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Prologue


The overpowering stench as he smashed open the front door stopped him dead in his tracks. It was the rank odour of decaying flesh and body fluids, coupled with the sweet cloying reek of poverty that hit him like a truck. The flat was freezing cold and almost derelict. The only furnishings were an ancient, stained sofa and a coffee table littered with the evidence of the tenant’s pastime. He was having great difficulty retaining the contents of his stomach. God knows how long the poor soul had lain there decomposing with the needle still in her arm.


Christ, it was true; the faint mewing of a child confirmed the rumours. She’d been pregnant right enough. It was a blessed miracle that something so tiny, so neglected, could still be alive. Only just though, its pulse was so faint, it seemed impossible the wee mite could survive much longer. Time really was of the essence. Wrapping the baby in a foul-smelling blanket he dashed for the door. There was nothing more he could do here and the smell was unbearable.


His instructions had been crystal clear. Find the girl and return immediately to Danube Street. There was to be no involvement from any authority, no matter the circumstances. Looking at this tiny scrap of humanity, could he take the risk? It was almost the same distance from this shithole to either destination, the Western General Hospital being slightly closer. He was no doctor but even he knew this child wouldn’t survive without immediate medical treatment. However, he wouldn’t survive without the payment for this job. It was no contest; he’d have to take his chances on the child surviving.


He turned out of Caledonia Street just as the first police car screeched to a halt, followed by several others and a couple of ambulances. He heaved a huge sigh of relief, he’d made it just in time. It was a pity no-one had gone to her aid when she needed it. They were quick to respond now, when it was too late.


God knows what the kid’s future would be, if it had one. What fate lay in store for the wee soul? The product of a junkie, a crackhead mother, father unknown and delivered to the richest, most notorious Madame in the country.









Chapter One


How it all began


Five hundred quid and a magnificent pair of diamond stud earrings. Not bad for a few hours work, Stella Gold smiled to herself. It was a far cry from the early days when the most she could command for her services was the price of a bag of toffees or perhaps one of those trashy magazines she had devoured back then. My God, how her world had changed.


Catching sight of herself in the antique Venetian mirror, her reflection still took her by surprise. Even after all these years, Stella found it hard to associate the exotic creature staring back at her with the naive country girl she’d once been.


Nowadays she dressed in the latest haute couture, decked out with fabulous jewellery, courtesy of grateful clients. She was an incredibly beautiful woman. Unlike the short and stocky build of her native Scotswomen, Stella was unusually tall. She stood five foot ten, with a figure to die for and a mane of lustrous auburn hair, but it was her eyes that fascinated those who met her. Rivalling the famous actress, Liz Taylor, Stella’s eyes were the deepest shade of violet and mesmerised even the hardest of men.


Stella Gold was a legend. The Madame ruled over the most infamous bordello in Edinburgh; a magnet for red-blooded males, single or otherwise. Always the first port of call when merchant or naval ships docked. Danube Street was the attraction, never to be missed by visiting clergymen of every denomination. It was considered a rite of passage for the city’s most eligible bachelors and feted by Arab princes, debauched German counts and several high-ranking government officials.


Stella personally entertained only a few, very special clients; the elite, who were either immensely rich or unbelievably powerful, usually both. These captains of industry and political leaders deemed it an honour to be allowed to shower their favourite courtesan with fabulous gifts. In turn, they had no fear that Danube Street would divulge their secrets. No scandal, such as the Profumo Affair, would ever emanate from these portals.


Over the years, she and her girls had had countless numbers of movie stars and members of the aristocracy on their client list, and more than one politician had been caught with his pants down. Danube Street was not only the sacred haunt of the tartan criminal fraternity, it was always first on the agenda for the notorious Kray Twins when they visited the capital. Rumour had it the two had offered their favourite Madame a fortune to open up in The Smoke. But London was not for her. Although few people would have had the courage to refuse such a request from the brothers, it hadn’t fazed Stella. She was intimidated by no man. She reckoned as long as she held his precious family jewels in the palm of her hand and knew all his dirty little secrets, she had nothing to fear from anyone, including the Krays.


Danube Street’s ladies made the Kama Sutra look like Good Housekeeping, and for a price, they would provide whatever entertainment a client requested, no matter how bizarre. It was more than a brothel, it was an elite gentlemen’s club.


Despite the trappings of wealth and her cultured voice and appearance, Stella Gold had begun life under very different circumstances. She was from extremely humble origins, far from the bright lights of the city. Stella, born Agnes McLeod, had been reared in the wilds of Ayrshire. The only daughter of a tenant farmer, she had endured a harsh, rugged life.


Agnes hated her dull, dreary existence. She was always cold, always hungry, abhorring the muck and the reek of the farm; she yearned for excitement, glamour and wealth. She coveted everything she saw portrayed in glossy magazines; a far cry from her life as it was.


She had always been popular with the many itinerant workers who passed through. As a cute toddler, she would sing, dance and blow kisses to the delight of her captive audience. Year after year Agnes developed into a delicious piece of jailbait, her skirts just too short and tops just too low. Well aware of the covert glances, she flagrantly displayed what was on offer, but that was a lifetime away. Circumstances had most definitely improved since then, Stella mused.


“Boss, boss, you need to come downstairs quickly,” an urgent plea accompanied loud hammering.


“Lord, can I never get five minutes peace?” the Madame grumbled to herself.


Pulling on a silk wrap, she called back, “What is it, Kitty, what’s all the commotion?”


“It’s one of the Williams brothers, he’s about to kick off.”


A cold fury gripped Stella at the mere mention of the name Williams. She and the brothers went way back and their vendetta had not lessened over the years.


“Okay, I’ll be right there.”


As she walked across the luxurious room Stella dialled a familiar number. “It’s me. Your brother is causing problems. If you don’t want to arrange a funeral, you’d better come and get him.”


“I’m on my way,” said the person at the other end of the line.









Chapter Two


The Early Days


“Oi! Fuck off, Mam,” the young lad yelled as he was woken out of a dreamless sleep and landed with a thud on the bare floor.


“Shut up, gerrup and shift yourself. Go in with Granny. Go on, give me peace,” the woman said as she ushered the still half-asleep boy towards the other room.


“No, Mam, she stinks,” the youngster whined.


Jack loved his gran and would do anything for her, but he didn’t love sharing a bed with the old woman. The fact that she hadn’t left it since they moved into this rat-infested dump was the main reason. That and the ‘accidents’ that frequently occurred didn’t make for sweet wet dreams.


“You’ve got a fucking nerve,” his mother countered. “You don’t exactly smell of roses. Now get up! We’ve got company.”


“Company?” the lad snorted.


He hated it when she brought work home, but the weather was so bad tonight he supposed she had no choice. Mind you, it was damned near as cold in the tenement flat as it was out in the dank wet night.


Rubbing his eyes, he recognised the punter his mam had brought home. He was one of her regulars, the Sleazebag. Jack didn’t know his name, his mother probably didn’t either, they just referred to him by the nickname they had bestowed on him. Jack referred to him as such because of his penchant for touching the young lad and wanting Jack to be in the room when his mum was working. No chance.


Jeannie, his mother, also despised the man. He always wanted extras and never wanted to pay the full amount, even after they’d set the price. He was a fucking creep and even though she didn’t give a shit about Jack, she wouldn’t trust this pervert as far as she could throw him. Well, not unless the price was right.


Sleazebag was chatting to Jack when the boy suddenly jumped up and headed for the door.


“What the fuck happened there?” she yelled at her customer. “Where has he buggered off to? He’s got school in the morning.”


“I gave him money to get me cigarettes.”


“How much did you give him?”


“A ten-bob note. I had no change.”


“You gave him what? Well, you can say goodbye to that. We won’t see him again tonight, not if he has money in his tail. He’ll be off and running, and don’t think for a minute I’m stumping up for it. C’mon, let’s get this over and done with, big boy.”


Twenty minutes later, fully dressed but still fuming at being conned, Sleazebag had Jeannie pinned to the wall demanding the money he’d been done out of.


“Why the fuck should I give you it?”


Jeannie had been around the block too many times to be caught out, anyway why should she give it back? The stupid bugger ought to have known better. Imagine, giving a ten-year-old money. Erse!


Grabbing hold of the only vase she possessed and tipping out the contents (half a dozen daffodils the boy had given her last week for Mother’s Day), she crashed it down on the punter’s skull.


Staggering all over the flat, crashing and bumping into the few sticks of furniture, Jeannie guided him towards the door. Once he was out in the close she slammed the door shut.


It took a few minutes for him to realise he wasn’t getting back in. His money was old news and a couple of the neighbours looked quite handy. Time to go, but he wouldn’t forget either of these two thieving bastards. No, he’d bide his time.


Meanwhile, young Jack thought all his birthdays had come at once. His first stop was the chippie.


“Give me a large fish supper, Toni, with five pickled onions.”


“Letta me see the money first,” the small Italian demanded. “Hey, your mama’s ship has come in then. She winna the pools?”


“Aye, something like that,” the lad answered.


He was so used to being treated like a third-class citizen, the insults simply bounced off him. The ten-bob note in his pocket was like winning the pools.


“A bottle of Red Kola and a Mars Bar.”


“You no say please, you little shit?”


“Aye, when you say thanks,” Jack retorted as he handed over the note and carefully counted the change back into his pocket.


Making himself comfortable on the wall outside the chip shop, he settled down to enjoy his feast. It had been a long time since he’d had such luxury. The crisp fish smothered in sauce amid the piles of hot chips was actually making him drool. On the other side of the road he caught sight of his benefactor staggering along, cursing to himself, Jack couldn’t resist the taunt.


“Hey mister, spare me a fag?” the impudent little bugger called out.


It certainly wouldn’t be the last time he crossed Constable Hamish Ross.









Chapter Three


Luxury Items


At a tender age, Agnes McLeod realised how easy it was to manipulate the opposite sex. On countless occasions, she was caught frolicking in the barn or out in the fields, and despite frequent thrashings, nothing deterred the girl. More than a few workers had been run off the farm by her irate father, wielding his shotgun.


Where Agnes went there was sure to be a bevy of predatory males following. With her mane of tousled hair, those striking eyes, and a swagger perfected by hours of practice, she spelt trouble.


The mothers of the village boys had, almost without exception, warned Mrs McLeod to keep her daughter away from their sons. An order Agnes found hilarious.


“Tell them to keep their sons away from me,” she laughed.


She had no qualms about letting the old farm hands cop a feel, but for a price: threepence. Threepence would buy her the latest comic, or a bag of sweets, luxuries seldom seen in the McLeod household. For the more demanding customer, sixpence would have her toss them off, although she hated the mess this entailed. Sex held no intrigue for the young Agnes, she’d been around farm animals all her life. It was simply an act of nature as far as she was concerned. These dirty old men all wanted something, but she wasn’t giving it away for free.


“I’ll give you five bob,” the Irishman offered. “Five bob, if you’ll go all the way.”


“No chance.” Agnes pushed the smelly old man away. He’d been chasing her around the farm all afternoon.


“Ten bob, then. I’ll make it ten bob and I’ll be careful, you’ll be quite safe,” he tempted the greedy young madam.


Despite her behaviour, Agnes was still a virgin. This transaction would take her to a whole new level, but ten bob was a lot to turn down.


“Let me see the money first,” Agnes demanded.


Sure enough, he pulled a crisp ten-shilling note from his inside pocket and the deal was struck. She didn’t enjoy her participation in the ‘game’ and wanted it over and done with as quickly as possible. What she did enjoy was the money and the things it could buy. It was easy money.


By the end of the summer she’d amassed nearly twenty pounds, an incredible amount. Not once did her mother question where all the magazines, sweets and other luxuries came from. Of course, she had her suspicions, but she didn’t want to know.


As she had grown up, Agnes had no real friends. She was shunned by her classmates, jealous of her popularity with the boys. She was always the one chased in the kiss and catch games but despite this, she was a solitary figure.


Life for Agnes changed when her mother’s youngest sister arrived at the farm, pregnant and in disgrace. Mary, technically Agnes’s aunt, was the only person the young farmgirl had ever encountered who had the same attitude to life as she. Despite the older girl’s predicament, each found in the other a kindred spirit.


Mary was what was termed a ‘late baby’ who’d arrived unexpectedly in the final stages of her poor, washed-out mother’s ‘change’. The woman, who was way beyond child rearing, let the youngster run free. She got up to all sorts of mischief, having no boundaries or discipline, and quickly gained a reputation for being a ‘bad girl’. When she ran away from home aged fifteen, with someone else’s husband, she proved the gossips right.


It was not long before Mary was dumped by the errant husband and on her own in the city. The runaway was soon brought down to earth with a bump. Promises of high living and dancing the night away in one of the city’s many discothèques vanished with her lover. The honeymoon was well and truly over. With no money and soon to have no roof over her head, she was on her hands and knees scrubbing steps. Frozen to the core, her once soft hands chapped and bleeding, she suffered the worst of the Scottish winter weather. There had to be more to life than this, lamented Mary.


“Hey, watch what you’re doing,” a smartly dressed young woman shouted at her as she dodged the dirty water.


“Sorry, miss,” replied Mary, keeping her head down. She wanted to smack her but she couldn’t afford to lose this job.


“You will be,” said the nasty piece of work, kicking the bucket over deliberately, drenching Mary and undoing her last half hour’s work.


Seething, Mary watched as the woman was greeted by a middle-aged man, old enough to be her father, and ushered into the waiting limousine. What did that toe-rag have that she didn’t?


“Fuck off, bitch, this is our patch,” shouted one regular. “Go on, beat it, or else.”


Mary walked away quickly, only to be met with a bruiser of a woman at the next corner who resembled an Irish navvy in a frock. This was proving more difficult than she’d anticipated.


“How much?” asked a creepy bloke sidling up to her. “I asked you how much?”


She wasn’t going to be able to do this. Christ, she couldn’t talk, she was so nervous.


“A fiver, I’ll give you a fiver,” the would-be punter continued.


Mary shook her head.


“A tenner then. That’s all you’ll get down this neck of the woods. Take it or leave it.”


Mary nodded to the queer-looking man. “Where?” she croaked.


“I take it you’re new to the game,” he laughed. “For fuck’s sake, come this way.” He walked off between the huge tenement buildings.


What am I doing? she asked herself, scared witless. He could be a serial killer or an axe murderer, you heard of such stories. Relieved he wasn’t, she had, however, made one vital error. She’d failed to get her money up front and as she was ‘sorting’ herself, the bastard took off, leaving her high and dry. She’d never make that mistake again.


Over the next few months she earned just enough to keep a roof over her head. She was no match for the streetwise working girls, nowt but a babe-in-arms compared to them. They at least got reasonably paid for what Mary gave away for almost nothing. Chased off all the good patches, attacked by the established girls, and to make matters worse, the inevitable happened, the stupid fool fell pregnant. What the hell was she going to do? She had no money for an abortion and returning home was not an option. Her only hope was her sister. Surely she’d take her in, and allow her to stay on the farm for the remainder of her confinement?









Chapter Four


Jack of all Trades


Most folk would find it hard to be cheerful in Jack’s circumstances, but he was a sunny-natured lad and the fact that he had not known any other existence helped. He lived with his mother Jeannie and his old granny in one of the many dark and dank flats in a tenement in the Port of Leith, right across from the dock gates. Jack’s playground and his mother’s workplace. Jeannie, hard though it was to believe, had once been a respectable wife and mother, and a good-looking young woman to boot. But the war changed all that. Her husband, Jack’s father, Able Bodied Seaman Hunter, had gone down with his ship in the last month of the conflict, leaving mother and son destitute.


Responsible for her old mother and her baby son, Jeannie had tried her hand at everything. Sewing, cleaning, factory work, anything to keep her family afloat, but it seemed she had only one real talent and, left with no alternative, she turned to the oldest profession in the world.


She was taught her trade from the best: Stella Gold, the most infamous Madame in the city. To begin with, life was reasonably good. Stella looked after her girls. They were all well accommodated, safer than walking the streets and they made good money. But the house rules were strict and those who disobeyed were not tolerated.


Jeannie Hunter, one of the most popular and highest earners, unfortunately developed a taste for mothers’ ruin and worse, a dependence on the brown stuff, which was absolutely forbidden in Danube Street. Despite giving Jeannie chance after chance, Stella came to the end of her patience and Jeannie was turfed out on her ear. With that came the end of her decent earnings.


Over the years Jeanie drifted from House to House on a downward spiral and due to her drug habit, legendary temper and not being the looker she had once been, she ended up at the very bottom of the pile, resorting to working the docks.


There was seldom enough money to keep their heads above water and with his mother’s expensive habits, it fell to Jack to supplement the household income in any way he could. Fortunately, Stella had a soft spot for him, despite his mother having been one of her worst employees. Over the years the Madame found jobs to help him out, making Jack feel indispensable. He was liked by all the girls and staff; there was always a few coppers or a pie to take home to his old gran. Stella Gold was the family’s saviour and Jack would do anything for her.









Chapter Five


Early Nights


“Please let me come. Please. C’mon, it’s my birthday. You wouldn’t leave me here on my own, surely. I’ll tell Dad if you don’t. I will. I’ll tell him where you’re off to,” pleaded Rosie, the youngest of the Royce girls. “I’ll behave this time, please. I won’t make a show of myself,” she begged.


There was no way she was being left behind while her older sisters were out having fun and she was stuck at home. No, Rosie definitely wasn’t being left behind and she meant it, she would tell.


“For god’s sake let her come,” Iris snapped at her middle sister, Violet. “The longer we argue with her, the less chance we have of bagging a good one.” Turning to the culprit, she grabbed hold of her hair, pulling her face down level with her own. “You pull any stunts tonight, lady, and you won’t be fit to go anywhere again. Understand?”


“I won’t. Honest I promise,” the youngster smirked. She’d known she’d get her own way, she always did.


Retrieving an outfit she’d already prepared in anticipation, Rosie set about transforming herself from an everyday schoolgirl to a jaw-dropping, sixties chick, looking at least three or four years older – mini skirt, boob tube and white knee-length boots, all courtesy of her sisters.


Ten minutes later the three girls, made up to the nines, headed for the American military base just outside the village. Every Saturday night Uncle Sam played host to the neighbours, attracting virtually every single female, and a few not-so-single, all desperate for the opportunity to snare one of the scores of handsome GIs, there for the taking. These guys made the locals look like a bunch of hicks.


Rosie was all psyched up, beside herself with excitement. She knew now what to expect, it had been a shock the last time. How could she possibly have known that the fat, bald sergeant, who looked older than her father, would go sticking his tongue halfway down her throat? She’d nearly passed out. Gagging, frightened half to death and having created such a commotion, she and her sisters had been thrown off the base, much to their annoyance. That wouldn’t happen this time. She wouldn’t mind the fat old sergeant buying her drinks, but that was all. No way was he getting near her She already had her eye on someone and he was too dishy for words. He could stick his tongue wherever he wanted, she wouldn’t complain.


The three Royce girls were infamous in the neighbourhood: wild, up for anything, a law unto themselves, daughters of the local baker and his fancy foreign wife. All three were stunners with that sultry, Mediterranean look, so different from the local girls with their plain, bovine features, all hewn from good farming stock. Rosie and her sisters had an innate confidence, a swagger and the arrogance of those who knew just how good they looked. And tonight they had excelled themselves.


The two older girls had often visited the base, hellbent on becoming GI brides by securing a husband who would whisk them off to the land of TV dinners and drive-in movies. They never missed an opportunity to fraternise with ‘those dammed Yanks’, as their father called them.


“You behave yourself. Don’t be taken in by any of these buggers, they’ll promise you the earth just to get into your knickers.” Violet prodded Rosie sharply to emphasis her words.


“So, for God’s sake be careful and be back here by ten. Remember. Ten, not a minute later, we have to be home before the pubs empty out.”


“Okay, okay,” agreed the young one, anxious to get away from them.


A moving sea of bodies, gyrating to the sounds of the band in the semi-darkness, mesmerised the youngster. Rosie spied him as soon as she entered. Up there on the stage, the singer looked like he had just walked off the set of the latest box office movie. He was gorgeous, a dead ringer for her heartthrob, Elvis. And that voice, she’d never heard anything like it. Her legs turned to jelly and she could hardly breathe. Play it cool, she kept telling herself, don’t look too eager. No way was she going to join the bunch of moonstruck idiots already flocking around him. No, not her. She swept past the group without a glance in his direction, looking disdainfully at his admirers.


As she crossed the dance floor heading for the bar, she was accosted several times by eager GIs. She sure was cute, but not his type, thought Private 2nd Class, Toni Francitti. Hailing from Hoboken, New Jersey, birthplace of Frank Sinatra, he preferred his women to be like the girls back home: voluptuous and sexy, not skinny kids. But wow, she had a look about her.


“Hi honey,” said Toni, walking towards Rosie, abandoning the disappointed creatures who followed him relentlessly. Taking her hand and gently kissing it, he crooned. The accent never failed.


At this point she almost swooned. Keep calm, keep calm, and don’t let him think for a minute you’re interested. The words were swirling around in her head. She’d listened to her sisters talk about boys for years, but this was no boy.


It was past ten o’clock and there was no sign of her. The sisters searched the obvious places with no results; she was nowhere to be found. They had to go. The pubs would be emptying soon and if they were not home there would be hell to pay. The baker was a strict father and ruled by the belt. No way would he tolerate his daughters hanging around these horny Yanks. As far as he was concerned they were good girls who stayed quietly at home with their mother. She, on the other hand, knew fine well what the she-devils got up to. The apples hadn’t fallen far from the tree where they were concerned. She had no interest whatsoever in their comings and goings, just so long as they were there to fetch and carry for her and attend to her continuous demands. This lady had other fish to fry. Unknown to her daughters, she too, spent much time at the base, but in far more salubrious surroundings.


Iris and Violet had no choice but to leave and get home as quickly as they could. They were worried sick; she was only a kid, after all. Despite her threats they shouldn’t have taken her. They both knew that, but in their own desperation to go, had let themselves be persuaded. Let’s face it, she could be a manipulative little beggar at times, they consoled themselves.


“Where the devil can she have gotten to?”


“More to the point, who is she with? I would have thought after the last time she would have been a bit less likely to hook up with someone.”


“I hope she’s okay and has just lost track of time.”


“We need to get back, we can cover for her till she turns up, but if we’re all out there will be murders.”


Arriving home with minutes to spare, they ran upstairs to change, just as their father arrived demanding his supper. Fortunately, he was not a man given to the art of conversation and the two elder girls successfully fooled him, but not so the matriarch of the house, who for reasons known only to herself, did not disclose the fact that there were only two daughters on duty. They would no doubt pay for this, but thankfully, not tonight.


It was well after midnight when the sisters heard the rattle of stones on the glass. The little monkey, she could bloody well stay out there in the cold for a bit longer, having worried them half to death.


This was to be the pattern for the following weeks. Despite dire warnings, threats and beatings from both her sisters, Rosie stayed out every night, returning home just before dawn, when the baker, finished for the night, would find his youngest, now his favourite, up, dressed and with his breakfast on the table. Unlike the other lazy good-for-nothings he housed.









Chapter Six


Confinement


Even in her present condition, Mary was not downhearted. This was merely an inconvenience, she assured Agnes. Despite her predicament she was determined to recoup the situation. She had grand ideas for her return to the capital. Mary had a ‘Plan’ which Agnes was delighted to hear, included her.


For a start, there would be no walking the streets touting for business. No, she’d learned from her brief sojourn, that wasn’t where the real money was made. Also, to avoid being caught with another unwanted pregnancy, they would visit the new family planning clinic recently opened in Stockbridge, not too far away.


The two spent hours huddled on Agnes’s lumpy bed, under the rough horse blankets, planning their future.


Agnes was enthralled by Mary’s tales and ambitions and, ludicrous though it might seem, neither considered their plans unusual or unattainable. After all, Agnes had been indulging in these practices for as long as she could remember; only the price tag was different. She drank in every detail of Mary’s ‘sexploits’ and tricks.


There was only one drawback. For their scheme to work, they needed money!


“What are you planning to do with the child?” her sister asked Mary over supper one night.


“I haven’t really thought about it,” Mary lied glibly. “Probably put it up for adoption. I’m sure some poor, childless couple will be willing to pay good money for a healthy newborn. I’m back off to town as soon as I have a bit of cash in my pocket.”


Her sister, aghast at Mary’s callousness, approached her husband with a solution to the ‘mother-to-be’ problem and her own desire for another child.


“Only if it’s a boy, mind,” he decreed. “I’m not shelling out for another useless female.”


“I’m sure it will be a boy. Even the midwife agrees, she’s carrying so far down,” his wife assured him.


“Well, we’ll see. As I said, I’ll decide when it’s born. Christ, it could be black the way that mongrel carries on and I’m not getting tucked up by her.”


The answer came in the form of a lusty, seven pound baby boy, four weeks later. Roderick McLeod was a chubby, red-headed cherub, who captivated both the farmer and his wife. Negotiations began in earnest. Mary soon figured out that the child, instead of being her nemesis, was in fact her passport to freedom.


“Once you’ve been paid, there’s no coming back for more,” the farmer insisted.


“I know, but you have to make it worth my while,” Mary demanded. “I want three hundred pounds.” She was equally as determined as the potential parents.


“Don’t be ridiculous, lassie. Where the hell would I get that kind of money?”


“I don’t care. But remember, this is probably your only chance of having the son you’re both desperate for.”


So, for the princely sum of two hundred pounds, Mary furnished the farmer and her sister with a son-and-heir. Gathering her belongings and relieving them of their first-born child, she and Agnes headed for fame and fortune.


Agnes McLeod never forgot her first glimpse of Edinburgh. Princes Street on a Saturday afternoon was amazing, she had never seen such crowds. Store after store had fantastic window displays, attracting thousands of shoppers. On the opposite side of the street, workers could be seen eating lunch in the spectacular gardens with the world-famous castle perched high on the rock. Music blared from the bandstand and pipers busked for the tourists. For a girl straight from the farm, this was exciting, exhilarating and she wanted it all.


Thanks to Mary’s negotiating skills, the two were able to secure a lease on a smart apartment in the west end of the city, which would double up as home and work. By trawling around the numerous secondhand stores, and with a bit of bargaining, the girls lavishly furnished their new place. Mary was determined to attract only the higher end of the market but how exactly that was to be accomplished was beyond her for the moment. After only a month in town, however, they were quickly running out of money.


“What are we going to do, Mary?” Agnes asked. “The rent’s due next week and we’re down to our last fiver. I thought you said customers would be queuing around the block?”


“They will, once word gets out,” the older girl tried her best to convince her partner.


“And how’s that going to happen?” a disappointed Agnes asked.


“I don’t know, but what I do know is we’re not going to get anywhere sitting on our behinds waiting for punters to knock on the door. Get yourself dressed. We’re going out on the town.”


“But we’re skint.”


“You have to speculate to accumulate,” Mary quipped. “Now get a move on.”









Chapter Seven


All Gone


The world was possibly at its blackest. President Kennedy had been assassinated and with the war in Vietnam escalating, one of the first duties of the new president had been to deploy a huge number of troops to the war zone. This news was barely reported in the UK, but in a small village in rural Scotland, it changed the lives of two young people forever.


Rumours were circulating daily, not if the troops would be sent overseas, but when, much to the consternation of Private 2nd Class Francitti and his girl, Rosie.


“We could get married before I ship out,” Toni proposed. “I know it’s sooner than we’d planned, but I want you to be my wife.”


They had spoken about getting married since the first night they’d met. Toni had told her all about his family back home in New Jersey, where his Italian parents ran a bakery, just like Rosie’s.


“Let’s go see the chaplain tomorrow,” Toni urged. “I might not be here this time next week.”


“Don’t you think it’s a bit soon?” Rosie asked. “I can’t imagine my father will give permission.”


“You don’t need his permission. Don’t you want to get married?” the puzzled GI asked.


“Of course I do, but it’s all a bit of a rush.” Rosie was dreading having to tell him the real reason for her reluctance.


“You knew I wouldn’t be here much longer and I’ve no doubts, I want us to get hitched before I leave.”


Much as Rosie wanted to marry her beau, there was one major problem. One she couldn’t overcome, with or without her father’s permission. Her age. She was only fourteen.


“What! Are you kidding me? Jesus, Rosie, I could be court marshalled, probably thrown in the brig. Why didn’t you tell me? This changes everything. Christ! Fourteen?” he shook his head in disbelief.


“It doesn’t have to. We can wait. Please, Toni,” she pleaded.


“Wait? I’ve no idea how long I’m going to be in ‘Nam for, and let’s face it, I’ve no idea if I’ll even come back. Sorry, kid, we’re over,” he said and stony-faced, he walked away from a weeping Rosie.


There had been an unusually high amount of traffic flowing through the village since early morning for a street which saw, on average, a couple of cars, maybe two or three horse and carts and the odd tractor. Truck after truck trundled along the cobbled High Street. The war had begun in earnest.


As the trucks passed the baker’s shop, there, on the pavement, in full view of the entire village, a case at her side and dressed in her Sunday best, stood Maria Royce. The villagers were agog, but none more so than her three daughters when a gleaming black staff car drew up. The driver jumped out, ushered Mrs Royce into the vehicle, stored her case in the boot and drove off. It was impossible to tell who was more flabbergasted, her daughters or their neighbours. The news spread like wildfire and before the car had disappeared from sight almost everyone had been apprised of the scandal, except for the poor, cuckolded husband.


Since her arrival as a young bride, Maria Royce had been studiously ignored by every woman in the village. She was the enemy. No-one addressed or acknowledged her in the street or even in church. Many would decline to be served in the shop by her. She’d had the nerve to capture, ensnare and join in holy matrimony with the village’s most eligible bachelor. To compound her wickedness further, she had produced three deliciously good-looking, arrogant young girls who had in turn enraptured every male, married or otherwise, with their mother’s beguiling ways.


The baker, having completed his usual twelve-hour shift, had gobbled his breakfast and gone for a few hours sleep, oblivious to the comings and goings – mainly the goings – of his errant wife.


“What the hell will we tell him?” uttered Iris.


“God knows. Do you think she’s coming back?” questioned Violet.


“I don’t know. Maybe someone’s ill and she’s had to dash off to help.”


“What about the shop?” ventured Rosie.


“What about the bloody shop?” answered Violet.


“Look at it.”


All three girls turned.


“Jesus wept,” said Iris.


The shop was packed to capacity, there was hardly room for them to push their way in. There was no way they could break this development gently to their father now. The noise from the crowd had roused him from his bed.


“What’s going on downstairs?” he asked as he poked his head round the door jamb, rubbing his eyes in disbelief. Seeing the downcast faces of his three girls he knew immediately he wasn’t going to like it, whatever it was.









Chapter Eight


Good Advice


The head concierge in the North British Hotel, Robert Conrad, had worked in most of the top hotels for years and could spot a brass a mile off, but these two were a joke. With skirts up to their arses and tops down to their navels, their wares were on display for all to see. Unlike the girls who regularly worked the hotel, who were smart, well-presented and discreet. These two stuck out like sore thumbs and would be more suited to touting for business along Rose Street, where girls like them were ten a penny.


He couldn’t have riff-raff offending his patrons. Discretion was essential in any situation front-of-house and the last thing Robert wanted was a scene. Nothing should upset the equilibrium of his hotel.


“Shit,” he muttered under his breath. They had already attracted the attention of Sir Malcolm. This was going to be tricky.


“Evening, sir,” Conrad addressed his guest. “I wonder if I might have a word with the young ladies,” and turning to the two girls he said, “Would you come with me please?”


“What’s the problem, old man?” Sir Malcolm interrupted. “I was just about to buy these pretty young things a drink.”


“I’m sorry sir, but I believe one of them to be under age and that is against the law.”


“It’s not against the law for me to buy her a soft drink, is it?” the old man challenged Conrad.


“Of course not, sir,” he replied, glaring at the two interlopers.


“These ladies are my guests. I take it you have no objections?”


“No sir, no objections at all.” Conrad backed off, seething. He’d catch up with these buggers later.


Sir Malcolm Dunlop, the seventh Earl of Wemyss, had been married to Lady Edith for forty-two years. The two had last slept together on the night their son and heir had been conceived, thirty-nine years ago. His wife considered his sexual demands intolerable, leaving him to seek his pleasures elsewhere.


Agnes and Mary spent the remainder of the weekend in Sir Malcolm’s suite, a most satisfying arrangement for all parties. The old roué introduced the girls to his most decadent pleasures. These tricks would serve them well, entertaining debauched old toffs.


Having made enough money to pay the rent for the next three months, they’d gained their first regular client.


Their real achievement that weekend was being befriended by Robert Conrad. They had the savvy to know that if they didn’t take care of the concierge, this would be their one and only time outwitting him. So, with a more than generous tip, they gained an invaluable friend and mentor.


“Your first mistake,” Robert advised them, “is the way you dress. It shouts cheap hooker. You look like you’d be more at home working the docks.”


Both girls were indignant, their attire was the latest fashion.


“I’m sure it is,” agreed Conrad, “but look around you. Can you spot any working girls?”


“No,” they both acknowledged.


“That’s because they blend in. Be discreet. Make that your motto and you’ll get into any top hotel without arousing suspicion. Always look after the staff and they’ll look after you. Good luck.”


Having realised how out of place they looked and how right the concierge was, the twosome made another round of the secondhand stores, producing a fashionable, chic and ever so slightly older wardrobe for Edinburgh’s latest ‘working girls’. If nothing else, these two were fast learners.


When she looked at herself in the mirror, Agnes was astounded at the exotic being staring back. Determined to leave all vestiges of her past behind her, Agnes McLeod disappeared and Stella Gold was born.


Stella and Mary were amazed at how many Sir Malcolms there were in the city, each with their own peculiar peccadillos and word quickly spread amongst his many school chums. In a matter of months, they found themselves catering to the more depraved members of Edinburgh society who were unable to fulfil their cravings elsewhere. Money was rolling in and soon their purchases from the secondhand emporiums were replaced with items from the exquisite department stores for which Edinburgh was renowned. Stella Gold took to the profession like a duck to water. The future looked bright. That was, until the night they met the Williams brothers.









Chapter Nine


Ghost Town


Rosie still couldn’t believe her eyes. The base was almost deserted, a huge empty graveyard with only a few civilian workers preparing for the next influx of troops. As for the love of her life, he’d been bundled into the back of a lorry along with the rest of his platoon. No backward glance, no promises, nothing. The two people in the world she loved and who were supposed to love her had gone. At least he had an excuse, he hadn’t gone through choice, but her?


Rosie had gone up to the base every day in the hope they were on manoeuvres or some temporary exercise. She childishly clung to the hope that they’d all return and things would go back to normal. But no, they were gone and now she had another problem and was seriously beginning to panic. She had no idea what would happen when news of her condition came out. It was Violet who got suspicious first. Rosie looked fuller in the face and her blouses were straining across her chest. Then there was the sickness. She hadn’t paid too much attention to begin with. None of them had been particularly observant, since their mother had gone off with her fancy man. A bloody Major, no less, and nobody had had an inkling. She hadn’t given her a family a second thought when the offer of a better life came her way.


No better than she should be, was the general consensus of the village women, who were already making a play for the poor deserted husband. The only saving grace out of the scandal was that the shop had never been so busy.


Violet had been eager to speak to her sister since the shop opened that morning, but the continual stream of customers had prevented her from doing so. Lord above, she hoped she was wrong. It was bad enough being the talk of the village since their mother had skipped off, but an illegitimate child, and one to a Yank, didn’t bear thinking about. She couldn’t keep her suspicions to herself any longer.


“Have you noticed anything different about her ladyship lately?” Violet nervously quizzed her older sister.


“Good God, Violet, I haven’t had time to look at my own face in the mirror never mind anyone else’s. Why, what’s wrong with her?”


“I’m worried about her. She’s put on a bit of weight and she’s been sick the past three mornings.”


“No, she’s not that stupid, surely? She wouldn’t. It’ll be a bug or something, she’s only fourteen,” Iris blustered.


“Jesus, what do you think they were doing all those nights, her and GI Joe? Playing feckin’ tiddlywinks?”


“Dear God, we’ll be run out of the village. They won’t stand for it. Mum’s disappearance is one thing, but a pregnancy?”


“This will put paid to any chance we might have with anyone decent. Let’s face it, we’ll all be tarred with the same brush. Like mother like daughter, only in our case daughters.”


“She has to get rid of it, and quick.”


“How do you propose to accomplish that little feat? I can hear the jungle drums beating already.”


“She’ll have to go to old Ma Higgins, there’s no alternative.”


“But that costs money, and he’s not likely to cough up. Can you imagine it? Excuse me, Dad, could you lend us a hundred quid so Rosie can get rid of her bambino? Sure, he’ll give us double to be on the safe side.”


“Shit,” exclaimed Iris, turning to face her dad, and by the look on his face he had heard everything.


Rosie was on the twelve o’clock bus with her suitcase, twenty pounds in her hand and instructions never to darken his door again.









Chapter Ten


Sticky Fingers


Ronnie and Freddie Williams were two rising stars in the city’s underworld. Good-looking, well-heeled and no door closed to them. They had so many fingers in so many pies it was joked that they each needed another hand.


Darlings of Edinburgh’s glitterati were enthralled by the brothers’ dangerous and sinister reputations. It was an open secret that they had disposed of their predecessors, but nothing, of course, could be proved.


They were the sons of the infamous bare-knuckle champion, Johnny Williams, and had been brought up in the bosom of a large, Irish travelling family. The brothers learned from an early age how to take care of themselves and by the time they were in their teens they’d become a major force to be reckoned with.


Their father, a hard-living, hard-drinking fighter, known the length and breadth of the country, ended up a punch-drunk, penniless waster, reduced to challenging anyone to a fight for the price of a drink.


The brothers, shamed by their father’s downfall, and although they had fought their way through the ranks, had no intention of following him into the ring.


“We’re far too pretty to let someone spoil this for a few quid,” remarked Ronnie, stroking his brother’s handsome face.


“There are much easier and quicker ways of making a buck,” Freddie grinned.


With the backup of their travelling kin, the Williams brothers swept through the capital taking no prisoners.


Since they had become more prominent there had been no challenges from any other pretenders to the throne. The brothers were firmly in charge and nothing, no matter how trivial, happened without their say so.


Stella and Mary first encountered the two one evening in Denzlers, the smart Swiss restaurant across from their apartment.


“Did it hurt?” Freddie asked Mary.


“Sorry, did what hurt?” She answered coyly.


“When you fell from heaven?”


Stella almost choked at the cheesy pick-up line. “You’re not falling for that, surely?”


But Mary was already smitten.


Years later Stella could recall that exact moment in time as if it were yesterday and she would regret it till the day she died.


From day one the foursome went everywhere together. Invitations to the most exclusive parties, mixing with minor celebrities and sporting stars, were now the norm for the girls from the sticks. Entry to the owner’s enclosure on race days and tips straight from the horse’s mouth meant champagne all the way. On frequent visits to the casino, the girls would be handed a fistful of cash and told to go play the tables while the brothers attended to business. Neither questioned where the money came from. Whatever the brothers were engaged in was extremely lucrative because they were generous to a fault.


If ever there was a case of love at first sight it was Freddie and Mary. However, one issue marred Mary’s happiness: Stella’s constant reminders of Freddie’s insanely jealous streak.


Both girls oozed sex-appeal and attracted attention wherever they went and boy, did Freddie love it. However, if another man even glanced in Mary’s direction there was hell to pay, and someone was guaranteed a visit to the hospital.


This behaviour terrified Stella and she frequently challenged Mary about his violent temper. The older of the two girls was so besotted with her man she wouldn’t hear a word against him, despite arriving home after most dates in blood-stained clothing.


From the day they arrived in the city Mary and Stella had agreed it would be safer to keep work and social life separate. To clients they were sisters from abroad, and to avoid awkward questions in their social life they masqueraded as nurses, living in the nurses’ home where, of course, everyone knew the rules concerning male visitors.


For once the evening had gone off without a hitch and Stella had just begun to relax when she heard the commotion. How could she have believed they could get through a whole night without incident?


The four had enjoyed a fabulous meal at the opening of a new Italian restaurant. The food and wine were outstanding and they’d been treated like VIPs. These boys certainly got first class treatment wherever they went. It was Ronnie who had suggested finishing off the night with a visit to the casino.


As usual, Mary and Stella were given a bundle of cash and sent off to amuse themselves, while the brothers joined a group of their associates at the bar.


The tables were quieter than usual and the girls were chatting, quite innocently, to a couple of guys who weren’t having much luck. Freddie, catching sight of some lowlife punter chatting up his woman, crossed the room in seconds. Picking up a glass, he strode purposely towards his target and, without warning, viciously smashed it into the guy’s face.


Stella was desperately trying to calm a hysterical Mary as Ronnie grabbed his brother, hauling him off before he could do any more damage.
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