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Prologue

As Joanie Brewer opened her front door the first thing she saw was police uniforms. She tried, unsuccessfully, to close the door. Something she had done before on many occasions.

When a large foot was planted firmly on her front-door mat, she sighed.

‘He ain’t here, he just went out. But he was here all day with me, so whatever you want him for, he never done it.’

‘Joanie . . .’

The plainclothes officer stared at her for a few seconds before dropping his eyes and staring down at her tiny feet encased in scruffy old mules: pink ostrich feathers and worn-down plastic heels. Her pretty face looked hard in the harsh electric light of her hallway. The faded blonde hair was scraped up on top of her head and her sharp features made her look almost feral. Devoid of her usual makeup Joanie looked older  than her age; she looked what she was - used, worn out.

Only her blue eyes showed any real emotion. They were desolate. She knew now why they were here. And she didn’t want to hear what they were going to tell her even as she knew she must.

‘I’m sorry, Joanie love, can we come in?’ said the plainclothes, DI Baxter.

As she opened the chipped and battered front door wide her whole demeanour changed.

‘Better get it over with then, eh?’

None of the three men could look at her. A dark-haired policewoman with high breasts and a disdainful expression on her face took Joanie’s arm gently, only to be shrugged off with such force she was nearly unbalanced.

The atmosphere was taut with tension. None of them wanted to be here and all knew equally they were not wanted.

In her front room Joanie felt a glimmer of satisfaction as she saw a look of collective shock register on their faces. The place was shabby but spotlessly clean. It was the forty-eight-inch TV set and the up-to-the-minute DVD system that had given them one up and she smiled to herself as she said, ‘All bought and paid for. I have the receipts in the kitchen.’

No one said a word in reply.

The policewoman looked through a door and saw  the kitchen; she walked towards it, saying: ‘I’ll make some tea, eh?’

No one answered. Joanie sat down and gestured for the others to do the same. ‘You’ve found her, haven’t you?’

DI Baxter nodded.

She was holding back tears now, and still none of the men could bear to look at her.

‘She’s dead then?’

The detective nodded again.

Joanie put her head into her hands and sobbed loudly, one harsh desolate sob before she forced herself to be calm. Wiping her eyes, she lifted her head and gazed around the room, battling her emotions as she had done all her life.

She was fucked if she was going to cry in front of this lot. Her eyes lighted on a photograph on the mantelpiece. Her Kira’s last school photo, her blue eyes alive with merriment. She was a beautiful little girl, a dear child, and Joanie’s last. Born out of wedlock like the others, and loved more than any of them.

Joanie could hear her heartbeat thundering in her ears and felt momentarily as if she was going to faint.

‘I told you she wouldn’t run away, but you never listened to a word I said, did you?’ It was an accusation. ‘My baby would never have left me. Never. But none of you would listen.’

The detective took a child’s dress from a bag on his lap; it was small for an eleven year old’s. Kira had taken after Joanie. Tiny. Petite. Once the dress had been white with tiny blue flowers on it. Now it was soiled. Joanie knew exactly what had happened to her child.

‘We found this with the body. We need you to—’

She snatched it from him and held it to her face, but all she could smell was dirt - dirt and hatred. Not the flowery, sunshine smell of an eleven-year-old child on the brink of womanhood. A child with her whole life stretching ahead of her. In her mind’s eye she saw Kira once more, laughing and joking. She had been a good child, easy to rear.

The tears came then, and with their arrival the WPC brought in the tea. Even in her distressed state Joanie was glad the girl had used the good mugs kept for visitors. It was important to her to have nice things around her.

Especially now.

They talked to her, she could see their mouths moving, but she could hear nothing. All she could hear inside her head was the sound of her child’s voice, as she called for her mummy and her mummy never came.

She was rocking now, clutching the remnants of the dress and whispering over and over, ‘My baby. My baby.’

One of the PCs said sadly, ‘Shall I get the quack?’

The detective nodded and sipped his tea.

For all Joanie Brewer was, and she was legendary down at the station, at this moment she was just a woman who had had a child brutally murdered.

Bugger tea. He should have brought a bottle of hard, if not for himself then for the wreck of a woman before him.

She wasn’t Joanie Brewer now, the prostitute, drunk, and all-round Mouth Almighty responsible for giving birth to a one-family crime wave. She was a bereaved mother grieving for a child who had been snatched from the street, used and abused and then disposed of like so much rubbish.

He finished his tea in silence.

Joanie was quiet now, staring into space, and he knew they would get nothing more from her today.

Eventually the doctor arrived.




Book One

‘Ladies, just a little more virginity, if you don’t mind.’

- Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree, 1853-1917

 

For without are dogs, and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters, and whosoever loveth and maketh a lie.

- Revelation, 22:15




Chapter One

It was hot and Joanie Brewer turned up the fan in the tiny bedroom and rolled on more deodorant. The double bed took up nearly all the room and she had to climb across it to get to the overflowing dressing table for a quick puff on her Benson & Hedges Light. She also took a large gulp of vodka and Coke, the acid taste making her belch loudly.

An overstuffed wardrobe spewed clothes everywhere, and the smell of Avon Musk hung heavy in the room. She really didn’t feel like going to work tonight. What she wanted was to sit outside the flats with all the other women and drink and smoke and gossip. It was lovely in the summer here, apart from the stench of rotten rubbish and unwashed kids; it was almost like being abroad. But then again, she mused, she had always had a good imagination. Tenerife it ain’t!

She smiled to herself and applied another layer of  No. 7 sugar-pink lipstick. If she had a good earn tonight she would take tomorrow off and enjoy herself. She was due a break anyway.

She was listening to Bob Marley singing ‘No Woman No Cry’, and singing along softly as she carried on applying the thick makeup that was a prerequisite of her job. She made a point these days of not looking too closely at herself; gone was the time when she’d taken a real pride in her appearance. The life had caught up with her, and the money that had once been plentiful was now only adequate. In fact, if she wasn’t such a lazy bitch she might even consider getting a real job though it was a bit late in the day for anything like that; her criminal convictions would rule out most respectable avenues of work. It was a vicious circle really.

She sighed heavily and dragged once more on her cigarette. In her wildest dreams she had never thought this would be her life, but it was and her natural resilience made her accept that fact. In repose she looked haggard, the deep lines on her face more pronounced, but there were still traces of the pretty girl she had once been. Suddenly, looking at her reflection, she wanted to cry. Instead she finished her drink and forced a smile.

Now that was much more like it. If she wasn’t careful she would scare the punters off! She could hear Kira laughing in the lounge and instinctively  she smiled too even though she couldn’t work out what was being said. Her youngest was a happy kid, always laughing and joking. Her son Jon Jon came into the room then with another large vodka and Coke.

‘Get that down the old Gregory, Mum. Need a lift?’

Joanie shook her head.

‘That’s OK. I’m going in with Monika.’

He laughed. ‘I meant, do you want a few Valium?’

Joanie grinned.

‘I get worse, don’t I? No, thanks, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t go offering them about to all and sundry. You will get a capture, son, mark my words.’

Jon Jon didn’t answer; he was too busy admiring himself in the dressing-table mirror.

She took a deep drink and spluttered.

‘Bloody hell, Jon Jon, what’s in this - rocket fuel?’

‘Smirnoff Black Label. Carty gets it from the docks.’

Joanie sipped the drink and smiled.

‘Just what I needed.’ She was telling the truth though her son wasn’t aware of that. He smiled back, and she looked at him and marvelled at this boy of hers. She knew how much he hated her work and yet  he had brought her in a drink before she left the house since he was nine years old. Even though he had been ridiculed all through his schooldays because she was a brass, a tom, whatever epithet people wanted to call her, and hated what she did with a vengeance, he accepted the necessity for it and respected her as his mother.

‘Be in now, won’t you, for Kira? It’s Jeanette’s turn to go out, remember.’

He nodded.

‘I don’t need you to keep reiterating everything, Mum. I always do me bit, don’t I?’ He left the room with the affronted dignity of a seventeen year old who knew far better than his own mother.

For all the talk about him he was a good kid even if she was the only one who could see it. The police hated him; he was their first call for anything and everything that happened on the estate. Jon Jon was a little fucker when the fancy took him, but if they could see him reading! He read everything he could lay his hands on, and the words he knew! Joanie’s pride in her errant son knew no bounds.

Her pride in all her children was unwavering despite the things that were said about the Brewers, herself included. She knew the talk and ignored it; they were just trying to survive like everyone else, and being the kind of person she was, Joanie let most of the gossip go over her head. It had never  really bothered her - or at least that was what she pretended to people, making a joke of her job, being the first to mention it and consequently making herself a legend in her own lunchtime. She was also renowned around and about for being able to handle herself in a row, and that helped. She had chinned more than a few of her neighbours over the years and consequently people were wary of her and civil enough to her face. Why wouldn’t they be? She was a soft touch for a few quid and always lent a friendly ear; she could also keep things to herself and knew most of the local gossip, the truth behind it as well. But she never let on; Joanie knew she could cause more than a few rows if she ever opened her trap.

She also ran every catalogue going and all the women bought from her, especially for Christmas and birthdays, so she also knew everyone’s financial status. Which was exactly what most of the tear ups had been over: non-payment of debts. Joanie prided herself on never owing a penny to anyone, and she did not like people taking advantage of her good nature.

She also read Tarot cards for a small fee and that alone brought her status up in the community because everyone wanted to know if, or more importantly when, they would get away from this dump and what the state of their love life would be in the future. As  most of the men hereabouts only lasted a few weeks her readings were in great demand. The thought made her smile. Women amazed her, ever the optimists. But then, as she knew herself, they had to be.

All in all she had her own little niche here and she enjoyed it, as much as she could enjoy anything. Life, Joanie believed, was what you made it, and she made it as good as she could given the circumstances. Happiness, she had always told the kids, was just a state of mind.

Slipping on a tight black mini-skirt and a black see-through blouse, she pushed her feet into impossibly high heels and strutted into the lounge, all tits, backcombed hair and perfume.

‘Oh, Mum, you look beautiful!’

Kira’s voice was tremulous with admiration. She loved makeup and perfume, and her mother’s over-abundance of both made her seem exotic and stunningly lovely to her youngest daughter.

‘Thanks, darling. Now, you got your money, ain’t you?’

Kira nodded, her bright blue eyes still drinking in her glamorous mother.

‘You smell lovely and all.’

‘She won’t when she gets back. She’ll smell like the men’s lavs in Soho.’

This caustic comment was from Joanie’s daughter Jeanette.

Joanie grinned.

‘Been there a lot, have you, love? Only you seem to know the place well.’

Jon Jon and Kira laughed. Joanie laughed with them though inside the comment had hurt, but as usual she shrugged it off. She understood better than anyone did what her kids had to deal with on a daily basis because of her job, and made allowances accordingly. She lit a cigarette and tidied her hair absent-mindedly as she smoked and watched out of the window for Monika’s arrival.

The estate was a hive of activity as usual: kids running round, radios and stereos blaring, car engines revving - it looked like a bad day in Beirut.

But it was home to them and they liked it there, or as much as you could like it anyway.

She sighed.

‘Late for her own funeral, Monika.’

Kira laughed.

‘Her, Bethany and me are going to the pictures tomorrow.’

‘That’s nice, love.’ Lighting another cigarette, she bellowed, ‘Do us another drink, Jon Jon.’

He poured her another in the kitchen as he watched his microwave chips rotating. He was stoned and suddenly starving. He took another puff on his joint and walked back into the lounge with his mother’s drink, the stench of skunk hanging round him.

‘No wonder they call it skunk - it stinks.’

He smiled lazily.

Jeanette, who’d disappeared into her bedroom, came out and Joanie sighed.

‘You ain’t going out like that, are you?’

Jeanette had a full woman’s body and a child’s face. The combination was lethal. But both girls took after Joanie. Even Kira had a little pair of tits on her and she was only eleven. Tonight Jeanette was dressed like her idol Britney and she looked like sex on legs.

‘You look gorgeous!’

Kira was once more in raptures.

‘Is that your mate’s new top?’

‘No, it fucking ain’t, it’s mine.’

Kira’s face fell.

‘I was only asking.’

‘Well, don’t, all right?’

Jeanette had no time for her little sister and it showed; she just saw her as a nuisance.

‘Don’t talk to her like that, you rotten little mare. And anyway, she has a point. If it ain’t your mate’s, where the fuck did you get it?’

‘She’s been thieving again up the high street.’ Jon Jon spoke quietly and the room went quiet. ‘You’ve been out on the grab, ain’t you?’ he challenged.

Jeanette tossed her long curly brown hair over one shoulder.

‘So what if I have? What’s it got to do with you? You ain’t me fucking dad.’

Jon Jon took a step towards her and Kira planted herself between her brother and sister.

‘Don’t start fighting, please!’

Joanie finished her drink and slammed the glass down on the scuffed wooden table.

‘All right, that’s enough. Why do I always have to walk out that door in a two and eight, eh? Once, just once, let me go to work in a bit of peace.’

Jon Jon poked his sister in the chest none too gently as he growled, ‘Watch yourself, girl.’

She laughed.

‘I ain’t scared of you, mate!’

He stared into her eyes and Joanie watched as her daughter’s bravado turned to real fear.

‘Well, you should be, Jen. You should be very scared.’

Kira was visibly upset now. It seemed as if the whole room was charged with malice and all of them were affected by it.

The front door flew open then and Monika stumped in, overweight and sporting the most amazing Afro in recorded history.

‘I been bibbing away down there,’ she shouted. ‘You ready, girl, or what?’ She scratched one large boob as she adjusted the elasticated top she was wearing. ‘Bloody thing, it’s killing me.’

‘Try buying one that fits next time,’ Jeanette said sarcastically, without thinking.

Before Monika could answer Kira piped up with, ‘I think it looks . . .’

Everyone, including Monika, said ‘lovely’ with her and once again they were all laughing.

Kissing the kids, Joanie went to work feeling more light-hearted.

 

Kira walked out of the flat and down the steep concrete staircase to the communal washing lines below. No one used them any more so it was a place for the kids to hang out. On the plus side you could hear the music from certain flats so at least you had a few sounds as you sat around jawing.

The overflowing bins were also housed down there so the smell, especially in summer, could get overwhelming. Last winter a newborn baby had been found in one of the large bins, barely alive. The kids had heard its mewling and retrieved it from the dustbin, called the police and were heroes for a few days. The mother of the unfortunate child had left the area after a near lynching from the neighbours and the child had been fostered out. It was still a major topic of conversation for them all, months after the event, and their parents didn’t mind them hanging round here so much now.

Kira loved it here, it was her favourite place. Unlike  most of the other girls she didn’t live under a loose rein, was not able to sit out till all hours, so made a point of enjoying the time she did have with her mates. It was a bone of contention between her and her brother and mother that she was not allowed the same freedom as everyone else, but she was shrewd enough to know she was fighting a losing battle. Her mother had lost the war with Jeanette, she was not going to lose it with Kira. Consequently, she was watched far more closely and had come to accept and to understand why this was so. Basically she was a good kid anyway and did as she was asked. Tonight, as she settled herself on the low wall, she was happy enough.

 

‘Little’ Tommy Thompson watched the girls as they sat and chatted. His balcony overlooked the washing lines and he had a good view of them. He liked watching the kids, they made him laugh with their antics, especially Kira and her friends. He waved down, smiling, and the girls waved shyly back.

He had moved to this area a few months previously with his father. At thirty-eight, Tommy was cripplingly obese and unable to work because of that. And, as his father had always pointed out to anyone who would listen, he wasn’t the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree either.

Tommy hated his father, and every fresh nasty  comment sent him running to the fridge. ‘Morbidly obese?’ his dad would say. ‘Anyone would be morbid around him.’ Tommy kept meaning to find out what this meant but he never had; he was always forgetting things. He hadn’t liked to ask the doctor either because his dad was sitting there with him every time and Tommy had learned just to listen, to let his father talk. It was how it had always been even when his mum had been alive.

He moved his huge bulk in the chair. This heat was a killer for him and he knew he smelled. He could catch the sweet odour himself every time the wind blew through the flats. It was like a vacuum here because of the way the blocks were situated, and out on the balcony was the coolest place to be. Consequently Tommy spent a lot of time out there.

‘All right, Fatty?’

The good-natured call made him smile. He waved back happily, glad to be noticed. He was practically beaming as he shouted down, ‘Hot enough for you?’

The man carried on walking without answering and Tommy felt a moment’s embarrassment. He settled himself once more and observed the girls below as they chatted and laughed. He could hear Beenie Man blaring out from Kira’s flat so knew her brother Jon Jon was still around and that her mother had gone to  work. They watched her like a hawk - and so they should after all.

The thought made him smile, but this was quickly wiped from his face as he heard the front door slam.

His father was home. Tommy waited patiently for the baiting to begin.

 

‘Why do we come in so early?’

Monika’s voice was slurred as she drank copiously from a bottle of cheap Bacardi.

‘That’ll get you in the end, girl. Quicker than anything, Bacardi is.’

‘Oh, fuck off, Lena, and give me a break!’

Lena, a young Scottish girl, sighed and raised her eyebrows as she looked at Joanie who shook her head, telling her to mind her own business.

‘I like that necklace, Lena. New, is it?’ Monika commented.

The girl preened herself. She had just acquired a new pimp and so presents were still on the agenda; it was always the way with the younger ones.

‘It was made for a much slimmer neck, of course.’

Monika was spoiling for a row and it showed. Lena was a chunky girl and in truth the necklace was far too delicate for her. But it wasn’t the necklace that rankled with Monika, it was what it  stood for. They were all aware of that. No one was going to bother cajoling Monika into switching pimps.

Lena was a laugh though, and said good-naturedly, ‘Well, I’m sorry about that but I don’t know Frank Bruno well enough to borrow his jewellery.’

Even Monika laughed, then said nastily, ‘Here it comes, Miss fucking World!’

Lena shook her head.

‘She’s too young. I’m sorry, but he should draw the line.’

The young girl was more than aware of the stir she was causing. It was just getting dark so business would pick up soon and she knew the chances were she would get the next strike. She also knew it would cause aggravation. But she wasn’t too bothered; she had good back up. At fourteen she thought she knew it all, and unfortunately already knew far too much about some things, only she was too stupid to see that for herself. She was a runaway so that made it easy for the men who preyed on women to get her working the street.

Monika’s tutting was so loud it made Joanie laugh.

‘Leave her alone. She has to put up with Todd McArthur - she’ll soon learn.’

Todd was a young pimp who concentrated on the  new girls. He was good-looking, quietly spoken and vicious. All his girls were in love with him, even after he gave them the bad news. Unlike the older women who had no illusions about the men who lived off them, the younger girls had to experience the downside before they actually realised they were stuck there for the best part of their lives. A good pimp could track a girl who absconded within twenty-four hours, and frequently did that. The beating they then received and the fear of a repetition kept them on their toes or on their backs, whichever way you wanted to look at it.

A week in hospital was something to learn from and anyone too thick to toe the line afterwards was asking for all they got. Or that, at least, was the general consensus among the women.

A blue Escort pulled up by the side of the road and a small white man with a bad combover smiled at Monika. He was a regular and as she walked to the car she gave the younger girl a smirk that told her all she needed to know. Regulars were what they all wanted; they made life so much easier, gave you a chance to relax - something you could never do with a stranger, especially with the mad bastards they dealt with on a daily basis.

‘Thank fuck she’s gone, Joanie. Her drinking is getting worse!’ Lena moaned.

Joanie sighed but didn’t comment.

‘That little girl’s on crack. Look, she’s fucking rocking.’

They watched her for a few moments before moving away.

‘McArthur’s a shitbag, ain’t he?’

Joanie nodded before answering, ‘Talking of shitbags . . .’

They laughed as their own pimp, Paulie Martin, chased the girl off, physically as well as verbally. He walked towards them then, his handsome face openly shocked.

‘That McArthur will be opening a fucking crèche soon, eh?’

‘That child was cracked out of her box.’

‘She’ll get a crack across the fucking head if she talks to me like that again!’ He was smoothing down his designer suit. ‘I want you in a parlour, Joanie.’

She smiled. It was better in the massage parlours though she was only asked if he was desperate and she knew that.

‘Okey-doke, how long for?’

‘Just get in the motor, will ya? It’s like pimping for William G. Stewart. No questions, just move.’

One thing in Paulie’s favour, he was funny and the girls appreciated his humour. It had lightened more than a few crap evenings.

He shouted over his shoulder, ‘Lena, you tell that  little cunt McArthur if I see any of his girls within pissing distance of mine again, I’ll break his fucking neck.’

‘All right, Mr Martin.’

As Joanie was driven to East Ham she relaxed. This was a bit of luck and she was going to enjoy it while it lasted.

‘You look happy, Joanie.’

Paulie smiled at her and she melted. He was devastatingly handsome and knew it, from his thick black curly hair to his deep blue eyes. He was heavy-set and not as tall as he would have liked but he had something about him and whatever it was, it made women want him. In his game that was definitely a bonus. He had learned early in life that a smile and a well-timed compliment could get you anything you wanted from certain women.

Paulie rubbed her leg above the knee as he drove and Joanie smiled once more. He was a bastard but he was her bastard, so she forgave him anything. She knew he was giving her the scrapings but she was also wise enough to appreciate that that was about all she was going to get these days so she enjoyed it while she could.

She could still hack it with a certain type of punter, though. She had the cheap and cheerful look that appealed to the older men. Joanie was the  pensioner’s friend, and she was glad of it. You rarely got a tip but it was over in no time so that was a bonus. In fact, she was perfect for a massage parlour in many respects. The men who used them were lazy and frightened of being seen kerb crawling: locals who tended to use the one nearest the pub, or out-of-towners who worked nearby and came in flashing their money and their false smiles. It was cheap as well; none of the girls was ever going to be in the hundred-quid-a-fuck market anyway so all in all it worked out fine.

Paulie was clever enough to know the kind of girls who would make him money: not too good-looking but not complete dogs either - that was all right on the kerb, but not in the comfortable surroundings of a parlour. Equally if the girls were too good-looking they frightened the men off; he had noticed that over the years. As Paulie told anyone who’d listen, most men rented a bit of strange so they could feel in control. Men without money and prestige were easily intimidated by women who were too good-looking, they felt that they had to be nicer to them. His girls, and he used the term loosely, were just the right side of trollop to suit his clients’ needs.

As they pulled up outside the parlour he yawned.

‘Ask Jon Jon if he wants a job with me. I’ve heard  he’s making a bit of a name for himself around and about.’

Joanie nodded.

‘OK. How long am I working tonight?’

‘One of the girls has gone on the missing list. Probably a few days.’ Paulie yawned once again then said, ‘Fucking real, ain’t it? All I done for her and she goes on the trot.’

Joanie kept her own counsel. She was more than aware of what he had done for the girl; he had done the same for her and look where it had got her.

‘Don’t hurt her when you find her . . .’

He didn’t bother to answer. Instead he leaned across her and opened the car door.

‘Be good, Joanie.’

She nodded.

‘Oh, and do me a favour, will you? Keep your fucking opinions on my working practices to yourself in future. I own you, Joanie, like I own all my girls, and if I ever found I wanted you lot to have opinions, I’d book myself into the nearest mental institution sharpish just to teach meself a lesson, OK?’

She nodded once more. The anger in his voice was evident and she knew he could turn on a coin.

‘Well?’

She nodded harder this time.

He rolled his eyes.

‘I mean, fuck off, Joanie! Now!’

He was bellowing and his voice was loud enough to be heard above the traffic. Joanie jumped from the car as fast as she could and scurried into the massage parlour. She was humiliated and hurt, and the worst thing was, it showed.

Gaynor Coleman shook her head sadly and said, ‘That man is a ponce.’

Joanie, as usual the joker, said, ‘That man is everyone’s ponce, ain’t he? He is a pimp after all!’

All the older women laughed with her and she felt better. But it had hurt, the way he had spoken to her, had hurt her deeply considering all the years she had given him.

She sat down with the girls. The smell of baby oil and cigarette smoke was overpowering, but at least it was better than exhaust fumes and the drunken ranting of Monika.

She had her first punter ten minutes later.

Joanie’s working night had begun.

 

Kira, Bethany and a little girl called Catriona who was only seven were playing as the sun went down. They were having a great time. Various mums were already outside, sitting on kitchen chairs and nattering about each other’s lives. The atmosphere was good. The kids had been fed chips and Coke, and a  few bottles of wine had been opened.

Jon Jon watched his little sister from the balcony as he rolled himself another joint. His mobile was ringing and he knew who was on the phone but didn’t answer it. Instead he called over the balcony to his sister.

‘Come on, Kira, time to come in.’

She heard her brother’s voice and looked crushed.

‘Oh, Jon Jon, five minutes, please.’

Her voice was a studied whine.

Her big eyes were open to their widest and Catriona’s mother, a twenty-five-year-old brunette, laughed as she shouted: ‘I’ll watch her, Jon Jon, she can sleep at mine tonight.’

Catriona was having the time of her life and once Kira went inside would be moaning because none of the other kids gave her the time of day. She was too small for the majority of the girls but Kira loved the smaller kids.

‘That’s all right, thanks anyway. Get your arse up here, Kira.’

‘Please, just five minutes, Jon Jon!’

His mobile was ringing once more and he called out, ‘Five minutes and that is it!’

One of the neighbours whispered, ‘Say what you like about him, he is good to those girls.’

The other women nodded their approval and Kira  basked in the pleasure of someone being nice for once about her brother. Usually it was a case of raised eyebrows and knowing smirks, whispered conversations or outright abuse - though her brother’s growing reputation had put paid to the latter these last few months. He was getting a reputation as a hard nut, a face, and was determined to cultivate that to the best of his ability.

Five minutes later she reluctantly said goodnight to her friends and thanked Catriona’s mother for offering her a bed for the night. Kira ran up the four flights of stairs to the flat and let herself inside. After making herself a Marmite sandwich she sat with her brother on the balcony, waiting patiently until he had finished shouting down the phone.

‘All right, Kira, get ready for bed now.’

‘Can I eat me sandwich?’

He laughed.

‘’Course you can, but don’t fuck me about tonight and I’ll let you watch telly, OK?’

‘Thanks, Jon Jon. You are the best brother in the world.’

‘I must be to put up with you, eh?’

She was happy, she loved it when he was like this and chatted to her. He was nice, her brother, whatever anyone else said. He was nice to her.

‘Can I have a story as well?’

‘Don’t push it, Kira!’

But his voice was warm as he spoke and she knew she was in with a chance. Jon Jon told great stories. Then his mobile rang again and she sighed. He was shouting and swearing once more and she knew her story was out of the window. She went inside and put on her pyjamas.

Settling herself in bed, she watched Queer As Folk USA on Sky until she fell asleep.




Chapter Two

Joanie had just got in from work and was making herself a cup of coffee when Jon Jon came into the kitchen.

‘All right, Mum? Good night?’

She nodded. She was dog-tired and it showed. Her eyes had dark circles under them and her skin was grey. She looked like a woman who had spent the night with too many men, all strangers and all using her body. She had also had a screamer, a punter who had done the business and then tried to get out of paying. This was the last thing she’d needed as she wanted a regular place in the parlour. It was good money and much safer than the kerb.

She kept this pearl of wisdom to herself, though, because she knew her son would have other things on his mind, but still it rankled. She gave good service and she knew she did. She had been worried it might stop her from being used again, especially as  she knew that Patsy, the head girl in the East Ham parlour, didn’t really like her. That was due to the fact that Joanie had had a thing going with Paulie longer than any of the other girls when poor Patsy had once actually believed that she was going to be Mrs Paulie Martin. More fool her, though that was not what Patsy had wanted to believe. But who was Joanie to piss on her rival’s firework? The truth was, Paulie was already married. Overweight and a pillar of the church, his wife Sylvia was respectability incarnate, and more to the point she was stupid - the perfect foil for his nefarious businesses and strings of other women. Paulie kept her and his two daughters in the manner to which they had become accustomed, and enjoyed keeping the two sides of his life separate. If his wife knew what he really did it would kill her, he believed. Though once or twice over the years Joanie had seen her near the businesses she had never said so to anyone, least of all Paulie. She knew when to keep her trap shut; it was another prerequisite of her job.

Now she lightened her voice as she said: ‘I ended up in the parlour so that was a touch.’

Jon Jon didn’t answer her, but she had expected that. He never spoke directly about her job; it was always roundabout allusions, non-committal comments.

‘How was me little Kira then?’

He smiled.

‘Good as gold, Mum. She always is.’

He watched the lines of strain leave his mother’s face for a second at the thought of her youngest daughter. Jon Jon was having trouble getting out the ironing board. In the cramped space of the kitchen it was a difficult job. Joanie knew he was going to iron Kira’s school clothes. He was good like that.

‘I’ll have a coffee, Mum.’

She could smell the sleep on him still. He was handsome and he was kind; she shut her mind to everything else about him. She had to or she would never sleep another night - or day as the case invariably was with her job.

As he plugged the iron in Joanie said nonchalantly, ‘Oh, by the way, Paulie told me to let you know that there’s work with him if you want it.’

As his mother’s words penetrated, Jon Jon stared at her in disbelief.

‘He what?’

The boy’s voice was high with incredulity.

‘He wants you to work for him.’

Joanie knew what was coming next but she tried anyway. At least if he worked for Paulie she would know where he was and what he was doing.

‘Hear him out, he ain’t so bad . . .’

‘You can tell him bollocks from me!’

Jon Jon’s handsome face was completely devoid of  expression as he tried to comprehend what had possessed the woman who had borne him to ask such a stupid thing of him.

‘Don’t talk to me like that! I was only telling you what he asked me to. Anyway, he ain’t such a bad bloke.’

‘No, ’course he ain’t, pimping me mother out for me! Fuck me, Mum, shall I go round and shake his hand then?’

Joanie closed her eyes in distress.

‘Come on, son, I don’t deserve that and you know it.’

Her voice was soft, eyes pained with the insult even if it was true.

‘Think of the wedge, and the perks.’

Jon Jon slammed down the iron.

‘Do I look like a fucking pimp then? Come on, Muvver, answer me!’

Joanie knew she had said the wrong thing and was regretting even mentioning it now.

‘’Course you don’t. I only passed on the message, that’s all.’ She was shouting back at him now.

‘Well, in future, don’t bother.’

‘You could go far with him. He needs someone with a bit of nous . . .’

‘Well, he don’t need me. Whatever you might think, I ain’t no fucking woman-seller.’

‘Piss off out of it, Jon Jon, you could earn a decent poke with—’

He interrupted her, savagely.

‘I know I’m more black than white, Mum, but that doesn’t make me a pimp. Or was me dad one? Is that it? Only no one seems to know anything about him, do they? Especially you.’

He knew he had gone too far and was immediately sorry.

‘Oh, Mum, why do you wind me up like this? You know how I feel about men like Martin.’

Joanie left the kitchen quietly without answering.

Jon Jon carried on ironing Kira’s school clothes but his heart wasn’t in it any more. He was still reeling from the shock of what his mother had said. The fact she’d thought he might even consider the offer burned at him even as he understood her motives.

His mother’s coffee was still side by side with his on the worktop. He took it into her bedroom for her.

‘Here you are, Mum. Have a couple of hours’ kip.’

She smiled at him sadly. She looked old, lost and haggard suddenly.

‘I’m sorry, Jon Jon.’

He ruffled her hair as if she was the child and he was the adult.

‘I know, Mum, I know.’

Both of them were aware he didn’t apologise back.

 

‘Move, you fat bastard!’

Joseph Thompson watched as his son struggled to  make a pot of tea, his enormous bulk making it almost impossible for him in the confines of their kitchen. Tommy was sweating; already it was far too hot for someone of his size. He glanced out of the kitchen window and watched the kids going to school. He felt his father come up behind him and winced.

‘Look at them, little girls dressed like fucking whores. That’s what you’re looking at, isn’t it?’

Tommy was annoyed but kept his voice even as he said, ‘I ain’t looking at them like that and you know it. I just like to watch them chatting and having a nice time, that’s all.’

Joseph sneered at him.

‘’Course you do! Now make the fucking tea, you fat nonce. I have to go to work in a minute. Have you done me sandwiches?’

‘They’re in the fridge.’

No more was said between the two men after that. Ten minutes later his father left the flat without even saying goodbye. Tommy waddled into his bedroom and pulled a box from under his bed with difficulty. Opening it, he smiled.

It was full of Barbies. Some were dressed, nearly all were missing their heads. Underneath them was a dazzling array of costumes and miniature items, everything Barbie needed to be the perfect girl about town, from shocking pink mini-dresses to  perfect little handbags and boots. But these were wet, he discovered, and from the sudden stench of urine knew exactly what had happened to them. It wasn’t the first time and he knew it wouldn’t be the last.

Stifling a sob, Tommy set about putting the dolls back together again, setting the clothes to one side to be washed. Sweat was already pouring from his brow. Tommy wiped it away with one meaty fist to mingle with his tears.

As he replaced the heads he mumbled ‘Bastard!’ over and over again.

 

Kira and Bethany sat in the lobby of the flats and giggled. They were playing the hop and enjoying every second of it.

Unlike Bethany, this was Kira’s first time and for her it was an exciting novelty. Bethany just wanted to sit, chill and smoke.

‘I know, let’s go up the library!’ Kira suggested.

Her friend shook her head in disbelief and said sarcastically, ‘Are you sure? Two school kids in the library on a school day?’

Kira saw the logic of this statement and giggled again.

‘I never thought of that.’

As they sat there they could hear a radio playing the top ten. They swayed together and joked, both safe in  the knowledge that none of the adults roundabouts would dare to grass them up to their respective mothers. It would be too much aggravation for them.

‘Let’s go over the park.’

Bethany shook her head and lit another Consulate, pulling the minty taste deep into her lungs and practising trying to make smoke rings.

‘Wanna puff?’

Kira shook her head.

‘No, ta, I hate smoking.’

Just then a door opened and Little Tommy’s head poked out.

‘What are you two doing?’

Bethany as usual was the one to answer.

‘What’s it look like?’

Tommy looked her over, it was not an attractive sight, but smiling brightly said, ‘Want a cup of tea?’

The two girls looked at each other and grinned.

‘Yes, please.’

Giggling together over this grown-up invitation, they walked into his flat.

 

Paulie saw Jon Jon’s distinctive dreads and bibbed him as he drove past. Jon Jon ignored him and carried on walking to his friend’s. He had a pocketful of Es and was looking forward to unloading them. Since the first craze for them in the nineties the price had been drastically reduced. Four or five years ago he could get  good money knocking a few out at twenty-five quid apiece; now he was lucky to get five hundred quid for a thousand.

Still, he was earning from it and that was the main thing.

He also had another item on his agenda and was going to get that out of the way before he got down to business.

He opened the door of his friend Carty’s squat and called out loudly, ‘Only me.’

‘Through here, mate.’

Carty was in the kitchen cooking up batches of crack. The smell was awful but that was mainly due to the overflowing bin and the blocked sink.

Carty was already off his face and this alone annoyed Jon Jon. He could understand people taking serotonin-based drugs like Es, but not crack with its dopamine-induced high followed by deep depression. It was such a selfish drug. At least Es or grass made you empathise with people, enjoy their company more. Want to be in the world of happiness, not the hell of loneliness which was how crack seemed to affect people.

In the past Jon Jon and Carty would snort a bit of coke at weekends and have long meaningless conversations that made perfect sense at the time but were in fact just the ramblings of two mates out of their nuts. But since he had started freebasing the drug Carty  had changed. When they had just snorted it he had been a laugh, a crack even. Now his whole life revolved around rocks and that was what Jon Jon wanted to talk to him about today.

‘Bit early even for you, ain’t it?’

Carty sighed.

‘Fuck off, Jon Jon. Get off me case, will you?’

He was annoyed.

‘You’re me mate, but have you had a fucking good look at yourself lately? You look like a cunt and you are acting like one.’

Carty ignored him; instead he measured out the baking powder carefully, holding his breath in anticipation of what was to come. His crack pipe was lying idle on the worktop and Jon Jon felt it. It was still warm so he knew his friend was already on his way to nowhere for the day.

‘You got the Es?’

‘’Course I have. Who wants them anyway?’

‘Marky Morgan. He left five hundred in the freezer. Wants you to drop them round his place.’

‘He don’t fucking want much, does he? Get him on the blower and tell him to get here or I leave with the wedge and the drugs.’ Jon Jon pulled open a beer and drank deeply before saying, ‘Fucking cheek of him, eh?’

But Carty was already away in his own world again and Jon Jon watched his friend sadly. He  looked around the dirty kitchen. It was full of crack paraphernalia and this annoyed him more. He knew he might get a capture for his dealing, and if he did would take it on the chin, but he would be ashamed to be associated with crack. To him it wasn’t a recreational high, it was a death sentence. He wouldn’t sell that shit even to the crack heads who deserved all they fucking got. You had to have standards and he felt his were high considering that his main job was dealing.

Taking a new bottle of beer from the fridge, he called Carty’s name. As the other boy turned around Jon Jon crashed the bottle into his cheek. Carty collapsed under the blow, and when he hit the floor Jon Jon kicked him until he stopped moving. Then he systematically searched the flat and took every bit of money from the place along with some jewellery and class-A drugs. He pocketed the lot, but left the crack where it was. Carty would need a rock more than ever when he finally came to. Jon Jon had made his point though: the friendship was over.

‘He’s had more than enough warnings so fuck him.’

Calling a cab, Jon Jon whistled silently through his teeth as his mobile rang again and again. He guessed it was Marky wanting his Es. Well, he could get off his arse and come and collect them. Who the fuck did he think he was?

When the cab turned up Jon Jon walked jauntily from the squat, feeling lighter than he had in ages.

It was time for a spring clean and he had started with his best mate.

The cab driver knew him and without asking drove him back to his mother’s flat in silence. Such was the reputation Jon Jon was earning for himself, and he enjoyed it.

 

‘Where did you get them from?’

Tommy smiled with pride at the awe in Kira’s voice.

‘I’ve collected them for years.’

‘But ain’t they girls’ toys?’

Bethany had no interest in the dolls; she was past all that. Kira however was in raptures.

‘I love Barbie, Tommy, I think she’s great.’

Kira, who loved glamour and clothes and makeup, had finally met a kindred spirit.

Tommy was over the moon with her reaction and it showed.

‘You look a bit like her, you know, Kira.’

She was overwhelmed by the praise.

Bethany sighed. Already over nine stone, she was her mother’s daughter and envied Kira her slim good looks even while she loved her as a friend.

‘Do I? Do I really, Beth?’

Bethany nodded and grinned reluctantly.

‘You do actually.’

Tommy lumbered from the room awkwardly to get them their teas.

‘He’s a right fucking weirdo, ain’t he, Kira?’

She tutted.

‘Don’t be horrible. He’s nice, just a bit . . .’

Bethany made a face and said helpfully, ‘Fat?’

Kira laughed despite herself and said: ‘No, sad.’

Bethany, her crinkly hair pulled back in a ponytail, giggled.

‘He likes you anyway.’

Kira shivered.

‘Stop it, I can hear him coming.’

Tommy came into the room and lowered his bulk on to a large chair by the bed; his pudgy hands held the three mugs easily.

‘Here you are, girls, a nice cuppa.’

Tommy was in his element. He loved guests and these two were the kind of guest he’d dreamed of having. Girls, young girls, were his favourite. He loved the way they talked and sat and even moved their little hands. He wasn’t too sure about Bethany yet; he had a feeling she could be a mare if the fancy took her. But Kira . . . well, she was a little lady. A Barbie in the making.

‘I love the Sleeping Beauty Barbie, she’s one of my favourites. And I love the Barbie air hostess as well. All her little lilac cases!’

Kira’s voice was high with excitement.

Bethany lit another cigarette even though Tommy frowned.

She waved out the match and looked at him askance as if to say, ‘Ashtray, now.’

He shook his head and said sadly, ‘In the lounge.’

Bethany skipped from the room to search for the ashtray and used it as an excuse to have a good nose round.

‘She don’t mean it, Tommy. She thinks it makes her look grown up.’

‘Well, it doesn’t. It makes her look like a little tart.’

Kira didn’t answer him; she didn’t know what to say. Instead she picked up Malibu Barbie and sighed with complete happiness. This was turning into a really good day.

 

Joanie turned over another card. The woman before her was waiting with bated breath.

‘Well, come on, Joanie!’

‘King of Wands. It’s him all right.’

The woman deflated.

‘He’ll be back then?’

Joanie nodded and they both laughed.

‘You didn’t need me to read your cards to tell you that - he always comes back anyway.’

‘I know, but hopefully one day he won’t. He’ll stay with whoever he’s shagging and leave me alone!’

Joanie really laughed now.

‘If he did, no one would get a bigger shock than you, Suzy, and you know it.’

Her neighbour placed a ten-pound note on the table and then heaved her weight from the chair. She was heavily pregnant and her husband Dicky always went on the missing list when she got to seven months. This was her seventh child and he had gone again.

‘Keep the money, Suzy, I don’t want it.’

‘Nah, that’s all right, you been sitting there an hour telling me what I already knew. Fuck me, you deserve it for your patience.’

Joanie laughed.

‘Thanks, love, but I’ll take it off your club account, OK?’

Suzy hugged her awkwardly.

‘Thanks, darlin’. I better get home and sort out the others.’

Joanie saw her out and then she went into her small front room and looked around. It was clean and tidy, and this made her smile. Turning on the TV she put on UK Style; The House Doctor had just started. It was one of her favourite programmes. One day when the kids were gone she was going to do this place up a treat. That was her dream.

Then, kneeling in front of a display unit that held a collection of photos and ornaments, she opened the  large bottom drawer and took out her treasures. Over the years she had collected all sorts of things for her flat. These ranged from an espresso machine that was hidden in her wardrobe to a silver After Eight holder for her imaginary dinner parties.

In her wilder dreams Joanie had celebrities to dinner, and lovingly planned the menus and which wines to serve. She pictured the glassware - she had bought some lovely glassware over the years - and all the china and cutlery. She saw herself in a shimmering dress, looking years younger than she was of course, holding court over her table as banter and sparkling repartee abounded.

In her mind’s eye she could see all this as if it was a recent memory, something she had already experienced.

The front door slammed and she put everything away quickly, but Jeanette came into the lounge and said loudly, ‘Interrupting you, am I? Who’s coming to dinner today - Sidney Poitier as usual?’

When the kids had been smaller Joanie had shared her dreams with them and they had joined her in her reveries, inviting their own celebrities and choosing the menu and décor. Now it was a joke between them all and inside Joanie this hurt, though as usual she laughed it off.

‘You know me and Sid!’

‘You’re fucking mad, Muvver. Ding it all out or use  it, for fuck’s sake. Sitting in the drawer for years, it’s a wonder it’s not all ruined.’

Joanie closed her eyes and shouted, ‘Will you stop fucking swearing, madam!’

They looked at one another and then both burst out laughing.

‘Where’s Kira?’

‘How would I know that! With Bethany, I suppose.’

The mood was broken again. Kira made Jeanette jealous, had done since the day Joanie had given birth to her. Everyone had said Jeanette would grow out of it but she never had. If anything it had grown worse over the years.

‘Make me a cuppa, love, while I sort this lot out.’

‘Can’t, going out.’

Jeanette walked from the room, her face in its usual surly expression.

Joanie sighed once more, whispering, ‘Kids, who’d fucking have them?’

 

Bethany had already gone home but Kira was busy playing with all the dolls and their paraphernalia. In his wardrobe Tommy had everything Barbie had ever needed and Kira was in raptures once more as she went through it all.

‘You are so lucky, Tommy!’

He was happy now Bethany had gone. He didn’t  like the streetwise girl half as much as he did Kira. She was a lot like him. Not physically, of course, but she had the same naivety and he responded well to that.

‘I save up for what I want and then I send off for it.’

‘That’s what I want to do when I grow up. Buy things.’

Tommy smiled at her. She really was exquisite, her high cheekbones and blonde hair giving her an almost Nordic look. In a few years she would be a real stunner. She was gentle and ladylike too, which was something else that attracted him to her. Unlike a lot of the kids on the estate she didn’t use bad language or feel an urge to look like the carbon copy of a pop star. She was a thoroughly nice kid.

They dressed the Barbies and chatted together. So engrossed was Tommy that he nearly fainted with fright when he realised the time. It was a quarter past five and his father would be in within ten minutes. If he saw her here there would be ructions!

‘You’ll have to go, Kira love. You really must go.’

The urgency in his voice communicated itself to her and she jumped up from the floor.

‘OK, Tommy. Can I come and see you again?’

His face softened and he grinned.

‘’Course you can.’

When she’d left he stood for a few seconds looking  at the mess in the room, and even though he knew there would be murders - no tea cooking, no kettle boiled - he savoured the feeling of having found a friend. A kindred spirit.

Then he pulled himself together and rushed into the kitchen to start the evening meal. It occurred to him then that he hadn’t eaten anything all afternoon. When his father’s key turned in the lock a few moments later Tommy closed his eyes and waited for the tirade.

He wasn’t disappointed.

The slaps he could take, it was the constant undermining of his self-esteem that he found hardest to bear.

But what else could he do?

 

‘Where have you been, madam!’

Kira smiled timidly and as usual Joanie’s heart melted. She often wondered where this child of hers had come from; she was like neither of her parents, thank God.

‘I forgot the time, Mum. I was playing.’

‘Come and get your dinner.’

As she tucked into her frozen lasagne and oven chips Kira reflected on her day with Tommy and decided that she liked him. He was fat and odd but she liked his quietness which reminded her of herself.

Jeanette sat at the kitchen table and attacked her own food. Jon Jon joined them and asked Kira about her day at school. The lies didn’t come easily but thankfully he had a lot on his mind.

As she looked around her she felt warm inside. She had a new friend, and that new friend had a roomful of Barbies. What more could a little girl want?

 

Jeanette was ready. It was seven-thirty and she was dressed to kill. Kira, who for once had come indoors of her own volition after an argument with Bethany over S Club Seven, said sadly, ‘Are you going out?’

Jeanette nodded.

‘You tell Muvver or Jon Jon and I’ll make your life a fucking misery, right?’

Kira nodded.

‘Where you going?’

Jeanette didn’t even bother to answer her.

Alone in the flat the little girl made herself a bowl of cornflakes and sat on the back balcony. For once there wasn’t a lot of action out there. A big storyline was going on in EastEnders and the place was deserted until at least eight-thirty.

She watched as Tommy’s dad walked towards the high street and the pub, then she waved at her friend who had come outside to try and cool down like she had herself. It was stiflingly hot.

Tommy mimed drinking a cup of tea and Kira nodded happily. Leaving the flat door open, she ran quickly over to her new friend’s.

Unknown to her she had just missed meeting the police armed with a search warrant.

 

Inside the massage parlour it was just getting busy.

Joanie brought her punter into a tiny cubicle and smiled ingratiatingly. He was one ugly bloke, and even she felt her stomach turn at the thought of what she had to do. As he jumped happily on to the massage table, devoid of everything except a suspect pair of boxers, she sighed. Lifting up the crop top, she exposed her breasts as per usual.

‘Give me a special, and take your time.’

She ripped open the condom packet and the man waved his hand decisively.

‘Oh, no you don’t! I ride bareback.’

‘Well, you can ride on your own then, mate. No condom, no sex.’

He sat up abruptly. He was well into his fifties with that unkempt look about him of a man too long on his own, eating the wrong food, drinking too much, and never having had a relationship of any kind with a shower or bath. A real charmer.

‘Listen here, cunt, you ever heard the expression “If I am paying then I am saying”?’

Joanie nodded.

‘And have you ever heard the saying “Roll this on or the cunt is gone”?’

Sherry in the next room heard the exchange and started laughing, and Joanie, looking at the man sitting there with his face a mask of disbelief, started to laugh as well.

He was enraged.

‘Anyone ever told you that you’ve got a big mouth and maybe someday a man might just shut it for you?’

Joanie threw the condom into the bin. Putting her boobs back into the little crop top, she said, ‘Yeah, plenty of times. But you see, mate, you don’t get a lot of your actual men in here, know what I mean? Now fuck off!’

He was depressing her and suddenly she saw her life for what it was. This happened periodically and she felt the self-loathing wash over her like a wave.

Throwing his clothes at him she said, ‘What are you, mate? Deaf as well as ugly? Get out.’

‘What about me blow job?’

‘Use the Hoover, love. I’m sure you two are very well acquainted!’

It took a fifteen-minute talk, two rows and half a bottle of vodka to get her back to work. But seeing him off had cheered her up no end. She might be a brass but she was still a person, and as long as she believed that, she wouldn’t sink into the mire like  so many others before her.

Her next punter was in his early twenties and extremely nervous. She put him at his ease, gave him a good service and got a fiver tip. Joanie was over her tantrum already.
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