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          A NEW WORLD

        

      

    

    
      The men working on the dockside averted their eyes, ignoring the anguished screams. Whatever was going on, this was not the time to intervene. Instead they carried on unloading cargo from all over the world and tried not to look between the buildings at the scene that was unfolding.

      The dockside was always bustling in the early mornings when the ships first docked, but today a nervous tension replaced the usual laughter from the dock workers. As they worked in silence, all that could be heard above the soft thud of crates was the sound of knuckle splitting flesh and the pleading sobs of the man being pummelled. Sometimes small skirmishes would break out – someone looking at someone else the wrong way. But this wasn’t the usual fight or an attack on a worker. This was a warning.

      Everyone knew the two sharp-suited men who were raining blows down on the fallen man. Pearl Armstrong’s sons turning up in their best suits and ties at this time of the morning meant one thing. Money was owed, or some kind of breach of understanding had taken place. As far as the dock workers were concerned, it wasn’t their business. They were only glad it wasn’t them on the other end of the beating.

      Eventually, the screams subsided into sobs and then silence. Passing crates in a crocodile line, the dockers paused, snatching quick glances. One of the suited men lashed out, with a final high-polished kick at the bloody body lying on the ground.

      ‘Payday Friday, you bastard!’ one of the suited men snarled contemptuously. ‘No fucking excuses.’ He spat on the man, then took his handkerchief from his lapel pocket and wiped his bloody hands clean on it.

      The workers breathed a sigh of relief. If the man on the ground was being warned, that meant he was alive.
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      Red-faced and panting after their brawl, Kristian and Daniel Armstrong looked around them, noticing the dockers for the first time.

      ‘What are you staring at?’ Daniel snapped.

      ‘Get a bucket of water and rinse this lowlife down, will you?’ Kristian pointed at one of the older dockers, who turned and scurried into a wharfside café.

      Kris dropped the bloody handkerchief over the wharf and watched it sink. ‘I’ve got to be somewhere. Get a taxi, Daniel, you go home and clean up. I need the car. We’re finished here.’

      ‘Can’t you drop me off, Kris?’ Daniel asked. ‘It’s early; where do you have to be at this time?’

      Striding away from the dockside towards the car, Kristian shook his head. ‘No, this is private. I will see you later.’

      Catching up with him, Daniel smiled. ‘Woman trouble, Kris?’

      ‘Something like that.’ Kristian grinned, displaying a row of gleaming white teeth. ‘Go on, catch you later.’

      Kristian left Daniel to look for a taxi and climbed into his red Jaguar. He looked in the mirror and rubbed at a spot of blood. Taking out his comb, he smoothed his light brown hair and straightened his tie. He examined his hands. They were clean, apart from the grazes on his knuckles. He rubbed them on his trousers, checked his watch and drove off.
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      That morning, Pearl had lain on her bunk as the familiar jangle of keys at her cell door set her teeth on edge. She had waited for the lock to turn, her heart thumping so loudly she could hear it pounding. She glanced around the cell, then up at the top bunk where her cellmate stirred at the noise.

      They both knew what today was.

      Sandra had been her cellie for the past five years and, as such, her family. She pressed her fingers to her lips and blown Pearl a kiss, then swung her legs over the side and yawned.

      ‘You ready to go?’ Sandra asked. ‘Lucky bitch. Don’t know what you did to get out early.’

      Pearl gave a short laugh, but a stab of pain caught her at the thought of leaving. Sandra had become a kind of surrogate daughter. When Sandra had first arrived in the prison – mid-twenties, already two years into her sentence – she had been aggressive and offhand. She’d resented having to share with an old woman, insistent she knew how to handle herself. That had changed the day she’d pushed the wrong inmate too far and was beaten within an inch of her life.

      The prison guards had broken them up with batons, striking until both women were too exhausted and bloodied to stand. Fights were a daily occurrence and their main objective was to put a stop to them as efficiently – and brutally – as they knew how.

      The hospital doctor had given Sandra two paracetamols and a few plasters – the extent of her care.

      The warders had shown no sympathy; as far as they were concerned, it was her own fault. Once patched up, Sandra and Mary, who she had been fighting with, were both questioned and then sent to solitary. It didn’t matter who’d started it – fighting was an offence.

      After five long days, Sandra returned looking worse than before: bruised, lips split and bleeding. Pearl said nothing. She just handed her a cup of weak tea – sugar begged from one of the women in the neighbouring cell – and sat her on the bunk. Pearl washed Sandra’s swollen, bloodied face, cleaned her eye and steadied her trembling hands as she cried. When Sandra’s hands shook too much to hold the cup, Pearl had lifted it for her, watching her wince as the warm liquid stung her cut lips. Later, she’d cradled her, brushing back her hair and humming a lullaby until she’d slept.

      As Sandra recovered, their bond had deepened, though it didn’t stop her stepping out of line. She was always defensive, too quick to fight, too slow to trust – but with Pearl it was different. Pearl’s maternal instinct, sharpened by missing her own children, bonded with Sandra’s bruised, orphaned past, and something steadier grew between them. Pearl sometimes wondered if the governor had anticipated it – and so placed the mother and the girl together deliberately. Perhaps they cared after all.

      The cell door clattered, and Pearl stood, as required, facing the two warders.

      ‘Big day today, Pearl. You’re a model prisoner. We’ll be sorry to lose you,’ one said with a smile.

      Pearl couldn’t tell if it was sincere. She forced a smile in return, wondering if such a thing as a ‘model prisoner’ existed.

      A flicker of dread passed through her – what if they told her she wasn’t leaving after all? What if it was all just a cruel mistake? Even now, she struggled to believe the parole board had really approved her release, with five years still left on her sentence. There were conditions, of course, but she had agreed to everything. She had showed the remorse they wanted to see. The only thing she truly remembered about being in front of the parole board was seeing her papers being stamped with ‘Approved’ in red ink.

      Freedom. She could scarcely believe the day had arrived.

      Swallowing to ease her dry throat, she nodded. ‘Thank you, ma’am.’

      Sandra dropped from the bunk and stood beside her, scratching her head before slipping her hand into Pearl’s and squeezing it.

      The warder glanced around the bare cell. ‘Are you taking nothing with you, Pearl?’

      Pearl shook her head. There was nothing she wanted from this place. The few possessions she’d had she’d given away the day before. She had never kept personal items – no photos, no mementoes. She carried her memories in her head; that was enough. She had seen how others clung to photographs, weeping over what they’d lost. She had refused to show that kind of vulnerability. In prison, weakness drew attention. New arrivals were circled, tested, bullied. Pearl had vowed from the start not to be one of them. She would hold her own. Of course, her reputation had preceded her; everyone knew who she was and what she had done.

      As she’d handed out her belongings – shampoo, sweets, books, cigarettes – the other women had hugged her, wished her well. To her surprise, she realised she would miss them. It made no sense. This was no holiday camp. Yet somehow, among these strangers, she had found connection. This bunch of misfits all had the one thing in common: they had all been caught out by the law. They shared stories, passed the hours, listened. At times she knew more about them than her own family.

      If nothing else, prison had educated her. She had made friends. She gave away little, but what she did mattered. She’d kept one cigarette for herself from a pack, joking that the first thing she’d do outside was buy a full pack and smoke the lot in one day—no more rationing, no more thin, miserable roll-ups.

      ‘You look me up when your time’s up,’ Pearl whispered to Sandra now, pulling her into a quick hug. And then she was marched away.

      She refused tea and breakfast. The warders nodded. No one wanted to prolong their release; they had seen it before. She walked behind them down the long corridor to reception. There, another officer emptied a brown paper bag onto the desk: her jewellery, her purse – still bulging with money – and her clothes. For the first time in five years, she saw them again. She signed for their release.

      In a side room, she changed into the pink wool skirt suit she had worn at sentencing. It still fitted. Prison food saw to that.

      Pearl strode outside onto the prison steps and inhaled, her first taste of freedom. A weak sun did little to ward off the icy November wind. In front of her swung the imposing iron gates of Holloway prison. She stood in front of them, and looked back. The cell doors would be opened soon, the warders shouting for the prisoners to make their way to breakfast. Insipid tea, possibly two spoonfuls of leaves in a whole urn for the prison, and lumpy porridge.

      A banging noise erupted from above. Inmates banging their cups against the bars in the window as a farewell. She felt an unexpected pang of sadness pulling at her.

      No, Pearl thought to herself, no matter how maudlin she felt in this moment, it would pass.

      She waved back, arms high, and sauntered through the gates.

      She looked up and down the empty street, and glanced at her gold watch, safely back on her wrist again. It wasn’t even 8 a.m., and yet she felt she had done a day’s work already. She pulled the jacket of her suit more closely around her to keep warm, and wondered what awaited her.

      Back in the day, she had built an empire out of necessity. Wartime had left everyone scrambling for scraps, and she had seen opportunity where others saw ruin. Racketeering, gambling dens, clubs – she’d created safe havens in the underbelly of London, and her name was spoken with a mixture of respect and fear in the gangland circles. She had done all of this not for power, not for the glory, but to feed and protect her family. Once a GI bride, she had waited for her American husband to call for her and her family. The passage to a new life never materialised.

      She had crafted her own kingdom. Yes, she thought smugly to herself, Pearl’s kingdom, brick by brick.

      When the law finally caught up with her, she’d protected her family, taking the fall and clearing their names without a flicker of hesitation. She’d put everything in trust and signed over the money and the house, and then signed over power of attorney to her two sons, hoping that they would keep the clubs alive and the family name clean in the right circles – and the money rolling in. It had been either that or let the government take her ill-gotten gains.

      When her sons had visited her, Pearl never asked or discussed business in front of the warders, but was assured by her sons that everything was okay back home, and that was all she needed to know. Nothing had ever been conveyed in writing. Her sons had barely strung two words together in a letter. Only Ruby had written. But her letters were light and funny, which kept her going.

      The thought of being able to speak freely, at last, seemed alien to her. She had bottled everything up for so long. Silence was indeed golden. Pearl had assumed that was why she had got her parole. She had been found guilty of her crimes, although most of it was circumstantial. But her lawyer had warned that any evidence or confessions about offences she hadn’t been prosecuted for could lead to another arrest, another court case, an even longer sentence. So Pearl had kept silent.

      It had served her well. At times it had been hard, of course. Five years was a long time to hold your tongue for fear of being tripped up. The only person she could discuss her inner thoughts with had been herself – alone in the darkness of her cell at night. Unlike the other women prisoners who sat around talking about their lives on the outside, or how they had ended up in prison. She had avoided their inevitable questions. Her sons, Kristian and Daniel, were often in the newspapers photographed with some celebrity or another at her clubs, and so she could hardly claim ignorance. Instead she kept her answers basic and would change the subject, inwardly cursing her sons for their flamboyant lifestyle. They were too public.

      Pearl checked her watch again, pulling her thin coat around her more tightly. She wished she had a mirror. She knew she looked older than her forty-four years. Prison had a way of stealing youth. Her hair was now streaked with grey and in desperate need of a skilled pair of hands. Looking up at the sky above Kentish Town, she noted it didn’t look any different from when she had entered prison. The much talked about Swinging Sixties didn’t look or smell any different from the drab post-war years she remembered.

      Lost in her thoughts, Pearl was jerked back to the present by the screech of tyres. A bright red Jaguar, as ostentatious as a peacock in a flock of pigeons, swerved rounded the corner. Pearl’s eyes narrowed, taking in every detail as the car purred to a stop before her. Kristian, her eldest son, left the car running as he jumped out, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Mum, it’s only just 8 a.m. How long have you been standing there?’

      ‘Long enough, Kris. I skipped breakfast.’ She held her face towards him for him to kiss her cheek as he held the passenger door open for her. She sank into the leather seat, the warmth of the heater greeting her, and rubbed her hands together.

      ‘Well, we will have to do something about that, Mum. There is a greasy spoon nearby. Let’s get you some breakfast. Or a cappuccino.’ He grinned. ‘They’re all the rage now. Then you can tell me what all the secrecy is about.’

      ‘What I want, Kristian,’ she said, ‘is some proper tea out of a proper teapot, poured in a china cup and saucer. But for now, just take me for a drive while I warm through.’

      Kristian frowned. ‘A drive? At this time in the morning? Where do you want to go?’

      ‘Anywhere. Around the old neighbourhood.’ Pearl shrugged. She didn’t really care where they went. They could go anywhere. What she wanted was to see what had changed in her absence. ‘And while we do, you can tell me why you have blood on your collar at this time of the morning.’

      Cocking his head to one side, Kristian spied himself in the mirror and saw a speck of red on his otherwise white shirt collar. Letting out a sigh, he looked at her.

      ‘You’ve got eyes like a hawk, Mum. I never noticed that.’ He grimaced. ‘Look, everyone’s waiting to see you, I don’t know why you’ve gone all cloak-and-dagger. What’s the idea, telling everyone you’re being released tomorrow? I thought you’d run out of there banging a bass drum. How about I tell you my secret if you tell me yours, eh?’ He winked.

      Pearl knew he was right. Everyone would want to welcome home the old lady ex-con. Prison had changed her, but it hadn’t killed her spirit; if anything, it had sharpened her instincts. She might not recognise the world she was stepping into, but she had survived worse. Pearl closed her ears as Kristian droned on about music and pointed out new landmarks, her mind fixed on what she had left behind five years ago: a legacy she had built with grit and guile.

      Now she was out, she wanted to see one of her clubs. Kristian should have made a point of driving past one, even at this time of the morning. He was far too busy, she noticed, talking about the new fashions, be it coffee, clothing, or music.

      ‘I haven’t been to Mars, son; I’ve been in prison. And strangely enough, there are televisions, radios, and gossip from female warders and inmates about the brave new world of yours,’ Pearl snapped. ‘Incidentally, Kristian, a prison which you haven’t bothered to visit recently.’

      ‘Christ, Mum, you’ve only been out for an hour and you’re on the attack already. I was busy. Daniel visited, or so he said, although he’s been tied up with that fiancée of his. And I’ve done like you asked. I’ve booked a hotel for you. Anyway,’ he pushed, ‘why have you told everyone you were being released tomorrow? Why not today?’

      Fiancée, Pearl thought. That was news, but she let it slide for now.

      Letting out a huge sigh, she sat back on her seat, resting her head on the headrest. ‘I’ve been in prison for five years, Kristian. What’s another day? I smell like shit. My hair is greying, and my clothes are the ones I was wearing in the newspapers at my court case. Do you really think I am going home a weak, feeble pensioner, stinking of piss and Dettol? I’m forty-four, Kristian, and I damn well am gonna fight the ageing process as much as possible. I’ve lost five years of my life, and I want them back.’

      Pearl had always prided herself on her looks. Before she was locked up, she’d been well turned out in furs and jewellery. She needed time to make herself look more like her old self. Kristian should understand she wouldn’t want to go home in her old clothes and without a scrap of make-up. ‘Now, your confession – the blood on your collar?’

      ‘A docker always borrowing money, with short arms and long pockets,’ Kristian answered at last. ‘He keeps missing his payments and avoiding us. It was time he was taught a lesson. People like him make us look like fools. If you let one get away with it, they all try it on. As I was getting up early, I thought me and Daniel might pay him a visit.’

      Pearl was immediately intrigued. ‘A docker? What kind of docker?’

      From memory, the dockyards were full of opportunities, with ships from everywhere carrying all kinds of cargo. Dock workers would turn up early hoping to be taken on for a day’s work, first come, first served. She doubted things had changed that much in five years.

      ‘He works at the docks emptying the cargo from the ships,’ Kristian said, ‘but he drinks most of his money away, then needs to borrow the housekeeping to keep his missus happy. He’s paid up in the past, but now he’s just taking the piss, and I’ve had enough of it.’

      ‘So why don’t you take the money in goods? If he’s emptying cargo from the ships, couldn’t some of the stuff he’s unloading unexpectedly find its way into the back of a lorry? There is more than one way to skin a cat, Kristian. Depending on the cargo, you could make more money than what is owed.’

      Kristian burst out laughing. ‘Blimey, Mum, you never give up, do you? I thought you’d handed the running of things over to me and Daniel. We’re doing okay. I’d rather have the money he’s borrowed back – with interest – than set up some market stall next to Ruby’s, getting rid of stolen goods! You just enjoy your retirement.’

      Kristian’s words stung. Retirement?

      Sitting back, she looked around at the interior of the fancy Jaguar with its fancy trimmings. It must have cost a bomb. Paid for using her money! All this talk of retirement. She’d really worked her fingers to the bone, and for what? So he could parade around in a fancy car, and patronise her about his success! Bollocks, she thought to herself. He had done fuck all to earn any of it.

      But she held her tongue. Right now, she was tired and drained and didn’t want to say anything she would regret.

      ‘Take me to the hotel now, Kristian. I want to book a hair appointment.’

      Pearl felt the tension escape him, as though he were relieved that she wanted to go to her hotel, instead of back to the old neighbourhood. It niggled at her. Something didn’t add up.

      Kristian pulled up in the hotel’s car park, then went around to the boot of the car and took out a holdall. ‘I thought it might look odd you were booking in without a bag, so I brought some of your stuff out of your wardrobe.’

      ‘Well, let’s hope you put the moth balls in the pockets, eh?’ Pearl looked at the canvas holdall distastefully. A bloody canvas bag! Not even a suitcase. Was that it? she thought to herself. Once again, she kept herself in check and said nothing. After he had checked her in, Pearl booked her hair appointment and room service.

      ‘I’m going to need some money, Kris. I’ll call you tomorrow, but come around 8.30 a.m. Checkout is at ten.’ She glanced at the receptionist for confirmation and saw her nod.

      She turned back to her son and felt her heart lurch. She had been so used to being on her guard that she had forgotten the tenderness she felt when she looked at her baby boy. His hair was light brown, which turned blonde with the sunshine; he still had the odd copper highlights emphasising his huge green eyes. ‘Thanks for coming today, love, and sorry about the secrecy.’ Her voice softened somewhat. ‘I know it must seem odd. Just bear with me.’

      Leaning forward, she kissed him on the cheek and gave him a hug. For a moment, she felt him relax and hug her back.

      Opening his wallet, he took out a wad of notes and handed it to her. ‘It’s good to see you, Mum. Get some rest. I will see you tomorrow.’

      Pearl watched him walk to his car through the glass doors of the hotel. Away from his mother, he seemed to shrink into himself. Pearl’s gut instincts told her something was wrong, and although she was desperate to find out what it was, she needed to pace herself. Before anything else, she needed to get herself in order, before facing the public onslaught that would ensue once people knew she was out of prison. Smiling to herself, she mused, That’s what you need: look dazzling, darling. She chuckled and headed for the lift.
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      Pearl stepped through the hotel room door and took in the luxury before her. She sighed deeply. The room seemed so large and spacious, it was almost overwhelming. She sat down on the double bed and bounced a couple of times to feel the fullness and softness of it, looking around. The room seemed so light. Standing up, she opened the French windows and looked out. Not that she wanted to let the cold air in, but because she could. For the first time in five years, she could open a window. Such a small thing that you take for granted, but something you yearn to do when behind bars.

      Walking around, she entered the en-suite bathroom, with its huge bath and lots of little complimentary bottles on the side full of shampoo and bubble bath. She washed her hands, luxuriating in the hot water. Then she looked up from the sink and saw herself in the mirror. She looked pale and grey. Her eyebrows were bushy, and although her hair was still long and in a ponytail, it was brittle and streaked with grey. She hated to admit it, but she looked old and could see now why Kristian had laughed about retirement. She was only forty-four but looked eighty.

      She heard a knock at the door and crossed the room to answer it. A waitress brought in a tray with a teapot and a matching cup and saucer. It looked like heaven. She waved the woman towards a small table.

      ‘Is there a manicurist in this hotel?’ Pearl asked, almost absent-mindedly as she looked at her hands.

      The waitress gave a weak smile. Pearl was a far cry from the usual customer they had staying at the hotel. ‘Yes, ma’am, we also have a spa and steam room,’ she answered politely.

      Pearl reached for her bag and saw the waitress’s eyes go wide when she pulled out the wad of notes from her handbag. Handing the waitress a tip, Pearl smiled at her. ‘I look like shit, don’t I, love? I know it, and you’re too polite to say it. But don’t worry, give me twenty-four hours.’ She laughed.

      Embarrassed, the waitress left Pearl to pour her tea into her china cup, with as many sugar cubes as she wanted. Taking a sip, she felt the warm liquid soothe her throat. It tasted like nectar in comparison to what she had been drinking for the last five years. It felt like pure luxury. Taking another sip, she rested her head back on the armchair she was sitting on and felt herself dozing. This was the best cup of tea she had ever tasted, or was ever likely to taste again.

      She sighed, listening to the silence. Prison was anything but silent. There was always noise: feet on the landing, prisoners talking or shouting from their nightmares in the night. But today, it was as though the world had stood still and she had silence. Finishing her tea, she noticed the time and stood up. She needed to find her way to the hairdressers.

      She arrived in time, at the newly opened fashionable hair salon. All glass with photos of models showing the different hairstyles of the day. The name Shortkutz was emblazoned above the window. The distasteful looks from the salon’s customers as she entered annoyed her, but she could understand it, given her present look. She looked at them and wondered if they had as much money as she did. From her experience, peers with airs and graces lived on credit and other people’s hospitality. She had come across them all in her time.

      A hairdresser with back-combed dyed black hair, so full of lacquer that it didn’t move when she nodded her head, checked the diary on the desk and sat her on a stool in front of a mirror. Wrapping a waterproof apron around her neck and shoulders, she said, ‘Well, madam, what would you like today? Do you want a dry cut or a wash and set with the hair curlers?’ she asked while chewing her gum.

      ‘I want to see your colour chart. Time to get rid of the grey. As you can see, it’s copper blonde or strawberry blonde, but not at the roots. And believe me, those greys go way down my hair. So, what do you suggest now the grey is coming through?’ Pearl asked tentatively.

      Rubbing her chin, the hairdresser cocked her head from one side to another while examining Pearl’s hair. ‘Well, if you want my opinion, you are more Rita Hayworth than ginger. It’s lovely, but red roots would look harsher on you as you’re getting older.’ She stopped short and blushed.

      Pearl looked up at the hairdresser and for the first time that day laughed. ‘Say it, love, putting a red dye into my greying hair would make me look like mutton dressed as lamb. I’m too old for that look now.’

      The hairdresser looked almost relieved. ‘With the grey hair coming through, and your pale skin, why not go blonde? Not a peroxide blonde, but a darker ash blonde, and maybe a few deeper copper tones to mingle.’

      ‘Yes, a darker blonde could be an option. Let’s try it and cut it short to get rid of all these split ends. It’s been in this ponytail for years, so you may as well cut it short. Keep it too long and the hair dye will only make it look frizzy. In fact, do as you please. Whatever you think would suit me, but no blue rinses, eh?’ Pearl laughed again.

      ‘I do love a makeover; takes me back to my college days. Transforming someone,’ the hairdresser beamed as she combed through hair. ‘Who was your last hairdresser?’

      Sitting in the chair, Pearl spoke to the hairdresser in the mirror. ‘Usually my cellmate, love. I’ve not been ill or abroad, before you ask. I’ve just come out of prison.’

      The salon fell silent at her words. In the mirror behind her, the hairdresser’s jaw dropped. All those hip women with their short skirts and bouffant hairdos looked aghast. A part of her enjoyed seeing the shock on everyone’s faces following that bombshell. She could have laughed as one by one she made eye contact with the other customers, and they swiftly turned back to their glossy magazines. She knew they were all dying to know why she had been in prison. But that, she decided, was a story for another day.

      Clearing her throat, the hairdresser squeezed Pearl’s shoulder. ‘Let’s get it washed first, then we can cut it. Would you like a drink of tea or coffee?’

      ‘I would like a cup of tea in a china cup and saucer please, if you have one.’ Standing up, Pearl walked towards the basins at the back of the salon and addressed the other customers. ‘I do think tea always tastes better in proper china – don’t you, ladies?’

      Silence greeted her as Pearl sat down and winked at the hairdresser. ‘Come on, girlie. Let battle commence.’
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          A NEW WOMAN

        

      

    

    
      The stylist’s hands moved quickly, combing away the years of neglect, reshaping her into the woman she remembered. Each snip was a shedding of prison shadows, each curl a reclamation of glamour. During the wartime years, people had compared her to Rita Hayworth, the Hollywood film star. The GIs stationed in London had called her Red, as a term of affection. She had wormed her way in with the Americans. They had food, money and the opportunity of survival. An opportunity she had welcomed with open arms.

      By the time the cape was whisked away, Pearl’s lips curved into a smile. Gone was the ageing ex-con from yesterday. Today she was Pearl Armstrong. Even the Americans would recognise her. She wasn’t just ready to face her family at the club – she was ready to command the room. It was lighter than she had expected. Blonde lowlights heightened her colouring. Wavy strawberry-blonde hair now framed her face. Yes, she thought to herself smugly, sitting in the hairdresser’s chair. It was indeed a transformation. Before her now sat a woman ready for the world.

      But something wasn’t quite right. She looked down at herself. Her once beloved woollen pink suit seemed ratty and old-fashioned.

      ‘What do you suggest clothing-wise?’ she asked the young hairdresser.

      Blushing slightly, the hairdresser thought about what she was about to say, almost biting her tongue. ‘Well, no miniskirts or bell bottoms. Something befitting your age – and not red lipstick. Go for something lighter. As we get older, we have to change our makeup, don’t we?’

      Seeing the pink rising in the hairdresser’s cheeks again, Pearl smiled. ‘Don’t panic, love. It’s not my vision of myself I want to see. It’s what other people see, isn’t it? Mirrors don’t always tell you the truth. Here’s your money; you’ve worked very hard, and there’s a generous tip there for you.’

      Looking at the wad of cash she’d given her, the hairdresser grinned from ear to ear. ‘Are you sure? That’s a lot of money.’

      ‘I haven’t been behind bars that long that I’ve forgotten the currency, love. It’s worth it, believe me.’ Pearl grinned. Standing up, she looked around at the other women still sitting there. ‘Well, ladies, what do you think?’

      Some nodded their approval and grinned. Others, still clearly thinking about the bombshell she had dropped earlier, averted their eyes. ‘That’s good enough for me, ladies; at least you haven’t said it’s crap!’ Pearl laughed. Swishing her new locks around her head, she walked out of the hair salon and towards the exit of the hotel where she hailed a cab. Time to update her wardrobe. She had no idea where to go. ‘I need some clothes – fashionable, up to date, and classy. Where do you recommend, driver?’

      He shot her an admiring look as he drove off. ‘There’s only one place, lady. It depends on your budget.’

      Pearl surveyed the shop windows with a critical eye. The Swinging Sixties had brought miniskirts, psychedelic prints, and youth rebellion – but she was no girl chasing Carnaby Street fads. Five years inside had sharpened her taste, stripped her of frivolity. She wanted something timeless, something that would make her stand out without looking like she was trying too hard. The West End always had something for everyone.

      ‘Wait for me, will you? I need to do something first in that shop.’ He nodded, and Pearl got out of the black cab. The sign above the shop intrigued her. Through the windows, she saw lots of young women and felt slightly intimidated, but she needed some make-up and nothing she had went with her new look. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the door of the beauty parlour open. The bell above the door jangled loudly but was drowned out by the sound of blaring music. Pearl looked around as huge false eyelashes were fitted and black eyeliner was slathered on. She cringed.

      This was an impulsive idea, even for her. Surely she would find some make-up that would suit her in a chemist, she thought to herself, taking a step back towards the door. But then a gum-chewing shop attendant in a bright yellow mini-dress and tall white boots walked over to her, wearing an almost bored expression. ‘Can I help you?’

      Moistening her lips and feeling nervous, Pearl blurted out, ‘I want a makeover. I mean,’ she tried again, ‘a new make-up look. If you know what I mean?’

      ‘For whom?’ the woman asked nonchalantly while looking Pearl up and down in her dowdy pink suit, rumpled from years of being bagged up in some prison cupboard somewhere.

      ‘For me. You’re a beauty parlour, aren’t you? Can’t you do anyone over twenty? Is that as far as your skills go?’ she snapped defensively. Pearl could feel the flush in her cheeks.

      ‘No, of course not,’ the woman stammered.

      Suddenly, a voice from behind her shouted across, ‘Janet, is there a problem?’ A middle-aged woman walked towards Pearl and Janet. She frowned, eyeing Pearl closely. ‘Is there something we can do for you? Is there a problem?’

      Swallowing hard and feeling awkward as someone lowered the music to hear what was going on, Pearl could feel her ire rising. ‘I was asking for a makeover for myself, but it seems you only do younger women. I know how old I am, but that is why I need a change in make-up. Something less dated… Is that a problem? Or should I take my money to somewhere more professional?’

      The older woman smiled. ‘Absolutely not, dear. This is my shop and we do everything and everyone.’ She turned around sharply. ‘Janet, go and make some coffee,’ she ordered. ‘Please come with me and tell me what you’re looking for. You have lovely skin tones to match your hair.’ She smiled. ‘Now all you need is the make-up to go with it. Please forgive my assistant; she’s still learning how to be polite. How is it we have free love and loud music, but good manners seem to be a thing of the past?’ Holding out her hand to shake Pearl’s, she smiled. ‘Deidre. And you are?’

      ‘Pearl.’ She shook her hand and followed Deidre to a cubicle.

      ‘We can have some privacy here.’ Deidre closed a makeshift curtain and looked around at the shelves behind her, groaning with foundations, nail polish, blusher and lipsticks. ‘Let’s moisturise the face first and you show me what you’ve worn in the past.’

      Sitting back in the chair, Pearl felt like she was at the dentist as Deidre put a bright round lamp above her while she reclined the chair backwards. Pearl’s feet were almost in the air as Deidre’s delicate fingers cleansed and moisturised Pearl’s dry face. It felt like bliss, and she almost nodded off. After too short a time, Deidre moved the lamp. ‘First, I am going to shape those eyebrows.’

      She reached for some jars off the shelf, opened them and arranged them on the table in front of her. Pearl looked on with interest at the different foundations, not watery or the pan stick she had been used to, but a powdery cream. Deidre put different samples on the back of Pearl’s hand, muttering to herself.

      ‘This one,’ she said finally.

      ‘I take it you sell these products, Deidre? I mean, it’s not worth me having a makeover if I can’t buy what you’re doing,’ Pearl asked, slightly nervous at the mention of her overgrown eyebrows being plucked. She hadn’t bothered to maintain them in prison.

      ‘Of course we do. That’s how I make my commission and the rent! Now hold still, Pearl, because this is gonna hurt you more than it does me!’ she cackled. The chair went back again and Deidre attacked her eyebrows with tweezers.

      Blocking out the pain, Pearl closed her eyes.
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      The first time she had worn makeup, her mother had gone berserk. She was eighteen years old. She had longed to learn typing skills and become a secretary and had sat her eleven-plus exam and been offered a place at a grammar school. But her mother and father had sat her down and told her they couldn’t afford for her to stay in school. The uniform cost money they didn’t have, and she would need a bicycle to get there. Plus they needed her wages. It became clear very quickly that although they had encouraged her to sit the exam, they had never expected her to pass.

      ‘We don’t see the point,’ said her father, ‘you’ll only get married and never use the qualifications anyway. If anyone should have an education, it’s our Dennis. After all, when the time comes, your brother would have a family to keep.’

      Pearl felt a flash of anger. She stared at them, fighting back the tears that threatened by pressing her fingernails deep into the palm of her hand. But she bit her tongue for fear of incurring her father’s wrath.
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      Pearl felt tears welling up and hoped Deidre would presume her watery eyes were the product of the plucking of her eyebrows.

      ‘Are you okay, Pearl? Do you want to take a moment?’ asked Deidre.

      ‘No. I’m fine. You carry on working your magic.’ Pearl smiled.
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      The ironmongers wasn’t a bad place to end up, though it wasn’t what Pearl had wanted. But her parents had insisted and she’d soon become resigned to stinking of paraffin for the rest of her life. The cruel irony of all of this was that, a year later, her brother didn’t even pass his exam, nor did he get the offer of grammar school. When his results came, Pearl couldn’t have been happier. Her parents’ golden child didn’t have the brains he was born with, and they had nothing to boast about to the neighbours.

      As it happened, working at the ironmonger with the girls had been fun, and during wartime, they all had stories about their soldier boyfriends… Then the Yanks arrived. And what an entry they made. Their Hollywood accents were straight out of the movies, and all the women swooned. The community centres held dances for them, and the Americans had all kinds of different dances to teach dewy-eyed British girls.

      After weeks of refusing, Sandra was finally coaxed by the girls in the shop to go with them. One of the oldest girls, Beryl, had declared they needed to do a late-night stocktake at the shop when it was closed and told her parents that they would need Pearl to work overtime. It had been the most exciting night of her life. Beryl brought a red dress for her to wear; it had been a little tight across the chest, but it had fit her like a second skin. The girls had rubbed red lipstick into her cheeks for rouge and painted her lips. Beryl had spat into her mascara box and rubbed the little brush along the black mascara, applying some across Pearl’s lashes.
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      Remembering it now, Pearl wanted to laugh out loud as she lay in the beauty chair. Christ, she mused, I must have looked like a clown!

      Now finished, Deidre stood back and grinned. ‘Well, that was a hell of a challenge. I thought I was going to need shears. You could knit a jumper with what I’ve taken out. But there you have it. Elizabeth Taylor eyebrows.’

      She held up a mirror for Pearl to see. Pearl’s face looked as raw as it felt. ‘I’ll take your word for it.’

      ‘Good. Well, let me try a few colours, Pearl, and do my stuff. I presume you’ve worn red lipsticks and harsh foundations. Well, this stuff isn’t cheap, but I get the feeling you can afford it. Is this makeover for a wedding or something special?’

      Pearl was tempted to lie but didn’t see the point. ‘I’ve just come out of prison, Deidre. Five long years of looking dowdy is enough for any woman. Yeah, my make-up was fine back in the fifties, but time has moved on. I want something different. Something to make me stand out in this brave new era.’ Pearl waited for noises of shock and horror from Deidre, but none came.

      ‘We all have our cross to bear, Pearl. I am not that shocked. I know who you are. You’re Pearl Armstrong. I’ve seen the newspapers and remembered the court case. Although, I thought you got a lot longer.’

      ‘Ten years. But I’ve served five and got parole.’ As she raised her newly plucked eyebrows, a wry grin crossed her face. ‘So, I haven’t been forgotten entirely then?’

      ‘No. I am forty-four, although I don’t look it,’ Deidre said, laughing, ‘but I remember your court case very well. I was surprised when I looked up and saw you; that’s why I asked your name. It seemed a little surreal to have you in my shop. After all, there aren’t many Pearls about these parts.’

      ‘That’s very astute of you, Deidre. But, be warned, I am not up to spilling my guts about it all.’

      ‘Good. Because I haven’t asked. You’ve served half your sentence, and for the next five years you’re going to be treading on eggshells. You won’t be allowed a foot out of place. You enjoy your makeover, Pearl, and remember I am not the only person in this city who reads the newspapers.’

      Sitting up, Pearl squared Deidre in the eyes. ‘You sound very knowledgeable about these things.’

      ‘Trust me, I am. You’re not the only jailbird in town, Pearl.’ She winked and started mixing up her foundation. ‘Now, close your mouth and let me do my stuff. Sit back.’

      For once, it was Pearl who was shocked by a confession. She wanted to ask more but appreciated Deidre’s discretion.

      Remembering the taxi outside, Pearl told Deidre he would still be waiting for her. ‘Would you get one of your assistants to pay him for me? Poor guy must think I’ve run out of the back door.’ Reaching in her bag, Pearl handed Deidre some notes. ‘Give him a tip as well.’

      The beautician disappeared and returned to the cubicle with a grin. ‘Well, that poor bugger was having his sandwiches, but he enjoyed the tip I gave him. After all, I can be generous with someone else’s money!’

      Pearl laughed with her. ‘Yes, I always found it easy spending other people’s money.’

      After nearly an hour, Pearl sat up and looked into the mirror. She couldn’t believe it. She looked like a different woman, younger even. Deidre had used a perfect foundation that matched her own skin tones. And instead of bright colours, she had used autumn, brown and bronze tones for eyeshadows, making her eyes look smoky and larger. Pale pink lipstick heightened her hair colouring. She looked and felt amazing. Pearl couldn’t believe it. ‘My God, Deidre, I don’t know what to say. It’s fantastic. I want to buy all this stuff. I doubt I’ll do it as well as you, but, oh yes. I like the woman looking back at me. Thank you.’ Pearl grinned from ear to ear and kept looking at herself from different angles in the mirror, admiring what she saw.

      ‘We’re not finished yet, honey. Nails. Let’s get those nails painted, and then my job is done. Although I do hope you’re going to get some new clothes, otherwise all my efforts are wasted,’ she said, laughing.

      ‘I was heading out to buy some clothing, but then I saw your shop and my reflection in the taxi mirror and had to stop. Do you think I should have pink or red nails?’

      ‘Red. Definitely red, in this case. Hold out your hand.’

      ‘It’s a shame you don’t own a clothing shop; I could do with an honest opinion.’

      ‘Well, I am due a lunch break. Why don’t I walk down the high street with you? I know just the shop where you’re going to find your Cinderella dress.’

      For the first time in a long time, Pearl laughed genuinely. For years, she had guarded her emotions, but today, she laughed easily with Deidre. ‘Please do. I could do with someone’s advice, and I get the feeling you’re just the straight-talking woman I need.’

      ‘You’re damn right I am. Here’s your bag of tricks, every perfume and bit of make-up you’re going to need to be glamorous. Pay your bill at the counter while I get my coat!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘What’s up, Kristian? You’ve been gone all day. Have you been testing the merchandise again?’

      ‘Nah, just stuff on my mind. Business – you know.’ Kristian was tempted to tell Daniel he had picked up their mum, and she was already out of prison. ‘I was thinking about Mum coming home. It will be good to have her back in the fold again.’

      Frowning, Daniel lit a cigarette and looked at him seriously. ‘You’re worried, aren’t you? About Mum coming home. Come on, Kris, she’s an old lady now. She wants to lick her wounds after her stint in prison and put her feet up. What’s the problem?’ He shrugged nonchalantly.

      Letting out a deep sigh, Kristian shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Daniel. We’ve had a free rein for five years, and something in my bones says it’s all about to come crashing down on us.’

      ‘What, you mean Mum? She can’t kick us out, she wouldn’t!’ Daniel snapped petulantly. ‘It’s our names above the door. We’re the licensees. She signed it all over to us. The clubs are ours.’

      Kristian examined his younger brother. ‘You sound bitter, Daniel. You asked me what I was thinking, and I’ve told you – that’s all.’

      Daniel shook his head, his face red. ‘I’m not bitter, Kris, I’ve just grown up. I like being my own boss. I don’t want to go back to waiting for handouts from my mother. Christ, do you know how that makes us look? We’re not a pair of babysitters, waiting for her to take over again. Personally, I wish she had done the whole ten years, and we wouldn’t be facing this shit now. She’s finished, Kris; her time is over. Ours has just begun. Lighten up, for Christ’s sake.’

      Kristian watched as Daniel swept his dark hair from his face and strode out to his car. He revved the car angrily and sped off out of sight. Considering there were only twelve months between them, he always felt like the sane, sensible one. Daniel was a loose cannon sometimes, and he knew there would be fireworks between him and their mother. He had his own misgivings about their mother’s release, but he was pleased he hadn’t revealed that she was already out. Now was not the time for confessions. Daniel would find out soon enough.
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      ‘So, tell me about yourself, Pearl,’ Deidre said as they both looked along the racks of clothing, making faces at each other and laughing.

      ‘Nothing to tell. Why do you want to know?’

      ‘I know about Pearl Armstrong, but I’m asking about you. The Pearl behind the mask – no offence, I’m just taking my mind off these large daisies on this green dress. Christ, we might have free love, but who the hell would ask you for a date in these clothes?’ She laughed, holding up a dress. Pearl grimaced and shook her head.

      ‘Somebody desperate, hoping free love is exactly what it says on the tin. Why don’t you go first, Deidre? Bring me up to speed. As you say, you know most of my story.’

      ‘Not much. Oh, don’t let the makeup and the clothes fool you, Pearl. I hated school, was shit at it. Worse, I always had head lice. My mother never gave a shit about getting rid of it, so I got called all kinds of names at school. Used to dread Fridays when the nit nurse turned up.’ Deidre shuddered. Pearl had to stop herself from scratching her own head.

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Walked out, didn’t I? Couldn’t get a job, so I turned my hand to shoplifting, and bloody good at it I was too.
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