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Book One

‘Behind every great fortune is a crime’

Honoré de Balzac, 1799-1850




Prologue

1994

‘So you’re going into the club then?’

Terry’s voice was heavy with annoyance and Maura closed her eyes in distress. She hated it when they argued and she knew that they were about to have an argument of Olympic class. This one had been brewing for days. She sighed, and mentally counted to ten before answering him.

‘I have to, Terry. Roy can’t cope with this on his own.’

Terry walked from the room and Maura watched him go. Her mind was racing but with thoughts of the club in Dean Street, Soho. It hurt too much to think about Terry, the man who was everything to her. She’d noticed the expression on his face as he left. He had coldly looked her over like she was nothing to him, nobody. All the disgust and disappointment he felt were clear for her to see.

She felt broken by it, frightened, even as it angered  her. But he had known, always he had known, that if push came to shove and there was trouble, she would have to sort out the clubs and other family businesses. And that was exactly what they had now: serious trouble.

Her brother Roy did what he could, but he needed Maura’s acumen, needed her backing. All the boys did. Roy could cope with day-to-day things but he had never been able to take the real aggravation. He either went over the top or crumbled without assistance.

She pressed her hand to her mouth at the thought of what she was to do later that day. She had thought the violent days were over, that everything was settled and straight, that lines had been drawn. How wrong she had been. Now on top of everything else she had Terry to contend with and his old woman attitude really stuck in her craw.

She glanced out of the large picture window and watched the workmen outside as they cleared away. Her mind registered the fact that they had tidied up after them, having needed to get on to her drive to raise her drains. Automatically she checked to make sure everything was as it should be. It was.

One of the men looked through the window at her and smiled. Maura ignored him. She stood up and walked from the room, through the wide entrance hall and into the kitchen. Terry was standing by the double doors that looked on to the garden. It was their special place, somewhere they worked together,  had planted out together and liked to share in quiet moments. It was a garden made for children, for a family, something Maura would never know about now unless it was as a substitute mother, as she was to Roy’s daughter Carla and her son Joey. Maura was everything to them, as they were to her.

Even her surviving brothers – three left now of the eight there had once been – looked to her for guidance and help. Roy especially needed her more than any of them. He was supposed to be in charge of all the Ryan family businesses these days: the above board ones like their property development and construction interests, the loan company, street vending and hostess clubs, and the less public side of things. The Ryans lent money to punters to fund their mortgages, true, but they also financed career criminals for a hefty share of the proceeds and provided goods and services not generally offered by your average high street bank: high-performance escape vehicles, weapons of all kinds, safe houses, new IDs. Though Terry thought Maura was out of it all these days, in fact she was becoming more closely involved than she had been in her 1980s heyday when she and her eldest brother Michael had been the King and Queen of London crime.

Maura Ryan could still put the fear of God into even the bravest of men, the most hardened criminals. Especially since she had walked away scot-free from the biggest bullion robbery in history by cleverly  brokering the Ryans’ carefully compiled dossier of information on corrupt top-level policemen, bent politicians, and even a royal scandal to ensure the continued safety of herself, Terry, and the Ryan family. But now Roy faced serious trouble and it was frightening even to her. She had a bad feeling on her about it all. This wasn’t just another takeover bid by a few scruffs out for the big time, this was serious aggravation, and the last thing she needed was Terry on her back as well. Because as much as she loved him, and Christ Himself knew she did more than anything or anyone else, she could not let this go. Could not leave it in Roy’s less than capable hands. It could spell the end for them all.

Maura tried a different tack.

Walking up behind Terry, she slid her arms around his waist and hugged him.

‘Let’s not argue over this, Terry, eh? You know I can’t let this go.’

He shrugged her off, scowling. He always looked like a little boy when he scowled, a spoiled little boy – which in some ways he was. As a policeman he’d wielded power and influence and that changes a man. Going back to civilian status had been a real wrench for Terry and he never let her forget that. Even his voice was like a whining kid’s as he answered her.

‘I expected you to say that, Maura. It’s always been the same, hasn’t it? Marvellous Maura Ryan, the villains’ friend. One little thing goes wrong and off  you run to your real home, the place you truly belong: Soho. With all the waifs and strays, the whores, the gamblers, the pieces of shit you call your friends and family.’

Maura stared at the back of his head. If he had thrown a bucket of iced water over her she could not have felt more shocked than she did hearing those words. They were uncalled for, nasty, petty. Her family was important to her, he had always known that.

‘How dare you?’ she hissed. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’

He turned around and she almost flinched, so great was the contempt on his handsome face. He poked his thumb into his own chest as he said loudly: ‘I’ll tell you who I am, shall I, Maura? I am ex-Detective Inspector Terry Petherick. The man who gave up everything for you.’

Maura stepped back from him and, smiling gently, shook her head.

‘You are off your chump if you think you can use that kind of crap against me, boy.’ She saw the hurt in his eyes and laughed again, louder this time. ‘Just what exactly did you give up, eh, tell me that? You found out that the real criminals, the major arseholes of the world, were actually in your own profession – and even then you were quite happy for them to lock me up for the duration, remember? It wasn’t until you found out they intended to shaft you too that  you shifted sides and threw your lot in with me.’

Terry looked into her face, saw his own hurt reflected there, and sighed.

‘You gave up nothing, darlin’,’ she continued. ‘You were on your way out of the police force from the moment you went to your bosses with the files my brother Geoff had kept. They didn’t want people like you in their club. You were too honest for them, my love. They’d rather deal with people like me. At least then they know where they are.’

Terry knew that what she said was true; deep inside he had always known it.

‘All this crap about your career, giving up everything . . . well, I seem to remember your marvellous career coming first on another occasion. You chose work over me then, only I was pregnant that time, and it was me who ended up losing everything, wasn’t it?’

He turned from her once more, unable to look her in the face.

She laughed sarcastically.

‘My brother is in shit so deep you wouldn’t even want to know about it, darlin’. You could not even comprehend what he is having to sort out. Now I don’t know about you and people like you but I will be there for my brother, as I always have been, and he will always be there for me. If you can’t hack that, Terry, then you and me have been wasting our time all these years.’

The phone began to ring then, a shrill insistent noise shattering the dangerous tension between them.

‘Better get that, hadn’t you? Big Brother needs you,’ Terry mocked.

She knew it was Roy, a panicking Roy, wondering why she had not got back to him sooner rather than later. She stared Terry out until the ringing stopped.

Looking at her watch, she said quietly, ‘I’d better get a move on.’

But she didn’t want to leave him like this.

‘So you are going then?’

‘I don’t really have much choice, Terry, do I?’

‘Everyone has a choice, Maura, whatever you might like to think.’

She looked into his handsome face. It still had the power to enthral her, make her want him all over again.

‘Then I have made my choice, haven’t I?’

She walked away, saying over her shoulder, ‘And you’d know all about making choices, wouldn’t you, Terry? You’ve made a few yourself over the years.’

‘I’ve never made a single choice I regretted, Maura.’

She smiled at him now, a genuine smile.

‘That’s because you can’t get pregnant, Terry. That single biological fact makes men immune from real choices, real decisions. Any decision you ever made was wholly for you, never for anyone else.’

She walked out into the hall and heard his footsteps behind her.

‘What about Joey?’

She thought hard for a few seconds before remembering she was supposed to pick up Carla’s son from school for her today.

Terry grinned.

‘Forgot him, didn’t you? Back in godmother mode with a vengeance, I see.’

She licked her lips before answering him.

‘You’re jealous, aren’t you, Terry? You’re scared out of your wits I might find something to interest me more than you do. I’ve watched you over the last couple of years – avoiding my brothers, pretending they don’t exist – and I’ve swallowed. Almost understand it. But I’ve never pretended to be anything other than what I am. What I chose to be. You know what Roy said once? He said I was more man than any real male he had ever met. I think he was right. And now I’m too much of a man for you, Terry. But then, I’ve always been too much of a woman, haven’t I?’

She walked up the stairs, leaving him standing there unable to answer her.

Ten minutes later she was changed from jeans and sweatshirt into a beautiful suede suit and looked like a different person. Terry felt the pull of her as she walked into the lounge and smiled at him.

‘I’m sorry, Maura – sorry it had to be like this.’

She shrugged.

‘It had to happen sooner or later, Terry. Deep inside, we both knew that. I love you with all my  heart, but I have other commitments. Unlike you, I can’t drop them on a whim.’

‘You don’t want to, you mean . . .’

‘I mean can’t, Terry. You never listen to what you’re being told, do you? I have to sort this out. If I don’t, people could be hurt. Seriously hurt.’

‘Hardly unusual in your line of business, is it?’

The phone began to ring again.

‘You’d better answer it,’ he sighed. ‘I think we both know who it is.’

She nodded and picked up the phone.

‘Listen, Roy, I’ll be on my way soon, OK?’

She replaced the receiver and looked at the man she had loved for half her life.

‘So this is it then? Finitosberg? Goodbyesville?’

He didn’t answer her. They stared at one another for long moments. No other woman had ever affected him like Maura Ryan and no other woman ever would, he knew that. Had always known it.

‘I’ll pick up Joey, OK?’ he offered.

Maura nodded.

‘Thank you for that anyway.’

He smiled.

‘I’ll take your Merc – Joey prefers the convertible. Loves the impression it creates.’

She grinned.

‘He’s a Ryan all right. Only the best will do.’

Her words were not lost on Terry but he didn’t bother to answer her. If only she could see things  from his point of view. See what she was doing to herself and her family by keeping up their seedy clubs and their whores. The lifestyle they lived bred danger and violence. That was the law of the street. Even though he knew that this latest problem was something that couldn’t be left unattended, the fact she was still getting involved against all his advice galled him. And the fact that he knew she was enjoying it. That was what really got his back up. She was truly alive again for the first time in years and it showed. He had never really been enough for her and they both knew it.

After a few seconds he said, ‘You’d better take my BMW. Mustn’t keep Roy waiting, eh?’

He was telling her he wasn’t leaving her right this minute. They hadn’t broken up yet. She felt her heart lift as she realised it. If only he could see that she needed to be involved with her family’s business; it was all she had ever known really and the second big love of her life. It gave them the life they both enjoyed, the opportunity to do whatever they wanted, and he had reaped the benefits as much as she had. Terry reminded her of her mother sometimes. They both enjoyed their affluent lifestyle but hated and despised the way the money for it was obtained. Hypocrites, the pair of them.

But Maura smiled at him, because when they were alone and they touched, everything else was forgotten. It would be all right. They could put this behind  them too. At least, she hoped so.

Maura wondered uneasily if this argument might just be the straw that broke the camel’s back. But if he was coming home then at least she could try and talk to him again. Explain exactly what was going on. Surely he’d understand then?

‘I love you so much, Terry.’

He didn’t answer her. Instead he picked up her keys and walked out of the house. She stood at the picture window and watched him get into her car. The workmen were gone and she was glad. They had been there for the best part of the morning and afternoon.

Terry opened her car door – it was never locked – and she watched his tall frame bend as he got inside. As he placed the key in the ignition he smiled at her and she was pleased. She really believed then that they would get over this latest spat.

The explosion sent her hurtling back through the beautiful room she had painstakingly created. Landing heavily on the sofa, her back screaming with pain, the last thing Maura heard was the telephone ringing endlessly.

Then merciful oblivion.




Chapter One

Roy Ryan was terrified. He snatched up the phone immediately it rang. On hearing his wife Janine’s voice he slammed the receiver straight back down.

That was all he needed now, her and her great big galloping gob for the next three hours. If moaning was an Olympic sport, his old woman would get the gold. The phone rang once more and he ignored it, knowing it was going to be her again with her usual whining. Janine was a piss head and he hated her more at this moment than he had ever hated her before.

He put his head into his hands and stifled an urge to sob. Fear was making him sweat. He could smell himself, feel the moisture pooling beneath his arms. Where the fuck was Maura? She should have been here ages ago.

Probably still in bed with that prick Petherick.

Roy felt a moment’s shame at the thought. She was entitled to have Terry; had fought hard enough to get him. But no matter how Roy weighed it up, Petherick  would always be a filth, not only to his way of thinking but to everyone else who counted. Roy was convinced that this was what lay behind their latest trouble. Someone was grassing big time, passing word of forthcoming blags to Old Bill, and it seemed the Ryans were seen as the likely culprits. Ex-filth in the family did not augur well in their line of work – unless of course the filth in question was known to be one of your own. Which Petherick never had been.

In fact, he was such a stuck-up ponce he barely acknowledged any of them, looked down his nose at them – even at their mother, and she thought the sun shone out of his hairy copper’s arse.

Roy sighed again. His eyes were hurting from lack of sleep and he had a day’s growth of stubble covering his face. He really did need to get some sleep but now wasn’t the time.

Nearly ten years of peace in the city and now suddenly all hell was let loose. But why? Who lay behind all the arrests, all the aggravation? Someone was stirring it big time, and his family had to find out who it was before they lost all credibility with the bedrock of their business: the big league criminals of London and the south east. Today, they were starting a round-up of all disgruntled former associates. They were going to be made to come up with some answers. But where the hell was his sister? They couldn’t pull this off without Maura.

Janine was smarting from her husband’s rudeness. She was gritting her teeth in anger and it made her face seem even more haggard than usual. She poured herself a large gin and swallowed it neat, feeling the burn of the liquid as it slipped into her sagging belly. She closed her eyes to savour the feeling and as she opened them caught sight of herself in the mirror opposite.

She felt the sting of tears then. She looked older than her years, much older. Looked nearer seventy than sixty if she was honest with herself.

On the sideboard was a photo of her on her wedding day and Janine stared at it for long moments, remembering how she had felt then with her brand-new husband beside her and a baby growing inside her belly. Remembered her long red hair that had attracted so much attention and ultimately attracted Roy.

If only she had listened to her mother and father! They had had him taped from the first glance, him and his family. But like many a bride before her, she had been sure she could control her man. As it turned out no one could control him, not even the Metropolitan Police and God knew they’d tried enough times. But she had wanted him, wanted him like she had wanted no other man in her life before or since. And the big problem was she still wanted him, always had and always would. Yet she knew he despised her.

She poured herself another large gin and swallowed  a couple of Valium. Mother’s little helpers. The thought made her smile, something she rarely did though in fact if she’d realised, it made her look less haggard and much more approachable.

If only you knew in advance how your life was going to turn out.

She lay on the sofa and thought about her daughter Carla, the baby she had borne with so much hope and then disliked from her earliest days. Because she was a rival female and commanded a besotted Roy’s undivided attention – something she herself had never done if she was honest. Carla was more Maura’s daughter than hers now and that suited Janine. The auntie and the cuckoo in the nest were welcome to one another. But Janine’s son, her Benny Anthony, named for his dead uncle, he was a different kettle of fish. He was hers. Whatever Roy thought, he was hers alone. Even though his father had made him into a version of himself, Benny was her heart. Her son was everything to her and Janine knew that once he saw through his father he would come back to her. Eventually Maura and Roy would show themselves for what they really were and then she would be waiting for her boy with open arms.

It was a fantasy she loved. It kept her going even though deep inside she knew it would never happen. Benny was a Ryan from his thick dark hair to his size twelve feet. He was like a born-again Michael Ryan, his dead uncle’s double. And not just his physical  appearance. Benny thought like Michael too. This was what really frightened her in her more lucid moments. But whereas Michael had adored his mother Sarah, her own son loathed Janine and wasn’t afraid of showing it.

She shook her head to clear it of the horrible thoughts she was having about her only boy. He would learn, and learn the hard way. The same as his mother had. He was cute enough to see eventually what all the other Ryans were: scum.

The thought made Janine smile again. Cheered her up. She poured out another large gin and gulped it down neat. She was asleep within the hour.

 

Belmarsh Prison, Special Secure Unit


Vic Joliff was laughing, the picture of jollity – a big bald bastard with hard little black eyes creased in mirth.

‘You’re sure? It was definitely Maura Ryan, and she was good and dead?’

Petey Marsh nodded solemnly.

‘Whoever was in that motor was dead as a fucking doornail, far as I can gather.’

Vic rubbed his hands together.

‘Give the screw that relayed that message a good drink. We’ll use him again. So Maura Ryan’s out of the picture . . . Piss off, I want to think.’

Petey left the cell in double quick time. He didn’t really like Joliff, no one did, but his sort were an  occupational hazard when you were on a lump. And better him than the fucking Paddies in here who gave themselves airs because they were so-called ‘politicals’. At least Vic Joliff was an old-style villain with the money, the kudos and the sheer lunacy to be the main man. But though Petey had to work for him, it didn’t mean he had to like him, did it?

He wondered briefly what Maura Ryan had done to Vic, and if this was payback. Everyone knew he could still call the shots from his prison cell, and word on the street was the Ryans were not the family they had been in Michael’s day, but Maura was generally seen as a force to be reckoned with. Still, if she was brown bread, and according to the message she was splattered all over Essex, then it left her brother Roy in charge, and as everyone knew he wasn’t the sharpest knife in the Ryans’ drawer. Stephen Hawking’s position as brain of the century was not about to be usurped.

Petey rolled himself a nice joint and tried to relax on his bed. The days were long in here, too long. If Joliff was out for a turf war, one good thing would come of it at least. It would help to relieve the fucking boredom.

Petey smiled to himself. There hadn’t been this much excitement on the wing since someone half-inched the video recorder. Even after the third cell search they still tried to say it was a con who’d nicked it. In fact, in the most secure prison in Europe, with such high security, it seemed blindingly obvious to  them all it could only have gone walkabout with a PO. Still, such was life.

He sighed and lay back, still trying to relax, but it was hard with the constant noise and the relentless boredom. Prison life could be a living death – though the real finite kind could be arranged there too, whether by your own hand or someone else’s.

He heard Joliff’s high-pitched laughter and put his hands over his ears, hoping the Ryans took him out for revenge sooner rather than later. What an arsehole!

Petey finished his joint quickly and gave up on relaxing in favour of a good hard stint in the gym.

 

Benjamin Anthony Ryan was big. Huge, in fact. He trained with weights and consequently had a body like an Olympic champion. Benny was proud of his physique, worked on it constantly. Today he was in Pat’s Gym in East London and was sweating profusely, his hard-featured face red from exertion.

He saw his minder Abul Haseem walking towards him, mobile glued to his ear and his handsome face looking pained for once instead of showing his customary smile, and guessed that something had come on top.

‘What’s up?’

Benny’s voice was low. He did not want to attract any kind of audience to what he was about to hear.

Abul shook his head slowly before answering.

‘Someone’s bombed your aunt’s drum, that’s all I know.’

He watched the changing expressions on Benny’s face which registered stark incredulity and seething anger in under a second.

‘Fucking what?’

People turned to stare, hearing the fury in Benjamin Ryan’s voice.

Abul turned off the phone and whispered, ‘Not in here, Benny. The car’s outside and your father is expecting you at the hospital, OK?’

Benny followed him without a word, grateful for the fact he had a mate who could keep so calm in a crisis.

And this was a crisis, of Olympic fucking standards.

He felt the sting of tears, and was unsure if they were for his aunt or from sheer anger. Either way, he could happily cry like a baby.

Abul, a friend since school and more like a brother than a mate these days, squeezed his shoulder.

‘Let’s find out the score first, eh, mate?’

Benny nodded.

‘I will personally kill the cunt who thought they could get away with a stunt like this. And if she is hurt, I swear on oath I will take that cunt apart with my bare hands and an Airfix toolkit.’

Abul closed his eyes momentarily. Benny had a thing about gluing people’s eyes shut; said it scared them shitless and Abul agreed with him whole-heartedly there. But the thought still made him feel sick.

In a waiting room at Oldchurch Hospital Sarah Ryan shrugged off her eldest son’s arm and cried, ‘For Christ’s sake, Roy, I’m not in me dotage yet!’

Even in her eighties she was still hale and hearty. Smaller than ever, she seemed to be shrinking on a daily basis but was mentally as tough as she always had been and this was conveyed by her voice.

‘Look, Mum, let me get one of the boys to take you home. This is going to be a long night . . .’

She interrupted him with a wave of her hand.

‘I’ve had a few of those over the years with you lot. Especially with Michael and your toerag of a father. Now tell me what the shag is going on!’

Roy stared at the tiny woman before him and marvelled at her strength of will.

‘Where’s Terry anyway? He should be here.’

Roy licked his lips before answering her.

‘It was a car bomb, Mum. Meant for Maura. Terry copped it.’

Sarah screwed up her eyes as if unable to take this in.

‘What? You mean, Terry’s dead?’

Roy nodded.

‘Holy Mary, Mother of Christ! What has she caused this time?’

The blame was immediately placed at her daughter’s door and Roy felt the urge to fell his mother with one blow at the unfairness of her reaction.

‘Wherever she is there’s death. Death and destruction. My poor boys . . .’

Sarah’s voice trailed off as Roy walked quickly away from her. She felt sick with apprehension. This could mean only one thing: more skulduggery was afoot and Maura, as usual, was behind it all.

Where had she got her daughter from? Sarah had been plagued by Maura since she was old enough to join in her brothers’ nefarious activities. But whereas Sarah could swallow wrongdoing from them, she never could accept having a daughter of the same ilk. It was wrong, all wrong in a woman, and this was the upshot. Another pointless death.

Terry Petherick had been a decent man who had loved that blonde-haired whore she had delivered into the world with a passion. He’d been a policeman once, clean-living and good, and what he had seen in her daughter was beyond Sarah’s comprehension.

She walked over to her son and pulled him round to face her.

‘Don’t you turn away from me, boy, when I’m talking to you.’

Roy shrugged her off none too gently and said in a low voice, ‘Aren’t you going to ask about your daughter? Your only daughter. Don’t you want to know how she is? If she’s alive, dead, maimed or what?’

Sarah shook her head.

‘I’m not interested . . .’

Roy held up his hand for silence.

‘Then piss off home, Mum. I’m sure you’ll learn all you need to know from Janine later.’

Sarah watched him walk away from her and felt a moment’s sadness. Maura had caused all this trouble in the family. Forcing everyone to take sides. Making them choose. She sat herself down in a scuffed plastic chair and placed her large leather bag on her lap.

She could wait to find out what was going on. She was good at waiting, Christ Himself knew; she had had enough practice over the years.

Five minutes later her grandson Benny walked past her as if she didn’t exist. She opened her bag, removed her olive-wood rosary and began to pray.

 

‘Fucking old witch, she is! Her and me mother should be put down.’

Roy agreed with his son but an instinct as old as time took over.

‘Don’t talk about my mother like that. Or your own, for that matter.’

Benny shrugged, temper getting the better of him.

‘Listen, Dad, they’re a pair of vindictive old hags, you know it and I know it. All that ‘‘respect for your parents no matter what’’ went out with Noah’s fucking Ark! I can’t bear either of them and I’m sure me Aunt Maura don’t want them here. So let’s cut the crap and get to the point, eh? Who is the culprit and how do we retaliate?’

Looking at his son, Roy felt as if Michael were alive and kicking and looking out through Benny’s eyes. It was spooky, the similarities were so strong – though his boy was heterosexual as far as he knew. But even the timbre of his voice was like Michael’s and this was what made him so appealing to people. He had the same arrogance Michael had had, and the same vindictiveness. Maura adored him and he adored her, much to the chagrin of Janine.

The doctor approached.

‘How is she, Doc?’

‘She’s conscious. Took a bad blow to the head, but nothing major. A few cuts and bruises. I can’t see any long-term damage. Not physical anyway.’

Roy felt his whole body relax.

‘Thank fuck for that! Can we see her?’

‘Five minutes only, I’m afraid.’

Benny hugged his father and Roy was reminded of just how strong and young his son was. He had the same quicksilver temperament as Michael, veering between raging anger and an almost puppylike euphoria in the space of seconds.

‘What a touch, eh, Dad! What a fucking touch!’

It occurred to Roy that he wouldn’t be able to control this boy of his for much longer, and what would happen then he didn’t like to contemplate.

 

Maura looked terrible and Roy guessed she already knew about Terry’s death.

‘All right, Maws?’

She closed her eyes and nodded.

Benny pulled up a chair. Taking her hand in his, he gently squeezed it.

‘We’re here now. You’re safe.’

Maura smiled faintly.

‘Thanks, Benny. Any idea who it was?’

‘Has to be that ponce from Shoreditch, don’t it?’

Benny’s voice was loud and Maura winced. He lowered his tone. ‘No one else it can be, is there?’

He looked from Maura to his father who shook his head.

‘It’s not Jimmy Milano, he’s straight as a die. Maura gave him an in a while ago.’

Benny looked crushed.

‘Thanks for telling me.’

The bitterness in his voice was not lost on any of them. Benny had been assigned to lean heavily on Milano when he first surfaced in East London. But as it turned out he’d had a good protector who was also one of the Ryans’ best lieutenants. Milano was no threat. Unlike his older relatives he was strictly small-time, in his thinking as well as his criminal tendencies.

‘I meant to tell you, Benny, but with everything . . .’

Roy’s voice trailed off.

‘Is there anything else I don’t know about?’

Benny was on the defensive as usual. It was his biggest failing and they all knew it.

‘We’ve had hag from all over the show lately, Benny. What we need now is to eliminate our suspects.’

‘Fucking right and all. Eliminate is just the word for what I intend to do to the cunts!’

Maura closed her eyes wearily.

‘Will you stop saying that word, Benny? It irritates me.’

‘All right, Maura, don’t get out of your shopping trolley.’

He was very much on his dignity and Maura, feeling suddenly sorry for him, said gently, ‘What are the police saying?’

‘I can’t gather much yet. Our blokes at the Met are going to call us later this afternoon with the general SP.’ Roy looked at his son as he spoke. ‘You put blokes out and about, OK? See what they can . . .’

Benny interrupted him.

‘Already done, Dad. Abul sorted it on the way here.’

Roy nodded.

‘Anything else you want done, Maws?’

She shook her head carefully and lay back on the pillows.

‘Just get me moved to a private hospital as soon as possible before the papers descend on us and anyone else decides to have a pop.’

‘It’s done, Maws. We’ll be back later, OK?’

As they walked from the room she called out, ‘And  keep me mother away. I can’t cope with her at the moment.’

When they shut the door she lay back and remembered the events of the day. The fight. Terry leaving like he did. The last sight of him, smiling at her through the windscreen of her car as he turned the ignition key and was blown apart by the bomb that had been meant for her.

Now he was gone, really gone, and the pain and the guilt would stay with her the rest of her life. No time to grieve, though. Open war had just been declared and she had to sift through all the shit and try and make some sense of it all.

She swallowed down the tears. Time to pick herself up and get on with the job in hand. Let personal feelings wait.

It was what Maura Ryan had done all her life.

 

Garry Ryan was like a raving lunatic and his girlfriend Anita, a beautiful girl with a weight problem and a nervous twitch, watched warily as he went through his phone book. Writing down names, he muttered under his breath. When he was like this he frightened the life out of her.

He looked up at her with deep blue eyes.

‘Make me a cup of tea, Nita, and get me a flight to London. Now.’

She nodded.

‘Am I coming, Gal?’

She was nervous as usual when she spoke directly to him.

He sighed.

‘Do you want to come?’

It was a fair question and he asked her nicely, which for him was a first. She didn’t want to leave Marbella. She loved it here, especially without him. But she answered him promptly. ‘’Course I do, darlin’.’

Garry chuckled and this scared her even more.

‘No, you don’t. You don’t even like me. You just like the kudos, Anita. Look that word up in the dictionary when I leave, OK?’

She nodded, relieved that she didn’t have to go with him.

‘Then pack your stuff and fuck off.’

She blinked a few times before she said sadly, ‘But where will I go?’

Garry was fed up with the conversation now and said dismissively, ‘How the fuck do I know, Nita? You’ll find somewhere, your type always do.’

She burst into tears.

‘You rotten bastard! Why do you treat me like this!’

He stood up. Standing in front of her, he placed one hand gently under her chin. He tilted her face up and kissed her lightly on the lips.

‘Because I can, silly. Now, make me tea and book me flight, there’s a good girl.’

He saw the stark confusion in her eyes and felt a moment’s sorrow for her. But he despised her too  because no matter what he did or said she still hung around.

‘I tell you what, if you’re really good I’ll let you stay on here for a week until you find somewhere else. I can’t be any fairer than that, can I?’

She walked away from him, utter dejection in her whole stance. An hour later he was on his way to the airport with not even a passing thought for Anita, his companion of two years. Such was the mindset of Garry Ryan.

On the plane he planned his revenge on whoever was responsible for trying to off his sister Maura and ultimately his whole family, because it wouldn’t stop there, he was quite sure. Whoever they were they had better be good runners because when he got back to Blighty and sorted himself out there were going to be murders committed.

Garry Ryan was looking forward to it.

 

Sandra Joliff was tall, with silicone breasts, a sunbed tan and startling white teeth. Her blonde hair was streaked to within an inch of its life and cut so it hung in a shaggy sexy mess around her face.

She felt like shit. She had been on it all night and her kidneys were aching from too much cocaine and too much vodka. Her skin was grey under the tan and she wanted a shower and a cup of tea as soon as possible.

She had to visit her husband the next day and needed to look good for the visit. She knew he was proud of  her and didn’t want to let him down. He was all right, old Vic. He knew the score with her and they’d built a life together around their personal foibles.

As she pulled onto her drive a car hooted from behind her and a dark-haired man stuck up his finger. She did the same back.

‘Tosser!’

She knew she had cut him up as she pulled across the road but was too tired to care. Stepping out of the car, she surveyed the drive. The gardener had been and the front of the house looked immaculate. She never ceased to be amazed at how she lived, thanks to Vic. Originally from a council flat in Woodford Green, Sandra now lived like a queen. Her two little girls went to private school and she had a BMW 330 and money coming out of her ears. It was her lucky day when Vic took a shine to her, bless him. He had taken her from her old life and transported her to this new one without a second’s thought.

She opened the door to her five-bedroomed detached house in Emerson Park and turned off the burglar alarm. As she walked through to the kitchen she saw her Doberman Kelly lying in the middle of the floor.

There was blood coming from the dog’s mouth and ears, and its body was twitching. She knelt beside the animal and stroked its head.

‘All right, Kelly. What happened to you, love?’

Her voice was low and comforting. The dog placed its nose in Sandra’s hand and whined gently. Nearby  there was a lump of bloody meat. Instinctively she knew Kelly had been poisoned.

As she stood up she felt a presence and turned to see a man standing behind her. He was big and heavyset, smartly dressed though in designer gear. She automatically clocked him as she did all men and rated him on a one to ten scale. This geezer was a four but she put that down to the ski mask he wore. He smiled widely, displaying perfect white caps through the slit in his mask.

‘Who the fucking hell are you, and what the fuck are you doing in my kitchen?’

He could see the bravado in her face and admired her for it. He looked her over appreciatively and she felt a moment’s disgust as it occurred to her that he might want to rape her. Well, he could have a good fucking try.

She squared her shoulders and balanced herself on her stiletto heels.

‘Sandra?’

His voice was low and pleasant with a slight accent.

She frowned.

‘Who wants to fucking know?’

She was still on her dignity and determined he wouldn’t see the fear she was feeling inside.

‘Do you know who I am? Who my old man is? He finds out about this and there’ll be fucking murders, mate.’

He smiled.

‘I was counting on that, Sandra. It’s why I’m here.’

She screwed up her face in consternation.

‘You what? What you on about, you fucking nutter!’

The dog whimpered again and she automatically looked down.

‘All right, Kelly. I’ll get a vet in a minute, baby, as soon as this dickhead leaves the house.’

She looked at the man again.

‘You don’t know what you’re getting involved in here, mate. I warn you, my old man is heavy duty and this will piss him off big time.’

The man opened his coat and she saw the sawn-off shotgun. Her blue eyes widened as she realised what he was about to do. She made a run for the back door; its glass shattered as the first blast caught her in the lower legs. As she hit the floor the man stood over her and laughed.

She was writhing on the floor; her legs felt like they were on fire.

‘What you doing to me! Take what you want, mate, take me watch, anything . . . but, please, I have two little girls . . .’

She was sobbing in pain and shock.

‘Sorry, love, nothing personal.’

Then he blasted her in the face. He was still smiling while he did it.

 

Sandra’s mum had had to pick the kids up from school and assumed her daughter was out on one of  her marathon lunches again. She took the girls back to her own house, determined to have a word with Sandra about her neglect of the kids. Since Vic had been banged up she had gone mad, out all the time, coked out of her nut. Her mother was getting fed up with it. Consequently Sandra’s body wasn’t found for twenty-four hours.

Vic Joliff had to be sedated when he was told the news, as did Sandra’s mother who was unfortunate enough to find her daughter’s mangled body along with the dog’s. Chantel and Rochelle were now to live with their granny, who smoked too much and lived for Bingo.

The police were baffled. Everyone was.

Sandra was a wife, a civilian, had had no dealings in Vic’s business, though some said she had snorted most of the profits. But that was Vic’s problem, no one else’s.

This certainly wasn’t his doing. He’d adored her, even when she was taking on all comers. He swallowed it because he knew she was young and high-spirited. It was only human nature. She hadn’t married him for love.

But then the murder was linked to the bombing at Maura Ryan’s house and as one astute old lag said sagely: ‘No good will come of this. The pavements will run with blood within the week.’

In fact, his prophecy was to come true within two days.




Chapter Two

Sheila Ryan smiled as her husband slipped his arm around her waist.

‘You never give up, do you?’

Lee, the youngest of the surviving Ryan brothers, laughed.

‘Never.’

She heaved again, dry racking heaves, and he rubbed her back once more.

‘This baby is a troublesome little thing!’

‘It’s a boy, Sheila, and takes after his father’s side of the family!’

She laughed because no matter how bad she felt now, she was so glad to be pregnant again. Sheila loved being pregnant, loved the feel of the babies growing inside her belly. The movement of them, and the knowledge that she was creating a little person from scratch, still filled her with awe every time.

Her grey-blue eyes were ringed black from lack of sleep and her face was pale. Lee loved her with a  vengeance no matter how she looked. When she was heavy with a child, her belly swollen out of proportion, he felt like the luckiest man alive. His brothers ribbed him over it, but he knew they admired him too. Since Sheila he had never really looked at another woman, just the odd one-nighter here and there. He couldn’t risk losing what he had.

She sighed heavily.

‘I feel so rough, Lee. I never felt like this with any of the others.’

‘It’ll be worth it when he arrives.’

‘It could be a she, you know. Especially as this pregnancy is so different from the others.’

He squeezed her shoulder.

‘You can hope, girl. But I only have masculine sperms.’

They were laughing again. Lee looked fondly at his wife and was as always thrilled that she was his. He hoped this baby was a girl. Deep inside he would love a daughter, and after four boys it would be a nice change. He knew Sheila wanted one. His mother wanted a girl as well. She acted like it was entirely his fault that they had had four boys, like he could choose or something.

‘I love you, Sheila.’

She looked up into his eyes.

‘I know.’

The bedroom door opened and his four young sons piled in. Sheila was still trying to throw up in the  en suite when Jason the youngest said seriously, ‘Is Mummy’s baby coming out?’

They all laughed again.

Lee picked up his three year old and said loudly, ‘Who wants a bit of brekker then? Eggs, bacon and fried bread for me boys, eh?’

‘Oh, stop it, I feel sick enough as it is, Lee!’

As he heard his wife throw up again he called through, ‘Sorry, Sheila. Dry toast for you then, eh!’

All the boys laughed and Lee led them downstairs happily. No matter what the trouble at work he never brought it home with him. It was something that had served him in good stead all his life, and Sheila was his life now. Her and his kids. As bad as things were for the Ryans in general, his own little family had no inkling that anything was amiss and he was determined to keep it that way. Sheila knew the score and was of the same opinion. Outside the house was another world and they both protected the children from it as much as they could.

The phone rang as he was serving up the eggs and his eldest son Gabriel answered it. At eight he was already big for his age and like the others a miniature Ryan.

‘Yeah, OK, then, Uncle Roy. I’ll tell him, he’s just cooking the breakfast.’

Lee heard his son laugh at something his uncle had said and felt a stab of pride in all his family. They were close, and they loved each other. Nothing could ever come between them.

‘Uncle Roy said he’d meet you at the office.’

‘OK, Gabriel, thanks.’

Sheila came into the kitchen, her long blonde hair brushed and her swelling belly hidden underneath a satin dressing gown. She smiled wanly at her husband as he placed a cup of tea and two slices of toast before her.

‘A late one again today?’

Lee nodded.

‘See you when I see you then.’

He kissed her, to the derision of his four sons.

 

Garry and Roy were having breakfast at their mother’s house. Garry still chose to stay there whenever he was in the smoke.

‘Joliff had a message saying that we killed his bird, which we didn’t, but I think it was Joliff who done Terry right enough. There’s something heavy going down all right.’

‘It’s definitely a set up, but let’s wait and see what we garner from the other boys, eh?’

Sarah listened to them with only half an ear. As she placed a Benny Special in front of them they smiled their appreciation.

‘Nothing like a bit of grease, Mum. Clog up the old arteries.’

‘Shut up and eat it, you stupid fool.’

She left the kitchen and went into the sitting room. It had hardly changed in years, still jampacked with  religious statues and overstuffed furniture. Photographs of her five dead sons had candles burning beneath them and rosaries placed across the frames. Four of them butchered – she blamed Maura for those deaths. In Sarah’s eyes even Leslie’s car crash was attributable to her daughter and not to the amount of alcohol and drugs he had consumed. Hadn’t he been working at her club that night? Even though they all knew he had developed a drink problem, she’d still had him working where he could get the whisky he craved, Sarah thought grimly.

In fact, Leslie was actually a coke head and an accident waiting to happen. When it finally did, it not only killed him but the nineteen-year-old hostess with him and an elderly couple in a dark blue Lada.

All Sarah could see was that five of her gorgeous sons were dead as doornails and that bitch was still walking around like she owned the whole world.

She knelt down and crossed herself.

As she prayed her gaze took in the view through the window and she marvelled that now this whole area of Notting Hill was worth a fortune. They even had a pop star living two doors down from them in Lancaster Road. It was amazing to Sarah that anyone would want to spend so much money on any of these places. She remembered the days when they were infested with roaches and the tenants were hard pushed to feed their broods of children. This was once the last refuge for the poor and now it seemed  people were killing themselves to live here. She blamed that eejit Tony Blair. A classless society? Whoever heard such rubbish!

Her grandson Benny poked his head around the door.

‘All right, Nan. Me dad here already?’

His voice was neutral, as if she was a stranger he had just asked directions from.

‘He’s in the kitchen. Can I get you something to eat?’

‘Nah, Abul’s mum done us something earlier.’

He shut the door gently and she smiled to herself. He was getting better was Benny. But like her Michael who he was the head off, as she pointed out on a daily basis, he could be a moody little bugger.

Sarah wouldn’t admit to herself that he didn’t like her but she felt it off him and knew she wasn’t alone in suffering his contempt. His mother bore the brunt of it. Yet if her grandson gave her a civil word it made Sarah’s day.

Garry had been to early Mass with her so she was relatively happy, but Terry’s death had cast a shadow over the whole family. She wondered idly when Maura would be back on the street. And more to the point, what was her darling daughter going to drag them all into next? That was what Sarah would like to be told.

Knowing her, the streets would run with blood. Maura was hard and she was dangerous. The beautiful  blonde-haired angel she had given birth to with such happiness all those years ago was now the bane of Sarah’s life. She had become a force to be reckoned with, by police and criminals alike.

If only she lay dead instead of that good man, how much easier Sarah would feel. Now, though, Maura would cause more mayhem, more death. It was what her daughter did when thwarted or angered.

Sarah kissed the cross of Christ on her rosary and began praying once more, her eyes raised heavenward as if Jesus Himself was communicating with her.

 

Carla swept back her thick red-brown hair. The action made her look even more like her mother Janine, but that was as far as the similarity went.

Carla was a sweet-faced woman who lived for her son Joey and for her Aunt Maura who had been a surrogate mother to her all her life, even though there were only five years difference in age between them.

It was odd but Maura was like her mother, sister and soulmate all rolled into one. Carla knew she was the child her aunt had never had, and she cherished the fact that even after all these years they loved one another and still held the closeness they’d had from childhood.

As she walked into the hospital she checked over in her mind that she had all Maura needed.

In her private room at the Nuffield in Brentwood,  Maura was watching Sky News and fuming as the presenter referred to her as ‘Maura Ryan, East End businesswoman’. She was originally from Notting Hill, and she now lived in Essex. The least they could do was get it right. She switched the TV off and stood up as her niece walked into the room.

‘Rubbish! It’s all rubbish! They don’t know me . . . they don’t know anything about me.’

Carla rolled her eyes and said jokily, ‘Thank God.’ Maura laughed with her.

‘I didn’t think I had a laugh in me, to be honest.’

Carla put her arms around her aunt and hugged her tightly.

‘I am so sorry, Maws, so very, very sorry. Terry was a good bloke.’

It was the first time she had directly mentioned anything about what had happened. Maura hugged her back as if she was frightened to let her go.

‘Are you sure you’re OK to come home with me?’

Maura swallowed down the tears.

‘You bet. I am back, Carla, and I will hunt the scum who killed Terry into the ground. And when I get my hands on them . . .’

‘And I’m right beside you, remember that.’

Maura smiled shakily.

‘I appreciate you saying that, Carla. It means a lot to me. But you just concentrate on Joey, OK?’

Suddenly the door burst open and Marge Dawson stomped into the room.

‘Bleeding cheek! That black git on the door wasn’t going to let me in!’

Tony Dooley’s eldest son, Tony Junior, stood behind Marge, a surprised expression on his handsome face. The Dooleys were a well-known family of minders. Tony Senior had looked after Maura for years before handing the job over to one of his boys.

‘Sorry, Maura, she was very insistent.’

‘Right and all, you cheeky little fucker!’

Marge was incensed and it showed.

‘I knew her before you were even born, mate, and you tell your father he should have beaten some manners into you by now, young man.’

Tony Dooley Junior shook his head in disbelief and shut the door gently as he left the room. He was six foot six inches and built like the proverbial brick shithouse. To see her tiny friend Marge shouting at him made Maura really start to laugh. It was just what she needed. The three women all began roaring. Marge’s distinctive guffaw made Maura laugh harder. Her eyes were watering and she could feel the snot running from her nose. As she grabbed a tissue she felt the enormity of what had happened to Terry bearing down on her. The simple act of laughing had unleashed every trapped emotion and she started to cry. Tears became heart-wrenching sobs and as she sank down into the chair by the window, both Carla and Marge patted her back, murmuring endearments to her.

It was what she needed, Marge and Carla tacitly agreed.

‘You cry it out, girl. Get it off your chest.’

As she cried she saw Terry smiling at her for the last time. It was so wrong, so very wrong. It was she who should have died and then she would not have to face a life lived without him.

Maura cried for what seemed an age and then when she quietened Marge ordered a large pot of strong tea.

‘Get that down your throat, girl, and we can get you packed and home, eh?’

Maura nodded.

‘Thanks. I don’t know what I would do without you both.’

Marge had not aged well; she looked much older than her forty-four years. She was still overweight with a bad perm and a bad home dye job. Her make-up was still startling to the uninitiated and she complained about her feet constantly. But Maura loved her with a passion only thinly disguised by the offhand way they talked to each other. They had been friends since kids and had shared each other’s grief and happiness over the years.

With both Carla and Marge beside her, for a few minutes Maura could forget the danger that threatened her and get her thoughts in order.

Terry was dead because of her and that knowledge was hard to bear. If only they had never argued. That  last bitter exchange was the hardest thing of all to remember. He had loved her, she knew that, and she had loved him. Always had, always would, it was as simple as that.

But her lifestyle had come between them. In her heart of hearts she’d felt only half-alive during the years spent with Terry, and that was harder than anything to admit to herself. Only when she wore the mantle of Maura Ryan, dangerous lady, did she feel truly herself, tingle with anticipation at the start of each new day. She knew she was not cut out to be a housewife; her only chance at motherhood had been ruined in a dingy flat with the abortion of her child. Her child and Terry’s.

She knew deep inside she had never forgiven him for abandoning her then, in favour of his job. His precious police career. But it didn’t stop her from loving him, even while she resented him. Now she had to bury him. Or what was left of him anyway.

Marge and Carla packed for her and talked to one another with their eyes. When Maura went to the bathroom to wash her face, Marge whispered to Carla, ‘One or other of us needs to stay with her at all times.’

Carla nodded.

‘I’ve never seen her like this before.’

Marge shrugged. ‘I have. When Michael died. There’s been too much death in her life.’

Carla didn’t answer her. She didn’t know what to say. 

Maura walked from the bathroom with full make-up and a smile plastered on her face. ‘Come on then, girls, let’s get home, eh?’

Carla watched her aunt acting as if nothing had happened. She was putting it all out of her head as usual and wouldn’t allow herself to grieve properly.

But trouble was on the way, Carla was sure of it.

In more ways than one.

 

Benny, Garry and Roy met Lee at a lock-up in Camden. As they closed the door behind them Benny checked the road to see if anyone outside was watching them.

‘Who moved the car out?’ Garry said.

Benny answered.

‘Abul. He’s taken it for a jaunt.’

Garry grinned. He loved his nephew Benny, they were of similar temperament.

‘Good boy. Now, there’s a few interesting bits under here. A couple of Armalites. A rocket launcher. The spades are in the corner, you’d better get digging! ’

Lee laughed.

‘What are you going to do then?’

Garry shrugged.

‘Get the teas, of course. I’ll let you work up a sweat first, naturally.’

‘Naturally!’

Benny, always hands on, started to dig with a  vengeance. The others watched him for a while, marvelling at the strength of him.

‘How’s Maura?’ Garry’s voice was low.

Roy sighed.

‘Not good. Reminds me of how she was after Micky went. She’s bottling it all up as usual.’

‘Fucking good riddance to bad rubbish if you ask me. That Petherick was a ponce. For a shrewd bird she was blinded there.’

‘Ain’t we all where lovers are concerned?’

Garry laughed.

‘Not me. I never met anyone I cared about. Wanted to fuck, maybe take out now and again, but people who get too close can own you. They make you stupid, make you do stupid things.’

Lee knew Garry meant him and Sheila and he reacted angrily.

‘Not everyone is just after what they can get, Gal. Not all women are slags.’

Garry raised his eyebrows in an expression of disbelief.

‘They are. Show them a few quid, a big cock and a nice motor, and they’re yours. Look at Joliff’s old woman, a slag of the first water.’

‘Not any more, Uncle Garry.’

‘Not so much of the ‘‘Uncle’’ if you don’t mind, young Benny. Garry will do.’

‘We’re blamed for that, and you know what it means, don’t you?’ Roy sounded worried.

Garry nodded, irritated by his brother’s reaction.

‘It means we have to strike first, that’s what it means. So hurry up and dig, boys. Let battle commence.’

‘Maura wants us all to go to her flat over the club at lunchtime.’

Roy still sounded unsure and Benny picked up on that fact.

‘Do you think she’s up to all this?’ He gestured with the spade into the hole.

Garry laughed and Lee joined in.

‘Maura would shoot you if you annoyed her enough, boy, remember that. She’ll bounce back. She is the only woman I know who thinks like a bloke. She also has the ability to suppress her feelings. She’ll be all right, I guarantee it.’

Benny nodded, satisfied. But Roy kept his own counsel. He would wait and see. Although they were all pleased Terry was out of the picture, Maura certainly wasn’t. She had thought the sun shone out of Petherick’s arse and nothing any of them said was going to change that fact. This had started out as Maura giving him a hand to sort out a few bits and pieces. Now it was a full-scale war. Watching Benny acting like an extra in The Godfather could have been amusing if it hadn’t all been so deadly serious.

 

Lana Smith was small and plump with melon-shaped breasts that not only defied gravity, they actually made her look fatter – if that was possible. Since her baby  had been born a few months previously she had piled on the weight.

As she stepped out of her car to go into her local tanning salon she saw a slightly-built, curly-haired man smiling at her. Never one to be backward at coming forward she noted his brown eyes and cocky smile in a nanosecond. She noticed the knife a few beats later.

It entered her stomach and ripped up through to her breastbone, leaving a gaping hole. As she stumbled off the kerb she felt the wetness of her blood as it pumped out of her body. The man was already driving away and the wing of his car clipped her shoulder, knocking her back on the pavement with a heavy thud.

Her new baby Alicia slept contentedly in her car seat until the wail of the ambulances and police cars woke her and then she screamed endlessly, her little face red with anger and exertion.

 

Maura listened in amazement as she was told of the deaths of two of the south east’s most hardened criminals’ women. She screwed up her eyes in disbelief.

‘Why would anyone think we would kill them? They’re wives, birds, civilians. What the fuck would hurting them gain us? They both had kids, for fuck’s sake.’

Benny shrugged.

‘To gain us aggravation if we’re put in the frame.’

Maura rolled her eyes to the ceiling in annoyance.

‘Fucking hell, Benny, that never even occurred to me. Give him a fucking paper hat!’

The words stung and Benny as usual was on his dignity.

‘No need to be sarcastic, Maura . . .’

She interrupted him.

‘Shut the fuck up, Benny. This is not the time or place for you and your fucking stupid little boy act, OK? This is serious grown-up shit. Lana’s old man Kenny could pick you up and squeeze you to death in the middle of Romford Market and not one person would admit to seeing a thing. He is heavy, and he is serious, and we have to sort this out soon else all the Armalites in the world won’t keep Smithy off our doorstep.’

Maura’s words sobered everybody. Even Garry agreed they had a problem.

‘That is one heavy duty bastard, and now he has a motherless child to add to his annoyance. We’d better arrange a meet as soon as possible.’

Benny was still sceptical. He blew breath from his mouth noisily in a final act of defiance.

‘Fuck him, we ain’t done nothing.’

Garry turned on his nephew and said slowly, ‘Kenny Smith is one of the only people I am wary of. Now that should tell you to treat him with respect. He’s a decent bloke until he gets upset – and then  he’s a fucking maniac. He’s the guy everyone uses as a go-between for trouble. That’s what he does. He’s respected and liked, and he’s the man we were going to call on to liaise between us and Joliff. Only now we’re on his top ten shit list, at number one, we’ll have to find someone else to do the dirty work for us.’

Maura rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands, a sure sign she was upset.

‘We have to find out who’s putting our faces in the frame. Maybe Kenny can still help us with that, if I try the softly-softly approach. Garry, Roy and Lee – I want you with me for back-up but let me talk to him on me own.’

Garry nodded. Benny was more than aware he was out of the equation but didn’t make a direct protest.

‘So what do I do while you lot are gallivanting around tonight then?’

Maura looked at him and said seriously, ‘You make yourself busy, of course, Benny. You carry on routing out all our minor personnel and you put the fear of Christ up them. See what you can find out. But don’t glue anyone’s eyes shut, please. It’s very bad for business.’

Benny was clearly thrilled at the opportunity for further violence and Maura watched him with distaste.

He was so like her brother Michael, in looks and temperament. But unlike the eldest Ryan who had had an exemplary business sense, Benny as far as  Maura could see was strictly a bullyboy. Like Michael, he would explode into violent rages and now she wanted to tap into that part of him and use it for her own ends. If anyone knew anything they would be most likely to tell Benny Ryan. She loved him but found his wildness hard to deal with, especially when they had so much else to worry them. She knew he was offended by her reaction to him and didn’t care. She had no intention of nursing him through this. He had to learn to deal with life, as they all had. She knew his father agreed with her way of thinking and that was all she cared about.

‘I have been in touch with a few faces around town to see if I can get the SP on the latest killing, Maura. I’ll let you know what I hear.’

Garry let Lee speak then asked her: ‘What about the filth, what have they had to say about Terry?’

Maura had expected the question and had also expected it from Garry. None of the others would have had the front to ask her outright. The tension in the room was almost unbearable as she answered him.

‘I’ve batted them off so far. I’ll have a meet with our pal Caldwell obviously before I can even begin to think about talking to anyone else.’

Garry nodded, satisfied.

‘Well, he was one of their own so they’ll be as interested as we are, won’t they?’

Benny’s voice was dismissive and Maura felt an urge to throttle her nephew until he passed out. Instead  she said coldly, ‘Do you know something, Benny? One of these days that trap of yours is going to get you into all kinds of trouble, starting with me. Whatever you thought of Terry Petherick, and frankly I don’t give a toss what that was, he was part of this family through me and me only. I am warning you, Benny . . .’ she looked slowly around the room ‘. . . I am warning you all, any personal feelings you may have had about him get left at the door. We have to work together on this and I do not want to have to explain myself to you, the filth or anyone else. Do you understand what I’m saying here?’

Her blue eyes were as cold as flint and her perfectly made-up face was hard. For the first time ever Benny saw his aunt as all her brothers saw her and it unnerved him. He knew that in this mood she would order his disappearance without a second’s hesitation if it would make her quest easier. Far from finding this scary he admired her for it. Fear was the key in their business and she was one of the few women who knew how to use it.

That she was under immense pressure never occurred to him. That she was trying to keep them together, show a united front to the criminal fraternity, never occurred to him either. He was still too young and too immature to see what was really going on. It would be his downfall if he wasn’t careful. He had never been in the middle of a gang war before and Maura knew he was going to be properly blooded  before the week was out. She would watch him and help if necessary, but she had no intention of baby-sitting him today. He had to be put in his place sooner rather than later, that much she knew for sure.

One day her nephew’s mouth and attitude were going to get him into trouble big time and he had to be made aware of that fact.

All the men in the room were staring at Benny and he felt uncomfortable. He also realised he was going to have to watch himself. Even his father didn’t come to his defence against Marvellous Maura.

He had never before seen her in this mode and now, as far as he was concerned, everything he had heard about her was true. He felt proud to be a part of this family and to know deep inside that he was just like them. It made him feel he belonged. Made him feel good about himself.

Benny smiled, one of his big heart-warming smiles that drew men and women alike to him. And as Maura looked at her nephew she saw her brother Michael, the first man she had loved, smiling back at her.

Benny grinned around the room and said roguishly, ‘That put me in me fucking place, didn’t it?’

Maura couldn’t resist him then. Hugging him tight, she said seriously, ‘You are one cocky little fucker.’

Garry yawned noisily and remarked to no one in particular, ‘You can say that again, Maws. Now then,  let’s get this show on the road. We’re going to have Smithy seeing sense before it’s dark.’

Roy watched his son as he blinded Maura with that smile of his. Inside he was worried. Benny was a loose cannon and Roy knew he was going to have to keep a steely eye on him so he didn’t balls everything up with his temper and youthful arrogance.

He didn’t want to admit that his own son scared him, but he did. Benny frightened the life out of him. Like his uncle before him he was as mad as a hatter, and like his uncle he would not be controlled for long.

 

Kenny Smith looked at his baby daughter sleeping in her cot and swallowed down the ball of tears bunched in the back of his throat. His scarred face twisted with grief, making him look even uglier. His mother Eileen, an East End harridan with permed hair and a cigarette permanently dangling from her lip, patted his arm.

‘Unbelievable, son. Bloody unbelievable.’

He clutched her hand tightly.

‘Fucking Ryans! They’re putting themselves about all over the place and now my little Lana’s gone.’

‘Hardly little, son, she was the size of a house since she had the kid.’

Kenny rolled his eyes.

‘Don’t start, Mum. Whatever you thought of her she was my old woman and little Alicia’s mother.’

‘She was an old sort, that’s what she was. But whatever. I’ll sort out the baby, you get this all done and dusted, son.’

‘Oh, don’t you worry about that. I intend to cause the Third World fucking War.’

Eileen nodded, not at all fazed by her son’s determination.

‘Listen, I’ll take the baby home with me, OK? You work from here. But get it sorted soon, I’m feeling nervous. If they’re after the birds, then life is dangerous for everyone, ain’t it?’

Kenny nodded.

‘I’m seeing a few faces roundabout. Very soon the Ryans might just find themselves in more shit than Basildon dump. What with Vic’s old woman and all, people aren’t too happy.’

Eileen lit a Benson & Hedges from the endless supply in her apron pocket.

‘Not round the baby, Mum,’ he said reprovingly.

She snorted.

‘Never done you no harm, did it?’

Kenny sighed and left the room. He had to get all this sorted as soon as possible. First the Ryans, then a nanny for the baby. It did occur to him then to wonder briefly if the Ryans had put his face in the frame for the bombing of Maura’s boyfriend the filth, and this was quid pro quo but he dismissed the idea. Whoever had killed his Lana had done it for pure wickedness and he would make sure they paid for it in full.

He poured himself a large brandy and drank it straight back, needing the alcohol. As the tears welled up once again he swallowed them down. There would be plenty of time for grieving after tonight. And he wouldn’t be the only one grieving, he was determined on that.




Chapter Three

Radon Chatmore was a Rastafarian with long dreads and a public school accent. He was actually baptised a Catholic but took on the mantle of Rastaman just after his seventeenth birthday, more as a fashion statement than a religious belief. He had his father’s business acumen, though he preferred to see it as inherent cunning. His nickname was ‘Coco’ on account of the fact that he was the number one coke king of the East London club scene. He had been recruited by Benny Ryan a year earlier and they split the profits sixty-forty and drank together on a regular basis. Consequently when Abul had asked him to a meet with Benny he had assumed it was for the usual friendly chat and a beer. To be taken to a deserted barn in Ramsden Bellhouse did make him feel a little bit nervous.

When he was dragged from the car by Benny, Coco knew for sure he was in deep shit and as he was stoned out of his skull it was even more frightening  than if he had been straight.

‘What the fuck is eating you, Benny?’

His voice was high and the affected Rasta talk long gone. He sounded pure BBC newsreader and this incensed Benny more than ever. He began kicking and punching his friend on the dirt outside the barn. Abul dragged Benny away.

‘Wait till we get him inside, we can be seen from the road.’

Breathing heavily, Benny watched as Abul picked up a protesting Coco and dragged him into the barn.

Inside were two tables. One had a hamper on it. The other had the tools of Benny’s trade, including the fabled glue and an electric cattle prod. One glance told Coco all he needed to know. Halogen lights lit the place up like a film set.

‘What’s wrong, Benny? What on earth is this all about?’

Coco’s voice was trembling with fear.

Abul could see the confusion in his eyes but couldn’t help him. As Coco looked at him in anguish, he held out his hands in a helpless gesture. He was telling him he was on his own. For all they were mates, Abul was with Benny now and that was permanent. Coco understood that even in his panic and fear.

Benny stood before him, his face closed and eyes hard. The deep blue of them that Coco had always envied looked almost luminous with anger.

‘What do you know about Vic Joliff?’

Coco swallowed; his throat had gone dry.

‘I don’t know anything about him, Benny. I know he’s heavy, that’s about it.’

Benny walked around the barn, shaking his head as if unable to believe what he was hearing. As if he knew he was being lied to and found it shocking and yet strangely amusing. He gave a little laugh before he spoke, his voice incredulous now.

‘Excuse me? Are you trying to fucking mug me off?’

Benny looked at Abul, all innocence and hurt.

‘Have I got ‘‘Cunt’’ written on my forehead or what?’ He pointed to it dramatically and Abul stifled the urge to laugh. In this mood Benny Ryan was better than a play.

Coco, in contrast, felt the urge to cry. He had heard about Benny’s temper, who hadn’t? But this was the first time the famous anger had been directed at him personally.

Abul didn’t answer, he knew he wasn’t expected to say anything. He was straight man to Benny’s favourite tactics while interrogating.

‘Are you going to answer me?’

Coco was nearly crying now. He could feel the loosening of his bowels as he knelt before his persecutor.

‘Please, Benny. I swear to you . . .’

The kick to his face was punishing and thankfully it  knocked him spark out. Abul took the man’s pulse.

‘He’ll be out for a while, Ben. Shall I make a cuppa?’

Benny nodded.

‘I’m starving. Open the sandwiches and all, we’ll have a picnic, eh?’

Abul opened the hamper. He had made sure that all Benny’s requirements were met. Hot sweet tea in a Thermos, and plenty of wholesome food and fresh fruit. While he arranged the food on plates Benny cut them both a large line of cocaine. Abul felt his heart sink. Once that kicked in, Benny would go even more over the top than usual.
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