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About the Book




She has always kept quiet. . . until now. . .




In the sixties, Briony Cavanagh ran a string of the most notorious brothels in London. Only Briony knew what went on behind those doors, and she never opened her mouth – unless she stood to benefit.


Only Briony knew the painful road she’d travelled to get there. From an impoverished childhood that ended with shocking betrayal, she was determined to be mistress of her own fate.


But along with success came risk and danger. And the Goodnight Lady had her own secret place that was always shadowed by loss.







For my sisters, Maura and Loretta. We’ve held each other’s hands, wiped each other’s tears, supported each other, laughed together even when our world had collapsed around us and enjoyed every second of it. We are grown women now, but still at heart, we’re the Whiteside girls.


Remembering Jonathan Peake and Eric Lane, with love always.
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BOOK ONE


‘When I was a child, I spake as a child, 
I understood as a child, 
I thought as a child.’


– 1 Corinthians 13:11


‘The children of perdition are oft’times made instruments even of the greatest work.’


– Ben Jonson, 1637-1673







Prologue


1989


The woman in the bed was impossibly old. Her face, still showing subtle traces of a former beauty, was a mass of criss-cross lines. The thick powder she wore had cracked and flaked in the heat of the room. The red slash of her mouth was sunken and bent, emphasising her baggy jowls.


Two things were, however, very much alive: her eyes, still a startling green, despite the yellowing of her whites, and her hair. The thick redness seemed to crackle on the shrunken head, falling across bony shoulders in a shower of electric waves. It was this, and the eyes, which showed a casual observer that here lay a former beauty, a relic of another time, another era. A time when she was a show stopper, a woman of account. Now there was laughter in those eyes as she watched, beneath hooded lids, the two young nurses tidying her room.


She knew she was old and she accepted it. Death would just be another great adventure, she was sure of that. It was one of the prerogatives of great age that you made yourself ready to meet your maker. Well, she had a few things to say to him when the time came.


‘She was lovely in her day wasn’t she?’ The blonde-haired nurse picked up a photograph in a heavy silver frame. It showed a beautiful, doe-eyed woman, wrapped in fox furs, wearing a cloche hat. Her heavily lipsticked mouth formed a perfect cupid’s bow. She could have been a silent screen star.


‘Yes, gorgeous. Look at all that hair coming out from underneath that hat.’


The mousey-haired girl sounded envious. What she wouldn’t give for the old girl’s hair, even as it was now, speckled with grey.


‘Did you read about her? In the News of the World the other week? She had a life, she did. All those scandals in the ’sixties! Politicians and that, even Royalty!’ The girl lowered her voice now, as if remembering the old lady was in the room.


‘You don’t have to whisper, dears, I’m not dead yet!’


Both nurses jumped at the sound of her voice, low pitched and surprisingly strong. She looked so tiny, so tiny and vulnerable, until she opened her mouth.


‘I was seventeen when that photo was taken. I was a looker and all. Had all the men after me!’


One of the nurses sat down on the bed.


‘Is it true what they said about you?’


The tiny frame shook with a deep husky laugh that turned into a hacking cough.


‘Let’s just say that there’s an element of truth in there, shall we?’


The two nurses exchanged glances.


‘Is it true that Jonathan La Billière started out in blue films?’


Briony sat up in bed and scowled. ‘He’s got a knighthood, you know, but he always had a soft spot for me, did Jonny. I knew many men, my loves, and I learnt one thing. Never open your mouth about anyone or anything, unless you stand to benefit by it. It’s a rule I’ve lived by for nearly ninety years! There’s things that will go to my grave with me, and there’s people who think the sooner I go and take me knowledge with me, the better off everyone will be!’


She laughed again then, pulling herself up in the bed, she lit a cigarette, drawing the smoke down into the depths of her lungs.


‘Well, Miss Briony, you certainly have led a chequered life!’


‘How about a drop of the hard then, girls? There’s a bottle of brandy over there in the dresser. I’ll have a large one please.’


The blonde nurse went to the dresser and poured out the drink. The old woman sighed. This place was costing over a thousand pounds a week, though it was worth every penny. But  a thousand pounds was still a lot of money, even for two of them! A thousand pounds to someone from her beginnings was a small fortune, but money was a necessity in life; without it, you were vulnerable. She sipped the fiery liquid and felt it burn the back of her throat.


‘One of the perks of having money – you can happily drink yourself to death and no one gives a damn.’


The nurses smiled.


‘They’re making a film about me, you know? About me and my sisters. My sister Kerry was the singer. She was the youngest. Five of us, there were, but I’m the only one left. Kerry was the gifted one, and like many gifted people she used her talent to destroy herself.’ Her eyes clouded over, as if she could see her sister once more in front of her.


‘But they won’t mention my poor Rosalee, I made sure of that, nor too much about my Eileen. I brought up Eileen’s children, you know. Then there was my Bernadette. The sweetest child God ever put on this earth, unless you upset her that is! I’m the only one left out of the five of us, and I’m well on me way to the century!’


The face closed again and the old woman became lost in another world. A world that spanned many years and that seemed more real to her with every passing day.







Chapter One


Molly Cavanagh shivered underneath the sacking. It was so very cold. She could feel the earthy dampness beneath the mattress with every movement of her aching back. She shifted position slightly and looked at the children huddled around the dying fire. The eldest, Eileen, turned to face her mother and lifted her eyebrows questioningly. Molly shook her head; the child was a long way from coming. Time enough to get Mrs Briggs when it was well on.


‘Can I get you a drink, Ma?’


Molly held out a dirty hand to Eileen and she came to her mother’s side.


‘Go down to Donnelly’s and get some coal. There’s a few pennies in me skirt pocket.’


The girl turned from her and Molly grabbed at her hand. ‘And keep your eye on that Brendan Donnelly. Make sure he weighs it properly, last time it was all slack.’


As she spoke her breath gleamed like white mist in the dimness.


‘I will, Ma.’ Eileen picked up a shawl and, pocketing the pennies, she left the basement room. The four other little girls watched her go. Kerry, the youngest, got up from her place by the fender and slipped under the covers with her ma.


Molly closed her eyes. When that Paddy got in today she’d cut the legs from under him. It was always the same when he was working: full of good intentions until payday. ‘We’ll pay a bit off  the back of the rent. We’ll have a grand dinner of pie and peas and taties. We’ll maybe even send the little ones to school.’ Then when the first week’s wages came it was straight down The Bull for a jar of Watney’s, without a thought for her or his children.


Her mind was jolted back to the present by Briony, her second eldest daughter. Never a child to keep her temper long, the crack as she slapped her younger sister Bernadette across the legs broke the silence of the room.


‘Ma! Ma! She gave me a dig! Did you see that, Ma? Did you see that?’


Kerry sat up in the bed with excitement. ‘Will you be slapping the face off of Briony, Ma? I saw the crack she gave our Bernie . . .’


‘Will you all be quiet! And Bernadette, stop that howling and jigging about before I give you all a crack.’


Something in their mother’s voice communicated itself to the children who all became quiet at once.


After a few minutes Kerry started to sing softly to herself. Bernadette sat beside Rosalee; taking her hand, she smiled into the vacant eyes. Molly watched, and as she saw Rosalee smile back, felt a pain in her chest. Why the hell had God sent her Rosalee? Hadn’t she enough on her plate as it was without an idiot? Then, seeing her chance, Bernadette leant over Rosalee and pinched Briony hard on the inside of her leg. She leapt up in the air. Pushing Rosalee out of the way, she grabbed at Bernadette’s hair, dragging the now screaming child across the dirt floor, shaking her as Bernadette grabbed hopelessly at the fingers tugging her hair.


Kerry sat up again in the bed. ‘That’s it, our Briony. Scratch the skin from her hands. . . The dirty bitch!’


Molly dragged her cumbersome body up. With one deft movement she slapped Kerry’s face. A howl went up. Then she dragged herself from the bed and set about Briony and Bernadette. Her work-worn hands found legs and arms and she slapped them hard. Rosalee watched it all in the dying firelight and her expression never changed. Three shrieking voices rang  in Molly’s ears. She held on to the mantelpiece for support as a pain tore through her. Bent double, she gasped and tried to steady her breathing.


‘I’m giving you all one last warning,’ she told them, ‘I mean it. One sound and you’re all out in the backyard until the birth’s over. If you don’t think I’d send you out in the cold, then you just try me . . . You just bloody try me!’


She staggered back to her bed. Briony tried to help her, sorry now for all the trouble, and Molly slapped her hands away.


‘You, Briony, should know better. You’re eight years old. You should be helping me, child.’


She dropped her eyes and her thick red hair hung over her face like a tangled curtain.


‘I’m sorry, Ma.’


Molly climbed into bed once more. The bugs in it ran amok, this way and that, trying to get into the torn mattress before they were squashed by the bulk above them.


‘“I’m sorry, Ma”. If I had a penny for every time I heard that, I’d be living the life of Riley! One more word out of any of you and I’ll let your father find you work. I mean it.’


Briony was scared now. Her father would farm them out in the morning; it was only her mother who’d stopped him until now. She took Bernadette’s hand and led her to the fireside. Rosalee smiled at them both and Briony hugged her close. Molly resumed her wait. Kerry crooned softly to herself again.


‘Sing us a song, Kerry.’ Briony’s voice broke the gloom. ‘Send our Rosalee off to sleep.’


Kerry lay beside her mother, her little face screwed up in consternation as she tried to think of an appropriate song.


Her haunting little voice came slowly at first but Molly relaxed against the dirty pillows and sighed. Kerry’s voice was like a draught of fresh air.




‘In Dublin’s fair city, 
Where the girls are so pretty, 
I first set my eyes 
On sweet Molly Malone . . .’





The mood in the room was once more homely. Briony smiled at Bernadette over Rosalee’s short cropped hair, their earlier fight forgotten. Molly watched her children and thanked God for the peace that had descended. It wouldn’t last long, she was aware of that, but while it lasted she would enjoy it.


Eileen’s bare feet were frozen. The cobbles had a thin sheet of ice on them and as she walked with the bucket of coal it banged against her shins, breaking the skin. She put the bucket down and rubbed them with one hand. She could hear the singing and almost feel the foetid warmth of The Bull as she stood outside. The street lamps had been lit and they cast a pink glow around her. She straightened and pushed her thick curly hair back off her face. As she bent down to pick up the bucket once more, a man stood in front of her. Eileen looked up into a large red face.


‘What’s your name, little girl?’ Eileen knew from his voice that he was class.


‘Eileen Cavanagh, sir.’


The man was looking her over from head to foot and she squirmed beneath his gaze. He pushed her hair back from her face, and studied her in the light of the street lamp.


‘You’re quite a pretty little thing, Eileen Cavanagh.’


She wasn’t sure how to answer the man who seemed to be dressed all in black, from his highly polished boots to his heavy cape and big black hat. He was well armoured against the weather and she wondered if it had occurred to him that she was freezing.


‘Thank you kindly, sir. I . . . I have to be getting along, me ma’s waiting on the coal.’


The man put heavy gloved hands on her shoulders and kneaded them, as if seeing how much meat she had on her. Then the doors of The Bull opened and a man stumbled out into the street.


Eileen recognised her da at once and called to him. ‘Da . . . Da! It’s me, Eileen.’


Paddy Cavanagh was drunk. Very drunk. And to add to his  misery he had lost every penny of his wages on a bet. His fuddled brain tried to take in what was happening as he lumbered over to his daughter.


‘Is that you, our Eileen?’


The big man smiled at her father and Eileen, for some reason she could not fathom, began to feel more frightened.


‘You have a beautiful daughter, Mr Cavanagh. I believe you work for me, don’t you?’


Paddy screwed up his eyes and recognised Mr Dumas, the owner of the blacking factory. Straightening up he tipped his cap to the man.


‘How old is the girl?’


Paddy wasn’t sure how old she was. That was women’s knowledge. Women remembered everything and passed it on to other women. How the Mary Magdalene was he to know something like that?


‘Tell the gentleman your age, Eileen.’


She bit her lip. Her large blue eyes were filling with unshed tears, and Mr Henry Dumas felt a stirring in him.


Patrick cuffed her ear. ‘Answer the man, you eejit. You’ve a tongue in your head long enough to talk the legs off a donkey any other time.’


‘I’m eleven, sir.’


‘Old enough to be working, then. Where do you work, child?’


‘She doesn’t work, sir.’ This was said bitterly. Paddy had wanted them all out working, but Molly had been adamant. Schooling for them all, even if it meant no food on the table.


‘You don’t go to work, a big strapping girl like you?’


Eileen looked down at the shiny ground, afraid to look into the big red face with the large moustaches.


‘I need a strong girl myself, Cavanagh. A strong young girl. I’ll pay you a pound a week for her.’


Patrick’s jaw dropped in shock. ‘A pound a week, sir? What for?’


He looked into Dumas’ face and it was written there, in his eyes and on the fat moist lips, and for a few seconds Paddy felt the bile rise in him.


Seeing the look on Cavanagh’s face, Dumas added: ‘Two pounds a week then.’


Paddy shook his head, not in denial but in wonderment. He looked at Eileen: at her shoeless feet, blue with the cold, at her scrawny legs and lice-ridden hair and suddenly he felt an overpowering sense of futility. Two pounds a week was a lot of money and Mr Dumas was a very wealthy man. He could make sure that Paddy stayed employed, no matter what. As for Eileen, she would be broken soon enough, the boys around about would see to that, and then there would be more mouths to feed. Dumas was offering her warmth and comfort, and she could be the means of helping her family.


Dumas watched the man battling it out with himself. Then opening his leather purse, he took out two sovereigns and laid them in the palm of his hand. The streetlight played over them, the gold glittering in Paddy’s eyes.


‘I’ll take her with me now then.’


‘As you like, sir.’


‘What about the coal, Da? I have to take the coal home to me ma. She’s waiting on it, the baby’s coming. . .’


‘Now shut your mouth, our Eileen, and go with Mr Dumas. You’re to do whatever he tells you, do you hear me? Anything he tells you at all.’


‘Yes, Da.’


The big man took her hand and pulled her away from her father. Paddy watched her go, his heart wretched. He squeezed his hand over the two sovereigns and felt a tear force its way from his eye. He tried to justify his actions all the way home. But even drunk and befuddled, he couldn’t quite convince himself.


Eileen sat in the cab and listened to the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves as it trotted through a residential area. She gaped at the big town houses in wonderment, her fear of the man gone a little now since he had wrapped her in his cloak. It smelt lovely.


Dumas studied her profile as she watched the houses. She was going to be stunning in a few years, but until then he would have her. He liked them young, very young.


Five minutes later they stopped at a small detached house. Eileen noticed the garden especially. Even in the cold it smelt of lavender. Mr Dumas lifted her from the coach and carried her up the pathway. The door was opened by a girl in her late-teens who ushered them inside. Eileen was placed on the floor in the hallway. It had carpet and she dug her toes into the unfamiliar softness.


‘Get Mrs Horlock, would you, Cissy?’


‘Yes, sir.’ She gave a little bob and walked through a green baize door to the side of her.


‘You’re going to have a nice hot bath soon. Then we can have something to eat.’


Eileen didn’t answer. This man was talking to her as if they had been friends for years. There was something not right here. But the thought of food cheered her.


Then someone came bursting through the green baize door. Eileen jumped with shock. Rushing towards her was a small silver-haired woman. Her teeth had long gone and her mouth seemed to have caved in around the gums. Her face was a mass of wrinkles that all seemed to criss-cross one another. Thick white hair was scraped back off her face into a tight white cap. Bright hazel eyes surveyed Eileen from head to foot.


‘Cissy, take the cloak and leave it in the outhouse until we can disinfect it, then come down to the scullery and help me scrub this one.’ She jerked her head at Eileen as she spoke and then pulled the cloak from her. Cissy grabbed at it and disappeared once more through the door.


Mrs Horlock sucked her gums and then felt Eileen’s limbs, finally grabbing at her tiny breasts.


‘Sturdy, Mr Dumas, sir. Not a bad choice, if I might say so. Got good teeth. A few good meals and she’ll put some flesh on her bones.’


‘My sentiments entirely, Mrs Horlock. Now if you don’t mind, I’ll be in the morning room enjoying a brandy. Send Cissy along with her when she’s ready.’


He smiled at Eileen as he spoke and she felt terror grip her heart.


Paddy Cavanagh stood in the centre of the foetid basement room and stared around him. Rosalee awakened and began to cry. Briony immediately began to rock her gently, soothing her back to sleep. Molly stared dull-eyed from the bed, Bernadette and Kerry dozing beside her.


‘The child’s well on then, Moll?’


She nodded, then frowned as she saw him making up the fire. ‘Where’s our Eileen, Pat? I sent her out to get the coal a couple of hours since.’


He stared into the fire. Briony’s eyes seemed to be boring into his.


‘I met her on me way home. I’d got her a job and she went there tonight.’


Molly sat up in the bed.


‘You what?’ Her voice was low.


Paddy turned to face his wife, working himself up into a temper.


‘You heard me, woman! I got her a job. Jesus himself knows we need the bloody money! She’ll be well looked after, she’ll get decent clothes and food . . .’


‘Where’s this job, Pat? Come on, tell me, where is this job?’


He could hear the doubt in his wife’s voice and felt a wave of anger. She did not trust him at all. Not with anything to do with the girls.


‘It’s working for Mr Dumas, the man who owns the blacking factory. She’ll be working in the house, Moll.’


‘Go and get her this minute, Paddy Cavanagh. I don’t want her working sixteen hours a day, running round like a blue-arsed fly for a few pennies a week.’


Paddy stormed to the bed and slapped his wife across the face. ‘I’ve said what she’s going to do, and now it’s done. I want to hear no more about it.’


Kerry and Bernadette both inhaled loudly at the slap their father gave to their mother. Kerry’s mouth was open in a large ‘O’ and Paddy raised his hand to her before the shriek came out.


She snapped her mouth shut immediately.


‘I’ll scalp the bloody face of the first one to whinge in this house tonight. I mean it.’


As he turned to the fireplace, the two sovereigns slipped from his hand and landed with a gentle chink on the dirt floor.


Molly pulled herself up on the bed and stared at them in amazement. Then, as her eyes flew up to meet her husband’s, realisation dawned.


‘You filthy bastard, you sold her to him, didn’t you? You sold my lovely Eileen to that man . . .’ She put her hands to her head and began to cry, a low deep moaning that wrenched Paddy Cavanagh’s heart from his body.


He tried to take her in his arms.


‘Molly, Moll . . . Listen to me, she’ll be living like a queen up there. Look, we’ll get two pounds every week . . .’


Molly pushed him from her in disgust. ‘So it’s come to this? You’d pimp out your own child, you dirty blackguard!


‘We had to eat, woman, can’t you see that?’


‘Why couldn’t we eat with your wages then? Because they all went in The Bull, didn’t they? Didn’t they? By Christ, I hope the priest’s waiting when you go to Confession. I hope he chokes the bloody life out of you. As soon as this child’s born I’m going to get Eileen, and if she’s busted, Paddy Cavanagh, I’ll have the Salvation Army after you, I swear it. I’ll scream what you’ve done from the bloody rooftops!’


Molly looked like a mad woman. Her hair was tangled and in disarray, her huge swollen breasts heaving with the effort of making herself heard. Suddenly she saw her life with stunning clarity. She saw the dirt floor, strewn with debris. Saw the only chair in the room with its broken back, the small amount of tea wrapped up carefully on the mantelpiece to keep the rats and roaches from it. The smell of the sewers was in her nose continually. They ran alongside the basement, and when it rained human excrement was forced through the iron grid in the wall. It was as if something burst inside her head.


‘You brought me this low, Paddy Cavanagh, and I allowed it. I tried to stand by you, with your drinking and your whoring. Never a full meal for any of the children. But this last act has  finished you with me. My lovely Eileen sold to an old man! You sicken me. Sicken me to my stomach.’


Paddy picked up one of the sovereigns and walked from the room. As he opened the door a gust of icy wind blew in.


Eileen was lying in a big copper bath and Mrs Horlock was combing the lice from her hair. The smell of paraffin, sickly sweet, hung over them.


‘You’ve got lovely hair, child. Nice and thick. Once you get some meat inside you, it’ll shine. Like a raven’s wing, it is.’


She smiled a toothless smile and Eileen smiled tremulously back.


Mrs Horlock stood up. ‘You lie there now and Cissy will bring you in some more water to rinse yourself off. The scum in the bath is as thick as me four fingers.’


She walked from the room and went to the kitchen where she prepared a meal for the girl. She shook her head. Poor little mite. Still, Mr Dumas was a rich man, and in fairness not really a nasty one. Providing the girl did as she was told, everything would be fine, and she didn’t look like a fighter. Not like the last one. A red-headed bitch with a tongue that could cut glass, and a scream to match. It had taken a few good hidings from her father and a stern talking to from her mother to bring that one round, and by then Mr Dumas was fed up. The mother had finally taken her to Nellie Deakins and if she, Maria Horlock, knew anything about it, the little madam would soon wish she was back here. At least Mr Dumas would only bother her once a day. At Nellie Deakins’ she was guaranteed six or seven fellows, and not all as clean and kind as Mr Dumas. Once Nellie had got the big money for the actual breaking in, the girl was worthless to her. Unless she was very young, when Nellie would use the piece of linen and the chicken blood trick a few times.


Mrs Horlock shook her head at the skulduggery of Nellie Deakins. Well, at least that little red-headed bitch would get her comeuppance there. This one though, this Eileen, seemed an amenable little thing. When she had scrubbed the child’s body she had checked for tell-tale hairs around her privates but there  was nothing, not even any raised follicles, so she wouldn’t get anything in that department for a while yet. And a few leading questions had ascertained she hadn’t started her periods just yet. Oh, Mr Dumas was going to get his money’s worth with this one. The tiny budding breasts were like little plump cherries. Hard little nodules, just the way he liked them. She’d fill out though, this one, be all breasts and hips in a few years. But by that time she should have learnt enough to keep her in good stead for the rest of her life. Plus Mr Dumas always gave the girls a decent leaving present. One young lass had walked out of here with fifty pounds in her pocket!


Eileen allowed Cissy to pour the water over her body, ridding it of the residue from the bath water. Then Cissy wrapped her in a large white towel and dried off her hair. Pulling a comb through it gently, she began chattering to Eileen.


‘Mr Dumas will insist you bathe every day. Me, I only have to once a week. You’ll have the run of the house, but you can’t go out without Mrs Horlock or one of the stable boys with you. That’s not ’cos you’re a prisoner or nothing, it’s in case you get robbed of your togs.’


‘What work will I be doing, Cissy?’


She bit her lip before answering. This one was greener than the grass in Barking Park.


‘Don’t you know, ducks?’


Eileen stared into the troubled brown eyes before her and opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.


‘You’re living here now, Miss Eileen, with Mr Dumas.’


Cissy threw in the ‘Miss Eileen’ bit because they usually liked that. It made them more amenable to their situation.


‘You mean, I’m living with Mr Dumas. What as? A kind of daughter?’ Eileen had heard of rich people buying children, but they were usually babies.


Cissy frowned. This one was definitely green. ‘Look, supposing you was to get married, right?’


Eileen nodded, unsure where this conversation was taking her.


‘Well, you’d have to sleep with your husband, wouldn’t you?’


Eileen nodded again. This time a feeling of panic was welling up inside her ribcage.


‘Well then, just pretend Mr Dumas is your husband, see. It’s simple really, and you’ll get used to it. They always do.’


Eileen began to shake her head.


‘No . . . you’re telling me lies. My father wouldn’t do that to me.’


Cissy was losing patience now.


‘Listen, miss, if Mrs Horlock gets wind of what I’ve told you she’ll slap the pair of us from here to Timbuktu. Take my advice. Just keep your head down, open your legs and think of England. The last one we had who caused trouble was carted off to Nellie Deakins’ brothel, and believe me, you don’t want to end up there! The master’s paid for you fair and square, your dad’s already got the money and it’ll come in regular every week. If you’ve any brothers and sisters, then they’ll eat well. Look on it from that point of view and just remember what Cissy told you. Smile at the master and you’ll have everything you want. Cause trouble and you’ll regret it to the end of your days.’


Eileen allowed Cissy to dress her in a nightdress of white lawn and followed her meekly up the stairs and through the green baize door into the morning room. Mr Dumas stood up as she entered and smiled at her.


‘Come over here to the fire, my dear. That will be all, Cissy. Tell Mrs Horlock to bring up the food.’


Cissy bobbed a curtsy and, winking at Eileen, left the room.


Mr Dumas took Eileen’s hand and led her over to a large chair by the fire. She sat in it gingerly. The unaccustomed softness of the nightdress made her frightened in case she tore it. Mr Dumas took a small foot into his hand and knelt in front of her, kneading its coldness. Eileen watched him fearfully.


‘Your poor little feet are frozen, my dear. First thing in the morning Mrs Horlock is going to rig you out from head to toe. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’


Eileen stared at the big man kneeling in front of her. His hands were now on her shins and she suppressed an urge to scream. Cissy’s threats of Nellie Deakins had had their desired  effect, though. Everyone knew about Nellie Deakins’ house. Eileen wasn’t sure until tonight what actually went on in there, but she knew that once girls passed through the doors they were never seen again.


The man’s hands were now lifting up the nightdress and caressing her thighs. She had no drawers on and tried to squeeze her skinny legs together, but the man was parting them, gently but firmly, with his fingers. Eileen closed her eyes as his moustache began tickling her legs, its wetness roaming up her shins and along her thighs. He was lifting her off the chair now and on to the rug by the fire. She closed her eyes tightly as he began to undo the little bows on the front of the nightdress. As his cold hand enveloped one of her breasts she bit down on her lip, drawing blood.


Mrs Horlock walked into the room with a tray. Taking in the scene before her, she hastily left again, leaving the tray on the table in the hall. She smiled to herself. This one was more amenable than the last, praise God.


She was humming as she passed through the green baize door into the kitchen.


Eileen lay in a dream. Every bone in her body was aching, a fire raging between her legs. As the man pulled away from her she expelled her breath in a long sigh. She closed her eyes as he lay beside her and caressed her open body. She felt numbness invade her mind.


‘There, there, my beauty, that wasn’t so bad, was it? Now you’re busted, it’ll be easier for you in the future. I’m starving. Shall I get us something to eat?’


Eileen kept her eyes closed until he called in Mrs Horlock. The housekeeper said it had been a long day for the child and she needed her rest after all the excitement. Eileen walked from the room with the woman, feeling semen and blood running down her legs. She was tucked up into a nice soft bed, a compress of rags dipped in icewater between her legs.


Mrs Horlock spoke to her softly and kissed her sweating forehead.


Eileen didn’t sleep for three days. She never said a whole sentence to anyone for six months.


Her reign with Mr Dumas lasted one year.







Chapter Two


‘Briony!’ Molly’s voice was harsh.


Briony, who had been sitting on the steps outside the door rushed into the room.


‘What’s wrong, Ma?’


‘Go and fetch the money from Mr Dumas.’ This was said through clenched teeth. Briony nodded and pulled on her boots. Molly watched her as she rushed from the room, a coldness settling on her heart. She would have to watch Briony.


She put the kettle on for a cup of tea and sighed. It was a year since Eileen had gone and the room looked a different place altogether. It now had two proper beds, with good feather mattresses. Two brightly coloured mats on the floor, and a table and chairs somehow squeezed in. The fire was always alight, there was plenty of food in the house – and all of it stuck in Molly’s throat like gall. She had saved enough to move them to a small house in Oxlow Lane, which would be a step up after this place, and still she wasn’t happy about it.


It was the way they got the money that tormented her, night after night. Her baby boy had been stillborn and Eileen, her lovely Eileen, who had been so full of life, so vibrant, was now a shadow of her old self. Withdrawn and moody, she visited once a fortnight, bedecked in her finery, her lovely face white and drawn. It was written there for all to see what Mr Dumas did to her. Eileen had been there a year and every day it broke her more.


Briony walked through the streets towards Mr Dumas’ house with a shiver of excitement. She loved going there. She loved the little garden, the lovely carpets and the sweet-smelling warmth. She made her way past The Bull in Dagenham and into Barking, hurrying. She normally stayed and had a bite with Eileen, and tonight she had a little plan. She smiled and waved at people as she went, a familiar figure in her large black boots, courtesy of Mr Dumas’ two pounds a week, and her long brick red coat, courtesy of Eileen. Her red hair had as usual sprung out of the ribbon and curled around her face and shoulders.


At just gone ten years old she was a tiny little thing. Her face was open, with milk white skin covered in freckles and green eyes that took in everything around her.


She skipped up the street that housed Eileen, her eyes taking in the lace curtains at the respectable windows, and the scrubbed doorsteps. No smelly children playing five stones out on these streets, no drunken brawling men. This was a beautiful place as far as Briony was concerned. Near to Barking Park, it exuded respectability. Briony walked up the pathway and knocked at the big green front door.


Cissy answered and Briony walked into the hallway.


‘Hiya, Cissy. How’s me sister?’ Briony slipped off her coat and gave it to the girl.


Cissy took the coat and laid it across her arm. ‘Not too good, Briony. I think she’s gonna get her monthly visitor soon.’


Briony frowned and nodded. As yet Eileen had not had her period, but it was due. Her breasts had grown and she had developed pubic hair. Mr Dumas was not bothering her much these days, and it pleased Eileen but bothered Briony. Because Briony knew, through the talkative Cissy, that once his girls reached adolescence Mr Dumas wanted shot, and then the two pounds a week would dry up. She bit her lip in consternation. If the money went, then so would the food, the new house in Oxlow Lane and the schooling.


She followed Cissy through to the morning room where  Eileen was sitting in front of the fire with a tray of tea and scones. Cissy gave Briony a large wink and she nodded slightly then threw herself across the room into Eileen’s arms.


Her sister’s long black hair was tied back off her face. She smiled at Briony tremulously.


‘Sit yourself down and I’ll pour you a cuppa. Help yourself to the scones.’


Briony picked up a scone and placed the whole thing into her mouth, cramming it full. She surveyed Eileen as she chewed. Her hands were shaking as she poured the tea, and Briony felt a moment’s sorrow for her. She washed down the scone with a big sip of milk from the little jug and smiled at her sister.


‘You all right, our Eileen?’


Eileen nodded. She handed Briony the tea and then stared into the fire.


‘I’m not too bad. I keep getting a pain in me belly. I hope it’s me monthlies, Briony, I really do.’


She gulped at her tea and swore under her breath. It was steaming hot.


Eileen stared at her.


‘You shouldn’t swear, Briony, it’s not ladylike. Our mum would go mad if she heard you.’


Briony laughed. ‘Well, she won’t.’


Eileen laughed softly. She wished she was like her sister.


‘How’s Mr Dumas, Eileen?’


She sighed heavily, her hands fluttering nervously in her lap.


‘Oh he’s all right, I suppose.’


‘How’s the . . . you know . . . the other business going?’


‘Oh, Briony, it’s horrible. Honestly, how people can do that to one another. . . It’s disgusting!’


Briony raised her eyes to the ceiling in exasperation.


‘I don’t mean what’s it like! I mean, is he doing it to you very often?’


Eileen shook her head violently. ‘No, thank God.’


Briony screwed up her eyes and looked at her sister. ‘That’s good then.’


But it wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.


She heard the front door open and relaxed. Mr Dumas was here. Eileen stiffened in her chair and Briony winked at her.


‘Relax, our Eileen, worse things happen at sea!’


Eileen stared into the fire again and Briony had to stifle an urge to get out of her seat and shake her sister by the shoulders until her teeth rattled in her head. Eileen was helping all the family and shouldn’t make such a song and dance about it. That was Briony’s opinion. She could be doing a lot worse things for a lot worse money. She could be up in Aldgate, in Myrdle Street, working in a sweat shop fourteen hours a day. That would soon sort her out! Let her know what side her bread was buttered. Briony knew what she’d rather be doing.


Mr Dumas walked into the room. He smiled widely at the girls and, walking towards them, kissed them both on the hand. Briony sighed with contentment. As if she was a real lady, she thought. She looked at Mr Dumas’ striped tailored trousers and his single-breasted morning-coat and thought he looked like the King. She gave him her brightest smile and he smiled back. Briony slipped to the floor and sat by her sister’s chair. Mr Dumas sat in her empty seat and beamed at them.


‘I’ve ordered more tea, girls, and some more cake.’ He looked at Briony as he said this and she smiled at him. He always filled her up with cake. He knew she had a sweet tooth. Eileen looked at him and his face sobered. The child’s miserable face was getting him down.


‘Go and get my wallet for me, Eileen, there’s a good girl. Briony will be wanting your wages.’


Eileen stood up as if she had been catapulted from the chair, glad to get out of his presence. As she bolted from the room his voice stayed with her. ‘And while you’re there, ask Mrs Horlock what’s for dinner this evening.’


She nodded and went from the room, her head down. That should give him five minutes with the little red-headed minx. As the door shut Briony stood up and sat in her sister’s seat. She grinned at the man opposite.


‘I love coming here, Mr Dumas.’ It was said with every ounce  of guile she had in her, and this was not wasted on the man.


‘Do you, Briony?’


‘Oh, yes. I wish I lived here, but I expect I’m not big enough yet, am I? I’m only ten.’


She fingered a tendril of red hair as she said this and sucked it into her mouth. Unbeknown to her she could not have done anything more erotic as far as Henry Dumas was concerned.


‘I’d do anything to live here. Anything at all.’


The man and the little girl looked full at one another then. An unspoken agreement passed between them and the man was surprised to find such knowingness in so young a child.


Paddy Cavanagh walked into the office with his cap in his hand. ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’


Mr Dumas smiled at him, a man to man smile.


‘It’s about Eileen – I think it’s about time she went back home.’


He watched with satisfaction as Paddy Cavanagh’s face dropped.


‘What. . . I mean . . . Well, what’s wrong, sir?’


His mind was reeling. How the hell were they to manage without Eileen’s money? Even Molly had had to put up with the situation. For all her high falutin talk, she wasn’t backward at taking her cut from it every week.


‘I feel a yen for something different, Paddy. You know how it is.’


He stayed silent. No, he did not know how it was, little bits of children had never interested him.


‘Briony now, there’s a beautiful child. She was at the house last night and she made it quite clear . . .’ He raised a hand as if Paddy was going to stop him talking. ‘She made it quite clear that she would not be averse to – how shall we say? – taking over where Eileen left off.’


Paddy licked his lips. Every instinct in his body was telling him to take back his fist and slam it into this man’s face. Into his teeth. Into his very bones. But he knew he wouldn’t even as he thought it. This man was gentry, whatever the hell that was. He  owned factories and part of the docks. He was looked up to, made substantial contributions to all sorts of charitable causes. His wife’s father was a lord. Paddy knew he was trapped. He also knew that Mr Henry high and mighty Dumas was not getting his Briony for a paltry two pounds a week.


‘I thought we could maybe settle for two pounds ten this time,’ said Henry persuasively.


‘Three pounds.’ Paddy’s voice was clipped, and surprised both himself and his listener with its forcefulness.


‘Three pounds?’


‘That’s right, sir. My Briony is worth that.’


Dumas bit his top lip and screwed up his eyes.


‘It would ease the pain of her mother, sir, because she’ll have a fit this night when she knows what’s going on. She was bad enough about Eileen, but Briony, her Briony, she’ll be like a madwoman. She was all for going for Mrs Prosser Evans over Eileen.’


Paddy had the satisfaction of seeing Dumas pale at the words. Mrs Prosser Evans was a force to be reckoned with in Barking and Dagenham, fighting for justice for the lower classes with a vigour that surprised everyone who came in contact with the tiny woman.


Paddy watched the man battle it out with himself.


Mrs Prosser Evans and a scandal, or a little red-headed child just on ten for a paltry weekly sum. It was no contest.


‘Three pounds a week it is then. Bring her round to me at six this evening and you can take the other . . .’ He waved his hand as he tried to think of the child’s name.


‘Eileen, I can collect my Eileen.’


Without wasting any more words, Paddy put his hat on and left the office. He picked up his coat from his workbench and walked out of the factory and along towards The Bull. Inside he ordered himself a large whisky, which he downed in one gulp. Wiping his mouth with the back of his grimy hand he laid his head on the bar and groaned out loud against the fates.


It never occurred to him not to take Briony. Three pounds a week was three pounds a week.


Molly was dishing up the dinner when Paddy rolled in the door. ‘What the hell are you doing home at this time?’


Paddy grabbed her around her waist, breathing his whisky breath all over her. She drew away from him in disgust.


‘Get away out of that!’


Kerry giggled. Taking the hot wooden spoon from the large earthenware pot, Molly smacked her across the hands with it. Kerry licked off the juices from the rabbit stew.


Briony sat at the table expectantly, feeding Rosalee. She was the only one with the patience. You had to force the food inside her at times.


‘Bri . . . Bri.’ Rosalee was catching hold of Briony’s hair and calling to her gently. She leant forward and kissed the big moon face. Rosalee started clapping her hands together in excitement.


Paddy watched them and felt a tug at his heart.


‘Well? Answer me, what brings you home at this time?’


‘Mr Dumas sent for me.’ He sat on the broken chair as he spoke.


‘What about? Is it Eileen? Is she sickening?’


‘No, woman. Nothing like that. Bejasus, would you let a man talk without wittering into his conversation?’


‘Well, what’s wrong then?’


‘He’s had enough of her. I’m to go and fetch her tonight.’


Molly pushed back her hair and her face, red and shiny from the cooking, looked relieved.


‘I’ll be glad to have the child home safe.’


Paddy got out of the chair and swept his arm out in a gesture of disgust.


‘Oh, she’ll be safe all right, here, ’cos this is where we’ll be staying now, isn’t it? She’ll be safe when the real winter comes, and the shite’s bursting into the room, and the cold would cut the lugs from yer. Two pounds a bloody week we’ll lose, two Christing pounds! She’s up there, dressed up to the nines and eating her fecking head off as and when she fancies it. Well, she’ll get a shock when she gets back here, madam. She’ll have to go out to work, they all will, if we’re to get the house in Oxlow  Lane. Even that fecking eejit.’ He pointed to Rosalee.


Molly sat on the fender and tapped the wooden spoon against her hand.


‘There’s that to it, I suppose.’ All her dreams were dissolving in front of her eyes, of a nice little house, two up, two down, with a bit of garden out the back, and no more living in basements without enough to eat. Instead it was no more boots for the girls or tea for herself, as and when she wanted it. Once going to Uncle every Tuesday with the blankets and sheets and anything else pawnable had been their way of life, until Paddy brought home some money. Now it would be again, it seemed.


‘Well, woman, it’s done now and I expect you’ve saved yourself a bit, to see us over until the spring?’


Molly didn’t answer. As far as Paddy Cavanagh was concerned, the less he knew about her money situation the better.


‘Yes, as large as life he says to me, “Paddy, I don’t want the miserable-looking item any longer.” The cheek of it!’ He sneaked a glance at Molly as he enlarged on his story, building up to the point of it.


‘And then, Moll . . . I was all for bashin’ him, you know, except I don’t want to go along the line. Anyway, then he says to me, “I’d give two pound ten a week for your Briony!”’


Molly was up in a flash.


‘He what?’


‘“Two pounds ten?” says I.’ Paddy poked himself in the chest as he spoke. ‘“Two pounds ten,” I says. “Not fifty pounds a week will get you another of my girls!”’


Molly nodded her head, the wooden spoon like a truncheon in her clenched fist.


‘“Three pounds then,” he says to me. “Three pounds and we’ll negotiate again in six months.”’


Paddy, warming to his story, began to embroider it freely. ‘“Never,” says I. “Not for all the gold in London town. Be off, you bugger,” I said, Moll. “Get yourself away out of that,” I said. . .’


She nodded again. ‘You did right, Paddy. You did right. When I think of what my Eileen’s suffered this last year. . .’ Her voice broke with shame and remorse.


Briony, watching the proceedings, felt her heart sink down to her boots. Trust her father to botch it up with a drink in him. He was actually believing what he was saying now. Briony was cute enough to know that her father would sell his grandmother if he thought he could get money for her. Getting up from the table, she went to her mother.


‘I’ll go to Mr Dumas, Ma. Think what you could do with three pounds a week. I wouldn’t mind what I had to do. And . . . and our Eileen would be back home like.’


Molly put her hand on to Briony’s head. ‘This family has been shamed enough, child.’


Briony started gabbling: ‘But, Mum, you don’t understand. I don’t mind going. . . Really I don’t! I think I’d be good at it, what Mr Dumas wants like, and the girls can carry on at school, and you can get the drum in Oxlow Lane, and Mr Dumas said last night. . .’


Molly gripped Briony’s ear hard and cracked the wooden spoon over her head.


‘What did Mr Dumas say last night, child? Come on then, enlighten us.’


Briony was aware she had made a fatal error and looked at her father, her eyes beseeching him to help her.


Molly twisted her ear and Briony screamed out: ‘He said that he liked me, Ma, that I could take over from Eileen because she hated it there. That I could earn more money because I was a bit more lively like.’


Molly threw her from her across the dirt floor. Briony lay still staring up at her mother. Whatever happened, she was going to Mr Dumas tonight.


‘My God, you want to go, don’t you? You actually want to go. You know exactly what you’re letting yourself in for and you want to go.’ Molly’s voice was incredulous.


Briony stood up. Facing her mother full on, she shouted at her: ‘Well, Eileen went and she didn’t want to go but you still  took the two quid every week! I want to go. I can’t wait to go, and get nice clobber and decent food and sleep in a proper bedroom. I bleeding well happen to like Mr Dumas, and nothing he could do to me can be any worse than being cold and hungry and dirty and poor!’


The room was deathly silent and Briony was frightened by her own outburst, but her mother was not stopping her from going to that house tonight. She was determined. She wanted some of what Mr Dumas had on offer. She wanted regular food and warmth, and if that meant she had to touch Mr Dumas and he had to touch her, then that was fine as far as she was concerned.


‘If the child wants to go, let her.’


‘Oh, yes, that’s about your mark, isn’t it, Paddy? She’s just on ten but always older than her years. A slut in the making we’ve got here! It’ll be down to Nellie Deakins next with her, I suppose.’


‘Why is it that Eileen who didn’t want to go went, and me who wants to go, and for a pound a week more, can’t? You tell me that, Mum?’


‘You wouldn’t understand, Briony, because you take after him, your father. You’d sell your soul for what you wanted. Well, you can go, girl, but I tell you now – I don’t ever want you back under my roof!’


Briony looked at her mother long and hard, then at the silent girls sitting around the table.


‘Well, that’s a funny thing, you know, Mum, because I’ll be paying for the roof I ain’t allowed under. I bet you won’t throw his three quid back in his face, will you?’


Kissing her sisters in turn, she put on the brick red coat that she loved, pulled on her boots and, motioning to her father, went outside and sat on the steps to wait for him. Inside her chest was a ball of misery. She’d only wanted to help, but it had been thrown back in her face. Well, the three quid would soon soften the blow so far as her mother was concerned. But all the same, it galled Briony and hurt her too. Why was what she was doing wrong? When Eileen did it, when she didn’t even want to do it, it had been right. She swallowed back a sob.


Still, she’d had her way, and she brightened herself up now by thinking of the hot bath, the lice-free hair and nice soft nightie that was to come. She closed her mind to the other. As Mrs Prosser Evans always said at Sunday school: ‘Sufficient to the time thereof.’ She’d worry about that bit when she came to it.


Paddy stood in the hallway of the house in Ripple Road feeling depressed. The smell of cleanliness and the absolute quiet of the place gave him the heebie jeebies, as he expressed it. He always felt clumsy and dirty when he came to the house, and it shamed him. It shamed him that he had sold off his Eileen to Henry Dumas; it galled him now that his Briony, the only one of his daughters with a spark of real life, wanted to come here. Couldn’t wait to get here. It was all she had talked about on the way. And yet, as much as he’d hated listening, deep inside himself he didn’t blame the child. Not really.


Briony had always had a bit more going for her than the other girls. She was quick-witted and quick-tempered and always seemed to be a bit ahead of her years, even as a tiny child. He could understand to an extent the need in her to better her way of life. Could sympathise with her absolute single-mindedness in wanting to come to this house.


Molly had never had a lot of time for Briony, except as a helper with Rosalee. Only Briony could get her to go to bed, and stop the crying fits which at one time had been frequent. Molly was all for Eileen and Kerry – Kerry being her golden child, her gifted girl, her reason for wanting the house in Oxlow Lane. Kerry must have a good home to grow up in, never mind the rest of them. Bernadette was the odd one out of the five girls. Quiet, placid, but with a devil of a temper when roused, Bernie always looked as if she was sickening for something. As if she was just a guest who would soon leave the household. His own mother had said that the child would not make old bones, and even though she was not actually ill, there was an apathy about her that frightened Paddy at times.


He put his hands in his pockets and stared down at his old boots. This was taking the devil of a long time and he was  parched. His throat was on fire with the want of a whisky. A few whiskies would be better.


He heard footsteps on the stairs and Briony rushed down to him, her face flushed and rosy.


‘Oh, Dad, I’m to have Eileen’s room! She’s nearly packed. Mr Dumas said she can keep all the clothes and things, wasn’t that nice of him?’


Paddy licked his lips. ‘Aye, very kind. Tell our Eileen to hurry up, I haven’t got all night.’


The morning-room door opened and Henry Dumas walked out to Paddy and gave him three pounds.


‘Eileen shouldn’t be long. Would you like a drink while you’re waiting?’


Paddy brightened. ‘Yes, thank you, sir.’


Dumas noted the civility in his voice and smiled to himself.


For the first time, Paddy went into the morning room, and was impressed way beyond his imagining. There was a good fire in the polished grate. The walls were papered in a dark blue flock, and tall green plants grew upright in painted bowls. A leather chesterfield and two winged armchairs gleamed in the firelight, and small tables held all sorts of knick-knacks and frippery, the like of which Paddy had never seen before. On the floor was a Belgian carpet that even in his hob-nailed boots felt like grass beneath his feet. He sat on the edge of one of the chairs and took the glass of whisky offered him.


No, he didn’t blame his Briony at all. She had seen all this. She had been allowed a small peep into the world of the monied classes and she wanted to be a part of it. Who in their right mind could blame her? Certainly not him. Even at ten years old Briony knew what she wanted. As Paddy sipped his drink he had a glimpse of the future.


With the brains she had been given, Briony would use this place as a stepping stone. He had a feeling on him that once she tasted the delights of this house she would only want better, she would only want more, and he, Paddy Cavanagh, downed his drink in a large gulp and gave her a silent toast. May you get everything you want, my Briony, but never what you deserve. 


‘Oh, Eileen, fold the clothes up properly, they’ll be like rags by the time you get them home!’ Briony’s voice was annoyed. Eileen, in her haste to get out of the house, was just throwing clothes into the leather trunk that Mr Dumas had kindly given her.


‘Well, Briony, they’ll be like rags soon anyway, so it doesn’t really make any difference, does it? Now just help me pack and let me get out of here.’


Cissy shook her head as Briony opened her mouth to answer. ‘Go down to the kitchen, Eileen. Mrs Horlock has something for you.’


Eileen flounced from the room.


‘She bloody well annoys me, Cissy, ungrateful little bitch she is – all this lovely stuff!’


Cissy began packing the case properly and spoke to Briony in a low voice.


‘Listen, Bri, don’t be too hard on her. She hated it here. Some girls aren’t made like us. We get the most out of whatever situation we’re in, but other people are weak like. They don’t have any bottle, see? Now help me pack and we’ll get shot of her then we can get you bathed. Mrs Horlock has the water all ready.’


Briony kept her own counsel, but no matter what anyone said, she thought Eileen was a miserable wet patch. She looked around the bedroom with a feeling of glee inside her chest. It was lovely. The whole house was lovely. Soon she’d have a good scrub in the tin bath in the scullery and from tomorrow she would use the big bathroom on the landing. Oh, she thought she was going to faint with happiness. She stroked the richly embroidered bedspread gently and bit her lip. This was all hers, and unlike that scut of a sister, she was going to reign here for a long time.


No matter what she had to do.


‘All done, child.’


Briony stood up in the water and held up her arms as Mrs  Horlock wrapped her in a towel. The little ribcage was visible through her blue-white skin and the tiny nipples, no bigger than farthings, were hard with the cold of the scullery. For the first time ever Mrs Horlock hugged a little child and, after wrapping her in the towel, put her on her lap and cuddled her close.


Briony automatically returned the hug and made herself a friend for life. The smallness of Briony, the very vulnerability that inflamed Henry Dumas, made Mrs Horlock, for the first time, aware of what the child was to do. Maybe it was her complete acceptance of the situation that upset her, she didn’t know, all she knew was that Briony Cavanagh was the smallest child yet, and no matter how much she dressed it up, it began to bother her.


But she dressed her in a white nightie and took her up to the morning room and Henry Dumas.


Henry was astounded at the change in the child. As she sat chatting with him in front of the fire, her hair began to dry. First one tight spiral of red hair sprang up on top of her head, and then another. It amazed him, and he smiled to himself. She was exquisite. Her little feet were long and thin, and what shapely ankles. . .


Briony was shocked a bit at first when he dropped on to his knees and pushed up her nightdress. Now the time had come, it seemed her big talk and lioness courage were going to fail her. But they didn’t. Instead, she forced herself to relax, because Cissy told her it hurt more if you tensed up. Looking down at Mr Dumas’ head, she saw her nightie all scrunched up and cried out. Henry Dumas looked at her in concern. He hadn’t even touched her yet!


Jumping from the chair, Briony took off the nightdress and, folding it carefully, placed it on the chairback. Then, naked, she went and sat on his knee, slipping her slender arms around his neck. Looking into his face she smiled tremulously.


‘Am I doing right, Mr Dumas, sir?’ The little eager voice made him want to tear into her there and then, but he stopped himself.


Instead he laid her on the carpet in front of the fire and traced every line of her body with the tips of his fingers.


‘You’re doing very well, Briony, very well indeed.’


When he began kissing her body, she studied the room around her, and shut her mind off from what was happening by thinking of all the things she was going to get the next day when she went shopping with Mrs Horlock. Everything from long pantaloons to a good velvet coat. As he entered her, she bit down on her lip and closed her eyes. A rogue tear made its way down her face and she licked its saltiness with her tongue. It hurt, Eileen was right, it hurt like mad.


She opened one eye and looked up at Henry Dumas. His face was shiny with sweat in the firelight, and his tongue was poking out of the corner of his mouth. He was completely taken over by her body, and she knew it. Instinctively, she knew it. It was the mystery of men and women, and inside Briony a little bell went off. To do this to her, men would give anything. It was a revelation. She felt better now, because she suddenly realised that there had been a subtle shifting of power here tonight.


She realised that Mr Dumas wanted her very much. He wanted to do this to her much more than she wanted the nice things he could give her.


Well then, so be it. But she would make sure she got her money’s worth.







Chapter Three


Molly stopped for a few seconds and rubbed her hands together. The cold had crept into her bones and pushing the handcart had skinned her fingers. She took a deep breath and resumed her task. Eileen carried a large box, while Bernadette and Kerry carried a case between them. Rosalee sat on the handcart with her thumb stuck firmly in her mouth staring ahead of her over the tables and chairs and the other items of furniture stacked up around her. Bernadette lost her hold on the case and it swung sideways and hit Kerry’s shins heavily. Dropping her side of the case, Kerry, in pain and temper, pulled Bernadette’s hair with all her strength, and within seconds both girls were wailing. Settling the cart once more, Molly tried to quieten them. They had just rounded the corner to Oxlow Lane and she wanted desperately to make a good impression on her new neighbours.


‘Come on now, girls. Whist now, be quiet.’


Bernadette sniffed loudly and then smacked Kerry across the face with the flat of her hand.


Eileen, putting down her box, separated the two girls who were kicking and screaming. She shook them until they quietened. Pushing her face close to theirs, she whispered, ‘I’m warning the pair of you, Mum’s on a short leash today and you’re safe while outsiders can see you, but once in the new place she’ll skin you alive if you annoy her.’ She stared into one face and then the other. ‘Do you two understand me?’


Both girls nodded, and picking up the case once more they trudged ahead of the handcart. Eileen picked up her box wearily  and the handcart’s squeaking wheel was the only sound as they walked to the cottage that was to be their new home.


Molly stood in front of the black front door and sighed in delight. They really were here, they really had this place. They finally had a proper home. Her eyes drank in the leaded light windows that only needed a good wash, the red-tiled roof and cream-painted walls. It was all her dreams come true.


The cottages had stood there since the sixteenth century and had once boasted thatched roofs and large gardens. They had been farm workers’ cottages until the mid-1800s when they had been bought up and rented out to any Barking residents who could pay.


Oxlow Lane was still countrified, wide and sweeping and bordered by fields. Most of the people who could afford decent houses wanted to live near Stratford and Bow, if not in Barkingside, where the docks were. But Molly was astute enough to know that Oxlow Lane would be quiet for herself and the girls, while still close enough to East London which was only a couple of hours’ walk. Rainham-on-Thames was only another hour’s walk along the London Road and Molly was determined to take the girls there for the day in the summer. She had been there only once herself, when she had first married Paddy, and carried the memory with her in a kind of reverence. They’d sat on the sands as the Thames rolled by, watching the passenger ferries from Gravesend in Kent disgorge day trippers, dressed in their Sunday best. They had eaten whelks and cockles outside The Phoenix public house, and Paddy had kissed her on the beach to the scandalisation of some older women near them. Oh, she was taking the girls in the summer if it was the last thing she did!


She felt in her coat pocket for the large brass key and once more marvelled to herself. A key. For the first time they had a dwelling with a key. With a real front door. She took it out of her pocket and inserted it in the lock – then all hell broke loose. Rosalee, for some unexplained reason, decided to get herself down from the cart. She stood up amongst the furniture and somehow managed to upset the whole thing.


Eileen watched in dismay as the child was flung on to the  ground with a hard thud, closely followed by the table and chairs. The door of the adjoining cottage opened and a large man rushed out. Molly saw white-blond hair and huge musclebound arms pick up Rosalee and pass her to Eileen, then the table and chairs were also picked up and stacked neatly in what seemed seconds.


Rosalee, winded from the force of the fall, gasped for breath in Eileen’s arms. But she wouldn’t cry, Molly knew she wouldn’t cry. The last time she’d cried was when Briony left her.


‘Hello, Mrs. Me and me mum’s been looking out for you like,’ their neighbour told them.


A little woman of indeterminate age came through the door. ‘I thought you could do with a cuppa, love. I’ve had the kettle on all morning, waiting for you.’ She looked at the four girls. Molly noticed the frown as she glanced twice at Resalee.


‘These all yourn?’


Molly smiled. ‘Yes, but they’re good quiet girls.’ She looked at Kerry and Bernadette who had the grace to drop their eyes to the ground. Molly so wanted to make a good impression.


The old woman opened a toothless mouth and screeched with laughter.


‘I’ll believe that when I hear it! I had six, four girls and two boys. He’s the last one at home.’ She indicated her large son with a nod of her head. ‘And I’ll tell you now, give me a houseful of boys any day to girlies. Fighting and arguing and moaning and crying and pinching . . . Oh, I could carry on all day. Be nice to have a bit of life up the lane again, though, not enough children here any more.’


Molly felt her heart lift.


‘Now then, how about a cuppa, and what about some bread pudding for you girls, with a nice cup of weak tea, eh?’


She put out a hand, and to the astonishment of Molly, Rosalee wriggled from Eileen’s arms and, taking the old woman’s hand, she went into the cottage with her.


The man grinned.


‘I’m Abel Jones and that’s me mother. We all call her Mother  Jones, me and everyone else that knows her. Now get yourselves in out of the cold and I’ll get the furniture in for you.’


Molly smiled at him and followed her eager daughters.


Abel looked at her as she went through the door and smiled to himself. Not a bad-looking piece that. He wondered if there was a husband in tow. Must be to afford the rent on the cottage, but you never knew, Abel told himself. She might be free for a bit of a laugh.


He picked up the heavy wood table as if it was made of paper and walked into the cottage with it.


Briony had been living her new life for three weeks and she loved it. Well, she liked most of it, she told herself. The things that she had to do for Mr Dumas got on her nerves a bit, but she was getting to like living at the house and that was all that really concerned her. She put on a brown dress with a tiny lace collar, her walking boots and her large brown cape. Lastly she put on a straw hat with dried flowers that was totally unsuited to the weather, but she was so enamoured of it she didn’t care. She walked down the stairs and went through the green baize door to Mrs Horlock and Cissy.


‘Get us a cab, Cis.’ Briony’s voice was clear and loud in the kitchen and Mrs Horlock smothered a smile. She was a case, was this one. Not five minutes in the house and already she acted like she was born to it. If she used the toilet once a day she used it fifty times, though the novelty of the bathroom was wearing off now and she was down to only two baths a day. But Mrs Horlock was clever enough to let the child have her head, let her get used to her surroundings. If she was happy, Mr Dumas was happy and at the end of the day, that was what counted.


‘You’re going to your mum’s then, Miss?’


‘Yes, Mrs Horlock, I am. Don’t worry, I’ll tell the cab to come back for me at five. I’ll be home in plenty of time for Mr Dumas and me dinner.’


‘Shall I go with her, Mrs Horlock?’ Cissy’s face was expressionless but the hope behind it was evident.


‘No you won’t, Cissy. All the work I’ve got here today! Now  go and get Miss Briony her cab. And hurry up!’


Cissy ran from the kitchen.


‘I’ve made you up a hamper for your mum. She’ll need it today.’


Briony grinned at the old woman. She looked stern at times, and she could be sharp, but underneath Briony liked her. She cuddled Briony sometimes of an evening when Mr Dumas went home to his real house. Briony would come out here, to the kitchen and Mrs Horlock would settle her on her lap, tell her stories and feed her hot milk and bread and butter while Cissy was ironing or baking. All under Mrs Horlock’s astute gaze, of course. The kitchen fire would be roaring. up the chimney and the smell of spices and baking was very welcoming to Briony. The warmth and the good smells made her feel secure.


Briony opened the lid of the hamper and saw two small malt loaves, that would be full of the raisins that Rosalee loved. A small ham and a large lump of cheese. There were also some home-made scones and a jar of strawberry jam.


‘Thanks, Mrs Horlock, she’ll be very grateful to you.’


The woman waved her hand at Briony. ‘’Tis nothing. There’s a screw of tea on the table to go in and some sugar and butter.’


Briony put these in the hamper and then went to the housekeeper and hugged her, pushing her face, straw hat and all, into the floury-smelling apron. Mrs Horlock looked down on the flame-coloured hair that spiralled out under the hat and felt a rush of affection for the child. She hugged her back.


Mother Jones was ensconced by her fire with Rosalee on her lap. She stroked the downy hair and shook her head. This was a child meant for the angels if ever she saw one. Abel watched her and smiled.


‘Poor little thing. Must be hard for that Molly like, Mum. Having one like her. She’ll never be able to earn.’


Mother Jones sniffed. ‘No, true, but she’ll never leave home either, so she’ll never be lonely if she loses her man.’


Abel nodded and looked towards the dividing wall. He had taken a fancy to Molly Cavanagh.


On the other side of the wall, she was busy scrubbing the floor and watching Bernadette and Kerry at their task of cleaning the windows. She had eaten two slices of bread pudding and drunk two cups of hot sweet black tea and it had fortified her for the job in hand. Mother Jones had sent Abel in to show her how to get the fire going in the range, and now she had steaming hot water as often as she wanted it. This thrilled her to bits, though coal was being burnt like nobody’s business. Still, it was only for today.


‘Mum, our Briony’s arrived in a cab!’


Molly sighed and opened the front door. Briony got out of the cab and the driver took down a small hamper and placed it beside her on the dirt road. Molly watched her pay the man and gritted her teeth. As the horse set off, clip-clopping down the lane, Molly walked out of the cottage.


‘Hello, Mum. Mrs Horlock sent you a hamper, to help you get settled like.’


Briony’s voice was wary as she spoke and Molly felt a moment’s sorrow for her coldness towards the child.


‘Come away in, Briony, it’s freezing out here.’


She smiled and followed her mother inside the cottage. Kerry and Bernadette crowded around her as she opened the hamper and showed them what was inside.


‘Where’s Rosalee then?’


‘Oh, she’s with the lady next door. She’s really nice and gave us bread pudding and a cup of char, and her house smells really funny and she ain’t got no teeth. . .’


‘Shut up now, Kerry.’


Briony laughed. Trust Kerry to go too far!


She took off her coat and hat, rolled up her sleeves and, taking the chamois leather from Kerry, set about the windows.


Molly watched her as she worked away, and closing her eyes she prayed to God to give her peace of mind where her Briony was concerned. They depended on her wages, far more than they ever had on Eileen’s. It was Briony who was going to keep them in Oxlow Lane, and as Paddy had pointed out, Molly  didn’t want to kill the goose that was laying the golden eggs, did she? Forcing herself to move, she walked to Briony and embraced the girl. Briony cuddled her back, joyful that her mother wasn’t cross with her any more. For her part, Molly closed her eyes and swallowed down the disgust that touching Briony always made her feel.


Letting her go, she resumed washing the floor of the cottage and Kerry and Bernadette sorted out the bedding and curtains into neat piles on the table.


‘Give us a song, Kerry.’


‘What do you want, a happy one or a crying one?’


‘Whatever you like.’


Kerry stopped what she was doing and thought for a second, then she began to sing. It was Paddy’s favourite and Briony smiled as she began. Kerry sang this song like an angel.




‘Oh Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling,


From glen to glen, and down the mountainside . . .’





Next door, Mother Jones and Abel heard the singing and both laughed as Rosalee started to clap her hands.


‘They’re a funny family, Mum. Another girl just arrived by cab, dressed up like a kipper. Only about ten and in a cab mind, not on foot. Where are they getting the money for cabs and the like?’


‘How the bloody hell would I know! They seem nice enough, Abel Jones, so don’t you go snooping round there and put them off us.’


‘I’m only saying, Mum. . .’


‘Yeah, well, just you say it to yourself then. It’ll all come out in the wash anyway. People’s business rarely stays between four walls. You’ll find out soon enough, son, and when you do I hope it’s what you want to hear!’


‘Here’s Dad and Eileen with the beds, Mum!’ Kerry shrieked out the words at the top of her voice, making Molly, who was upstairs getting the bedroom floors swept, cringe. The child  thought she was still in the basement where you had to shout to be heard above the din coming from the other families.


‘Shall I let them in?’


Briony laughed out loud.


‘No, Kerry, let’s leave them out there ’til the morning. Of course you should let them in!’


Kerry opened the door grandly. She had been locking and unlocking it all afternoon, and the novelty of the key had yet to wear off.


Briony stamped down the stairs and, after kissing Eileen, began to help while they unloaded the beds and boxes.


Abel Jones watched the proceedings from his window, studying Paddy closely. Then a cab pulled up, and the little one with the red curly hair was kissing them all and getting inside.


He shook his head. There was something funny going on with that family, he’d lay money on it. There was only one place that child would be going in a cab and that was Nellie Deakins’ house.


Rosalee sat at the table and drank her broth, Kerry and Bernadette were putting the finishing touches to their room, and Eileen was making up her parents’ bed. Paddy looked at his wife in the glow of the kitchen fire and, sober for once, he felt a stirring in him. As she tended the fire he saw the roundness of her large breasts, caught a glimpse of creamy skin. She wasn’t a bad looker wasn’t Molly, for all the childbearing. He pulled her down on to his lap, and she laughed as the chair creaked under their weight.


‘Isn’t this a grand place, Moll?’


She smiled and nodded. It was her dream come true. The kitchen was also their living room, but Molly didn’t mind. It meant only one fire. The table and chairs were scrubbed and clean, the mats were down, and the new chair was by the fender for when she wanted to sew or just sit and drink one of her never ending cups of tea. Briony said she was going to get Mrs Horlock to let her have some of the old curtains packed away at Mr Dumas’. She’d fit them to the windows and the place would  be like a little palace. She frowned as she thought of Briony.


She allowed Paddy to nuzzle her neck. He pulled her face round and kissed her long and hard, forcing his tongue into her mouth, and Molly, for the first time in over a year, responded. In her happiness at being in the house, she wanted everything to go well.


‘Oh, Mum!’ Eileen, who had walked downstairs, saw them kissing and all the revulsion she felt was in her voice. Molly pulled away from Paddy just as Eileen got to the sink and threw up, retching and hawking with the illness that engulfed her at the disgusting sight.


‘Eileen. Eileen, girl.’ Molly put her arm around her shoulders gently, trying to pull her into her arms.


‘Don’t you touch me, Mum!’ Eileen pointed a finger into her mother’s face. ‘Don’t you ever touch me after you’ve touched him. Not after what he’s done to me and Briony. And who’ll be next, that’s what I want to know? Bernie, Kerry, our Rosalee?’


Rosalee, hearing her name mentioned, clapped her hands together and upset the broth.


‘Bri. . . Bri.’


Bernadette and Kerry, who had come down the stairs at the sound of Eileen’s voice, stood like statues staring at their mother and father, fear in their faces as they realised that something bad was going to happen, and maybe even to one of them.


Molly looked from her daughter to her husband who was sitting in the chair, his head in his hands. Then Paddy got up, took his coat from the back of the door and tried to open the front door. He rattled it hard, trying to force it open, until Kerry ran to him and unlocked it with the key, all her excitement gone now as she watched her father leave the house.


Molly pulled Eileen towards her and cuddled her tightly.


‘Oh Eileen, my baby, my lovely girl. What did he do to you?’


She didn’t say we – what did we do to you? – because the knowledge that she had eventually condoned what her husband had done would not allow itself to surface. She held Eileen while she cried and Kerry cleaned up the mess made by Rosalee’s broth.


Henry Dumas stroked Briony’s hair. It was like stroking silky springs. Briony lay beside him and let him cuddle her. She liked this bit. After all the other business was out of the way, he cuddled her and whispered things to her. She didn’t always understand what he was talking about, but the tone of his voice always sent her off to sleep. She watched drowsily as he got dressed, saw him push his fat little legs into his trousers, and smiled to herself. He always looked funny undressed. But when he was dressed he was like a different person. Briony respected him when he was dressed, and didn’t answer him back or make as many jokes as she did the other times.


She’d turned on her side and closed her eyes to sleep when there was a loud banging on the front door. She sat bolt upright in the bed and stared at Mr Dumas. Then she heard her father’s voice, loud in the hallway, and her heart sank. He was drunk, she could hear it in every word he said.


‘Where’s me girl? I want me girl this minute!’


Briony heard Cissy’s and Mrs Horlock’s voices trying to quieten him. As Henry Dumas walked towards the door, Briony was off the bed and in front of him.


‘Stay up here. I’ll see to me dad.’ Instinctively she knew that as her father was, if he saw Henry Dumas, all hell would break loose.


Paddy looked up and saw her walking towards him. She looked beautiful. In the white lawn nightdress and with her spectacular hair unbound, she was like a vision. Through his drink-crazed mind he realised exactly what he had done to her and to Eileen, and it made him sick inside.


‘I’ve come to take you home, Briony, my baby.’ His voice was drenched with tears.


She flicked a glance at Mrs Horlock and then back at her father.


‘Come into the warm, Dad, you’re freezing.’


She opened the door to the morning room and he followed her inside. Mrs Horlock lit the gas lamps and Briony pushed the poker in the fire to get a blaze.


‘What’s all the noise about then, Dad?’


Paddy settled himself in a chair and stared at his daughter.


‘I’ve come to take you home, lovie. This is all wrong. Eileen’s been . . . she’s accusing me something terrible. . . Your ma . . .’


He couldn’t get the words out to explain himself, but Briony understood him well enough.


‘But, Dad, I like it here. I don’t want to go home.’


Paddy blinked his eyes as if to reassure himself he had heard right.


‘It’s lovely here, Dad. Mr Dumas is really nice to me and I’ve got Cissy and Mrs Horlock looking after me, and I go out to Barking Park every day . . .’


Her voice trailed off. Her mother must have caused all sorts of trouble for her dad to be here now. Even with a drink in him, he was aware of what the money meant each week. Now they’d all moved into the new house, how the hell did they think they’d pay the rent?


‘Why don’t you let Cissy get you a cab home, Dad? In the morning, when everything’s all right with me mum, everything will be better.’


Paddy finally understood what Briony was saying. He hadn’t left her here like Eileen to make the best of it. She actually wanted to be here, and the knowledge hurt him far more than anything else she could have said. Even losing the house wouldn’t have hurt as much as what his daughter had just said. No wonder Molly was dead set against her. Here was a whore in the making all right.


‘You’re coming home with me now.’ His voice was harsh, and he was surprised when Briony shook her head.


‘I’ll not leave this house, Dad, I’m staying here whether you like it or not. You couldn’t wait for me to get here not three weeks since, and if you think that I’m going back to Oxlow Lane with you, you’re wrong. Dead wrong. If you take me home, then I’ll just keep coming back.’


She stared into his face earnestly. ‘Can’t you see, Dad? I love it here. I’m happy here. And best of all, everyone benefits by it. Especially me mum. She might want me home now, but she  won’t when we’re back in the docks, will she?’


Paddy knew when he was defeated, but at least he could tell Molly and Eileen the truth now. That he’d come to get her and she’d refused. A little while later, as he made his way home in the cab paid for by Briony, he realised something. For all the trouble he was having with Eileen, he’d rather that than have her thinking like his Briony, and that was a turn up because Briony was their golden goose. Yet Eileen, it seemed to him, was more of a decent girl than ever, for all she’d been through with that scumbag. Whereas Briony, who’d taken to it like a duck to water, had broken his heart.







Chapter Four


It was thick snow and Briony had had to brave the freezing weather to get a cab. Even in her thick coat and dress, fur hat and muff, she was still frozen. Her face was stinging with the cold and as the horse moved slowly through the icy streets she waggled her toes in her boots to stop them from going numb. It was her second Christmas at Henry Dumas’ house and she was a different girl altogether to the one who had arrived there fourteen months earlier. At eleven, she had grown. Her breasts were forming and the good food had put flesh on her bones. Her face had rounded, giving her a look of a young woman already. Her hair was still a fiery red, only now she wore it in a neat chignon pinned to her head with expert precision by Mrs Horlock.


Briony had also changed inside herself. She wasn’t as happy-go-lucky as she had been, and she was sensing a change in Henry Dumas as her body developed. She bit on her lip and watched the traffic in the streets, mainly pedestrians, a few ragamuffins running around offering to hold horses’ bridles or carry people’s shopping for a halfpenny. The majority of the people wore sacking over their clothes to try and keep the snow from freezing their bodies entirely.


As they approached Barking Broadway, the horse’s pace slowed even more. Briony pushed down the window of the cab and stared out. Then she saw him.


He was a tall boy of about thirteen, dressed in ragged trousers and jacket though his heavy boots were obviously new. Brand  new, not second hand new. Briony was struck by his appearance because he had the thickest, blackest hair and eyebrows she had ever seen in her life. As she watched him from the cab she saw him stumble into a well-dressed man and apologise profusely before walking on. Briony smiled. He was dipping. She watched as another boy stepped by him and was given the wallet. It was all over in a split second and now the first boy ambled on again, safe in the knowledge that if he was stopped, he had no evidence on his person. Briony was fascinated by it all, and from her vantage point kept a close eye on him.


His next victim was to be a young docker, the worse for drink and also stumbling. She noticed the way that the pickpocket kept his cap pulled down low over his face; his clothes, well-pressed though old, were obviously new to him. He couldn’t quite carry himself in them properly. More used to being ragged arsed. Briony watched the boy bump into the docker, and then it all went wrong. The young man grabbed the boy’s hand like a vice. Briony saw them start struggling and banged on the wooden side of the cab for it to stop. Getting out, she ran over to where the two men were arguing, attracting the attention of more than a few people. She pushed her way through and, without giving it a second’s thought, dragged the dark boy free.


All the people there took in her clothes and assumed she was from the upper classes. She looked it, from her well-shod feet to her fur hat and muff. She looked into the dark boy’s face and in her best imitation of Henry Dumas’ voice, asked: ‘Have you picked up my purchases yet?’


The boy stared at her. She could see his brain seeking the appropriate answer. He was quick enough to know she was trying to help him. It was why she should that was the puzzle.


‘Come on, boy, we’ll go and pick them up now.’ She grabbed the sleeve of his jacket and looked at the docker.


‘You should not imbibe so much drink, young man, you obviously can’t take it. Now get off home.’


She pulled the boy back to the cab and he helped her inside, lifting her arm and guiding her in as if he did it every day of his life. Once settled, they looked at one another.


‘You didn’t get to lift his wallet then?’


Briony’s altered voice was such a shock the boy started to laugh.


She frowned at him. ‘What you bleeding laughing at then? I just helped you out of a very tricky situation.’


The boy roared.


‘It’s your voice! Just now you sounded like the bloody Queen. Now you’re speaking like any other street slut.’


Briony felt herself pale and this was not lost on the boy either.


‘What did you just say?’


He hastened to make amends.


‘I didn’t mean that how it come out.’


She pushed her hands into her muff with such force she ripped the lining and the sound in the quiet of the cab was like a pistol going off.


The boy ran his hands through his hair. Realising his mistake, he tried to make it up to her.


‘I’m Tom Lane, Tommy to me mates. Thanks for helping me out like. I ’ppreciate it.’


Briony looked at his handsome but dirty face, and thawed a bit.


‘I’m Briony Cavanagh.’


He grinned then, showing big strong white teeth. He settled back in the cab and Briony found herself grinning too.


‘Where do you live then?’


Briony swallowed deeply before answering. ‘I live in Oxlow Lane, but I work in a big house, just round the corner from Barking Park.’ There was no way she was giving him an address, he looked the type to turn up there. The thought thrilled and frightened her at the same time.


‘Oxlow Lane, you say? That where you’re going now?’


Briony nodded. ‘I’m going to visit me family.’


Tom nodded and looked her over from head to toe. A nice-looking piece, he thought, but too well dressed for service. She was on the bash or his name wasn’t Tom Lane. He had two sisters and a mother on the game and neither of them had hit the big money like this one. But he didn’t tell her his thoughts. He  liked her, he liked her a lot, especially for saving his neck.


‘How old are you then?’


Briony tossed her head and looked out at the passing road. ‘Old enough. You?’


Tommy grinned again. ‘Older than that, girl.’ He glanced outside and saw that they were at the Longbridge Road. ‘You can let me down here.’ He banged on the wooden side and the driver slowed the horse.


‘Tara then, Briony Cavanagh.’


‘’Bye, Tommy Lane.’


He hopped from the cab, and before shutting the door he winked at her. Briony watched him cross the wide road and make his way inside The Royal Oak. She saw him disappear inside the doorway and felt a moment’s sadness that he had gone. For some funny reason she liked him.


Tommy walked into the public house and ordered himself a pint of beer. His eyes travelled round the crowded bar looking for a face he knew. He saw a friend called Willy Gushing and walked over to him.


‘Hello, Willy, you’re looking well.’ And indeed Willy was looking well. He was wearing a suit more fitted to a lawyer than a petty criminal.


‘He looks like a poxy doctor’s clerk, if you ask me.’


Willy smiled good-naturedly at the little boy sitting on the seat beside his friend.


‘Me bruvver James.’


Tommy nodded at the little boy.


‘He’s got some trap, ain’t he, Willy?’


Willy, a small dumpy boy with sandy hair and non-existent eyebrows, nodded his head vigorously.


‘More front than Southend, mate, and he’s only seven. Sit down, Tommy, I ain’t seen you for a while.’


He sat on the wooden bench beside his friend and admired him openly.


‘You’re looking really prosperous, Willy, what’s the scam?’


Willy took a large drink of beer and smiled. ‘I’m in with  Dobson’s lot now. I tell you, Tommy, all the stories about him are true, but he’s a good bloke if you don’t cross him.’


Tommy nodded. Davie Dobson was the local hard man. He was good to people hereabouts in a lot of ways. It was known he would give money to women whose husbands had gone down before the beak, but he was also known to break a few bones when things weren’t going his way. He ran most of the girls on the streets hereabouts, as far as Stratford and some up West.


‘So what you doing for him then?’


‘I sort out deals for him. Little deals that he ain’t got the time or the inclination to bother with.’


What he actually meant was little girls. Willy procured them from the poorer families and then delivered them to Nellie Deakins’ house and other establishments all over the smoke. Dobson, who was trying to make himself look respectable in certain circles, needed stooges like Willy who’d go down if they got caught and do their time without a whimper, coming home to a good few quid and a steady job. Willy was to progress soon to delivering girls to the homes of certain prominent people whom Davie Dobson would then blackmail. It was the most lucrative business, because once they paid, they paid forever.


‘Could you get me in with him like, Willy? I could do with a regular job, and you don’t look like you’re starving from it.’


Willy swaggered in his seat.


‘I’ll have a word with him for you. Me and Dobson’s like that.’


‘You do that for me, Willy, and I’ll owe you one. Now seeing as how you’re in the dosh, you can get the next round in.’


Willy got up and went to the bar.


‘What do you do, young man?’ Tommy addressed James, who looked at him as if he was so much dirt.


‘Mind your own business, you nosy bastard!’


Tommy laughed and James frowned at him. He was only three feet six inches tall and already he was a hard man. That’s what life on the streets did for you.


Briony swept into the house in Oxlow Lane in a cloud of cold air  and perfume. Molly went outside and picked up the hamper, dragging it through the door. Briony helped her get it on the table.


‘Where’s the girls?’


‘All gone up the Lane for some last-minute shopping. Eileen’s been promising them she’ll take them all week. Rosalee’s asleep upstairs.’


Briony removed her coat and hung it carefully on the nail behind the front door.


‘How are you, Mum?’


She and Molly had had a truce for nearly a year now. It was a truce that suited them both. Molly needed Briony’s wages, as they were called, and Briony had no intention of ever coming back to her mother’s house. Molly had resigned herself to Briony’s choice of career and now the two got on quite well.


‘I wanted to talk to you, Mum, I’m glad we’re alone.’


Briony put the kettle on the fire and started to make a fresh pot of tea while Molly unpacked the hamper.


‘It’s Henry – Mr Dumas. He’s losing interest in me.’


Molly pushed back her faded blonde hair and stared across at her daughter’s beautiful face. Every time she looked at Briony she marvelled where she could have come from. With that red hair and white skin, she was unlike any of the others. Unlike her parents or grandparents, though the Irish were often red-headed.


‘What you going to do then?’


Briony sighed. ‘I don’t know, Mum, but if I get me marching orders, the wages go with me.’


Molly knew this already and it scared her.


‘Have you got anything down below yet?’


‘I did have, but Cissy plucked them out for me.’ Briony bit on her bottom lip. ‘He can’t stand it, see, Mum. Once I start to develop properly, he won’t want me any more. I had a show last week. The curse is on its way, I just know it.’


Molly nodded. Briony made the tea and took the steaming pot over to the table.


‘What am I going to do?’


Molly sighed. ‘I don’t know, girl. We’ll put our thinking caps on and maybe something will come up.’


Rosalee started to cry and Briony went up the stairs and brought her down to the kitchen. ‘Bri . . . Bri . . .’


Briony hugged her close and kissed her. ‘Yes, it’s Bri Bri, and she’s got a lovely present for you for Christmas.’


Molly watched the red head and the blonde together and felt a sadness in herself. Both were tainted but in different ways. Of the two she’d rather have Rosalee any day.


Paddy was drunk; not his usual boisterous drunk but a sullen, melancholic mood. He staggered out of The Bull at twenty past ten. He would have stayed longer except he’d run out of money and his friends, on whom he had spent over a pound, were now preparing to leave as well. Paddy stumbled home.


The long walk, instead of sobering him up, only made him more peevish with every freezing step he took. In his mind he conjured up all the wrongs done to him by his wife. First and foremost in his mind was the fact she’d have no sexual relations with him. He’d get the priest round to talk to her about that. Then there was the fact that she doled out the money to him. He knew she had a good wad stashed away and, on the rare occasions that he was alone in the house, had searched for it fruitlessly. Then there was her attitude with the girls. By Christ, they were grown up now, except for Rosalee who would never grow up.


He felt his eyes mist up at the thought of her. In his drunken mind, Rosalee was the fault of his wife as well. He knew she’d tried to get rid of her, he knew everything about the bitch he lived with. Then the naked white body of his infant son came into his thoughts. It was the night Eileen left to work for Mr Dumas, and somehow, in his drink-fuddled mind, he decided that Molly had got rid of his son as well. The thought induced a rage so violent he felt he could choke on it. A man was judged by his sons. Splitarses – as girls were referred to – were a slur on a man’s manhood. They were no good for anything except the begetting of more sons.


As he passed by the empty streets he thought of all the  setbacks he’d experienced in his life: never enough money, never anywhere decent to live. And somehow, all the blame was laid at Molly’s door.


She’d never worked like other women. She used to clean doorsteps when he met her, had specialised in that. She’d been a tweenie since seven and at fourteen had begun specialising in her damned doorsteps! For a split second he saw her as she had been when he met her. High-breasted and tall, she had looked a fit mate for the big handsome Irishman he’d been. But marriage and the bearing of children had changed all that. Her and her fancy ideas about the girls going to school. Not working, oh no. Or even doing a decent day’s housework until they were twelve. He gnashed his teeth in temper. With the four girls working they could have lived the life of Riley, but oh no. Not good enough for Molly Cavanagh. Her children, her girl children, were too good to slave fourteen hours a day in a sweat shop to earn their brass.


As he neared home Paddy’s rage was reaching astounding proportions. He even began to blame his wife for his own drinking and gambling. If she had treated him as a wife should, he wouldn’t stay out like he did, he justified it to himself. He omitted the fact he had always led the life of a single man even when married.


He opened the front door. His face was blue with the cold, but one look at his eyes and the girls saw their father was in the mood for a fight. Dressed in their Sunday best, they waited patiently for their mother to braid their hair ready for Midnight Mass at St Vincent’s where Kerry had been asked to sing a solo.


Molly was busy buttoning Rosalee’s dress. Hearing her husband enter, she cried: ‘Where the hell have you been? You know Kerry’s singing at the Mass. You promised me you’d be home early.’


She looked up into his face and her heart froze in her chest. He was drunk, roaring drunk. He wouldn’t miss Midnight Mass, though. He’d stumble up to Communion like he did every Sunday, oblivious to the staring faces around him. Most of the Irishmen left it to their wives to attend church for them. It  was no sin for them to sit in the pub all day Sunday, but let an Irishman’s wife miss Mass with the children and she would be ostracised by all and sundry. Not for the first time the divide between men and women irritated Molly Cavanagh. Maybe it was this that prompted her to fight with him instead of ushering the children from the house to Mother Jones next door and then letting Paddy do his worst ’til he fell asleep in front of the fire. She resigned herself to a black eye for Christmas and decided that this time she’d get it for a good reason.


‘I’ll not walk in the church with a drunk, Paddy. You can either go alone, or sleep the drink off and go in the morning.’


He pushed Kerry and Bernadette out of the way. ‘What did you say to me, woman?’


Molly pulled Rosalee into her skirts and glared at her husband.


‘You heard me!’


Paddy stared first at his wife then at each of the four girls in turn. Eileen gathered her three younger sisters together and, slipping past her father, took them to Mother Jones. Knocking gently on the window, she held the three white-faced girls to her. Mother Jones was in the process of tying a large bonnet of dark green taffeta on to her wiry grey hair. She opened the front door with a wide grin on her face, thinking they were all ready to go to Mass. One look at Eileen’s face told her otherwise.


‘It’s me dad, he’s drunk as a lord and about to go at me mum. Can I leave these three here?’


‘Of course you can, lovie.’ She pulled Eileen inside her door, closing it against the bitter wind. As they settled the children round the fire they heard Molly’s scream, and a sound like splintering wood. Rosalee whimpered and the old woman pulled her on to her lap.


‘There now, me pet. Everything’s fine.’


Eileen stood up. ‘I’ve got to go in there. He’ll knock her from here to next week if someone doesn’t stop him.’


‘Stay here, child. Abel will be here soon with the cart to take us all to Mass. He’ll go in.’


Eileen wiped her hand across her face.


‘I’ve got to get their coats anyway. I’ll go in.’


She left the cottage and went back inside her own home.


Molly was crying, harsh racking sobs. Eileen saw her mother’s eye already swelling and the blood from a cut on her lip. Paddy had punched her to the ground and one of the wooden chairs was lying broken on the floor. It was what her father was doing now that made Eileen pick up the iron from the fire.


He was pulling up her mother’s skirts and dragging at her underclothes. Eileen knew what he was going to do because it brought back painful memories of Mr Dumas. She knew how much it hurt, and how sick and ill it made you afterwards.


Molly was staring at her daughter, beseeching her with her eyes and crying over Paddy’s shoulder softly.


‘No, Paddy, not like this, man! Not like this!’


Bringing back her arm, Eileen swung the iron down on the side of her father’s head with all her strength. The spray of blood that shot up into the air covered both mother and daughter. Paddy slumped down over his wife, his legs twitching for a few seconds before death took him completely.


Eileen put her hand over her mouth to stem the tide of vomit rushing up inside her. Molly, with a strength born of desperation, pushed the lifeless form from her. Dragging herself upright, she put her hand to her mouth in shock. The two stood there like statues until Abel, who had arrived with the cart, was sent in by his mother.


He took one look at Paddy lying spreadeagled on the floor, his head a mush of blood and brains, and swore under his breath.


‘Jesus sodding Christ! What happened here?’


Eileen began to shake. It started in her hands and travelled through her cold body until even her teeth were chattering. Abel dragged Paddy over on to his back. The unbuttoned trousers told him the whole story.


‘Was he at the girl? Was he at Eileen?’


He assumed that Molly had taken the iron to him. She shook her head, and as he heard Eileen moan, Abel saw the iron still in her hand.


‘He was at you, Moll?’


She nodded. Her blonde hair was in disarray and her clothes were ripped. A strand of saliva was hanging from her top lip as she tried to speak.


Abel took the iron from Eileen and put it into the sink. Then he went outside to the pump and filled a bucket with icy water. He washed the iron clean of blood, talking over his shoulder as he did so.


‘First I want you to get some sheets to wrap him in. Come on, you two!’ His voice was urgent. ‘We have to get rid of him, girls, or else one or the other of you will be before the beak in the morning.’


Molly felt his words penetrate her brain and forced herself into action. Going up the stairs, she pulled the sheets from her bed and brought them back down to the kitchen.


Abel had put Eileen in the easy chair and was pouring out a cup of hot sweet tea for her.


‘We’ll wrap him up tight and I’ll dump him somewhere. We’ll think of a story later, let’s just get rid of the . . . of Paddy’s . . . of his body.’ There, it was said.


‘Oh, Abel, what are we going to do?’ Molly’s voice had risen now as the shock wore off and he went to her and put his arms around her.


‘Listen to me, Molly. We must get rid of him now, before anyone finds out what’s happened. I’ll take him down to the docks, dump him in the water. Plenty of people turn up there dead. You report him missing tomorrow and the police will assume he was set upon for his wages.’


The words were tumbling out of him. One thing was sure, he had to help Molly. Since she had moved in next door he had grown to care for her deeply. Many was the night he’d heard Paddy going for her and had wanted to do exactly what the girl had just done. As far as he was concerned, his main priority now was to get rid of Paddy’s body and keep the girls safe.


He began to wrap Paddy in the sheets, covering the broken head as best he could.


‘What about Midnight Mass? Kerry’s to sing there tonight!’


‘The Mass has started, Moll. We’ll say you was waiting for Paddy to come home. Yes, that’s what we’ll say. Now help me to wrap him tight, and then I’ll put him on the cart and you and Eileen can get this floor scrubbed clean of blood. Come on now, Moll, or we’ll all be done for.’


Eileen watched as Abel and her mother wrapped up her father’s body. She felt nothing as she saw Abel put the blood-stained bundle over his shoulder and take him out to the cart.


Molly put the kettle on for more hot water and drank her tea standing up by the fire, waiting for the kettle to boil. She was suspended between two feelings. One of shock at what had happened, and the other a drive for self-preservation. The world now consisted of herself, Eileen and Abel Jones. Because Abel had involved himself for her, and she knew why. Though Paddy’s passing was shocking, it was also a passport to a better life for her and this thought kept her going through the gruelling night ahead.


Abel went in to his mother before he took Paddy’s body off in the cart. She had put the children to bed in her own room and he explained what had taken place to her in hushed tones. Being a sensible woman she didn’t moan or wail, but nodded at her big handsome son and then began to talk.


‘Take him to Dagenham Docks, son, but don’t put him in the water wrapped in the sheets. Bring them back and I’ll burn them. Empty his pockets. Street thieves take everything, even a good coat, remember that. If his boots are in good nick, take them off and we’ll get rid of them too.’ She racked her brains for what else she should tell him.


Abel kissed her on the forehead and tried to wink at her.


‘You know you’ll hang if this is found out?’


He nodded. ‘I know that, Mum. But if you could see those two in there. . .’ His voice trailed off.


‘You’re a good boy, Abel. Too good sometimes, I think.’


On this he left the kitchen and, taking the blanket off the horse, covered the body with it and clip-clopped down Oxlow Lane in a light flurry of snow.


Briony turned up at nine on Christmas morning, laden with food and presents. As soon as she walked into her mother’s house she knew that something had happened. The three younger girls ran to her and she kissed them, pushing gaily wrapped presents into their hands. The smell of roasting duck was heavy on the air, but her mother’s wan, swollen face and the absence of Eileen told her that something was afoot.


‘Where’s Eileen?’


‘She’s lying down, Briony. Come upstairs and see her.’


Briony followed her mother up to the bedroom without even removing her coat. Once inside the tiny room, she gasped. Eileen was lying in bed staring at the ceiling.


‘What’s wrong with her, Mum? And where’s me dad?’


Molly bit on her swollen top lip.


‘Eileen . . . she hit him last night. He was drunk and trying to . . . Eileen saw him and something snapped inside her, girl. She hit him with the flat iron.’


Briony stared into her mother’s face.


‘Where is he then? In the hospital?’


Molly shook her head.


‘He was dead, Briony. Stone dead. And Abel . . . Abel. . .’ She swallowed back tears. ‘He dumped him in the Thames. In the docks. She’d have been taken away otherwise.’


Molly’s voice was rising and Briony put her arms around her. ‘All right, Mum. All right. You did the right thing. What’s the next step?’


‘I’m going to report him missing like, this afternoon. I’m going to pretend that he stayed out often all night and that if he’s been picked up drunk then they can keep him. Abel . . . well, Abel says that’s the best way. More natural like.’


Briony nodded, seeing the sense of what was being said. The police in this area were used to women like her mother who brought up families on the money they could slip from a drunken husband’s pockets. But if they came to Oxlow Lane then they’d wonder where the hell the money came from for the house. Briony felt no loss at the death of her father, he had been  like a thorn in all their sides. All she had ever known was either the back of his hand or his drunken caresses. She was more interested in looking after Eileen and her mother.


‘If they question you about this place, then you tell them about me. I’ll deal with them when and if I have to, all right?’


Molly nodded. Briony went over to the bed and stared down at her sister’s face. It was white and pinched. Her eyes, normally so blue and clear, looked dull. Eileen stared back at Briony and her lips trembled.


Kerry and Bernadette burst into the room, both waving pairs of shiny new leather shoes.


‘Oh, Bri, they’re lovely, thanks, thanks!’


Briony turned and hugged them, while Molly hastily wiped her eyes.


‘Keep your noise down now, Eileen’s not feeling well.’


Kerry jerked her head towards Eileen and frowned. ‘Will I sing you a nice song, our Eileen? To cheer you up.’


Eileen nodded weakly, trying to smile.


Kerry put her new shoes on the bottom of the bed and, pushing back her thick black hair, began to sing.







Chapter Five


Isabel Dumas watched her husband closely as he cosseted his niece. He had pulled the little girl on to his lap and was caressing her blonde hair as he whispered endearments to her. Isabel felt a sickness inside herself as she watched him. She glanced at her husband’s sister and saw that she was smiling benignly at her brother and daughter. Isabel dragged her eyes from the scene and, excusing herself on the pretext of seeing how dinner was progressing, went up to her room.


Standing in their brand new bathroom, a marble and brass affair that she thought vulgar in the extreme, she splashed cold water on to her face and looked at herself in the mirror. She was twenty-five years old and had been married to Henry Dumas for seven years.


Her dark brown eyes took in the slight droop of her generous mouth and premature lines under her eyes from sleepless nights. Nights when she tossed and turned until she saw the daylight creep under her heavy bedroom curtains and intrude on her private world. She had long thick brown hair that had lost its gleam; her whole appearance was dull. It broke her heart every time she looked too closely at herself. She fancied sometimes that she was getting so sad and grey that eventually she would pass through the world completely unnoticed. Her mind went back to her husband caressing his five-year-old niece and she felt a wave of nausea engulf her.


It was true about Henry, she knew it. There was nothing for  her with him any more, she couldn’t hide from that fact. Her marriage was a lie, a blatant lie that she was beginning to regret with all her heart. All the long, lonely nights!


After their marriage her fine new husband had taken her up to bed and, after kissing her perfunctorily, had left her. She had assumed he was being kind, thinking of her, of how it was all new and the wedding had been tiring, and at first she had actually felt a surge of happiness to have such a thoughtful husband. But as the months passed it had become a nightly ritual. Henry pecked her on the cheek and went straight to his own room or left the house altogether. She had begun to think that something was dreadfully wrong with her. How was she to get a child if he never came near her? The worst of it all was that it was not something she could discuss with anyone. Her mother would have a fit of the vapours and be taken to bed for the day with a liberal supply of brandy if Isabel so much as mentioned it to her. So she had kept it to herself, and every month the strain was telling on her more. As friends had babies and talked of their husbands’ indelicate appetites she felt like screaming, because everyone assumed her childlessness was her own fault.


‘Oh, Isabel must be barren.’ She knew what was being said after seven years of marriage, and the sympathy all went to Henry. Poor Henry. To be saddled with a barren wife. She gritted her teeth together and pressed her forehead on the cool glass of the mirror.


After a year of marriage, one night she had brushed out her long brown hair and, when she was sure the servants were all in bed, crept surreptitiously to her husband’s room wearing just her chemise. She was a buxom girl with large firm breasts, and had slipped into bed beside Henry, thinking that maybe he was shyer than she was. She had put her arms around him and tried to draw him to her. In his sleep he had put out his own arms and then, opening his eyes, had recoiled from her.


She would never forget the look of horror and repulsion on his face. He had stood by the bed and upbraided her soundly on the wantonness she had displayed. He had reminded her that good women from good families did not lower themselves to the same  level as harlots. Isabel had sat up in the bed white with shame and shock and listened to him. But after that night a hatred for him had begun to grow in her.


Isabel wanted a man, and she desperately wanted a child. The two went together. But as the years had gone on she had despaired of ever getting what she wanted. Her father would not hear of divorce, and so she was stuck. Sometimes she daydreamed that Henry got hit by one of the new motorcars and died, or that he fell under a train. She knew these thoughts were wicked but his dying was the only way she could escape from this life.


She closed her eyes to stop the tears from falling.


‘Isabel! Are you staying in here all night? My sister has come all the way to visit us and bring the children and you’re not even trying to be entertaining.’


She faced her husband.


‘I see you’re quite enamoured of your little niece, Henry. You take no notice of the boy.’


Husband and wife looked each other in the face and both felt the subtle threat. Henry had the grace to lower his eyes first.


‘She’s a very engaging child. Now come along, Isabel.’


She followed him out on to the landing and persisted with her conversation.


‘And you like engaging little girls, don’t you?’


Henry turned to her on the stairs and whispered under his breath: ‘I’ve been a very good husband to you, Isabel, never raised my hand to you, but you’re sorely near to that now. Now come along, and forget this nonsense.’


Isabel followed him down the stairs and was surprised to find she was smiling. She knew a lot about her Henry, but it could wait until after Christmas.


Molly stood in Barking police station with Briony. Her hands were trembling. A man with large handlebar moustaches who had told them he was Sergeant Harries was writing down the description of Patrick Cavanagh. Briony watched him closely for any tell-tale signs that he was suspicious, but his eyes  lingered sympathetically on Molly’s black eye and swollen lip. Sergeant Harries had always had a loathing for wife beaters, even though it was a pretty common occupation. His own mother, God rest her soul, had always told her son that women were like flowers, gentle and fragile, and that they needed careful tending. He smiled at Molly.


‘Was it a bad fight, madam?’


Molly nodded.


‘And had the gentleman been drinking?’


She nodded again, afraid to speak.


‘I take it your husband’s Irish?’


Molly nodded once more.


‘Have you thought of getting the priest out to him? I know many women in your position who’ve got the priest out, and their husbands haven’t raised their hands to them ever again.’


Molly looked at the man in front of her as if he had just arrived from another planet. It was on the tip of her tongue to shout: ‘Are you sure?’


‘I’ll . . . I’ll try that, officer, when he comes home.’


‘Good, good. Now where does he normally go like?’


Briony answered for her mother, her voice low. ‘My father will go anywhere there’s a drink. He’d been drinking all day yesterday and came home like the devil was in him.’


She had guessed the policeman was Temperance and embroidered her story with that in mind.


‘Without a drink he’s the most mild-mannered man in the world, but with it . . .’ She rolled her lovely green eyes. ‘He’s like a demon.’


The policeman nodded his head sagely.


‘So he could be anywhere then?’


Molly and Briony nodded vigorously.


‘Once he didn’t come home for a week, and then he couldn’t remember where he’d been!’


‘That sounds a familiar story, ladies, if you don’t mind me remarking. Well, we’ve got his description and if he turns up we’ll let you know. How many children did you say you’ve got, Mrs Cavanagh?’


‘Five, sir. Five girls.’


‘Well, you get home to them, and if we hear anything, we’ll be in touch.’


It was three days after Christmas that Briony went with her mother to identify her father. He had been found by a man walking the shoreline looking for driftwood. His boots were gone as was his jacket and Molly and Briony were told that he had probably been set upon by thugs and robbed. He was to be given a funeral courtesy of the parish and Briony and her mother hoped that that would be the last of that.


Molly hurried home to tell Abel the good news and Briony made her way back to Barking with a dragging feeling inside her. Since her show the month before she had been expecting a period, and when none had come she had felt euphoric, though her breasts were still sore and tender. On this particular day she was expecting Henry at five-thirty and as he had lately taken her straight upstairs she was not expecting a long evening.


She was to be proved wrong, however.


While Briony had been identifying her father, Henry Dumas had been dealing with a crisis of his own. After taking a light tea with his wife, he had got up as usual to get his hat and coat. He always made a point of being very civil and kind to his wife whom he saw as an ornament rather than anything else. Today however, as he had stood up to leave her as usual, Isabel put her hand on his arm.


‘I don’t want you to go tonight, Henry. I think we should talk.’


He had looked down at her and frowned. But he had resumed his seat, and that in itself gave Isabel courage.


‘I know this is a delicate subject, Henry, and believe me when I say I don’t like discussing it any more than you do, but I feel we must get this thing sorted out. I want a child, Henry, I want a child desperately.’


She saw the look on his face and felt a knot of anger begin to form inside her.


‘As you know only too well, Henry, it takes two to make a  baby, and I think that you should give this some thought.’


Henry stood up, gave her a cold glance and left the room. A little later she heard the door slam as he left the house.


Isabel stared into the fire. She would endure Henry’s attentions to get a child of her own. She was trapped in this marriage whether she liked it or not. She knew that a lot of women took lovers but those opportunities never presented themselves to her, and as she was still a virgin she had no idea of the wiles women used to inaugurate such affairs.


In order to forget his wife’s unpleasant suggestion, Henry went straight to Briony. She was playing with her kitten in front of the fire in the morning room, her hair braided into two plaits. She was wearing a simple lemon-coloured dress with matching socks and hair ribbons. When he was due she made herself look as young as possible.


‘Hello, Henry.’ Her voice was high and girlish.


Henry smiled at her wanly. She really was a pretty little thing and her beaming face when she saw him always made him feel better. With this child he was in control, master of everything. He sat himself in a chair and patted his lap. Briony picked up the kitten and went to him. She slipped on to his knee and kissed him chastely on the cheek. She knew exactly how to act with him. He rubbed her thigh under the silky dress and felt the first stirrings inside him.


‘How’s my best girl been?’


Briony dropped the kitten gently on to the carpet and put her slender arms around his neck.


‘I’ve been good. I’ve been a very, very good little girl. You can ask Mrs Horlock.’


Henry grinned and felt the tension seeping out of him. He rubbed at her little breasts with his large hand and Briony stared at an oil painting over his shoulder. It was of a ballerina and she loved the brightly painted scene. Henry nuzzled her neck.


‘Shall we go upstairs and play some games?’


Briony rolled her eyes at the ceiling, then putting her face in front of his, smiled engagingly.


‘That would be lovely.’


As she followed him up the stairs to her bedroom she saw her father’s face as it had been that afternoon, and tried to blot it out.


Inside the bedroom a small fire blazed in the grate. Briony went through the usual routine of letting Henry undress her, then in nothing but her long socks she sat on the side of the bed while he undressed himself, carefully folding his clothes and putting them neatly on to a chair. Once he was naked he went to sit beside her on the bed. Taking her tiny hand, he placed it on his member and Briony gently massaged it the way she knew he liked her to. He closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath. She looked down at what she was doing and saw that her breasts were much more prominent than they had been. Then she sighed. Her body was letting her down.


As Henry pushed her backwards on to the bed, she played her own personal little game. In her mind she was grown-up and famous, with lovely clothes and a lovely house and lovely friends.


Henry Dumas, unaware of his charge’s lack of enthusiasm, drove her hard that night before leaving. But although her body ached with his roughness, Briony’s mind stayed crystal clear and untouched.


It was two-thirty in the morning when she felt the first pain. It shot through her like a red hot knife, waking her from her sleep. She pushed her knees up to her chest in an instinctive move to stop the pain. But it came again a little later. It was like a cramp inside her. Pulling herself from the bed, she made her way to Mrs Horlock’s room. Shaking the old women roughly awake, Briony explained what was happening to her.


Mrs Horlock leapt from the bed in her haste, her old bones forgotten as she took the terrified child back to her own room. It must be her period coming. The old woman went down to the kitchen and made her a hot drink of milk with a touch of whisky in it.


‘There, there now, me pet. You’ll feel better soon.’


But when Briony vomited and the pains got worse, Mrs  Horlock woke Cissy and went for the doctor. Mrs Horlock was very worried. The child looked as if she was about to give birth! She held her hand until Dr Carlton arrived and then thankfully gave way to him.


Dr Carlton was in his fifties and, though he was a respectable practitioner in many respects, was also known for his attendance on people with money who could afford to pay for medical services with no questions asked. He helped gentlewomen who, for one reason or another, needed an abortion, usually because the child wasn’t their husband’s. He also helped men who had contracted certain diseases and were worried they had passed them on to their wives.


Dr Carlton examined Briony with practised hands and then, after giving her a draught to make her sleep, stepped outside to Mrs Horlock and Cissy.


‘You called me just in time, madam, the girl was about to miscarry. I can’t guarantee she won’t lose the child, the next couple of days will be crucial, but if she keeps taking the draught I’ve prescribed and sleeps as much as possible, she may give it a chance of survival. She must not be distressed under any circumstances. At this stage it’s crucial she rests in bed. I can’t emphasise strongly enough, madam, the need for peace and quiet.’


He looked at the old woman as he gave his speech. Always a lover of drama, he injected it into his work as often as possible. He was nonplussed at the old woman’s look of utter astonishment.


‘How old is the girl, by the way?’ he asked in a whisper. He could smell a rat before it was stinking, he prided himself on that. It hadn’t occurred to him at first that the patient was a young girl, he didn’t really take much notice of women as a rule, but something in the housekeeper’s face alerted him.


‘She’s just twelve, sir. We thought it was her periods like.’


Twelve! He had put her at about fourteen or fifteen.


‘Only twelve, you say? Where’s her mother and father?’


Mrs Horlock bit her lip and thought for a second before she spoke.


‘Cissy, go down and make up the fire in the morning room. Dr Carlton, can I get you a hot drink or a whisky?’


He sniffed loudly.


‘A scotch would be agreeable, madam.’


‘Then follow me, sir.’ Cissy was already down the stairs and rekindling the fire with the poker when they came in.


‘Make me a pot of tea, Cissy, and bring it through here. Please sit down, Doctor.’


Mrs Horlock poured him a large scotch. The redness of his nose and the broken veins on his cheeks told her he liked his whisky and when he swigged it back in one go she replenished his glass without a word.


‘I look after the girl, sir, for my employer. She’s a distant relative of his, you understand, and her mother was just a bit beyond the pale. From a very good family, mind, but she run away when young and the child was the result of an unhappy union.’


She once more refilled the doctor’s glass. ‘I don’t know how this could have happened. As for Mr Dumas – well, he’ll be broken-hearted.’


At the mention of Henry’s name the doctor’s eyebrows rose. So, he thought, the child was his. Henry Dumas was married to a peer’s daughter and was respected in the local community, indeed in the whole of London. He was wealthy, from an impeccable family, and would be able to pay well. Extremely well.


‘What a wicked, wanton child, madam! Like her mother, I’d say. I can well understand the need for secrecy. Such a scandal! Not a word of it will pass my lips, madam, I do assure you, and you can pass that on to Mr Dumas as well.’ He tutted. ‘Poor Mr Dumas, to have his kindness repaid like this.’


He shook his head for maximum effect. ‘Well, I have done all I can. I’ll return in the morning to see her once more. I’ll say goodnight to you, madam.’


Mrs Horlock saw him to the door and then went back into the morning room where she helped herself to a large whisky. The child was pregnant. She had another drink to help her think.  Well, maybe she’d lose it tonight. Then they’d all be able to get back to normal.


‘I’m what!’ Briony’s voice was incredulous.


She looked from one face to the other. Cissy’s looked as shocked as her own, but Mrs Horlock’s face was closed.


‘I can’t be, there must be some mistake.’ Briony was close to tears and Mrs Horlock took her into her arms.


‘There’s no mistake, my love. You must have fell just as your body was coming to womanhood, I’ve heard of it before.’


She didn’t say she’d experienced it before and had helped get rid of the offending child. She knew Briony’s temperament too well to say anything like that.


‘What am I gonna do?’ It was a childish wail.


‘Now don’t you worry, my angel, I’ll sort it all out for you.’


This was comforting to Briony and she settled back against the pillows plumped up around her and held tightly on to Cissy’s hand. For the first time in her life she was frightened, really frightened.


They heard the front door shut and Mrs Horlock smiled at the two girls and left the room. The sooner Henry Dumas knew what was happening, the better. He looked up at the old woman as she descended the stairs.


‘What’s the to do, Horlock? Is the child ill?’


He’d been dragged from his place of work by a note twenty minutes earlier and now he was worried.


‘In a manner of speaking, sir. Would you join me in the morning room? I took the liberty of getting a tea tray ready, I’ll just get the hot water.’


Henry went into the drawing room where there was a trolley full of tea things, cakes and sandwiches. He picked up a paper-thin paste sandwich and popped it into his mouth, carefully avoiding his moustache. He wished the old girl would hurry up, he was due home for dinner. His wife’s father was coming today and he wanted to be with Isabel when he arrived. She was acting very strangely lately, and he was concerned about what she  might hint to her family. Luckily Lord Barkham was not a listener to women’s gossip, having no time for his wife or indeed his daughter. Henry was pretty certain he would pooh-pooh anything she said. Nevertheless, he would like to be there during the visit.


Mrs Horlock came in with the freshly made tea and as she sat down Henry smiled at her faintly.


‘Well, what’s going on?’


‘It seems Miss Briony is pregnant.’


‘She’s what!’


‘She’s pregnant, sir. I’ve had the doctor in and he’s certain.’


‘God’s teeth, woman, how did that happen?’


Mrs Horlock suppressed a smile. If you don’t know, she thought, I’m not about to enlighten you.


‘It’ll have to go, Mrs Horlock.’


‘My sentiments entirely, sir.’


‘And so will the blasted baby!’


Mrs Horlock looked hard at him and he felt a flush of shame.


‘With all due respect, sir, it’s not Briony’s fault, now is it?’


Her own words shocked her. Never before had she reproached the man for anything. She had always been a willing accomplice to his schemes, but Briony Cavanagh had got under her skin and into her heart. Oh, Maria knew the child was a mercenary little bitch, but she did what she did more for her family than herself, and for her corrupter completely to disregard the child after all she done for him over the last sixteen months brought a feeling akin to anger. Briony was the child she had never had. The girl trusted her, and there had been more fun and laughter in her life in the last year or so than ever before.


‘Really, Mrs Horlock, I think you’re forgetting yourself. Something like this is not to be taken lightly.’


Mrs Horlock smiled grimly and interrupted him. ‘I understand the situation, sir, better than you think. I will arrange with Dr Carlton for the removal of the . . . of the baby. I don’t think Briony would want to have it at her age. Then we’ll have to get our thinking caps on about the best thing to do once it’s all over.’


Henry relaxed then, and sipped his tea.


‘Of course, Mrs Horlock. I’ll leave it all in your capable hands.’


She smiled at him. Thinking to herself all the while: Don’t you always leave your dirty work to me?


Five minutes later Henry was on his way back to his house, his wife and her father. This couldn’t have come at a worse time. Damn and blast the little guttersnipe to hell!


Isabel sat with her father and mother in the drawing room. Her father was telling one of the long-winded stories that required no answers, just an expression of rapt interest. Her father’s stories always entailed a long boring account of how he had done someone down, as he put it. He had no time for the King, the army, suffragettes, or anything else that might be a topic of conversation in more moderate households. Any mention of suffragettes would indeed result in a long diatribe on the failings of womanhood in general going back to Eve, the mother of all sin. Isabel noticed that her own mother had dropped off to sleep in front of the fire.


She was almost pleased when Henry came into the room. He walked across to her with his usual beaming smile and kissed her on the cheek. Getting up stiffly, Isabel excused herself and went down to the kitchen to see how the food was progressing, feeling the tightening in her chest. It was a feeling of complete hopelessness.


How long must I endure this existence?


O Lord, how long?


Briony lay back against the pillows and waited for her mother to arrive. She had insisted to Mrs Horlock that her mother be sent for as soon as possible and eventually, after some cajoling and a few tears, Mrs Horlock had reluctantly sent Cissy to collect her in a cab. Briony looked around the little room with wide eyes. Her longing for this comfort had brought her to this. She was just twelve and now she was having a baby.


A tiny part of her was thrilled at the thought. Having lived around babies all her life they were not an unknown quantity.  But with all the upset over her father, and Eileen’s involvement in it, she knew that this was not a time for anything like this to be happening. It would have been bad enough at any time, but now . . . She bit her lip.


She heard her mother arrive and watched the door with trepidation. Molly came into the room like a whirlwind.


‘Are you all right, child?’ Cissy’s arrival had frightened her more than she liked to admit. Briony, who had been fine up until seeing her mother, promptly burst into tears.


‘Oh Mam, Mam!’


It was what she had called her mother as a small child and Molly was reminded of the tiny red-headed baby she’d loved so well.


She pulled her child into her arms, the first time she had touched her without shrinking for over a year.


‘There now, me pet, what’s wrong? Have you a pain?’ Cissy had told Molly nothing other than that Briony wasn’t very well.


‘Oh, Mam, I’m going to have a baby!’


Molly pushed her back against the pillows and stared into her face. ‘You’re what?’


Briony nodded, her little face streaming with tears.


‘Dear God in heaven, save us!’


Briony threw herself into her mother’s arms, a child once more despite the life inside her. Suddenly, faced with her mother, the enormity of what had happened over the last few days hit her.


‘Me poor dad. Me poor dad. I want me dad.’


Molly held her close, fear replacing the anger and shock. All she needed now was Briony to blurt out the whole sorry business with Eileen and her da.


‘Hush now, Briony. You’re not ever to tell about that. Promise me?’


She looked into the fear-filled face. ‘Promise me, Briony?’


‘I promise, Mum. Oh, what am I gonna do?’


‘We’ll think of something, Briony, I promise you.’


As she spoke Mrs Horlock brought them all in tea and for the first time the two women came face to face.


‘Mrs Cavanagh.’


Molly curled her lip in distaste at the older woman, who was to her mind no better than Nellie Deakins.


‘Mrs Horlock.’


The old woman gave Briony her tea and, looking at Molly, said gently, ‘I think me and you should have a talk.’


Molly nodded, running her tongue around her teeth. ‘I think we better had. The sooner the better, to my mind.’


Both women having established exactly what they thought of the other through a few choice words, they retired from Briony’s bedroom and went down to the kitchen for the first battle between them.


It was a battle neither could win without Briony’s say so, but they enjoyed it nonetheless.







Chapter Six


Henry Dumas had been watching his wife carefully during the meal. As usual the table was impeccably laid. In fairness to her, he conceded, Isabel really was an exemplary wife in some respects. The crystal gleamed, the cutlery was of the very best, and the food was well above par. Once Isabel lost these notions she had begun to acquire, she would once more be his meek and obedient wife.


He had just taken a slice of apple pie when his wife spoke to her mother loudly.


‘Mama, are you still working in the East End? I understand they have just opened another home for wayward girls there?’


She glanced at Henry as she spoke and then looked immediately back to her mother.


Venetia Barkham nodded.


‘Yes, God knows they’re more in need than ever. Some of the girls are only twelve or thirteen.’ She lowered her voice as she leant across the table towards her daughter. ‘It’s a scandal, Isabel, what some men will do!’


Lord Barkham, who approved of his wife’s charitable works because she mixed with the cream of the aristocracy, nodded sagely.


‘My dears, you don’t understand the lower classes like I do. Some of those girls could turn a veritable saint’s head. They’re evil, preying on men who are otherwise exemplary.’


Isabel looked at her father, avoiding Henry’s warning glance.  ‘So, Papa, am I to understand that men cannot help these appetites? Even men of good birth?’


Lord Barkham began to choke on his apple pie.


‘Don’t be silly, Isabel. A doxy’s a doxy, whatever her age. There’s many a good man who’s been taken in by a pretty face. These girls, some of them little more than children as your mother pointed out, are natural sluts. It’s inbred in them. A woman of good birth never acts the strumpet. You wouldn’t understand, Isabel. You see, my child, men must be iron-willed and have faith in God and their own constitution. Look at me.’ He waved his arms expansively. ‘I attend church regularly, and even in the thickest snow I never wear a heavy coat. It’s in the constitution, you see? Sound in mind and body, I am, and always have been.


‘The namby-pamby men who get involved with these chits are obviously mentally unstable. They have no place in civilised society. They can’t resist temptation, just haven’t the willpower of stronger, more intelligent men, and these chits know it.’


‘Thank you, Papa, for explaining it so eloquently. I really do understand exactly what you mean. Don’t you, Henry?’


Henry paled and cleared his throat before answering. ‘I think it’s hardly a suitable subject for discussion in front of ladies.’


Immediately he realised his mistake. He had just implicitly criticised Lord Barkham.


Barkham glared at his son-in-law, a milkwater sop if ever he’d encountered one!


‘How are your own charitable works, my dear?’ he asked Isabel.


She looked at him and smiled. This was going even better than she’d expected. She knew her father was only asking her the question to force the issue with Henry.


‘I still work with Mrs Prosser Evans, of course, though I am thinking seriously of joining Mother’s Little Band of Helpers. I feel that the child prost— I mean, the poor children, really need a guiding hand.’


Molly and Mrs Horlock had finally agreed and both women were relieved. After the initial bout, where each woman had carefully sized up the other, they had realised their common goal and were now co-conspirators.


Both had one end in mind: the removal of Briony’s child. Molly pushed her hair back from her flushed face and drew her legs away from the kitchen fire so she could face the older woman head on.


‘But isn’t that dangerous? I mean, Briony wouldn’t die or anything?’


Mrs Horlock shrugged her shoulders. ‘There’s always the possibility of death, Mrs Cavanagh. Even if she went through with the birth. But Dr Carlton has been used by the richest in London. We’re not talking about a filthy back room and an ignorant old woman.’


Molly nodded. ‘I suppose you’re right, but it seems so brutal somehow. Briony’s only a child herself.’


Mrs Horlock smiled slightly.


‘And a very lovely child she is too. She’s a credit to you, Mrs Cavanagh.’


Molly took this compliment with a nod of her head.


‘It was her father who brought her here, you know. And my Eileen. I was against it from the start. . . When I think of my poor Eileen, how she’s suffered . . .’


Mrs Horlock put a hand on her arm, and squeezed it gently. ‘Would you like a drop of the hard? I keep some down here for emergencies.’


She got up and, taking a bottle of whisky from the pantry, made two strong hot toddies. Molly watched her spooning in sugar generously and decided she could like the older woman, given more time.


‘So I’ll talk to the master tonight then?’ Mrs Horlock’s voice broke into her thoughts.


Molly sipped her drink. ‘Yes. Do you think I should take her home with me?’


Mrs Horlock shook her head.


‘No. Definitely not. The master needs to be reminded of his  obligations, if you get my drift. I wouldn’t advise taking the child from under his nose just yet.’


Molly and the older woman found once more they were in accord and, raising their glasses, pledged a silent toast.


Henry looked down at the child in the bed and felt a sickness in his stomach. Suddenly, her little elfin face had taken on harsh lines and her abundant red hair seemed vulgar in the extreme. His father-in-law was right in one thing he had said earlier: these children would turn the head of a saint. Now, with all the annoyance from Isabel too, he was faced with this. It took all his willpower not to raise his fist and strike the girl in the bed, venting his frustration on her for all his troubles, real and imagined. Instead he forced himself to take the tiny hand in his and smile at the child. He saw the swelling of her breasts and shuddered inwardly. In his eyes she was a woman now, and women had never been of interest to him.


‘Dr Carlton is coming tomorrow to look at you, Briony, and then all your troubles will be over.’


She stared at him with a puzzled expression.


‘What’s gonna happen, Henry?’


He gritted his teeth at the use of his Christian name. Out of bed he was Mr Dumas. This really was a liberty! But he overlooked it this time, afraid of upsetting the apple cart.


‘Oh, nothing for little girls to worry about. I’ll be in to see you after he’s been.’


Briony licked her lips and looked at the man beside her. Since the news of the baby, she had felt a change inside her. She knew what was happening to her, had seen births enough times, even helped her mother with a couple, including the birth of her dead brother. It was as if all this had turned her into an old woman. She no longer felt the childish exuberance that shielded her from the horror of nights spent with this man. Now every little thing they had ever done stood out in her mind with stark clarity. She felt his revulsion towards her, saw it in his eyes and felt it in his touch. She knew with an inner certainty that she was dead already as far as this man was concerned. That her child, the  little life he had sparked, was also dead. That he wouldn’t rest until it had been dragged out of her. She also knew that she was not having any part of it.


‘I want to see Eileen and me sisters, please. Could you arrange it?’ Her voice was low but strong.


Henry cleared his throat and was about to protest when she spoke again.


‘I couldn’t understand what was wrong with our Eileen for a long time, but now I understand exactly, Henry. No amount of money is worth all this, is it?’


It was said so simply, so honestly, that he didn’t have the guts to answer her. Instead he walked from the room.


Dr Carlton had imbibed a generous amount of whisky and was waiting now in the morning room for a light lunch to be served before the serious business began. The old woman, Mrs Horlock, was like a cat on hot coals. He sighed. It was never a nice business this, but needs must when the devil drives. The older woman should be hardened to it by now. He remembered her from years back when she’d worked for a much more illustrious client. She’d had no qualms about holding the chit down then, while he saw to the business in hand. Got softer as she got older probably. Well, she’d need her wits about her today. He’d have a quiet word with her before the off. The girl would be nervous enough without the old woman frightening the life out of her.


He hated these jobs, but twenty pounds was twenty pounds, and who was he to sneeze at it? He got out of his seat with difficulty and poured himself another whisky. Just to fortify him. His hands were shaking again this morning, and he wondered, as he did every morning, if he was coming down with a cold.


Cissy saw his bloated, red-veined face and breathed in the whisky fumes on serving his lunch, and went straight down the stairs to give the information to Mrs Horlock.


‘He’s drunker than a Saturday night sailor! Bleeding old git!’


Mrs Horlock sighed. ‘Maybe the food’ll soak it up a bit.’ She  didn’t hold out much hope. ‘Mr Dumas will be here soon anyway.’


She wiped her hands on a clean cloth and looked at the clock. It was just twelve. He was due at one and she’d made up her mind. Hadn’t she done enough to the Cavanagh family, what with Eileen and now Briony, without being part of murder as well? She was going to talk him out of the abortion.


Isabel, sitting outside her husband’s house in Ripple Road in a hired cab, was also waiting for him to arrive. Her hands were trembling at the thought of what she was going to do, but she took deep breaths and channelled her mind on to the job in hand. She was going to wait all day if necessary and then surprise him with her presence. She had convinced herself that by doing this, she could achieve some kind of power over him. Force him to give her a child. She had considered going to her father with her information and demanding he do something about it, but she knew it would be futile. He would never countenance a scandal of any kind. And a divorce? She laughed ruefully to herself. It would be unthinkable. His own sister had been married to a brute who had attacked her on more than one occasion. Isabel could remember, as a child, a badly beaten woman arriving in a governess cart of all things at nine in the morning, her face a bloody pulp. Her father had ordered a doctor, then given her aunt a dressing down for being a slovenly wife who had obviously asked for her husband’s hand and had got it.


No, she would have to deal with Henry himself, threaten him with her father. It was a threat that would frighten him out of his very wits. She knew her family’s social status gave her a small hold over him, and it was a thrilling feeling. If only she could control her own fear! With Henry, it did not do to let him know you were afraid of him, or indeed of anything. He hoarded that type of information away like a squirrel, dragging it out of its hiding place when the time was ripe. Oh, she’d learnt a lot from Henry Dumas. An awful lot.


She saw his cab arrive and braced herself. She would give him  fifteen minutes before she entered the house.


Henry looked at the doctor in dismay. The man was drunk!


‘Shall we adjourn to the bedroom, Mr Dumas?’ Carlton’s voice was slurred.


Henry looked at the man quizzically. ‘Why on earth should I go up there?’


Carlton waved a hand at him. ‘Sorry, Dumas old chap, got meself a bit puddled there. Always the same with this kind of job. Nasty business.’ He’d remembered at the last minute that Henry was only there to pay him. Imagine asking him if he wanted to be there! In his drunken state this struck him as hilarious and he laughed aloud.


A silent Henry watched the doctor walk from the room with exaggerated care. He poured himself a brandy and sat down to wait. Upstairs Briony, Mrs Horlock and her mother were arguing furiously.


‘I’m not gonna let them do it, Mum. It’s wicked!’


Briony’s face was white. The strain was beginning to tell on her and Molly felt her heart go out to the child.


‘Oh, Briony, you don’t understand! What are we gonna do with another child in the house? Now your father’s gone, and your wages too . . . we’ll end up back in the dockside slums.’


‘No, we won’t. I’ll think of something, Mum. Won’t I, Mrs Horlock?’


Briony turned pleading eyes on her in the hope she’d come up with something. Briony was frightened of having the child, but she was more frightened of the alternative. After Carlton had saved her from a miscarriage, it seemed evil to take the child now, why couldn’t her mother see that? And her a good Catholic as well. ‘I mean it, Mum. I’ll not let that doctor near me, I’ll . . . I’ll scream the bloody house down!’


As she spoke he lurched into the room with his big black bag and three pairs of eyes looked at him.


All three registered the fact that he was roaring drunk.


‘Jesus in heaven, save us!’ Instinctively Molly crossed herself.


‘You’re drunk, man!’ Mrs Horlock reproached.


Carlton stood on his dignity. ‘Madam, I am never drunk. I had a medicinal whisky for medicinal purposes. Now if you’d be so kind as to hold down the patient, I shall begin.’


He opened up his bag and began taking out his instruments. Briony’s eyes widened to their utmost and she began to scream-high piercing screams that went through the doctor’s skull like a drill.


Both Mrs Horlock and her mother put out their hands to try and calm her. Briony, thinking they were going to hold her down, kicked out and, leaping off the bed, ran across the room, Carlton grabbed her flying hair as she passed him, and she screamed again as she was yanked backwards.


‘Let go of me, you old bastard! Let go of me, I say.’


Twisting around, she bit his arm. He let go, she opened the bedroom door and, running out, flew straight down the stairs and into the arms of a plump dark-haired lady who was standing in the hallway with Henry.


‘Oh, please don’t let them hurt me, missus! Please!’


She clung to the newcomer as her saviour. She looked kind, with those big brown eyes in a white face. Please God, Briony prayed, let her help me.


Isabel wrapped the child in gentle arms. Looking first at her husband, then at the two women and the obviously drunk man standing at the top of the stairs, she said, ‘What on earth’s going on here?’


Henry’s shoulders slumped and Briony heard a terrible groan come from him. It was as if he had been punched in the stomach with an iron fist.


Briony was sitting on the nice lady’s lap being petted, her mother and Mrs Horlock telling her everything she wanted to know. Henry was sitting by the window on a straight-backed chair, biting his knuckles.


Isabel listened to the two women with growing amazement, every so often looking down at the fiery head laid against her breast. She knew this child should repel her, but all she felt was motherly concern. That the girl had been coerced into her  situation, she had no doubt. This beautiful child with the porcelain white skin and the glass green eyes should be outside in the air playing games, not sitting in this overstuffed morning room waiting to find out if she was going to be allowed to give birth to a child she should not be carrying in the first place. Isabel looked at her husband and felt an urge to rise from her seat and fell him to the floor with one heavy blow.


What he had done here was disgusting and cruel. And all the more so because this child had been handed to him on a plate by a father who needed to feed the rest of his family. Henry played on people’s poverty, the big Bible-thumping bully!


‘What do you want, my dear?’ She looked down at Briony’s face, her voice gentle.


‘I want to have the little baby, missus. I don’t want that doctor near me.’


Isabel nodded. ‘But who will look after the baby when it arrives?’


Briony sat up straight on her lap and grinned. ‘Well, I suppose I will. I know a lot about babies, don’t I, Mum?’


Molly nodded, defeated by all that had happened.


‘That’s settled then.’ Isabel’s voice was brisk. ‘She’ll stay here, of course, until the baby comes, and then we’ll sort something out. Henry will pay the bills, don’t worry about that. I’ll see to it personally.’ Her voice was getting stronger. ‘I shall undertake to oversee everything myself. Mr Dumas will not be visiting here any more, so any belongings of his should be packed and ready for him to take with him as he leaves.’


Briony looked at her saviour’s face and smiled shyly. God had answered her prayers in the shape of Mrs Henry Dumas. Mrs Prosser Evans had been right. God was good. God was very, very good.


Henry waited until he knew Isabel had retired for the night before going to see her. He had eaten dinner at his club, trying to decide how to face the situation in hand. A few large brandies had given him the courage he needed but it was already failing as he listened at his wife’s door.


Isabel was humming. The annoyance he felt at the sound was so profound, it made his hands tremble and his heart beat a tattoo in his chest. She was laughing at him. In his own house, dammit!


Isabel, brushing her hair in front of her dressing-table mirror, turned in her seat to face him as he strode in without knocking. She was wearing one of the lacy chemises that had come with her trousseau. Her large breasts spilled out of the tiny garment, showing dark pink nipples. She smiled at her husband. She had been expecting him and had purposely waited up until he showed himself. She watched the flicker of disgust as he eyed her bosom, and her smile widened.


Raising one eyebrow, she spoke softly.


‘Why, Henry, this is the last place I expected to see you.’ The inference wasn’t lost on him.


‘I want to talk to you, Isabel, and this place is as good as any.’


She interrupted him easily.


‘No, Henry, you’ll hear me out. You picked this room because it’s farthest from the servants’ quarters, so what we have to say you do not want overheard. Well . . .’ she spread her hands, ‘what I have to say had best be stated in private anyway.


‘From now on there will be some changes in our marriage. We will still function outwardly as man and wife, I expect your full support when socialising. In public we shall carry on as the devoted couple.’ She allowed herself another smile at that. ‘But inside this house I do not want to see you unless I absolutely have to. You disgust me, Henry. When I think of that child . . . the position she’s in because of you. Well, I intend to look after the girl, and when the time comes I want the baby. I think the mother will be happy, and the child will have every advantage here with us. It’s your child after all, Henry Dumas, and your child should be brought up in this house, as you were.’


Henry’s face was white with shock and disbelief. He took a step towards her and she slipped from the chair and picked up a large cut-glass perfume bottle.


‘If you make one move to stop me, I shall go straight to my father and Mrs Prosser Evans, I swear that to you. If you touch  one hair on my head, or indeed Briony’s, I will bring such trouble to your door your life will never be the same. I want a child, Henry. I want a child so desperately I am willing to take on a street urchin’s brat. So now you know what’s going to happen.’


Henry watched his wife, breasts heaving as she spoke. The vehemence in her voice was more frightening than anything he had ever experienced. He realised belatedly that she had an iron will, stronger even than his own.


Briony was looking forward to seeing Mrs Dumas; she liked her. She liked the softness of her hands and the nice smell that enveloped her. At breakfast today Briony had eaten two boiled eggs, with thick bread and butter soldiers, and washed it all down with a whole pot of tea. She had woken from her sleep ravenous, content in her child’s mind to let Mrs Dumas take over her life. Her belly was much better, and the reality of the child inside her had yet to hit home. Her mother was still to get her money, Henry was already a distant memory, and her sisters could all stay at Oxlow Lane. Her three main worries were over.


Mrs Dumas arrived promptly at ten-thirty. Briony stood up as Isabel entered the room, smiling widely.


Isabel looked into the deep green eyes and smiled back. The child was far too knowing already, but whose fault was that?


‘Hello, Briony dear.’


Briony waited for her to seat herself before sitting down too. ‘I’ve ordered some tea. I thought that today we could get to know one another better.’


Briony readily agreed. As Isabel listened to the child’s chatter about her earlier life, about her ambitions and dreams and hopes, she felt herself relax. She would enjoy looking after the girl, seeing that she rested properly and ate well. Her health was to be watched with the utmost care.


Isabel passionately wanted this child’s baby.







Chapter Seven


Briony was five months pregnant and she looked blooming. Her face and body had filled out becomingly and today she looked a picture of health and prosperity, her hair tied back into a neat chignon and her feet encased in kidskin boots with tiny pearl buttons. She wore a blue velvet dress with a lace cape around the shoulders.


She was sitting on a bench by the boating pool in Barking Park, lifting her face to the weak spring sun. She closed her eyes as her mind drifted off to another place. Mrs Dumas had generously allowed her this hour’s freedom every day. A cab waited at the entrance of the park for her so she had no fears about walking home alone. Briony liked Mrs Dumas, or Isabel as she now called her, but this hour every day was Briony’s favourite time. Oh, she loved living in the house with them all, she loved Mrs Horlock and Cissy, but she craved her own space more and more as the days passed. The child had become more real to her, and she guessed, rightly, that it was the reason behind Isabel’s kindness to her. Because of the child she could have anything she wanted, and, being Briony, she used this to the full.


Hence the afternoons in the park without Mrs Horlock, Cissy, or that awful boy Mrs Dumas had employed to run messages. Briony shuddered as she thought of him, with his forever running nose and his big bulbous eyes. She had made Cissy get him a pair of boots because the sight of his callused feet sickened her. She knew she was being unfair to the boy. He  was no more than eight, and his mother was probably glad of the few pennies he made a week, but Briony hated him. He was a reminder of where she came from, what she could be again, and he disturbed her for that reason.


She sat back on the bench and let her whole body relax. The child within her quickened and unconsciously she put her hands to her stomach. A tiny smile still playing around her mouth, she jolted upright as a familiar voice broke into her thoughts.


‘Hello again. I thought it was you.’


Briony opened her eyes to see Tommy Lane. He grinned as he saw her obvious surprise at his changed appearance.


‘Well, sod me! Ain’t you going to talk to me?’


His voice was deeper than she remembered. He sat beside her and looked her over, his eyes staying just a second too long on her bulging stomach. He took out a small cheroot. Briony watched as he lit it. He certainly looked different. He was dressed in a checked suit and wore a rather natty bowler hat. He was clean, shiny clean, and his hair was cut close to the head, with just the right amount of hair tonic on it. She was impressed. He was a very handsome boy.


‘Look, are you going to sit there gawping or are you going to talk to me?’


Briony grinned back at him.


‘You gave me a shock, Tommy. Last time I saw you, you was trying to save your arse. Now you look like. . .’


He took a puff on his cheroot and then clamped it between his strong teeth.


‘What do I look like, eh? A man of substance and fashion? At least, that’s what these togs are supposed to make you look like. The geezer in the shop said so.’


Briony relaxed once more and laughed.


‘Well, let’s just say you look all right, shall we?’


Tommy surveyed her once more through a haze of cheap tobacco smoke.


‘Looks like you got caught then?’


He motioned with his head towards her swelling waist and Briony put her hands to it.


‘Yeah, that’s about the strength of it. I’m going to be all right though, I’m being looked after by a nice lady who wants the baby when it comes.’


Tommy pricked up his ears.


‘I hope you’ve made a good deal for yourself? Nippers is worth a fortune. Especially if the mother’s a looker and ain’t got the clap.’


Briony looked so shocked Tommy felt guilty and tried hastily to make amends.


‘I didn’t mean that how it came out. But you’re obviously on the bash. . .’


Briony sat up straight. ‘Listen here, Mr Tommy whatever your name is, don’t you come and sit here and speak trouble into my face, I won’t have it! My business is my business, and I think I’ve said a bit too much to you already. If I want your advice, I’ll bleeding well ask you for it. Until then, either go away, or keep your trap shut!’


Tommy looked away. His face had reddened and he smoked his cheroot in silence. She was a funny little thing. He should clout her across the lug for talking to him like that, but for some strange reason he liked her. He had liked her since she had saved him from a nicking, and for that reason he would swallow her words.


‘Who’s the father then?’


Briony looked at him and sighed. He really was the nosiest person she had ever met.


‘A man.’


Tommy threw away the cheroot and laughed.


‘No! I’d never have guessed that! I mean, who is he?’


‘Never you mind. What about yourself? You’re looking prosperous, what work are you doing now?’


Tommy flicked an imaginary speck of dirt from his trousers and sat back in his seat.


‘I’m working for Nellie Deakins now. . . I was working for some bloke – a right villain he was and all. But Nellie asked me to work for her exclusively, and so I do.’


Briony was intrigued. Nellie Deakins’ brothel was something  she’d heard talked of since she could remember. It was a standard threat to most of the children roundabouts. ‘You do that again and I’ll cart you off to Nellie Deakins.’ But she had never spoken to anyone who actually worked there.


‘What’s it like?’


Tommy grinned.


‘It’s not so bad really, Briony. She gets a raw deal, old Nellie. The girls are looked after, she gets a quack to them if they’re feeling a bit rough. My job’s delivering them around London to private parties and that. I only deal with the women though, not the little girls.’


His voice was thick as he said the last sentence and looked back across the park at the people strolling around the boating pool feeding the ducks. Tommy had hated the job he had first taken with Davie Dobson. It had sickened him to be expected to drag kids, some no more than six or seven, around London. Boys as wells as girls. Then taking the poor little blighters back again, their faces filled with fear and their sobs reproaching him. He’d kissed that job goodbye without a backward glance. He had gone to Nellie’s on spec, and with one look at the big strapping lad, she had employed him there and then. He had given Dobson the bad news through his friend Willy and had not looked back since.


Briony bit her lower lip. She decided that although he got on her nerves, she liked Tommy.


‘My dad took me to the house I live at now. Me sister went first and then me. I like it there, I’ve always liked it there.’


Tommy nodded as if he understood. And the funny thing was, he did. He understood only too well what an empty belly and a dead fire could cause. People sold their only assets, whether it was a woman going on the game or a man selling off a child. It was some people’s only way out. It had been his mother’s and his sisters’. He smiled at Briony and she smiled back. They were both aware of the other’s way of life and it bonded them together. Standing up, Tommy held out his arm  and Briony took it. Together they strolled around the park and chatted. More than one pair of eyes strayed to the well-dressed young couple. Briony, with her brazen hair tied back, looked older and more mature; Tommy, with his new clothes and confident gait, led her around with the pride of ownership.


He looked down on to the china white face and felt a lurch inside his chest. Her green eyes were so trusting as they looked into his, he felt a swelling of his heart.


He gleaned from her that she came to the park every day for an hour, and decided there and then that he’d make a point of being here when she arrived.


Isabel poured herself a cup of tea. She had arranged dinner with Mrs Horlock and had set Cissy the task of hemming the remainder of the baby garments that she herself had made. She sipped her tea delicately, breathing in the aroma. Briony joined her a few minutes later.


‘I really feel well, Mrs Dumas.’


Isabel smiled. The child did look well. The walks in the park were obviously doing her the world of good. Her white face had taken on a rosy glow and her body, nicely rounded now, looked more supple somehow, more relaxed.


Briony took a noisy sip of tea and ate a sandwich. ‘I’m hungry all the time lately.’


‘It’s the baby, Briony. You’re eating for two.’


She nodded and ate another sandwich. She had been meeting Tommy every day for a month now, and had gleaned a mine of information from him. Although she was shrewd in her own way, Tommy had first-hand knowledge of the world and relayed this knowledge to Briony in plain and simple language. She took a deep breath and spoke to Isabel Dumas.


‘You want this child, don’t you, Isabel?’


The fact she had called her ‘Isabel’ spoke volumes. The older woman looked into Briony’s face, searching for the reason for the question.


‘I do.’


Briony smiled widely.


‘You can have it. I can’t look after it properly, me mum’s got enough on her plate as it is, so I think the best thing for everyone would be for you to look after it.’


Isabel swallowed hard. This girl-woman sitting opposite had answered all her prayers and she felt an urge to kiss the white face and embrace Briony in her arms. Instead, she nodded.


‘Thank you. I do want your baby, I want it very much.’


Briony, in her youth and her naivety, just smiled. ‘That’s that, then. If you have it, I can see it sometimes, can’t I? Not every day like, but now and then?’


Isabel nodded again. ‘Of course you can, and my husband and I will see to it that you benefit by giving us your baby.’


Briony patted her stomach and said, ‘I wish I didn’t have to leave here. I love this house, and Mrs Horlock and Cissy . . . And you.’


It was a simple statement of truth and Isabel took it as that, but still she said, ‘I’ll give you this house as a gift once you’re delivered of your child. I’ll also arrange a substantial sum of money for you to live on.’


Briony’s face opened like a book.


‘Really, you really mean that?’


Isabel smiled. ‘Yes, I do. It’s the very least we can do for you.’


Briony jumped from her seat and flung her arms around Isabel, hugging her tight. Isabel hugged her back, breathing in the smell of her, feeling a surge of love and sadness for the girl as she held her. Knowing that she was taking from her an integral part of her life.


Abel looked at Molly’s frightened face and sighed.


‘How long’s she been gone this time?’


Molly bit her lip before answering him.


‘Well, since this morning. Oh, Abel, she worries me!’


He pulled out a chair and sat Molly down, then, chucking a solemn-faced Rosalee under the chin, poured Molly a large mug of black tea.


‘Well, don’t worry, Moll. I’ll get out the cart and go looking for her. She’ll likely be up on Rainham Marshes again.’


Molly nodded, dull-eyed, as he walked from the cottage. Rosalee, sensing that something was wrong, pulled herself up from the cracket and went to her mother, pushing her bulky body between her legs. Instinctively, Molly pulled the child’s head to her breasts and stroked the short-cropped hair.


‘Oh, Rosalee, Rosalee. Where’s your sister?’


She hugged her mother back and said, ‘Bri Bri.’


Mother Jones bustled through the door then, all energy and common sense. Molly smiled weakly at her.


‘Now stop your worrying, Molly. Abel’s off looking for her and I’ll sit with you ’til he comes back.’


She didn’t say ‘comes back with Eileen’, because it was Mother Jones’ opinion that the girl was a few farthings short of a penny, and that what she needed was to see a doctor. If Eileen was to jump in the cut, it wouldn’t surprise her. That dirty blackguard of a father had seen to her ruin and now it was just a matter of time before she went completely off her head.


Eileen stood alone on Rainham Marshes. The sun was warm on her face, though the wind was cold. She took a deep breath and looked around her. She felt cleanliness envelop her when she was here. Here there was no one, no one and nothing. Just her, clean and pure. She loved it. She began to walk down towards the dirt track that would lead her through the marshes to the little hamlet of Rainham itself. Sometimes she ventured that far and sat by the big pond, watching the people come and go. People she didn’t know and who didn’t know her. The anonymity pleased her.


Every time she stood in her mother’s kitchen, she saw once more the flat iron coming down on her father’s head. She blinked back the picture in her mind and unconsciously walked faster, as if she could outwalk the picture, run away from it.


In the distance she saw a hare, leaping in the long grass. She walked towards it. In the sunlight its coat had a red tinge and she saw Briony then. Briony lying in the big bed with Henry Dumas; Briony with her tiny hands and feet and her head of red hair. Eileen felt the familiar heaving of her stomach and  swallowed hard. She hadn’t eaten again today. She never had an appetite, and the more her mother went on at her about eating, the less appetite she seemed to have. She had taken to forcing down an evening meal and then, when no one was looking, forcing it back up, up and out of her body. Enjoying the emptiness once more. Hating the feeling of being replete, of being filled with the food her sister’s degradation bought. It was evil food, bought with evil money.


She was walking fast again and the hare, seeing her approach, skittered away with wide, frightened eyes. A man was walking nearby with his dog. He noticed the girl and nodded at her. He frowned as she turned abruptly away from him. His dog, a small black mongrel, ran to her, jumping up at her dress in excitement and muddying the ragged hem with dirty paws. The man walked towards her and, pulling the dog away from her with one hand, put out the other to steady her.


Eileen saw his hard work-worn hand on her flesh and looked fearfully into his face. Pushing his hand from her, she backed away from him, eyes wild.


The man stared at her, puzzled. Thinking that the dog had frightened her, he walked towards her to apologise, to make amends, when Eileen opened her mouth wide and began shouting. She was threatening him, mouthing obscenities the like of which he had never heard before from a woman, let alone a young girl. She stumbled away from him, her arms outstretched, her face screwed up with hatred.


It was then that Abel came upon her. He had witnessed the scene and as the man saw the huge musclebound individual put his arms around the shouting girl, he felt fear overwhelm him.


‘I swear I never touched her, mister. I never touched her! The dog was jumping at her, that’s all. She just went mad, stark staring mad . . .’


Abel held tightly on to Eileen. Strangely she never tried to fight him off but held on to him, sobbing into his barrel chest.


‘He touched me, Abel, he was touching me.’


‘I know, Eileen girl, I know. Calm down and I’ll take you home to your mother.’


He motioned with his hand to the man to go away and leave them. He grabbed his dog by the scruff of its neck and almost ran in his haste to escape.


Slowly Abel led Eileen back to the road and his cart. He lifted her up tenderly and placed her on the seat, all the time talking to her softly, calming her down.


‘He was touching me Abel, look at my arm. Look where he touched me, on my arm. . .’


Abel looked at the arm and nodded at her. She kept up a conversation with herself in low tones all the way home, rubbing furiously at the arm as if it was covered in filth.


It wasn’t the first time she had wandered off and it was not to be the last.


Briony and Tommy sat on their usual bench. As the weather was warmer they had both begun to bring picnics with them. Today, Tommy had brought some tongue sandwiches and a small stone flask of lemonade. Eating the sandwiches, they put down crumbs of bread for the ducks, laughing at their antics as they fought over the tiny morsels.


‘How are you feeling in yourself, Briony?’


She patted her stomach and smiled. ‘Not too bad. I’ve only a few weeks to go now, and I can’t wait until it’s all over.’


‘Has that woman, that Mrs Dumas, said any more about giving you the house?’


Briony nodded. ‘Oh, yeah, she’s like a nervous wreck waiting for this baby.’


Tommy nodded solemnly.


‘Well, you just make sure you get it all in writing. You’re thirteen now aren’t you?’


‘Yeah, I’m thirteen in a few months, why?’


‘Well, you might have to get it put in trust for you or something. With your mum. Either way, make sure you take any papers they give you to a good brief. I know a bloke who’s well up on all this kind of stuff, I’ll arrange for you to see him.’


Briony screwed up her little face.


‘Mrs Dumas wouldn’t tuck me up. She’s lovely.’


Tommy swallowed the last of his sandwich and threw the crust to the ducks.


‘’Course she’s lovely, she wants your baby. Once it’s born and she’s got her hands on it, you might as well piss in the wind with all the legal jargon they’ll baffle you with. You just listen to me, Briony, I’ve got contacts that could help you. You must look out for number one. If you don’t, no one else will.’


Briony digested this bit of logic and shrugged. She trusted Isabel Dumas with her life, but she didn’t trust Henry. Though he was never mentioned by Isabel, Briony sensed his baleful influence. What Tommy said made sense, and when the time came she would take his advice and see his lawyer friend.


‘Thanks, Tommy, I’ll keep that in mind. Now tell me some more stories about Nellie Deakins’ place. They make me laugh.’


He poured her another glass of cool lemonade and handed it to her.


‘First of all you tell me what’s been happening with you. Have you seen the doctor this week?’


Briony sighed and began telling him everything he wanted to know. Tommy relaxed on the bench and watched her tiny rosebud mouth. He could listen to her and watch her all day. They chatted until her cab driver came for her and then, after promising to see him the following day, Briony went off. Tommy watched her go. As she reached the park exit she turned and waved and he waved back, feeling low now she had gone. They had met nearly every day for over three months. In that time he had felt a closeness spring between them that was not just friendship. He found himself thinking about her at odd times of the day and the evenings. He would not call what he felt for her love, because in his youth he wasn’t sure what love was.


But whatever it was he felt for Briony, with her little button nose and that crackling red hair, he liked it.


He liked it, and he wanted to keep it.


Isabel was staying in her own home tonight. She made a point of staying two nights a week, eating dinner, seeing to her household bills, ordering the different cuts of meat and  overseeing the general upkeep. The rest of the time she stayed with Briony.


As she sat in her room, she brushed out her long brown hair and was delighted to see the firelight pick out golden highlights. Her skin looked creamy in the triple mirrors on her dressing table and she smiled at herself. Since the night she had rescued Briony Cavanagh, her life had taken on a different slant. Her depression had lifted, and even the thought of being married to Henry didn’t stop her from enjoying herself. Briony had given her a new zest for living, and now she was certain to get the child, she couldn’t be happier.


She glanced at her heavy breasts in the mirror. Their rosy nipples peeping out from behind the thin lace brought a momentary return of her old longings. She quickly pushed these thoughts from her mind, concentrating once more on the coming child. She hoped it looked like its mother. That way she could guarantee it would be a beautiful child. If it looked like Henry and it was a girl child. . . She picked up her hand cream and began the laborious nightly ritual of softening her hands.


Henry walked in the room without knocking.


Isabel looked at his red face in the dressing-table mirror and saw at once he had been drinking.


‘What can I do for you?’


He sat unsteadily on the edge of her bed and looked at his wife. In his drunken state, he noticed everything about her as if for the first time. Her high breasts and slim waist, the length of her legs, her well-turned ankles. The dark brown hair that tumbled across her shoulders and down her back. And suddenly, all his hatred of her dissolved. He saw her for what she was in other men’s eyes. To any other man, she would be a desirable companion, a good wife. She was pleasing in face and figure, intelligent and well educated. She could talk on almost any subject and could also listen exceptionally well. He could almost pity her for being married to him.


‘It’s about the child, Isabel.’


He watched her smile as she turned to face him.


‘What child? The one you got pregnant? Or the child of the  child?’ Her tone was sarcastic and Henry closed his eyes.


‘You’re still intent on bringing it into this house then?’


‘I am.’


He shook his head.


‘What about the talk it’ll cause?’


Isabel laughed now.


‘There’s always talk, Henry. I am seeing my father tomorrow and telling him I’m barren. We both know that’s not true, don’t we? I will tell him that you have a mistress, a respectable widow of the lower middle classes who has found herself in an embarrassing predicament. You wish to take the child and bring it up as your own and I have agreed to it. My father will set the rumour abroad and everyone will think you are a rake who has taken on an illegitimate child because your legal wife can’t produce one. You’ll come out of it as rather a colourful character, a man with many women. I’ll come out of it as the poor barren wife taking another woman’s leavings. So don’t worry about the talk, Henry. It will all be grist to your mill really. Who would ever think that a rake like that really liked little girls?’


Henry sat still under the onslaught of his wife’s tongue, and as they stared at one another felt an urge to confess his feelings to her. To tell her about the demon that drove him to little girls. But even as he thought it, he dismissed it. She wouldn’t understand.


‘What if your father refuses to allow you to take on the child?’


‘Henry, I’m not going to ask his permission, I’m going to tell him. I don’t care what he thinks. All he is to me is a means to an end. I’ll talk him round, don’t worry. Now if you don’t mind, I want to get into bed.’


She was dismissing him and they both knew it.


‘I am the man of this house, madam. It would behove you to remember that.’


Isabel stood up and her laughter caused her breasts to shudder.


‘If you were the man of the house, Henry, indeed any kind of man, we would not be having this conversation!’ With that, she  walked past him and opened the door wide.


‘Goodnight, Henry. I’ll keep you informed of what’s happening.’


He walked from the room. As he sat on his own bed drinking a large brandy, it occurred to him that she had won again. She would bring the gutter brat’s child into his home and he was powerless to stop her. Her strength of purpose was terrifying to him. Never had he felt so powerless, so utterly powerless.


He lay back and closed his eyes. Seeing Briony in his mind, he shuddered. He would not be in this predicament if it hadn’t been for her. Well, he had a long memory and a lot of money. He would wait for his chance and get his own back on her eventually.


Happier now he had a fixed goal in mind, he waited for a drunken sleep to claim him. But the light was already sneaking in at the chinks of the curtains before it came.







Chapter Eight


Briony sat on the park bench waiting for Tommy. She shifted her position slightly as she had a dull ache in her back. The child had dropped inside her and her stomach felt as if it was lying on her knees. She was wearing a large silk cape to hide the enormous bulge that seemed to be quivering and turning constantly. She took a deep breath as she felt a stabbing pain go through her body. She closed her eyes until it passed. Isabel had been right, she should not have left the house today. But the thought of seeing Tommy had been too much of a draw for her and after nearly having an argument with the nervous woman she had finally got her own way. Now, though, she wished she had heeded the advice and stayed home. The last couple of days she had been possessed of a great energy, feeling as if she could climb a mountain if she wanted to. In the space of an hour that feeling had been replaced by one of a dull lethargy.


She felt Tommy sit beside her and opened her eyes.


‘You look ill, girl. Are you all right?’


Briony stared into his face and shook her head. ‘I think it’s on its way.’


Tommy saw her eyes widen as she sat forward, clasping her stomach with both hands.


‘Oh Tommy . . . Tommy . . . I’ve wet meself!’


The boy jumped from his seat in panic. ‘Stay there and I’ll get someone. . . I’ll get the doctor!’


Briony laughed despite the pain. ‘Just get me to the cab and back to the house, as quick as possible.’


Her voice had a strength in it that calmed the youth in front of her.


‘Here, give me your arm and walk me to me cab.’


Tommy helped her up and they walked slowly towards the entrance of the park where her cab waited. In ten minutes they were outside her house. Tommy helped her down while the cabby knocked at the door. Pandemonium erupted.


Mrs Horlock and Cissy took Briony up the stairs while Mrs Dumas sent the cabby for the doctor. Tommy stood in the hallway watching in amazement. Isabel turned to him as she went to walk up the stairs and looked at him as if just seeing him for the first time. She unconsciously took in the neat suit and the well-cut hair. His penetrating blue eyes stayed her and she walked towards him.


‘I’m so sorry, young man, thank you for bringing my charge home.’


Tommy looked at her, decided he liked the look of her and smiled.


‘I’m a friend of Briony’s actually.’


The woman stood stock still.


‘Really? I can’t say she’s ever mentioned you before.’


‘Well, she’s mentioned you, Mrs Dumas. My name’s Thomas, Thomas Lane.’


He held out his hand and Isabel took it before she had time to think.


‘How do you do, Mr Lane?’


‘If it’s all right with you, I’d like to stay for a bit, see that she’s all right like. . .’


Isabel was nonplussed for a second. She wasn’t sure what to say to the boy. She was saved from answering by Cissy running down the stairs.


‘She wants her mum, Mrs Dumas. She’s insisting on having her mum here.’


Tommy stepped forward. ‘Tell me where she lives and I’ll go for her.’


Two minutes later he was rushing from the house and on his way to Molly’s.


Briony felt as if her whole body was being rent in two.


‘Oh, Mam, Mam . . . it’s hurting me . . . it’s hurting me!’


Her voice was high and filled with terror.


‘Calm yourself, child. Would you calm yourself. . . It won’t be long now.’


Molly looked at the doctor and he nodded at her, confirming her own opinion.


Briony twisted her head on the pillows. Her whole being was filled with pain. It seemed to her at that moment that even her teeth ached with it. Molly stared down at her child and felt such love come over her she would gladly have borne the pain for Briony at that moment. The doctor suddenly pushed past Molly.


‘This is it, it’s coming.’


Molly stood by, helpless, as the top of the child’s head appeared. She watched the opening of her daughter’s body stretch and the tiny head, that looked so small and vulnerable to her and felt so big and cumbersome to Briony, push its way out into the world. Then its shoulders appeared and it slipped from its mother and into the doctor’s arms where the baby immediately began to cry, big, gasping, lusty cries that made Molly smile in delight. The child had a reddish tinge to its downy hair and its face, unlined and smooth, had a peach colour to it that denoted health and strength. Looking at it, she felt a stirring inside her. This was wholly Briony’s child, that much was evident.


Briony lifted her head from the pillows and tried to glimpse the baby, but she could see nothing. Then the doctor put the child on her now blessedly flat stomach and she looked into the sea green eyes of her son. He looked at his mother and his crying ceased immediately. It was as if mother and child sized each other up for a few split seconds.


Molly saw Briony smile at him and felt a great sadness for her. It would be hard to give up a big beautiful child like this, but give it up she must. Instinctively she grasped her daughter’s hand as the doctor finished cutting the cord and Mrs Horlock swaddled the child. She kissed Briony then, tenderly, in a way  she had never kissed any of her children before. It was as if she and Briony had become sisters, sharing now a common bond: the pains of birth and of motherhood.


Isabel was sitting in the morning room with Tommy Lane. They had hardly spoken to one another. Both sat silent, straining their ears to hear what was happening upstairs.


Tommy noticed that the woman was wringing her hands together. He watched her ample bosom heave as she waited for the outcome of the birth. Then they heard the long low shriek and the sound of a child’s crying.


Their eyes met and of one mind they stood up and went to the door. They met Molly on her way down the stairs.


‘It’s a boy child. A big, lusty boy child.’


Isabel lifted her skirts and ran up the stairs like a girl, her face glowing with happiness and expectation. She burst into the bedroom where Briony lay in the bed with her son in her arms.


Looking down into his face, Briony experienced a feeling like looking forward to ten whole Christmasses rolled together. Like the excitement caused by a very high place or the opening of a large present. She traced his every feature with her eyes, drinking in the smell of him, the size of him, the shape of his jaw.


She lifted her eyes to Isabel Dumas, and saw mirrored there the same expression as her own. But she also saw the raw longing, the gnawing want that would never be fully assuaged.


Holding out the child to her, Briony smiled widely. ‘Look at him, Isabel, he’s beautiful.’


She took the child and sat on the edge of the bed with him.


Mrs Horlock watched the exchange and felt a surge of relief go through her. She had convinced herself that Briony would not let the child go. She bustled from the room taking Cissy with her, on the pretext of making Briony a strong cup of tea. The doctor patted the mother’s hand and walked from the room, ready to get his money and depart.


Alone together, Briony and Isabel looked at one another.


‘He’s beautiful, Briony.’ Isabel’s voice broke and Briony  placed her hand over Isabel’s so both of them were holding the child. He stirred in Isabel’s arms and settled himself more comfortably. Staring at the two faces above his. Trying to focus on one and then the other.


‘You’ll look after him, won’t you?’


Isabel smiled and nodded her head vigorously. ‘I’ll look after him all my life, I promise you that. Thank you for giving him to me, Briony. Thank you.’


Satisfied, she lay back against the pillows, her face white and drawn. She felt so tired and so sore all she wanted to do was sleep.


Tommy waited until he was sure that Briony was safe and then left the house, telling Cissy he would be back the next evening.


Molly was the next to depart, then Mrs Horlock and Cissy both drank a large hot rum to celebrate the safe delivery.


Briony awoke at eleven in the evening, after sleeping for nearly two hours. Cissy was sitting by her bed and as soon as Briony was fully awake, went for Mrs Horlock.


The old woman brought Briony up a simple meal of coddled eggs and broth, knowing that hunger would have made itself felt by now. After a few sips of the broth, Briony looked at the wizened old face and smiled.


‘I feel much better now. Where’s the baby?’


Mrs Horlock put the bowl of broth on the bedside cabinet and sat beside Briony on the bed.


‘He’s gone to the mistress’s house, Briony.’


She sat upright in the bed, her face a study in disbelief.


‘What? Already? But I only saw him once. I want to see him again. Now!’ Her voice had taken on a strident quality and Mrs Horlock pulled her into her arms.


‘It’s no good, Briony. If you see too much of him at first you won’t be able to let go. I know, I’ve seen it happen before.’


Briony felt a hotness behind her eyes.


‘But he’s my baby, Mrs Horlock. I want to see him.’


She started to cry then, her little shoulders heaving inside the nice white lawn nightdress with the pink bows that she had been  so delighted with, had loved to think she owned.


Mrs Horlock held her while she cried bitter tears. When she quietened, the old woman went from the room to make her a strong hot whisky with lots of sugar in. She would ensure the child slept. It was a great healer.


Alone in the room, Briony looked around her. At the brocade curtains and bedspread, the carpeted floor, and the pictures on the walls. Above the bed was a tapestry, worked by her own hands in the long afternoons of her pregnancy. It was a proverb from the Bible and read: ‘For whom the Lord loveth, he correcteth.’ It was one of Mrs Prosser Evans’ sayings and Briony had always remembered it. Now, though, she knew exactly what it meant.


All that she now had – this house, the money that was being given to her, the fact that her mother and sisters would benefit from her giving away her little child – meant nothing. All the nice clothes and all the good food and all the warmth would never replace the feeling she had experienced when she had looked at her son.


Her son. He was her son, her son and Henry’s.


But he would live with his father, a man who only wanted little children. A man who had taken Briony and abused her, tempted her with his promise of luxury and warmth and three pounds a week.


Now he had everything and she had nothing.


She had lain racked with pain, had pushed a life into the world, and at the end of it all she didn’t even know what they were going to call her son.


She didn’t even know his name.


Isabel looked down at the well shaped head in the crib and sighed with contentment. The baby moved, snuggling into the warmth then, snuffling through his button nose, drifted back off to sleep again. Sally, his nurse, looked on and smiled to herself. Her own baby, born two months previously, had died after a week as if he just couldn’t be bothered to breathe in the slum he’d been born to. She had made sure of keeping her milk  by letting her sister’s children suckle her, now she was ensconced in this lovely house, had been bathed and given two uniforms. She had her own room with three guaranteed meals a day, and milk and beer as and when she fancied it. Even if talk in the house was rife, if they did say that the child was the master’s by a whore, what did she care? As long as she kept her position she would look after the child of the devil himself.


Isabel was beside herself with excitement. She had a child, a dear and blessed little child, and felt as if she had been touched by the good Lord himself. Unable to sleep with excitement, she watched the wet nurse feed him, watched his strong lips find the nipple and suck on it hungrily, and wished fervently that she could do that particular job herself. She was gratified that he looked like his mother, that he would be a handsome boy. He was big, so big. She had not been prepared for the sheer size of him. For the force of love the baby would awaken in her. Already Briony was all but forgotten.


Hardly able to contain herself, Isabel took the child from the wet nurse as soon as he was replete and, taking him back to her own room, sat in front of the fire and just looked at him.


She held him in her arms and drank in every part of him. He grasped her finger and she laughed out loud in the silent room. He was strong and he was hers.


Her son, Benedict Dumas. All the frustrated longing and the unrequited love she possessed would be channelled into this boy. He would be loved, cared for and educated. He would have everything that money and her influence could give him. He was, from that day on, her boy.


Her darling boy.


Henry walked into Isabel’s room as she sat with the child. She heard the door open but was unable to take her eyes from the child long enough to see who it was.


Clearing his throat, he walked across the room and stood behind the chair, forcing himself to look. He was unprepared for the sheer beauty of the child in his wife’s arms. He saw the strong hand holding on to his wife’s fingers. Saw the perfectly shaped lips and the button nose that were wholly his mother’s.  He saw the startling green eyes and caught his breath in his throat.


Looking down on to the wide awake infant he felt a revulsion inside him that was so acute he could almost taste it. It was as if every nightmare he had ever had was there, in that body on his wife’s lap. It was his flesh and blood, he knew that, but he wanted no part of it. No part of it at all.


Molly arrived at nine the next morning and was closeted with Mrs Horlock for a good hour before she ventured up the stairs to her daughter’s room. She looked around her as if seeing everything for the first time. It amazed her that her daughter of only thirteen owned this house. Owned everything in it. That her child was now a woman of property.


She walked into the bedroom and forced a smile on to her face. Briony lay in bed, pale and wan. Her usually animated face was drawn and dark circles were visible under her eyes. Molly could see the expert bindings around her breasts through her nightdress, and the sadness in her daughter’s drawn face.


‘Are you feeling all right, Briony?’


She looked at her mother and sighed.


‘She took him, Mum. Isabel. She took him home with her.’


Molly sat on the edge of the bed and grasped Briony’s hand. ‘Of course she did, love. It would do you no good to see too much of him.’


Briony pulled her hand from her mother’s and her face set in a pout. It made her look very young and very spoilt. Seeing the look, Molly herself sighed. Briony was the only one of her daughters who had never been biddable. She had always gone her own way. Even as a tiny child, when Molly had chastised her for something, Briony had taken the punishment and then gone and done exactly what she wanted to. It was this trait in her daughter’s character that was evident now. Briony was quite capable of getting out of bed and going to Isabel Dumas’ and taking the child. Molly tried a different tack.


‘Look, Briony, Mrs Dumas can give the boy everything. He’ll be educated, he’ll be well looked after, with all sorts of people  seeing to his every whim. He’ll grow up with all this –’ she gestured around her ‘–as part and parcel of his everyday life. Would you honestly take that chance from him and bring him up in Oxlow Lane? Because if you take that child now, you can kiss goodbye to this place, and the three pounds a week, and everything else you ever wanted. If someone had come and asked me for any one of you, I’d have given you up, and gladly. This is like a gift from the gods, girl. Your boy’s being offered the chance to be somebody. Don’t ruin it for him.’


Briony let her mother’s words sound inside her head. It saddened her that she was in such a position. It was as if the three pounds a week to keep her mother and sisters at Oxlow Lane was the most important thing in the world. And the worst part of all was, she knew it was important. It was Briony’s sole responsibility to keep them where they were now accustomed to being. How could she take Eileen and Kerry and Bernie and Rosalee back to the dockside slums? Eileen would never be fit to work again so it would all fall on Briony’s shoulders and her mother’s while the two younger girls would be left to look after Eileen and Rosalee. Their lives would all become set into a pattern that they’d never be able to change.


‘Shall I get you a nice cup of tea, love?’


Molly’s voice broke into her thoughts and she nodded. Unknown to her, all her thoughts were plain to her mother. Molly had deliberately set the chain of thought in motion and now she wanted to leave Briony alone for long enough to think through the consequences of any foolish action. No rash decisions must be allowed to wreck an otherwise harmonious arrangement.


Briony didn’t watch her mother leave the room, just waited with bated breath until she was alone once more. It was the first time Briony had felt the full force of the responsibility she had assumed. When it had all been a childish game, when she had dreamt of being a lady in the eyes of the world, looking after her family and taking over where her father had left off, it had all seemed glamorous somehow. Now, after the birth of the child, her child, who was even as she lay here being looked after and  fed by a stranger, the sheer enormity of her own actions bore down on her, leaving her feeling crushed and afraid. She could no more ask Isabel for her son than she could ask the good Lord himself to take her to tea at Claridges. It was out of her control now.


What was it Tommy had once told her? Possession was nine-tenths of the law? Well, the Dumases had the law on their side and she knew that if they chose to use it, she would have nothing at all. No child, no house and no money.


She saw her baby again in her mind’s eye. His big long body, the red tinge to his downy hair, and knew he was still hers in so many ways.


Biting her lip, she made a pledge to herself. She could do nothing about her son now; she was too young, too vulnerable and far too poor. What she would do was to let herself heal physically and then work out a plan of action. If it rested with her she would never be vulnerable again, never be in a position to be overlooked by anybody, least of all Henry and Isabel Dumas who had both used her.


For different reasons maybe, but they had used her just the same.


Isabel had left the child sleeping and made her way up to Briony’s bedroom with light feet. She had not felt happiness like this for years. The sheer act of looking at the child made her into a happy carefree woman. She bounded through the bedroom door with a large grin on her face.


‘How are you feeling, Briony?’


The girl in the bed turned to face her and immediately Isabel’s expression changed. Briony looked ill and drawn. Her eyes were dead and even that glorious hair, which usually crackled with a life of its own, looked dull and flat.


Isabel went to her and embraced her, all concern.


Being taken into the arms of the woman who now had her child made Briony’s shoulders heave. Tears seemed to burst from her eyes. These hands, so soft and gentle, the hands that had held her and petted her throughout her pregnancy, were the  same hands that would caress and protect her son. Would hold him when he cried, would rub a sore knee better. The very touch of the woman whom Briony both loved and despised brought out the tears that needed to be shed.


Isabel held Briony tightly to her. She stroked the hair that her son had inherited, whispered endearments. She realised that in her own excitement, in her own longing for a child, she had forgotten the very person who had made all her dreams possible.


It would take all her tact and diplomacy now to right the enormous wrong she had done. But one thing was for sure: Briony Cavanagh would not get her child back. Isabel could no more part with him than she could cut out her own heart.


When the crying subsided, she kissed Briony’s cheek and under pretext of plumping up her pillows, tried to be as normal as possible.


‘Are you feeling better, dear?’ Her voice was all kindness and sympathy.


Briony nodded.


‘I have heard tell that many women get crying fits after a birth. It’s natural.’


‘How’s the child?’ Briony’s voice seemed harder than Isabel remembered it.


‘Oh, very well. A big healthy child. Briony, how can I ever thank you for what you’ve done for me? I look at him, and everything in my life has taken on a new meaning. I’ll give that boy the earth if he wants it. I’ll give him everything he wants and more. Much more.’


Briony nodded, gratified to hear that. She could hear the love and the want and indeed the need in the other woman’s voice as she talked of the child, and already it seemed he was long gone from her.


‘Is he a good baby?’


Isabel heard the little tremor in her voice and found it in her heart to pity this girl-woman in front of her.


‘Oh, he’s a perfect little boy. Sleeps on his tummy, as young as he is. Not a day old! He pushes his arms from the swaddling and turns himself on to his stomach. He’s a baby who knows his  own mind already. Like his mother, I would say.’


Her voice was jocular, and it pleased Briony to hear that, as Isabel knew it would.


‘And Henry, what does he think of the child?’


Isabel took a small breath.


‘Henry wants what I want. His opinion is nothing in this.’


Briony nodded again. It was as it should be. If Isabel had said that Henry was pleased with the child it would have troubled her. If the child was to stay with the Dumases, as it was, she didn’t want Henry Dumas to stake too large a claim. For the child’s own safety.


Isabel swept the hair from Briony’s forehead and smiled. ‘I know it’s hard to give him up, dear. If I had birthed him, it would break my heart to give him up. But it’s all for the best. After all, what would you do with a child, no man and no money? What would your mother and sisters do?’


Even as she spoke the veiled threat, Isabel felt a disgust with herself that was forced down by her need to keep what she had taken. It would do no harm to remind Briony of the consequences of any rash actions.


‘I have arranged for two thousand pounds to be made available to you. Once you’re up and about I shall take you personally to see the banker and to find out how to write cheques. The house is going into your name as well. You’ll be a woman of substance and wealth. The next child you have will be born to something better than you were. The world’s out there waiting for you, Briony Cavanagh, and I have no doubt, no doubt at all that, you’ll be someone in it!’


Briony didn’t respond. She was more than aware of what all this talk was really about. It was about Isabel’s having the child in exchange for giving Briony comfort and money. The two things that had brought her to this house would now be used to trap her.


‘Thank you very much, but I just want to get back on my feet for now. I’ll think about the future then.’


‘As you wish. I’ve arranged all your menus for the next few days and I’ll pop in again tomorrow to see you.’


Briony knew the woman wanted to get away from her. Knew that she wanted to be back in her own home with the child.


Isabel kissed Briony’s cheek with hot feverish lips. Suddenly, she had to get out of here and away from this creature in the bed. Even as she thought it she knew she was being unfair. But like everything that is used for the wrong reasons, Briony was a source of annoyance. Isabel admitted to herself that a large part of her feelings was of guilt. As she walked to the door, Briony’s voice stayed her.


‘What did you call him, Isabel? What’s his name?’


She turned once more and smiled gently. ‘He’s Benedict. Benedict Dumas.’


Briony nodded and looked out of the window where she could see the roofs of the houses opposite and an expanse of blue sky.


She heard the door shut behind Isabel and clenched her fists together on the counterpane.


Benedict. Benedict, my son.


My flesh and blood.


It was not a name she would have chosen herself. It was a name for a child of the Dumases. Somehow, even the name made the gulf between Briony and her child wider.


Tommy Lane had had a good day. He was happy as he made his way up the path to Briony’s house. In his hand he carried a bunch of flowers. Red carnations, blood red. He knocked at the front door with a flourish. He was looking forward to seeing Briony. The door was opened by Cissy, and he took in the split second hesitation as she looked at him and deliberately walked back into the hall. He smiled at her.


‘I’ve come to see Miss Briony Cavanagh.’


‘Well, I didn’t think you’d come to see me, lad.’


Her sharp cockney accent made Tommy smile.


‘I’m not sure what Mrs Horlock’s going to say about this, I’m sure.’


‘I’m not too worried about Mrs Horlock, love. You go and tell Briony that Tommy Lane’s here and wants to see her.’


Mrs Horlock appeared as if from nowhere.


‘You’re not seeing anyone, young man.’


Tommy sized the old woman up and decided she sounded more ferocious than she looked.


‘As I was just remarking to this young lady, you go and tell Briony that Tommy Lane’s here. I think she’ll see me.’ It was said with an air of confidence that made Mrs Horlock bristle.


‘She’s only just out of childbed. It ain’t seemly!’


Tommy rolled his eyes and started walking up the stairs. Cissy watched Mrs Horlock dart up behind him and threw her apron over her head in shock, closing her eyes tightly.


The cheek of him!


Brushing Mrs Horlock off like a fly, he opened all the doors he came to until he found Briony. Holding out the flowers at arm’s length, he walked over to her with Mrs Horlock soundly berating him as she chased in behind.


‘It ain’t right, Miss Briony! This lout here needs a clout round the earhole. Pushing his way in and upsetting the whole house. Suppose the mistress had been here? What would have happened then, I ask you?’


Briony took the carnations and held them under her nose. She breathed in the scent of them and smiled. Her first real smile. Pointing them at Mrs Horlock, she snapped: ‘In case it’s escaped your notice, to all intents and purposes I’m the mistress here now! So take these flowers and put them in water, and then bring us some tea.’


Tommy stifled a grin at the look of utter shock on the old woman’s face. But she did as Briony asked her, taking the flowers with a snatch of the hand and a glare in his direction, before stamping from the room, slamming the heavy door behind her.


‘You look ill, girl, and I’m not surprised with that nutty old cow looking after you!’


He went to the window and opened it wide. ‘Get some air in here, for Christ’s sake.’


Briony watched him and felt a stirring inside her. She had needed a pick-me-up and it had come in the shape of Tommy Lane.


‘So how are you then?’


Briony smiled at him. ‘Not too bad, Tommy.’


He sat on the end of the bed and grinned at her. He knew instinctively that the child wasn’t in the house. There was no evidence of it anywhere. He took in the white face and the bound breasts and his heart went out to the girl in front of him. He immediately launched into a convoluted story that made Briony laugh despite herself and forget her own worries for a few moments. Mrs Horlock, bringing up the tea tray, heard the laughter coming down the stairs and decided that she would not press Briony about the boy. If he could cheer her up, he could move in for all she cared! She brought in the tray of tea, and a little while later a tray of sandwiches and cakes, without being asked. As Tommy ate another sandwich in one gobble, Briony grinned.


‘That means she likes you really, you got her angel cake.’


Tommy laughed. ‘I don’t care whether she likes me or not. We’re friends, ain’t we? Why can’t I visit a friend?’


He finished his sandwich and then asked Briony the question that had been in his mind since entering the house.


‘Where’s the baby?’


She sipped her tea delicately and the natural grace as she did this made Tommy want to grab her and hold her to him. To look after her.


‘Isabel – Mrs Dumas – took him last night.’


Tommy nodded.


‘Well, it’s for the best, girl. You’re only thirteen, you don’t want a nipper hanging around your neck at your age. Not only that, they can give him much more’n you could even if you had a man. Get yourself better, get yourself up and around. Start over again.’


Briony nodded at him, her face sad.


‘Come on, Bri, you don’t want to go worrying about what’s done. You just start worrying about what you’re going to do next. Now then, has she signed the house over to you?’


‘Oh, yes, and she’s put two thousand pounds away for me.’


Tommy gave a low whistle. What he couldn’t do with that!  He had the lowdown now on how to run a good ‘house’. Once he had the capital, he would buy a place and run his own. He wouldn’t stay the rest of his life at Nellie Deakins’. He looked at Briony and a glimmer of a plan formed in his mind.


‘Would you care to invest five hundred in a little business venture with me, Bri?’


She was intrigued.


‘What kind of business venture?’


Tommy took a deep breath and began to speak. And as Briony listened to him, to his plans, to his dreams, she felt a faint stirring in herself.







Chapter Nine


Briony looked around her and took in first the high ceilings, then the grey and gold flock on the walls, and lastly the rather garish chandeliers on the ceiling. She looked at Tommy who smiled at her. She nodded her head, smiling back.


The small stocky man with the handlebar moustaches, Mr Tillier the builder, grinned at them, showing pointed teeth.


‘I knew you’d like it. I ain’t overdone it, see? Now Nellie’s place is nice, but it ain’t got no class. All that red and burgundy, it looks what it is. This place, it’s got a bit of class, and as you’re having only a select clientele, well then, Bob’s your uncle.’


He watched the young couple as they walked from room to room. The boy, or man as he tried to think of him, was cute. Cute as a nine-bob note, and as bent, but the girl – and she was a girl – was a completely different kettle of fish. He’d put her at no more than seventeen or eighteen, though he had heard through the grapevine that she was only coming up to her fourteenth birthday. Well, he mused, she must have pleased someone into giving her the money that she’d been spending like water. Her voice was nice, she spoke well, but it was forced. She still slipped in a ‘bugger’ or a ‘bleeding’ when she spoke to the young man.


He watched her climb the staircase. He was proud of the staircase. It curved round, and any of the ladies who walked down it would be shown to their best advantage. The chandeliers above it were of real crystal, their light giving off a bluish hue that made even the worst skin look good. As toms  grew older it seemed the skin was the first thing to go with most of them, so good lighting was a priority for a class house.


He followed them up the stairs and into the first bedroom. This was done out in deep blue and peach, the bed a large fourposter with deep blue velvet drapes around it. Hanging up on the wardrobe door was a woman’s wrapper of the same colour, as sheer as a spider’s web. This would be called the Blue Room. Briony checked that everything was to her satisfaction and, seeing a pair of ornate cherubs over the fireplace, their features picked out in gold leaf, shook her head decisively.


‘They’ll have to go, Mr Tillier. I don’t like them. A big mirror would be much more appropriate, I think.’


He nodded and wrote in his little notebook. She was cute all right. He’d thought they were a mistake himself. Although the walls to either side of the bed had large mirrors running the length of the panels, he thought that another mirror would not go amiss, especially when you thought of what the room was to be used for.


Both men followed Briony through the rest of the house. Each of them seemed to expect her to give the expert opinion and this she did, in a low voice that brooked no argument. There were now ten bedrooms of different sizes. The original six had been divided and rearranged and now there was plenty of room to accommodate ten men at a time. Briony walked down the stairs and through the hallway to the small offices set aside for herself and Tommy. Unlike the rest of the house these rooms were plain with good solid furniture. These were working rooms, and they looked it. Briony sat herself behind a mahogany desk and gently fingered the inkwells and the leather blotter in front of her. She was raring to go. In forty-eight hours she was opening the doors to the most select clientele she could gather. Thanks to Tommy’s knowledge of Nellie Deakins’ customers, they had arranged discreet invitations to the cream of London’s society. Briony looked at her tiny fob watch and stood up.


‘I have to go, Tommy, I’ll leave the rest to you. I want the cherubs gone by this evening, Mr Tillier. I’ll wish you both good day.’


She left them. Both men looked at one another and smiled.


‘How about a glass of madeira, Mr Tillier?’


‘That would be most excellent, Mr Lane.’


He took the proffered drink and was sorry the young lass had gone. She would have had the sense to offer him brandy.


Isabel sat in the park and chatted to Benedict in baby talk. She made a point of sitting away from the nannies and they allowed for this. Initially, they had praised the child and tried to strike up conversations, but once they found out who Isabel was, they respectfully kept their distance as they realised she did not want company. Then the chatter about Mrs Dumas had reached their ears, through a grapevine of scullery maids, tweenies, and finally cooks and butlers, until the knowledge that Henry Dumas had saddled his barren wife with the child of an unmarried woman, supposedly a widow of good standing, had resounded around London. Now they watched her carefully, seeing her obvious love for the child, and were frankly amazed by it.


Briony got out of her cab and told the cab driver to wait for her. She walked into Barking Park with a feeling of excitement at the prospect of seeing Benedict. She was dressed all in lilac, her hair pinned up in glorious tendrils under a matching hat. She walked with a dignity that was envied by most of the women who saw her, and her small-breasted figure looked just right for the fashions of the day.


Isabel saw her walking towards her and smiled widely. Benedict noticed her and started to clap chubby hands together, crowing with excitement. Briony sat down on the bench and looked into green eyes so like her own.


‘How is he?’


‘Thriving. Look at him. He doesn’t stop eating and poor Sally is run off her feet looking after him. How are you?’


Briony peeled off her gloves and took her son’s hands in her own.


‘I’m OK. We open up soon, so I’m really busy.’


Isabel just nodded at this. The fact that Briony was to open a  bordello shocked her more than she liked to admit.


‘How’s your mother?’


‘Funny you should ask that, I’m going to see her today. Eileen’s bad again. It’s a shame because she started to get well for a while. Kerry and Bernie are fine as usual, and poor Rosalee . . . well, Rosalee never changes except to get heavier.’


‘Did your mother take Eileen to the doctor I told you about?’


‘Oh, him, yes. He wanted her put away, but we’ll never allow that. We’ll look after her.’


The two women were quiet now, both admiring the child in the perambulator.


‘His hair’s getting darker.’


‘Yes, but he’s still got your red highlights. I think he’ll probably be a dark brown, like me.’


Briony nodded. She’d noticed that Isabel often tried to point out likenesses to herself in the child and far from being irritated by it, felt sorry for her. If poor Isabel had had a normal man and her own children she would have been an exemplary mother, her treatment of Benedict proved that.


‘I have something to tell you, Briony. I’ve been trying to find the words. . .’


She was alarmed at Isabel’s tone.


‘What? Is – is Ben. . .’


‘Oh no, nothing to do with him. Well, not directly anyway. We’re moving up to the West End. Henry’s bought a house in Belgravia and we feel it’s about time we moved away. This house is far too small really, and my father would see more of Benedict. . .’


There, it was said. She didn’t add that this monthly visit from Briony was worrying her. That she was frightened that now Benedict was getting older he might become too attached to the young redhead he saw in the park. That she was secretly jealous of the time he spent in his mother’s company.


She could not look into Briony’s eyes and see the hurt and confusion she knew she would find there. Instead she busied herself picking up the child and settling him on her lap. She kissed his downy head and hugged him to her. Briony watched  as her son put his fingers up to Isabel’s mouth and she kissed them, pretending to bite them gently and making the child laugh. Briony felt as if a stone had been placed inside her chest. A big solid weight that would eventually drag her down.


‘I see.’ But she didn’t see. She didn’t see at all. She was shrewd enough to guess what was really behind the action. She wondered who wanted the move most, Henry or Isabel.


‘When will I see him then?’


‘Oh, we’ll sort that out in due course. I think it’s best if the visits are cut down anyway. He’s as bright as a button and might start saying your name, or when he’s talking he might tell someone about you. That would not be good for any of us, let alone the child.’


Briony licked dry lips.


‘But I must see him, Isabel. I have to see him sometimes.’


‘And you shall see him, I promise. Only we have to be careful. If Henry knew he was seeing you now . . .’


She left the sentence unfinished.


Briony put her hand out to the child and he grasped her slim fingers, bringing them to his mouth to chew on them. Briony felt the tiny needle-sharp teeth as he gnawed and the familiar love for him overwhelmed her. If she was denied access to him she would die inside. Not an hour of the day went by but she thought of him. Everything else in her life was as nothing compared to this child.


‘But I have to see him, Isabel.’ Briony’s voice was louder than she’d intended and Isabel put her hand on her arm.


‘For goodness’ sake, keep your voice down. Do you want all the nannies to know our business and take it back to their houses with them?’


Briony shook her head and Isabel settled the boy once more in his carriage and stood up.


‘I really have to be going. I’ll be in touch soon.’


Briony nodded weakly as she watched her son being pushed away from her. Her eyes blurred as tears stung them and she stared after Isabel and the child until they disappeared out of the park gates.


Molly was force-feeding Rosalee when Briony arrived. Rosalee was going through one of her not-eating phases. She swung between a state of constant hunger and one of not eating a scrap. Either way she still got heavier and heavier. Briony walked in the door and, kissing Rosalee’s face, took the spoon from her mother and began to feed her sister. Molly watched as Rosalee ate every morsel Briony gave to her.


‘You’ve certainly got a way with her, Bri. I wish to God I had it.’


Molly poured out two mugs of tea as Briony finished feeding Rosalee, then, taking off her hat, perched it on Rosalee’s head and grinned at her.


Rosalee, looking ridiculous in the lilac confection, grinned back, saying her only words, ‘Bri Bri’ and clapping her hands together.


Molly tried to grab the hat off Rosalee’s head but Briony stayed her hand.


‘Oh, leave her alone, Mum, it’s only a hat.’


‘A hat that cost a small fortune.’


‘So what? I don’t mind, and it’s my hat, so why should you care?’


Molly sipped her steaming tea and shook her head.


‘I just saw Benedict. Isabel and Henry are moving up West with him. I think the days of letting me see him are numbered.’


Molly put a hand over her daughter’s and said, ‘Well, what did you expect, love? They won’t want you around now, will they? And it’s better for the boy.’


‘But I’m his mother, Mum. Me, not her!’


‘I know that. But, Briony love, he’s better off where he is and you must accept that. He’s their child now. Theirs. Not yours. You just try and remember that this way he will have everything he ever wants out of life.’


Briony nodded. She knew that what her mother said made sense, but when you loved someone as she loved Benedict, it didn’t make any difference.


‘That Kerry is getting to be a handful, Briony. She was caught  singing in the pub again. I’ve scalped the arse off of her but it’s no good.’


Kerry, now twelve, was uncontrollable. She would sing in a midden if someone would listen.


‘Where is she now?’


‘She’s out with Bernie and Mother Jones. They’re pea picking.’


Briony was glad of the change in the conversation. She knew that her mother was all for Benedict being with the Dumases and it would only cause more rows if they discussed it further.


‘Pea picking? Well, she can sing to her heart’s content there.’


‘True, and she will, knowing her. When’s the house opening?’


‘In a couple of days. It’s finished, the girls are all interviewed and ready to go, and Tommy is sorting out the last few details today. We’ll need a few more strong men like Abel to keep a modicum of peace.’


Abel was now one of the men employed to dress in dinner suits and mingle with the guests. If there was any trouble they would deal with it as quickly and unobtrusively as possible.


Molly shook her head and smiled.


‘Imagine you owning two houses, I can’t believe it.’


Briony smiled despite herself. Her mother had changed her opinion on Nellie Deakins and the like when she had found out how much money was involved in the business. Also Abel, whom Briony knew to be her mother’s beau, had been offered a job at twice his old money and that made Molly happier still.


Kerry and Bernie burst through the door, bringing the smell of the open fields with them.


‘Hello, Briony!’


Both girls kissed her and then Rosalee was clapping her hands together to show her excitement. They both screamed with laughter as they saw the lilac hat perched on her short-cropped hair.


Molly busied herself making them some tea and a bite to eat. Kerry sat opposite Briony and grinned at her.


‘This house you’re opening up, will you have any entertainment there?’


Molly looked at Briony with raised eyebrows. ‘There’ll be plenty of entertainment there, girl, don’t you worry about that.’


Kerry sighed loudly. ‘I don’t mean that kind of entertainment. I mean, will you have a band there playing music or anything?’


Briony shook her head. ‘No.’


‘Then you should. It’ll make it a bit different, wouldn’t it? From what I’ve heard, the people what go there have a drink and a natter first. Well, why not give them a bit of entertainment like?’


‘Such as, Kerry?’


She stood up and opened her arms wide.


‘Like me, of course! I know all the popular songs and I’d only need a piano player like. I don’t need no orchestra nor nothing. I can sing everything, you know that, Briony. It’d be good for you and good for me. I don’t want to end up in Myrdle Street in some sweatshop, I want to be a singer.’


Briony laughed at her sister’s outrageous suggestion. Kerry singing in a bordello? It was absurd.


‘Oh, come on, Bri. You know I could do it. Just give me one try and if it don’t work then that’s that . . . Oh, Briony, answer me then!’


Kerry’s voice was sharp now. She wanted this so badly she could practically taste it.


‘Look, you’re twelve years old. . .’


Kerry interrupted her.


‘I want to sing, Mum, I don’t want to work there as a doxie, do I? I will put on a nice dress and hat and just do a few lively numbers to get everyone in a good mood. That’s all. Abel will be there to keep his eye on me, and Briony and Tommy. Where’s the bleeding harm in that?’


Striking a pose that looked ridiculous in her pea-picking clothes, she began to strut up and down the kitchen, singing:




‘Jeremiah Jones – a lady’s man was he –


Every pretty girl he liked to spoon.


Till he found a wife, and down beside the sea,


Went to Margate for the honeymoon.’





Briony and Molly creased up with laughter as Kerry began. Coming to the chorus, she swept out her arms and roared at the top of her voice:




‘Hello, Hello, who’s your ladyfriend?


Who’s the little girl by your side. . .’





Molly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. As much as she scolded Kerry, she had to admit that the girl was talented and could be hilarious when the fancy took her.


Kerry knelt down in front of Briony and implored with her eyes. ‘Oh, come on, Bri. Give me a chance.’


Briony grinned. She had needed a bit of fun today and should have known it would come from Kerry.


‘I’ll talk to Tommy about it. But that’s all I can do, so don’t get your hopes up.’


Kerry cuddled her sister close and shrieked out loud in excitement.


‘Oh, thanks, Bri. Thanks. You won’t regret it.’


Briony looked at her mother. ‘What about you, Mum? What do you think?’


‘Abel will be there as she says, and you and Tommy. It can’t do any harm.’


None of them had noticed a jealous Bernie slip from the room.


Eileen came down the stairs and smiled at everyone and Briony looked at the thin vague-faced girl who had once been her bright and chatty sister, and felt depression descend again.


Sometimes life stank. And the worst of it all was, hers had hardly even started.


She tried to make conversation with her sisters for the rest of her time there, but her mind was on Benedict once more.


Briony had taken Kerry out shopping and bought her a green, high-necked, natural-waisted dress. It suited her perfectly and was respectable enough to please not only Briony but her  mother and Abel as well. It had long sleeves with hanging three-quarter flounces in black lace. She had her black hair piled high on her head, and wore a large-brimmed black and green silk hat over it. She also had a green silk parasol which finished the outfit, and black button boots.


Briony stared at her, amazed. Kerry looked much older than her years, being taller than Briony already. She had on a small amount of make-up provided by Lil, one of the ‘girls’, and waited eagerly for Tommy to announce her.


‘Oh, Briony, I’m so nervous, I could get tom tick!’


Briony laughed. ‘Just relax. You’re the one who wanted this, remember. Now just stay here until you hear the piano start and then make your way out.’


She kissed her on the cheek and left her in the small ante-room behind the main lounge.


Briony herself, dressed all in lemon, looked a picture. She had deliberately worn a close-fitting dress that accentuated her slim frame while revealing nothing. That much would be left to the working girls, who were all dressed in little more than stays and wrappers. The air was thick with cigar smoke and as Briony looked around her she felt a thrill of anticipation. It was their first night and the place was packed out.


She knew that most of the gentlemen normally went to Nellie’s or other such establishments and wanted them to have such a good time here that they would come back again and again. Once more she blessed Tommy for arranging such a guest list. There were no Two Bob Joes in here, only men of means with respectable reputations. She was sure that the offer of a bit of entertainment would go down well, as the men liked to get a bit drunk before they retired to the bedrooms upstairs.


She made her way through the crowded room to the double doors where Abel stood surveying the room with a serious expression. A good-looking man grabbed her arm and tried to pull her to him. Briony shrugged him off good-naturedly and he grinned at her. Tommy, seeing the exchange, came over and introduced Briony to the man as his future wife. The customer apologised profusely before being dragged off by Tilly Rowlings  who rolled her eyes good-naturedly at Briony as she did so.


‘I’ll just introduce Kerry and then I’ll be back, OK?’


Briony nodded at Tommy and smiled. She watched him stand on the tiny makeshift stage and call for quiet. Everyone looked at him expectantly and he cleared his throat and introduced the new singing sensation, Kerry Cavanagh.


Kerry came out on to the stage, her face white with worry but, hearing the clapping and cheering from the men, she seemed to take on a different persona. A saucy wink at her audience and putting all her weight on to the parasol, she stuck out her behind. After nodding at the pianist who started to play her first number, she wiggled her rump, much to the merriment of the audience, and began to sing ‘Hold Your Hand Out, Naughty Boy.’


Briony was laughing with the rest when she turned her head and her heart froze inside her chest. Standing at the front of the little crowd was Henry Dumas. She could see him perfectly, and as she watched him looking at Kerry she felt the bile rise inside her. He would like Kerry, she was just his type. No more than a child.


Briony grabbed Tommy’s arm and pulled him from the room and through the hallway to the offices. Closing the door with a quiet thud, she faced him.


‘What’s Henry Dumas doing here, Tommy?’


He saw the whiteness of her face and shook his head.


‘I don’t know, he must have come with one of the others. Look, Briony, I’ll go out and keep me eye on him.’


‘I want him out of here now, Tommy, I mean it.’


‘You what? Our first night and you want me to sling someone out? Let me find out who he’s with first.’


Briony could feel her hands shaking.


‘You find out then, and after you find out, you give him the bad news. I don’t want him in this house. Not now, not ever.’


Tommy walked over to her and grabbed her arms.


‘Listen, Briony, you’re only a girl for all your grown-up looks and ways. If any of them knew you owned the best part of this place, there’d be trouble. As it is now they think I’ve got a sleeping partner. I let the word go round that it’s one of them, a rich bloke who’s invested in me. If I go out there and rock the boat with Henry Dumas, he could fuck all of this up for us. Get it? Do you understand what I’m saying?’


Briony saw the earnest expression in his eyes and felt the futility of it all. What Tommy said made sense. If Henry decided to make trouble for her then he could ruin them, and she knew he was capable of it. She heard Tommy leave the room and sat in the chair, staring at the blotter in front of her without seeing it.


You had to be rich as Croesus before you didn’t have to worry about anything. You had to be as rich as Solomon to know that you could do anything you wanted. Until then you had to keep your head down and kowtow to everyone and anyone. It was like gall to her, this knowledge. Henry Dumas had taken her childhood and her child. And still she had to pander to him. Indirectly, he still ruled her life.


Well, one day she would finish him. One day she would get even.


She would not venture out of the night. She did not know what she was capable of if she came face to face with him. On top of everything else they were taking her child to live far away from her. It was this, more than anything, that broke her heart.


Henry watched Kerry singing and was enthralled by her. He had had a lot to drink and now he felt a rosy glow enveloping him.


He walked unsteadily towards the stage and clasped his hands as the girl sang. She was singing a slow song now, and all the men and women around him were listening to the haunting voice, enjoying the sound and the timbre of it. Her little elfin face was captivating to him. He saw the jet black silky hair that framed it and felt a stabbing pain in his heart. She was exquisite.


As Kerry finished her last number, she bowed to the audience  who clapped her whole-heartedly. She was as good as any of the singers at Drury Lane, or indeed at any music hall. And she was no more than a child. A large man in the front of the audience, loving the ballad she sang, took out his purse and threw a sovereign on to the small stage. The other men in the room, not wanting to be outdone, did the same and Kerry scrambled around the floor in all her finery, picking up the coins.


The pianist began to play a solo number and Kerry picked up her money as fast as she could, amazed at the reception she had received and the generosity shown her. As she picked up the last coin, a plump hand covered hers and she looked into the face of Henry Dumas.


‘Hello, my dear. You really are a very good singer.’ In his drink-fuddled brain he knew she reminded him of someone but he couldn’t quite place who.


Kerry, though, knew him and, pulling her hand from under his, said: ‘Hello, Mr Dumas.’


Standing up, she walked across the little stage and back into the ante-room. She placed all the coins on the small table by the door and, taking off her gloves, began to count them. Henry Dumas followed her a few seconds later. Opening the door, he popped his head around it playfully, moustaches quivering in anticipation.


Kerry backed away from him.


‘How did you know my name, dear?’


Without thinking, she said: ‘I’m Briony’s sister.’


She watched him sober immediately as he registered exactly what she had said.


‘You’re Briony Cavanagh’s sister?’ His voice was full of surprise. As she opened her mouth to answer, he grabbed her arm in a vice-like grip.


‘Where is she? Is she here? Answer me, girl, where is the bitch?’


Kerry pulled away from him, rubbing her arm.


‘You touch me again, mister, and I’ll scream the bleeding place down!’


As she spoke Tommy came into the room.


‘I think you’d better leave the young lady alone, sir. Come along, I’m sure we can find you someone more suitable.’


He took Henry’s arm firmly and led him from the room. Kerry watched them go and bit her lip. How did he get in here tonight? Surely Briony hadn’t invited him?


She looked at the pile of coins but the excitement had gone from her now. She leant against the table and absentmindedly rubbed her arm where he had touched her.


Henry was so deep in drink he didn’t care any more. He had arrived at the stage where a shock or a loud noise can cause one of two reactions, maudlin sadness or great rage. Unfortunately for him, he felt great rage. As he walked through the room he tried unsucessfully to shrug off the iron grip of the young man escorting him. He saw his friend John Dennings embracing a young woman in a blue gauze wrapper, her huge breasts spilling out from white silk corsets. It made him feel sick.


All this flesh around him! He could smell cheap scent and fresh sweat. He could see garishly painted lips and eyes. He could feel the sexual charge of the men around him as they feasted their eyes on a bevy of young girls. But not young enough for him. They were women in his eyes, with breasts that jutted from their clothes in a disgusting fashion, hair between their muscular thighs and under their arms.


Tommy dragged him into the hallway, trying to prevent the trouble he knew was imminent. Without thinking, he pushed Henry into Briony’s office and the two came face to face for the first time in eighteen months.


Briony stood up, shocked, and as they looked at one another, Henry seemed to grow before her eyes. He stood erect and stared into the sea green eyes that his son had inherited. He laughed, a deep bitter sound that cut into her.


‘So, the slut is working, is she?’


Tommy watched the two warily. It was as if an electrical charge had been placed between them and he stared, fascinated as Briony stalked around the desk.


‘If I’m a slut, Henry Dumas, what does that make you? I can’t think why you’re here tonight. After all, the men who come to  houses like this function normally. I wonder what they would say if they knew you were fancying a little girl – the girl they all clapped and cheered, without a bad thought in their heads towards her? Eh? Well answer me, Henry. If I remember rightly, you used to have a lot to say, most of it filth!’


‘I’ll finish you, Briony Cavanagh.’


She laughed at him now, her fear of him suddenly gone as she saw him for the pathetic fool he really was.


Her laugh goaded him. She was the cause of all his trouble. The reason for his wife’s mutiny; for his father-in-law’s happiness, that must therefore be Henry’s apparent happiness. Here was the mother of the child he hated and despised because he had fathered it, because it had sprung from his loins and been birthed by the slut standing before him, laughing. Laughing at him. Well, he’d soon put a stop to that. He swung back his arm to strike her and she picked up one of the heavy inkwells.


‘I’ll split your head open without a second’s thought, Henry Dumas! You think long and hard before you ever threaten me because I don’t frighten so easily these days.’


Tommy grabbed at Henry and put his arm up behind his back.


‘Come on, you, out! I don’t think we want your sort in here.’


As he was pulled to the door, Henry faced Briony once more.


‘I’ll finish you, Briony Cavanagh. You and that bastard you saddled me with!’


She laughed again, louder this time, and it was as if the sound sent him into a frenzy. He threw Tommy from him and made to run at Briony. She stepped sideways and he hit the corner of the desk with all his weight behind him, sending him to his knees.


Grabbing his hair, Briony looked down into his face. ‘You get out of here, you hear me? You get out of here because you don’t know what I’m capable of where you’re concerned.’


She looked at Tommy and waved her hand at the man on his knees before her.


‘Take him away.’


Tommy did as she bade him. Dumas was quiet now. Tommy walked him out of the house and put him in his cab.


‘You’re not welcome here, keep that in mind. If I ever hear that you’ve tried to cause any trouble for her, or anyone to do with her, I’ll see you dead. As rich as you are, as influential as you are, don’t ever make an enemy of me, mate. You’ll regret it to your dying day.’


Later that night, Tommy tossed and turned in his lonely bed. He knew that Briony had needed to face Dumas, it was something that had to happen eventually, and now it was over and done with. The rest of the night had gone well; they had pulled in over two hundred pounds. He shook his head in the darkness as he thought about it. The place was a success. All they had to do now was save up enough money to open another.


Briony had a natural talent for figures which amazed him. She had taken over the ledgers and the financial side of the business. Kerry too had been offered a regular job, her innocent little act having gone down very well with the men.


He turned over in bed. By rights he should be out celebrating the success of his new venture, but he knew that the only person he wanted to celebrate with was Briony. He was nineteen years old, soon to be a man of real wealth and property. He had worked all his young life with these goals in mind and they had been put within his reach by a little girl called Briony Cavanagh. He knew now that he loved her, really loved her. He turned over in the bed again. The pillow felt as if it was stuffed with stones and he was too hot. As tired as he was, he couldn’t find it in him to sleep.


He had moved into Briony’s house a few months previously, because with all the preparations to be made, they could not be parted for any length of time. They had spent long evenings together discussing everything from the decor to the clientele. During this time he had consciously endeared himself to Mrs Horlock and Briony’s mother Molly. Cissy, he was aware, was half in love with him so she liked him no matter what he did. It was Briony he wanted, though. Briony with her outrageous hair and her deep green eyes. He had fallen asleep many times in the last few months with the picture of her milky naked body lying  beside him, his large rough hands caressing the tiny breasts. He turned once more in the bed.


As he closed his eyes tightly and tried to sleep, he heard the creak of the door opening. He sat up in bed as Briony, in a white nightdress, her red hair unbound, crept into his room with a candle in her hand.


‘Are you asleep, Tommy?’


He was too astounded for speech.


Briony walked towards him and placed the candle on the night table. In the flickering light she smiled at him. He watched with fascination as she took the hem of her nightdress in both hands and pulled the garment over her head, revealing her body slowly and tantalisingly to him. She dropped the garment on to the floor and he pulled back the covers of his bed so she could slip in beside him.


He made love to her gently and firmly, taking in every part of her body with his hands and his tongue. It was like a dream come true to him. She had walked out of his mind and into his bed.


Briony for her part enjoyed the petting and the feel of him near her. She had needed someone after the events of the evening. She had needed strong arms around her and had got them the only way she knew how.


Tommy was not to realise that the feeling of closeness was the only part of sex that Briony enjoyed. So carried away was he in his own excitement he did not notice her mechanical responses. But that night, it didn’t matter anyway. It sealed their fates. The coupling of their bodies was just an extension of their partnership.


At least, that was how Briony saw it.







BOOK TWO


‘My sister and my sister’s child,
Myself and children three.’


– William Cowper, 1731-1800




 


With affection beaming in one eye and
calculation shining out of the other.



– Martin Chuzzlewit
Charles Dickens, 1812-1870







Chapter Ten


1925


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Tommy, what the hell has got into you?’ Briony’s voice was hard and Tommy clenched his fists in an effort to keep his temper.


‘I don’t like it, Briony. For one thing it’s expensive, for another you can’t guarantee you’ll make any money out of it.’


Briony laughed out loud.


‘Oh, can’t I? Listen here, Tommy Lane. On the continent these pictures are all the rage, mate. The French are shipping them over here like they’re going out of fashion. Private viewings are bringing in a fucking fortune! I’ve more than looked into all this believe me. That “useless ponce”, as you call Rupert in your more friendlier moments, is the goose that’s going to lay us some golden eggs. Tomorrow I put up a quick grand, then we sit back and rake the money in. We can show the films in the houses, have our own private screenings. We can get in on the bottom of the market before it takes off. And quite frankly, Tommy, whether you come in with me or not, I’m having some of it. It’s the thing for the future, it’ll make us untold money, I guarantee that.’


Tommy looked at the girl opposite him. Her face was alight, as it always was when she was talking about money. In fairness to her, he knew she had really done the groundwork on the films, she was too astute not to, but the thought annoyed him. Inside himself, Tommy actually found the thought of filming couples having sexual relations distasteful. He voiced this.


‘I think it’s perverted.’


Briony really did laugh now. A contemptuous sound that grated on him.


‘Oh, Tommy, you’re priceless, do you know that? Of course it’s perverted! That’s what makes the films a guaranteed money-spinner! Think about it. There’ve always been dirty pictures, silly naughty postcards with half-dressed women, that sell for a small fortune. Our boys even took them off to war with them. Where’s the harm? In our houses we have paintings everywhere of couples having it off, they’re part and parcel of the fixtures and fittings, so it seems logical to me to take it one step further. Moving pictures are what people want. All it takes is some girl flashing her clout and some bloke enjoying himself, and we’re made. It’s no different to what we do already.’


Tommy could see the logic of her argument, he was honest enough to admit that. It was more the fact Rupert Charles had approached Briony direct, as opposed to himself, that was the bug bear. But whatever way he looked at it all, the pictures – well, they didn’t seem right.


Briony watched him battling it out with himself and felt the familiar annoyance. Every time they ventured into a new area it was the same: unless Tommy thought of it first, then she was expected just to nod and go along with whatever he decided. When she thought of something it was days of discussing the pros and cons, Tommy humming and hahing, working out the costs, the overheads, the benefit it would be to the business. She knew that at times she made him feel inferior. She didn’t mean to, but the fact would always remain that she was much quicker on the uptake than he. He would be the eternal heavy. She was the real brains behind them. Artfully, she tried a different tack.


‘Listen to this, Tommy.’ She picked up a newspaper beside her and began to read: “‘Josephine Baker, the sensational nineteen-year-old dancer of La Revue Nègre, is the talk of Paris. Her Charleston, slapping her buttocks in time to ‘Yes Sir, That’s My Baby!’, and her bare-breasted mating dance, wearing nothing but strategic circles of coloured feathers, arouses audiences to frenzy. Colette calls her ‘a most beautiful panther’,  Picasso calls her ‘the Nefertiti of today’, and Anita Loos speaks of her ‘witty rear end’. Poiret and Schiaparelli are designing clothes for her, painters are begging her to sit for them and the Folies Bergères are wooing her to join the show . . .”’


Tommy interrupted her.


‘What’s she got to do with all this?’


‘On the continent they’re more relaxed about sex and anything to do with it. The sodding can-can was performed originally by women with no drawers on! This is 1925. People want more. They aren’t as shocked as they once were. We have a whole band of punters out there with money to spend and not enough to spend it on. They can either go to Paris for a bit of a thrill, or we can provide it for them here. Once this filming is off the ground, I’m going to open more houses. Places where people, men and women, can get exactly what they want. Fuck Paris, mate, we’ll have it all here in London! We’ve the contacts and the clientele. We can have private screenings of the films and then live entertainment. Live shows . . .’


‘You’re deadly serious.’


Briony grinned.


‘Too right I am. Now, I’m doing this whether you come in or not. I mean it, Tommy. The filming first and the houses after. I want to own every decent house in London, and I will.’ She stood up. ‘I’ll get us some more coffee.’


She left the room, giving him time to think.


Tommy watched her leave. She was, as always, beautifully dressed. At twenty-two she was glorious. Thank God she hadn’t succumbed to the Eton crop which most women now sported. Her hair was still elaborately dressed with pins, but her clothes were up to the minute – up to the second, in fact. She wore the drop-waisted dresses with a jaunty air, showing wide expanses of milky white arms and legs. She plucked her eyebrows and drew them back on in wide, painted arches, and she wore deep red lipstick, painted on to her lips in a perfect Cupid’s bow. She was the epitome of the new modern woman and sometimes, like now, it broke his heart.


She was right in all she said, he conceded that. She was always  right. Maybe that was why she annoyed him so much. Like the jazz club she had insisted on opening, this very night in fact. Now it was up and off the ground she wanted another project as quickly as possible. And the pictures and the new houses were to be those projects. Oh, he had no doubt she would make a success of them, she always did. But he wished sometimes they could lead a calmer, more normal life.


He smiled to himself at the thought. Nothing about Briony Cavanagh would ever be normal. She was a law unto herself, had been from a child and, if he knew her, would be ’til the day she died. In fact, at times she wore him out with her endless enthusiasm. It wasn’t natural to be driven like she was.


She wouldn’t marry him, she was adamant about that. He had stopped asking her. But she slept with him, she ate with him, she dressed with him. That was as far as it went. She wanted no more children, she had made that as plain as day. In fact, it was only her sporadic visits to see her son that revealed any kind of human warmth or feeling in her. Then he saw the girl he had known before, the child, the Briony with whom he had fallen hopelessly in love. Her son, her sisters and the girls who worked for them were her whole life now. She looked after them all like a mother hen.


He knew she loved him in her own way, cared about him deeply, but not in the same way he loved her. Even knowing this, he couldn’t leave her. He knew he would take whatever she offered him and be grateful, because he couldn’t live without her. Acknowledging this to himself, he knew his course was set.


Briony walked back into the room with the tray of coffee and smiled at him, her tiny hands holding the tray steady. Placing it on the desk between them, she picked up the coffee pot. ‘Shall I be mother?’


‘You can be mother. And yes, Bri, I’m in on the new deals.’


She slammed down the coffee pot and rushed around the desk to plonk herself none too gently in his lap.


She kissed him hard on his lips and laughed.


‘You won’t regret this, Tommy. We’ll rake the money in!’


He smiled and kissed her back.


‘I know we will, Bri. We always do.’


He held her to him, feeling the smallness of her, the tiny waist, the firm breasts that poked through the thin material of her dress, and breathed in the scent of her. If only once he could spark some life into her sexually, he would be a happy man. He wanted to throw her to the floor and make love to her there and then, to make love to her and have her respond, just once, with the same passion he felt for her.


It was her total passivity that ensnared him, he knew. If he pushed her to the floor now, she would allow him to undress her, caress her body and make love to her as hard or as gently as he felt he wanted to. Then, when he was spent, she would get up, dress herself and smile at him, as she always did. He would not have touched her mind.


Instead he kissed her and petted her, the way he knew she liked, and held himself in check.


If she would only respond to him in bed . . . but he knew she never would. Though every time he touched her, he lived in hope.


Briony walked into her club The Windjammer at two-thirty in the afternoon. She smiled at the people milling around, putting the finishing touches to the place. As she passed the hat check girl she was amazed to see her bob a small curtsy. It made Briony smile widely. She walked into the club itself and eyed the room, taking in everything from the fresh flowers to the newly laid carpets. Briony was pleased. In the dimness she saw Kerry and Bernie on the small stage, talking to the piano player and saxophonist. She saw the excitement on her sisters’ faces as they turned at the sound of her clattering heels on the wooden dance floor.


‘Hello, Bri. I’m just going over the final numbers one more time. Want to hear them?’ Kerry called.


Briony nodded and took a seat at one of the tables at the edge of the dance floor. She glanced around her as Kerry sorted through her music and was once more assailed with a feeling of happiness. She was more than satisfied with the place. The  decor was brilliant: the walls painted a very pale gold and adorned with photographs, head and shoulders shots of the most beautiful women of the day. The largest was of Anna Pavlova, her eyes staring out across the room. Briony had also had musical scores framed and hung on the walls. The tables all had white cloths of pristine Irish linen and the glasses that sparkled behind the long carved wood bar were all good quality crystal.


It had cost a small fortune, but one of Briony’s main beliefs was that you got what you paid for. Well, this was a jazz club, one of the first in London, and she had planned it on a grand scale.


She had hired a quartet of black American musicians who were thrilled to work at the new club, and even more thrilled with their wages. She dragged her eyes back towards the stage as she saw Kerry walk forward. She noticed the eyes of the pianist, Evander Dorsey, watching her closely. Their whites seemed to glow with the look and she smiled to herself. If he liked Kerry he would play even better. Everything had its good side for Briony. The fact he was black and looking at her sister did not shock her as it would have done others. She took everyone at face value. Always had and always would.


Kerry cleared her throat, and as the first few bars of the music struck up, Bernie slid into a seat beside Briony.


She watched the instinctive swing of Kerry’s body. Unlike herself, Kerry was buxom and small-waisted. Her breasts looked too big for the fragile ribcage. She was also tall, her height giving her the grace to carry off the figure God had given her. Her short black hair, freshly bobbed, framed her face to perfection. Briony looked at her younger sister with a mixture of admiration and pride. Pride because it was she, Briony, who had made her sister’s career possible. And it was she, Briony, who had looked after Kerry until now when she was making a name for herself with this new music called jazz. Unlike the majority of white women singers, Kerry could sing the blues, and everyone who heard her was spellbound. Briony knew that she was going to be big, much bigger than anyone had thought  possible, and the knowledge was like balm to Briony.


Kerry’s voice when she began to sing was as clear and haunting as the words of the song she sang about lost love.


The deep soulfulness of the voice carried across the room. Briony watched as the pianist shook his head in wonderment and delight and knew then that tonight her sister’s career would be made. Her success was assured, and along with it the success of the club. Kerry would be their draw.


Ginelle Carson walked as if she owned the world. In fact, she felt as if she owned a small part of it. Ginelle was now a main attraction at Briony’s top house. She had appeared in a couple of Briony’s films and now her notoriety added to her value as a good-time girl. She was dressed in a long brocade evening coat and silver high-heeled shoes. She pulled her shoulders back as she stepped off the kerb and tottered slightly. A large arm came out and steadied her. Ginelle turned to face the man and smiled at him professionally. Her lips were a deep orange crescent and her eyes heavily made up, her youth hidden beneath a veneer of sophistication. She automatically put a hand up to her short cropped hair and patted it unnecessarily back into place.


‘Thank you.’ Her voice still held its East End sharpness, but she was working on it. The man gave her a smile that quickly faded.


‘We’re going for a little walk, love.’


Ginelle stopped dead and looked at him closely. Something in his voice made her heart beat faster. She tried to pull her arm from his but it was held in a vice-like grip.


‘Here, leave go! Give over!’ Her voice was rising and there was no trace of her refined tones now.


The man frog-marched her across the busy road and towards a  waiting car. He bundled her inside without ceremony and the car pulled away from the kerb.


Ginelle had regained her composure by now.


‘What the bleeding hell’s going on here? Stop this car and let me out now!’


Her abductor turned to face her. Slapping her hard across the face, he said: ‘Shut your trap before I punch your head in now instead of later.’


It was said in a low voice, completely devoid of emotion. Ginelle stared into the hard face and felt a sinking sensation somewhere in the region of her bowels.


But she shut up.


One thing in Ginelle’s favour, she was clever enough to know when she was in trouble and knew instinctively that tonight she was in the worst trouble of her life.


The thing that puzzled her was, why? What on earth had she done? She racked her brain for the remainder of the journey, staring vacantly at the red neck of the large man in front driving the car.


Ginelle was dragged from the car on the quay of the East India Docks. She stood in her ridiculous heels as various foreign sailors walked past, all looking at her with admiration tinged with fear, because of the two large men beside her.


They walked her between them, towards a small cabin that smelt strongly of molasses. Tearing her arms away, Ginelle began to run, her shoes giving the two men an unfair advantage.


The bigger man laughed as he caught up with her. He dragged her roughly back towards the cabin. By now she was shouting and screaming. Something inside Ginelle told her that if she entered that cabin it would be the end of her, and with a strength born of desperation she fought the man, her crimson-tipped nails flying dangerously close to his face. Taking back a large hairy fist he dealt her a blow to the side of the head that left her sprawling on the floor in the dirt and the mud, her ears ringing.


Men were watching the proceedings with shining eyes. Her  dress had risen up in the tumble and her stocking tops were exposed; her silk drawers, freshly washed and pressed, smeared with dirt. Picking her up by her coat, the big man half dragged, half-pushed her towards the cabin.


Ginelle was looking around her at the sailors, beseeching them with her eyes. She realised in a daze that some of the men were London dockers, all watching her and not one doing anything about it. They thought she was a dockside harpy. They didn’t realise she worked for one of the most exclusive houses in the smoke, Briony Cavanagh’s Mayfair house. That Tommy Lane was her boss along with Big Briony, as she was known, even though she was so tiny. That she commanded a fortune from men because she was a star of certain films shown to a select clientele, men who paid money to see her, and afterwards to bed her. She was someone of account, she was not a sailors’ darling, she was important, important enough to be on first name terms with her employers.


She opened her mouth to shriek these facts to the spectators, but a filthy hand closed over her mouth and she was dragged struggling inside the cabin. The men watching all went on their way, the pretty young girl gone from their minds already. A prostitute being beaten by her pimp was an everyday occurrence here, part and parcel of dockside life.


Inside the cabin it was dim. Ginelle registered first the smell, the deep scent of molasses, and underneath another of dankness and dirt, that brought back the filth and squalor she had been brought up in. It was a slum smell, a sweet, bitter, cloying smell that stuck to the clothes and never entirely left the nostrils.


Sitting behind a small wooden crate was a man whose face was lost in layers of fat. His eyes were like slits. Ginelle felt a final sinking of her heart as she realised who he was.


Willy Bolger was a pimp with a reputation for nastiness, violence and his perverted sense of humour. He was obese, his arms and legs looking too short and feeble to be any use, yet he was surprisingly fast with a knife. His teeth were pristine white, small and pointed as if he had chiselled them into shape. Now he smiled at Ginelle, who shuddered.


He shook his head slowly, languidly, as if he had known her for years, as if she was a recalcitrant child. The smile even displayed a sort of affection.


‘Please, sit down.’ He looked at the big man. ‘Get the lady a chair!’ The word ‘lady’ was said with exaggerated politeness. The big man dragged up a small three-legged stool and slammed Ginelle down on to it hard, jarring her already bruised spine.


‘Forgive Seamus, he’s no manners at all, my dear.’


Ginelle sat there, her hands icy cold, even in the foetid warmth of the cabin.


‘What do you want with me?’ Her voice was small. She sounded like the child she was for all her expensive clothes and make-up. Willy linked his fingers together on the crate in front of him and grinned again.


‘I am going to hurt you, my dear. Nothing personal, believe me. But I want to get a little message over to a certain lady, and you, so to speak, are going to be my messenger. Hold her there, Seamus.’


He held Ginelle’s shoulders in his vice-like grip, but there was no need. She had collapsed with fright, her body held up only by Seamus, because as Willy had spoken he had unlaced his fat fingers and picked up a large knife.


Willy walked towards her and tutted. He had hoped she would have stayed conscious long enough for him to hear her scream at least once. Sighing hard with disappointment, he picked up a wooden pail which was used by the night watchmen to relieve themselves and threw it into her face.


Ginelle spluttered to life, the urine stinging her eyes. Then, humming softly between his teeth, Willy started cutting, and was pleased to hear her scream, not once but many times as he removed first her nose, then her ears.


Seamus watched the proceedings with a bored air. His eldest daughter was getting married and he had to take her to see the priest later that day. Now he’d have to go home and change first. Blood was an absolute bastard to get out, and his wife would have his guts.


Ginelle slumped to the dirty floor, her clothes staining crimson, the brocade of her coat soaking it up like a sponge.


Tommy looked around the club and smiled. The Windjammer’s first night was better even than they had hoped for. It was packed to the rafters with people, the atmosphere was electric and the cash was pouring in over the bars. Tommy lit himself one of the cheap cigars which he still had a penchant for, and smiled delightedly.


The whole place stank of money and he loved it. He nodded and waved to different people as he made his way through the tables. The resident band, which was to play between Kerry’s sets, had struck up with the ‘Black Bottom’. Girls – some debs and some shopgirls – leapt on to the wooden dance floor and began to jiggle around, their dresses shimmering in the lights. There were more than a few bright young things, hanging off the arms of young men who had been boys in the war and were now the new monied generation. If nothing else the war had taken down a few of the class barriers, but Tommy knew with his latent shrewdness that it was only a beginning.


He scanned the room again and saw Briony. She looked stunning in a gold sheath dress that emphasised her fashionably boyish figure and was the exact shade of the walls. The glorious hair, that he loved to caress in the darkness of the night, was piled on top her head. She looked beautiful to him. She would always be beautiful to him.


He frowned as he saw who she was sitting with. Jonathan la Billière was an actor, or so he said anyway. Tommy had never heard of him. He was one of Rupert’s little band, which meant he must be as queer as a fish.


Rupert Charles was the typical bad boy, handsome and rich. His father had died in the war, leaving a fortune to Rupert’s mother, a ridiculous woman much given to wearing clothes too young for her and with an appalling taste in men, and to Rupert, a rather spoiled young man who had never had anything to do with the actual making of money, only the spending of it. Now he financed movies as he liked to call them, and everyone  thought he was quite the thing, and fought to claim friendship with him. Rupert in turn loved the notoriety of Briony and fought to become a crony of hers. It made Tommy smile sometimes, the double standard, but not tonight, because Jonathan was watching Briony with an intent gaze. It seemed he wanted her. Perhaps he wasn’t queer after all. Tommy could see the tell-tale expression. He knew it well. But Jonathan wouldn’t have her. Even if she succumbed and slept with him, he wouldn’t have her. Not in the way he wanted. Knowing this pleased Tommy.


He dragged his eyes from them and made his way back to the offices. He wasn’t in the mood tonight for all that theatrical old fanny. He needed a couple of stiff drinks.


Being a Friday evening, the Mayfair house was packed. The girls working nights started at six-thirty at weekends. Many men arrived at six, retired to bed at six-thirty and arrived home to take out their wives around nine-thirty. So at seven-thirty the house was already buzzing. Winona, the head girl, was counting out money in her office when a repeated ringing on the bell brought her out personally to answer the front door. Heidi, the young girl paid for this job, was at that moment helping one of the ‘young ladies’ to brush out her hair. Winona opened the large front door wearing her plain black dress and professional smile. It died on her lips as she saw a crate left on the doorstep and no one in sight.


She walked out of the house and down the front steps, searching the street for a messenger or someone who could have left the heavy crate. The street was as usual quiet and empty, except for a few motorcars. Turning, she walked back up the steps and sighed loudly. She called down the back stairs for two of the men who worked there, and between them they hefted the crate through to the offices. Winona finished counting her money before she once more turned her attention to the crate. There was no address on it, no message, nothing. Briony had not mentioned any deliveries. She frowned in consternation. The new club was opening tonight so Briony wouldn’t thank her  for calling her away over a crate, but something wasn’t right here.


Winona had a long nose – her mother had always said it was long enough to pick a winkle – well, that nose was quivering now, scenting trouble. She went to the crate and looked at it just as Heidi, the young maid, walked through the door.


‘There’s a Mr Blackley up top, wants to know where Ginelle is. Says he’d arranged to see her tonight.’


Winona turned, pulling herself up to her full height. ‘How many bloody times do I have to tell you, girl, knock before you enter a room!’


Heidi blinked rapidly, a nervous habit that drove Winona to distraction. ‘And for fuck’s sake, stop blinking blinking!’


Heidi, all of eleven and looking nine, blinked even harder. ‘Me mum says if you shout at me it won’t get any better, it’s me nerves like.’


Winona raised her eyes to the ceiling.


‘Tell Mr Blackley that Ginelle will be along shortly, then nip round her mother’s and see if she’s there. Since she became Briony’s blue-eyed girl, she’s really started pushing her bleeding luck! Well you tell her that she can get her arse round here, she still works in this house as a whore no matter what else she might be involved in, and I run this place for Briony Cavanagh. I am the head girl, and I ain’t putting up with tardiness!’


‘With what?’ Heidi’s voice was incredulous.


‘Just go and do what I say, will you!’ Winona made a conscious effort to keep her voice down, but this child really was the limit.


After that, Winona was called on to sort out more than one petty drama, so she didn’t open the crate until nine fifteen. It was an act she was to regret all her life.


Briony watched with shining eyes as Kerry came on stage. The lights were dimmed and Kerry looked much too pretty and much too young to be a real singer, but the audience were with her, Briony picked that much up from the atmosphere.


The first few bars were played by Evander Dorsey then Kerry began to sing.


The people who had still been chatting paused to look and listen properly. The whole club seemed to quieten and Kerry, feeling the reaction, put more and more emotion into the song.


As the last few bars were played, she was greeted with a standing ovation, drinks were raised and feet thumped on the wooden floors.


Briony laughed with delight. She had known this was going to happen, she had counted on it.


She was still clapping and smiling when Tommy came to the table and whispered in her ear.


Jonathan, clapping and smiling himself, was shocked to see Briony’s face drain of all colour. She got up from the table, smiled half-heartedly, said her goodbyes then immediately left the club.


Jonathan la Billière watched her leave. There was trouble brewing there, he would lay money on it. Well, he was seeing her next morning, and he was looking forward to that. He was looking forward to it immensely.


He turned his face back to the stage where Kerry had just started singing a lively number. He enjoyed the rest of the set. But the memory of Briony’s white face stayed with him.


Tommy and Briony arrived at the Mayfair house just after eleven. They walked into its pink warmth, slipping off their coats as they entered the front door. Heidi took the coats without a murmur, her eyes blinking in overtime now with the shock the house had had. Briony and Tommy went through to the office where Winona was sitting at her desk, her face grey, hands clutching a large glass of brandy.


‘She’s dead, Bri. . . But it’s Ginelle, all right.’


Tommy lifted the lid of the crate and stared into it. Ginelle, minus nose, ears and breasts stared up at them. Her hands were fingerless, bloody stumps crossed over her body in some grotesque parody of the funeral rite.


Briony felt first the burn of bile as it welled up inside her throat, then she felt rage, a white rage that there was no reasoning against. Ginelle was just eighteen years old. She kept her mother and her younger sisters on what she earned. She was a nice girl, a kind girl. Whoever did this had better start saying their prayers, because she, Briony Cavanagh, was going to have their balls on a plate!


‘Who knows, Winona? Who knows in the house?’ Briony’s voice was hard and brooked no nonsense.


‘Heidi knows. She came in just as I opened the crate. Denice knows and Lily. They’re keeping it quiet. I told them not to alert the rest of the girls.’


‘Good. . . good. You did the right thing.’


Briony looked at Ginelle again and then at Tommy. Her voice was shocked and disbelieving as she spoke.


‘Why would anyone do this, Tom? Why?’


It was the first time in years he had seen Briony shaken, and it saddened him.


‘I don’t know, Bri. But I have a feeling we’ll find out soon enough, love. This is a message of some sort. What we have to do is find out who sent it.’


She nodded and stared at Ginelle’s remains again, remembering the girl’s laughter of the week before, remembering when she had come to her for a job in her ragged dress and her mother’s shoes. Remembered her chatter, her unaffected pleasure in life, and felt rage once more for the destruction of a young life.


‘Yeah, Tom, we’ll find out who sent the message and then I’m gonna muller them. Me personally. No one, but no one, touches me or mine. . . So whoever sent this so-called message better start saying their prayers because, as Christ is my witness, they’ll need all the fucking prayers they can get!’







Chapter Eleven


Molly was brushing out Rosalee’s hair. Unlike years before, when it had been cropped to keep the lice at bay, Briony had insisted on having her sister’s hair left to grow. Now Rosalee sported a mass of thick blonde curls.


‘Would you keep still, Rosie darlin’!’ Rosalee was fidgeting, moving her head from side to side and making low guttural noises which annoyed the life out of Molly.


Eileen walked into the kitchen and Molly smiled, a real smile that encompassed the girl from head to foot.


At twenty-eight Eileen was much better. Her nerves were still bad, but she had stopped her wandering and the nonsensical conversations were long gone. She even had a beau of sorts, a friend of Abel’s who took her for long walks and listened avidly to all her chatter. He was a good deal older than Eileen, but Molly wasn’t against that. Eileen needed a man who was settled. A man who would look after her.


‘I’ve had a really good time, Mum. Joshua took me to Bow. We shopped in the little market and stopped for pie and mash. And I bought some material, I thought I might make meself a dress.’


Molly was amazed at those words. Although Eileen was clean, God knows she was forever washing, she still had that unkempt look about her. The shapeless garments she wore were such a part of her that the thought of her wearing anything even remotely nice was like music to her mother’s ears.


‘But Briony is always offering you money for clothes and you turn it down.’


Eileen faced her mother.


‘I don’t want anything from Briony, thank you very much. I know she means well, but the thought of wearing anything bought with the money she makes. . .’


‘Oh, all right, Eileen love, leave it, leave it. You make yourself something nice if that’s what you want.’


Molly sighed heavily. It was still a sore point with Eileen about Briony, and Molly, who had once been her daughter’s most ardent opponent, was now her most ardent supporter. The girl had taken the bit of money from the Dumases and turned it into a small fortune. Also, Molly could deny no longer her own involvement in both her daughters’ downfall. Though the word ‘downfall’ was certainly not how she would describe Briony’s life.


‘Kerry’s not been then?’ Eileen tried to make amends.


‘To be honest, I don’t think she remembers where she lives!’


This was said with pride and without any malicious feeling against Eileen who didn’t work, let alone keep herself. It was this fact that galled Molly most about her eldest daughter. She balked at accepting Briony’s money but had no intention of going out and earning any for herself. Molly didn’t say this though, because now Eileen was back on her feet she didn’t want to rock the boat.


Bernadette came down the stairs and both women smiled at her. ‘Did our Kerry come home, Bernie?’


‘I ain’t her keeper, Mum, only her dresser. She probably stayed overnight with someone.’


She poured herself some tea and smiled craftily to herself. She knew who Kerry had stayed with all right, but she’d keep the knowledge to herself a while longer.


‘How did it go last night? Was it a success?’


‘Oh, yeah. Kerry went down a storm. Everyone was raving about her. But it’s funny, Mum, Briony was called away quick like. She looked rough I can tell you. I reckon there was hag at one of the houses.’


Molly put down the brush and went to the table to pick up her mug of tea. ‘What do you mean, trouble?’ Her face was clouded.


‘What kind of trouble do you normally get in those places?’


Eileen’s voice was low and Molly stopped herself from clouting her. Sometimes Eileen’s holy Joeing, as she called it to herself, really got on her nerves.


Bernie laughed.


‘Look, stop worrying, you know our Briony. If there’s trouble it will be sorted by now. It was a shame really because she missed most of the opening. Oh, Mum, you should have seen some of the people there! Really rich like, their clothes. . . Even the air in there smelt nice, with all the perfumes and that.’


Molly nodded, pleased. This was more like it, this was what she wanted to hear. ‘Were there any titles there?’


Bernie pushed her face close to her mother’s and smiled. ‘The place stunk of titles, Mum, it was really, really impressive. Our Briony is gonna make a bloody fortune.’


Molly sipped her tea and grinned.


That was more like it all right. She lived now in Briony’s shadow, loving her notoriety, enjoying the stir her daughter created. People spoke about her in tones of awe. She was both loved and feared, and that, as far as Molly was concerned, was exactly how it should be.


Evander looked down at the girl asleep in his bed and felt his heart constrict. What the hell had he done? She was no more than a child really, for all her body and her incredible voice. She was a white woman. He had spent the night with a white woman.


Now hold on, a voice whispered at the back of his mind. You ain’t in the States now.


But if certain people knew about them, it would be like the States all over again. There was something about a black man and a white woman that incensed people. Women as well as men. He had grown up under that cloud and had thought to die without ever knowing the pleasure of a clean white woman. Oh, he had slept with white women before, poor white trash who had gone to the bad and were thought diseased so sold their body only to the black boys.


All this talk about niggers over here. . . about how niggers could dance, niggers had natural rhythm. They liked your music and your soulful songs, they liked to be seen with the black musicians, it made them look very hip, but if they thought you were sleeping with one of their women they’d turn like a pack of bloodhounds. What was it that Shakespeare guy had said? There’s an old black ram, tupping your ewe? Well, that was exactly what Evander had done. And he had loved every second of it!


Kerry was worth anything they might throw at him, though. The smell of her, the feel of her silky black hair, was like nothing he had ever experienced before. And she had been a virgin, that was the most fantastic part! A virgin. In the darkness of the night before he had been too carried away with wanting her to think of the consequences. Now, as she lay asleep and the sun burned through the dirty windows, the thought made him feel physically faint though he was aroused again.


‘Evander, my love. Come back to bed.’


He looked at her face and saw her staring at his enlarged member with the same fascination as he had stared at her. He watched as her long thin white fingers caressed him, running down the length of him and caressing his genitals, and groaned out loud. He knelt beside the bed and caressed her large white breasts with their pink nipples, and knew he was lost then. Any sensible thoughts were gone now, completely overshadowed by the milky white skin and the wet pinkness between her legs.


Briony and Tommy were sitting down to lunch but Briony just pushed her food desultorily around her plate.


‘Last night was a resounding success anyway, Bri.’


She nodded.


‘Good. Kerry went down well.’


‘Look, Briony, worrying about it ain’t gonna make it. go away.’


She shook her head.


‘I tell you, Tommy, every time I think about Ginelle, I feel a rage in me. I can’t stand this hanging around, waiting for the  next move. Suppose they touch one of the other girls?’


‘We’ve got them all watched. Fuck me, Bri, even King Street Charlie couldn’t get in one of the houses at the moment.’


‘I think we should tell the girls. They have a right to know.’


Tommy pushed his plate away in temper.


‘Oh, yeah? Start a general exodus, why don’t you? The less the brasses know the better. They’ve got mouths like the parish ovens. It’d be all over the smoke by tonight. “Briony and Tommy have got trouble. Big trouble.” Once word like that hits the pavements every little ponce with dreams of the big time will be out mob-handed. We’ve gotta play this one close to our chests, wait and see what develops. If it was a loony, say a bloke with a grudge, he wouldn’t have had her delivered to the house, would he? That was personal.’


‘Did it ever occur to you that it could be a customer? A bloke who’s got a grudge all right. It’s all right for you, ain’t it? You ain’t gotta go round and give Ginelle’s mother the bad news, have you? You ain’t gotta go round and tell her that her daughter’s died. I’ve got to make up a story that she had an accident or something. How can I tell the woman that her daughter, her main bread winner, was cut up like a fucking piece of meat on a butcher’s slab!’


Briony stared at Tommy hard then. Something in what she’d said had sparked off a train of thought. Now it had gone. Disappeared as quickly as it had come.


‘What’s the matter, Bri?’


‘Just then something came to me mind, and went again.’


Tommy got up from his seat and walked around the table to her. Putting an arm around her, he pulled her to him.


‘Look, love, just try and relax. As soon as we get word, whoever it was is history.’


Briony nodded sagely.


‘Oh, they’ll be that all right, Tommy. I’m gonna pay this one back myself. Personally.’


He held her close. Never had he seen her so intent on anything in her life. It was as if Ginelle’s death was a personal affront. As if the girl was a daughter or a sister. Tommy would  never realise the feelings Briony had for her girls. She loved them. Each and every one.


‘It had to come now, didn’t it, when we was branching out? I’m supposed to be seeing Nellie Deakins this afternoon. If word’s got to her ear then I’ll be a laughing stock.’


Tommy kissed her cheek, a wet smacking kiss.


‘Nellie’s an old has-been, Bri. Christ, I used to work for her meself when I was a boy. No one will hear anything about any of this, I guarantee that. We have to sit on it, just be patient. Then once we know what we’re dealing with, everything will come right. OK?’


She nodded. But the thought of Ginelle wouldn’t let her rest.


Mariah Jurgens was a big woman. Her grandfather, it was said, had been a large and troublesome Swedish sailor; her mother and grandmother were what was termed Bog Irish. Her father unknown. Mariah had the white-blonde colouring of her grandfather and the Irish temperament of the women in her family. Six feet tall in her stockinged feet, she had a body the like of which was rarely seen. Twenty years before she had been a highly sought-after courtesan. Her huge breasts and tiny waist, coupled with her sheer height and unusual colouring, had been prized by rich men. She had known her high price was for her sheer novelty value and had enhanced it with a pair of shoes especially made with high heels so that she looked even taller than she actually was. The fact that the majority of her clients were small men had made her laugh as she salted away the guineas; as she felt like laughing now, at the little man in front of her. She watched him take a pull on his cigar. It smelt expensive and was nearly as big as the little man himself.


‘So, Mariah, what do you say?’


She spat into the fire and shrugged nonchalantly.


‘Let me think it over, I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow.’


She watched the man frown and felt the urge to laugh again. ‘You do realise what I’m offering you?’


She nodded, serious once more. ‘I do.’


‘So what’s to think about?’


‘Mr Bolger, I always think over everything before I commit myself. It is, to my mind, the only way to do business.’


‘As you wish, Mariah. I will expect your answer in the morning.’


He stood up to leave and she stood too. Towering over the man, she put out a large hand with fingernails painted bright red and grasped his tightly, emphasising the size and strength of her own. He left the room and Mariah rang her bell. It was answered by a young blonde, at whom Mariah smiled sweetly.


‘Bring me some decent brandy and something to eat.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The girl was nervous. Mariah changed with the weather. From being a big cuddly woman she could turn into a demon from hell in an instant. Mariah was known as a woman who could ‘turn on a coin’, so unstable was her temper. It was something she nurtured in her madam’s role, a trait that was mandatory in her profession.


She relaxed back in her seat, her mind racing. Bolger was as bent as a two-bob clock. So he was, in reality, offering her something he eventually wanted to take back from her. She had settled that in her mind immediately. He wanted something that Briony Cavanagh had, and that meant he was willing to take on Tommy Lane. That in turn told Mariah he had a lot more backing than usual.


Bolger was just a small-time pimp, really. He now had visions of hitting the big time, and this could only be brought about by an alliance with someone else. An original thought in Bolger’s head would die a slow death from loneliness. No, there was a bigger fish involved in this, a much bigger fish, but who? The girl came back with the brandy and food. Thanking her, Mariah told her to send in Big John. While she waited for him she wrote a note to Briony Cavanagh, asking her to visit her establishment at seven that evening. Two bitches had always had more going for them than one dog, and she had heard through the grapevine that Briony Cavanagh was as sharp as a razor.


Sandy Livingston walked along the Caledonian Road with his  youngest son, Pete. The boy was so like his father it was startling to see them together. Pete was only fifteen, but already he was as tall as his father. Both men had watery blue eyes, ruddy complexions and the sandy hair and eyebrows that gave the older man his nickname. Pete loved his father. He knew he was notorious as a heavy, that he was paid huge sums to hurt people, and looked forward eagerly to the day he could join Sandy in the family business. His eldest brother Joseph was already making a name for himself, as were Martin and Eddie, his other two brothers. The Livingstons were a force to be reckoned with around Silvertown, or anywhere in the East End in fact.


Sandy saw the woman approach out of the corner of his eye. He automatically faced her and nodded in a friendly fashion.


‘Hello, Miss Cavanagh.’


Briony smiled lazily.


‘Hello there, Sandy. Come inside a moment, I want to see you.’


Sandy looked surprised at the request but followed Briony into the tiny terraced house without a thought. He knew Tommy and through him Briony Cavanagh. He respected her, a thing that was previously unheard of as Sandy Livingston had never respected another woman in his life, not even the wife who had borne his sons with the minimum of fuss and then looked forward to nothing but the back of his hand at least once a week.


Pete followed his father into the tiny house with exaggerated nonchalance, hands pushed into the pockets of his trousers in a parody of his father and brothers. Inside the house they were startled to see Tommy Lane and two big Arabs standing in the front room.


‘Hello, Tommy. All right?’


Sandy looked around him, a trickle of fear running up the base of his spine.


Pete watched as the two large Arabs grabbed his father and pinned his arms to his sides.


‘What’s going on here? You leave my old man alone!’


Pete was frightened now. His big dad, whom he took such pleasure in bragging about, was scared – and this fact terrified  the boy. Briony pushed him out of her way and dismissed him.


‘Shut your trap and you’ll be all right.’ She looked at Sandy. ‘He’s like the spit out of your mouth, ain’t he, Sandy boy?’ Her voice was low now, even friendly.


Sandy licked his lips with a yellow-coated tongue.


‘Look, Miss Cavanagh, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I swear, whatever I’m supposed to have done. . . well, I never done it!’


Briony and Tommy laughed. Briony slipped her hand into the waist of Sandy’s trousers and took out the large boning knife he kept there. She took it out of its leather sheath and stared at it for a few seconds before placing the tip at Sandy’s throat.


‘You could do a lot a damage with this, Sandy, cut someone to pieces. But then, that’s what you do best, ain’t it? Cut people? For a sum of money?’


‘I swear on my boy’s life I ain’t cut no one you wouldn’t want cut. . .’


‘Shut your mouth and listen! I’m gonna ask you something and if you lie to me you’re dead, Sandy, dead as a doornail. I ain’t joking.’ Briony held a finger up to his face. ‘Did you cut one of my girls, Sandy? The truth now, I want the truth. A little blonde bird called Ginelle. As God is my witness, you lie to me and I’ll cut your fucking throat meself.’


Sandy looked down at the tiny woman in front of him. He met her hard green stare and swallowed deeply before he answered.


‘No. I ain’t cut no brasses. I swear to you I ain’t cut no brasses! Not for yonks.’


Briony nodded slowly, watching his fear and sniffing it into herself, trying to assuage the rage inside her.


‘Then who has, Sandy? All you cutters know one another, you all talk. Who is cutting up my girls? You give me the name and I’ll see you all right, boy, but I must have a name.’


Pete watched his father battle it out with himself. He knew that grassing was the worst thing a cutter could do. Because cutters were the bad men, the really bad men, and they were the hardest. Hard men did their time, kept their heads down, and emerged from prison with their reputations intact, happy to  take on the mantle of hard men once more. He held his breath as he watched his father.


‘I heard a whisper that Willy Bolger done a brass yesterday, down the docks. It was just a whisper, mind, from another cutter. I don’t know the strength of it like. . .’


Briony sighed heavily.


‘That’s all I wanted to know.’


She nodded at the two Arabs and they let Sandy go. Briony handed his knife back to him and smiled.


‘No hard feelings, Sandy, this was just business, boy.’ She looked at Tommy. ‘Give him a monkey, he’s working for us now. Exclusively.’ She faced Sandy and smiled. ‘That OK with you?’


He nodded furiously. ‘Yeah, I don’t mind. I’m ready when you are, girl.’


‘Then you can go.’ As Pete and Sandy were leaving the room, Briony shouted after them.


‘One last thing, Sandy. I don’t want any mention of what took place in this room, from either of you. If it did I would be very annoyed, you see, and let’s face it, Sandy, there’s more than a few cutters around, aren’t there?’


He nodded again, his face serious.


Outside on the pavement he walked along with his son, quiet and subdued. ‘Little Pete’, as his mother called him, searched his father’s face and swallowed down his disappointment. His dad was a grass. The knowledge broke his heart.


Even worse, though, was the fact that his father was frightened of a tiny little lady with red hair and green eyes and the smallest feet he had ever seen. Even surrounded as she was with big men, little Pete had felt the fire from her, had felt the menace, and as upset as he was, felt a tremor of pity for whoever had angered her so much. If she could frighten his father, she could frighten old Nick himself.


‘Well, you was right, Bri. But it wasn’t Sandy. I heard a whisper a while back that Willy was branching out, but I didn’t dream it was in our game. He’s more a heavies’ heavy, if you know what I  mean. He pimps, but not for our kind of girls. He’s always dealt exclusively with the rough trade.’


Briony nodded, her face set in a frown that etched deep lines on her forehead.


‘I have to scoot in a minute, I have to see Nellie Deakins and then Mariah Jurgens. I wonder what Jurgens could possibly want? I have a feeling in me boots she’s involved in this somehow. It seems more than coincidence that she wants to see me after one of my girls gets topped.’


‘There’s no harm in Mariah, I knew her years back. She was always straight, Bri, always fair.’


Briony laughed bitterly.


‘Tell that to Victoria Staines’ mother. Her daughter still carries the scars of her run-in with Mariah to this day!’


Tommy sighed. ‘You’d have done the same, Briony. If a girl is thieving you got to put the hard word on them, otherwise before you know it all the brasses are having a field day.’


‘I can see you like her. Well, I promise to be very, very nice, unless she upsets me. I’ll hear her out. But if she tries to cross me, I don’t care how big she is, I’ll wrap her from one end of London to the other! I ain’t in the mood for fun and games at the moment.


‘Now, you find all the cutters in town, and see if they’re working for Bolger. I’m going to see him, but first I want to know exactly how much muscle he’s got. He’s more slippery than a greased eel, but he’s made two bad mistakes. One, he touched something of mine, and two, the bastard has the audacity to think he can frighten me. Me, Briony Cavanagh! Well, he’s got the shock of his fucking life coming to him. I’ll pay him back tenfold for Ginelle, and for taking the piss.’


Tommy looked at her with awe and a tinge of respect. Never before had he seen her like this, and much as it troubled him, he was happy to know she would always look after herself and her own.



‘We’ll get him, Bri. We as in us.’ His voice was low.


Briony went to him then and he pulled her into his arms. ‘Yes, Tommy boy. We’ll get him.’ She looked up into his face and  tried to smile. ‘But I’ll cut the bastard, you owe me that. I’ll be the one to cut him.’


Tommy nodded almost imperceptibly. It was what he had expected.


Nellie Deakins had grown big over the years. Now she was ponderously fat. Her neck, which had once been long and smooth, sported several chins. Her eyes were embedded in the fat of her face. She looked constantly as if she had just run a considerable distance, though she rarely left her chair. She puffed herself through each day, and even her girls had begun remarking on the unsavoury smell emanating from her.


Nellie had always ruled by fear; nowadays she relied heavily on her reputation from her younger days to keep order in her house. Nellie had once beaten a girl nearly to death, her crime to tip her hat at one of Nellie’s boys. As Nellie had grown older she had taken an undue interest in young men. Big handsome young men whose only duty was to treat Nellie with a bit of respect, light the cigars which she smoked constantly and hold doors open for her. It was the illusion of youth and desirability that Nellie still fostered, even though the illusion was nowadays quite incongruous. Nellie wasn’t really a jealous woman; she had beaten the whore for the simple reason that, if you let them get away with the little things, soon they’d try for bigger. Nellie had lived by that adage all her life. Until now, that is. Nellie was only sixty-two years old, not a great age for a madam. But she was so fat and lazy that the day to day running of her establishment had become something of a bind to her. She knew, deep down, that she had lost the urge to keep the place going, keep outwardly respectable and, worst of all for a madam, the urge to look out for her girls.


Now she had that young scut Briony Cavanagh coming to see her. Nellie pursed her lips to stop them twitching into a smile. She was a clever girl, that Cavanagh. Clever, good-looking and sensible. A lethal combination for a madam. Opened her first house with Tommy Lane when she was just a little girl, a greenie. Now the word on the street was that Briony was  branching out into all sorts of skulduggery, legal as well as illegal.


Nellie sat back in her well-padded chair and absentmindedly unwrapped a sweet. Popping it into her mouth, she waited patiently for Briony Cavanagh to arrive and say what she had to say.


Briony walked into Nellie’s house with barely concealed shock. The door had been opened by a girl of about nine who had sniffed loudly as Briony introduced herself and said at the top of her considerable little voice: ‘You’d better come in.’


She had then been left in the hallway a good ten minutes before she realised the little minx had forgotten all about her. Briony was usually calm and fair in her dealings with children, but today she felt she had taken just about as much as she could stand.


She walked unannounced into the large main lounge and surveyed the room and the girls in it while she pulled off her gloves. The room had once been beautiful, if overdone. The crystal chandeliers were now hung with cobwebs, and the floor covering was bare in places. Around the room were girls and women, smoking and chatting. They glanced at her and resumed their talking. Briony breathed in the foetid stench of unwashed bodies and lavender water. Nellie’s establishment had gone down even further than she had anticipated. The girls sprawled around this room would have been long gone from one of her own houses. She guessed they were lice-ridden and shuddered inwardly.


‘Where can I find Nellie?’ Her voice was loud and all the girls turned to face her with raised eyebrows.


‘You a new girl?’ This from a thin whore with non-existent breasts.


All the occupants of the room were taking in Briony’s pale green dress and coat and costing it in their minds.


‘What’s your name, girl?’ Briony’s voice travelled across the room and hit the skinny one full on.


‘You what?’ The voice was belligerent now.


‘I said, what’s your name? Not too difficult a question, is it? I presume you know the answer.’


The others laughed and this put the girl in a terrible dilemma. She either fronted the red-headed cow in front of her, who though small looked like she could handle herself, or she answered the question and lost face in front of her friends.


‘I’m Jinny Collins. And who are you?’ It was said without any respect whatsoever and Jinny was pleased with herself. She had answered the question and asked one. To Jinny this showed considerable wit.


Briony let her eyes travel the length of the girl’s body before she said: ‘I am Briony Cavanagh, and you, Jinny Collins, had better start talking to me with a bit of respect!’


Briony nearly smiled at the different expressions on the girls’ faces. They ranged from fear to a healthy curiosity which she noted with pleasure.


‘I am here to see Nellie, and one thing I’ll say to all you girls before one of you kindly shows me where she is, is this. You stink! All of you stink, and you’re lousy. You’re also ignorant. I could have been anyone coming in here, and you let me. If one of my girls did that, I’d scalp the bitch. My advice to you lot if you want to carry on working here is this: get washed and get your miserable little lives sorted.’ She pointed to the skinny girl.


‘You, Jinny, show me where I can find Nellie. Now!’


She practically jumped from her seat.


‘Yes, miss.’


They all watched as Briony followed Jinny from the room. So that’s Briony Cavanagh, each thought, and then cursed themselves. Briony Cavanagh was the person to work for and they all had inadvertently buggered it up for themselves. It was quiet after she had left them. But the room was filled to the rafters with regrets.


Jinny showed Briony into Nellie’s office.


‘It’s Miss Cavanagh to see you, Nell.’ Briony noted the use of the Christian name and sighed inwardly. This place was really run down.


Nellie watched Briony dust off her chair before sitting on it. She noted everything about her, from the perfectly arranged hair to the pale green suit that was plain and simple yet screamed of money. She decided she liked the look of the girl. The only thing that threw her was the fact that Briony Cavanagh, the big Briony Cavanagh, was small. ‘Petite’ the French would call her. Nellie decided she would rather describe her as scrawny.


‘Now then, what can I do you for?’ Nellie wheezed with laughter at her own joke.


‘I think it’s more a case of what I can do for you. I am looking for some more houses. I want established businesses, like your own.’ She held up her hand as Nellie’s mouth opened.


‘Just hear me out, Nell, then answer me. I walked in here today to a bunch of filthy dirty brasses, the place is in tatters and looks unkempt – like its workforce. You are obviously losing heart in the place. I know that, in your day, you were one of the best madams this side of the water.’


She saw the woman respond to the compliment.


‘Now what I want from you, Nell, is to buy this house outright, but I would still want you to run it. I will have a big say in what happens here, I admit, as will my associate, Tommy Lane. But you will be our mouthpiece, Nellie. I’ll clear this place of crooks and vagabonds and wandering thieves. I think the house is in a prime location, it’s big, and all it needs is a few quid poured into it to make it one of the best houses in the business once more. Now then, Nellie, what do you say?’


She looked at the girl, because Briony was only a girl for all her sophistication and expensive clothes, and felt a grudging respect and admiration for her. She had simply and firmly stated her case which Nellie was shrewd enough to know she would carry, with or without Nellie’s co-operation. Briony Cavanagh struck her as that sort of person. What she offered was fair, and was also exactly what Nellie had dreamt of in her darker moments. She would have the status of head of the house without the real aggravation. It was a dream come true.


‘I’ll tell you what I think, little lady.’


Briony raised her eyebrows.


‘I think you should go to the cupboard over there by the door and get out a bottle of my good brandy. Then we can toast our partnership.’


Briony grinned and did as she was told.


A little while later they were both pleasantly discussing the influential customers Nellie had had over the years, when Briony said: ‘What about Willy Bolger, Nellie? You ever had any dealings with him?


Nellie waved her hand dismissively.


‘He’s a ponce of the worst order, Briony, but I know one thing about Willy that’s always served me in good stead with him: he’s a coward. He’d cut a brass or a bloke, but only mob-handed. Get Willy on his own and he shits bricks. He was in here not a week back telling me he wanted this, that and the other, but young Barry Black was in here. I’ve been hiding him up because the Old Bill’s after him for that jewellery robbery over in Kent. He saw Willy off, no trouble. Willy reckons he’s got a right royal backing now. I nearly laughed me head off! I mean, who in their right mind would back William Bolger? I remember him when he had no arse in his trousers and an empty stomach.’


Briony smiled and changed the conversation again, listening with half an ear to Nellie telling her about Lord this and Lord that who’d frequented her house over the years. But her mind was on Bolger, and on Mariah Jurgens who was next on her list of things to do.


It stood to reason Willy had backing, but from whom? That’s what she had to find out.







Chapter Twelve


‘You’re what?’ Molly looked at Eileen as if she had never before clapped eyes on her.


‘I’m getting married, Mum. Joshua asked me today and I said yes.’


Molly grabbed her daughter in her arms and squeezed her tight. ‘Jesus, Mary and jumping Joseph! This is the best news I’ve heard for many a long day, and aren’t you the dark horse! I never guessed it was gone this far. All your gallivanting around and never a word! Oh, Eileen, I could shoot meself with happiness! You’ve made a good choice, child, a good choice!’


Molly’s voice was loud enough to carry through the wall and beyond. Her pleasure was written all over her face. Rosalee picking up on this, grinned widely and clapped her hands together.


‘Your sister’s getting married, Rosie darlin’, now isn’t that something!’


Eileen smiled at her mother’s obvious happiness.


‘Wait until I tell the others!’ Molly sat herself down by the fire and carried on making the tea. ‘Now then, first things first. He’s Catholic, thank God, so we’ll have to see the priest and put the banns up. Our Briony will have to be told first, though.’


‘What’s Briony got to be told first?’ Bernadette’s voice wafted in at the front door as she pushed herself in laden down with packages. Eileen took them from her and, blushing furiously, said: ‘I’m getting married, our Bernie, to Joshua.’


Bernadette screwed up her eyes in wonder and said loudly, ‘You ain’t? But he’s an old man!’


Molly, seeing Eileen’s face drop, gave Bernadette a stinging blow across the face and shrieked: ‘Shut your mawing, you jealous bitch! Your turn’ll come, if you can keep that galloping trap of yours shut for five minutes!


‘Our Kerry will walk down the aisle fastern’n you because she only opens her mouth to a bit of singing.’


Molly’s hard eyes stared into her daughter’s with a warning and Bernie shook her head hard before saying, ‘Our Kerry won’t be walking down the aisle, as you put it. Our Kerry just might find herself getting a bit of a shock. . .’


She stopped herself from saying any more because of the look on Eileen’s face. Even Rosalee seemed subdued now. Bernie realised that, as usual, she had walked into a merry situation and ruined it. It was a knack she had acquired as a child. Everyone was now angry or depressed on the day Eileen had announced she was getting married. For one of the few times in her life, Bernie felt ashamed. Poor Eileen had been so unhappy for so long, and now she was taking the shine off the news. She rubbed at the handprint that was glowing bright red on her cheek and grinned ruefully.


‘I’m sorry, Eileen, it’s great news. The best news ever!’


She kissed her sister on the cheek and in all the consequent excitement and chattering about the big day, Molly ignored the quip about Kerry, but it stayed in the back of her mind nevertheless.


Briony stood outside Mariah’s house in Hyde Park and gave the large imposing building the once over. It really was a lovely old place. Painted white, the four-storey edifice blended in perfectly with its neighbours. It was class, and Briony felt a grudging respect for the woman who owned it.


She walked up the flight of scrubbed stone steps that led to the front door and rang the bell. The door was opened by a finely muscled young man in his early-twenties dressed in the scarlet  and silver livery that, Briony was to learn, was worn by all Mariah’s staff.


He took her through a large entrance hall and into the office area of the house. He asked her politely to sit while he summoned his mistress. Briony was now impressed beyond her wildest imaginings. She might have been calling on Isabel Dumas. She sat herself in a leather winged chair and pulled off her gloves, her eyes greedily drinking in her surroundings.


Mariah was like her; where she worked was obviously important to her. Briony scanned the rows of bookshelves along the far wall and smiled to herself. Other than the copy of Fanny  Hill, she guessed correctly that none of the books had ever been opened. Nevertheless they gave the room an air of respectability that Briony admired. She would angle for a look around the house if she could. It was always good to get a look at what the opposition was offering, and Mariah was her only serious opposition as far as the houses went, which was why she had never tried to take over any of her properties. There was room in London for both of them, providing Mariah didn’t blot her copybook with Briony personally.


Her mouth settled into a grim line as she thought about this. She would make that point clear enough. Mariah might have requested the meeting, but Briony had only deigned to come because she had an ulterior motive. No, Miss Jurgens didn’t scare her at all. Big as the bitch was, and as hard a reputation as she had, it would take more than a whore to frighten Briony Cavanagh.


She settled herself in the chair and resumed her neutral expression.


‘Well, you’re a runt and no mistaking!’


Briony heard laughter in the big woman’s voice and said, ‘Yeah, and you’re a big bastard. So that makes us quits.’


Briony’s voice was hard, her face set. She stared up at the huge woman in front of her, her heart beating a tattoo in her chest. Briony consciously kept her eyes away from the massive clenched fists of her rival.


Mariah watched her and felt a flicker of respect. As small as she was, and God knows this girl was small, she wasn’t afraid. In front of Mariah that took great courage. Men who were feared across the smoke were wary of her, she knew this and used it to her advantage. Yet this little thing was actually fronting her. She sat behind the desk with as much dignity as she could muster and said, ‘Anyone else said that, I’d brain them, but I invited you here today for a good reason. Are you after my houses? I know you’re after Deakins’ place. Old Nellie is a bit long in the tooth these days for rowing, but I ain’t. So I want a straight answer from you. Whether I brain you or not depends on what you say.’


Briony took a deep breath. The woman in front of her was renowned for her size, her strength and her temper. Well, Briony could match her in two of those attributes. But Mariah was also known to be fair. Briony decided to tell her the truth.


‘It had crossed my mind, as you must have guessed. But no, I don’t want to take over your houses. Unless you want to sell them, of course? Is that all you wanted me for?’


Mariah sat back in her chair and sucked on her teeth. Her white-blonde hair framed her face becomingly and for a second Briony got a glimpse of the woman she had once been, breathtakingly beautiful.


‘I was sorry to hear about Ginelle, she was a good kid. Now then, before you leap out of your chair and start shouting your mouth off, hear me out. I know everything that goes on in this town, I make it my business to. I can find out anything about anyone. Now I had a visitor here, but I need to know a bit more about what’s going on before I tell you who it was and what they wanted. I ain’t known for sitting on any fences, unless it earns me money or peace, so let’s cut the fucking crap and get our cards on the table. What exactly happened with Ginelle, and what threats have you had? Is this all about you taking over other houses or what?’


Briony was having difficulty controlling herself. She knew about Ginelle, this woman knew, and now she wanted to know  the score! Briony knew she was trapped. She would have to come clean and hope for the best.


‘How do you know about Ginelle, Mariah? I need to know.’


‘Let’s just say a little bird told me. It’s enough that I know. Now tell me the honest truth and I’ll come out into the open. I think that you and me could do each other a favour here. Let’s see, shall we?’


‘Nellie’s house is in the bag. The death of Ginelle had nothing to do with that, as far as I know. She was delivered in a crate minus parts of her body. Bolger is behind it, but I need to know who’s behind him before I can make a move. And I swear to you now, I take oath, that bastard is living on borrowed time! No one, but no one, touches my girls. Whoever is behind him had better start saying their prayers.’


Mariah smiled then. A real smile. She had heard what she wanted to hear. This little woman was a madam of the old sort. No milkwater sop who would run at the first sign of trouble. Mariah decided she could even get to like the skinny little bitch, given time. She stood up and, going to her drinks table, poured out two generous measures of brandy. Giving one to Briony, she resumed her seat and said: ‘Bolger’s been here, offering me the earth and other things besides. I don’t like him but that’s neither here nor there, I don’t like a lot of people I do business with, but worst of all I don’t trust him. He’s a two-faced ponce, a violent two-faced ponce. He cut Ginelle up, and I won’t forgive him that one. The girl was nothing to do with anything. Then he came here and offered me your houses. He wants me and my muscle on his side. Personally, I don’t want to get involved, but I have to. Because otherwise eventually he’ll want what’s mine. I think I can find out who’s backing him, then together we can wipe them out. Now, what do you have to say?’


Briony smiled at Mariah.


‘I think, Mariah Jurgens, between us we could frighten the life out of the little shit!’


That was exactly what Mariah wanted to hear.


‘I’m going to tell Bolger that I want to meet the man behind him, otherwise no deal. Bolger is a showman, a show off. He’ll  enjoy setting up the meet and letting me see how much he’s come up in the world. I’ll relay the information to you and Tommy. Then we decide what to do next. How’s that?’


‘That will suit me fine. Tommy is as anxious to sort this out as I am. We’ve got some pretty impressive muscle on our side.’


This was a threat to Mariah who took it how it was intended. But she didn’t say anything. Briony was giving her fair warning, exactly what she would have done herself.


Raising her glass she said to Briony: ‘I don’t know, girl, what the fuck are we breeding these days? People like Bolger are getting thicker on the ground. Sometimes I hanker back to the good old days when you worked your girls, you took the money, and all the house owners met socially. There’s a new breed out there now and we’ve got to stick together to fight the fuckers at their own game.’


Briony raised her own glass and said, ‘My sentiments exactly.’


The two women sipped their brandy for a while, lost in their own thoughts. The groundwork was done. They had called a truce, felt each other out, and now they would work together to find a solution to all their problems.


Evander’s friend and confidant Glennford Randall shook his head as he looked at his friend.


‘I’m telling you, man, that girl spells trouble for you. No white meat ever tasted any different to black. You’re gonna get hurt, I know it.’


Evander sighed heavily, his deep black skin shiny in the lights of the club.


‘Kerry’s different, man. She’s real, something special.’


Glennford laughed. ‘She’s got a pair of tits and a splitarse, she ain’t no different to any other woman in the world! She can get pregnant and, boy, if she does, you’re a dead man.’


Evander watched his friend walk away, his long rangy body loping across the wooden stage. Kerry came out of her dressing room and smiled at him.


‘Why so sad? What are you thinking about?’


Evander looked into her lovely face and felt the familiar tightening in his guts. She was exquisite, she was young, she was exciting, and she was milk white. It was a heady combination.


‘I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular, baby. Are we still on for tonight?’


‘Yes, and I have a surprise for you. Bernie’s staying at my mother’s so we have the flat to ourselves. You can stay ’til the morning.’


Evander went to touch her arm when Tommy Lane came bowling up to them.


‘All right, Evander? Listen, Briony’s going to be a bit late tonight but she wants the sets a bit longer. Another couple of numbers in each one, could you manage that?’


Evander and Kerry nodded. Tommy was too caught up in his own affairs to notice the redness of Kerry’s face and neck.


‘The punters like a dance so we thought a few more lively numbers wouldn’t go amiss. Now before I forget, there’s a men’s outfitters in Dean Street and the bloke’s going to measure you boys up for some new stage clothes. At the moment you’re all a bit bland, you know? We thought a nice deep green or a deep blue, whatever. You see the bloke and choose for yourselves. We’ll be picking up the tab so don’t go overboard!’


‘Yes, sir, Mr Lane.’ Evander’s voice held the bland neutrality inherent to a black man and Tommy whacked him on the shoulder and said, ‘For fuck’s sakes, call me Tommy. All this Mr Lane and sir is going to me head!’


He ambled off to find a drink and Evander looked at Kerry. She saw the stark fear in his eyes and felt a lump form in her throat. He was scared of Tommy, was scared of all white men. They slapped you on the back one minute and put you in your place the next. She knew what he was thinking and felt a great sorrow for him.


‘Tommy’s all right, Evander. He means what he said.’


‘I ain’t never met a white man yet who means anything, Kerry. I call him Tommy boy tomorrow in front of his fancy friends and he’ll try and break my head! Believe me, I know.’


‘Not Tommy Lane, Evander, you’re wrong.’ Her voice was  soft and reproving and for a second he felt the terrific pull of her, and at the same time was reminded of just what trouble this relationship could bring him. Tommy Lane slapping you on the back and buying your clothes was one thing. Tommy Lane with the knowledge he was sleeping with Kerry would be a different matter entirely.


‘I’ll see you tonight, Evander, won’t I?’


He looked into her little face, full of yearning, and he smiled.


‘’Course you will, sweetheart. Now let’s get on stage before the crowd gets restless!’


Kerry put on her widest smile and walked on to the stage. Evander followed but his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.


Rupert Charles sat with Jonathan la Billière and a rather pale young man called Dorian. His face lit up at the sight of Briony walking towards his table.


‘Briony darling! Where have you been? We’ve missed you, haven’t we, boys?’


Jonathan stood up as Briony sat down and he winked at her.


‘How did the filming go?’ she asked them. ‘I couldn’t make it, I’m afraid, but I have a lot of faith in you, Rupert.’


She took out a cigarette and placed it in a long black holder. Dorian struck a match and lit it for her. She blew the smoke out into his face and smiled her thanks.


‘Dorian darling, this is Briony Cavanagh. Briony, this is Dorian Carnarvon, the Duke of Tenby’s only son. A darling boy with the most delightful grey eyes, don’t you think?’


Briony smiled absently at the boy and concentrated on Jonathan, the male star of the film.


‘So what’s the score?’


Jonathan grinned and, losing his gentlemanly manner for a moment, said, ‘The girl was young, plump, and knew all the right moves. There’s a reel of film in your office waiting for you. Have a look and tell me what you think.’


‘Is it as good as the other films? The truth now.’


‘Honestly, yes! It’s not bad. We know all the pitfalls now. You have a look and you’ll be pleasantly surprised.’


Briony nodded, satisfied.


‘What happened to you anyway, Briony? I was looking forward to seeing you. I was going to take you out after the shoot.’


Her eyes scanned the club around her as she answered. ‘I had a bit of trouble, but it’s sorted now. Do me a favour, set up another session and I’ll put up the money. I want this pukka, I want it right.’


He laughed.


‘Do you only ever do business, Briony? Don’t you ever relax?’


She looked into his face and he saw the fine lines around her eyes and mouth. It occurred to him then that this woman had a lot on her mind of which he knew nothing. For the first time she frightened him. Her reputation had preceded her, yet on his first meeting he had been pleasantly surprised. Looking at her now, he was convinced she was capable of anything.







Chapter Thirteen


Briony woke up to a terrific thumping on her bedroom door.


‘What’s going on!’ Tommy opened his eyes and stared at her.


‘It’s your mother, Briony, she’s downstairs with Rosalee.’ Cissy’s voice was loud and Briony screwed up her eyes and groaned.


‘All right, tell her I’ll be down in a minute.’


‘Your mother’s like a bleeding jinx, always around when no one wants her.’


Briony laughed gently.


‘Tell me about it.’ She pulled herself out of the bed and, going to her wardrobe, took out a wrap of heavily embroidered Chinese silk. Her long hair was hanging down her back in tangles and she began to brush it furiously to try and tame it.


Tommy got out of the bed and scratched his belly while he stretched. ‘I feel knackered.’


‘Stay in bed. I’ll get Cissy to bring you up some tea.’


‘Nah, I’ve got to see some people today.’ He sat on the side of the bed and closed his eyes.


‘Who have you got to see?’


‘Oh, no one in particular, just a few mates. Tell Cissy I’ll have that tea now, if you don’t mind. And tell your mother not to get me up in future.’


Briony grinned.


‘As if she’d take any notice!’


‘What kind of time do you call this, still in bed at ten-thirty in  the morning. My God, child, you must be raking it in.’


‘And good morning to you and all, Mum.’ She knelt down and kissed Rosalee’s face. ‘Hello, Rosie darling.’


Rosalee clapped her hands together and said: ‘Bri, Bri.’


Molly tutted loudly and poured her out a cup of tea Cissy had brought them. ‘I don’t know, Briony, you’re a lady of leisure, sitting in your dressing gown like Lady Astor, and the day nearly over.’


‘Oh, Mum, put a sock in it, for Christ’s sake! My clubs don’t shut ’til three in the morning, then I have to do the takings among other things, so please give me five minutes’ peace. Now what do you want and how much is it gonna rush me?’


Molly screwed up her eyes and gritted her teeth. ‘What makes you think I’m after something?’


Briony did laugh then, a real laugh that burst out of her tiny frame and caused Rosie to laugh with her.


‘If I see you and her before noon, then you’re after a few quid. Tell me what you want and let’s. . .’ The sentence was lost in a long loud yawn.


‘I came here this morning to tell you that Eileen’s getting married.’


Molly had the grim satisfaction of seeing Briony’s eyes widen. ‘There, I thought that would put a stop to your gallop! Joshua’s popped the question and she’s said yes. I thought me and you could have a little chat about the do. That’s all.’


‘The do?’ Briony’s voice was puzzled.


‘The reception! For the love of Mary, would you pay attention, girl! She’s getting married and I want it to be the biggest thing this side of the water. I want her to go off in style. The way you lot are going, she’ll be the only one of my daughters wedded and legal.’ Her voice became wheedling. ‘I want me eldest girl to have a good weddin’, Bri. I want her to be set up like a queen.’


‘Our Eileen getting married? Bloody hell! Who’d have thought it.’


Molly wiped Rosalie’s face with a hankie and said, ‘I’ll never marry off this one, will I? And you living over the broom, and  our Bernie without a man in sight. As for Kerry, well, she would marry her voice if she could. I want our Eileen to have something special. After all that happened to her, and all her troubles. . .’


Briony put up her hand for silence.


‘Look, Mum, she can have whatever you like, so drop the sales pitch. You book it and I’ll pay for it. In fact, if you like we can have the reception here, I don’t mind. My garden’s huge, we could easily get fifty, sixty people here no trouble. Mrs H can do the food and Cissy can bring in a few girls to help serve. What do you think?’


Molly smiled smugly.


‘You’re a good girl, Briony, you’re a kind and decent girl. Only a saint would look after her sisters like you do.’


Briony drank the rest of the tea and poured herself another cup before she said, ‘Why do I get the feeling, Mother, that you’ve just mugged me off?’


Kerry was lying in bed with Evander, at the quiet stage after lovemaking. When the only thing needed, or indeed wanted, is to feel your lover’s heart beating with your own. He stroked her belly with soft fingers and Kerry groaned. The bedclothes had fallen to the floor and the remains of a bottle of wine and a platter of bread and cheese stood on the night table. They had yet to sleep, and were both dozing when they heard the sound of a key in the front door.


Evander sat upright, and Kerry hastily jumped from the bed and pulled a sheet around her when they heard Bernie’s voice.


‘Hello, Kerry, it’s me!’


Kerry and Evander looked at one another and Kerry, putting a finger to her lips, went to the door and slipped through it out into the hallway. Bernie was hanging up her coat. She smiled.


‘Morning, Kerry.’ She looked her sister up and down and raised one finely plucked black eyebrow.


‘What has the wicked witch stumbled on here then? Could you have a man in there!’


Kerry licked her lips nervously.


‘What you doing back here so early? I wasn’t expecting you until this afternoon.’


‘Our mother’s took Rosie and gone on the ponce round Briony’s about the wedding – Eileen’s wedding actually. So I thought I may as well come back here and get started on your dresses for tonight.’


‘Eileen’s getting married?’


Bernie walked through to the kitchen and started to fill the kettle.


‘How many cups of tea shall I make, two or three? Or would the chap in there prefer coffee?’


Evander’s love of coffee was common knowledge around the club. He had tried tea and it had made him violently sick. Suddenly it was crystal clear to Kerry. Bernie knew everything and she was going to use it against her. That had been her way since childhood. She looked for a handle on people then used it for her own ends.


Kerry drew herself up to her full height and walked into the bedroom.


‘Get up, get up now!’ Evander looked at her in shock. She threw the sheet from her own body and pulled on a dressing gown. Then she stormed from the room.


Bernie was getting the cups out of the dresser when Kerry stamped back into the kitchen.


‘You bitch! You nasty, vindictive cow! You know exactly who I’m sleeping with. Well, yes, you can make him a cup of coffee. You can also pack your bags and get the hell out of here and back to Mum’s. I don’t need you on my back, Bernie Cavanagh, I never did and I never will. Take yourself and your arseholing ways back home to Mum!’


Bernadette turned to face her sister and her mouth opened twice before she could form any words.


‘What? What did you say?’


Kerry snorted through her nose.


‘You heard. What? You deaf now as well as stupid? I said, you can get the hell out of here. I know your game, mate. Well, you tell who the fuck you like. It won’t make no difference to me. I  ain’t ashamed of anything where that man’s concerned, I love the bones of him. So now you know.’


Bernie’s mind was working overtime. If Kerry slung her out now she would be back home permanently; she would also be without a job. As Kerry’s dresser she got a good wage and did nothing really to earn it except iron her dresses or alter them if necessary. She was well set up nowadays and it was all thanks to Kerry and Briony. She also knew that no matter what Briony’s opinion of Evander Dorsey might be, she would not like the fact Bernie had tried to deck one over on Kerry. She wouldn’t like that at all.


‘I don’t know what you mean, Kerry. I guessed ages ago about you and Evander, saw you looking at each other. I knew what the outcome was going to be. If I was going to say anything I would have said it by now. I’m pleased for you. I’m glad you’ve found someone!’


‘Oh, pull the other one, it’s got golden bells on! I know your game, Bernie, you’ve always been the same. . .’


Evander walked into the kitchen. He had pulled on his trousers and vest. Bernadette looked at his muscled torso and his handsome face and found it in her heart to see just what had attracted Kerry.


‘Stop all this shouting, ladies. It’s wrong for you two to fall out over me. Now let’s have a cup of coffee and try and talk this out.’


Bernie saw that his eyes were wary and her heart lifted. He was scared of her, of what she could say, of who she could tell. Unlike Kerry, he was more than aware of what the outcome could be if she walked from this house. After all, no one would physically hurt Kerry but he would be lynched.


‘She’s a vicious cow, Evander, you don’t know her.’


Bernie was shocked at the vehemence in her sister’s voice.


‘Oh, come on, Kerry, what have I done to deserve that? I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, I swear. I’ll keep this as close a secret as you. After all, if it got out. . .’


She left the rest of the sentence in mid air and Evander bit his lip. The kettle boiled and Bernie busied herself making the  drinks. Kerry stood with her back against the table and her arms tight across her chest. Unlike Evander she knew what Bernie was capable of, though unlike Evander she wasn’t as aware of what would really happen should the affair become public.


Bernie gave everyone their drinks. Putting her arm on Kerry’s, she said sweetly: ‘I don’t want to fall out over this, Kerry. You’re my sister and I’ll keep this a secret for as long as you want. I mean it. If you’re happy then I’m happy. If you really want me to leave I will. I won’t stay where I’m not wanted. But even if you ding me out, I won’t say a dicky bird to anyone.’


Kerry looked into the face so like her own and felt the sting of tears in her eyes.


She knew that Bernie was staying whether she wanted it or not, Evander’s reaction had seen to that. But it saddened her that she could never trust her sister, or indeed understand the hatred in her. It had always been the same. Since they were babies Bernie had always had a vicious streak where she was concerned. It was jealousy, and jealousy made people do evil things. For the first time Kerry was really frightened, not for herself but for Evander.


Molly was putting the finishing touches to the lunch she had prepared for Joshua O’Malley and his mother. She swept her eyes around her house to make sure everything was gleaming. Satisfied, she went to the fireplace and, taking up a large brick, banged it on the back of the grate three times. The banging was answered by two knocks from the other side of the wall and two minutes later Mother Jones came in at Molly’s front door.


‘Oh, Molly, it looks a picture. Beautiful. Even that old bitch won’t be able to find fault.’


Molly smiled in satisfaction. Elizabeth O’Malley was the only fly in the ointment as far as Eileen’s wedding was concerned. Hated by everyone in Dagenham and Barking for her vindictive tongue and her holy Joeing ways, she was now to become a member of the Cavanagh family, and as much as the thought distressed Molly she would take a lot to see her eldest daughter happily married, even take on Elizabeth O’Malley if necessary.


‘The food smells beautiful, now stop your worrying. Did I tell you what I heard the other week?’


Molly busied herself tidying Rosalee’s hair and said, ‘No, what?’


‘It seems Mrs O’Malley was cleaning out St Vincent’s Presbytery when who should come in but Jean Barlow. The woman’s got a tongue like an adder! Well, poor Father McNamara was nearly shitting himself at the two of them in the same place. I mean, their hatred of one another goes back years! Barlow was knocking off O’Malley’s man just before he died. Well, this is the rub. Barlow asks the priest if he could set the banns up for her next weddin’, looking at O’Malley all the time like, trying to annoy the life out of her. So O’Malley says all innocent like, “Aren’t you a bit long in the tooth for getting married, Mrs Barlow?” And that mare turns on her and says: “There’s no set age for getting married, or indeed falling in love. Why, Mr O‘Malley could have told you that, dear.”’


Molly gaped. ‘She didn’t mention O’Malley’s man?’


Mother Jones roared with laughter.


‘She did! Well, the priest, God love him and keep him, had to separate them. Mrs McAnulty his housekeeper threw a bucket of water over them in the end. Like alley cats, she said they were, and the language! The priest was red-faced for days after!’


‘Well, good for Barlow, I say. It’s about time someone gave that bitch one in the eye. No one split on her old man because they were glad to see someone getting one over on the old cow.’


As she said that Eileen walked through the front door with the woman in question and her son, and Molly, being Molly and a mother who wanted her girl wed, held out her arms and said: ‘Come away inside, Mrs O’Malley. This is indeed a pleasure!’


Tommy Lane and his close friend and minder Jimmy Reynard walked into the lunch-time crush of The Two Puddings in Stratford. They pushed their way through to the bar and Tommy ordered two pints of best bitter. He noticed he was being observed by a huge bald-headed man called Boris Jackobitz. Tommy looked the man in the face and, raising his  pint, motioned with his head to the back bar. Boris nodded almost imperceptibly and five minutes later slipped through the curtained doorway at the back of the pub. Tommy and Jimmy followed.


Their disappearance went unnoticed by the clientele who were waiting for the result of a horse race. This was the place for betting. It was crowded out day and night with punters. From well-to-do middle-class shopkeepers to run of the mill petty criminals and local hard men, all had one thing in common: a love of the horses. It was the main topic of conversation and the only interest of most of the clientele.


Boris employed runners from the age of seven to fifty, and was the foremost bookie in London. He chased his bets like the fillies chased the Cheltenham Gold Cup: conscientiously and without ever letting up. If you couldn’t pay Boris it was time to leave the country.


He closed the heavy wooden door behind the thick curtain and motioned for Tommy to sit. He didn’t extend this courtesy to Jimmy because a minder should always stand and remain alert. Jimmy leant against the wall and crossed his arms, watching Boris all the time.


‘So what can I do for you, Tommy Lane? Long time no see.’ Boris’s deep and throaty voice was accompanied by a chuckle. Tommy smiled and crossed his legs. Pulling out one of his cheap cheroots, he lit it before saying: ‘You’re looking well, Boris me old mate. Prosperous and happy. That’s what I like to see.’


Boris shrugged his shoulders and clenched his fists, emphasising his muscular torso.


‘I have to keep well, Tommy, there’s so many people wanting to come up in the world over my back. And yours, I don’t doubt. I keep my place with fear and a little bit of respect. Now, we’ve had the polite chit-chat, what’s the rub? I’m a busy man.’


‘You know just about everything that’s going on. People owe you money, and when they can’t pay they trade information. What’s been going on in the streets that would interest me particularly?’


Boris digested Tommy’s words and, opening a drawer in the  table, took out a bottle of red-eye whisky. Pulling the cork out with his teeth, he took a long drink before offering it to Tommy. He took the bottle and swigged from it, wiping his hand across his mouth afterwards.


‘Is what you have to tell me so bad I’ll need a stiff drink first?’


His voice was jocular and Boris, noted for his dry sense of humour, laughed out loud.


‘Maybe, Tommy Lane. Maybe. It’s Bolger you’re interested in, isn’t it? Well, I heard a whisper – only a whisper, mind – that he has been seen with Isaac Dubronsky. He’s well in with the Jews. Now they’ve always stuck to trading and loan sharking, but I understand Willy wants them to branch out into the cat business. Never had no time for whores myself, prefer my females to have four legs and a good pedigree. But it’s funny, you know, Tommy, you coming here, because I was going to see that woman of yours, Briony. It seems she’s the one he’s gunning for. He’s been asking all over town about her. It sounds more a vengeance thing to me. You know, I wondered if she’d had a word with him at sometime, a run-in like? Because he was asking about her in Stratford not a week since. And around Barking. About her family. You might not believe me but I was going to see the lady in question myself, especially after that young girl was cut.’


Tommy stared at Boris with awe. There was nothing that escaped his notice. He rarely used his information, it was more of a hobby to him.


‘You know about Ginelle?’


Boris grinned. ‘Listen, Tommy, I know everything about everyone, yourself included. But I don’t use anything unless it benefits me. If you have a handle on someone it brings in unpaid debts a lot faster than a hiding. Also, if I hear of a robbery and one of the people involved owes me money, I can collect it quickly and cleanly. But this Bolger I don’t like. He cut a friend of mine a few years back, a young tom who liked a bet. He cut her face. I went to see him myself. That’s where Willy got the scar across his back. I done him with a razor and Willy, being Willy, let me. That was why I wanted to see young Briony. I like  her. I liked her when she was a child and her father used to send her with a bet. Tell her from me, whatever happens, I will be on her side.’


‘Thanks, Boris, I appreciate that.’


He smiled, showing black teeth, and shook his head. ‘I always was a gentleman. Whatever my reputation, I would never hurt a woman. Bolger has made a career of it. The sooner he’s cleaned off the pavements, the better.’
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