool for believing him. She had raised a thug, incapable of being honest or cleaning up his act.
Now she had two killers for sons.
The kettle boiled but she made no effort to reach for it. She broke down in tears, leaning against the kitchen counter for support. She put her hands over her face and cried.
* * *
Sanjay rejected another call from Fernanda and looked at his brother.
“You saw Jayden’s body?” he asked, shaking his head. This had not been part of the plan. “Did the police talk to you? What was going on when you got there?”
Amal shrugged, and Sanjay saw that his brother looked tired. Perhaps they had all had a sleepless night. Naz had bags under his eyes and nursed his coffee in his hands.
“They didn’t say anything, but Scarlett answered their questions before I got there,” Amal said. “Shontelle spoke to her when we got home. She saw the body, but she didn’t see anything else.”
“Are you sure?” Naz asked, anxious, leaning forward.
Sanjay shot him a warning look. His cousin’s jittery behaviour was starting to piss him off.
“Yeah, she’s upset, but she didn’t see anything,” Amal reassured them. “Just the body.”
“That’s something at least,” Sanjay muttered.
“Brandy was there too,” Amal said. “Talking to the police.”
“Brandy Mason?” Sanjay groaned. “Shit.”
“Was that part of your plan too?” Amal asked. Naz looked up, eyes widening.
“You trusted her with something like this?” Naz gasped, panicking.
“Don’t be stupid,” Sanjay snapped at him, and Naz looked down at the table, “She helped me out, that’s all. She got us Tyrese’s phone and kept him busy.”
“Shit,” Amal groaned. “She’s a lot of things, but she’s not stupid. She’ll figure it out, if she hasn’t already.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sanjay said, his mind racing. “She won’t say anything. If anyone has a grudge against the Banks brothers, it’s her.”
“She stabbed her own boyfriend in the back and grassed him up,” Amal pointed out, looking worried now. “She won’t think twice about grassing you up.”
“Tyrese got arrested earlier this morning,” Sanjay told them. He saw the surprise on both of their faces. “If she’d grassed us up, the police wouldn’t have gone after Tyrese.”
His phone began to ring, and everyone jumped. He groaned, rejecting a call from Fernanda. She had been calling all morning, but he could not handle a conversation with her. He did not want her involved in all of this. He could explain it all later, when the situation had cooled down.
“There’s no need to worry,” Sanjay said, looking from Amal to Naz. “Jayden is dead. Tyrese has been arrested. We couldn’t have planned it any better.”
He smiled at them, but neither of them smiled back at him.
* * *
Scarlett could not shake the image of the body lying on the playground floor.
When she closed her eyes, his face appeared out of the darkness, eyes closed, the dark hole in his forehead, black blood congealing around the wound, trickling down the sides of his face and thickening at his hairline.
“Do you want another orange juice?” Shontelle asked, sticking her head around the bedroom door. Scarlett shook her head, ignoring the concern on her sister’s face.
She had barely had a moment to herself since Shontelle and Amal had brought her back home last night. She appreciated her sister’s concern, but it was fast becoming smothering. Scarlett wanted things to go back to normal, to forget what she had seen, and her sister was not helping.
When their dad had left for work this morning, Shontelle had promised him she would keep a close eye on her, and Scarlett wished that she had not taken the promise so seriously. Whenever she felt herself beginning to relax, Shontelle burst in and reminded her that she was in shock.
Shontelle reluctantly retreated from the doorway, and Scarlett leant back against the pillows on her bed. She picked up her phone and messaged Kojo.
If anyone could help her relax, it was him.
* * *
“Where were you last night?” the officer asked. His hands were resting on the table, at ease, and Tyrese wished he could be so calm.
“I’ve already told you,” he said, his frustration growing. “I was with Brandy.”
The officer sighed, shaking his head, as if disappointed with the answer.
Tyrese had spent all morning in the hot, windowless interview room. He had answered their questions, but he was getting nowhere. He had hoped this would all be cleared up fast, that they would let him go with an apology. Apparently not.
“We’ve spoken to Brandy Mason,” the officer said. “Now, I’ll ask you again, Mr Banks. Where were you?”
“If you’ve spoken to her, then you should know already,” Tyrese snapped.
“You weren’t with her,” the officer said. “Should I tell you what I think?”
Tyrese rolled his eyes.
“I think you had a few drinks after your brother’s funeral,” the officer said, leaning forward now. “You messaged Jayden Healy and told him to meet you. We’ve checked his phone, so we’ve seen your message.”
Tyrese sat up straighter, muscles tensing.
“I lost my phone yesterday,” he said.
“How convenient,” the officer said, almost amused. “You messaged Jayden and arranged a meeting. You waited in the playground for him, and you shot him.”
“No, I didn’t kill him -”
“You wanted payback for your brother’s shooting, didn’t you?” the officer pressed him. He was talking fast now, as if trying to catch Tyrese off guard, provoke a confession. “You and Jayden Healy have history, don’t you? All that history, all the anger and resentment. Trent’s shooting was the final straw. It’s a lot for anyone to take. You snapped. It happens. Lying won’t help you now, will it, Tyrese?”
Tyrese sensed the net closing in. Whoever had killed Jayden had worked hard to make sure he was firmly in the frame for the shooting. All he needed was Brandy to tell the truth, and he would be cleared. Perhaps she was scared. He could not blame her, but he had to speak to her, to persuade her to give him an alibi.
“Come on, Tyrese,” the officer pushed him. “We can keep this simple. Let’s drop the act. When you went to meet Jayden Healy, did you intend to kill him?”
Tyrese closed his eyes, willing the officer to stop talking. He knew this was hopeless. The police had made up their minds that he was guilty. That was exactly what whoever had killed Jayden had wanted.
“I want a lawyer,” Tyrese said.
The officer sighed.
“That’s your right,” he shrugged. “We’ll talk soon, Mr Banks.”
He terminated the interview and left the room. Alone, Tyrese put his head in his hands.
He wanted this over with. He would get his lawyer to have a word with Brandy, and then this would all be done with. He tried not to think about what would happen if Brandy refused to back up his story.
* * *
Brandy felt her hands shaking as she opened the front door for the police officers. The two officers stepped out of the flat.
“Thank you for your assistance,” one of the officers said, offering a smile. “If you think of anything else, you have our number. Stay safe, Miss Mason.”
Brandy nodded and closed the door to their retreating backs. Letting out a deep breath, she tried to compose herself. She had answered their questions again, and she hoped that she would not have another visit from the police.
Letting go of the door, she steadied herself and turned to find Aunt Bo fixing her with a scrutinising look.
“What was that about?” she asked. “What trouble have you got yourself into now? First that boyfriend of yours, then that business with the courts. Are you being sent back to prison, Brandy, is that what this is?”
“No, don’t be stupid,” Brandy groaned.
“I thought you might have learnt from your mistakes,” Aunt Bo sighed, shaking her head. “I hoped perhaps prison would straighten you out, or at least having a son would, but you just can’t stay out of trouble, can you girl?”
“It’s not like that,” Brandy snapped. “I’m not going back to prison.”
Even as she said it, she wondered what the police would do if they realised she had lied in her statement. They had asked about Tyrese. He had told them that he was with her, and she had denied it. If they found out she had lied, what trouble would she face? She tried not to think about it.
“Are the pigs gone?” Deanna asked, opening her bedroom door a crack and peering out. Reassured that they had, she opened the door wider. She glared at Brandy. “Bringing those bastards here, to my home. Are you stupid?”
“I didn’t exactly invite them round for a cuppa,” Brandy replied.
“You keep your head down,” Deanna said, ignoring her. “I don’t want them round here again, you hear me? What will the fucking neighbours think?”
She shook her head and went into the kitchen, muttering under her breath.
“I need a drink after all that,” Deanna said, as bottles clinked. “Look what you’ve driven me to. It’s not even midday and I’m having to have a vodka.”
Brandy rolled her eyes and ignored her.
“What kind of example are you setting for your son?” Aunt Bo asked, resuming her lecture now that Deanna was preoccupied. “Brandy, you need to take some responsibility. You can’t live your life this way, it’s not right.”
Brandy went into her bedroom and closed the door, blocking out the sound of her aunt’s voice. Music started up from the kitchen, drowning out the lecture.
* * *
Troy tried to keep his resolve.
He sat in the canteen and watched Goldie from across the room. He would pay him back, he was certain of that much. He just needed to wait for the right time.
His body still ached and reminded him of the humiliation that he had been subjected to. He would not stand for it. He was Troy Banks. He would not be weak anymore. He picked at his lunch, his appetite gone.
Goldie glanced over his shoulder, catching his eye, and sniggered, his mates laughing along with him. Troy felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment. They found it so hilarious, he thought, but he would wipe the laughter from their faces.
He dropped his plastic fork to the tray, giving up on trying to eat anything. He could not stomach much today.
Picking up his tray, he crossed the canteen, avoiding looking over at Goldie. He wondered how many people knew about his ordeal, if everyone in the room was laughing at him behind his back.
Tossing his tray, Troy left the canteen, thinking over how he would get his revenge and wipe the smug look of Goldie’s face.
* * *
Kojo knocked on the front door and frowned when Shontelle answered.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, unwelcoming, blocking his entrance.
“Scarlett invited me over,” Kojo said, feeling a flash of irritation that he had to explain himself to her. “She told me about last night.”
“Then you should know she needs rest,” Shontelle said. “You can see her another time.”
Kojo swallowed down his growing frustration. Who did she think she was?
“Maybe we should ask Scarlett,” he said, making no move to leave. Shontelle crossed her arms, lips thinning.
“You should leave,” she said. “My sister doesn’t need you.”
“Why did she text me then?”
“She doesn’t know what’s good for her right now,” Shontelle said.
“And you do?” Kojo snorted, shaking his head. He took a step forward. “I’m seeing Scarlett. Today. Right now.”
Shontelle’s eyes narrowed at the tone of his voice.
“Is that a threat?” she asked. She did not sound intimidated.
“Only if you don’t get out of my way,” Kojo said, his temper rising. She made to close the door, but he stuck his foot in the way. Shontelle glanced down at his trainer blocking it.
Kojo pushed hard with his shoulder and the door bounced open. Shontelle was caught off balance and cursed as he stepped into the hallway. She grabbed at him, but Kojo shrugged out of her clasp, wincing as one of her fingernails caught his hand, drawing blood.
“I told you to get out,” Shontelle was shouting, following him down the corridor. “If you don’t leave, I’ll -”
“Shut up,” Kojo snapped, “You won’t do shit.”
Scarlett’s bedroom door opened, and she joined them in the hallway, surprised by the commotion. She looked at her sister and scowled.
“What are you playing at?” Scarlett asked.
“I tried to stop him,” Shontelle said, exasperated. “He pushed me, and -”
“I invited him over,” Scarlett said. She looked at Kojo apologetically, and he shrugged. She saw the blood on his hand and gasped. “What happened?” She turned on her sister. “Did you do this?”
Shontelle glanced at Kojo’s hand, frowning.
“It was an accident,” she dismissed her. She glared at Kojo. “You need to leave.”
Kojo bit his tongue, his body shaking with anger.
“Come on, Scarlett,” he said. “If you sister doesn’t want me here, we should go.”
Shontelle protested, but Scarlett was following Kojo down the corridor to the front door. He threw the door open, almost ripping it off the hinges in his anger. He took Scarlett’s hand in his, leading her away from the flat.
* * *
Zoe sat at her kitchen table and stared at the letter she had just opened.
It was something she had been dreading. She had seen the prison stamp on the envelope and with shaking hands, she had opened it. The letter had proved her worst fears. Dante Cortez must know the truth, must know about Sienna, that she was his daughter. Her heart pounded at the thought that her secret was out.
Her mind raced as she tried to figure out how he had found out. Somebody must have told him, but she did not know who. Only a few people knew. She had told a few of the girls. She did not know who she could trust now.
She should have kept her mouth shut and told nobody, Zoe thought, but it was too late for that now. Dante knew the truth, that was the only explanation she could think of for why he would send her a visiting order.
The thought of visiting him scared her. She could barely remember him from the party. They had both been drunk, and he had not been interested in her, re-joining the party before she had even had time to pull her knickers back up, she remembered.
She had not told anyone about it, or who Sienna’s father was, because she knew that he would not be interested. When she had seen that he had been arrested for murder, it had just confirmed to her that Sienna was better off without a father.
Now it was out of her hands. She wondered if Dante wanted a relationship with Sienna, and she knew that she could not allow that to happen. He was a murderer. She could not let Sienna see her father, have him as a role-model.
Looking at the visiting order, she considered tearing it up and putting it in the bin, refusing to acknowledge it. She did not think it would stop Dante. She could visit him and deny that Sienna was his, but she was a terrible liar. He would see right through it.
A knock on the door tore through her thoughts.
“It’s me,” Tamar called through the letter box. “I brought you some lunch.”
Zoe hastily folded the letter and shoved it into a kitchen drawer with the bills and junk before she went to let him in, trying to force a smile that she did not feel.
* * *
Clint looked at Aurora as she slept, and he gently swept the hair from across her face. Her lips twitched and she rolled over, her breathing soft and low. Beside the bed, Angel slept in her cot. Clint smiled as he looked at his two girls.
He got off the bed quietly so he would not wake them up. Angel had not slept well last night, and he knew they both needed their rest.
In his pocket, he felt the jewellery box. He had hoped to propose last night, but it had not been the right time. Aurora had been tired, and Angel’s tantrums had echoed throughout the flat into the early hours. Clint did not want that to be the background to his proposal. He wanted it to be perfect.
He knew that this was the right thing to do. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with Aurora, and he knew that she felt the same. Still the thought of proposing made him nervous. He had to pick his moment.
Leaving Aurora and Angel to sleep, Clint closed the bedroom door quietly behind him. Perhaps this evening, he thought, he would find the right time.
* * *
“You look surprised to see me,” Brandy said.
Sanjay’s smile evaporated as he held the front door open for her, and Brandy showed herself into the living room. The house was quiet, and now that she was here, she found that she was unsure what exactly to say.
“I thought you’d be keeping a low profile,” Sanjay said, as he turned to her, closing the doors. “After your chat with the police last night.”
Brandy shrugged. She should have known that Amal would report back to his brother that he had seen her at the playground.
“I didn’t say anything, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Brandy said. Sanjay looked at her closely, and she felt irritated. “At least, nothing about you.”
“Or our deal?” Sanjay asked, raising an eyebrow.
Brandy sniggered.
“Our deal?” she repeated. “I think we need to discuss that part again, don’t you?”
“Why?” Sanjay asked, eyes flashing.
“I got you Tyrese’s phone, kept him busy like you said. I didn’t realise it was to frame him for a fucking murder,” Brandy said, her voice low. She hated the panic in it, saw Sanjay noticed it. She ran a hand through her hair, trying to calm herself. “I’ve had the police round this morning, asking questions. Tyrese told them he was with me.”
“What did you say?” Sanjay asked. Brandy heard the edge to his voice, noticed how tense he looked.
“I said he was lying,” Brandy replied. Sanjay looked relieved, letting out a long breath. She stepped forward, frustrated that he could relax whilst she took the heat. “I mean, what else was I supposed to say?”
“You did the right thing,” he reassured her.
Brandy narrowed her eyes.
“Really?” she demanded. “Did I do the right thing?”
Sanjay sighed.
“What do you want Brandy?” he asked. His shoulders squared.
Brandy levelled him with a look.
“I’ve done what you asked and then some,” she hissed. “I want you to make sure I don’t get in trouble for this.”
“You won’t,” Sanjay said. Brandy did not know whether to believe him or not. He went to his jacket, slung over the back of a sofa. He reached for his wallet and pulled out a few notes, counting them off. Brandy watched, holding her breath. He gave her the money. “Here you go. Something extra, for the trouble.”
Brandy snatched the money from him and stuck it down her bra, feeling a little more at ease.
“Just remember, we never had this conversation,” Sanjay said. “We never talked at all. Neither of us is involved with what happened. You understand me?”
Brandy looked into his face and saw the underlying threat there. She knew that he had killed Jayden Healy. She could read it on his voice, hear it in his voice. He would leave her alone, if she kept her mouth shut.
She nodded.
“Tyrese killed Jayden,” Sanjay said firmly. “We’re agreed on that?”
Brandy swallowed hard, nodding again. She knew that Sanjay would not hesitate to kill her if he thought she was a threat. She had no intention of dying, especially not for Tyrese Banks’ sake. He could rot in his cell for all she cared. She would not stick her neck out for him.
“As nice as this visit has been, maybe we should make it the last one,” Sanjay said. “We don’t want people to talk, you know?”
“Agreed,” Brandy said.
Brandy headed for the door. Sanjay stepped forward, momentarily blocking her path, and heart pounded hard. He smiled and opened the door for her. Brandy forced a smile, hoping he would not notice her flicker of panic. She left the house and hurried down the street, breathing hard.
She wished that she had not got involved at all, but it was too late for that. All she could do now was keep quiet and give Sanjay no reason to come after her. If she did that, she would be fine, she told herself, as she glanced over her shoulder.
* * *
Aurora had sensed a change in Clint’s behaviour, and she was starting to get concerned. All afternoon he had been quiet, and this evening he had insisted she should go and see her friends, whilst he babysat Angel.
It was a touching gesture, Aurora thought, but she did not understand where it was coming from. She hoped that their recent conversation had not made him feel trapped, that she had not rushed things too fast and scared him.
“Stop worrying,” Zoe said, laughing at the surprise on Aurora’s face.
“Is it that obvious?” Aurora asked, joining in the laughter. “I thought I was hiding it well.”
“You really weren’t,” Zoe grinned. “Come on, you know Clint. He’s not up to anything. Besides, even if he was, it’s not like it would be anything bad, right?”
Aurora looked at her friend, narrowing her eyes.
“Do you know something?” she asked. “You seem so clued-up about all this. I mean, you even had those cocktails chilling in the fridge when I arrived.”
Zoe blushed but shook her head furiously.
“Absolutely not, I always have a few emergency cocktails tucked away,” Zoe stammered. “You never know when you’re going to need a good margarita. Besides, they’re smart price. Bargain.”
Aurora laughed, shaking her head. Perhaps she was just being paranoid. Zoe glanced at her phone, then picked up her drink.
“You’re waiting on a message from Tamar?” Aurora asked.
“Something like that,” Zoe said coyly. Her phone vibrated and she snatched it up, her face flushing with excitement. She glanced at Aurora. “We should drink up, you know, so we’re not late.”
“Late for what?” Aurora asked. She knew something was up now. “Come on, Zoe. What’s going on?”
Zoe blushed, her look pleading.
“Please don’t make me spoil it for you,” she said. “Just drink-up.”
Aurora downed her cocktail, eyeing Zoe as she sent a message on her phone, looking excited. She reached for her jacket and headed for the front door. Zoe picked up Sienna, cradling her in one arm, as they left the flat.
“I can’t believe it,” Zoe grinned, her excitement palpable.
Aurora waited whilst Zoe locked the front door. She glanced over the balcony to the courtyard below and froze. At her side, Zoe gasped.
Hundreds of candles were on the concrete floor, spelling out ‘Will you marry me?’
Beside the candles, Clint looked up at her. A few feet behind him, she spotted Tamar, hands in his pockets. Next to him, Aurora saw her mum, wiping at her eyes, clasping Femi’s arms in hers. She looked back at Clint as he gestured to the display.
“So, what do you say?” he asked, half-shouting up to her. He dropped to one knee. She saw he held a jewellery box clasped in his hands. “Will you marry me, Aurora Curtis?”
Aurora looked from the candles, flickering in the breeze, casting their orange glow across the walls, then back to Clint, his arms wide, looking up at her.
She felt her heart beating hard in her chest, butterflies erupting in her stomach.
“Yes,” she called down to him, “Of course I will.”
* * *
“She said yes,” Clint gasped, turning to Tamar and Marlena. “She said yes!”
Tamar grinned and hugged him, clapping him on the back. Marlena was crying, wiping her eyes with the back of her free hand, Angel balanced in the crook of her other arm, fast asleep. She pulled Clint into a tight hug, murmuring into his ear, but he could not make out what she was saying. Angel opened her eyes, gurgling happily. His mum grabbed him and squeezed him tight against her.
Then Aurora was coming down the stairwell and across the courtyard. His mum and Marlena took a step back as Aurora threw herself into his arms. Clint held her tight against him. He kissed her, and she responded.
“Yes, yes, yes,” she was saying, over and again.
Clint thought he might never be able to let her out of his arms. Zoe was behind her, wiping tears from her eyes too. Tamar slid an arm around her shoulders.
When Aurora released him from the embrace, Clint held out the jewellery box. Aurora gasped as she looked down at the ring. Illuminated by the candle light, Clint saw her eyes were brimming with emotion as she took the ring out of the box.
“It’s beautiful,” she gasped. Clint took the ring from her and slid it onto her finger. Aurora held it up to the light, admiring it. “This is all so beautiful, Clint.”
She gestured to the ring and the candles.
“So are you,” Clint smiled back.
He did not think he could get any happier than this moment.
“I love you,” he said to Aurora. “And I always will do.”
Aurora pulled him close to her again.
“I love you too,” she whispered in his ear.
* * *
Troy had waited long enough. Now was his moment.
He was nearing the front of the queue for dinner, tray in hand. Goldie was a few steps behind him, sniggering with his mates as usual. Troy let the affront wash over him. Payback would be better, he thought, knowing Goldie still thought he was top dog.
Troy hung back, letting a few people pass him, as he pretended to take interest in a tray of food that he thought was supposed to be chicken pie. Two large vats of soup stood at the end of the array of food. They were always on stand-by at lunch and dinner. Troy had counted on it.
Goldie picked up a plate of food and slid his tray further along the rail. Troy waited. He had to pick his timing perfectly.
“You taking a shower tonight?” Goldie asked him, a cruel smile playing on his lips, gold teeth flashing. “Might see you there,” he laughed.
He looked behind him, but his mates were preoccupied with choosing their food, and they did not laugh at his joke. Troy narrowed his eyes.
Before Goldie could do anything, Troy reached for the vat. He was holding a serviette, but the hot metal still scorched his skin. He tipped it over. The hot liquid poured over Goldie and he let out a guttural shriek as his trousers steamed. He dropped to the floor, grabbing at his pants, writhing in agony.
People dived backwards, avoiding the boiling liquid. Troy reached for the other vat before anyone could stop him. He tipped it over Goldie, who let out another shriek as it splattered over him.
Troy stood over him, smirking. Goldie’s trousers were plastered to his skin, steam drifting up from the material, and Troy knew that Goldie would not be fucking anyone for a long, long time with burns like that.
Goldie’s shrieks had stopped. He was unconscious.
Officers ran forward, dragging Goldie across the floor and out of the liquid pooling on the floor. Troy felt his arms being pinned behind his back as he was pulled away roughly.
“Take him down to solitary,” one of the officers shouted, pointing at Troy.
Troy smiled as he watched two officers kneel beside Goldie, shouting urgent instructions, calling for a medic.
Troy did not resist as the officer marched him out of the canteen. He was still relishing the noise Goldie had made, the pain contorting his face, his eyes widening with horror as the soup had hit him.
Allowing himself to be led down the corridor, Troy did a double-take as he saw two officers at one of the gates. Between them, Tyrese was being marched in the opposite direction down the corridor.
“Tyrese?” Troy managed, staring at his brother as they passed in the corridor.
“Troy?” Tyrese said, their eyes meeting.
“What are you doing here?” Troy demanded, but the officer was pushing him along the corridor, and he got no response.
As he was led to solitary confinement, Troy glanced back over his shoulder at his older brother being led to the wing. He had so many questions, so much to discuss with his brother, but he had no opportunity now.
Troy cursed and struggled, but the officer was strong, and his grip was too hard on Troy’s arms. He knew he would have to wait until he got out of solitary.
He caught one last glimpse of Tyrese, before they rounded the corner and his brother was out of sight.




CHAPTER TWELVE

It had been almost two weeks since his brother’s death and Corey wanted someone to pay for it. He had just buried his brother, something that no man should have to do so soon after burying his girlfriend.
The grief had hit Corey Healy hard, but he kept going, stayed strong, because he knew that he had to fight for his brother. Tyrese Banks was in prison, was awaiting trial for the murder, but Corey wanted proper justice. Street justice.
He wanted Tyrese dead.
“I know that look,” his sister, Jazz, said, eyeing him closely. She leant against the bar, and Corey surveyed her. She was growing up now. She had lost just as much as him, he realised. Her best friend Jessie, and now her oldest brother. Life had made her suffer just as much as it had made him suffer. Jazz leant closer, so that they would not be overheard. “You’re up to something, Corey. And I can guess what it is.”
Corey admired his sister. She was smart. She would go far in life, he knew.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said slowly.
“You can’t fool me,” Jazz said, raising an eyebrow. “I know it wasn’t a coincidence that Trent Banks died so soon after Jessie. And I’d bet money that you were behind it.”
“You shouldn’t gamble,” Corey said, attempting a joke. Neither of them laughed. “And this isn’t the place to talk about this,” he said, gesturing around at the wake. “We should respect Jayden.”
“Exactly,” Jazz said. “And he wouldn’t want you to do something stupid in his name.”
“Really?” Corey asked. “You believe that? Even when we’ve just buried him?”
“Especially now that we’ve just buried him,” Jazz insisted. “When will it end? You go after the Banks brothers, so they’ll come after you, or me. It’s a vicious cycle, can’t you see that? Are you going to let us all die before you realise you’re wrong?”
“I’d never let anything happen to you,” Corey reassured her.
He wished his sister could see that he was doing this for her, for them. For Jayden. The Banks brothers had to pay for what they had stolen from them,
“If you mean it,” Jazz said. “Then you’ll do nothing.”
Corey nodded, but he knew that his sister did not really believe he would just sit here and do nothing. Jazz sighed and squeezed his arm, then went over to make the rounds, receiving condolences and playing the good sister.
He watched her go, proud of her, and let her words sink in.
Perhaps she was right. He stopped himself from making a call.
He would respect Jazz’s wishes, so long as Tyrese did his time for Jayden’s murder.
* * *
It had been a long week in solitary confinement, and Troy tried to hide his relief as the officer unlocked the door and gestured for him to come out. It had felt like an eternity, unanswered questions chasing each other around his mind, driving him half-crazy. What was Tyrese was doing here? What had happened to Goldie?
Now he would finally get some answers, Troy thought.
“You’re lucky to be getting out so soon,” the officer said, as he led Troy down the corridor. “If it were up to me, you’d be spending a good month sat in there. Burning a man’s private bits. Shame on you, Banks.”
“Like I said, it was an accident,” Troy said. It was the story he had given when he had been questioned, and he was sticking to it, though he knew nobody believed him. He was pleased about that. Goldie and his mates knew he was not to be messed with now, and Troy imagined their faces as he walked back onto the block.
“And I’m a frigging millionaire,” the officer said, rolling his eyes. He shoved Troy roughly through the gate as they went onto the block. “If you know what’s good for you, Banks, you’ll keep your head down now. Stay clear of trouble.”
Troy ignored him. He did not need a lecture from a pathetic, greying officer who would be retired or dead in a few years. Pathetic twat, Troy thought.
They walked the rest of the distance to the block in silence. The officer seemed glad to be rid of him as he let Troy go.
Troy stood in his doorway and he did not have to wait long to catch a glimpse of his brother. He followed Tyrese down the corridor and saw him disappear into a cell.
Troy waited a moment and then went over. Tyrese looked up, surprised, when Troy stepped into the cell.
“Troy, what the hell happened?” Tyrese demanded, half-rising from his bed.
“I could ask you the same thing,” Troy said. He stepped further into the cell, pushing the door half-shut behind him to give them some privacy. He stared at his brother, trying to read his expression. “We’ve got a lot to talk about, right Ty?”
* * *
Dante felt calm as he was patted down and processed ready for his visitor.
Though he did not really care much that he had a daughter, he still wanted answers from Zoe Taylor. He wanted her to tell him the truth. He did not want a relationship with either her or the child, but it might come in handy having someone on the outside who he could bully into doing what he wanted.
She had struck him, even in the brief moments he had known her, as a pushover. If he played his cards right, perhaps he could persuade her to bring drugs in for him, or at the very least pay him off so that he would not pursue a relationship with their daughter. That could be useful, he thought.
The doors opened and Dante went into the visiting room. Other inmates went to see their families, their loved-ones. Dante scanned the room for Zoe. He knew she was a redhead, pasty-skinned and not a looker. He could not see her.
Someone waved him over and Dante narrowed his eyes, approaching the table and the guy sat there, who was clearly not Zoe Taylor.
“Who the fuck are you?” Dante asked, sitting across the table from him.
“I’m Tamar,” the guy said. He smiled as Dante looked around, still hoping for a sight of Zoe. “She’s not coming, mate. Not now, not ever.”
* * *
Aurora looked at her reflection in the mirror and smiled.
Behind her, she saw her mother and Zoe, hands clasped to their mouths, blinking away tears. She looked radiant. The white dress was not expensive, but it accentuated her curves, contrasting against her dark skin, and seemed to glimmer in the sunlight pouring through the window.
She gave them a twirl, the fabric twisting with the movement, and Aurora could have cried herself. She resisted, not wanting her make-up to run. She wanted to look perfect when she walked into the registry office and married Clint.
“You look stunning,” Zoe said, eyes wide.
“Beautiful,” Marlena agreed.
Aurora beamed at them, blushing with their compliments.
She could hardly believe that today she would become Mrs Jackson. She had been reserved at first, when Clint had suggested they book the registry office so soon after his proposal, but it made sense. They loved each other. There was no use in waiting, in drawing out their engagement. She wanted nothing more than to be Clint’s wife and so her wedding day had dawned, faster than she could have imagined, but she felt no hesitation, had no reservations for saying her vows.
“I bought some champagne,” Zoe said, bustling from the room. She returned a few moments later with a bottle and a corkscrew. She blushed. “Well, it’s not really champagne, but it’s fizzy.”
“It’ll be perfect,” Marlena reassured her, taking the bottle from her and opening it. Zoe blushed harder, leaving the room to get glasses. She returned with two wine glasses and a chipped mug. Aurora laughed, and Zoe smiled.
Marlena poured the wine and they all raised their glasses, Zoe lifting the mug with a bemused smile.
“To you and Clint,” Marlena toasted.
Aurora beamed at her mother. They had come along way, she thought to herself. She could never have imagined before that her mother would be so pleased for her to be tying the knot with Clint.
“To Aurora and Clint,” Zoe said, lifting her glass.
Aurora smiled as they clinked glasses and drank.
* * *
“Stay away from Zoe,” Tamar said. He leant back in the plastic chair. “You don’t send her any more visiting orders. You don’t call her. You leave her the fuck alone. Is that understood?”
Dante looked at Tamar, sizing him up. He did not know who he was, what his relationship to Zoe was, but he could hear the threat in his voice.
“Why do you care?” Dante asked. “What’s it to you?”
Tamar narrowed his eyes.
“Never you mind,” he said. “Just leave her alone.”
“What if I don’t?” Dante asked.
“I got quite a few mates locked up in here,” Tamar said casually. He did not show any sign of being intimidated by Dante. “Some of them owe me favours, you know. You contact her again, I’ll call those favours in.”
Dante considered him. He did not know if he was bluffing or not, but either way, he did not want to make enemies inside. Not when he had big plans for this place.
“Fair enough,” Dante shrugged. “Not like I wanted to see the kid anyway.”
“Keep it that way,” Tamar warned him.
He stood up, the chair legs scraping along the floor. Dante watched as Tamar crossed the visiting room and the guard let him out.
Dante let out a long sigh. It had been a long shot, he thought, hoping to use Zoe to bring drugs in. Now he knew she had people like Tamar and his mates watching her back, he thought it was too much effort to try.
He would find another way, he was sure of that. He nodded at the guard that he was ready to go and stood up, hoping that today would not be a total write-off.
* * *
Naz watched Amal leave the house and was glad to see the back of him.
He had hoped that after shooting Jayden, he would be afforded some respect, some kudos, for what he had done. How wrong he had been. Amal paraded Shontelle around like a trophy wife, rubbing his face in it, and Sanjay was just as bad. He acted like they were a golden couple and still treated Amal like a little prince, as if he had forgotten that Naz was the one who had pulled the trigger.
The money was starting to roll in now, Sanjay pressing his advantage now that Corey was busy mourning his brother and Tyrese was locked up. Naz barely saw a cut and now he understood how it had always been, how it always would be.
It did not matter that he had shot Jayden, nothing he did would ever be enough to be respected by his cousins. He was the black sheep of the family and nothing would change that.
Well, he did not accept that. He did not have to.
Satisfied that the house was empty, he went into the kitchen and pulled on some kitchen gloves and snuck upstairs to where Sanjay had stashed the gun that they had used to kill Jayden. Naz had thought him crazy to be keeping it, but Sanjay said they needed to wait before they chucked it. Now he thought it was a blessing.
He crept back downstairs, the gun heavy in his hands. He opened Amal’s gym bag, discarded at the foot of the stairs. He was too busy to work out now he spent every waking second with Shontelle and the smell of sweaty trainers filled his nostrils as he shoved the gun beneath a pair of gym shorts.
Zipping up the bag, Naz felt no remorse for what he was about to do.
He replaced the kitchen gloves in the sink and pulled his phone out of his pocket with shaking hands.
Amal should have shown him some respect, he reminded himself. He should never have gone after Shontelle. He should have treated him like family, not like an afterthought or someone to be mocked.
He would pay for it, Naz repeated, as he called Crimestoppers to make an anonymous tip-off about who had killed Jayden Healy.
* * *
Clint walked into the registry office and felt the enormity of what today meant at once. The clerk greeted them, smiling, shaking his hand. Beside him, Amal and Kojo, dressed in their suits, looked around, clearly feeling out of place in the room. He heard his mother gasp, on the verge of tears, as she had been all morning.
She clasped his hand and beamed around the room. It was simply decorated, but Clint knew that Aurora would appreciate it. They did not need a big church, a lavish ceremony. They loved each other and that was all that mattered.
The doors flew open and Tamar burst in, panting, his shirt untucked.
“Shit, I thought I was late,” he gasped, breathing hard. Clint and Amal caught each other’s eye and quickly looked away, almost laughing.
“Nah, mate, perfect timing,” Clint said, shaking his hand as Tamar joined them.
“Get your hands out of your pockets,” Clint heard his mother chastising Kojo, reaching for him. She looked around her at the boys, shaking her head. “Oh Lord, this won’t do at all,” she murmured, turning on Tamar. “Tuck that shirt in, boy.” Tamar did as he was told at once. Clint smiled as his mother reached for Amal to straighten his tie.
“Maybe I should wait outside,” Tamar said, “Look out for the bride.”
“Sure,” Clint laughed, “Good plan.” He watched as Tamar swerved to avoid Femi’s disapproving look at his tie and headed for the doors. Clint shrugged at his mother, who clucked disapprovingly but settled for surveying Kojo, straightening his tie too.
“Your dad not showing his face?” Amal asked under his breath, joining Clint at his side. Clint shook his head. Nobody had expected him to come, and Clint was relieved that he was not here. He was probably down the pub, he thought, or the bookies. “Good job,” Amal whispered, “Waste of space.”
“Damn right,” Clint agreed, before falling silent as his mum approached, itching to straighten his lapels.
The doors opened again, and Tamar appeared, looking excited.
“Your bride’s here, mate,” he said, grinning.
Clint took a deep breath, and Amal clapped him on the back and gave him a wink. His mother gave an excited squeal and pulled a tissue from her purse in anticipation. Kojo rolled his eyes as she went to his side.
Knowing that Aurora was so close, that they would soon be husband and wife, Clint felt his chest swell with pride. He knew he was doing the right thing.
* * *
Kojo looked at his brother, smiling brightly, and felt pleased for him. Though he itched to take off the jacket and tie his mother had forced him to wear, Kojo was pleased to be a part of the day. He had barely spoken to Clint lately, and part of him could not help but feel that today marked Clint’s departure from the family, that he was losing his older brother. Aurora and Angel, they would be Clint’s family now, his priorities. Kojo had not needed his brother in a long time, but it surprised him that he only now felt the loss that today marked.
Zoe breezed through the doors, hurrying down the aisle and immersing Tamar and Clint in conversation. Kojo felt Amal at his side and glanced at him.
“I wanted to have a quick chat,” Amal said, his voice low, so that nobody would hear them. Kojo looked at his mother, already wiping at her eyes, and knew that she was paying no attention to them. Amal continued, almost whispering. “Shontelle wanted me to have a word.”
“Oh really?” Kojo sighed. “Do we have to do this now?”
“She said you’re a bad influence on her sister,” Amal said.
“And you care, do you?” Kojo asked. He was getting fed up of Shontelle’s interference.
“Not really,” Amal shrugged. “I said I’d have a word, and I have done.”
“That’s it?” Kojo asked, confused.
“Not quite,” Amal said. “If you want to earn some money, just give me a nod, okay? I think you’ve got potential, Kojo.”
Kojo looked at him, intrigued. Today was turning out to be a day full of surprises. Amal clapped him on the back and went to join Tamar and the others, and Kojo remained where he was, smiling to himself.
“Right, ladies and gentlemen,” the clerk announced, “We’re ready to proceed.”
* * *
Troy looked at his brother.
“Why are you in here?” he asked. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything,” Tyrese sighed.
“Yeah,” Troy laughed, “That’s what half the guys in here say.”
“They think I killed Jayden Healy,” Tyrese said. He shook his head, and Troy thought his brother looked tired, almost defeated. It was a surprise. His oldest brother had always seemed like a rock. Unbeatable, unbreakable.
“Shit,” Troy murmured. He lowered his voice. “Did you? Kill him?”
“No, I fucking didn’t,” Tyrese snapped.
“Nobody would blame you,” Troy shrugged. “Not after Trent.”
“I didn’t do it.”
Troy could not tell if his brother was telling the truth.
“Did he kill Trent?” he asked. “Well, Goldie was the one who did that, he told me himself, but someone must’ve told him to.”
“I don’t know,” Tyrese admitted.
“Did you even try and find out?” Troy asked, his anger rising. This was not his brother, not the guy he had idolised, had wanted to emulate. This guy in front of him was beginning to look pathetic. “What happened to you, Ty? The famous Banks brothers? You lost your nerve or something?”
“Come on, Troy, don’t start -”
Troy looked him in the eyes, finally asking the question he had been longing for the answer to.
“Why did you try to get rid of me?” he asked. “Why did you stab me in the back?”
“I had my reasons,” Tyrese said flatly. It was clear he did not want to be drawn into this conversation, but Troy was not about to let that slide.
“Care to share them with me?” Troy insisted. “You owe me.”
“I don’t owe you anything,” Tyrese shook his head, not looking at him.
Troy tried to quell his growing anger.
“You owe me some answers.”
“I did it for your own good,” Tyrese said quietly. “For all of us.”
Troy sniggered.
“Were you the one who grassed me up before I could do a runner?” he asked. “Am I worth more banged up, is that it?” he asked.
Tyrese laughed, surprising Troy. He scowled at his brother.
“Don’t flatter yourself, Troy, you aren’t worth shit wherever you are,” Tyrese said, and Troy sensed the anger in his brother’s voice now. He was losing his patience. “You’re a fucking liability whatever you try and do. Wimbly? The phone? The fucking drugs? Should I go on?”
“None of that was my fault,” Troy protested. “It was Dante.”
“Right, the drugs just disappeared, is that it?” Tyrese asked, raising an eyebrow, looking squarely at Troy. “The phone just flew out the window, yeah?”
He shook his head with disappointment.
“It was Dante. He played me,” Troy admitted. “But it wasn’t my fault, and that didn’t give you the right to -”
“I didn’t do anything as some kind of payback, Troy,” Tyrese interrupted him, waving off the suggestion. “I was trying to protect us all.”
“Really? How did that work out for Trent and Jessie?” Troy snorted. “Or yourself?”
“I thought -” Tyrese stopped himself, sighing. “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.”
“I’m serving a thirty stretch, Ty,” Troy said through gritted teeth, trying to bite down his anger.
“Oh, grow up Troy,” Tyrese said, his voice harsh. Troy was taken aback, affronted. Tyrese looked at him, and the anger was written on his face. “You know why you’re in here? You fucked up, time and time again. Your girlfriend fucked you over, your mates turned on you, you let your cellmate record your fucking confession.” He shook his head, as if hardly daring to believe the stupidity. Troy clenched his fists. “You brought this all on yourself,” Tyrese spat.
Troy opened his mouth, but he had no response.
He had hoped that Tyrese had a plan, a reason for betraying him, but it was clearly not the case. His brother had lost his touch. Tyrese was defeated, and Troy that he could no longer count on him.
Without a word, Troy left the cell. The brother he had so respected, so admired, was gone. The man sat in Tyrese’s cell was just a pathetic shell of Tyrese Banks.
Troy knew he was on his own now.
* * *
Dante watched Troy storm out of the cell and down the corridor, so angry that he did not even notice him stood nearby the door.
He had not heard everything, but Dante knew that he had heard enough. Tyrese and Troy were finished, that much was clear. There was no coming back from some things, words could not be unspoken, and Dante intended to take advantage of this.
He had spent too long making it to the top to be thrown back to rock bottom now that Tyrese had turned up on the block, but now Dante sensed a new opportunity. Troy was weak and defenceless. He was nothing now.
Tyrese on the other hand still had some sway inside and he would no doubt soon discover Wimbly’s broken loyalties. Dante could utilise this for his own ends, he decided.
Perhaps today was not the write-off he had started to fear it was, Dante thought, as he stepped forward and knocked on the cell door. Tyrese looked up, and Dante saw that this was a man defeated.
Perfect, he thought, as he stepped inside.
* * *
Everyone took their places as the clerk joined Clint at the front of the small room. Clint smiled at her, and the clerk smiled reassuringly back.
The doors opened and he turned. He heard his mother gasp from the front row.
Aurora walked down the aisle. She looked beautiful, radiant. Clint could not take his eyes off her as her eyes met his, and she smiled. Marlena walked her, arm in arm, to the front row. She kissed her daughter on the cheek and then went to her seat, where Femi passed her a tissue at once and put a comforting arm around her, the pair of them already crying.
Clint felt butterflies as Aurora stopped at his side in front of the clerk. She took his hand in hers, and he realised his hands were shaking, not with nerves, but with excitement.
“Ready to become Mrs Jackson?” Clint whispered, smiling wide.
Aurora gave him a furtive look.
“Of course,” she replied. “I’ve been dreaming about this.”
Clint thought his heart would burst at her words as she gave his hand a gentle squeeze, and they turned to face the clerk as she began to speak.
* * *
“Who are you?” Tyrese asked. “And what do you want?”
The stranger leant against the wall, crossing his arms against his chest. He looked at home in here, Tyrese thought. He was not in the mood for chit-chat, not after seeing Troy, after his brother had stormed out like a child who had not heard what they had wanted to hear.
“I’m Dante. Troy’s ex-cellmate.”
“And you’re here in my cell because?” Tyrese prompted him.
Dante smiled.
“Straight to the point,” he said, “I like that.”
“Yeah, I’m a big fan of that,” Tyrese said. “So, I’ll make myself a bit clearer. Get to the point, Dante, or get the fuck out.”
“I’m here to help you out,” Dante said.
Tyrese narrowed his eyes.
“How do you plan on doing that?” he asked. “You been digging a tunnel?”
Dante laughed, though Tyrese noticed it did not reach his eyes, which remained stony, alert. He did not trust Dante.
“I meant help you with making some money,” Dante offered, lowering his voice. “You know there’s money to be made in here. Plenty of it.”
“I know,” Tyrese nodded. “But I’m not interested.”
“You haven’t heard what I’m offering,” Dante said.
“I don’t need to,” Tyrese said, his voice firm. He smiled. “Now, Dante, if you don’t mind, I’ve got to take a shit.”
He started to stand, and Dante shrugged, though Tyrese knew that he was more put out than he was letting on.
“If you change your mind,” Dante said, “Then you know where I am.” He left the cell and Tyrese sat back down on his bed, shaking his head.
He wondered if Dante had been involved in making the drugs go missing, if something was amiss with him. He did not like Dante, did not trust him, but he had met guys like him before, inside and out on the street.
They were dangerous, and Tyrese knew that he had to watch his back. He had to watch out for Troy, he decided. Dante was up to something, and Tyrese wanted to make sure that his brother did not get caught in the crossfire, if he had not already.
* * *
Aurora held Clint’s hands in her hers.
She knew this was where she was meant to be, and she had no doubt that Shaniqua would be pleased for her. Though last night as she had tried to sleep, she had questioned whether her sister would approve or not, she had eventually accepted that she would never be able to ask her.
Standing here, having heard Clint say his vows, the emotion cracking his voice, Aurora knew that her sister would have been left in no doubt that he loved her, would always keep her safe and be a good husband and father.
Aurora repeated her vows after the clerk, smiling at Clint.
The clerk smiled at each of them in turn, then turned her attention to the table behind them. Aurora and Clint signed their names on the registry.
“It gives me great pleasure to now pronounce you husband and wife,” the clerk said. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, Mr and Mrs Jackson.”
Clint leaned in close and kissed her, and Aurora responded, melting into him. He still held one of her hands, but the other slid around her waist, and she put her hands to his chest, feeling the warmth of him.
The clerk clapped and was quickly joined by the others. Aurora kissed Clint lightly again and then turned, seeing her mother blowing her nose, her mascara in need of a patch-up. Aurora smiled at her, and Marlena smiled warmly back and started clapping too.
“How do you feel, wifey?” Clint whispered beside her, taking her hand in his again.
Aurora smiled. It was hard to put into words the elation she was feeling.
“Like I’m in heaven,” she replied, and Clint squeezed her hand.
* * *
The crying would not stop. Brandy listened, waiting for Aunt Bo to go to comfort Frazer as she always did. Nothing.
“Bo, the baby’s crying,” Brandy called through her bedroom door, but there was no response. She hesitated. The crying was louder now, more urgent. Brandy’s hands shook. Perhaps Aunt Bo was testing her, seeing if she would go to check on the boy. Brandy would not fall for it, would not give her aunt the satisfaction.
After a few long minutes, Brandy had to accept that Aunt Bo was not here. She threw open her bedroom door and went into the lounge. Frazer was in his cot, his face red as he cried and screeched. Brandy stood in the doorway, looking at him, wondering what it might want. Feeding? A nappy change? She would not be doing that, Brandy told herself.
“What do you want?” she shouted at Frazer. He did not respond, not that she had expected him to. He continued to cry.
Brandy took a deep breath and crossed the room. She stood over the cot, looking down at her son. He did not stop crying at the sight of her. He probably didn’t even know who she was, Brandy thought.
She hesitated, then reached down into the cot and picked Frazer up, her hands firm beneath his armpits. He twisted in her hands and stopped crying for a moment, surprised. He looked at her face, panting hard from the effort of his screeching, his face still red. Brandy sighed with relief. Frazer blinked hard and let out another cry, resuming his previous efforts.
Brandy groaned. She adjusted him in her arms, so he was cradled against her, and with one hand she patted his bottom. He was dry, so he did not need changing, she determined, relieved. She took him into the kitchen and found some milk in the fridge. She had watched her aunt heat in the microwave, but Brandy had never paid any attention. She filled the bottle with milk and stuck it into Frazer’s mouth.
He took a few sips and turned away. Brandy put the bottle down, wondering what the hell Aunt Bo was playing at leaving Frazer unattended.
The crying had stopped, and soon Frazer’s normal colouring had returned, and he was looking around the room, and up at Brandy’s face, as if examining her.
“Don’t get attached to me,” Brandy warned him, as she sat down heavily on the sofa, Frazer nestled in her arms. “I didn’t want you. I still don’t.”
Frazer smiled up at her, his eyes big and round and innocent. Brandy noticed that he had the same colour eyes as hers. She wondered if he would be handsome when he was older. He was a combination of her and Troy’s looks, so she thought his chances were good. At least in appearance, she thought. Mentally, he was probably going to be fucked-up.
“Stop smiling at me,” Brandy told him. She was not sure why he seemed to like her, trust her. Maybe it was just because he was a stupid baby who would trust anything, she thought. “I’m not good for you, Frazer. You don’t like me, not really.”
Frazer kept smiling at her.
Brandy stood up and put him back in his cot. He seemed to watch her as she retreated. She gave a last look back at him, then went back into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.
She sat down on her bed, her palms slick with sweat. She felt anxious. She tried to stop thinking about Frazer. His smile, his eyes that matched hers. She did not want to feel close to him, did not want a bond with her son.
Brandy knew what she had to do. Frazer was innocent. He did not deserve her as a mother or Troy as a father. He deserved more than she could ever give him.
She shuddered at the thought, she knew that Aunt Bo would never forgive her, but Brandy knew it was the right decision.
She had to give Frazer a chance at a better life, to a family who loved him.
Her phone started to ring, tearing her from her thoughts.
* * *
“Brandy are you there?” Tyrese asked. He twisted the phone cord in his hands, trying to steady his nerves. She murmured a response, sounding distracted. “I’m locked up, Brandy. Why didn’t you tell the police I was with you that night?”
“You told me not to,” Brandy replied.
“Yeah, I meant don’t go telling your mates or Troy,” Tyrese hissed. He felt his anger mounting, but he tried to keep it in check. He still needed her help. He did not want to threaten her, scare her off. “Look, it’s okay. You can still talk to them, Brandy, you can still say we were together.”
“I can’t,” Brandy said. He heard the anxiety in her voice.
“Yes, you can Brandy,” Tyrese insisted. “You don’t have to tell them we had sex. You don’t have to tell them any of that. You just have to tell them we were drinking together after Trent’s wake, that I couldn’t have killed Jayden.”
He hated the desperation in his voice, but he could not help himself. Brandy was silent, but he heard the crackle on the line, her breathing.
“Brandy?” he urged her. “Please.”
“I’m not changing my statement,” Brandy said, her voice hard, determined. “I wasn’t with you that night. You killed Jayden Healy. Leave me alone.”
Tyrese felt anger rise inside him. He understood now.
“Did you set me up, is that it? You steal my phone? Get me drunk?” Tyrese demanded, almost shouting. He did not care that people could hear him. The queue for the phone was short, and they were nothing, these guys he did not know, did not want to know. He swallowed hard. “Who did it? Who really killed Jayden?”
“If you call me again, I’ll tell the police you’ve been threatening me,” Brandy said down the line. “Leave me the fuck alone, Tyrese.”
“Brandy, listen, please -”
Tyrese stopped as he heard the line disconnect. He slammed the phone back into its cradle and cursed. He clenched his fists and stormed down the corridor, ignoring the looks on the guys waiting to use the phones.
He knew that his anger was just masking his deep disappointment. Brandy had been his last chance and now that had been snatched away from him, his hope shattered by her cold words.
* * *
Dante smiled to himself.
He had not expected to overhear something as juicy as that, eavesdropping on Tyrese Banks. Since he had been dismissed from his cell, Dante had decided the best way to worm his way in was to force himself into Tyrese’s good books.
Now he knew something that he was sure Tyrese did not want his brother to find out. Tyrese had fucked Troy’s ex-girlfriend by the sounds of it, and Dante knew that this was his chance.
If Tyrese would not give him a leg up in this place and let him continue to use Wimbly, Dante would force him to. He would blackmail him, threaten him.
Whatever it took to remain on top in here.
* * *
Zoe caught Aurora’s eye as she took her first dance with Clint and gave her a wink. She was happy for her friend, so pleased that Aurora and Clint were now husband and wife.
The wedding reception was underway, the drinks flowing and the music playing. They had rented the back room of a guest house down the road from the registry office, and Marlena had decorated it beautifully.
“Do you want to dance?” Tamar asked her, holding out his hand. She smiled and took it, following him onto the dance floor.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” she sighed, and quickly stopped herself. She did not want to put Tamar off, did not want him to think that this was what she wanted for herself someday. She backtracked. “Erm, I mean, it’s nice, but it’s not for me.”
Tamar smiled knowingly.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I know what you meant.”
Zoe smiled, uncertain. She loved spending time with Tamar, but she did not know what he wanted, what he really wanted from her.
“Tamar, I really like -”
“I really like you too,” Tamar said, interrupting her. Zoe looked at him. “I mean it, Zoe. Spending time with you, it’s so amazing. I want to be with you. I want a relationship with you. A proper one. I’m serious about you, Zoe Taylor.”
Zoe beamed, hardly able to believe what she was hearing.
“I’ll always take care of you,” Tamar went on. Zoe wondered if that was why he had almost been late this morning. She knew he had gone to see Dante, and she believed him when he said he had taken care of it. “I think, well no, I know, that I love you, Zoe.”
The words washed over her, and Zoe could hardly breathe. She did not know what to say. Tamar smiled again and pulled her closer to him. He kissed her, and she kissed him back, feeling happier than she had thought possible before.
* * *
“I think everyone’s distracted,” Clint whispered into Aurora’s ear, as they spun around, no longer alone on the dance floor. He nuzzled her neck with his lips. “Perhaps we can sneak upstairs to our room. Nobody will notice.”
Aurora smiled at him, amused and filled with longing.
“What about our mothers?” she asked, glancing around the room for a sight of them. “What would they say?”
“My mum’s hit the buffet, and your mum’s hit the free bar,” Clint grinned.
Aurora bit her lower lip, then smiled. She took his hand and led him off the dance floor, through the door to the guest rooms upstairs. Clint pulled the keys out of his pocket and fumbled with the lock when they reached their room.
Opening the door, Clint stepped back, and Aurora gasped at the room. Rose petals formed a heart-shape on the bed, and she wondered how many more surprises Clint had for her today. It was so magical, she thought, worried for a second that it might just be a dream that she would wake up from at any moment.
Clint slid his arms around her waist and kissed her, and she knew that it was not a dream. She felt the warmth of him as she pressed against him, felt his desire for her, his longing.
He steered her towards the bed and the rose petals crushed beneath her as she lay against the duvet. Clint’s mouth was on her and she clasped him against her.
She never wanted to let him go, she realised.
* * *
Kojo looked around the reception, catching a glimpse of Aurora and Clint sneaking upstairs. He smiled at the sight. His mum was distracted, piling her plate high with food, and so he managed to sneak a beer from the bar. Amal saw him and nodded, with a sly wink.
“Enjoying your beer?” a voice asked from behind him, and Kojo spun around to see Scarlett, looking pretty in a pink dress. She smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell.”
Kojo pulled her to him and kissed her lightly on the lips.
“Glad you made it,” he said. “This party sucks without you.”
“Well, I’m here now,” she beamed, blushing.
Kojo looked around and saw Shontelle had arrived too, already pulling Amal onto the dance floor. Kojo felt a smug sense of satisfaction that Amal had offered him a job, gone behind the stuck-up bitch’s back.
Following his eyes, Scarlett seemed to tense.
“We came together,” Scarlett said. She hesitated as Kojo turned to her, a questioning look in his eye. “I know she upset you yesterday, but she’s my sister. We had a long talk this morning, and we patched things up.”
Kojo felt anger flare inside him and he tried to fight it, to stop his hands from clenching into fists. After everything, Scarlett had gone behind his back and forgiven Shontelle. Was he the only one who saw her for the interfering cow that she was?
“I thought you’d chosen me,” Kojo said through gritted teeth, his jaw clenching. “But first chance you get, you go and sort things out with her.”
“She’s my sister, Kojo.”
“And what am I?” Kojo snapped.
He realised that he would never be Scarlett’s priority, that her sister would always come first. Shontelle would do everything she could to keep them apart, and Scarlett would let her.
Scarlett reached for his hands, eyes wide with apprehension, but Kojo pulled away from her. He slammed his beer down onto the bar and went into the toilets. The anger was raging inside him. He did not understand it, did not want it, but he knew he could not resist it.
He kicked out at the walls, the toilet cubicle, cursing. He was shaking hard, adrenaline and rage coursing through him. He heard the door open behind him, and Scarlett walked in, anxious.
She took a step back when he turned, and he knew that she was scared, seeing the anger in his eyes, the muscles in his neck twitching.
“Kojo -” she half-whispered.
She had done this to him, Kojo realised. She had betrayed him, chosen her sister over him, and that was why he was so angry. He crossed the room in two strides, pushing her against the wall. She seemed to shrink, shaking with nerves.
“Come on, what am I to you then?” Kojo hissed, flecks of spit hitting her face. She did not wipe them off, frozen with fear. Kojo leant closer, his face inches from hers, his hands pressed to the wall beside her head. “I mean, I’m nothing compared to your precious sister, am I? Can’t compete with her. So come on, Scarlett. Speak.”
“You’re scaring me,” Scarlett whispered. “I didn’t mean to -”
“Betray me?” Kojo asked, almost growling. “Well, you fucking did.”
“Maybe I should go,” Scarlett said slowly. “Let you calm down.”
“Don’t you like me like this?” Kojo snapped. “Well, this is me. If you don’t like it, crawl back to your fucking sister.”
“Kojo, I like you,” Scarlett said, almost crying now. “I really do, I promise.”
“Prove it,” Kojo said.
“I don’t know how,” she said. “I -”
“Yeah, you do,” Kojo cut across her, glaring at her. His anger towards her was consuming him, and he needed a release, needed her to show how much she wanted him, liked him. “You can prove it right now. Get on your knees.”
Scarlett was shaking, blinking away tears now, but Kojo could not stop himself.
“If you like me as much as you say you do,” Kojo insisted, “Then you’ll do it.”
Scarlett gave out a whimper as she slid down the wall. Kojo smiled, satisfied that he still had some control over her, that she was doing this for him. Perhaps he could compete against her sister after all. He felt her hands shaking as she unzipped his trousers.
“Kojo, I think -” she cried, but Kojo wrapped his hand into her hair and pulled her head back, and she went silent, looking up at him, her look pleading. Whatever she had been about to say, she kept to herself.
He knew she would think twice before she went behind his back now. He was not to be messed with, Kojo thought, and it was about time Scarlett realised that.
* * *
Brandy watched Aunt Bo’s face tighten as she registered what she had said. She frowned, shaking her head.
“I won’t allow it,” she said eventually. She glanced over at Frazer. “I won’t see that poor boy out on the street. How can you even think of such a thing?”
Brandy sighed. She had expected this reaction.
“He’ll be better off with a family who actually wants him,” she insisted.
“I want him,” Aunt Bo said. “And deep down, so do you.”
“No, Bo, I don’t. I see mums with their kids every day, see the way they look at them, the way they show them off. Aurora with that girl she’s just had. Zoe and Sienna. They want their kids, they love them. I don’t want Frazer.”
“You’re just adjusting,” Aunt Bo said. She put a hand to her chest. “It takes some longer than others to accept motherhood.”
“Like my mum, you mean?” Brandy asked. Aunt Bo looked down at her lap. Maybe she had no answer for that, Brandy thought.
As if on cue, the front door opened and slammed shut, and a moment later Deanna appeared in the doorway. She looked at each of them, eyes narrowing.
“What’s going on in here?” she demanded.
“Nothing that concerns you,” Brandy said, not even looking up at her.
Deanna took a step into the living room.
“This is my flat,” she said. “Anything and everything that happens concerns me. As far as I’m concerned, the lot of you are just lodgers taking up my space. Don’t think I won’t chuck you to the kerb if you lot don’t show me the respect I deserve.”
Frazer gave a cry from his cot.
“Someone shut that brat up,” Deanna snapped. Aunt Bo half-rose from her chair, but Frazer fell quiet.
“This concerns your grandson,” Aunt Bo said, sitting back down.
“What have I told you about calling him that?” Deanna hissed.
“Brandy’s just told me she wants to give him away,” Aunt Bo said, shooting a dirty look at Brandy. Brandy rolled her eyes. She did not know what her aunt expected, but she doubted she would get any support from her mum for keeping him here. Aunt Bo went on. “She wants to give him up for adoption. She’s already got the number for social services. I’ve told her it’s a ridiculous idea, but she won’t listen.”
Deanna looked from Aunt Bo to Brandy. Brandy saw the cogs grinding behind her eyes, perhaps battling through the fog of drugs and alcohol. One look at the state of her, and anyone in their right mind would know that she was no suitable flatmate for a baby.
“If that’s what Brandy wants, then that’s what’s best,” Deanna said slowly. Brandy was surprised, and she saw Aunt Bo’s reaction matched her own.
“What are you saying Deanna?” Aunt Bo gasped. “You’d let her give him -”
“Yeah, why are you agreeing with me?” Brandy asked. “You know I’m giving him to social services, right? We’re not making money from it, we’re not selling him.”
Deanna glared at them both, shaking her head.
“I do have a clue about motherhood,” she said, coming further into the room, glancing over at the cot. “I’m a shit mum, and don’t deny it. Always have been, always will be. Some people aren’t cut out for it. Too selfish. Too damaged.” She lit a cigarette and blew smoke across the room. She looked at Brandy. “If you know you’re not going to be his mother, in the ways it matters, then you’re better off giving him to someone who will. You’ll only hurt him, break him, otherwise. Like I did with you.”
Brandy swallowed hard. Her mother had barely made sense over the years, but now Brandy finally started to feel that she could relate to her. Aunt Bo watched the exchange, shaking her head, though when Brandy looked at her, she saw the resignation dawning on her face.
“I’ll call social services tomorrow,” Brandy said, deciding out loud. It was better to do it quickly, for all their sakes.
“You’re stronger than I was,” Deanna said, flicking ash into Frazer’s half-eaten bowl of baby food. “Imagine what kind of life you could’ve had if I’d given you up.”
Brandy tried not to think about it. She turned to Aunt Bo.
“It’s for the best, you see that, don’t you?”
Aunt Bo rose to her feet, swelling with indignation.
“I’ll pack my things, ready for when Frazer is taken,” she said. She looked from Brandy to Deanna and back. “I can see that you’re both beyond redemption. Even God cannot help you know, girl.”
“Oh, shut the fuck up Bo,” Deanna snorted, taking another drag from her cigarette and laughing. “Go have a kid of your own, might cheer you up.”
* * *
Amal had one arm around Shontelle’s shoulders as they turned the corner onto his street. She smiled at him, both in a good mood after the reception. Amal was happy for his mate, and he could even picture himself tying the knot with Shontelle, but not yet, it was far too early for such thoughts.
“Did you have a word with Kojo?” she asked.
“Yeah, I sure did,” Amal nodded.
Shontelle smiled happily, and Amal wondered if Kojo would consider his offer. He would take the lad under his wing, teach him a thing or two. Clint would not be around, and Kojo needed someone to keep an eye on him.
Amal’s stride slowed as they approached the house. Shontelle’s smile slipped, eyes widening with concern as they clocked two police cars parked outside the house.
The uniforms were going in and out of the house, and Amal panicked. He ran forward, caught sight of his mum and Naz stood outside the front door, to one side, looking anxious. Sanjay was mouthing off, two officers watching him wearily.
“What’s going on?” Amal asked.
“They’ve got a warrant,” Sanjay told him quietly. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “There was a tip-off. Somebody grassed.”
Amal swallowed hard as a uniform called outside.
“We’ve got it,” the officer shouted. “We found the gun.”
* * *
Naz felt his heart pounding in his chest as the officer held up the gym bag. Amal had arrived just in time, and to make it even sweeter, Shontelle was with him. Now she would see what he was really like and she would never want to see him again. Even if she did, the only way she would was across a table in the visiting room of prison.
“It’s in here,” the officer told his sergeant.
“Right,” the sergeant nodded. He looked over at them, gesturing to the bag. “Whose bag is this?”
Naz glanced at Amal, Shontelle wide-eyed beside him.
“It’s mine,” Sanjay sighed.
Naz’s heart almost stopped. Had he put the gun in the wrong bag? He looked at his cousins, could not be sure if Sanjay was telling the truth or if he was taking the fall for Amal.
Sanjay stepped forward, holding up his hands in surrender.
“You’re under arrest for the murder of Jayden Healy,” the sergeant told him as he snapped cuffs around his wrists and motioned for someone to put him in a car.
Naz caught his eye as he went. The look on Sanjay’s face was dangerous.
He knew at once that Sanjay knew that he was responsible.
Naz began to shake, realising now he had just made the biggest mistake of his life.
* * *
Clint lay beneath the sheets, Aurora in his arms, and finally felt relaxed.
The day had been beautiful and they were now husband and wife, and he did not want anything more from life than everything he already had right now.
“You know,” Aurora murmured into his chest, “I was thinking the other day, about the house up in Manchester.”
“Oh yeah?” Clint asked. He too had thought about Manchester, had wondered if they would return or not.
“I love seeing my mum, and I love London,” Aurora said quietly, “And I know you love being close to your mum and Kojo. But it’s not just about us and what we want now.”
Clint nodded.
“You think we should go back up to Manchester?” he asked. He was surprised. He had not expected Aurora to willingly leave her mother again.
“For Angel’s sake,” Aurora said. “I mean, we both grew up on the Goldsworth and we turned out fine but look at some of the others. Brandy, Troy, the Banks brothers. I know you can’t blame the place, but you’ve got to wonder.”
“Angel deserves the best,” Clint agreed.
“And then there’s Sasha and Shaniqua,” Aurora said. “She did nothing wrong, never hurt anybody, and she still died. I can’t let Angel grow up in a place like that.”
Clint held her close to him as she shivered slightly at the thought.
“Plus, my mum seems like she’s doing a lot better now,” Aurora continued. “And I know you don’t want to leave him behind, but Kojo has friends here. We can’t force him back to Manchester, and I hardly think he’ll be wanting to join us.”
Clint thought about his brother. Something had changed inside of him, he knew that much. He was no longer the sweet, innocent boy he had whispered reassurances to as their father flew into a rage and beat their mother just outside the bedroom door. No, Kojo was growing up now. Clint could no longer protect him.
Aurora kissed his chest, sensing where his thoughts had taken him. Clint smiled at her, running a hand through her hair, drawing her close for another kiss.
“I was thinking about Manchester too,” Clint admitted. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to leave your mum, but I agree. We have a house there, a future. That is what’s best for Angel.”
“Thanks, Clint,” Aurora smiled.
“I’ll book the train tickets back,” Clint said. “There’s no use in waiting. The trial’s over. We’re married. The sooner we start our new lives, the better.”
“My perfect husband.”
“My beautiful wifey,” Clint smiled, kissing her, pulling her closer. “You know, it is still our wedding night.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Suitcases lay open on the bed, clothes spilling out of them. Aurora was not sure how they had managed to accumulate so much in the time they had been back on the estate. She smiled as Angel coughed from her cot. Of course, she thought. It seemed like an age ago that they had come back. She had been heavy with pregnancy, and now they were returning to Manchester with their beautiful daughter.
She remembered leaving for Manchester the first time, desperate with fear, as she had met Clint and his brother at the train station, the threat of the Banks brothers’ reprisals filling them with dread. Now, they left with a beautiful daughter and happily married. It was like a dream, Aurora thought, as she folded a shirt and dropped it into the suitcase.
Something else had been playing on her mind lately. She remembered Serena Patterson’s words, her suggestion that she join the police force. She had dismissed the thought at the time, but now she was beginning to consider it. She wanted to honour Shaniqua’s memory, do something that mattered.
She did not know what Clint would have to say about it, but she could not imagine him being unsupportive. He loved her, he wanted her to be happy. The thought of someone from the Goldsworth Estate becoming a police officer was almost laughable, but Aurora knew that Serena Patterson had done it. She could do it too, Serena had said as much.
“It’ll be quiet without you all here,” Marlena said, as she came into the room. Aurora turned, smiling at her mother. She smiled back, though Aurora could see the sadness in her mother’s eyes. “I’ll miss you all, you know that.”
“I know mum,” Aurora said. “But we have to go back, it’s -”
Marlena held up a hand to stop her.
“I understand, believe me I do,” she said. “And you’re always welcome to come down and visit me. Let the little one see her grandma.”
“Of course,” Aurora said. “I thought you didn’t like being called grandma.”
“For this little beauty, I don’t mind,” Marlena smiled, bending down over Angel’s cot and stroking her face.
“Mum, I’ve been thinking,” Aurora said slowly, finally giving voice to her thoughts. “What would you think if I said I was considering joining the police?”
Marlena considered her for a long moment.
“I’d say you’re crazy,” she said, with a laugh. “All that hard work, that training. It’s a tough job, Aurora, but if anyone can do it, then it’s you.”
“You’d be proud?” Aurora asked.
“I’m always proud of you, sweetheart,” she replied. “But yes, I’d be proud. If it’s what you want, then you should go for it. Life is too short not to.”
Aurora smiled at her, feeling relieved. Marlena came over to the bed and began folding the clothes, shaking her head at the mess inside the suitcases.
“Now, why don’t you go say goodbye to your friends before you leave,” she said, taking the shirt from Aurora’s hands. “You’re making a mess of this packing, just leave it to me.”
Aurora squeezed her hand, and Marlena smiled as she focused on the chaos in front of her.
“Thanks mum,” Aurora said. For everything, she wanted to say, but she did not. Marlena nodded, giving her a knowing smile, and Aurora knew that her mother had understood exactly what she meant.
* * *
Kojo sat up in his bed and glanced at his phone. There were no messages from Scarlett, not that he had expected any. He cringed at the memory of what he had done, how he had behaved. He was hardly aware of it. It was as if a cloud of rage had descended over him, as if he had been a completely different person.
Not that any excuse mattered, he thought. He wondered if Scarlett would ever forgive him, or if he even wanted her to. Perhaps she was better off without him. He was no prize. She deserved much better, he knew that for certain.
“You fat, clumsy bitch,” he heard his father shout from the kitchen. He heard the clatter of saucepans on the floor and knew his father had done his usual trick of swiping all the washing-up onto the floor. “Can’t you do anything right?”
Kojo closed his eyes, though it did nothing to block out his father’s voice. He could just about make out his mother’s murmured responses. A few minutes later, the front door slammed shut and Kojo felt relieved. His father would calm down after a few pints and a bet on the horses.
He waited in his room, not wanting to embarrass his mother by acknowledging what had just happened. He would give her time to clean up, wipe her eyes dry.
Kojo wondered if this was his future, if he was somehow turning into his father. Perhaps it was genetic, he thought, being an abusive fuck. He remembered his anger, what he had done to Scarlett, and knew that it was not out of the question.
The thought made his stomach flutter with panic. If he was turning into his father, then he pitied whichever girl he ended up with. He imagined Scarlett as his mother, broken and beaten by him.
He could not allow himself to turn into his father, he decided, wondering whether it was too late already.
* * *
Clint forced a smile as he stood before his friends.
“Will you be back?” Tamar asked, sticking his hands in his pockets. “I mean, last time I thought you were gone for good, but here you are.”
“Mum and Kojo are still here,” Clint replied. “And Aurora’s mum. Plus, you guys, so yeah, we’ll be back for visits, don’t worry.”
Tamar smiled, pleased with his response.
“You’ll be missed,” Amal said. “But you’ve got to do what’s best for you and your baby girl. I’m pleased for you, mate.”
“Thanks,” Clint said. “Just make sure you take care, yeah? No trouble.”
“You know me,” Amal grinned. “I can’t make a promise like that. Not after my brother -” He trailed off, but Clint knew that his friend would not let his brother’s arrest go unpunished. He felt relieved that he would not be here to know about the repercussions, that he was no longer associated with the needless to-and-fro of violence and revenge.
“Don’t worry, I’m steering well clear of trouble,” Tamar said, holding up his hands. “Zoe will make sure of that.”
“Look after her,” Clint smiled. “You’ve done well, she’s a good girl.”
“Damn right,” Tamar winked.
Clint hesitated. He was not good with goodbyes. Amal and Tamar seemed awkward, nobody wanting to show emotion.
“I should get going,” Clint said slowly. “Packing to do and all that.”
“Yeah,” Amal said, and Tamar nodded.
Clint took a step forward to the door.
“Come on, mate, bring it in,” Tamar said, taking him by surprise, opening his arms. Clint hugged him, clapping him on the back. Tamar did the same. When he released him, Amal hugged him as well.
Clint smiled at them both.
“Take care guys,” he said, as he left Amal’s house.
“You too,” Tamar called after him.
Clint wondered what would become of his friends, hoped that the Goldsworth was kind to them, knowing that the chances were low that the three of them would ever stand together again.
* * *
Brandy glared at Aunt Bo.
“You’re not going to change my mind,” she insisted. “I decide what’s best for Frazer. What I say goes. He’s going to be with a family who loves him.”
“Really?” Aunt Bo argued. “You can guarantee that, can you?”
Brandy looked away, knowing that she could not promise her aunt that, however much she wished that she could.
“You know what happens to most black boys in care?” Aunt Bo asked, hands on hips, swelling with her righteous anger. “They get lost in the system, Brandy. What if he never gets adopted? Never finds this wonderful family you keep imagining? Could you really live with yourself if he spends the next eighteen years passed from pillar to post, unloved, unwanted? That’s the reality of it, Brandy. Why would you do that to him? To your own son? He has a mother. You. You should bloody well act like it.”
Brandy swallowed down her anger. She had expected her aunt to be like this, but her words hit her hard, made her question her choice, and that was the last thing she needed right now.
“I’m doing what’s best for him,” Brandy insisted, squaring up to her aunt. “He might not get the perfect family, you’re right. But at least he’ll have a chance at one. If he stays here, he’ll never have that.”
“You don’t know that,” Aunt Bo protested. “You think you’re doing what’s best for him, that proves that you care about him.”
“I’m doing what’s best for him, that doesn’t mean I love him, or that I want him in my life,” Brandy said.
Aunt Bo held her hands up, shaking her head.
“If you do this, you’ll regret it,” she said. “Maybe not now. Maybe not for a few years. But someday, you will wish you had listened to me and not given that precious little boy away to strangers.”
“Maybe,” Brandy shrugged. “But I’ll regret it every single day if I keep him, let him grow up to hate me like I hate my mum. Always regretting that he’s never had a fucking chance at a good life, that when he makes mistakes, it’s all my fault.”
“You don’t hate your mother,” Aunt Bo sighed. “It feels like that sometimes, but you love her really. And Frazer loves you, Brandy. Just let that love in.”
“I don’t hate her? Really?” Brandy hissed. “I used to wish, pray even, that she’d choke on her vomit whilst she slept. That she would drink so much she’d never wake up, or that she would OD and I’d find her dead after I came back from school. I used to dream I’d be taken into care. Is that not hate? I used to wish she would die, because that was better than the shit life I had with her looking after me.”
Aunt Bo looked shocked by her words, as if Brandy had slapped her.
“There’s no reasoning with you,” she said, her voice quiet now. “You are evil, Brandy Mason. Pure evil.”
Brandy was not offended. She had been called far worse.
“That’s exactly why I’m doing this,” she said firmly. “This way, Frazer doesn’t turn out the same as me.”
Aunt Bo turned away from her, and Brandy watched her go. She knew that she was doing the right thing, but her aunt’s words had hit her hard. She tried not to think about Frazer’s life if nobody adopted him, if he was left in care until he was old enough to be palmed off onto benefits and council hand-outs.
She forced the thoughts away, grabbing her keys and leaving the flat and Aunt Bo’s constant disapproval, trying to convince herself she was doing what was best for her son. She was a terrible mother, Brandy knew, perhaps even worse than her own, but at least she could do one thing for Frazer. She could give him a chance.
* * *
Sanjay was no stranger to a prison cell nor interrogation, and so he was not intimidated when the officer questioning him stood up and placed his hands on the table, staring down at him.
“You want to serve a life sentence, do you?” the officer asked him.
Sanjay shook his head, rolling his eyes. His lawyer drummed his finger impatiently.
“Are we really going to go over all of this again?” the lawyer asked. “My client has already repeated that he is not responsible.”
“We found the murder weapon in your gym bag,” the officer said.
“Does it have my fingerprints on it?” Sanjay asked.
The officer gritted his teeth. His lawyer rose an eyebrow and leant forward.
“You’ve had the forensics results back then?” he asked.
“They found a partial print,” the officer replied.
“Not mine, though,” Sanjay insisted.
“We couldn’t find a match,” the officer admitted.
“Hallelujah,” the lawyer cried out. “Now that you’ve admitted you have no evidence can we wrap this up?”
“No evidence?” the officer asked, incredulous. “The murder weapon was found in your client’s bag.”
“I was framed,” Sanjay said. “I know who did it.”
The two men fell silent, staring at him.
“I must advise -” his lawyer started, but Sanjay held up a hand to stop him, focused on the officer.
“Come on, surprise me. Who did it?” the officer asked.
“My cousin, Naz,” Sanjay replied. “He boasted about it after he’d killed him.”
“You expect me to believe that?”
“The partial print on that gun,” Sanjay said slowly, “See if it matches Naz’s prints. I’ll bet you it will.”
The officer looked interested now.
“You’ll give a statement to this fact?” he asked.
“Of course,” Sanjay said. “Naz deserves to be locked up for what he’s done.”
The officer nodded as he scribbled something down. Sanjay tried his hardest not to smile to himself. They had both worn gloves in the playground whilst they handled the gun, but later that evening Sanjay had passed the gun to Naz ever-so-briefly whilst he’d still been in a state of shock, too quick for Naz to pull his own gloves back on.
As he had been arrested, Sanjay knew that Naz had tried to frame Amal, had grassed them up. He had half-expected, hence his back-up plan in case his cousin tried to do the dirty on them. Thankfully, he thought, his suspicions had paid off.
He leant back in his chair and relaxed whilst the officer went out of the room to send some uniforms out to arrest Naz. Sanjay wished he could have been there to see the look on his cousin’s face when he realised what had just happened.
* * *
“We’ll have to visit you up in Manchester,” Zoe said excitedly, gripping her mug of tea tightly. “Me and Sienna can come up for a weekend or something.”
“Yeah, definitely,” Aurora said.
She had been worried about telling Zoe that she was leaving, but her friend was happy for her. Aurora sensed that she was hiding some of her emotion, but she was grateful that she was being positive anyway.
“Maybe Tamar can come up with you too,” Aurora said knowingly. Zoe blushed. “Don’t play coy with me, Zoe Taylor. I saw you two all loved-up last night at the wedding. Things are going well for you, and I’m really happy for you both.”
“Thanks, Aurora.”
“I didn’t really know what to think of him at first,” Aurora admitted, finishing her cup of tea. “But he’s been a good friend to Clint, and he’s been good for you. He’s a good guy, Zoe, and you deserve that.”
Zoe laughed, but Aurora knew that her friend was pleased by her words. If anyone deserved a break, a peaceful life, it was Zoe.
“I should get going,” Aurora said, taking her mug to the sink and rinsing it. “I left mum to pack and look after Angel. She might be going up the walls.”
Zoe stood too and showed her to the front door.
“You and Clint deserve the best,” Zoe said, as she pulled her into a tight hug. Aurora heard her voice crack with emotion and saw Zoe wiping tears from her eyes when they broke apart. “You go on and enjoy your fresh start.”
Aurora smiled, feeling tears brimming at the corners of her eyes, and waved her goodbye as she walked away from the flat.
As she crossed the courtyard downstairs, Aurora almost collided with Brandy. She looked stressed out, inhaling deeply on a cigarette, scowl on her face. She did not look happy, and the look soured further when she caught sight of Aurora.
“What are you looking at?” Brandy snapped, tossing the cigarette to the floor.
Aurora pitied her.
“Brandy, give it a rest,” Aurora said quietly. “Whatever you’ve done, I don’t have a problem with you anymore, life is too short for that, so just drop the act.”
“It’s not an act,” Brandy argued.
“Whatever it is, I’m not after a fight,” Aurora shrugged. “I’ve just been to see Zoe. Saying goodbye. Me and Clint are leaving London.”
“Didn’t you try that before?” Brandy sniggered. “How did that work out for you? Not so great, if I remember, seeing as you’re back in this shit hole.”
“This time it’s different,” Aurora said. “We’re not running. This is a fresh start. A new beginning. It looks like you could do with one of those, too.”
“We can’t all get what we want,” Brandy said, lighting another cigarette. “We’re not all perfect, you know, like you and your precious boyfriend.”
“Husband,” Aurora corrected her. She showed her the ring, unable to help herself.
“Oh, congratulations,” Brandy sniggered. “You decided to upgrade him from babyfather then. I guess my wedding invitation must have gotten lost in the post.”
Aurora considered her. She had hated Brandy for so long, but now she did not feel anger towards her. She just felt sorry for her, puffing away on her cigarette, looking like she held the weight of the world on her shoulders.
“You’re not a bad person, Brandy” Aurora sighed. “You might be a selfish bitch, and I can’t deny that I’ve spent a long time hating your guts, but you’re not bad. You’ve just made bad decisions, really bad decisions, but you get a second chance too now that Troy’s locked up. Stop making bad decisions, be a good person. What you do now he’s gone,
that’s what matters.”
Brandy looked away, inhaling deeply on her cigarette, and said nothing.
“Goodbye, Brandy,” Aurora said, and walked away, feeling pleased that at least she had said her piece, pleased to be leaving her in the past, along with the Goldsworth and all the bad memories it held for her.
* * *
Brandy crushed her cigarette under her foot and looked at Aurora’s retreating back. She considered calling after her, telling her what she had only recently discovered, revealing the truth about her father’s wandering eye, that her precious daddy was her father too, that they were half-sisters, but she said nothing.
She let Aurora walk away, kept silent, until Aurora had gone from her sight.
It would change nothing, Brandy knew, and Aurora was far better off never knowing the truth. It would not bring back her father, or Shaniqua. It would not make Aurora and Brandy any closer. They would never be anything remotely like sisters, so what was the point in making her suffer the burden of the secret too?
Brandy sighed. She wondered if Aurora had really meant what she had said, that she was not a bad person. She had the chance to make things right, do the right thing for once. Aunt Bo’s words drifted through her mind again, and she wondered if Aurora would still think she was a good person if she knew that she was giving away her child.
Lighting another cigarette, Brandy headed home, bracing herself for what she knew she had to do.
* * *
Kojo heard Clint’s voice in the kitchen and went to join him and his mother. He was surprised to see tears in his mother’s eyes and tensed at once.
“What’s going on?” he asked, looking from one to the other. “Is it dad?”
“Clint’s come to say goodbye,” his mum replied, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, and squeezing his shoulder. “They’re going back to Manchester today.”
Kojo looked at his brother.
“You don’t want me to -”
“Don’t worry,” Clint laughed. “We’re not dragging you with us this time.”
Kojo nodded, relieved, though part of him sensed the change in his brother. Last time, Clint had been so protective of him, and Kojo had resented him for it. Now Clint had other priorities, and though Kojo was pleased, he also felt alone. He no longer had his brother’s protection. He had nobody to look out for him except himself now.
“When do you leave?” Kojo asked.
“This afternoon,” Clint replied. His mother nodded, her lips pursing as she fought not to cry again. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back to visit.”
“Yes, you will,” his mum said, smiling. “And we can visit you too.”
Clint nodded, but Kojo wondered if they really meant what they said. He knew as well as they did that their father would never make the trip to Manchester to visit, and that their mother would not go behind his back and make the trip without him. And if Clint came back, it would be to see Aurora’s mum, not them.
“My boy, all grown up,” his mum was saying. “I’ve got a little something for you, Clint, before I forget. Just don’t tell your father, you know how he is.”
She bustled from the kitchen, leaving Kojo alone with his brother. Her words brought back his earlier thoughts. They all knew what dad was like, he thought. But was he like him too?
“Clint, do you think I’m like him?” Kojo asked before he could stop himself. Clint looked at him, confused. Kojo hesitated. “I mean, like dad. Angry, like him. I mean, my temper and stuff. Am I turning into him?”
He heard the fear in his own voice, but he could not help himself. Clint came over to him and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“You’re not like him,” Clint said. “Everyone gets angry, Kojo. Dad chooses to take it out on mum, on his kids. You’re nothing like him.”
“What if I am though?” Kojo asked. He could not bring himself to tell his brother about the Polish girl, about Scarlett. “I mean, you never put up with his shit. You tried to stop him hitting mum. You stopped him coming after me. I never did. I just sat and did nothing when he went after mum.”
Clint looked at him, his eyes concerned.
“Dad is just a weak, pathetic excuse for a man,” Clint said firmly. “You think he’d pick a fight with a guy his size? No, he chose to take it out on his wife, a woman who would lay down and die for him, and that’s how he repays her. He’s chosen his path. You’re grown up now, Kojo. It’s time to choose yours.”
“What if I choose the wrong one?” Kojo asked.
Clint smiled, squeezing his shoulder.
“It’s never too late, if you think you’re on the wrong one,” he said. “Look at me, everything I got caught up in. But I changed, I did the right thing. You’re a smart lad, Kojo, and a good one. You’ll make the right choices, don’t worry.”
Kojo nodded, and Clint hugged him. Kojo remembered the times his brother had hugged him, reassured him that everything would be okay, felt tears sting the corners of his eyes.
Their mum came back in and they broke apart, though Clint gave him a reassuring smile. Kojo felt relieved. He watched as his mum gave Clint a framed photograph. Mum, Clint and Kojo smiled up from the photo. It had been taken years ago on a sunny day they had spent somewhere in the countryside, a rare day out that had not been marred with anger or violence, far from the Goldsworth.
“Thanks, mum,” Clint said, his voice thick with emotion as he looked at the photo.
Kojo looked at his own face, so young, so bright. He had been so innocent back then. He thought on Clint’s words. It was never too late, he told himself.
* * *
Brandy walked back into the flat and heard Aunt Bo murmuring reassurances to Frazer from the living room. She tried not to listen, not wanting to start second-guessing herself again.
She went into the kitchen and pulled out her phone. She scrolled through her contacts and found the number she had saved for social services. Her finger hovered over the call button. She could not bring herself to dial, even though she knew it was the right thing to do, the best thing for Frazer.
Her mum staggered into the kitchen. She had discarded her weave, and she was not wearing a top, her bare breasts exposed. Brandy saw the bruises on her stomach, and the faint needle marks that had caused them.
“You never seen a pair of tits before?” Deanna snapped, catching Brandy looking. She quickly looked away, returning to her phone, what she had to do. “What you staring at that for?” her mum asked. “You got some fella, have you?”
“It’s social services,” Brandy replied.
“You better not be thinking about reporting me,” Deanna snapped, dashing forward, grabbing at the phone. “After everything I’ve done for you, this is how -” She stopped, looking at Brandy, brow furrowing, as if remembering last night’s conversation through her drug-fuelled haze. She stepped away, and Brandy relaxed a little. Deanna leant against the counter, lighting a cigarette. “It’s about the little one, isn’t it?”
Brandy nodded, not looking at her mum.
“You call them, report yourself for neglect or something, and there’s no going back,” Deanna said quietly, sucking on her cigarette. “You know that, right, girl?”
“I know, that’s the point,” Brandy said.
Her mum shuffled over to her, leaning close, and Brandy tensed again. Her mum put an arm around her shoulders, and the gesture surprised Brandy.
“You should call them,” Deanna said quietly. “You do the right thing. Don’t pay any mind to Bo. She spouts so much shit out her mouth you’d think she’d sucked on a raw chicken. You know what’s best for that kid.” She gestured around the kitchen. “And it ain’t this.”
Brandy nodded. She took a deep breath and pressed the call button.
Her mum kept her arm around her shoulders, blowing smoke across the kitchen, as Brandy put the phone to her ear.
“I’d like to report a case of child neglect,” Brandy said firmly, when the operator answered. She glanced at her mum, who nodded reassuringly, squeezing her shoulder.
Brandy swallowed hard.
“It’s urgent. You need to send someone to take that kid away before it’s too late.”
* * *
“You stay safe, you hear me?” Marlena said, hugging Aurora tightly to her.
Aurora hugged her mum back. She had sensed a change in her mother, a rejuvenation, since the trial, and she hoped that her mother would not relapse into alcohol and depression when they had gone, when she was alone again.
“You too, mum,” Aurora whispered in her ear, squeezing tightly, as people around them boarded the train, bustled along the platform.
Her mum let go and stood back. Aurora saw the tears in her eyes, felt her own tears sliding down her cheeks. Marlena hugged Clint.
“You look after my girls,” she said.
“I will,” he promised her.
Marlena kissed Angel goodbye on the forehead, and then an announcement over the speakers cut through the moment. Clint fumbled with the suitcases, getting them onto the train. Aurora took Angel into her arms, as Clint came back for the pram, folding it with muttered curses as he struggled with it.
“I’ll see you again soon,” Marlena said.
Aurora nodded, not wiping away her tears, as she boarded the train and followed Clint to their seats. Angel chirped happily, oblivious to the goodbyes. Marlena appeared at the window, waving and blowing kisses to them.
“Bye, mum,” Aurora mouthed through the glass. “I love you.”
The train began to move, and Marlena waved from the platform. 
Clint squeezed her hand, and Aurora closed her eyes as her mum faded into the distance.
* * *
Kojo was anxious as he knocked on Scarlett’s front door. He had not told her he was coming over, had not wanted her to make excuses not to see him. He had to do this, whilst he still had the nerve, had Clint’s words loud in his head.
“What do you want?” Shontelle asked, sighing as she opened the door and saw him standing there. “I don’t know what’s going on between you, but she’s not been herself today. You’d better not upset her.”
“I’m not here for an argument,” Kojo said quietly. “Please, I don’t want a fight.”
Shontelle groaned, but held the door open for him.
“She’s in her room,” she said as he stepped into the flat. “If I hear one raised voice, I’m calling my dad.”
Kojo nodded in understanding and went to Scarlett’s bedroom. He opened the door slowly, saw her sitting on her bed, a book in her hands.
“Hey,” he said, shifting on his feet, as he closed the door behind him.
“I didn’t expect to see you,” Scarlett said, putting the book down, taking off her glasses, and patting her hair awkwardly, as if embarrassed by her look. “Sorry, I didn’t wash my hair or anything yet,” she said.
“Don’t worry about it,” Kojo shook his head. He stood in the room, not making a move towards her. He had to do this now, he thought. “I wanted to say sorry. For everything. I never should have -” He trailed off, unable to voice what he had done to her. Scarlett blushed, looking down at her book.
“You don’t have to apologize,” Scarlett said softly. “You were angry, I upset you. I never should have -”
“Stop,” Kojo said quickly, waving off her apologies. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. It’s my fault. I did what I did, and there’s no excuse for it. You shouldn’t feel guilty, shouldn’t blame yourself, shouldn’t make any excuses for me.”
“I just understand the situation,” Scarlett said. “I know that -”
“No,” Kojo interrupted. “Never let anyone treat you the way I have, Scarlett, I mean it. You deserve someone a lot better.”
“Kojo, don’t say things like that,” Scarlett gasped, panicking. “I like -”
“I’ll just hurt you,” he said. “I won’t mean to, never, but I will. And you don’t deserve it. I don’t want to be my dad.”
“What are you saying?” she asked.
Kojo swallowed hard. This was difficult, he thought.
“We can’t be together,” he said. “I can’t put you through that. I’ve done things, Scarlett. Bad things. You’re an amazing girl. You’ll find someone else, someone better.”
“No, I don’t want someone else -” Scarlett cried, jumping off the bed and coming to him. She reached for him, but he kept her at arm’s length, knowing it would be harder if he let her hold him, let her touch him. “Kojo, please,” she begged.
“It’s over,” Kojo said firmly.
He ignored her cries and left the room, closing the door behind him. Shontelle eyed him with suspicion from the kitchen as he walked down the corridor and out of the flat.
Outside, he took a deep breath and resisted the urge to turn back, comfort Scarlett, dry her tears. He kept walking.
* * *
Shontelle opened her sister’s bedroom door, saw the tears, her distress, and she knew at once what had happened. She had sensed it seeing Kojo’s face as he had left the flat.
She crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Scarlett as she sobbed. She whispered reassurances, her heart breaking for her sister, though she knew that it was for the best, and that in time, Scarlett would know that too.
“Let it all out,” she murmured. “Don’t worry, Scarlett. I’m here for you.”
Scarlett seemed to crumble, crying into her arms, shoulders heaving.
Shontelle held her tight, protectively. She would never let her sister get hurt, would always keep her safe. She would never let Kojo back through that door again.
* * *
Aurora watched London slide past the window, her thoughts turning to the future, to the house that awaited them in Manchester. She would make it a home for her daughter, for Clint. For herself.
She opened her handbag and pulled out the application form. Clint glanced at the paper, raised an eyebrow.
“Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked. Angel slept on his lap, soothed from her excitement by the jostling of the train as it picked up speed. “You want to join the police?”
Aurora tried to read his face, glanced down at the form.
“Serena Patterson suggested it,” she admitted. “When I saw her after she gave her evidence in court. I didn’t really think much of it, but I guess the idea stuck.”
Clint considered her a moment and smiled.
“I think that if it’s what you want, you should do it,” he said. “I mean, you’re great with people, you understand people’s emotions. You’re smart, you’re quick. If you set your mind on it, you’ll be the best police officer they’ll ever have.”
Aurora beamed at his words.
“You’re sure?” she asked. “I mean, it’s a big step.”
“Yeah, it’s a big step,” he agreed. “But just take it one little step at a time. Fill out the form, send it off. See what happens.”
“Thanks,” Aurora said.
She glanced out of the window, and then back at the application form. She picked up her pen and began to fill it out.
* * *
Clint smiled as Aurora began to fill out the application form. He knew that she would be happiest helping others, and if joining the police gave her that, he was pleased for her.
He glanced past her, out of the window, as the outskirts of London began to fade, fields and farms replacing them. The sky was blue, the sun shining.
It had been hard to say goodbye, but Clint knew that they were doing the right thing. Their future was not on the Goldsworth.
He thought of Troy, locked up in prison. The fear he had felt when they had last made the journey was gone, a distant memory. He felt hopeful now. Troy was serving his time. Kojo was back at home, growing up, making his own decisions now, no longer the scared little boy he had been.
Now he had Aurora and Angel to care for, but the thought did not scare him as it had done once. He felt hopeful now. He looked down at Angel, asleep in his arms, and smiled at his daughter. She was safe, happy, and he would make sure she always was.
The train rumbled on, further from London and the memories that lingered there. His wounds seemed to ache less with each mile that distanced him from the Goldsworth Estate.
Clint closed his eyes, feeling relaxed, at peace with his past, and excited for his future.
* * *
Kojo took the joint from Kent and put it to his lips, inhaling deeply. He needed this, the memory of Scarlett’s tears, her pleas, fresh in his mind.
“You did the right thing,” Kent said at his side. “Ditching that cow. Still, at least you got between her legs. That’s something, man. I thought, for sure, she wouldn’t put out.”
Kojo kept quiet, letting the weed take effect, taking another drag. He gave it back to Kent and picked up his can of beer.
“You know, there’s a party tonight, on the estate,” Kojo said. “Maybe we should go. Get fucked up.”
“Sure, man,” Kent agreed, blowing a cloud of smoke across his bedroom.
“Booze, weed, girls,” Kojo said. “Exactly what I need tonight.”
“Amen,” Kent murmured.
Kojo downed his can and reached for another. He did not think about Scarlett. He had done the right thing, setting her free. She would find the perfect guy for her, someone kind and thoughtful and smart like her. He thought briefly of Clint, speeding away from London now. He wished his brother luck, but he did not feel sadness that he had gone. His brother was out living his life, and Kojo would do the same.
Now Kojo had a new life, a new sense of freedom. He had a new family too, of sorts. Kent and his mates. He had text Amal about starting work for him.
Kojo was grown up now, Clint had said so himself. He had to own his choices, his own future. Kojo cracked open another beer.
He had already made his first decision as a grown up, he decided. He was going to make the most of his newfound freedom. No Scarlett, no Clint. No guilt and no regrets. He was going to enjoy himself.
* * *
Naz felt his whole body shaking as he sat across the table from the police officer, who fixed him with a steely look and folded his arms against his chest.
“There’s no good in lying to me, lad,” the officer told him. “We know what happened. We’ve taken some statements, and we’ve got evidence that you killed Jayden Healy, so you’re just making it worse for yourself if you don’t come clean.”
“I didn’t kill him,” Naz said, his voice cracking as he spoke. “I swear, I didn’t.”
“Why are your fingerprints on the murder weapon?” the officer asked.
“I touched the gun,” Naz admitted, sweat pooling under his armpits. His forehead felt slick with sweat but he daren’t wipe it off and draw attention to how nervous he was. “That’s all, I swear.”
“You touched the gun?” the officer repeated, sceptical. “Why?”
Naz did not know what to say and he started to panic.
“I shot him,” he admitted. He regretted it once as the officer’s eyes gleamed with victory. Naz shook his head, his throat dry. “But I didn’t kill. Sanjay made me do it. He was the one that killed him.”
“His fingerprints aren’t on the weapon,” the officer said. “Only yours are. Now why would that be, do you think?”
Naz thought on it and suddenly realisation dawned on him. He had been set up. Sanjay had passed him the gun and he had held it for just a second without his gloves on. Sanjay had never trusted him completely and Naz hated himself for proving his cousin right.
“Fuck,” he sighed, realising that he did not stand a chance.
Sanjay had anticipated this, knowing Naz better than he seemed to know himself.
“Your cousins have both given statements that you boasted about killing Jayden,” the officer told him. “There was an anonymous tip-off, did you know that?”
“Really? Erm -”
“I think that it was one of your cousins that tipped us off, knowing what you’d done,” the officer told him. Naz could have laughed at the irony, if he had not been so terrified. “I think you planted the gun in your cousin’s bag when you heard the sirens, trying to frame him.”
Naz blinked hard, his eyes filling with tears.
“Please,” he begged, but the officer had already made up his mind.
“Naz Siddiqui,” he said. “I’m charging you with the murder of Jayden Healy.”
Naz closed his eyes and prayed for help, but he knew that none would come.
* * *
Outside the police station, Sanjay hugged Amal and his mother close to him. His mother was sobbing with relief, and Amal looked pale but relieved to see him back out on the street.
“I was so worried,” his mother cried, and he held her close to him, reassuring her that he was fine and that the charges had been dropped.
“I’m fine mum, really I am,” Sanjay insisted as she cupped his face in her hands and squeezed, as if to make sure he had not been beaten by the police. “Mum, stop that, I’m okay.”
They walked away from the station, and Amal fell into step beside him.
“They charged Naz with it,” Sanjay said quietly, so their mother would not hear from a few steps ahead of them.
“You were right,” Amal said. “We couldn’t trust him after all.”
“Well, he’s out of the picture now,” Sanjay assured him. “Now we just focus on ourselves.”
Amal nodded, and Sanjay found himself smiling now.
They had done it. They had taken over the estate. Corey had gone quiet after Jayden’s death, the guys they had once commanded scrabbling for a leader, and in Sanjay they had found one. Tyrese was locked up, and when he came out, he wouldn’t challenge them, Sanjay was certain of that.
It had taken a lot of patience, but it had all paid off now.
Sanjay ruled the Goldsworth and he could not be happier.
As he walked down the street, Amal at his side and their mother beaming at them, none of them looked back at Naz or the police station.
* * *
Dante glared at Charley from the dock as the judge admitted the jury back into the courtroom. They did not look over at Dante, and he wondered if he scared them.
His lawyer’s closing argument had been weak, and he did not doubt that they would find him guilty. He had hardly presented a good case for himself. 
The jury foreman rose when the judge asked him to.
“Have you come to a unanimous verdict in this case?” the judge asked.
Dante watched the man, his hands trembling slightly as he answered the judge.
“Yes, your honour,” he said.
“In the matter of the murder of Bolton Smith, how do you find the defendant, Dante Cortez,” the judge asked him. “Guilty or not guilty?”
The foreman’s voice did not waver.
“Guilty,” the reply came.
There was a murmur from the courtroom. Dante looked over at Charley and felt his fists clench at the smile plastered across her face. Leigh-Ann and Asher beside her were beaming. A few seats away, Bolton’s mother looked weak with relief.
Dante tried not to betray his frustration as the judge passed his sentencing.
He did not care, he decided. His life was behind bars now, he was a big name on the block, and nothing could change that. He thought about Charley, realising that she was not yet out of his reach. He could send someone after her, he could still terrorise her from prison.
No, he thought, as he was led from the courtroom. Thing were far from over yet.
* * *
Charley watched as Dante was taken from the courtroom.
She could hardly believe it though the joy of those around her confirmed that this was not a dream, that justice truly had been served. She allowed herself a smile, relief washing over her as one after another the people closest to her hugged her close.
“It’s over,” Leigh-Ann cheered, clapping happily. “Finally, it’s over.”
“You don’t have to worry anymore,” Asher reassured her.
Charley nodded. She knew that they were right, but it did not feel over.
Bolton was still dead. Dante had still stolen one of the most precious things in her life. The trial might be over, and Dante might be in prison, but nothing would bring back the love of her life.
She needed to take it one day at a time, she realised. She needed to grieve and let time heal her wounds.
Even as Leigh-Ann and Asher led her from the gallery, Charley could not find it within herself to celebrate. Though she was happy that Dante would spend his life in prison, she wished that she could share her happiness with Bolton, and thanks to Dante, she never could.
* * *
Tyrese was stunned by the news as he looked at the officer.
“You mean I’m getting out of here?” he asked, to make sure he had heard it right.
“The police charged somebody else,” the officer repeated. “They’re processing you out in a couple of hours, so just hold tight and we’ll get you out of here, Banks.”
Tyrese had started to think he would spend the rest of his life in here, and now he knew that he would be free in only a matter of hours. His heart beat fast, blood pumping new life, fresh determination into him.
He thanked the officer for giving him the news.
“Just keep yourself out of trouble for a few hours,” the officer warned him.
Tyrese nodded. The officer sauntered off, shaking his head.
He wandered back to his cell and drank in his surroundings, still struggling to believe that he would be a free man soon.
A flash of gold caught his eye and Tyrese did a double-take.
He watched Goldie walking down the corridor. He walked with a limp, but he looked as smug as ever. Tyrese could hardly believe it. He was like a cockroach. The whole business with Brandy’s rape, then his recovery from having his legs broken. He had messed around with Jessie, Tyrese was sure of it, and then he’d had the front, on top of it all, to kill Trent. Tyrese narrowed his eyes, gritting his teeth.
He watched Goldie clap a few lads on the back and disappear into his cell. A few moments later his cellmate left, looking put out. Tyrese smiled, the officer’s parting words all but forgotten.
Glancing up and down the corridor, sure that he was not being watched, Tyrese went into Goldie’s cell.
“Thought I told you to make yourself scarce,” Goldie snapped, back to the door, thinking his cellmate had returned. “I’ve got to put some cream on my bits, and unless you want to massage it in for me, I suggest you get the fuck out.”
“Think I’ll pass on that offer,” Tyrese growled.
Goldie span around, eyes widening, as Tyrese closed the cell door behind him.
“What’s the matter Goldie?” Tyrese asked, enjoying the fear spreading across his face. “You don’t look too pleased to see me. And I’ve been really looking forward to seeing you.”
* * *
Troy had waited long enough. He had seen Dante return from court and now the time had finally come for him to confront him.
Troy had watched him since his return, seen Dante grab his towel and toiletries from his cell, not saying a word to anyone, setting off for the showers.
Troy watched him go, eyes narrowed. The showers would be quiet now. The perfect opportunity.
He grabbed up his own towel, not wanting to raise any suspicions amongst the officers if he walked into the showers without one. He waited a minute and then traipsed out of his cell, following Dante.
Nobody paid him any attention. Perfect, Troy thought. His mind was racing, his hands shaking, but it went unnoticed. Nobody knew what he was thinking, what was going through his mind right now.
He went into the shower room. He heard running water, saw that the bathroom was alone. Just him and Dante.
Dante shut off the water and turned, catching sight of him.
Troy hung up his towel and nodded at him. He saw a flicker in Dante’s eyes, wondered if he knew why he was here.
Dante pulled his towel around his waist, squaring his shoulders as if prepared for anything.
“Well, well, Troy Banks,” Dante said, tight-lipped. “What a surprise to see you back here. You didn’t come over and say hello, so I thought you’d forgotten me.”
“Nah mate, I’ll never forget you,” Troy said. Dante snorted. “Seeing as how you’re the reason I’m back in this hellhole.”
Troy took a step forward. Dante did not move, regarding him, as if trying to figure out what was going on. Troy looked at him. Dante held his gaze, their eyes locked.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Troy held Dante’s eyes. He hardly dared to blink. Dante looked away first, lowering his eyes to the floor.
“Why do you think it’s my fault?” he eventually asked. He began to dry himself, though Troy knew he was still alert, tense, following Troy’s movements out of the corner of his eye. Troy did not move. “You got something on your mind?”
“I guess you could say that,” he said. “Mate.”
He spat the word out, and Dante’s brow furrowed.
“You were never good at lying,” Dante sniggered, trying to keep his voice casual, his gestures easy, but Troy could feel the tension. He saw a muscle twitch in Dante’s jaw. “I can see something’s bothering you.”
“Never good at lying?” Troy asked. “Not like you, then.”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, it’s just you and me,” Troy said, gesturing around the empty bathroom. He saw Dante’s muscles tense. Troy forced a smile. “We can talk honestly, can’t we? After all, we’re such good mates, aren’t we?”
“Sure,” Dante said, uncertain.
“Like we did that night, you know, when you recorded me.”
“Right,” Dante nodded, eyes narrowing.
“I don’t have a phone, so you don’t have to worry,” Troy said. “I’m not recording anything.”
“I was wondering when you’d bring this up,” Dante sighed. “It was an accident, I didn’t know -”
“Sure, sure,” Troy murmured, through gritted teeth. “You didn’t know you were recording. Because you’ve never used a phone before in your life, right? How did you know about the recording then, if you didn’t intend to make it?”
Dante shook his head, stepping out of the shower cubicle, walking over to his bundle of clothes on one of the benches in the middle of the room.
“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” he said.
“No, you’re right,” Troy shrugged. “Perhaps you can explain yourself to Tyrese and see how he likes it when you tell him you’ve been stealing drugs from him this whole time.”
He could almost see Dante’s mind whirring behind his wide eyes.
“Let me guess, you didn’t think I’d find out?” Troy asked. He saw a flicker of panic in Dante’s eyes.
“Troy, listen to yourself,” Dante said, shaking his head, feigning disappointment, but Troy could see through it. He wondered how it taken so long for him to see it. “I started running things in here after you got out. I thought it was what you’d want.”
“You sure it wasn’t your plan all along?” Troy asked.
Dante sighed, unable to answer the question.
“You’d have done anything to take over, wouldn’t you?” Troy asked, sniggering, mocking him. He was enjoying watching Dante’s lies crash down around him, the resignation dawning on his face. The game was up. “Record my confession in case you had to blackmail me or something? You’d do anything to try and get up that ladder, wouldn’t you?”
“Maybe you should calm yourself down,” Dante said, his tone firm. He was done with the games, Troy thought.
“I am fucking calm,” Troy said. It was true, he thought. He did not feel the usual rage, the uncontrollable temper. “Now that I know the truth. Now I know what you really are.”
“And what’s that Troy?” Dante sighed, sounding uninterested.
“You’re a fucking psychopath,” Troy said, with a sneer. Dante’s eyes narrowed as he looked at him, scowling.
“Oh, you’re one to talk,” Dante raised an eyebrow. “How many people you killed now?”
Troy ignored him.
“And you’re pathetic,” Troy continued. “The truth is, Dante, you’re not going to make a name for yourself in here, any more than you did out on the street. You’ll always just be a sad fuck who killed his best mate and jerked off over his dead mate’s girlfriend.”
That had hit a nerve, Troy saw, watching the anger cloud Dante’s features.
“Oh, really?” Dante said, straightening up, anger flexing his muscles. “You want to know the real truth?”
“It’s about fucking time you started telling the truth,” Troy snapped. “I was starting to think you weren’t capable of it.”
“You’re the one who let themselves be fucked, right here on this bathroom floor from what I heard,” Dante said.
Troy felt his anger boiling at his words. Dante was pacing his way around the bench, treading softly. Troy circled the bench too, keeping the bench between them.
Dante gave a snort of laughter.
“You know your problem, Troy? You’re so fucking easy. And not just at spreading your arse-cheeks, either.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, fucking real talk now,” Dante said, his voice low, menacing. His eyes were cold, fixed on Troy. Troy held his gaze, clenching his fists at his side.
Dante took another step around the bench. Troy took another, matching his movement. Dante kept talking.
“All that stuff you’ve just said, yeah I did it all. I recorded you, because I thought I might need to use it to get you to step aside. Turns out you fucked it all up by yourself. I wanted to take over, I was just using you, and it was so fucking easy. I’d do it all again, you know why? Because you’re fucking easy, and you’d let me. You aren’t a hard man, Troy, you’re a fucking pushover.”
Troy glared at Dante. Dante glared back. They each took a step, circling the bench.
“I’m a pushover, am I?” Troy shrugged. “Let’s see, shall we?”
* * *
The knock on the door made Brandy jump. She caught her mother’s eye and stood, studiously ignoring Aunt Bo, as she went down the corridor to open the front door.
“Brandine Mason?” the suited woman asked. Brandy nodded. The woman frowned, two other suits behind her. “I’m Nadia, from social services. We’ve received a call. Can we come in?”
Brandy swallowed hard and stepped aside. They filed inside and marched down the corridor, glancing from room to room. Brandy closed the front door and followed them into the living room.
Aunt Bo was holding Frazer, and he wriggled in her grip, startled by the strangers’ presences. Brandy avoided her aunt’s look.
“What the fuck do you lot want?” Deanna asked. She swigged her drink and glared at Nadia and the two men. Brandy knew her mother had needed no encouragement to be belligerent, it came so naturally to her whenever an authority figure was around. She knocked back the rest of her drink and pointed a finger at Nadia. “Bitch, I never forget a face. Next time I see it, I’ll put a brick through it.”
Nadia regarded her with a disdainful look, then turned to Brandy.
“We’ve received a serious complaint,” she said. She glanced at Frazer, nestled in Aunt Bo’s arms. “It’s regarding your son, Frazer Mason.”
“What kind of complaint?” Brandy asked, feigning confusion. Aunt Bo scowled behind Nadia’s back.
“Child neglect,” Nadia replied. “This is very serious. We have to investigate the claim. In the meantime, I’m afraid, Frazer will have to be placed into emergency foster care until we can determine that he’s not in any danger here.”
“Danger?” Deanna hissed. “You stuck-up cow.” She got to her feet, gripping the glass in her hand tightly. The two men squared their shoulders, but Nadia did not seem intimidated. “You trying to take my grandson?” She hurled the empty glass against the wall, sending shards of glass flying in all directions. Brandy jumped, and Aunt Bo let out a shriek, protecting Frazer from the pieces as he burst into tears and began to howl. Nadia had ducked, and now she glared with contempt at Deanna.
“This will be going in my report,” she said. She turned to Brandy. “I’m afraid I can’t allow Frazer to remain in this environment.”
Brandy nodded. Nadia looked her at closely, her lips pursing.
“Can I talk to you in the kitchen?” Nadia asked her.
Brandy nodded and led her out of the room. In the kitchen, she poured two glasses of vodka. She offered one to Nadia, who declined. Brandy downed one and sipped the second.
“You made the anonymous tip-off, didn’t you?” Nadia asked. Brandy gasped, choking on her drink. She regained her breath, but Nadia fixed her with a steely glare, and Brandy nodded. Nadia sighed. “You know, there are other channels for placing a child up for adoption or into foster care. This is an abuse of -”
“I don’t want him,” Brandy interrupted. “And you’ve seen what it’s like here. My mum, that’s her whilst she’s still mostly sober. Imagine what she’s like when she’s high as fuck, thinking the walls are alive or she’s got a man round. That a good environment for Frazer, is it? Still want me to go through the proper channels?”
Nadia frowned.
“I’ve got some paperwork,” she said. “You’ll have to sign a waiver. I’ll take Frazer and place him into emergency care for now. If you sign some forms, then I can revoke your parental access rights.”
“So he won’t come back here?” Brandy asked.
“You’ll never have the right to see him again,” Nadia explained. Her tone was clipped, disapproving. “There’s no going back, once you’ve signed it.”
“I’ll sign it,” Brandy said.
Nadia sighed and nodded. She left her alone in the kitchen and Brandy knocked back the drink as she heard Nadia issuing instructions in the other room. She heard Aunt Bo’s protests, heard Frazer’s wailing start up again, Deanna shouting unintelligible nonsense. Brandy poured herself another drink.
“Do you want to say goodbye to him?” Nadia asked from the doorway. Brandy turned and saw that she cradled Frazer in her arms.
Brandy looked into Frazer’s eyes, wet with tears, his face scrunched up as he let out another cry. She shook her head.
“Just take him,” Brandy said, turning away and clutching her drink tight.
“I’ll take him downstairs, and I’ll be back with the forms,” Nadia said to her back, and then the front door opened and closed. Nadia and the men were gone. The flat was silent without Frazer’s cries.
“Fucking scum,” Deanna was cursing from the living room, as if she had forgotten this was what Brandy had wanted. “That Nadia bitch is lucky I didn’t put that glass through her eyeball.”
“Just shut up for once in your life, you useless, shameful slut,” Aunt Bo shouted. There was the sound of a loud slap, and Brandy went into the corridor to see Aunt Bo clasp her cheek in her hand. Deanna sneered at her.
“I’m useless?” Deanna laughed. “You’re the one who just lost the only reason you’re here. That screaming brat’s gone, and if you ask me, it’s about time you slung your hook and all. You’re the only one who’ll miss him. Me and Brandy are well shot of the little beast. Go cry someplace else and not in my front room. Go to church, see if God can cheer you up.”
Brandy watched as Aunt Bo raised her hand and slapped Deanna. The slap was hard and heavy, knocking Deanna to the floor. She let out a gasp. Brandy had not seen her aunt use such force before.
“You are Godless woman,” Aunt Bo spat, glaring down at her sister. “That little boy is on his own, scared and helpless. The only beast around here is you.”
Brandy finished her drink, shuddering, wondering if her aunt was right.
* * *
Troy continued to tread slowly around the wooden bench in the middle of the bathroom. Dante did the same, matching his movement. His clothes were piled at one end. They held each other’s gaze, neither looking away, nobody making the first move, tense, waiting for the other to strike first.
“You want a fight, do you?” Dante asked. Troy scowled at the smirk on his face. “Come on, let’s go. Give me your best shot.”
“Don’t tempt me,” Troy warned him.
“Didn’t think you were much of a fighter, you know, from what people have been saying,” Dante said, eyes flashing maliciously. “What I heard, you didn’t put up much of a fight. Just lay there and took it.”
“That’s a bunch of lies,” Troy snapped, heat rushing to his cheeks. “You should know all about lies, right?”
“Oh, come on, Troy, it takes two to lie,” Dante sighed. “One to lie, and one to believe it. I mean, the drugs, the phone? Jeez, I thought you were fucking braindead it was so easy to fool you mate. I figured you’d have suspected something long before now.”
“I did,” Troy admitted.
“Really? Obviously not enough to do anything about it,” Dante sneered. “Unless you were just too shit scared to confront me? You have a spine transplant or something, because this is the first time I’ve seen you with a fucking backbone.”
“It takes a backbone to sit there scheming and lying like a little bitch?” Troy asked, raising an eyebrow. “You were too scared to take me on face to face, weren’t you? Not man enough for a real fight, eh?”
“Funny you mention lying bitches,” Dante said, smiling. “You heard from that girlfriend of yours lately?”
“What’s Brandy got to do with anything?” Troy asked, surprised.
“Well, she was the reason you were in here the first time, right? You let yourself get fucked up the arse by her long before Goldie did the same in here,” Dante sniggered. “Oh, yeah, and she fucked your brother too.”
“What?” Troy hissed.
“I heard your precious brother on the phone to her,” Dante said. Troy narrowed his eyes, reading his face, unsure if it was the truth or just another lie. “I wonder how long it’s been going on for? Maybe that’s why she told the police everything in the first place. Wanted you out of the picture, so they could get cosy.”
“You’re lying,” Troy said, though his voice shook, betraying his uncertainty. Dante smiled. “Like you always do, you piece of shit.” His hands ached, clenched tightly into fists.
“Why don’t you go ask him?” Dante suggested, his tone mocking. He snorted. “Oh wait, you can’t. Because your brother’s finally seen you for the pathetic, useless fuckwit that everyone else has known for a long time.”
Troy saw red. He leapt over the bench, the sudden movement catching Dante off guard. He crashed into him, hitting him hard in the chest, taking them both down to the floor. Troy groaned, but he heard the air whoosh out of Dante’s lungs as he hit the tiled floor beneath him. He rolled over to the side as Troy aimed a punch, catching him in the side of the head.
Dante recovered from the fall faster than Troy, landing a blow to his stomach. Troy gasped as the blow forced the air out of him, winding him. Dante clutched at the sinks, pulling himself unsteadily to his feet, still gasping for air. Troy forced himself to his knees as Dante landed another blow, his fist connecting hard to his face. Troy winced, his head crashing from the punch.
He ducked under the next blow, and rugby tackled Dante, his midriff exposed as he swung. Troy pushed him hard against the sinks, and Dante groaned as he connected, half-sagging on top of him. Troy hit him hard in the stomach and stepped back, regaining his balance and his breath.
Dante staggered against the sinks, clamouring for breath. They were both breathing hard, not taking their eyes off each other. Dante’s towel slid from his body, but he made no effort to cover his nakedness, not risking taking his eyes off Troy.
Troy took a few steps back, wanting to put the bench between them again, but Dante lunged. He was fast, and he tackled Troy, throwing him off balance, pushing him hard into the shower. Troy hit the wall hard, groaning, pain firing through his body. Ignoring the pain, Troy did not let Dante get the advantage and hit him hard, making him crumple, and Troy brought his knee up hard, feeling Dante’s nose splinter against his knee cap.
Dante fell backwards, his hands slipping on the tiles of the shower, unable to grab hold of anything, crashing to the floor. Troy stepped over him and grabbed his washbag from the bench. He pulled the razor blade out and went back to Dante.
He knelt down hard on Dante’s chest, pinning him there. Dante’s face was covered with blood from his broken nose, and his eyes widened at the sight of the razor. Troy put a hand in Dante’s hair, forcing his head back.
“You still want to make jokes?” Troy sneered, pressing the razor to his throat. “You still think you’re the big man, lying and telling stories?”
He pressed harder, watched the blade sink into the flesh of Dante’s throat, a few droplets of blood oozing out under the pressure.
* * *
Aunt Bo had packed her bags. It had not taken long, and Brandy eyed her small suitcase resting against the front door.
“I’ve called a taxi, it’ll be here any second now,” she said, glaring angrily at her sister. Deanna did not seem bothered. “You are a disgrace, and I’m ashamed to call you my sister. I pity you, Deanna, I really do. One day I hope you see the error of your ways, but I won’t hold my breath.”
Deanna snorted.
“You fat cow, you can’t even catch your breath walking up a flight of stairs,” she sneered. “Why don’t you pray for me? Makes you feel good, knowing you’re the righteous one, don’t it? You go on back to your lonely flat and sit and cry by yourself. Cry for that little boy. Pray for him too, Bo, if it helps you sleep at night.”
“I sleep fine at night,” Aunt Bo snapped.
Deanna laughed, holding up her glass of vodka.
“Me too love,” she grinned. She took a long drink, smacking her lips with relish. “I’d say have a safe journey, but I just don’t give a shit if I’m honest.”
Aunt Bo rolled her eyes, as Deanna traipsed down the corridor to the living room, sipping her drink. Brandy looked at her aunt, waited for her turn to be lectured.
“Stay safe, Brandy,” Aunt Bo said. She did not quite meet her eyes. “I know you did what you thought was right. I just wish things were different is all.”
“Thanks for everything,” Brandy said. She found herself almost choking with emotion. Aunt Bo put a warm hand on her arm, squeezed gently.
“You’re my niece, closest thing to a daughter I ever had,” Aunt Bo said. “I’m always just a phone call away, girl, if you ever need me.”
Brandy nodded. Aunt Bo opened the front door and dragged her suitcase out.
“Take care,” she called over her shoulder, and then Aunt Bo was gone.
Brandy closed the front door and went into the kitchen, reaching for the vodka bottle. Music started up from the lounge, and she realised that it was just the two of them now. Her and her mum. The thought made Brandy wince.
She took a long swig of vodka straight from the bottle and left the flat, bottle in hand. She could not bear to be around her mother, especially when Aunt Bo was no longer here to diffuse the situation.
Walking down the stairs, Brandy decided where she would go. She walked the familiar route and a few minutes later she hammered on the front door.
No answer.
Brandy tried the door handle, and it swung open.
“I know you’re in here, bitch,” Brandy shouted, slamming the door behind her, vodka bottle swinging from one hand. She walked down the corridor, flung open the bedroom door.
Adrianna was sat on her bed, drink in hand, her eyes still puffy and red. Brandy sneered at her, taking a swig from the bottle.
“You pathetic slut,” Brandy said, shaking her head. Adrianna winced at her words. “You’ve been sat in this stinking room crying over Trent fucking Banks for too long, Adrianna. Put some make-up on, neck some vodka, and get on with your life. He’s dead, girl, he ain’t coming back. And you have mates, real mates, who could actually do with someone to talk to right now.”
* * *
“You must have expected me to come pay you a visit,” Tyrese said, stepping further into the cell, before leaning against the bunk bed.
Goldie remained sat down, a bottle of lotion clutched in his hand.
“Ah, still recovering from that little accident,” Tyrese said, nodding at the lotion. “I heard about that. Tragic, isn’t it? You still able to use your cock, or is it just a shrivelled, burnt mess now?”
Goldie grimaced, reaching instinctively between his legs.
“It works just fine,” he snapped. “No thanks to your brother. Little bitch.”
Tyrese laughed.
“You deserved it,” Tyrese said. Goldie put the lotion down, crossing his arms.
“What do you want?” he asked. “I have to rub this shit on the blisters on my fucking balls, if you hadn’t realised, so if you can make this quick, it’d be appreciated.”
“Now, now,” Tyrese said, wagging a finger at him. “You killed my brother. I’ll take all the time I need, is that understood?”
Goldie swallowed hard.
“Listen, Tyrese, this has all been one big misunderstanding.”
“Really? Because I was at my brother’s funeral,” Tyrese said. “Seemed like he was pretty fucking dead to me. No misunderstanding.”
“I know he’s dead,” Goldie said, his voice low, anxious. His hands fidgeted in his lap. “I saw him get shot in the head. Trust me, I won’t forget that in a hurry.”
“You shot him in the head,” Tyrese said. “Let’s not go forgetting that part mate. You’ve been bragging about it, haven’t you? You got paid by Corey Healy.”
“See, there’s a funny story,” Goldie stammered, squirming. “I didn’t actually kill him, Tyrese. I was going to, sure, but then boom, he’s already shot in the fucking head. I took the credit, sure. I wasn’t going to turn down that pay out, was I? What was I supposed to? I had to keep up my image, you know?”
“You didn’t kill him?” Tyrese asked. He snorted with laughter.
“I’m serious,” Goldie protested, practically squirming with nerves. “I went into that club with a gun. I was all set to do it, but I never did. I swear down.”
“You swear?” Tyrese said. “Ah well, that changes everything.”
“Really?” Goldie asked, hopeful.
“No, of course not,” Tyrese growled. “You expect me to believe that you went into that club with a gun and didn’t kill him? That you’ve been telling all your mates about it, but it was all a bunch of lies so you’d look like a big man?”
“I’m telling the truth,” Goldie insisted.
Tyrese sighed, shaking his head.
“I don’t believe you,” Tyrese said slowly. He took a step closer, and Goldie frowned, shifting an inch away. “I don’t believe a word that comes out of your slimy little mouth. You killed my brother. Corey paid you, and now I’m going to pay you. You might not like my payment quite as much as his.”
He glanced over his shoulder, the door still firmly closed.
“Please, Tyrese, I swear I never killed him.”
Tyrese snatched the lotion of the cabinet and popped it open. He bent down and grabbed Goldie by the head, forcing his mouth open. He squeezed the lotion into his mouth, smiling as Goldie gagged and choked on the liquid.
When all the liquid was gone, Tyrese forced his mouth shut. Goldie choked, some of the ointment trickling from the corners of his mouth, before he was forced to swallow it. He gagged as it went down, then gasped for breath as Tyrese let him open his mouth. He dropped to the floor, spitting into the toilet, his eyes watering at the taste.
“Please, Tyrese,” he managed, the liquid still stuck to his lips, drool dripping down into the toilet bowl.
“I’m just getting started,” Tyrese smiled. “I’m going to rip out those gold teeth of yours now. I’ll have to use my hands, and I don’t have any anaesthetic, so it might a hurt a bit mate.”
Goldie shook his head, backing into the corner as much as he could, as Tyrese bore down on him, flexing his fingers.              
* * *
Brandy took another gulp from the vodka bottle and waved it at Adrianna.
“Seriously, this grieving girlfriend shit is getting old,” she groaned, rolling her eyes. “You were together how long? You’ve been mourning over him longer than you were a fucking couple.”
“You think this is about Trent, do you?” Adrianna snapped, glaring at her. “Maybe it is, I guess.”
“There are plenty of other guys out there,” Brandy said.
“I know,” Adrianna said quietly. “I know.”
“Then what are you sitting in your room crying about?” Brandy asked. She looked around at the room, saw the empty bottles, the dirty clothes.
Adrianna started to cry again.
“You don’t know what he did to me.”
“He broke your heart,” Brandy sighed. “Blah blah blah.”
“You wouldn’t understand,” Adrianna shook her head, wiping at her eyes.
“Try me,” Brandy said. Adrianna drew her knees up to her, wrapping her arms around her legs, blinking away tears. Brandy’s voice rose. “Come on, talk to me then.”
“I can’t say it,” Adrianna whined.
“You’re pathetic,” Brandy said, shaking her head. “You wanted a gangster, you wanted some hard man who caused trouble and ruffled feathers, and you got one. Guess what Adrianna? Guys like that don’t last long. They get locked up or they die, that’s the fact of it.”
“It’s not that,” Adrianna insisted.
“You know why he died?” Brandy hissed, standing over Adrianna, swinging the vodka bottle, taking another long drink. “He probably pissed off the wrong guys, acted like he owned the whole estate. He was a worthless, talentless fuck, Adrianna.”
“I know,” Adrianna cried. “I’m not crying because he’s dead.”
Brandy was getting tired of this.
“Oh really?” Brandy asked, “Why are you crying then?”
She looked at Adrianna, watching her try to compose herself. She wiped her eyes, straightening herself, wiping a stray hair from her face. She took a deep breath.
“Because I killed him,” she said.
* * *
Tyrese stood back and admired his handiwork.
Goldie lay sobbing on the bottom bunk, his body shaking, blood smeared across his face. Blood oozed between his lips, his gums still bleeding. Tyrese opened his hand, looking down at several gold teeth.
He threw them at Goldie, who shuddered with fear.
“You’re lucky this is all I’m doing,” Tyrese warned him. Goldie nodded, mumbling something indecipherable, more blood escaping from his lips. Tyrese leant closer, eyes glistening. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”
“I’m sorry,” Goldie mumbled.
Tyrese smiled.
“Finally, you admit that you killed him?” Tyrese nodded, approving. “See, it wasn’t so difficult, was it? A little dental re-structuring was all it took to get to the truth.”
Goldie shook his head, tears in his eyes.
“I didn’t kill him,” he said. He let out a sob. “I swear.”
“Then what are you apologizing for?” Tyrese asked, standing over him.
“Troy,” Goldie said. He wiped at his eyes, smearing blood across his face as he did. Tyrese’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I just wanted to teach him a lesson. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m not even gay, I swear. I didn’t enjoy it, not like that.”
Tyrese felt hot anger descend over him as the words sunk in.
“Are you saying what I think you are?” he said, his voice shaking with the anger. Goldie’s eyes widened.
“I thought you knew,” Goldie mumbled. He cowered, shaking, as Tyrese leant down over him. “I thought he would’ve told you.”
“You killed one of my brothers,” Tyrese said, through gritted teeth, ignoring Goldie as he shook his head. “And then you raped the other one. You’re a special piece of work, you know that, Goldie?”
Goldie was crying now, tears sliding down his cheeks and turning red as they mingled with the blood still thick and wet on his face. He whimpered.
Tyrese was done with him. He sighed as the anger surged through him. He snatched up the bloodstained pillow from Goldie’s bed. Goldie’s eyes widened with terror, he let out a gargled moan. His cries were muffled as Tyrese put the pillow over his face and pressed hard.
Goldie struggled, his arms and legs bucking against it, but Tyrese held tight. He ignored the hands, desperately slapping at him, reaching for anything to defend himself. His body twisted and bucked beneath him. Tyrese pressed harder, the pillow soft in his hands.
“I guess you really didn’t have to worry about your burnt cock,” he murmured, laughing to himself. Goldie’s arms and legs stopped struggling, fell limp against the bed. Tyrese kept the pillow over his face for another long minute.
He stood up and removed the pillow. Goldie was dead, his skin turning sallow and blueish, the blood smears now dry on his face, his mouth hanging open uselessly, his eyes blank and unseeing. The gold teeth were scattered on the bed and across the floor.
Tyrese threw the pillow at him and left the cell.
* * *
“It would be so fucking easy to slit your throat,” Troy hissed, his face inches from Dante’s. Blood ran down Dante’s face, into his mouth, from his broken nose. Dark smudges were beginning to form under his eyes. Under the razor blade, the droplets of blood turned into a trickle down his throat to the tiled floor, as Troy pressed harder. “But you’re not worth another sentence, you pathetic twat.”
Troy lifted the razor blade from his throat and stood up. Dante gasped, breathing hard now his knee was not pressed against his chest. He rolled over onto his side, spitting blood out of his mouth onto the floor. Troy chucked the razor blade to the far corner of the bathroom. He was not going to kill Dante. He did not want another murder charge, especially for this worthless piece of shit.
He grabbed his washbag and snatched his towel off the hook. He was done here. He had shown Dante who was boss, put him in his place. He knew that his former cellmate would not go up against him again.
Troy turned, shaking his head. He heard noise behind him but before he could turn, Dante crashed hard into him, sending them both to the floor again. He punched Troy hard, no aim, just pummelling whichever parts of him he could reach.
He wriggled out of Dante’s grasp and landed a blow, but Dante was on top of him. Blood dripped from his nose onto Troy. Troy tried to protect his face as Dante punched him again. With all his force, Troy pushed him off him, sending Dante into the bench, knocking it over. Troy sat up, wincing, clamouring across the floor away from him. He crawled over the tiles towards the razor blade, glinting in the light on the far side of the room.
This was what Dante wanted, Troy thought. He could have stayed down, accepted the defeat. Now he knew that one of them was not leaving the bathroom alive, and Troy intended to walk out of here.
He heard footsteps behind him and felt Dante’s knee on his back as he pressed him to the floor. His towel went around his neck and Troy gasped as the material tightened against his throat. Dante pressed harder into his back, as he squeezed the towel tighter. Troy struggled for air, realising what was happening.
Dante was going to strangle him.
He struggled, but the tiles were hard and unyielding beneath his chest, and Dante was putting his all weight on his back, twisting the towel harder and harder. Troy was struggling for air, and he knew he would either suffocate or his neck would snap under the pressure. His throat burned, his lungs screaming for air. His fingers and toes began to tingle, his body weakening.
He looked at the razor blade, far out of reach. His hand scrabbled on the tile anyway, desperate for a way out. Dante squeezed tighter.
“Bringing back memories lying here?” Dante hissed in his ear, flecks of blood flying from his mouth. “Don’t worry, I won’t fuck you. Maybe I’ll get excited about it later, though, how it felt to squeeze the life out you.”
* * *
“What are you talking about?” Brandy demanded. She looked at Adrianna’s face, the tears, her shaking shoulders. “You didn’t kill Trent. That disgusting rapist did.”
“I killed him,” Adrianna repeated.
“Stop saying that,” Brandy snapped.
“I found my brother’s gun,” Adrianna cried, as if Brandy had not spoken. Perhaps she wanted to finally talk to someone about it. Brandy turned away, hardly able to look at her. “I was going to kill myself, but I stopped. I didn’t want to be like Trent’s sister. I didn’t want to be weak, Brandy.”
“Adrianna, if this is some joke -” Brandy warned.
“I waited for my brother to go out, and then I went back and took the gun,” Adrianna continued. “I saw Trent’s posts, knew which club he was at. I was going to confront him, make him suffer like he made me.”
“Stop talking,” Brandy groaned. “Adrianna, just stop -”
“But when I got there, I didn’t want to hear him explain himself. I didn’t want him to make excuses, I didn’t even want him to suffer,” Adrianna said, shaking her head, the tears drying on her cheeks. “I just wanted to blast his head off. And next thing I knew, I’d pulled the trigger and I ran out of there.”
“The police would’ve known it was you.”
“That’s what I thought, I was certain they would kick down the door and drag me off to prison,” Adrianna said. “But they didn’t, they arrested that guy. He’d been there, with a gun, and I didn’t even notice.”
“I don’t believe you,” Brandy hissed. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but you didn’t kill Trent.”
“I didn’t? Really?” Adrianna argued, almost shouting. She climbed out of bed and stormed out of the room.
Brandy took a long gulp from the bottle, realising her hands were shaking. Vodka dribbled down her chin, and she wiped it off with the back of her hand. Adrianna came back, throwing a gun down onto the folds of the duvet. Brandy stared at the gun, her heart pulsing, as she took a step back.
“What the fuck is that then?” Adrianna demanded.
“Fuck, Adrianna. Fuck,” Brandy stammered. “You really did kill him.”
“I was so angry, so hurt,” Adrianna said, sitting down on the edge of the bed, her shoulders sagging with defeat.
“Why?” Brandy asked. “Did he dump you? Is that it?”
“He found out about me and Sanjay,” Adrianna replied. “He didn’t dump me, Brandy. He told me he had a surprise planned for me. I went to this flat, all dressed up, excited. He was there with a load of gangbangers he wanted to induct into his pathetic little club.”
“Oh God,” Brandy murmured. She did not want to know, though she could imagine.
“He knocked me around a bit, then he had his little buddies rape me,” Adrianna spat, the bitterness in her voice thick. “Over and over again, Brandy. I tried to fight at first, but I couldn’t, there were too many.”
Brandy looked at her friend for a long moment. Silence filled the room. Adrianna had stopped crying now. Perhaps confessing had helped numb her pain. Brandy took another long drink.
“Get up,” she said, making Adrianna jump. “Get out of bed.”
“Why?” Adrianna asked, panicking. “Where are we going?”
“Just get dressed,” Brandy said.
Adrianna made no effort to move, just stared at Brandy. Brandy lunged forward, grabbing a handful of her blonde hair, half-dragging her off the bed.
“Ouch, you’re hurting me,” she wailed, and Brandy let go.
She snatched the gun off the bed.
“Get ready,” she repeated. She waved the gun. It felt heavy in her hand, made her hands shake at the power she wielded in her hand now. “I’m the one holding the gun, so get dressed and do as I fucking say.”
Adrianna looked on the verge of tears again, as she reluctantly obeyed. Brandy watched her, the gun still heavy in her hand, as she took a swig of vodka and waited for her friend to get dressed.
* * *
Troy strained against the towel, but it was no use. His vision was narrowing, the edges of his eyesight turning dark.
He was going to die, he knew. His body twitched, fought for air, but he could not fight Dante, the strength had left him.
His eyelids felt heavy, it was so hard to keep them open now. He closed them.
“What the -” a voice sounded in the distance.
Then Dante was being dragged off him, the weight lifting from his back, the towel no longer taut against him. Troy gasped, spluttered, his lungs dragging in air. His body flailed, his head banging.
It took all his effort to roll over onto his side, drool trickling out of his mouth, down his chin. His vision began to return, his body aching as it came back from near-death. He spluttered, coughing hard, his lungs burning as they gasped for more air.
He sat up and saw Tyrese. He was punching Dante hard, throwing him to the floor. Dante had been taken by surprise and he was no match for him. Tyrese threw him against the wall, and Dante slid down it and groaned on the floor.
Tyrese strode over to him and kicked him hard. He grabbed Dante by the hair and threw him face first into the floor. There was a sickening crunch as Dante’s head connected with the tiles. Blood splattered across the floor. Tyrese grabbed Dante’s head and slammed it into the floor again. Again. Again.
When he picked up Dante’s head, there was no sign of life. His face was unrecognisable, a bloody mess. He let it drop to the floor. Dark, thick blood pooled from Dante’s head, his body gave a twitch and fell lifeless.
Troy, catching his breath, looked at his brother. Tyrese swallowed hard. His hands were thick with blood. It was splattered up his trousers, had sprayed the bathroom floor.
They both looked at Dante’s body. He was dead, Troy was certain of that. He looked at the congealing blood, the gore that was leaking from his head where the skull had shattered.
Troy felt vomit in his throat and swallowed it down, turning away, unable to look at the bloody mess that was now Dante Cortez.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Adrianna shivered in the cool night air as she remained in step with Brandy. The breeze felt damp and she felt her fear flicker again. She had been forced out of the flat and had followed Brandy onto a bus, then a five-minute walk to wherever they were now.
She knew they were in the centre of London, the tall buildings still gleaming with lights and cars whirring past, but the street was empty of pedestrians. Brandy nudged her down an alleyway and Adrianna tried to keep herself calm as they left the bright street, walking side by side into darkness.
“I used to come here sometimes when my mum pissed me off and I wanted her to think I’d run off,” Brandy said, as the alleyway gave way to a patch of cracked concrete. Adrianna walked to the edge, clasping at a rusty metal railing, as the floor dropped down a few metres into the dark, murky waters of the Thames. At night, the water looked black and bottomless.
“What are we doing here Brandy?” Adrianna asked, turning to her friend.
“You said I wouldn’t understand,” Brandy said quietly. “About what you went through. You’re right, my situation was different, but I still understand what it’s like. To be raped.”
Adrianna looked at her friend, saw her eyes flash. Brandy never shared things like this, and Adrianna saw the pain on her face, as she briefly relived the memory of whatever she had been through.
“It was two guys,” Brandy said. “On the estate. The guy they arrested for killing Trent, he was one of them. He never got charged, never even got arrested. I didn’t want anyone to know.”
“I’m sorry, Brandy,” Adrianna said quietly.
“That piece of shit is finally locked up in prison,” Brandy said, her vulnerability gone, replaced with her usual hard demeanour. She met Adrianna’s eye. “He might not have killed Trent, but he deserves to stay inside.”
Adrianna took in her words, nodding slightly.
“And you don’t deserve to be sent to prison,” Brandy said slowly. She pulled the gun out from under her jacket. Adrianna tensed. “You did the world a service, taking Trent out. The way I see it, he’s dead and gone, and ain’t nothing bringing him back. That rapist scum is serving time for killing him, and prison is exactly where he belongs. There’s no reason any of that has to change.”
Adrianna felt a flutter of hope at her words.
Brandy came closer, standing just inches from the railing. She pulled her arm back and flung the gun as far as she could into the darkness. They both listened to the faint sound of the gun hitting the water with a splash.
Adrianna imagined the gun sinking deep beneath the black water.
“We tell nobody about this,” Brandy said, turning to her. “After tonight, we don’t even mention it between us, you got that?”
Adrianna nodded quickly, relief coursing through her. Brandy stood there, glancing out over the Thames. Adrianna reached for her, pulled her into a hug. Brandy was stiff in her arms for a moment, then relaxed and hugged her back.
“Thank you,” Adrianna whispered.
“Don’t mention it,” Brandy said, as they broke apart. She gave a smile, as she gestured that they should leave. “Like, seriously, never mention it,” Brandy said. “I’ve done the whole prison thing, and the whole girl-on-girl thing does nothing for me.”
Adrianna laughed, for what felt like the first time in forever.
“Let’s go get a drink,” Brandy said, sliding her arm into Adrianna’s, as they left the alleyway, returning to the bright streets of London. “I’m fucking parched.”
* * *
“He’s dead,” Troy stammered, clamouring to his feet now that his body had regained its strength, his breathing returning to normal. He looked down at Dante, the mess of blood and gore surrounding him.
“You think? Half his fucking brain is splattered up my legs,” Tyrese snapped, taking a step back. “Well done, doctor.”
Troy did not respond, staring transfixed at the body.
“What the fuck were you doing?” Tyrese demanded. “He was going to kill you, Troy.”
“We had a fight,” Troy managed.
“Yeah, I figured that,” Tyrese said, shaking his head. “About what?”
“It was a long time coming,” Troy said, not wanting to relive the details of the argument, the fight that had ensued. He looked up at Tyrese, finally tearing his eyes away from the body. “Surprised you bothered to stop him.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tyrese asked, eyes narrowing.
“He told me about you and Brandy,” Troy said, not daring to look at his brother.
“How the fuck did he know about that?” Tyrese groaned.
“It’s true then?” Troy asked, rounding on him, anger flaring.
“It was a mistake,” Tyrese sighed.
“How long has it been going on for? Is that why she hasn’t been answering my calls?” Troy asked. His voice was quiet. “You and her, you’re a couple now?”
“Don’t be stupid, you think I’d do that?” Tyrese asked, taken aback. He shook his head, and Troy saw the regret on his face. “It was a quick fuck in the pub toilets, we were both drunk, it was a mistake. Satisfied?”
“I don’t know if you’re telling me straight or not,” Troy admitted.
“I swear, Troy, that’s all it was,” Tyrese said. “Just a mistake. I’ve always tried to look out for you, to try and protect you, from this lifestyle, from turning out like me and Trent, from ending up here.”
Troy listened, knew that his brother was telling the truth. He sighed.
“That didn’t work out then,” he murmured.
“I tried,” Tyrese said. “I was trying to protect you, Troy, like I’ve always done.”
“If it’s the truth,” Troy argued.
“The truth? If we’re being so open with each other, why don’t you tell me about Goldie?” Tyrese asked, raising an eyebrow.
“What about him?” Troy asked, pulse quickening, his muscles tightening. “I poured some soup over him, so what?”
“Yeah, but why?” Tyrese prompted him. “What did he do to deserve it?”
“I don’t know,” Troy shrugged.
“He told me what he did,” Tyrese said, almost a whisper. Troy looked up, eyes wide with alarm, panic fluttering inside him. Tyrese did not look angry, or disappointed. He looked hard at Troy. “You don’t have anything to be ashamed about. It’s not your fault, you know that, right?”
“Whatever,” Troy shrugged, though his words calmed him.
“He’ll never come near you again, don’t worry,” Tyrese said. “You or anyone else.”
“How do you know?” Troy asked. He looked at Tyrese, saw something flicker in his eyes. “What did you do?”
“He’s dead,” Tyrese shrugged. “Like this sack of shit.” He nudged Dante’s body with his foot, shaking his head. “Jeez, two in one night. I’ll sleep well tonight.”
“I can take care of myself, you know,” Troy snapped.
“Didn’t seem like that when Dante was about to finish you off.”
“I should’ve slit his fucking throat when I had the chance,” Troy sighed, shooting the body an angry look.
“No, Troy, you leave that kind of thing to me,” Tyrese said, his voice harsh. “You keep your head down and do your time, you hear me? With good behaviour, you’ll be out in a couple of years, fifteen at the most if you’re lucky.”
“What does it matter?” Troy shrugged.
“Troy, I didn’t want to tell you like this,” Tyrese sighed. He looked apprehensive. Troy tensed. “You have a son.”
“What?”
Troy’s mind raced as he stared at his brother.
“Brandy was up the duff when you got arrested,” Tyrese explained. “I don’t know if she knew back then or not. She had a son. Your son.”
“She never told me,” Troy said.
He thought about the night he had spent with her, when he had realised he loved her. He thought of the fact she had been willing to go on the run with him and still had not told him that she’d had his son.
It was a lot to take in. He had a son.
“Listen to me, Troy, you’re a father now,” Tyrese said, his voice firm, as he walked around the body to clasp Troy by the shoulders. “You have to grow up. Stay out of trouble, serve your time and get out of this place, and you might have a chance at a relationship with him.”
The reality of his situation hit him now.
“What if Brandy won’t let me?” Troy asked.
He could hardly believe they had a son together, that Brandy had not told him, that she had made promises to him and even slept with his brother, even after she had given birth to his child.
Not that he could blame her, he decided. He had not been a good boyfriend, had not always treated her right. He could forgive her, he decided, if it meant he could see his son.
“How old is he?” Troy asked, looking at Tyrese, desperate for some information, some answers. “What’s his name? Tell me something, Ty.”
“I don’t know,” Tyrese admitted. “I only found out a few weeks ago.”
“A few weeks ago?” Troy repeated, surprised. “And you didn’t think to fucking tell me when you found out? How did you find out? Brandy let it slip whilst you were shagging her, did she?”
“Mum told me,” Tyrese said quietly.
“Mum knows?” Troy gasped. “How long has she known?”
“I don’t know exactly. A while.”
“A while?” Troy echoed his brother. “What is this? A conspiracy? Does everyone on the estate know? You all been laughing at me behind my back?”
“It wasn’t like that,” Tyrese said calmly. “Don’t act like a kid, Troy.”
“Fuck off, Tyrese,” Troy snapped. His anger was flaring. “You know, for a second back then, I thought maybe, finally, we were getting close. Like brothers should be. Now this. You and mum, Brandy, the whole fucking lot of you, not even bothering to tell me I have a son.”
Tyrese lowered his eyes, looking ashamed.
“I don’t even know his name, how old he is,” Troy stammered, not knowing whether to cry or kick something. He shook his head. “I’m fucking done with you, Ty. I used to look up to you, respect you. Now I just think you’re a piece of shit.”
He turned away, snatching up his towel and washbag and left the bathroom. He meant what he had said. He wanted nothing more to do with his brother, with his pathetic family.
There was only one person he wanted to speak to now. He had enough time before lights out to make the call. Brandy owed him some answers and he wanted them now.
* * *
Tyrese did not make to follow his brother. He knew that he was angry, and for the first time he felt guilty for how he treated his youngest brother. He had lured him into a lifestyle that he had failed to protect him from, and now Troy would pay the price for the rest of his life. He had let him down, time and again, and Tyrese sighed with the guilt.
Footsteps approached and an officer rounded the corner, eyes widening as he looked from Tyrese to the body at his feet. He grabbed his radio and called for back-up.
Tyrese backed away from the body, holding his hands up. The officer hesitated, clearly afraid of him, his eyes darting from Tyrese to Dante’s caved-in head.
An alarm sounded, and Tyrese sighed.
Someone would have to take the blame, and he would not let it be Troy. Troy still had some small sliver of a future. Tyrese had nothing.
“I killed him,” Tyrese admitted, looking directly at the officer, as three more guards ran in, eyes widening at the sight of the body, alarm still blaring. “We had a fight and I bashed his head in on the floor.”
The officer stared hard at him.
“You were going to be getting out in an hour, Banks,” he said sadly, shaking his head. “Now look what you’ve done.”
He turned and leant against the wall as the officers darted forward, slapping handcuffs around his wrists. Tyrese closed his eyes as he was wrestled to the floor.
* * *
Brandy had finished her drink and walked Adrianna home. She let herself back into the flat and listened for sounds of her mother, but the flat was quiet and dark. She was alone.
She kicked off her shoes and shrugged out of her jacket. Brandy was pleased that Adrianna had seemed more at ease after a few drinks. She hoped that the vodka would ensure that both would forget about tonight, and Brandy would not remember the gun, the confession, or their trip to the Thames.
Her phone began to ring, and Brandy let out a groan as she answered.
“Brandy?” a familiar voice came down the line. Brandy froze. She almost dropped her glass on the floor.
“It’s Troy. We need to talk.”
* * *
Charley looked around her mother’s living room, full of people smiling and drinking, celebrating the verdict of the trial. Leigh-Ann had drunk a few too many, sloshing her wine on her hand as she laughed with Torey, who was also a few drinks past tipsy.
Her mother seemed at ease, a far cry from how she had once been, smiling at her. Charley felt so much love, so much relief, in the room that it was almost too much. She wanted to share in their happiness, but something was holding her back from it and she was not quite sure what it was.
Asher came back into the living room, exchanging a serious look with Carl as he did. He had gone outside to take a call and whatever it had been appeared to be important. He nodded at her and Charley approached them, her pulse quickening.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. Asher and Carl’s expressions were unreadable.
“I just got a call from someone at the station, he heard it on the radio and thought he would let us know,” Asher said quickly. “It’s Dante. He was attacked in prison. He’s dead, Charley.”
Charley felt the shock of his words hit her as if she had been slapped. He was dead. He would never terrorise her or anyone else again.
She felt herself smiling, though she knew it was terrible to feel such relief, perhaps even joy, at the news that somebody was dead.
If anyone had deserved to die in prison, it was Dante.
“Are you okay?” Asher asked, concerned.
“I’m fine,” Charley replied. “I’m better than fine.”
She meant it. She felt more at peace than she had done in a long time and now she could share in the others’ happiness. She wanted to have a glass of champagne, she wanted to celebrate that Dante could never hurt her or anyone she loved ever again.
Tears sprung from her eyes, but they were not of sadness.
It was relief, that she could finally start to heal. Dante had taken Bolton from her, but he would never take anyone else again.
As if on cue, Carl thrust a drink into her hand, and she smiled gratefully at him as she lifted it to her lips and took a sip of wine.
She slipped from the room, reassuring Asher and Carl that she was fine, and went into the bedroom where Junior was asleep. He looked peaceful, at ease in the world, and she stroked his face gently.
Now she could finally begin to move on and let herself heal, she thought, as she sat down on the bed and listened to her son’s gentle breathing as she took another sip of wine.
* * *
“I want to see him, Brandy,” Troy said down the phone.
Brandy felt her heart hammering in her chest. She wanted to hang up, throw her phone against the wall, but she knew that it would make no difference. Troy knew the truth now. She could no longer hide.
“You can’t,” she said firmly. “You can’t ever see him, Troy.”
“I have a right,” Troy retorted. “I’m his dad.”
“He’s gone, Troy,” Brandy said.
“What do you mean?” Troy asked. He sounded anxious. Brandy could hear an alarm ringing in the background, hear shouts and chaos. “I want to see him, Brandy.”
“He was taken into care today,” Brandy told him. She closed her eyes, blocking out the image of him being carried out of the flat in Nadia’s arms, her disapproving look cutting through her. “You can’t see him, neither can I. That’s what’s best for him.”
“What the fuck did you do?” Troy shouted. “Why did you let them take him?”
“I did the right thing for our son,” Brandy replied. She would not let him intimidate her, make her feel bad. She could not allow him back into her heart or her thoughts. Her mother was right, for once, in that she was better off without him.
“He’s better off without me,” Brandy said. “And he’s definitely better off without you in his life. I’ve given him a chance.”
“You bitch,” Troy snarled down the line. She heard the emotion in his voice, but she was not moved by it. Any love that Troy had for her was gone now, Brandy knew as much. She could hear it in his voice, sense the hate down the phone. “I’ll track him down. I’ll find him.”
“No, you won’t,” Brandy said. “You won’t find him. You’ll never see him. You don’t deserve to be a father, and he deserves to have a life without you fucking it up for him. You’ve brought this all on yourself, Troy. Fucking deal with it.”
“Brandy, please, I -”
Brandy hung up. She took a deep breath, steadying herself.
She went into the kitchen, reaching for a vodka bottle, but she stopped herself. She did not need a drink. She had stood up to Troy. Hearing his voice, she knew that she had done the right thing in making sure he played no part in Frazer’s life.
As she went into her bedroom, Brandy blocked the number that Troy had called from. She expected he would find another way to contact her, but she did not feel afraid. She knew that he could never find their son, that Frazer was safe, and that was all that mattered.
She closed her bedroom door, lying down on the bed, and her phone beeped with a message from Adrianna. She smiled to herself.
Brandy looked up at the ceiling, finally content knowing that for once she had done the right thing. She had saved her son from Troy.
Whatever else she did in life, she decided, that would always be the best thing she had ever done.
* * *
Troy threw the phone against the wall and screamed.
Chaos was breaking out around him, but he barely noticed. He thought of Brandy’s words and felt hot anger and regret washing over him.
He had heard the determination in Brandy’s voice. He knew she had not been lying, that his son really was gone. The son he had never known about, had never met or thought of before.
Troy felt the loss all the same. He felt tears stinging his eyes, whether from the loss of his son or the realisation that he had lost Brandy forever now too, that the love between them was gone, would never again return.
He was pushed away from the phones, as the officers descended on the block in force, ushering everyone back to their cells. Troy followed, defeated now.
Alone in his cell, Troy sat heavily on his bunk.
He thought of his son, taken into care, Brandy doing nothing to save him, to try and prevent it. He wanted to swoop down and rescue him, be a father, get a chance to make something of his life. He thought of Brandy, her love gone, free now to move on and make a life for herself of which he would play no part at all.
If he had been out on the street, perhaps he would have stood a chance. If he acted fast, Troy thought there was some hope he could find his son, rescue him. As it was, he stood no chance. Troy glanced over at the cell door as it slammed shut, lock sliding into place.
He thought of the time he would spend in here. Thirty years. Maybe ten or fifteen if he behaved himself. That was still too long, Troy thought. His son would have disappeared by then, well and truly lost to him.
Putting his face into his hands, Troy let out a cry. For the first time, he realised the enormity of what his life had become. Thirty years was a long time to wait to try and find his son, he realised, as he closed his eyes.
The worst part of it all, Troy realised, was that he had brought it all upon himself. He had killed Shaniqua and now he was paying the price for that. Perhaps his son was better off without him after all, he wondered.
Whatever the case, Troy knew it would be a long time before he ever found out.






If you liked reading this boxset, please consider leaving a review to help other readers find this. 
Every review really helps and is much appreciated.
Thank you,
Davie J Toothill
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