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About the Book


The past will always catch up with you. . .


All that prostitute’s daughter Cathy Connor and drunkard’s son Eamonn Docherty want to do is escape their grim childhoods in London’s East End. And soon events turn so dangerous they are left with no choice but to flee. Cathy to the red lit streets of Soho, Eamonn to the high ranks of gangland New York.


Now she’s a hardened survivor, he’s Gotham’s most ruthless villain, and their paths are about to cross once again. . .







For D 
Love always 
M







In loving memory of Michael James Williams
Always remembered



‘Non omnis moriar’  
‘I shall not altogether die’


– Horace


Always in your hearts, always in your minds. 
He can never therefore be far from you.


For Zena and Maurice with sorrow and love.







Prologue







LONDON 1995


‘Do you think she’ll pull through?’


The policeman’s face wore a dark frown, all deep creases and premature age. His bald head shone faintly with a sheen of perspiration.


The young doctor shrugged. ‘I’m not sure she’d want to. We put over two hundred stitches in her face alone. Her nose was completely obliterated and we had to operate to relieve a deep depression of the skull. In reality she should be dead – no one should survive a beating like that. Yet she’s breathing, she’s stabilised, her vital signs are good, the bones are beginning to mend. Until she comes out of the coma – that’s assuming she does, of course – we can’t really ascertain whether or not she’s brain-damaged. Whoever cut her up . . .


‘Well, let’s get this straight, she was cut to ribbons – one breast practically severed. Must have been a lunatic who did it. I have never in my life seen anything like it.’


He stared down at the patient, the lines of stitches criss-crossing her swollen, battered face, stark against the white hospital bedding. She was unrecognisable as a woman, looking more like something from a horror film.


The whirring of the machines by her bed broke the silence, and the young doctor sighed gently, a barely audible sound.


‘Do you know who did it?’


The policeman nodded. ‘Let’s say I have a pretty good idea why she was beaten, and that’s a start, isn’t it? It’ll be  proving the bastard’s motive that’ll be the hard one. Placing him in the frame.’


He tore his glance away from the woman and looked the doctor in the eye. ‘She was a very beautiful woman, was my Cathy. Not in an obvious way, but she had class. Had a way about her. Know what I mean?’ His thick cockney accent was harsh in the quiet of the ICU.


The doctor smiled faintly. ‘You knew her then?’


Now the policeman smiled, a sad wistful expression. His face softened, giving the doctor a glimpse of the ruggedly attractive man he had once been.


‘Oh, I knew her all right. Everyone in the West End knew Cathy one way or another. I came across her over twenty years ago, just before she came to Soho. She’s travelled a long way in that time, a very long way.’


He paused as if forgetting the doctor was there. ‘Yes, a bloody long way, God help her.’


He stroked her thin arm gently, a caressing motion. ‘She’s the owner of Dukes – you know, the big revue bar in Soho. Where the great and the good mingle with the not-so-great and not-so-good. But it’s a respectable place for all that. Tourists love it, the Germans especially. Men dressed as women are a big attraction. It’s La Cage of Soho, and this little lady was the brains behind it.


‘Cathy’s trouble was, she never managed to leave the past behind her. It always seemed to follow her, and this is the upshot.’


The doctor heard the man swallow loudly, knew he was battling to keep tears from falling, and kept his glance on the woman in the bed.


‘She wasn’t bad, you know, my Cathy. Not really. She was just a survivor, who did what she had to, to win through. It was all about survival, never anything worse.’


The doctor squeezed the policeman’s shoulder and said gently, ‘Well, let’s hope she survives this, eh?’ But his voice didn’t hold out much hope. Deep inside he doubted whether  this patient would open her eyes or indeed ever recognise anyone again. Part of him hoped this for her sake, because the beating she had taken had left its mark all right. Apart from the colour of her hair there was nothing left of her to say what she had once looked like.


‘She never had a chance really,’ the policeman said softly. ‘Women in Soho normally die of drink or drugs. Often it’s like this, battered and bruised in a hospital room, all alone.’ He paused for a second, gathering his composure once more before looking the doctor in the eye. ‘I loved her in my own way from the first day I saw her, alone and afraid, just a kid. I loved her.’


Then he walked from the room like an old man, slowly, as if in pain.


A young policewoman took up a vigil beside the bed. In the unlikely event that the patient regained consciousness, she was to write down any words spoken. Armed guards stood outside the room twenty-four hours of the day.


‘Was that your boss?’ The doctor’s voice was still low, as if in the presence of death.


The young redhead grinned impishly, thrilled to be noticed by the handsome young dark-eyed medic.


‘He’s my boss, all right. That was Chief Inspector Richard Gates, Head of the Vice Squad.’





NEW YORK


The man looked out of his office window, and for once in his life didn’t thrill at the sight of the skyline before him. Normally it brought a tightening in his guts, a feeling of euphoria, that he, Eamonn Docherty, London bootboy, was now a respected businessman with an office the size of a tennis court and a desk that looked as if it should be in the Victoria and Albert Museum, not on the eighty-second floor of Plaza Tower, one of his many property holdings.


He picked up the phone for the tenth time that morning and  tapped in a number. The dialling tone shrilled loudly in his ear, as if he were phoning the deli round the corner, not London, England. He replaced the phone as a recording of a woman’s voice came on the answerphone.


‘Where the fuck is she?’


He spoke to no one, voice loud in the quiet of the room. Getting to his feet, he walked to the glass wall and stared unseeing at the view before him. Closing his eyes, he envisaged his first glimpse of America as a young man.


His father, Eamonn Docherty Senior, was drunk and snoring beside him on the boat as they entered the Hudson, the Statue of Liberty before them in all her glory. Unlike their forebears there was no Ellis Island for them. They had been brought in illegally on an English container boat. A friend of a friend had arranged it – that was his father’s favourite expression.


Eamonn Junior had been the perpetrator of a violent murder that had haunted him all his life. He had had to disappear from the East End, and his father had arranged it so that they both went together.


It was the only time the old man had ever come up trumps for him in his whole life.


He had lost his father within the year, and had been left at just eighteen to make the best he could of his life in the States. And as eventful, dirty and violent as it had been, it had eventually brought him here to Plaza Tower.


He’d worked for it, using anyone and anything to get here. Even Cathy, his Cathy as he always thought of her. Always his.


The phone rang and the sudden noise made him jump. His heartbeat hammered in his ears. It was his private line.


Now the phone was ringing he was frightened to pick it up, frightened of what he was going to hear.



Knowing in his heart exactly what he was going to hear.


The voice on the other end was unmistakable, a husky, female voice only ever mastered by transvestites: more  feminine than Elizabeth Taylor, more masculine than his own.


‘Oh my God, Eamonn, she’s dying! Cathy’s dying! Oh, please come. Please. I don’t know what to do . . . They’ve cut her to ribbons. You can barely see her face for the stitches! Oh God, oh dear God, help her someone . . .’


Then, after the babbling broken sentences, the heartfelt crying, the gut-wrenching sobs.


‘I’ll be there. Don’t worry.’ He replaced the receiver gently, the sobbing still audible in the quiet of the room.


Putting his head in his well-manicured hands, Eamonn wept. He’d thought he was prepared for the news, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t prepared at all.


He had started something, and didn’t know how to stop it.







BOOK ONE



 




Quem Jupiter vult perdere, dementat prius.


Whom God would destroy, He first sends mad.



Homeri Gnomologia


James Duport, 1606-1679







Chapter One


JANUARY 1960


‘I ain’t going in there, he’ll start on us.’


Cathy sighed deeply and pushed a stray hair from the boy’s forehead. ‘So where are we going to go then, smart arse?’


‘Can’t we go next door, Cath?’ Eamonn’s voice was a soft whine and she shook her head slowly.


Mrs Sullivan had the flat next door to theirs on the second-floor landing. A kindly soul, she would give the children shelter when a fight between their parents was raging – a very frequent occurrence. They could hear Eamonn Docherty Senior’s voice raised in anger through the front door as they stood outside, interspersed with Madge’s shrieks in reply.


‘We can’t take the piss, or when we really need her she’ll tell us to take a hike. Tell you what . . .’


The front door was opened abruptly and Madge Connor stood before them in all her glory. Her fifteen-stone frame was wrapped in a pink quilted housecoat and make-up was smeared around her moon face. Only the cigarette dangling from her swollen lips moved, bobbing up and down as she stared at them, eyes narrowed. Finally she shrilled at them in a voice that could cut glass: ‘You got home then, you lazy pair of bastards! Get in here, Eamonn, and sort your old man out, will you? He’s going up the wall.’


Cathy could hear Eamonn Senior shouting about Ireland, and after Eamonn Junior had walked through the door she closed her eyes tightly.


She had always wondered what it must be like to have a father, but after two years of living with Eamonn Senior she was glad inside that all she had to contend with was her mother. Though, between the two adults, both Cathy’s and Eamonn’s lives were a constant nightmare. The adults were always either kissing or kicking one another. There was never, ever a happy medium. Walking into the flat, she was engulfed in the usual smells: cooking fat and cat’s urine, mixed with an underlying beer-bottle smell that she just couldn’t get to terms with. It burned her nose and throat until once more she became accustomed to it. It always made her stomach revolt, always depressed her. The stench of poverty.


As she entered the tiny front room, her mother’s lover was removing his belt. His large frame, without an ounce of spare fat, was imposing. Eamonn Senior was huge, from his size twelve feet to his bulbous blue eyes, and exuded an animal strength and cunning that made lesser men wary before even speaking a word to him.


‘I’ll cut the fecking legs from under you, you dirty swine. I’ll put your names in me book with a line through them. Now how would you like that?’


Cathy sighed with delight and relief. The blue eyes were twinkling now, his temper apparently over, the violent rage soothed by drink and giving way to an all-encompassing happiness with the world. This was his favourite joke, old IRA talk from the days of the freedom fighters. They put your name in a book, apparently, and if a line was crossed through it, you were shot at dawn the next day.


Cathy grinned as she heard the big man bellow: ‘Shot at dawn, the pair of you. How’d you like that, eh?’


He lowered his huge face down to their level, his heart apparently bursting with love for the two children. Especially for his son, his namesake, his only child.


‘Is it chips you’re wanting?’ He smiled, a huge toothy grin that creased his face in all the right places and made people understand what women saw in him, because women loved  Eamonn Docherty – they always had.


A certain kind of woman anyway.


Madge Connor, face full of disbelief, shook her head in wonderment. ‘You never know what the fucker’s going to do. Never.’ It was said in a thick cockney accent, with just a hint of rough pride. Her big, fighting, drinking, whoring common-law husband was a mystery to her. Which, she admitted in soberer moments, was his chief attraction.


‘I better get ready for work. Cathy, do me a favour, mate. Iron me red dress.’


Cathy went into the small kitchenette and began to plug in the iron and place the cleanest towel she could find on the table. It was all done automatically. You never refused an order in this house, even when it sounded like a request. If you wanted to get through the night, you jumped when they told you to jump, simple as that.


Twenty minutes later, with a cat’s lick for a wash and heavy make-up piled on to yesterday’s, her red dress straining at the seams, Madge was ready for work. As she gave her hair one final backcomb she looked at her daughter and said gently: ‘Do I look all right, love?’


Cathy smiled, the gap-toothed smile of a seven-year-old ancient, and said honestly, ‘You look lovely, Mum. ’Andsome.’


It was the required answer.


‘Get me bag from the bedroom.’


Cathy skipped off, grinning at Eamonn Junior who was now ensconced on his dad’s lap, searching through a big handful of change for the chip money.


They looked each other in the eye, relief and childish joy flooding through them both at this unexpected outcome. It was a Wednesday, normally a fraught day for the children. Middle of the week, skint and argumentative, both parents generally had tempers on them when the kids arrived back from school. Today, for some unknown reason, they were happy. And if the grown-ups were happy, the children were ecstatic.


Who’d ever heard of chips on a Wednesday?


Cathy skipped back to the kitchen with her mother’s beaded bag. ‘Thanks, love. You’ll have a clear-up for me tonight, eh?’


Cathy nodded solemnly.


Madge pressed her cheek to her daughter’s and laughed gently, her sour breath, a mixture of cheap Scotch and onions, hitting Cathy’s nostrils like a week-dead dog.


‘I’ll bring you back some crisps, what do you say to that?’


Cathy nodded, loath to open her mouth and let the stale smell enter her body.


There was a knock on the front door and she used it as an excuse to escape. It would be her mum’s friend Betty. They worked together in a small drinking club in Custom House where they served foreign sailors drinks and anything else they wanted, though this was never discussed openly in front of Eamonn Senior unless he brought up the subject himself. Even though he’d drink the money and eat the food it provided, and go so far as to give the two women a lift to work some days, he pretended to know nothing about it – until once a fortnight or so he decided to batter Madge’s brains out to prove a point. That point being that he, as a man, didn’t like the set-up.


Betty wafted into the small hallway, all Max Factor and beaver lamb coat.


‘Hello, Daffy Cathy!’ Her booming voice seemed too big for her slim frame. Betty Jones was slender to the point of emaciation, though she had the constitution of a horse, as she’d tell anyone who’d listen. She shoved a threepenny bit into Cathy’s hand and winked.


Cathy adored Betty. Eamonn Junior adored Betty. Eamonn Senior hated her and the feeling was mutual.


Madge hurried into the hallway, pulling on her coney fur coat. It was going bald in places but with snow on the ground it was a warmer bet than her usual cotton jacket.


‘That coat’s being held together by spit and hope, girl! Get  him to provide you with a new one. He don’t do fuck all else. The least he could do is clothe yer.’


Eamonn Junior closed his eyes in distress. He felt his father’s body stiffen at Betty’s words. Her voice was like a red rag to a bull where his father was concerned and as the man stood up and unceremoniously dropped him to the floor, Eamonn rolled away.


Betty and Madge were on their way out of the front door when a booming voice stayed them.


‘What have I told you about coming into my house?’


Betty pulled her coat around her like a shield. ‘You talking to me?’ This was said with a rough edge to her voice, a fighting edge.


‘And what other piece of shite would I be referring to?’ Eamonn Senior’s voice was deadly quiet. He was standing in the doorway of the front room now.


‘You don’t scare me, mate, you never have. If you was any kind of a man you’d provide for these kids, and your old woman wouldn’t be flogging her arse in three feet of fucking snow! You don’t impress me, Mister Docherty. There’s only one piece of shite in here and I’m looking at it!’


The man’s face was purple with rage now, and as he stepped forward Madge pushed vainly at his chest.


‘Leave it out, Eamonn. You know what Betty’s like, all wind and water. She’s had a drink and—’


‘Get outta me way before I knock your head off!’


He slammed Madge against the wall, causing her to lose balance. Cathy stood in front of Betty as the big man approached her. Betty, with a maddening smile, egged him on.


‘Come on then, hit me! You’re good at hitting women, ain’t ya? But not men though, eh? As big as you are, you don’t hit men, do you?’


Cathy pushed Betty towards the open front door. The cold air was rushing inside now and the small hallway was freezing.


‘Get out, Betty! Stop causing trouble.’


Turning, she threw herself at the big man’s legs. Picking her up in one arm, he pointed at Betty with a trembling finger.


‘One of these days, lady, I’ll break your fucking neck.’


Betty laughed raucously. She knew exactly how to wind up Eamonn Docherty. ‘Get stuffed, you Irish ponce!’


Roughly, Madge pushed her friend out of the front door. ‘Leave it out, Betty. I’ve got to live here, you know.’


‘I’ll see you when you get home, lady.’


Madge looked into the big man’s face and nodded.


Young Eamonn pulled his father back into the front room, and the air of menace left the narrow hallway.


Madge pulled the front door to behind her. ‘Thanks a fucking bundle, Betty. He’ll trounce me now. Happy, are you? You just got me a hammering.’


Betty shook her head in distress, her dyed yellow hair stiff as a board under the sugar and water setting it. ‘I’m sorry, Madge, but you know how I feel about him – he’s a ponce.’


Madge smiled faintly. ‘I’m well aware of that, Betty, but he’s my ponce.’


Both women grinned as they click-clacked across the tiled floor to the stairwell in the stiletto-heeled shoes unsuitable for the weather but mandatory for their jobs. Giggling like schoolgirls they walked down the stairs, a pair of ageing tarts who still thought they had it.


Cathy and Eamonn lay together in the darkness, arms entwined. At ten he was much bigger than she, but she had the edge because even at seven Cathy was a born diplomat.


After tidying up the flat, they had all eaten chips and saveloys, washed down with mugs of hot sweet tea. Then Cathy had made connie-onnie sandwiches from condensed milk for them both before they went to bed.


Eamonn Senior had gone to the pub at eight-thirty, and the two children were able to relax. The ever-present sense of  danger had disappeared out of the front door with him. Now they had been woken by his return and in the dim light of the streetlamp outside they waited with bated breath for him to fall asleep. They could never relax of a night unless they could hear his tell-tale snores. Until then, anything could happen and frequently did.


They heard a cup smash and, sighing heavily, Cathy slipped from the bed.


‘Don’t go, Cathy, leave him to it.’


She pulled on a dirty dressing gown. The room was freezing and her breath made little clouds as she spoke. ‘You stay here and keep warm, all right? I’ll make him his Bovril and get him to bed, otherwise none of us will get any sleep.’


The big man was standing in the small kitchen scratching his belly, wearing only vest and underpants. He tried hard to focus on the broken china at his feet, his drink-filled body impervious to the cold.


Cathy picked up the broken cup. Quickly and expertly, she put it in the bin then led him into the front room by the hand. He dropped on to the battered settee with a thump.


‘You’re a good girl. Where’s me boy?’ His soured question needed no answer and Cathy didn’t offer any. Instead she slipped into the kitchen and put on the water for his nightly Bovril. No matter how drunk he was, Eamonn Docherty had to have his Bovril or he wouldn’t sleep. Cathy knew from experience that it was easier to make it for him, watch him drink it and put him to bed, even though her tired eyes were straining to stay open and felt as if they’d been sprayed with hot sand.


When she brought him in his drink, he took it gratefully. ‘You’re a good girlie, aren’t you? Me own little pickaheen! Come and sit on me lap, child.’


Cathy shook her head warily. ‘You can’t hold me and the mug. Drink your Bovril, Mr Docherty.’


Eamonn surveyed her through heavy-lidded eyes. She was so tiny, sitting there on the stool, her skinny little legs poking  out of her dressing gown like sticks of chalk. But the child had the face of a grown woman, so knowing was it.


‘I wouldn’t hurt you, child, you must believe that.’ It was said soberly and Cathy felt a moment’s regret for the way she’d answered him. For all his faults, she felt safe with him in that way.


‘We’ve been through all this before, Mr Docherty. I don’t like sitting on people’s laps. I never have.’


‘I’m not like the other men your mother took up with, I know how to treat a child. You’re like me own.’


Part of his brain was wondering why he always felt the need to justify himself with this girl, but then, her demeanour was that of a woman, a knowing experienced woman. He half guessed what she’d endured before he came on the scene.


He closed his eyes at the implication. He would never want a child like that, yet he knew it was what Cathy Connor thought he wanted and that hurt his pride. Worse than that, the realisation that she knew as much already, at just seven, grieved him.


It was his only saving grace. For all he was, for all he’d done, that would never be on the agenda. Never. He wanted Cathy to know that and to trust him. It was a conversation they had regularly.


‘You should get to bed, Mr Docherty. You’ve got to go to work in the morning.’


He nodded, then running his hand through his thick dark hair, laughed. ‘You’ll never end up like your mother, you’re too fecking sure of yourself. Get away to bed, child. I’m fine now. I’ll have a quick draw and be away in meself.’


Cathy nodded, saying a quiet goodnight and slipping back into the bedroom. The large overcoat that covered the bed was falling on to the floor and she pulled it back on top, tucking a sleeve under the mattress to secure it.


Eamonn was already asleep and as she slipped in beside him, the warmth of his body was like balm.


Madge was frozen. As she felt the man’s hands grope inside the bodice of her dress she cursed softly under her breath. He was a small Chinese with bad teeth and the haunting smell of Chow Mein on his hair. Freeing her pendulous breasts, he squeezed them painfully, causing her to shove him away from her.


‘Don’t get flash, mate, I ain’t in the mood. And as I’ve got about six stone on you, I wouldn’t advise you to try nothing too rough.’


The man smiled in the dimness and once more pushed her against the wall, but more gently this time. She felt his lips on her nipple and smiled in the darkness. They were like three-inch rivets with the cold. As she hitched her dress up over her hips the icy wind made her shiver all over. The Chinese man thought he was doing something right for once and sucked furiously on her breast. Madge felt an urge to crush his skull in her bare hands. Instead she placed her leg up on a wooden crate and encouraged him to enter her.


‘Come on, mate, it’s fucking freezing.’


He was strong for his size and as he began a steady rhythmic thrusting she set about her real business of the night. Murmuring encouragement, she pulled him into the warmth of her coat. She ran her hands over his body, gently and expertly relieving him of his wallet. He had already given her a brand new ten-shilling note; now she went for the big one. Expertly, in the guise of caresses, she checked him for a knife. Though most sailors carried them in their boots, it was as well to be prepared. Her own knife was safely tucked into the back of her dress, in a thin belt, in case she needed it. She felt the shuddering of his body and the slimy wetness between her legs, and then as always she held him for a few seconds until he regained the use of his legs. His hot heavy breath coming in short gasps, he spoke to her in Cantonese and she smiled at him gaily.


‘All right, love?’


He seemed to understand her tone and smiled again.  Madge realised he was only young, no more than nineteen. Why was it she never looked at them properly till after the event?


She shrugged. Pulling her coat around her, she made her way through the back of the building and into the warmth of the bar.


‘Give us a hot toddy, Pete,’ she shouted to the barman as she made her way to the ladies’ toilet. Inside she put her leg on the dirty seat and wiped herself clean. Then, rinsing her hands under the icy cold tap, she shook them dry. Wiping away the last of the water on her dress, she took the wallet from her pocket. It was a cheap plastic affair with ‘Buenos Aires’ written boldly across it. A souvenir of her john’s travels. Madge smiled because it had ‘Made in China’ on the back.


‘Long way to go for a wallet made in your own country!’ Her voice was loud in the small cubicle.


Inside the wallet there were three five-pound notes and a photograph of an elderly-looking woman, probably his grandmother. Grinning now, Madge tossed the wallet into her bag and made her way out to the warmth of the bar once more.


Pushing through the throng, she picked up her hot toddy. When she saw Betty sitting at a table with two sailors, she joined them.


Pete’s Bar was an old container depot, rented from a local bullyboy called Jimmy Capper who saw to it that the place was never raided and that it was ‘protected’. He was twenty-five, shrewd and violent. Perfect credentials for Custom House, and the perfect foil for Peter Lawson, the bar’s owner. Peter encouraged his girls to work, and looked after them in his rough way. He would loan them money and sort out disputes. All his girls respected him, few of them liked him. They paid ‘scrum’ money to work the bar and resented this, arguing that they kept his trade coming in. Pete argued back that their whole livelihoods revolved around robbing the  sailors, so if they wanted his protection it would cost them. It was a chicken and egg situation, and no one would ever win.


Tonight Pete’s clientele was the usual mixture of Chinese, Russian and European seamen. Gambling was the major attraction, and Pete watered down their drinks, overcharged them, and smiled at their jokes. He kept a sawn-off shotgun under his counter to scare them when they fought, and a baseball bat in the ladies’ toilets for when the whores argued among themselves. In fact, he preferred fighting the men; breaking up two women, kicking, screaming and scratching, was far more dangerous as far as he was concerned. Especially waterfront women. They were the hardest, meanest bitches he had ever come across. But, he conceded, they had to be.


Part of him admired them for their toughness. They spent their lives in the pox clinic, his bar or up against walls. Anyone who could sustain that lifestyle for years deserved a certain respect. He watched the bar constantly, and kept up eye contact with his two bouncers. In Pete’s Bar, anything could happen but he averaged £700 a week and that was what kept him here, and his wife and children in a detached house in Maida Vale.


Madge was on her second rum toddy when the Chinese sailor walked back into the bar. She didn’t see him until he stepped in front of her. For a second she didn’t realise who he was.


‘Money, lady. Want money.’


He stood there in dignified silence as everyone turned to stare at him. His white suit, crumpled and stained, was bright under the harsh lights.


‘Money, lady. Want money.’


Madge grinned. ‘Fuck off! I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


She resumed drinking her toddy. Betty watched the little man warily as he stood before her friend. People, women especially, had been knifed for much less than a wallet on the waterfront at Custom House.


A record came on the jukebox and as the strains of Del Shannon belted out, the little Chinese man once more asked politely for his money. The two sailors Betty had found were Russians – great bears of men who spoke perfect English.


‘Do you have his money?’ The Russian sailor’s thick guttural voice was hard. Sailors were the same the world over. If the woman had stolen the Chinese man’s wallet, the chances were she could already have his. Instinctively he put his hand to his pocket and was relieved to find the reassuring bulge still there.


Madge lit a cigarette and shook her head dismissively. ‘I ain’t got his fucking money. He’s a nutter.’ She leant forward in her seat and said: ‘Look, you had a nice time, didn’t you? You probably lost your money or something.’ She smiled at the Russian nearer her and hunched her shoulders in a ‘They all try this’ kind of way. She didn’t want to lose this one; if she could score again tonight, she could have tomorrow off.


Two women made their way to the table and stood nearby, sipping their drinks. Like sailors, whores stuck together. One of the women, a large-boned African called Dobie, smiled slightly at the little Chinese man. A gold tooth glinted in the light and her tribal markings made her face look like a death mask.


‘Go on, piss off, you little runt!’ Betty’s voice had a finality about it that even the Chinese man understood.


Before anyone realised what had happened he had stabbed Madge in the upper arm. The three-inch blade hung unsteadily against the bone for a few seconds before dropping to the table. Madge looked at the wound in wonderment. A deep tear was oozing blood and the open flap of skin seemed to hover in the air for a second before closing over the wound once more.


The Chinese was instantly knocked flying by Dobie’s handbag. He was launched unceremoniously into the lap of a Swedish sailor who was playing cards and hadn’t bothered to look up during the argument.


Within seconds the whole bar was in uproar as sailors began fighting among themselves. All the Chinese patrons were determined to look after their countryman.


Pete Lawson was hauling out his sawn-off shotgun as all the women made a hasty retreat. Outside they hurried towards Commercial Road; an all-night cafe would be their final destination. As they hurried along, the African woman opened her bag and removed a housebrick, flinging it away with animal strength.


In the brightly lit Commercial Road their footsteps slowed. A few snowflakes shone in the light of the streetlamps and they all pulled their coats tighter around them.


‘Brass monkey weather this, eh, girls?’ Betty’s voice was loud but no one answered her. They burst into Lenny’s all-night cafe, bringing with them the cold and the smell of cheap perfume. Sitting at a large table at the back, they looked at one another and burst into loud nervous laughter.


‘Breakfast’s on you, Madge Connor, seeing’s how you started all the hag in the first place.’


Madge grinned and slipped out of her coat. They all surveyed her wound.


‘You’ll live. A couple of stitches and you’ll be right as ninepence. We’ll nip up the Old London before we go home.’


Madge lit a cigarette and coughed heavily. ‘Fucking rinky dink dinks! No wonder they dropped a fucking bomb on them.’


‘That was the Japs, you prat. Here, did you see in the paper today about Hedy Lamarr? Got caught shoplifting in Hollywood! With all that money, she’s out skanking!’


Lenny automatically began pouring them out tea laced with whisky. He didn’t mind the whores, they were a good earner. The women chatted on about nothing very much, all aware that they had got off lightly, all unwilling to admit that fact. It was common for women to be found dead in the docks; they all knew they were prime targets. Used and  abused by sailors who came and went within days, hours in some cases, the police didn’t bother looking too hard into the case when one of them was murdered. The attitude seemed to be: one fewer to harass, one fewer to police. Their age, lifestyle and looks condemned them to such a livelihood in Custom House. Even the dingiest bars in Soho would shun them. They were the lowest of their kind and all too well aware of that fact.


Yet, united, they possessed a certain rough dignity of their own.


Young Eamonn opened his eyes and yawned heavily. At ten he knew he was getting too old to sleep with his stepsister but her warm presence reassured him. He lay listening to her soft snores. Then, remembering she’d been up in the night, he felt a pang of guilt. He knew he should have got up with her; instead he had gone straight back to sleep. He looked at the curtains and saw the weak winter sunshine coming through them and snuggled down under the covers once more. Cathy didn’t mind getting up and she would soon have the kitchen nice and warm for them. Under the pretence of turning over, he pushed against her roughly, knowing she would waken. Then, pretending still to be asleep, he burrowed down deeper into the bed. As he felt her get up, he smiled to himself.


Cathy was good, she knew what had to be done and she did it. In twenty minutes she would have tea and toast ready for him and he could get up and scamper through to the heat of the kitchen.


Cathy shivered as she lit the small stove, turning on two burners to try and heat the place up. She cut the bread expertly and put it under the grill, then pulling down the door to the wooden larder, she checked over the provisions. There was margarine and a small amount of jam. Humming now, she began to prepare breakfast. Just as she had made a large pot of tea Madge let herself in the front door.


‘A nice cup of tea! Just the thing, it’s freezing out there.’ Opening a newspaper parcel, she revealed some cold sausages. ‘I got these from the cafe for you, love.’


‘I’ll put them into sandwiches. I love sausages.’


Cathy smiled at her mother, grateful for the small kindness. Good money was earned with regularity in this house, but the amount that went on food was paltry. Drink was the mainstay of the household, as were new clothes for Madge when she was flush, and elaborate furniture, which was always repossessed.


Somehow, doing a weekly shop was beyond her. They got tick, like everyone else, at Tamlin’s, and lived from day to day, paying a bit off the back only when refused more food or cigarettes.


Madge took off her old coat and grinned. ‘Bleeding thing! I’ll have to get a new one. I look like fucking Yogi Bear walking about!’


Cathy laughed delightedly. ‘That means Betty must be Boo Boo!’


They laughed together at the joke.


Madge, full up with bacon, eggs, tomatoes and sausages, turned her nose up at the sandwiches. As she watched her daughter deftly work in the small kitchen, she felt a momentary pang of regret. Looking at the tangled blonde hair hanging down the child’s back, and her large blue eyes, she realised that she loved Cathy dearly. She was a good kid, you could rely on her to do what needed to be done. In a few years she’d be a real little asset . . .


‘Give us a kiss, baby.’


Cathy went dutifully to her mother. Putting her thin arms around Madge’s ample waist, she kissed the cheek which her mother bent to offer her.


‘I love you, Mum.’


Madge nodded sadly. ‘I know you do, darlin’.’


Madge hugged her little girl against her, savouring the sweetness of her smell and her wiry thinness. Cathy would be  all right, she was a survivor. Madge told herself this every day of her life.


Eamonn Senior watched them from the doorway and shook his head in wonderment. How had God in His wisdom ever seen fit to give them both children?


He surveyed Madge’s smeared make-up and fat belly, her varicose veins and swollen feet in tight silver stilettos. In her big moon face there was still a trace of the beauty she had possessed once. Madge was just thirty-five years old.


Pulling his braces up over his shoulders, he walked into the little kitchen. ‘Sausages, is it? Have we no eggs?’


Cathy shook her head, happy at the jovial tone of his voice. Madge took a pound note from her bag as Eamonn Junior came into the kitchen, face still creased with sleep.


‘Go down the shop and get a dozen eggs and a paper. Pay this nicker off the bill, and get yourselves some sweets too.’


The boy took the money and ran from the room.


‘Leave the sandwiches there, child. I’ll cook us a couple of eggs to go with them, eh?’


Cathy nodded happily.


As the big Irishman poured himself out a cup of tea he spoke to Madge. ‘How was the night then?’


‘Fifteen quid. Rolled a Chink, and he only came back, didn’t he? Talk about run! We poodled up the Commercial Road like greyhounds! He stabbed me, look.’ She showed them the dressing on her arm. ‘Nothing too serious though, just three stitches. They put ’em in up the London, that’s why I’m late home. He was only little and all. Four foot and a fag paper!’


Eamonn laughed. ‘It’s a fine woman you are, Madge.’ He wiped a hand across his stubbly chin. ‘Any chance of a loan, like? A fiver would do it.’


Cathy watched her mother give him the five-pound note and sighed inwardly with relief. Madge had had a tickle, as she called it. That meant they would all get a good breakfast and the house would be ringing with laughter instead of  oaths. All in all, not a bad start to a Thursday.


She was looking forward to school. Cathy liked it there. It was orderly, it was warm and her teacher, Mrs Platting, called her ‘darling’.


Grinning now, she watched her mother and the big man chatting and smiling, and after she’d poured them both out another cup of tea, she had a sneaky puff on her mother’s cigarette.


Madge saw her and laughed once more. ‘Did you see that, Eamonn! She’s smoking.’


They both looked at her delightedly and Cathy basked in their affection.


Moments like this were rare and she had learned long ago to enjoy good things, because you never knew just how long they would last.







Chapter Two


1965


Madge poured herself a large measure of Black and White whisky and settled once more into her chair. Belching loudly, she glanced at the clock. Eleven o’clock in the morning and still no sign of her man.


Lighting a cigarette, she turned the radio beside her down low, letting the smooth strains of the choral music wash over her. She could hear Cathy’s voice in the kitchen as she prepared the chicken for their Christmas dinner. Young Eamonn’s laughter mingled with her daughter’s and for a few seconds Madge smiled in contentment. Then, remembering that the boy’s father had not come home last night, the smile faded.


He was staying out more and more of late, and Madge Connor, who prided herself on the fact that she could smell a rat long before it was stinking, was forced to accept that there was a bird in the offing. Now her Eamonn having a roll on the side wasn’t anything unusual, but this bird had been a regular thing for weeks and that meant it was serious.


After five years, he was going on the trot. She knew it in her heart as surely as she knew her own name. Stinging tears of drunkenness filled her faded blue eyes, and her chin trembled dangerously. Swallowing more Scotch, she forced herself to be calm.


Cathy walked into the room with a bacon sandwich and a cup of coffee for her. ‘Here you are, Mum, a bit of breakfast.’  She eyed the empty glass in her mother’s hand and rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, come on, Mum, you promised. No drinking until dinner. Mrs Cartwright at school says that drinking during the day means you’ve got a problem with—’


Madge cut off her daughter’s voice with a bellow. ‘Bollocks to Mrs know-it-all fucking Cartwright! If I want a drink on Christmas Day, I’ll have one. All right?’


Cathy’s face paled at the vitriolic attack and Madge felt a second’s shame. It was her old man she was angry with, not her daughter. As Cathy walked back into the kitchen, the suppressed tears spilled over on to Madge’s cheeks.


Where was her Irish boy, the bastard? Christmas Day and he was nowhere to be seen.


In the kitchen Cathy sipped her coffee and pulled on her cigarette. At twelve she looked fifteen and knew it. Acting as if she were older was something she had done ever since she could remember. Now she got herself wolf whistles with her walk, and the nickname of ‘Jailbait’ roundabouts.


‘Do you know where your old man is, Eamonn?’


The boy, who at fifteen already topped six feet, shrugged nonchalantly. ‘If I did, I wouldn’t tell her anyway. What would be the point? You know what me dad’s like – he’ll be home eventually and they’ll have a fight and that’ll be it until the next time.’


Cathy nodded. Putting out her cigarette, she checked on the small chicken in the oven.


‘That smells handsome, girl.’


Cathy smiled. ‘I know! Eamonn, can I ask you something without you laughing at me?’


The boy nodded, a smile already curving his wide mouth. Like his father, he had the black-haired good looks of the Irish.


‘Would you ever get married?’


He shook his head vigorously. ‘Not in a million years, Cath. Have this all me life? I don’t think so! I’m off, mate, as soon as I can earn me own dosh.’


She lit another cigarette. ‘I want to get married, and I want a nice house and a couple of kids. I want to have a garden with nice flowers in, and a husband who adores me and goes to work regularly. And I’ll cook him lovely dinners and he’ll kiss me all the time . . .’


Her voice was wistful, and instead of laughing Eamonn put his arm around her shoulders and cuddled her. ‘And that’s exactly what you’ll get, love.’


Cathy pulled on her cigarette and shook her head. ‘No, I won’t. Any decent bloke would run a mile from her in there, and I don’t blame them. Do you know what Desmond Blackburn’s dad said to me the other day? “You’ll soon be pulling your skirts up like your mother, girl, and I’ll be first in line.” The dirty old git! I told him to fuck off, I was so annoyed, and he laughed and said: “You’ve already learned the language. What else has Eamonn Docherty taught you?” I didn’t know if he meant you or your father.’


‘Oh, he did, did he?’


Cathy pushed her heavy blonde hair away from her forehead. ‘Don’t get all het up, they ain’t worth it. Anyway, you can’t blame the neighbours, the way our two go on. Look at last Friday – me mum and Betty fighting in the bloody street! I’m sick of the lot of it. She could get a proper job, Christ knows there are enough of them about, but no, not her. We could move away where no one knows our business. When I suggested it to her, she went barmy. I hate her sometimes. I know it’s wicked, but I can’t help it.’


Eamonn nodded sympathetically. ‘At least you’re not the namesake of a fucking lunatic Irishman. I hope he don’t come back. I hope he’s dead somewhere. It’s the only way I’ll ever be shot of him. Anyway, Merry Christmas.’


He smiled at her then and they both began to laugh for no reason.


‘Do you know the funniest thing of all?’ Cathy said, looking up into his merry blue eyes. ‘I love me mum really and I don’t know why. She sits on her arse all day, and then  flogs it all night. She won’t do a hand’s turn in the house and yet she expects clean clothes miraculously to appear from nowhere. She’ll eat herself unconscious and yet she wouldn’t cook a boiled egg! But, despite all that, I look at her sometimes and I get a tight feeling in me guts. It’s as if she’s the kid and I’m the grown-up.’


She shook her head in wonderment and laughed again.


‘It’s mad, ain’t it? Then, in the next breath, I see her waddle down the street and I hate her with all my heart. Yet if someone says anything about her, I want to kill them. Even though I know what they’re saying is true.’


Eamonn watched her as she began to peel the potatoes, cigarette dangling from her lip, her eyes screwed up against the smoke.


‘I can leave school next year – I can’t wait to earn me own money,’ he told her. ‘I’m going in the docks. I’ve got the size and the savvy, as me old man would say.’


‘You’ll do all right there, they earn a good wedge. I wish I could get a proper job.’ Cathy pointed the potato knife at his chest. ‘One day, right, I’ll have everything that everyone else has – and more. Loads more. Because this ain’t gonna be my life, Eamonn, and I intend to make that statement a fact.’


Before he could answer, the front door opened and Betty’s voice was heard throughout the flat.


‘Merry Christmas!’ The fight with Madge already forgotten, she bowled in with an armful of presents. ‘Something smells handsome! I wish you’d come and live with me, Cath. I’d pay you to do all this, straight up.’


Cathy smiled, showing small white teeth. ‘I know you would, Auntie Bet, but me mum’s put a block on it.’


Betty followed her back into the kitchen. ‘Here, Eamonn, you big git, take these presents. How is she?’


Cathy shrugged as she put the potatoes into a dish for roasting. ‘Pissed, as usual. He ain’t come home again. You know the scenario, Auntie Bet. Why should Christmas be any  different? As me mum will say later, it’s only a day like any other.’


Betty took off her beaver lamb coat and folded it carefully over the back of a kitchen chair. ‘It’s serious this time, love.’


Both Eamonn and Cathy looked at her.


‘Who is it then?’ Cathy asked.


‘It’s Junie Blacklock, her that was widowed. No disrespect, Eamonn, but you know your father as well as any of us. Junie’s insurance was a tidy sum, plus she’s an Irish like him. She ain’t got chick nor child and she’s a looker, I’ll give her that. Kept herself nice always, even during the war. She’ll never see forty again, but that’s neither here nor there, is it? I got the SP from old Mother Wacker, and you know her – if it’s not true she won’t mouth a word of it. According to her, Eamonn’s moving in with Junie, so that means you’ll be moving in and all, boy, because where he goes, you go.’


Cathy closed her eyes and shook her head in consternation. ‘The rotten bastard! The least he could do was wait until after the holidays. This’ll finish Mum now. Apart from me, he’s all she’s ever had.’


Eamonn put the kettle on and said, ‘Still, look on the bright side. At least I won’t be far from you. That’s something, I suppose.’


Betty bit on her thumbnail nervously. ‘I’ll have to tell Madge. I mean, at the end of the day she is me best mate. She’d rather hear it from me than someone else, and if Mother Wacker knows about it, then the whole world and his dog will know by the morning. Mouthy old bat, she is.’


Cathy turned off the oven.


‘What you doing? I’m starving,’ Eamonn protested.


Cathy looked into his eyes and said sadly, ‘There’ll be no dinner here today. She’ll go garrity when she finds out. There’ll be ambulances arriving and no prizes for guessing who the occupant will be, eh? Go on, Auntie Bet, tell her. Before someone else does, and not as kindly.’


Five minutes later Cathy heard the high keening coming  from the front room and an answering cry rose inside her. For all Madge Connor’s faults, she was Cathy’s mother and the girl loved her.


More, perhaps, than she deserved.


Junie Blacklock was a small woman, with a handspan waist and good teeth. She prided herself on her neat home, her neat figure and even neater bank balance. A woman whose husband had joked she could put elastic on a shilling and stretch it through to the next week, she had saved a tidy sum over the years and now added to this was his life assurance money, which meant she had a good sum and was comfortably off. Meeting Eamonn Docherty, her heart had been stolen from her breast by his smooth Irish tongue and impressive appearance. For the first time in her life, Junie was in love and it showed.


Lying in the woman’s sweet-smelling bed, Eamonn savoured the aroma of the turkey cooking below and the full feeling in his belly from the eggs and bacon she had fried him earlier. The house smelled of furniture polish and Eamonn loved it. He and the boy would be well set here. Junie was Irish by birth and understood a man’s need for a drink. As long as he worked at the docks and provided that at least for himself, he’d live the life of fecking Riley here. He was fifty-six, and the thought of going into his twilight years with Madge frightened him. He’d turn over a new leaf now, marry the little pickaheen in the kitchen below and look forward to an old age full of the finer things in life. Food, drink and a bit of the other now and again. What more could a man ask?


Getting out of bed, he pulled on his trousers. He glanced idly towards the window and froze. Through the clean nets he saw Madge weaving unsteadily up the street, with Betty and Cathy in tow. Sinking down on to the edge of the bed, he put his hands to his head and said: ‘Feck!’ over and over to himself.


Junie opened the front door with a wide smile on her face. She had been expecting these visitors for some time and was both frightened and exhilarated that the moment had finally come.


‘Can I help you, dearie?’ Her soft Cork voice was polite-sounding, with an undertone of pure steel.


‘I want my old man, and I want him now!’ Madge’s voice was loud, slurred and agitated.


Junie smiled then. ‘Is it your husband you’re looking for? Only I wasn’t aware you had one.’ She put a finger to her lip as if thinking then said, ‘Would it be your lodger you’re after? Mr Docherty?’


Cathy felt a moment’s pleasure as her mother went for the stuck-up piece. She and Betty watched the fight in stone cold silence, until Madge had gained the advantage and was straddling the other woman, banging her head on the pathway.


‘Where is he, the dirty Irish git? I’ll fucking kill him first, before I let him come to you!’


At that moment the man himself arrived on the doorstep and lifted Madge off the little Irishwoman with easy grace.


‘Calm down, woman. Sure you’re making a show of yourself to the whole street. Have you no shame?’


Cathy pulled her mother from his arms. ‘After her years in the docks, shame is the last thing she’d possess, don’t you think? Well, let me tell you something, Eamonn Docherty – you’re a rotten bastard for doing this to her! And as for  her . . .’ She poked Junie in the chest. ‘If that’s what you really want, I wish you well, but she put her old man in the grave and hopefully she’ll do the same thing to you and all. My mother’s worth better than you, you drunken Irish ponce.’


‘I couldn’t have put it better meself,’ Betty chimed in loudly, enjoying the scene they were creating before Junie Blacklock’s neighbours. ‘And if I was you, lady, I’d get yourself to a pox doctor. Docherty’s normally dosed up to the fucking eyebrows!’


Madge was still crying uncontrollably. Pulling herself from her daughter’s arms, she beseeched Eamonn: ‘Please come home, love. We’ll sort everything out, I promise you. Just come home, Eamonn, please come home.’


The big man looked at her in disgust and said through his teeth, ‘Go home, woman. Would you look at yourself for once? What man would want you? Even one like me. You’re an old whore – look like one and smell like one. You’re a disgusting article. Get away out of here now before I put me boot in your arse.’


As he walked back into the house with Junie, his arm around the sobbing woman’s shoulders, Cathy followed him inside. In the neat and tidy front room she stared around her for a moment in wonder. Through a doorway she could see a polished wooden table set for two people with a holly centrepiece and a proper cloth napkin beside each plate. Everywhere was polished or scrubbed, and the warmth was somehow clean, not the stuffy cloying warmth to be found in her own home. It was a room to aspire to, a room of which Cathy admitted deep inside herself she would love to be mistress. The anger left her abruptly. Who could blame Eamonn for wanting this, laid out on a plate for him, without even having to pay towards the rent? He was a man who used women, lived off them. Junie could offer more than her mother. It was an easy choice to make.


‘Eamonn will bring your clothes round, OK?’


The big man held Junie in his arms and shook his head in distress. ‘I’m sorry for what I said, but you’re a sensible child. You can see how it is.’


Cathy smiled nastily. ‘I can see how it is, all right. You fell on your feet here. I wouldn’t advise knocking her from pillar to post like you did me mother, though. Do you know what I can’t understand in all this?’ She looked into the little woman’s face. ‘I don’t get what it is exactly that you see in him. Because my mum might not be Woman of the Year, I accept that, but I always thought even she was too good for  him. He’s Irish scum, lady. But then again, so are you, I suppose.’


She walked out into the hallway. Then: ‘Oh, by the way, you’d better set another place, his son will be here soon. My mum wouldn’t give him house room after this.’


Outside she looked at her mother crumpled in Betty’s arms and felt the first stirrings of a headache. As they walked down the neat pathway to the gate, Cathy glanced at the neighbours standing curiously on their doorsteps. Brazenly she bent down and picked up a stone, hurling it through the front window of the neat and tidy little house.


‘Had a look, have you? Want a bleeding photograph!’ she called to the onlookers.


Betty, despite herself, started to laugh. ‘You’re a girl, Cathy Connor, and no mistake.’


She shrugged. ‘Well, that’s Christmas fucked. Another fun day in the Connor household. Here, give me an arm and I’ll help you carry her home.’


The three women walked along with as much dignity as they could muster, which as they all secretly acknowledged wasn’t much.


Eamonn Junior had left and Madge was in bed sleeping off the bottle of Scotch she had put away soon after getting home. Cathy tidied round and then, finding she was hungry, opened the oven door.


All that was left of the chicken was the bones: Eamonn had picked the bird clean. Putting her head in her hands, she cried.


Looking around the tiny cramped kitchen, with the damp on the walls and the faded lino on the floor, Cathy Connor saw the rest of her life.


In her mind’s eye, she saw once again the tidy house with its clean curtains, polished furniture and newly papered walls. Eamonn would be in his element there after years sleeping in a bed piled high with coats, her own haphazard cleaning and her mother’s cloying scent pervading the house.  The boy would think he had died and gone to heaven.


Much as she hated to admit it, Cathy envied him.


Junie was over the worst of her shock, and a few sherries later was dishing up the dinner and chatting twenty to the dozen about how everything would be grand. Madge would understand now, and they could start life together in peace.


Young Eamonn’s eyes nearly popped from his head as a plate was piled high for him with turkey, stuffing, carrots, cabbage and roast potatoes. He saw his father smile and smiled back happily. After wolfing down the turkey dinner, he was further amazed to see a huge sherry trifle brought wobbling to the table in Junie’s capable hands. Thanking God that he had finally landed on his feet, he’d polished off two bowls before his father admitted defeat and retired upstairs with Junie ‘for a rest’.


Turning on the brand new television set, the boy sat and laughed at Tony Hancock. He was cracking nuts and drinking a beer when Junie came down in her dressing gown.


Taking the cut-glass bowl from his lap, she replaced it on the sideboard. Grim-faced she slid a doily under the glass he used for his beer and peered at him closely.


‘Let’s get this straight first off, young man. You are here on sufferance because your father’s here. I’ll feed you and water you, and we’ll be civil. But you don’t touch anything in this house without my express permission. Do you understand me?’


Eamonn Junior looked into her cold grey eyes and nodded.


‘Now get yourself up and have a bath, you smell of the slums, boy. In future you’ll bathe twice a week and you’ll leave your boots outside the front door. And if you don’t like it . . . well, you know what you can do, don’t you? Your father burned his boats today. If I give you both your marching orders, what else is there for you? Think on that.’


In the shiny bathroom, Eamonn thought of sausage sandwiches and Madge’s haphazard attentions and realised that he  had been better off where he was. His dad was doing all right, but what was there in all this for him, he wondered. The old biddy didn’t like him, and he certainly didn’t like her.


Downstairs he could hear his father’s booming laughter. Eamonn shuddered. He was missing the old place already. For all the niceness of this house, he knew he’d never be welcome. Hadn’t June gone out of her way to tell him he was only here on sufferance?


When he arrived downstairs, she was all sweetness and light, making them turkey sandwiches and cups of sweet tea. When she finally went out to the kitchen to wash up, Eamonn Senior looked at his son and said with pride: ‘I’m for marrying her, son.’


The boy laughed softly. ‘You’re joking, Dad!’


His father frowned. ‘What’s to joke about? Are you blind or something? Look around you, for Christ Himself’s sake. We’re well set on here, you fecking eejit!’


The boy shook his head and sighed. ‘And you called poor old Madge a whore! You’re no better. You lived off her and now you’ll live off this one.’


His father’s expression changed then, a subtle change that told Eamonn he had better watch his step. His father was still on his best behaviour but he’d hammer the boy if the need arose.


‘And you’re no better than me. You’ve always looked out for number one, and no doubt you always will. I’d exchange you in the morning for young Cathy, because she’s got more heart than you’ll ever have. Madge will be all right all the time she has Cathy to look out for her. I only wish I’d been blessed with such a child, because you’d see me dying and look for the angle before offering me help!’


Eamonn Junior stared at his father. ‘Well, I had a good teacher, didn’t I?’


The big man was not offended. He nodded solemnly. ‘Aye, son, you did that. If I gave you nothing else, I gave you a shrewd brain.’


Junie bustled into the room once more, pleased as punch to have the big Irish navvy sitting in her late husband’s chair. Smiling at him, she settled into her own and began to sew, humming softly under her breath.


Eamonn watched his father put away beer after beer and sandwich after sandwich. Looking round the room, he costed up everything in his head. One day, when he was older, he’d clear this place out and leave the pair of them with nothing.


The thought cheered him, more so when he saw his father making sheep’s eyes at the little dark-haired widow with her soft Irish accent and heart of steel.


Later, lying between the crisp white sheets of a proper bed, he decided to go round to Madge’s the next day. He’d eat and sleep here, but he wouldn’t forego Madge’s and Cathy’s attention. In this house he’d be starved of it. That old bitch would launch him out like a rocket given half a chance.


But he’d play the pair of them at their own game, and bide his time. He wasn’t the son of Eamonn Docherty for nothing. As he had said to his father earlier, he’d had a very good teacher.


Betty, in a bid to cheer up her friend, had rustled up two men of indeterminate age and occupation. Both wore suspenders on their socks and both had brightly coloured braces, National Health false teeth and thinning hair. Their names were Charlie and Bill. Charlie was obviously a regular customer of Betty’s, and as such felt he was in charge. As he topped up her mother’s glass, he winked jovially at Cathy.


‘What did you get for Christmas, love?’


Cathy looked into his cold eyes and said quietly, ‘What I get every year. Sweet fuck all.’


Charlie grinned and gave his exaggerated wink once more. Grabbing the front of his trousers, he said loudly: ‘I’ve got something here for you, if you think you can handle it.’


Cathy rolled her eyes at the ceiling. ‘Leave it where it is, little boy. I want nourishment not punishment!’


Madge and Betty roared with laughter.


Bill, realising what the girl had said, put in, ‘She’s a bit knowing, ain’t she?’


‘Oh, leave her alone, you two. She’s only twelve.’


‘Big girl for twelve, if you ask me.’


Betty turned on the man beside her and cried, ‘Well, no one is asking you, are they? Cut her a bit of slack, for Christ’s sake.’


But there was an underlying note of jealousy in the woman’s voice and Cathy got up and walked out. Pulling a dresser against her bedroom door, she began to tidy up her room. Hearing the radio and the laughter in the background, she sighed heavily. Another man and her mother was the old Madge once more. Tomorrow she’d be crying and threatening suicide again, but for the moment all was well with her.


Looking out of the window Cathy saw all the neighbours’ Christmas trees and the warm glow from the fairy lights around them and wondered what it must be like to live in a normal household, with a normal mother and father and a normal life.


Closing her eyes, she bit back tears. She was missing Eamonn badly. For the last seven Christmases they had been together, the two of them against the world – or against their parents anyway. She could put up with anything if he was there beside her. Now they were parted and she wasn’t sure she could cope. He was her ally, her brother, her friend. Eamonn was everything to her.


In the front room she heard a glass break, and a man swearing, then loud laughter once more. This would be her life from now on – she had to accept that or go mad.


It would be back to the bad old days of errant men, haphazard money, and the phantom pregnancies her mother suffered every few months. Back to prying money from Madge to provide food and warmth. Back to listening to the groans and snores of men she would never see again, if God  were good. Listening to bedsprings and fights or bedsprings and laughter.


She glanced around the room which was about to become her nightly prison, and sighed heavily. Living with her mother, a lunatic alcoholic, was one thing – she could cope with that – but living without Eamonn was a different kettle of fish altogether.


From now on she’d be living without love.


The love he’d given her was what had kept her going this long. Madge’s love didn’t count in the equation, because her mother’s love was transient, only really apparent when there was no man on the scene. Betty’s petty jealousy had struck a warning note in Cathy’s mind and she knew, deep inside, that she had to sort herself out now. In a year or two it would be all too easy to go the way of her mother and Betty, and that was something she was determined wasn’t going to happen to her. Not in a million years. Her life would be different. She had decided that much.


Finally she slept with images of Eamonn before her eyes, a tiny terraced house full of shining furniture, and herself, her belly full of arms and legs, waiting for her conquering hero to come home.


She had a smile on her face as she slept, and her eyelids fluttered as she dreamed of the good life, her other life. The life she knew was waiting for her.


One day it would all come true, she had to believe that. Because without her dreams Cathy Connor had nothing, and no one was more painfully aware of that than she was herself.







Chapter Three


1966


Madge Connor was having trouble breathing. Clearing her throat loudly, she sat up straighter in her chair and downed the rum in front of her in one swallow. The coughing abated and she smiled lazily before hawking in her throat once more, bringing the spittle and phlegm into her mouth.


A voice protested loudly: ‘Leave it out, Madge, you’re making me feel sick!’


She spat into the spittoon by the bar and shrugged. ‘Better out than in.’ Holding up her glass, she signalled for another large drink and lit another cigarette.


Betty shook her head and sighed. ‘One of these days, Madge Connor, them fags is going to kill you.’


‘Blow it out your arse, Bet, and let’s get to work.’


The barman brought the drink and Madge downed it at a gulp, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing lipstick and spit across her face.


‘You’re pissed.’


Madge put on a surprised expression and said sarcastically, ‘No? Thank Gawd you told me, Betty, I’d never have sussed that one by meself!’


Betty sighed again. ‘You’re always pissed lately, ever since that Irish ponce got married.’ Her voice became softer then. ‘Come on, Madge, let’s get to work before all the blokes are taken.’


Madge shook her head. ‘I can’t be bothered any more.  We’re pissing against the wind there. Can’t you see, we’re too old for this lark?’


Her faded eyes were alight with honesty and Betty couldn’t stand looking into them any longer. The trouble with Madge was, when she got drunk, she told the truth. And the truth hurt.


Betty patted her hair, dyed black these days, looking in the bar mirror. ‘Suit your fucking self! I’ve got to earn a few quid even if you ain’t.’ Slipping off the stool, she made her way out of The Blind Beggar pub and towards Victoria Park. She’d pick up the bus and be in Custom House within half an hour.


As she approached the bus stop she heard Madge’s tell-tale high heels behind her.


‘Hold on, girl, I’ll break me neck in a minute!’


Taking out a crumpled tissue, Betty wiped her friend’s face clean and helped her apply more lipstick. As the bus came into sight two young boys on the opposite side of the street started shouting.


‘Oi, you old slappers, how much for a quick flash?’


Ignoring them, Betty helped her friend on to the bus, oblivious to the hostile stares of the women already seated. Madge and Betty’s cheap fur coats and plastered-on make-up were a dead giveaway. They were ridiculed wherever they went and both stared stoically ahead, as they’d learned to years ago.


‘Come on, Cathy, let me.’


She shook her head as she pulled his hands from under her jumper.


‘Stop it. You know I won’t do that.’


Eamonn leaned back against the settee, gritting his teeth. ‘I don’t believe you, Cathy. We’ve done everything else but, and at the last minute you knock me back!’ Jumping up, he arranged himself and pulled up his flies.


Cathy watched him, full of fear that he’d walk away from her, this time for ever.


‘You’re a tease, Cathy, you know that, don’t you?’ he complained bitterly.


She closed her eyes. The cider he had given her had made her drunk and she wished she was in bed asleep, instead of lying on a settee, half naked and upset.


‘I’m frightened, Eamonn.’


Picking up his coat from the floor, he smiled unpleasantly. ‘Thanks a lot, Cath. That says it all, don’t it? After all these years, you’re frightened of me. Well, don’t worry, I won’t be coming back, love.’


As he made for the door, she ran to him, her unbuttoned tartan skirt hanging loose around her waist and threatening to slip to the floor.


‘I’m sorry, Eamonn, really I am. Don’t go.’


He turned and looked at her hard. ‘Does that mean you’re going to let me then?’


She dropped her gaze and concentrated on the old scarred dresser in the corner of the room. She heard his sharp intake of breath.


‘I can’t, Eamonn.’ Her low voice was barely audible.


‘Not can’t, Cathy. Won’t. See you sometime.’


He turned from her and left the room. At the front door he waited a few seconds, sure that she’d beg him to come back. But she didn’t, and feeling the temper rise within him, he slammed out of the door.


Cathy heard his footsteps clattering downstairs as she was pulling on her panties, and swallowed down the urge to cry. Sex was a major part of her mother’s life and Cathy had always accepted that. But sex for herself was something else altogether. She wanted to be a virgin when she got married, and even at thirteen she understood exactly what Eamonn was offering her: the chance to get pregnant, the chance to be used, the chance to become what her mother was. She adored Eamonn but years of living with him had left her with no illusions as far as he was concerned. That, coupled with the fact that she still adored him, was the root of all her problems. 


The worst of it was, she wanted to do what he asked, but was too frightened.


After tidying herself, she began washing the glasses and straightening the furniture. Then she went to her room, lay down on the bed and took deep breaths.


She was lulled to sleep by images of Eamonn and herself, in a nice house, with a wedding ring on her finger and a baby in her arms. Respectability was all-important to Cathy because it was something to aspire to. Most people wouldn’t understand that. But then, most people weren’t the child of a dock dolly like Madge.


Since her Irishman had married, she had even started to bring her work home.


It was the shrill laughter of drunkenness that woke Cathy. Rubbing her eyes, she realised she was still fully dressed. She sat up on the bed and glanced at the small bedside clock. It was three-thirty in the morning. Her head ached from the cider and her mouth felt as dry as the Gobi Desert. Yawning heavily, she walked from the bedroom into the narrow hallway. As she made her way to the kitchen she heard a man’s voice.


‘Pour out more drinks, Alan.’


‘Yeah, large ones!’ Betty’s voice was slurred and Cathy closed her eyes in distress.


If it was a foursome, the noise level was likely to increase and she wasn’t in the mood. Hearing the clink of glasses, she poured herself some milk and tiptoed back to her room with it. Inside she drank the milk and undressed hurriedly, hanging up her skirt and smoothing out her jumper. Pulling on a large flannelette nightie, she pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. But she was wide awake now.


By the light of the streetlamp she could make out the furniture in her room, even the damp patches on the wallpaper. She replayed the scene of earlier in her mind and sighed heavily. In her young life only two people had  remained a constant fixture: her mother and Eamonn.


Now he wanted something from her, and she knew she would eventually let him have it. Putting her hands behind her head, she comforted herself with wild imaginings: Eamonn waiting for her at the altar, the moment he slid the ring on to her finger, Madge all respectable in a navy blue two-piece wiping away tears of pride.


She was smiling slightly when the bedroom door was thrust open and the harsh light from the hallway dazzled her.


‘Well, well! What have we here?’


The man was tall and thin, with a beaked nose and thick lips. He smiled at her but there was a gloating quality in his voice and eyes.


‘Get out! Go on, mate, get yourself out of here.’ Cathy could hear the sounds of the radio and raucous laughter coming from the lounge.


The man approached the bed. ‘Come on, love, I ain’t stupid. Got the painters in, is that it?’


Cathy closed her eyes at this disgusting reference to periods. Leaping from the bed, she screamed out: ‘Mum! Mum! Get in here!’


The loudness of that voice, coming from such a fragile slip of a girl, took him by surprise. Sidestepping him, Cathy ran into the front room, causing the three of them to fall quiet. The second man sat staring at her in shock.


‘Who’s this then?’


Cathy put her hands on her hips and said nastily, ‘Come on, Mum, do the honours. I have to get up for school in the morning, and there’s a man in my room trying to get his leg over.’


Madge winked at her and said, ‘He’s all right, girl. Tell him the score and send him back in here. You’re safe as houses, love.’


Cathy shook her head in consternation. ‘You go and get him, please – he’s your punter, not mine. I’d appreciate it if  you’d tell him that and all. He seems to think I work with you two.’


The man walked back into the room as she said that. He was pulling up his flies and belched loudly before saying: ‘Leave it out, girl, you’re ripe for it. Next you’ll be telling us you’re a virgin and your mother’s Lady Docker!’


The men laughed together.


Cathy screwed up her eyes in exasperation and Betty stood up. Taking the girl’s arm she said in a soothing voice: ‘Don’t get in a state, Cathy. Come on, I’ll take you back to bed.’


‘I’ll come with you.’ The second man’s voice was full of innuendo. ‘See you tucked in, like.’


Betty looked at him and said laughingly, ‘Stop it, Alan. The girl’s only thirteen. Leave her alone.’


Alan, a heavy-set man with steel grey Brylcreemed hair and a red nose, said seriously, ‘Thirteen, my arse! She looks old enough to me. Old enough for what I want anyway.’


Cathy pulled herself from Betty’s grasp. Her voice hard and reminiscent of her mother’s, she said loudly and forcefully: ‘That’s it! I want both of you out – now.’ She picked up the two overcoats from the back of the settee and threw them on the floor.


‘I beg your pardon?’ The tall thin man sounded amazed.


‘You heard. What are you, deaf as well as stupid? I said out.’


‘You’ll get a slap around the face, young la—’


But Ron’s voice was cut off by Madge who butted in: ‘If there’s any fucking slapping to be done, mate, I’ll do it! Now then, Cathy, get yourself back to bed and I’ll sort these two out myself.’


The girl gritted her teeth. ‘I want them out, Mum.’


Madge stood up. Pushing out her considerable chest, she said heavily, ‘What you want and what you’ll get is two different things. Now, get back to bed and I’ll see you in the morning. OK?’


Her eyes spoke volumes and Cathy turned abruptly and  walked from the room. The tall man stood in the doorway. She had to squeeze past him to get out.


He smiled down at her, his breath rank in her face as she made her escape. ‘I’ll see you again, love.’


She shouted over her shoulder, ‘Not if I see you first, mate!’ Then slammed the bedroom door and made a big production of wedging a chair underneath the handle.


This was becoming a nightly occurrence and she hated it. Twice in the last few weeks she had been disturbed by men trying to touch her, or had woken to find them leering at her. It was getting beyond a joke. Cathy had long ago come to terms with her mother’s way of life. The taunts of the other kids were like water off a duck’s back now. But as she herself approached womanhood, things were changing, becoming frightening. Because Cathy knew, in her heart of hearts, that if offered enough money Madge would try and talk even her daughter into the ‘life’, something Cathy emphatically did not want. Madge Connor patently could not understand her reluctance. To Madge, men were there to rip off, to take from, and if they wanted something in return, well, what was wrong with that?


Memories of her young life assailed Cathy. Visiting men would sit her on their lap and all Madge would do was laugh shrilly and pour herself another drink. Cathy could almost see herself trying to squirm free from their harsh beards and loose-lipped kisses. It made her shudder even now.


As bad as Eamonn Senior was, he had never tried that with her, only ever wanting to be her friend. In a strange way, she missed him. At least with him there, she’d been safe, and Eamonn, her Eamonn had been there too. Now it seemed the only way to get him back was to give in to him; let him have what he wanted. Feeling tears sting her eyes, she wondered what the end of all this would be.


Cathy sat at the kitchen table with a plastic-backed mirror propped up against the tea pot. She made up her face  carefully, sipping from the cup of sweet tea beside her and munching a piece of toast. As she applied lipstick her mother walked into the kitchen and began to pour out two teas, letting the mirror fall to the table.


‘Is he still here?’ Cathy’s voice was low.


Madge stared at her. ‘What if he is? This is my flat, love, not yours. Remember?’


‘How could I forget? By the way, Mrs Carter from next door is complaining to the landlord again. She told me when I was bringing in the milk.’


Madge yawned, tongue like a yellow snake inside her mouth. ‘Fuck her, silly old cow!’ Walking to the door she called: ‘Tea up! Breakfast’s extra!’


The tall thin man walked into the kitchen in nothing but his trousers. His braces hung by his legs and his eyes still had white beads of sleep round them. Cathy felt the toast rise inside her as she looked at him.


‘Drink your tea and fuck off.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact.


Madge laughed. ‘She likes you, Ron. Normally she don’t speak to anyone!’


The man grinned and Cathy grinned back. A fake grin that held so much hatred he was taken aback for a few moments.


‘You’re such a stroppy mare, Cathy. You always shoot yourself in the foot, you,’ Madge ran on. ‘If you could give people a kind word, you’d get rewarded. Look at that man a while ago – he gave you half a crown!’ She looked at Ron and said in exasperation, ‘She told him to shove it. Straight up!’ Madge’s voice held pride and annoyance at the same time. ‘She’s a nice girl, this one. No one will ever own her, mate.’


Cathy lit a cigarette and took a deep draw on it. Then, making her voice sweet, she said, ‘So, Ron, have you a wife and kids, and where do you work? Is this how you want me, Mum? The talkative teenager?’


Madge laughed heartily. ‘You should go on the bleeding stage, Cath. You’re a card and no mistake.’


‘She wants a slap round the earhole, Madge, and if I was her father she’d get one.’


Madge turned on him viciously. ‘You and whose fucking army, mate? Because if you so much as raised your hand, I’d stick a knife through your heart without a second’s thought.’


The man looked at her for long moments. ‘I’ll bear that in mind, lady.’


Madge lit a cigarette and said, ‘Get your coat and piss off, I’ll see you later.’ Her voice had lost its fierceness now and was almost cajoling.


When Ron had left she poured out two fresh teas and said sadly, ‘Another day, another dollar.’


‘How much did you get?’ Cathy asked with genuine interest.


‘A couple of quid. Nothing to write home about. How’s young Eamonn?’


Cathy shrugged. ‘Same as usual, Mum. He said his dad’s well before you ask.’


As Madge nodded, cigarette ash fell on to the slip which was all she wore and she wiped at it haphazardly. ‘I loved him, you know, Cathy.’ Her voice was small, crushed-sounding.


Cathy looked sadly at her. The streaked mascara and faded lipstick gave her mother’s face a clown-like appearance. Holding her hand tightly, Cathy said, ‘I know you did, Mum. I know you did.’


Madge sniffed. ‘I got a new job last night. I’m going to work in a clip joint near Soho.’


Cathy smiled even though her heart wasn’t in it. ‘Why the long face then, Mum? After all, you’ve been promoted.’


Madge laughed harshly. ‘You’re a sarcastic little mare, ain’t ya?’


Cathy pulled a brush through her thick blonde hair and said, ‘Why don’t you get a proper job, Mum? Like everyone else.’


Madge shook her head and said hotly: ‘I should bleeding  well cocoa! Let’s not start all that old fanny again. Fine mess we’d be in with about three quid a week to live on. Have you thought of that, eh?’


‘Well, other people manage.’


‘I ain’t other people. Anyway, I like me job.’


Putting on her school coat, Cathy kissed her mother and said, ‘That’s the trouble, you like it too much. See you tonight.’


Madge swung round in her chair and said, ‘Before you rush off, what do you think of Ron?’


Cathy shrugged. ‘Why?’


‘He wants to move in, I think. It’s him what got me the new job.’


Cathy’s face was a picture of terror as she said, ‘Oh, Mum! You’re not moving him in, are you? He’s horrible.’


‘No, he ain’t. He’s a man, that’s all. Surely you’re not going to hold that against him? Anyway, nothing’s final. I might change me mind.’


‘You’d better, Mum. I’m sick of people in and out of my bedroom, and you know that’ll be the upshot. It always is.’


Her mother grinned slyly. ‘You could make us a fortune, Cathy. You’re ripe for it.’


The girl’s face blanched. ‘You’re not serious, surely?’


‘’Course not, you silly mare. I’m just winding you up.’


Cathy slammed out of the flat, her heart beating a tattoo in her chest.


More and more often lately her mother made jokes that Cathy didn’t think were funny. In her heart she knew they were real threats; in the night she admitted this to herself because, as much as her mother loved her, Cathy knew Madge was a brass through and through. Like a piece of Southend rock, if you cut Madge Connor in half it would be written there in big pink letters.


As she walked to school Cathy’s mind was on what her mother had told her, and for the first time in ages, Eamonn was not in the forefront of her thoughts.


‘Hello, me little pickaheen!’ Eamonn Senior’s welcome was loud and Junie’s face pinched as they saw Cathy sitting in their neat little kitchen.


‘Hello, Junie. Eamonn.’ Cathy’s voice was civil, and against her better judgement the older woman smiled kindly at her.


‘You’ve just mashed the tea then? Good girl, we’ll both have a cup. Bring them through to the parlour, there’s a dear.’


‘I’ll have a bottle of beer meself. Now then, child, where’s the eejit?’ the big man asked her.


‘He’s popped over the road to Mr Burrows’s. He said there’s a chance of a job in the docks.’


Eamonn Senior’s eyes widened. ‘Good for him!’


Cathy nodded solemnly.


‘How’s your mother?’ Cathy knew he only asked out of politeness. She pushed her blonde hair back from her face and stared at him with an adult expression.


‘She’s fine, thanks. Got a new job in a clip joint and seems pleased enough about it. It’s a step up as far as she’s concerned.’


The man’s face was a picture as he listened to the news. ‘A clip joint, is it? Well, I hope it keeps fine for her.’ This was said in a derogatory way but Cathy was saved from answering by Eamonn Junior’s return.


‘All right, Cath? I thought you was going to work today,’ he said, looking at his father with a sneer on his face. ‘Many more days off and you’ll be out, mate.’


His father blew out his lips in derision. ‘They can’t get rid of me, I’ve told you that. They can’t get rid of any of the Irish at the moment. You’d do well to remember that.’


Young Eamonn pulled himself up to his full height and said quietly, ‘I told you over and over again, Dad – I ain’t fucking Irish, I’m English!’ Before his father could retort he had pulled Cathy from her seat and they were out the back door and up the path to the lane.


‘I hate that bastard at times.’


Cathy grinned. ‘What with him and me mother, it’s a wonder either of us is even remotely normal.’


Eamonn pulled her against him, and pushed his hand up her skirt. ‘Give us a kiss, Cathy.’


She kissed him then, smelling Coal Tar soap and Park Drive cigarettes.


‘Me mate has a bedsit. He says we can use it tonight.’


Eamonn’s eyes were a deep sea blue. Looking into them, she felt herself drowning. He was half smiling, his face already showing signs of five o’clock shadow. He was as dark as the gypsies he was said to descend from.


Seeing her expression he said softly, ‘Come on, Cathy. What you got to lose? I want you.’


Shaking her head, she sighed heavily. ‘No, Eamonn. I’m sorry, but I’m not ready yet. I told you – I’m frightened.’


She was pleading with her eyes. Eamonn stared hungrily into her pretty heart-shaped face and felt the pull of her then. Closing his own eyes, he said through gritted teeth: ‘For fuck’s sake, Cathy, you’re thirteen going on thirty! You’re not a kid, none of us is. Never bleeding well had the chance! I promise you, I’ll be really nice to you. You’ll love it.’


Cathy felt something inside her give way. Burning her boats, she said: ‘All right then, Eamonn.’


He crushed her to him tightly, feeling the strong steady beat of her heart against his ribs. She was so tiny, yet so female. He loved the smell of her, the feel of her. They were interrupted by the sound of heavy footfalls coming down the alley.


‘Eamonn! You’d better come, mate.’


Titchy O’Mara was a small stocky boy of sixteen. He had the roundness of his mother and the harsh features of his father. Out of breath, he put his hands on his knees and steadied himself.


He smiled briefly at Cathy before gasping: ‘There’s a big fight tonight, Bethnal Green against Bermondsey Boys.  There’s been fucking murders today! Harry Clark got a hammering in Bermondsey market – he’s in the Old London being stitched and all sorts. They’ve really pushed it this time. We’re going over the water at ten tonight, but we’re tooling up beforehand. You coming or what?’


Eamonn’s face was stiff with anger. ‘Harry Clark? But he’s only a kid, no more than fifteen. The dirty bastards! Have you told the rest of the firm?’


Titchy nodded. ‘’Course I have. We need to get everyone for this. I’m telling you now, this is the big one, mate. We’ve got to sort the fuckers once and for all.’


Eamonn nodded, all thoughts of Cathy forgotten. ‘I’m coming. Wait here while I get me gear.’


She rolled her eyes heavenwards as he disappeared through the back gate into his house. Titchy smiled at her shyly. He liked Cathy Connor; they had a lot in common. His mother was a dock dolly as well.


Five minutes later Eamonn was dressed in his battle clothes: black trousers, black shirt and black leather jacket. His fashionable elephant’s trunk hairstyle was freshly Brylcreemed and he carried a bicycle chain and an iron cosh in a tool bag.


Kissing his cheek, Cathy watched him disappear with Titchy and sighed with relief that the inevitable had been put off for a few days by the actions of the Bermondsey Boys.


Eamonn was easily the tallest of his cronies and they looked to him for guidance. Even the older boys looked to him, because Eamonn had the edge. Unlike his pals, who just liked to act it, Eamonn was really hard. He didn’t just fight, he set out to maim. His name was synonymous with real fear in the East End. It wasn’t just his size, impressive though that was. He had a coldness about him that the others picked up on.


At fifteen, he had beaten unconscious a North Londoner called Teddy Spinelli, a loan shark of Italian descent. Once,  Teddy had been respected – feared even. Since the hammering he had received at Eamonn’s hands, he had not been seen or heard of anywhere in the Smoke. Even the older villains gave Eamonn his due, impressed with this young boy, this fighter. Seeing themselves in him when young.


This was duly noted and gave him a mystique which Eamonn used shamelessly for his own ends.


There was one drawback to all this, however: every firm with dreams of the big time wanted to be the one to hammer Eamonn Docherty, therefore acquiring his reputation by default. Eamonn knew this and it was why he was so adamant about getting this South London firm put away once and for all. All in the name of poor Harry, of course.


If he pulled this one off, his entry into the real London gangs was assured. He was just sixteen years old.


He began passing out the weapons they had stashed away for such occasions. Putting his bicycle chain around his neck and his cosh down the back of his trousers, he pulled from his jacket a small handgun, ostentatiously checking it for ammunition.


The other boys all stared at him in awe.


‘Where the fuck did you get that?’


Eamonn grinned. ‘It was me old man’s. Let’s just say I borrowed it.’


Titchy’s eyes were round and staring. ‘Surely you’re not going to use it?’ His voice was high, scared-sounding, and Eamonn loved it.


Looking around him at the fourteen-strong gang he had been leading for the past few years, he shook his head.


‘Anyone who can’t handle it had better fuck off now, I ain’t playing kids’ games tonight. Harry Clark is lying in the Old London battered to fuck. Tonight we avenge him, and we go down in London history.’


He smiled at them all, a chilling sight.


‘South London get their comeuppance, and we become the number ones. Within a week we’ll all be on a wage with the  big boys. Who needs the docks, eh, when we can pull in big money for doing what we like best? Kicking people’s heads in.’


Titchy laughed nervously. ‘You’re a fucking nutter!’


Eamonn Junior grinned. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment, coming from you!’


Everyone laughed, but the sound was tinged with hysteria. Tonight wasn’t just a rumble. Tonight they were going to be blooded – whether they liked it or not.


Eamonn had always had the edge, and each and every one of them knew it. There was no turning back now.







Chapter Four


‘Hello, Cathy love. I see your woman going out done up to the nines. In on your own again the night?’


Mrs Fowler’s voice was kind, and Cathy stood in the lobby to the flats and smiled at the old woman.


‘Yes, I’m on me own tonight, Mrs Fowler. And believe me, with my mother that’s a Godsend at times!’


‘She’s a bleeding case, her,’ the old lady said comfortably. ‘Still, as I always say, each to their own, girl. If you fancy a cuppa later, give me a knock, all right?’


Cathy nodded and took the stairs two at a time, her kitten-heeled shoes clattering all the way up to the second floor. Some people were nice, really nice.


Pulling the key through the letter box on its piece of string, she opened the front door. The worn paint and scarred surface were unchanged from the day they’d first walked in here.


Cathy stepped into the seedy flat. Slipping out of her coat, she looked around her in dismay. Madge had once more completely trashed the tiny kitchen and living room in her hurry to get out to work.


The worn horsehair sofa was covered with sequinned dresses and discarded stockings, most with ladders or badly repaired holes. The floor was littered with shoes and handbags, strewn everywhere, left for her to tidy up.


Walking into the kitchen, she groaned. Make-up in various stages of decay covered all the surfaces. Spit-covered mascara brushes were scattered over the table next to dirty  dishes. Exotic blushers were everywhere and gaudy cream eyeshadows were left, minus their lids, by the overflowing ashtray.


Putting on the kettle, Cathy began clearing away. As she carried things into her mother’s bedroom she wrinkled her nose at the stale smell. She threw open the window and looked down into the street, at children playing and women gossiping, and took in a good deep lungful of London air. Leaving the window wide open, she picked up her mother’s large make-up bag and went back into the kitchen. She gathered up the make-up and unzipped the bag. Inside were several packs of French letters. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. Then, taking one of the packets, she slipped it into her own clutchbag.


If she was going to lose her cherry, at least she’d do it with proper precautions.


She made herself a cup of tea then began cleaning the lounge, putting all her mother’s dresses on hangers and arraying her shoes in neat lines around Madge’s bedroom walls. The handbags she stacked in the wardrobe, checking them first for change as she always did. Finally she pulled her mother’s bedclothes over the bed and, using the carpet sweeper, cleaned the floor.


Afterwards she made herself a coffee, lit a cigarette and listened to the Beatles on the radio, wondering if she’d ever have the chance to be part of the wild sixties – though, she admitted to herself ruefully, her mother had practised if not exactly free love, then certainly promiscuous love for years. In a funny way she envied her mother. Everything was cut and dried with Madge. You either did something, or you didn’t. There was no middle ground.


Cathy sighed. She rinsed out her cup and then began sorting through the washing basket. As she worked she dreamed of washing clothes in a nice kitchen, like the one on the Tide advert, and cooking elaborate meals for her husband Eamonn. In her dream her mother and Eamonn Senior were  miraculously dead and buried, leaving their two children to live the good life with no painful reminders of the past.


Thinking of Eamonn she imagined him taking her sexually and the thought made her breath come in quick jolting gasps. He was right, she admitted. She was ripe for it. What she wasn’t ripe for was a child, a flat like this one and the hard life of the women around her: old before their time and knocking out children like Ford assembly lines.


Smiling, she decided that she, Cathy Connor, would have her cake and eat it too.


As she scrubbed, she sang along happily with the Crystals.


‘What on earth is that sitting at the end of my bar!’


Jessie Houston’s voice was scandalised and Madge’s face hardened as the words intended for her rang out over the small bar.


‘Are you off your fucking head, Ron? I’ve seen better-looking things in bombed-out houses!’


He wiped a hand across his sweating face and tried to placate his sister-in-law. ‘Leave it out, Jess.’


Jessie, eight stone of pure malevolence, looked into his face and shrieked: ‘Leave her out, more like! Outside with the bleeding rubbish. I know some of our girls are a bit long in the tooth, but at least they’re not dock dollies. And she’s a dock dolly from head to foot. I smelt the fucker before her beak came round the door.’ She looked along the bar to Madge and said in a quieter voice: ‘No disrespect, love, but I can’t have you here, sorry. The other girls will be here soon and they’ll go spare.’


Madge swallowed down her humiliation and stared challengingly at Ron.


‘She stays and that’s my final word,’ he put in.


Jessie thumped the bar. Turning on Ron, she screamed, ‘Then you run this place yourself! I ain’t being made a laughing stock. Even if we employed her, who’d have her? Look at her, Ron, for Christ’s sakes.’


Ron, used to letting the fierce little woman in front of him have her own way, said through gritted teeth, ‘She stays, Jessie – all right? I own half this club and you’d better remember that.’


Jessie’s face was white with fury. Since the death of her husband, she had come into the whoring business, and both she and Ron had been relieved to find that she had a natural aptitude for it. With no children and no real scruples, Jessie had found her vocation in life. The only bugbear was the fact that she had ruled her husband, and now she ruled Ron and the little empire they had created.


Even the bigger boys were wary of Jessie. Just looking at her you could see she was capable of literally anything. She could evict a fifteen-stone man with the minimum of fuss, pour the drinks and head count the girls without thinking. Ron’s brother Danny had once been the brains of the business. Jessie had effortlessly taken over where he had left off.


This was the first time Ron had tried to assert himself, and in all honesty it wasn’t so much Madge herself as the fact that he was trying to take a decision on his own that bothered Jessie. She had to be in charge. It was just her way.


‘Come on, Jess, do the honours, love.’ Ron’s voice was cajoling now, tinged with desperation.


Jessie took a deep breath. Pulling herself up to her full five foot two, she said, ‘On your own head be it, Ron. It’s half yours as you point out, but if you done a bit of collar here now and then I’d be more inclined to take your point of view like . . .’


She droned on and he smiled at Madge, raising his eyebrows in triumph.


Madge looked from him to Jessie and stored the insults away for future reference. Jessie should have known better than to pull down a dock dolly because dock girls never forgot nothing.


Jessie went into the back room where the gambling would take place and Ron poured Madge a stiff drink of rum.


‘She’s all right, Madge. Don’t take any notice of her. She’s always the same, don’t mean anything by it. Once the other girls arrive, you’ll see I’m right. The main job here is getting the punters to bet. It’s more a gambling club than a clippie really. Remember always to keep your paper with you when you score a lump. Because Jessie will head count you all and she don’t miss a trick, but if you don’t know your score, she won’t tell you. Understand me?’


Madge nodded. ‘I thought you said it was your club?’


Ron stared down into her face and sighed heavily. ‘It is. Half mine anyway. Look, Madge, if you don’t like the set up, fuck off, love. There’s plenty more where you came from.’


Madge licked her bright orange lips and attempted a smile. ‘Don’t be like that, Ron. I thought me and you was mates.’


He relented and smiled thinly at her. ‘We are, providing you do as I say.’


Before she had a chance to answer the door burst open and two of the other hostesses arrived. Looking at them, Madge saw that they weren’t really very different from her.


Her dreams of the big time were shattered in seconds. Instead of ripping off sailors, she’d be ripping off local men. Who, unlike the sailors, could easily track her down. Knocking back her drink, she looked at the hubbub around her and sighed.


Well, it was a step up in its own way, and if nothing else she had Ron. Because a man in her bed was worth two in her hand, any day of the week.


It was just after eleven when the boys made their way along Upper Thames Street. They looked like trouble, which was exactly the impression they wished to create. Some were walking, others were on Vespas, the engines humming in the darkness. All were alert and ready for the trouble they were to cause.


‘Show us your gun again, Eamonn. Go on.’ Doughal Feenan was fascinated by the weapon and Eamonn handed it  to him, laughing at the boy’s incredulity.


Doughal, all red hair and freckles, looked at his friend and said seriously: ‘You wouldn’t really shoot someone dead, would you?’


Eamonn could hear fear tinged with awe in the boy’s voice and shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Watch me. Those bastards need to be taught a lesson and a bullet up their arses should achieve that much at least!’


He laughed and the others laughed with him, all thinking this was just a frightener for the South London boys. At the end of the day, with the eldest there just sixteen, they weren’t like the big timers, though all of them wanted to be seen that way. By their peer group at least.


Eamonn took the gun and put it back in his jacket pocket. He loved the attention it created. Loved the feeling of being in charge of them all, being the main man. Eamonn Docherty craved the limelight. Craved the feeling of being someone important, and the gun guaranteed him that.


No one would dare disrespect him with a gun aimed at their heads. No one.


Looking at his gang he felt a moment’s intense happiness. He loved to lead people, loved to be the one telling them all what they were to do, where they were to go. They all looked up to him as if he were something special. He had made up his mind that one day soon everyone would know him, would understand he was a dangerous man, a force to be reckoned with.


The gun, and his natural leadership abilities, would guarantee him that. After tonight his name would be known everywhere in London while simultaneously his East End cronies would retreat behind a wall of silence and he would, in effect, get away with murder.


He had been living for this night for too long. All he wanted now was to get it and his dirty work over with. Then he could start his career, his real life.


The Krays would give him a job; they liked a face with  bottle and he had plenty of it. No more listening to his father’s old crap, no more living in a two up, two down with an Irish drunk and a houseproud bitch. No more scraping along, doing a little bit here and a little bit there.


If everything went to plan, he’d finally hit the big one. Payola. He would be a real villain now, and that meant the fast track to money, cars and prestige.


Tonight was to be his watershed, his blooding. He couldn’t wait to get started.


He didn’t have to wait long. The South London firm was waiting for them at the top of the Embankment.


James Carter was a Bermondsey boy through and through. Of Irish descent, he had a lot in common with Eamonn Docherty though neither of them would admit that.


He watched the other gang’s arrival with cold green eyes. Taking out his steel comb, he pulled it through his hair, fastidiously pushing his quiff into place and replacing the comb in his pocket. His full-lipped mouth was set in a cruel smile and inside his jacket was a cut-throat razor. Eamonn Docherty was to get the biggest shock of his life tonight and James Carter was going to be the man to give it to him.


Behind him his gang stood stock still. Every face was hard. Every hand was shaking. Not with fear, but with excitement.


As the East Enders drew close, they stopped and the two gangs stared each other out. Then, as if all of one mind, they pulled out their weapons.


A car driving past speeded up, rattling towards Westminster. Gang fights were common, but it was unusual to see one on a common thoroughfare.


The Embankment was quiet at eleven-thirty at night; most revellers had gone on to other places or were already home. The only sound now was of the Thames lapping gently against the green-slimed wall.


Eamonn touched the bicycle chain around his neck, his cosh down the back of his trousers. They waited patiently for  everyone to arm themselves. This was the unwritten rule. When the streetlamp glinted on the gun pulled from Eamonn’s pocket there was a collective exhalation of shock from the South Londoners.


James Carter’s voice was deep, resonant with an Irish inflection. ‘Fuck off, Docherty. No one uses guns.’ Even though his voice was heavy with menace, everyone sensed the underlying fear there.


They were all experiencing it too.


Eamonn smiled lazily, his voice matter-of-fact and terrifyingly normal. ‘You should have thought of that when you beat up poor Harry. Eight to one, I heard. So I thought I’d even the odds up like – for him.’


The flash that came from the gun was a surprise to all there. The East London boys closed their eyes in fright and the South Londoners opened theirs to see if the bullet was aimed at them.


James Carter seemed to fall to the pavement in slow motion. Half his face flew into the air, bits of skin and eyeball spraying his friends and causing them to step back involuntarily.


Eamonn’s low laughter was clearly heard by them all. A stunned silence reigned, the sense of shock almost tangible.


Looking at the boy on the ground, Eamonn felt as if the bullet had hit him. There was a tight feeling in his chest, he was fighting for breath. Shock at what he’d done ballooned up inside him.


One of the South London boys knelt by his friend. Seeing the single staring eye and the position of the boy’s body, he looked at Eamonn. With tears in his voice, he said hysterically: ‘You’re fucking mad, Docherty! He’s an Irish like you. You don’t shoot people, don’t kill people . . .’ His voice trailed off as they heard the sound of police cars in the distance.


Everyone began running away, fear lending wings to their feet.


Titchy pulled on Eamonn’s jacket. ‘Come on, Eamonn, the Old Bill will be here any second. Come on, man, for fuck’s sake.’


Eamonn heard the anguish in the other boy’s voice. After one last look at James Carter, he turned away and began running. His heart was hammering in his chest and his blood ran cold.


He’d done it.



Jesus help me, he thought. I’ve actually done it. I’ve killed someone.


Madge was in her element. A drunken gambler had won a game and given her ten pounds. After telling her she was his lucky mascot, he had then offered her another ten to ‘do the business’ for him. So in less than an hour she had earned herself twenty pounds and had actually enjoyed herself.


She loved the heady atmosphere of the gambling room, and also the unaccustomed comfort of the ‘business’ room. To ply her trade with a mattress under her back seemed the height of sophistication so far as she was concerned.


After deciding she would live with Jessie’s taunts in order to keep this job, she sipped a large rum and Coke, staring around the gambling room.


It was relatively small and windowless. Police raids made that inevitable. You got into the club through the one narrow door and if ever there were a fire, the chances were you’d burn to death in the stampede to get back out the same way. Anyway, gamblers didn’t need natural light. Electric was fine, they needed no reminder of the time of day. People had been known to come in on a Thursday and leave on a Saturday morning, wondering where Friday had gone. From Thursday to Sunday the club was open literally all day and all night.


It was a good earner, and Jessie made sure that it reached its full potential. Most of the police force was paid off, except for the die-hards, the punters were happy and the drink was  never watered – three good reasons to use the place.


The girls were all of a certain age, guaranteeing no trouble with the men. Young girls wrought havoc in gambling clubs, their youth distracting the men from the serious business of gambling. Jessie knew that the punters who frequented her club would sleep with the Pope if the lighting was right. It was gambling that brought on their sexual rush, not a pretty face or a shapely leg. Sex was just another high, another bit of fun.


As Madge listened to the noise and breathed in the foetid air of the place, she felt a moment’s exhilaration. After a bad start the night was turning out better than she’d expected. One of the other girls smiled at her and she nodded in a friendly fashion. At the end of the day, whatever Jessie had said, whores all looked out for one another.


They had to.


As a man sidled up to her and offered to buy her a drink, she grinned at him coquettishly and stifled a yawn. The drink, the sex, the excitement and the heat had all made her tired. Grinning, she accepted the drink, and told herself to liven up. This could be a lucrative little earner and she needed to keep her wits about her.


Cathy was sitting on the settee, listening to the radio, when she heard a low call through the letter box.


‘Is that you, Eamonn?’ As she walked into the hallway she heard his voice again.


‘Open the door, you silly cow! Don’t let anyone know I’m here, Cathy. Keep your voice down.’


Unchaining the door, she let him in. One look at his white face told her he was in trouble. Big trouble.


‘What’s happened?’ Her voice too was low.


Eamonn looked down at Cathy then, realising just how small she was. Without her usual heels on she stood barely five foot two. Her tiny elfin face was all eyes, big blue eyes, and rosebud mouth. Seeing the fear there, he smiled,  knowing the reaction his words would get from her.


‘I done it, Cath. I finally done it. I’m there, girl, right up there!’ He pointed to the ceiling and laughed softly.


She stared at him blankly. ‘What have you done, Eamonn?’


Pushing his face down level with hers, he whispered hoarsely: ‘I fucking shot James Carter! Shot the bastard dead.’ He watched as her eyes widened into twin pools of blue.


‘You’re joking! Dear Christ, tell me you’re joking!’


Walking into the front room, he flopped down on the settee, stretching out his legs, all bravado.


‘It’s no joke, Cathy love. He wanted it and he fucking got it, mate, right in the boatrace.’ Putting out his fingers like a gun, he pointed them at her and went: ‘Bang, bang. That easy, girl. Like combing me hair, it was that easy.’


Cathy just looked at him, sure she must be dreaming. ‘You’re bloody mad. Are you having me on? Only if you are, I don’t think it’s very funny, Eamonn. It’s sick. Shooting someone . . . Whatever next!’ She attempted to laugh, all the time knowing he was telling her the truth, yet unable to believe he would really do it.


Eamonn laughed then, really laughed. ‘I’m there now, Cath – can’t you see that? I’m blooded, girl. I’m on the borrow, I’m the main man. Me life’s settled.’ Sitting up quickly, he looked into her eyes and said: ‘I’m on me way, Cath.’


Cathy shook her head so hard her hair whipped around her face. ‘You’re nowhere, you silly bastard, except on your way to getting a fucking rope around your neck. James Carter was fifteen years old! Fifteen, for crying out loud. We’re still kids, Eamonn – kids. No matter how much we think we know, we’re ignorant of real life. You’re telling me you stole his life away, and then laughing like it’s a joke or something?’ Her voice broke as she fought back the tears.


‘James Carter was even worse off than us – the eldest of  nine kids, his mother depended on him for money. You think you know it all and you know fucking nothing! It’s always  you, Eamonn, what you want. Only what you want. And this is the upshot. You’ve shot poor James Carter, and he’s dead, and now you want me to alibi you. That’s why you’re here, ain’t it?’


Eamonn stared at the little girl before him. In all his wildest fantasies he’d never expected this. Oh, he’d expected she might be a bit upset, but surely she should understand why he’d done what he had?


Desperation in his voice, he said harshly, ‘I don’t know nothing, eh? I know enough. I know that what I want won’t come from unloading ships in the docks. I want what the real world’s got. The real people. I want cars and clothes and a nice drum. I want to walk down the street and be recognised as a man to respect, not the son of a drunken Irish docker. I want to be able to hold me bleeding head up. I want people to look up to me, Cathy. I want what every other fucker’s given at birth – I want to be someone. Someone important.


‘Fuck James Carter! Another time and it could have been me on the receiving end of that bullet, not him. He wanted what I wanted, love, and like me he’d have done anything to get it.’


Cathy stared down into the face she adored. Saw the lighter flecks in his eyes and the beginnings of the dark shadow around his cheeks. Saw the strength of his brow and chin, and the harsh set of them. She shook her head sadly, swallowing back the words she wanted to say to him. To yell at him.


Eamonn slouched back on the settee, picking nervously at a small slit in the arm, pulling out wads of horsehair, the tremor in his hand noticeable to both of them now.


‘What do you want, Cathy? Do you want to end up like your mum, lying down with every Tom, Dick and Harry for a couple of quid? Because that will be your life if you’re not careful. How many women round here moonlight, eh?  So-called respectable women with kids and husbands. They look down on Madge but they’re no fucking better. None of them. What you see here is what we will end up with unless we do something about it. People like us are the shit on the shoes of everyone else. We’re the grafters, the lifters, the scrubbers. We’re supposed to be grateful for having a roof over our heads, having enough to eat. I’ve heard it all me life, first at school and then from the Labour Exchange. Well, I want to have too much of everything, not just enough. I want things, Cathy.


‘When me mum died, I was left with him, the fucking old ponce! I’ve been dragged all over the bleeding show. Have to live with the knowledge of him and his escapades. Have to watch me step in case his new wife slings me out the door. Have to listen to them, night after night, at it in their bed. Then I have to listen to his drunken ramblings.’


He pushed his hands through his hair and sighed, before continuing.


‘The only way out is up, Cath. And going up in the world for the likes of us means either villainy or the forces – and I’m fucked if I’ll join the army! If Madge has her way, you’ll be flogging your fanny before the year’s out. You know it, and I know it. I’m offering you a way out with me. Me and you, girl, together. I came here tonight because you’re the closest person to me. You’re the only person I really care about. Not just to alibi me. I could get a dozen people to do that.’


He was near to tears, and sitting beside him Cathy put her arm around his shoulders. Burying his face in her neck he let her hold him until the shameful sobs had ceased. The sixteen-year-old hard man was now a frightened boy. Wiping his nose with the back of his hand, he whispered, ‘It could just as easily have been me shot tonight, Cathy, and you know that.’


Holding him close to her, she closed her eyes tightly. Eamonn had done what he felt he had to do, and nothing  would convince him otherwise.


When his hands went to her breasts, she didn’t attempt to stop him.


Eamonn needed her, and no matter what he had done, what she really thought, loyalty to him overrode everything else.


He was the most stable element in her life. She worshipped him. Without him she had nothing.


Kissing the top of his head, she felt his probing fingers, all thoughts of James Carter, guns and policemen forced from her mind.


Eamonn needed her.


That was enough to be going on with.







Chapter Five


Eamonn looked at his father and smirked.


‘You did it, didn’t you?’ The older man’s voice was low, tense.


Eamonn nodded slowly. Maddeningly.


‘So what if I did?’ His voice was a curious mixture of childish bravado and manly insolence.


Eamonn Docherty looked down at his son and felt the pull of him. In all his life he had loved only one thing: his child, his boy. As bad as he had ever been, whoring and fighting were his worst sins. The child of his body, however, was a different kettle of fish.


‘Don’t you realise what you’ve done, son?’


The boy shrugged nonchalantly.


The large hand that swung out and knocked him from his seat came as a total surprise. As the beating began the boy curled himself into a tight ball, taking the blows, moving around on the floor to minimise the damage.


Finally spent, Eamonn Docherty leant against the wall of the dining room and wiped one hand across his sweating face. ‘They’ll hang you out to dry, boy. What are you? Stupid? Are you that fecking eggity you think you can get away with murder?’


The boy slowly pulled himself to his feet, using the mahogany table for support, his fingerprints standing out like beacons on the highly polished surface.


They looked at one another then, both men, each wary of the other.


‘That’s the last time you raise your hand to me, Dad. Next time I’ll fight you back.’


They stared each other out, both battling with the rage inside them. Eamonn was pleased to see his father drop his eyes first.


‘You’re a fecking fool, boy, if you think you can walk away from this one.’


Eamonn laughed then. ‘But I have, Dad. It’s been a week and not a sniff from the Old Bill. They don’t care about the likes of Carter, no more than they do the likes of us. It made the Evening Standard, and not a fucking dicky bird since. Except for locally, that is. In fact, I’ve been offered a job.’


The derogatory snort from his father made Eamonn’s whole body tense up.


‘A job, is it? What kind of job would that be? Bashing old ladies over the head for their bit of pension? Armed robbery? Or how about a nice clean minding job, a sixteen-year-old hard man? Jasus save us, I’ve heard everything now.’


Eamonn watched as his father dropped into a chair, an old man suddenly, the usual surly cockiness gone from him. He looked defeated, and instead of being pleased at this change in his antagonist, it hurt the boy. His father, for all his faults, real or imagined, had always seemed the epitome of the hard man. Now he found this hard man had feet of clay, and that inability to understand his son’s actions hurt deeply.


‘I’ve been offered a job by Dixon. It’s only picking up rents, but it’s a start. I can go great guns from there, I know I can.’


Eamonn Docherty looked at his son, noted his size, his dark good looks, and patent lack of intelligence.


‘Picking up rents, eh? Lucrative job that. If you don’t get caught, of course, or fall foul of anyone.’


The big man leant forward in his chair then, a desperate note in his voice as he pleaded with his son. ‘Is that what you  really want? I wanted you to be someone, a normal person, son. I didn’t want you to end up like me. I thought you despised what I was, what I became? I thought you wanted better?’


‘I do, Dad. That’s why I’m taking the job. I won’t end my days like you, mate, poncing off some little widow, trying to con her last few quid out of her. Living for the pub opening and a decent bit of dinner on the table. You did what you set out to do, Dad. You made me want more, and this is the only way I’m going to get it.’


‘Have you no remorse at all, son? For stealing that young lad’s life away?’


Eamonn shrugged once more. ‘Not really, no. Why should I? He wouldn’t have if the boot had been on the other foot. I’m nearly seventeen, Dad, a man in my own right. What you think is nothing to me. The funny thing is, it never was. You’re nothing to me, mate. Nothing to anyone except yourself. You have a high opinion of yourself, always did. But I could see you for what you were – a big Irish ponce. You lived off Madge. Her earnings kept you in the pub. She slept with men and you slept with her, knowing that. I think more of her than I do of you, Dad. Because Madge, for all her faults, never pretended to be something she wasn’t. If you died in the morning, I wouldn’t shed a tear. So now you know.’


The older man hung his head and stared at the lino below his feet. Tears stung his eyes and he blinked them away before looking once more into his son’s face.


‘I tried my best, Eamonn son. We can only do our best.’


‘That’s exactly the point I’m trying to make. One man’s meat is another man’s gravy, eh? I’ll be moved out by the weekend.’


As the man watched his son leave the room he felt an overwhelming loneliness and defeat. He’d wanted life to be different for his son and now it looked as if it would be. For all the father had been a drunkard, a wastrel and a womaniser,  he’d never actually resorted to criminal actions – well, no more than the odd bit of petty pilfering in the docks. Now, at sixteen, his son had launched into a criminal career by murdering a fellow teenager. And the killing wouldn’t stop there, he knew. From now on, Eamonn Junior would live like a villain and die a villain’s death. That was to be his destiny and nothing on God’s earth could save him from it.


Madge was happy, which meant that her daughter should have been ecstatic. Instead Cathy was withdrawn and nervous. Watching the girl as she made them both tea and toast, Madge noticed the deep shadows under her eyes and the sunken cheeks.


‘Are you sure everything’s all right, love?’


Cathy smiled gently. ‘For the millionth time, Mum, I’m all right. Stop questioning me. I’m just tired, that’s all.’


‘It’s Eamonn, ain’t it? This is something to do with him. He’s never been off the doorstep all week. Anyone would think you two were joined at the hip.’


Cathy made an effort not to look in her mother’s direction, knowing that the shrewd blue eyes would immediately read the thoughts inside her head. Say what you liked about Madge Connor: she ignored her daughter shamelessly at times, but when she wanted to know something, she had a way of finding it out.


‘I don’t know what you mean, Mum. I’ve always seen a lot of him.’


‘Well, girl, you’re seeing too much of him for my liking. I know the score there so don’t try and give me any old fanny. If he topped Carter then he’s for the chop himself. Don’t get involved, love.’


Cathy’s eyes flashed a steely blue as she turned on her mother. ‘What do you know about anything? He was with me, and if the filth come knocking on this door, I’ll tell them the same thing. Bloody hell, Mum, I expected it off everyone else but not you! He was the closest thing to a son you ever  had. If it was his father in trouble you’d be moving heaven and earth to help him.’


Madge sipped her tea and smiled, further irritating her already strung-out daughter. ‘His father, for all his bleeding faults, wouldn’t be in this kind of trouble, as you so nicely put it. That boy’s a natural villain. The sooner you accept that, the easier your life will be. Believe me, I know exactly what I’m talking about. He ain’t just a ducker and diver no more, love, he’s a face, and faces have a habit of getting kicked in round these parts. Just you bear that in mind. Everyone is for him at the moment but that could change overnight. You know what the East End’s like. That Carter boy was an Irish, and the Irish stick together. They ain’t like Londoners.’


Cathy cracked her knuckles, a sure sign of agitation. ‘He’s an Irish and all, Mum, remember? You should do, you was trumping his father for long enough.’


Madge grinned, her usual good humour coming to the fore. ‘We are getting on our high horse today, aren’t we, dearie? Who gives a fuck anyway? If the filth come snooping I’ll back the boy up and all, you know that. I just don’t want you getting too involved, love. I know I ain’t Mother of the Year, but I do care about you in me own way.’


Cathy picked up her cup of tea and took a swig. ‘You’re a funny woman, Mum. I should hate you really. I do sometimes, but it never lasts. You always end up making me laugh. At times I feel like I’m the mum and you’re the kid.’


Madge stared into her daughter’s lovely face and smiled, a real smile that softened her rough features and made her cheeks look round and rosy, her only Irish feature.


‘You’ve not had the greatest childhood, I understand that, love. But I am as I am. As me old mum used to say: “I’ll never change all the time I’ve got a hole in me arse.” But I just want you to know that life is a complicated thing. It’s not all cut and dried.’


Now Cathy did laugh, a loud raucous sound born of nerves  and genuine amusement. ‘You’re right there, Mum. How could it be, living with you?’


They laughed together and peace was restored, but for the first time ever Madge was frightened for her daughter and the feeling was strange. She realised that never before in her life had she had to look after her own child. Cathy Connor, now coming up to fourteen years of age, had always looked after her.


It was a sobering thought.


Eamonn Junior was watching the man before him warily. The heavy smell of camphor was hanging in the air and he felt his insides heave at the unaccustomed taint permeating his nose and even his mouth. As the man hawked deep in his throat, he pulled his head from beneath the towel and spat into a small jug by his side.


‘I feel like shit on a stick! That’s what smoking does for you, boy, and don’t ever forget it. I’ve been bringing up fucking soot and all sorts the last few months.’


Eamonn nodded, holding on to his breakfast with all his might. The steaming bowl of water slopped everywhere as the man pushed it away from him impatiently.


‘Word on the street is you topped James Carter. Is this true?’


Eamonn looked into the heavy face before him and weighed up exactly what he was going to say before nodding gently.


‘Yes, Mr Dixon.’


The man laughed. Wiping his sweating face with a handkerchief of brilliant whiteness, he said, ‘You little fucker! Bold as brass, ain’t you? Well, the offer’s still on for the job if you want it. I was amazed to hear you’re not seventeen yet, but I’ll swallow that because you’ve got size on your side, see. I like to keep a lookout for new faces, new people. It keeps everything sweet. The firm gets stronger and I get more manpower. One thing though . . .’


He leant ominously close over the table.


‘Don’t get ambitious for anything that’s mine, right? If I tell you to run, you run. If I tell you to drop your kecks and shit on a table, you do it, right? What I say goes. If you have trouble with discipline then let me know now. I do not suffer fools gladly.’


Eamonn nodded, pleased to be inside the world of real villainy, over the moon at the prospect of being a face, one of Dixon’s gang. A known man.


‘One last thing, boy. The filth will be on to you in the next few days. You bluff it out. The famous wall of silence is on your side now because you are under my protection. Don’t fuck me up. Be polite to the Old Bill, be amenable. Tell all the old pony and trap you like. But whatever they say, deny it.’


Dixon lit a cigarette and coughed until his heavy-jowled face was like a red ball.


‘I’m starting you off on debts, right. Do you understand the logic behind buying debts?’


Eamonn shook his head. ‘No, Mr Dixon.’


The man smiled, cigarette smoke curling around his yellow teeth and up towards his badly fitting toupee. ‘Mr Dixon, eh? I like respect. Respect is earned, boy, always remember that. You earn it with this.’


He tensed one huge arm and shook his fist. ‘No fucker in their right mind disrespects people stronger than them, physically or mentally. Be wary of some of the little bastards because sometimes they have the edge. The nutter element.’ He tapped his head to illustrate his point before carrying on in his amiable, sing-song voice, as if he was discussing the weather or a mundane daily happening.


‘Anyway, as I was saying, the debts. Say you owed someone five grand, and you didn’t pay them, and no matter how much they asked for it back you told them to fuck off out of it. They get right fed up, and they come to see me. Now I buy the debt off them for, say, two grand. They’re  happy because two grand in the bin is better than nothing, see. I have now laid out two grand on your behalf. Already, you’ve caused me hag. I have it in for you, see.


‘I then come after you for seven grand – the five you owed muggins and the two I’ve been so kind as to lay out on your behalf. So I send someone round to have a word. If I get the seven grand in fourteen days, you’re laughing. If I don’t it goes up a hundred a week for interest, see. So it’s to your advantage to pay me, because after a couple of weeks – and this is where you come in, son – I begin to get really upset, see. And I send a friend round to negotiate like. You may be required to break an arm or a leg. In extreme cases I might want to have the fucker shot. I say extreme but it’s getting quite common, actually. I don’t like doing it, but I have to set an example, don’t I? After all, they have cost me money and that upsets me dearly.


‘Money is God. Remember that, son. It’s also the root of all evil, thank fuck, otherwise we’d be paupers!’ He laughed at his joke, causing another spasm of coughing. ‘Now, do you think you’ve grasped the fundamentals?’


Eamonn nodded. ‘Yes, Mr Dixon.’


The man smiled. ‘Well, we all know you can shoot a gun anyway, so at least I ain’t got that added worry. I’m teaming you up with Marcus Devlin. He’s an Irish nutter who’ll show you the ropes. You start work in fourteen days. Give the Old Bill a chance to get sorted out. I can’t say no fairer than that, can I?’


Eamonn nodded once more, bowled over by the complete assurance and friendliness of Danny Dixon, procurer, brothel-keeper and debt collector, to name but a few of his lucrative businesses.


Taking out his wallet, Dixon removed three twenty-pound notes and placed them before the boy, saying shrewdly, ‘This money means I own you, son. Before you pick it up, bear that in mind. I own ya, lock, stock and fucking barrel.’


Taking the money in trembling hands, Eamonn looked  straight at the man before him. ‘Thank you, Mr Dixon.’


Dixon grinned. ‘Respect and manners, a good combination. ’ He pointed at the money. ‘That’s called a retainer. It means you work for me and no one else, right? Go out, get laid, do what you like. But make sure you’re on call when I need you.’


‘How will I know you need me, Mr Dixon?’


The man laughed again. ‘You’ll know. Now fuck off out of it and wait for me call. With sixty sobs of my poke, you’ll hear from me soon enough.’


Eamonn stood up and held out his hand. ‘It’s been nice doing business with you, sir.’


Danny Dixon shook his head. ‘We ain’t done no business yet, boy. All that’s happened is I’ve given you some of my hard-earned cash.’ He poked a finger at Eamonn’s chest. ‘You’re the one who’ll be doing the business, son. My business. Now on the trot and I’ll be in touch.’


Eamonn walked from the room dazed with pride. He was finally someone, he was finally a face.


Grinning like a Cheshire cat he walked out of the small house in Bethnal Green and held on to the feeling inside him. Thanks to James Carter he was now in the big league and he intended to stay there for as long as possible. Carter had been his stepping stone to the good life. He now felt no remorse whatsoever over the murder. As far as Eamonn was concerned it couldn’t have happened at a better time.


Madge was at work and Cathy having a well-earned rest when the door was hammered on violently. The noise was shocking in the quiet flat and Cathy jumped from her seat in terror.


‘Open the door, Cathy! Let me in, love!’


She sighed with relief on hearing Eamonn’s voice. Running to the door, she opened it, smiling widely. ‘I thought you was the Old Bill, banging the bleeding door down like that!’


Picking her up in his arms, he kicked the front door shut and crushed her to him, drinking in her familiar odour of rosewater and Max Factor. He carried her through to the front room and placed her on the couch, simultaneously forcing her mouth open and exploring it with his tongue. Cathy could taste whisky and smell beer as she responded to his kisses. Pulling her face away, she protested, ‘You’re half cut, Eamonn!’


Pushing her legs open with his knee, he positioned himself between them before crushing her to him once more and kissing her urgently. Sucking on her lips and face, covering her with his mouth and his hands.


‘Oh, Cathy love . . . Cathy.’ His words were low, brought from the depths of him. They were a plea and a demand all at once.


Dragging up her lacy top, he pawed at her breasts, fondling them roughly, while Cathy tried to squirm away from him.


‘Eamonn, for God’s sake! You’re hurting me.’


Embarrassed to open to him under the harsh lights, she tried once more to push him away.


‘Oh no you don’t, Cathy, not tonight.’ His voice was heavy with drink and sexual energy. ‘You do not push me away tonight.’ Putting a hand between her legs, he ripped her knickers away and slipped a finger inside her, the dryness and tensing of her muscles affecting him not at all.


‘Relax, Cathy, enjoy it. Just relax, girl.’


Stepping back, he knelt between her legs and forced his head down between them, his tongue probing her clitoris, wetting it. As Cathy tried to pull him away by grabbing at his hair, he pinned her arms to her sides, holding her down with a strength born of determination. As he sucked at her she felt the tears come. Bucking her hips, she tried to force him away from her once more.


‘Stop it, Eamonn, you’re frightening me. You’re hurting me.’


Raising his head, he smiled at her. ‘You love it as much as  I do. I love you, Cathy, you know I do. Now relax and let’s get on with it.’


Opening his trousers, he pulled them down to his knees. Cathy stared at him as if she had never seen him before. This was a new Eamonn. A frightening Eamonn.


‘Please . . .’


The plea was cut off as roughly he pushed himself inside her. Riding her hard now, he was oblivious to her fighting beneath him; the pain inside her unbelievable. His thrusting increased and as he began to groan aloud, Cathy scratched at his face, drawing her nails down his cheek with all her strength.


Holding her down once more, he stared into her white face as he pushed himself into her as hard as he could, focusing on her eyes as she beseeched him to stop what he was doing. To please let her go. As he reached orgasm, she felt his body begin to stiffen and the pain in her wrists was made unbearable as he gripped her tighter and tighter. He was moving inside her more slowly now. She felt the hot wetness as it dribbled down between her legs, and when he collapsed on top of her, his whole body limp, she let out one sob before pushing him from her.


Nearly hysterical with pain and fear, she cried. The burning between her legs was almost unbearable, and her wrists were numb.


Kneeling up, Eamonn looked at her for a few seconds as if unable to believe what he’d done. Cathy was curled up on the sofa. He saw how small she was, how fragile. The blood smeared on her white thighs stood out in stark contrast. Putting his hand on her shoulder, he said: ‘Cathy . . . I’m sorry. I am so sorry.’


Looking over her shoulder at him, she hissed, ‘Get out, Eamonn. Get away from me.’


He put up a hand to stroke her face and she flinched away from him, covering her head with her arms. The enormity of what he’d done hit him then. The sheer terror in every line of  her body sobered him up instantly. Picking her up like a baby, he tried to caress her, tried to make it better, and she fought him then. All nails and teeth, kicking out with her feet and punching him with her fists.


‘You bastard! You dirty, stinking bastard! Get away from me.’ She fought her way free and ran towards her bedroom. When he grabbed at her arm, she screamed.


The banging on the wall made them both stand stock still.


‘Keep the bleeding noise down, you two. I’m trying to fucking sleep!’


Pulling her into his arms, Eamonn held her tightly to him, all the while murmuring endearments into her hair, stroking her face, trying to calm her down. Trying to make sense of what had happened to her and to himself.


As she cried he realised he had taken from her something that was hers alone. He knew that instantly, even in his drink-fuddled mind. And that she would never really forgive him for it.


Finally he picked her up and took her into her bedroom where he placed her gently on her bed.


‘Cathy, please stop crying, darlin’. I’m sorry, love, all right? I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened, I’ve had such a great day . . .’ He was gabbling and he knew it. ‘I got the job today, Cathy, look.’


Pulling the remainder of the money Dixon had given him from his pockets, he laid it on the bed. ‘You have it. Look, there’s over fifty quid there. You have it, Cathy, get yourself something nice . . .’


Body heaving with sobs, she pushed the money from the bed. ‘Get out, Eamonn. Just get out, please. Leave me alone.’


Her eyes were red and swollen now, her face blotchy, even her hair looked lifeless. Her lips, swollen and bruised from his kisses, looked deformed. She looked ugly for once, and he knew that he was responsible. He had made his little Cathy ugly inside and outside.


‘I just want to be alone. Please leave me alone.’


He belted his trousers and began picking up the money from the floor. Wiping a hand across his face, he saw blood on the back of it and felt a moment’s irritation. When he looked in the mirror he saw the four long red welts on his skin and cursed under his breath.


‘For fuck’s sake, Cathy, it ain’t like we don’t know one another, is it? I said I was sorry, girl. What more do you want?’ He knew it was just bravado, knew he was trying to justify his actions to himself as much as to her, and still he heard his voice carrying on. ‘It’ll be better next time, love, you’ll know what to expect. It’s always hard on the bird the first time, but you’ll get used to it . . .’


His voice trailed off. ‘Please, Cathy. Please . . .’


He could no longer pretend. He had done something unforgivable, had hurt Cathy. But she must forgive him, she  had to, or all his triumph counted for nothing. Without her, he was a beaten and neglected child all over again.


‘I don’t know what to do, Cathy. Please, darlin’, tell me what to do?’ Kneeling by the side of the bed, he began to cry. He pressed his face into the covers as tears bubbled out of his eyes and into the musty bedding.


Finally, after what seemed an age, she put one hand on his head. Looking up into her white face he was amazed to hear her say, ‘Don’t cry, Eamonn. Just go home.’


She had touched him. He was halfway to getting her back, they both knew that. As his arm went around her waist and he lay beside her, holding her to him tightly, he cried with her. When both her arms eventually went around him and she held on to him as tightly he knew a moment’s intense relief.


They lay entwined, tears eventually ceasing, and only the beating of their hearts and the soft sounds of their breathing broke the silence of the room. As the shadows deepened on the walls, still they lay together.


They had crossed a bridge that night, and a further bond had been formed between them. Two broken children, they  were both well aware that all they had ever really had was each other.


Cathy would forgive him anything, Eamonn knew that now. As he held her to him, he felt the excitement of a man who owned another person wholly.


Like Dixon owned him, he owned Cathy. Lock, stock and barrel.







Chapter Six


‘Are you sure you’re all right, love?’


Madge’s voice was low and husky-sounding from too many cigarettes and too much booze when she came into her daughter’s room later that night.


Cathy nodded, closing her eyes against the harsh light and the sound of the radio playing loudly in the front room. She could hear men’s voices too, and sighed. ‘Mum, go back to your punter. I’m fine. Really.’


Madge stared down into her daughter’s white pinched face and said gently, ‘Is it your time of the month, love?’


Cathy shook her head. ‘I’ve got a bellyache, Mum, that’s all. I’m fine.’


Madge stared down at her for a few seconds more then, screwing up her eyes, said, ‘You ain’t been up to nothing with that Eamonn, have you?’


Sitting up in bed, Cathy cried out: ‘No, I bleeding well ain’t! And if I had been, who are you to criticise anyway? I mean, be fair, Mum. It’s a wonder I ain’t out on the bash with you. That’s what a lot of people think I do anyway.’


Her temper faded as quickly as it had erupted, and lying down again, she said wearily, ‘Please leave me alone, Mum. I feel so bloody rough. I’m probably coming down with something.’


Madge stood up and said snidely, ‘As long as it ain’t a bellyful of arms and legs.’


‘Oh, piss off, Mother. You get on my wick at times.’


Cathy’s voice was so virulent, Madge was shocked for a few moments.


‘Don’t you talk to me like that, lady! Whatever you think of me, I’m still your mother . . .’


Cathy interrupted her by saying nastily, ‘Pity you don’t think of that when you go out on the gatter and bringing home half the docks.’


The sharp slap on Cathy’s cheek shocked both mother and daughter. When the girl started to cry it was as if she would never stop. Tears drenched her face and rolled on the sheet unchecked. Looking down at her daughter once more, Madge found herself in the grip of unaccustomed emotions. Unable to understand Cathy as a child, the emerging woman was becoming like a sister to her, a friend, and it grieved her that they were at loggerheads.


‘I’m sorry, baby. I could cut me bleeding hand off.’


She pulled her daughter roughly into her arms. The two of them held each other and cried. Madge, motherly for once, caressed her child’s narrow back and whispered endearments into her hair. ‘I’m sorry, Cathy. I’m so sorry, love.’


Enjoying the feel of her mother’s arms around her, she tightened her grip on Madge’s waist. ‘I love you too, Mum. I’m sorry I was such a crosspatch.’


Madge smiled through her tears. ‘Crosspatch’ was Cathy’s word from when she was a small child, a tiny little bundle, all stick-thin legs and huge blue eyes.


‘You’re not a crosspatch, darlin’. You were right in what you said. I’m an old trout. It’s the way God made me, but I love you, Cathy. In me own way, I love you very much.’


At that point the door was pushed open and Ron came into the room. ‘What’s going on here then, eh? A fucking mother’s meeting? Get your fat arse back into the front room, girl. I’m getting lonely all on me Jack Jones.’


Madge tutted loudly. ‘Piss off, Ron. Can’t you see the girl’s upset?’


‘What’s the matter with her then?’ Pushing his face  towards Cathy’s, he bellowed, ‘What’s up with you, you silly little mare?’


She closed her eyes and sighed. ‘Get him out of here, Mum.’


Ron, drunk and on his dignity, bellowed, ‘“Get him out of here”? Are you talking about me, young lady? Only if you are, I’ll have you know that I put the fucking roof over your head these days, and it would do you no harm to remember that.’


Stepping towards the bed, he poked Cathy in the chest as he ranted: ‘I took your mother off the streets and turned her into a real professional. No one talks to me like that, especially not a jumped-up little girl who should keep her big trap shut and her snotty nose to herself!’


Standing up, Madge bolstered her chest with one meaty forearm and said, ‘Are you quite finished?’ Her voice was quiet, dignified and calm. A sure sign to Cathy that her mother was ready to explode at any moment.


Ron, on the other hand, unaware of Madge’s little ways, carried on regardless. ‘No, I ain’t fucking finished. When I am you’ll be the first to know, all right? Now get your arse in that front room and pour me a drink.’


Cathy watched wide-eyed as her mother figured out whether she was going to kill him or kiss him.


To Cathy’s horror, kissing won.


Taking Ron’s arm, she pulled him from the room, cajoling him with a merry voice as she cried: ‘Come on then, let’s get a nice drink down our gregorys, and then we can all have a laugh, eh?’


Ron, stretching himself to his full height, smiled benignly at her and allowed himself to be removed from Cathy’s room. Over her shoulder Madge winked at her daughter before rolling heavily painted eyes at the ceiling.


Lying down again, Cathy wrapped her arms around herself and sighed. If this was how her life was always going to be, maybe it wasn’t worth the effort.


Ron, full of drink and bravado, began baiting Madge in the lounge next door.


‘You treat her like a fucking china doll. She should be out grafting, bringing in a few bob. With her hair and eyes, she’d earn a fortune. A bleeding fortune.’ His voice was low now as he contemplated the vast sums of money to be earned off that little girl with her huge blue eyes and thick blonde hair. He wouldn’t be averse to breaking her in himself; unless that toerag Docherty had got there first, of course. The thought annoyed him.


Pouring Ron a large Scotch, Madge closed her eyes tightly. Ron’s eyes had strayed a few times towards her daughter’s burgeoning charms and she had ignored it. Now, though, he was putting it into words, saying it out loud, and Madge was not happy about it.


‘Don’t talk like that, Ron.’ The steely tone was back in Madge’s voice. There was a coldness, a hardness, she could project in her voice, and anyone who knew her well always dropped the subject that had upset her. Madge with a drink taken could be a lunatic. Like most whores, she harboured grudges and gave vent to them every now and again. When she did, her outbursts were of Olympian standards.


‘Leave it out, Ron,’ she warned him now. ‘The girl was upset. At the end of the day, she’s still my kid.’


He snorted derisively through his long beaked nose. ‘Pity you don’t think of that when she’s walking around like a replica whore. All that make-up on, those little tits pressing against her clothes . . . She’s her mother’s fucking daughter all right.’


Madge looked at the man beside her, seeing the thinning hair, the moist mouth and slack lips, those grimy fingernails. Without a second’s thought she threw her drink in his face.


‘How dare you? How dare you talk about my child like that? I might not be an ideal mother, I know that, but she’s still my baby. My flesh and blood. No one speaks about my  kid like that. No one, do you hear me?’


She pressed her face to his and screamed into it: ‘You jumped-up pox doctor’s clerk! Look at you – take a fucking good butcher’s hook, mate. You’re a piece of shit. You and all your cronies, you’re scared of your own shadow. You’re a coward, mate, a twenty-two-carat coward. Now you want my girl, do you? You want my baby. Putting me on the game ain’t enough. You want the two of us whoring for you, do you? Well, let me tell you, even if I did want her on the bash, I wouldn’t let you touch her with a barge pole. My girl is worth fifty . . . no, a hundred of you and all your ilk, mate. She’ll be somebody.’


Laughing scornfully, she said to him then: ‘Who the fucking hell do you think you are, with your tin pot club and your one-inch cock? What use are you to any woman, eh? Even an old whore like me. At least Eamonn could get me going, mate, get me all loved up. You couldn’t turn on a fucking light switch!’


Somewhere in Madge’s drink-fuddled brain she was aware that she was going too far. But the drink seemed to have triggered something inside her. All her anger and frustration came bubbling to the surface and Ron was the recipient of her hatred of herself, her life, and all the ugliness she’d had to endure.


‘A step up, your club?’ Her voice was a screech by now. ‘That’s a fucking laugh! I’ve had better punters down the docks, mate. And as for you – I’ve been fucked by four-foot sailors with more going for them than what you’ve got. That dinky little cock, and all your moaning and groaning and sweating . . . It makes me sick to my stomach to think of you. So now you fucking know.’


Ron was staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. He had never been spoken to like that by a whore. Especially not one of his own whores. He was enraged and his back slap to Madge’s face shocked them both. Then the real fight began.


With her extra bulk, Madge was a formidable opponent.  Grabbing at Ron’s hair, she dragged him unceremoniously off the settee, her heavy breasts straining with the exertion. She had fought men all her life, it was a part of her job, survival to her. This time, though, it was personal. It was an act of vengeance. Madge had been abused all her life; now this man wanted to abuse her child. She felt the white heat of anger and jealousy as it rose inside her. Felt the strength of her hatred of him, and of all men, overwhelm her. She dug her nails into his neck and spat into his eye.


Looking blearily up into her face, Ron saw that the woman was completely out of control. The watery eyes, caked with mascara and blue eyeshadow, were positively manic. Madge had lost it. After years of being abused she was fighting back.


Ron was every man who had roughed her up, every decent woman who had made a joke at her expense, every punter, good, bad or indifferent, who had contemptuously dropped money into her hand.


Using the last of his strength, the man pushed her away with all his might, sending her careering across the room. She landed with a heavy thump against the far wall. As Ron got to his feet, she watched him warily, her heaving bulk trembling now from head to foot.


‘I’ll break your fucking neck, woman.’ As he advanced on her, both were unaware of Cathy standing in the doorway watching everything. She flew across the room and pulled frantically at Ron’s hair.


‘Leave me mum alone! Let her be. Go home, Ron, for Christ’s sake!’


He shrugged her off without a thought.


‘Go home, man. My mum’s drunk and so are you. Come back in the morning.’ Cathy’s voice was high-pitched, terrified.


The long-suffering Sullivans next door were once more banging on the walls for quiet. Used to noise and shouting, they didn’t take the situation seriously enough actually to do anything. Like battered wives, whores were to be ignored or at best tolerated. Such people were always left to their own  devices. It was the way of the world.


Ron began to beat Madge in a calm methodical way. Shock had given way to rage by then. As he began systematically to punish her, Madge crumpled to the floor. Curling up, she covered her head with her arms and let herself relax as all people used to violence learn to do. Blows are easily absorbed by a slack body; only the tensing of the muscles causes real pain. Madge was used to pain, she lived with it every day, took her life in her hands at work. A beating wasn’t such a big deal to her.


Not so for Cathy, though. Picking up the breadknife from the table, she stood beside Ron, beseeching him to stop hurting her mother. She could see Madge’s body taking the blows and as Ron’s anger was almost spent, he drew back his leg for a final kick.


It was when he did this that Cathy plunged the knife into his neck. It was a reflex action. She just wanted him to stop hurting her mother.


The girl watched in horror as his skin opened, inch by inch. It was like a slow-motion picture. She looked dumbly at the knife in her hand, realising for the first time what she had done. Ron, bewildered now, looked at the girl in front of him and registered her huge terrified eyes and trembling hand as he fell heavily to his knees, his hand to his neck.


After what seemed the longest time blood began to pulse from the jagged wound. His carotid artery sent dark red jets two feet into the air. His hands were covered within seconds. With every beat of his rapidly failing heart more blood was pumped out of his body. It was only when Cathy was sprayed with its warm rankness that she began to scream.


The sound seemed to be coming from someone else and the volume was overwhelming in the small room.


Madge watched her lover die and finally, after what seemed an age, she started screaming too.


DI Richard Gates pushed roughly through the small crowd in  the hallway and bellowed: ‘All right, all right, had your look? Now move outside, and please be quiet. We’ll take statements later from all of you.’


He was hustling them out of the doorway as DC Fuller walked into the Connors’ flat. Two bobbies were stationed outside the door to keep onlookers at bay as Gates, smoothing down his thinning hair, walked into the small lounge.


The carnage that met his eyes was unbelievable.


‘Fucking hell! What happened here?’ The words were out of his mouth as soon as they entered his mind.


The blood-splattered walls ran crimson, and the slender girl before him seemed to be soaked through with blood. The deep red stain on her white nightdress looked obscene somehow. She held a knife. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he walked towards her and took it from her gently.


A pair of terrified blue eyes looked into his beseechingly. Against his better judgement, the policeman wanted to take the suspect into his arms and comfort her. Instead, placing the knife on the table, he looked around him once more.


‘All right, Madge. What’s happened here then?’


‘Please, Mum.’ The girl’s voice was thread-like, the note of pleading in it audible to everyone. Gates sighed heavily. He had known Madge for years, from his beat days. Now, at twenty-nine, he was the youngest DI in the East End, and had cut his teeth running in the likes of Madge and her cronies. They had a sort of hostile friendship, one that was mutually beneficial at times. Whores were natural born grasses, and always ready to cover their own arse. Gates smiled grimly at her.


‘What’s he then?’ He poked Ron’s corpse with his foot. ‘Not a punter, surely? Pimp? I know Ronnie was a worker.’


DC Fuller said snidely, ‘He won’t be working any more, will he?’


The smirk on his face set the tone for the night. It was an old whore’s problem. The dead man was a piece of scum. They would wrap it up quickly and go home. It was already  cut and dried. No one respectable, so no one to worry about, and apart from all that blood, no different from most other East End murders. Knives were the order of the day, unless you had poke and could afford a gun.


Cathy stood as still as a statue, the shaking of her legs visible to everyone in the room.


‘Why don’t you sit down, love?’


Gates’s voice was unexpectedly gentle. Taking her arm, he led her to the sofa and lowered her on to it. He went into a bedroom and brought back a heavy coat from the bed, draping it around her.


‘She’s in shock, and I ain’t fucking surprised. Poor little mare.’


Cathy was sobbing now. The unexpected display of kindness had opened up the floodgates of emotion once more.


‘She stabbed him.’ Madge pointed at her daughter with a trembling hand.


Gates looked at her in disgust.


‘It’s true, Mr Gates. We was fighting and she came out and somehow he ended up dead. She’s always had a temper, little mare! You couldn’t control her half the time . . . She picked up the knife and the next thing I knew he was stabbed. I don’t think she did it deliberately, she was trying to help me, like.’


‘Sling them in the motor, Bernie. Forensics are here. We’ll sort this out down the station.’ As Madge walked from the room, Gates whispered to her: ‘You’re a real bitch, Madge, do you know that? Your sort never change. You bring scum into your home with a teenage girl there . . .’ His voice trailed off in contempt.


Madge dropped her head in shame.


‘Get in the car, whore, and think on what you just said.’ His voice was low, tired-sounding, disgusted.


He picked Cathy up effortlessly and carried her down the stairs, placing her in the front seat of the car as the neighbours stared at them with ghoulish interest. The blood soaking Cathy was very noticeable and Mrs Sullivan, a kind  woman at heart, pushed her eldest son in the chest and said quietly: ‘Away round to the Irishman’s house. Tell him what’s happened and say Cathy needs him.’


Then, gathering her own brood around her, she herded them once more up the stairs and out of the coldness of the night.


Inside the police station, Cathy was given hot sweet tea and wrapped in a blanket. Her hair was sticky with blood and fingers stained brown with it. Gates came into the cell they had placed her in carrying a bowl of warm water and washed her gently.


She stared at the man all the while, saying nothing. To her he looked frightening, with his large round face and piercing blue eyes. Usually he had a friendly expression that onlookers found engaging; only now, with his anger carefully suppressed, did he look formidable and frightening. Cathy mistakenly thought the anger was directed at her, his gentle ministrations notwithstanding.


A large man, with thinning blond hair and huge biceps, he was an unknown quantity to her. His large belly jutted before him and Cathy could feel the warmth of it through the blanket. When his heavy hand came out to wipe her face, she flinched involuntarily.


Gates stared down at the frail teenager and sighed heavily. This girl had struck a chord in him somewhere. He knew Madge, knew the problems of whores and their children, and though he would never have admitted it out loud in a million years, sympathised with Cathy Connor. Madge was going to leave her high and dry, and he knew what lay in store for the young girl then. At nearly fourteen she would be detained indefinitely at Her Majesty’s Pleasure, a thought that made him rage inside himself.


People like Madge had nothing in their minds but themselves. Unlike most whores, who sold themselves for their children, Madge was the one in a million who actually liked  what she did; revelled in it even. Now she would let her child take the consequences of her own lifestyle without a second’s thought.


‘Cathy?’ Gates’s voice was quiet, low, his most distinctive feature. ‘Come on, love. Tell me what happened and we’ll see if we can sort it all out, eh?’ Putting one heavy arm around her thin shoulders, he pulled her roughly against him, her head cradled on his barrel chest.


‘Cry – that’s right,’ he said, seeing the big fat tears rolling down her face. ‘Let it all out, and then we’ll have a chat and see what can be made out of this mess.’


He held Cathy until she fell asleep, and then carefully laid her on the bed, putting a pillow under her head and covering her with a blanket. Fuller, watching through the spyhole, was struck dumb with amazement.


Madge looked demented: her hair was wild, her make-up streaked all over her fat face. Her cheeks were swollen and blotched red from crying – over her own situation though, not Ron’s death. Sitting on the narrow cot in her cell, she stared at the pale yellow walls covered in graffiti and felt the tears flow once more.


What was she going to do?


The question had been hammering in her brain for the last few hours. Other than being given a cup of tea and a few cigarettes, she had had no contact with anyone at all. Restlessly, she sat herself up and tried to tidy her hair. All the time she was scheming. Inside herself she knew she should be protecting her daughter, but the fact was she had looked out for number one all her life and couldn’t stop now.


Madge could not do time. Adult time. The few occasions she had been banged up in Holloway as a teenage delinquent had been an education, and Madge, knowing what lay in store, couldn’t bear to face more time inside.


A long time inside at that.


Life.


She convinced herself once more that Cathy was young, would be out in no time and would cope quite adequately. Whereas she herself, the wrong side of forty and used to being outside, couldn’t.


Anyway, Cathy had wielded the knife.


Cathy had stabbed Ron.


Cathy was quite old enough to take the consequences of her own actions.


But a glimmer of shame deep within her could not be ignored. Getting up, she paced the cell. Her heart was beating a tattoo inside her chest and her breath was coming in heavy gasps. Fear had taken hold of her and she knew it. She could taste it inside her mouth and it was bitter.


Gates watched his superior officer, DCI Bannister, with a resigned expression on his face. Bannister was of the old school. Find a suspect and nail them, was his philosophy.


The airless room was making both men testy, and Bannister, watching his DI in turn, smothered a small impulse of dislike.


Since Gates had come into his life he had for the first time found himself at a loss. This man looked more like a criminal than a policeman with his hair cropped close to his large balding head, his bull neck and hard blue eyes. Gates also had a strange philosophy of life, made apparent by his obvious kinship with many of the criminals he dealt with.


Being born in the East End, he had taken a circuitous route to respectability. His father had been a pub landlord who had, in his day, entertained some of the leading criminals of his era. DI Richard Gates was an anomaly to everyone who met him, and knowing this, he played on it relentlessly. His soft voice struck terror into the hearts of his men and criminals alike. With his brawny arms and big belly, he could look amiable one day and menacing the next.


Now, staring into his superior’s eyes, he knew the effect he was creating and enjoyed it immensely. Inside himself he had  no respect for anyone or anything. It was this that set him apart from other policemen and he used it shamelessly.


‘I think it was the mother’s doing, meself. The girl had nothing to do with it.’


Bannister nodded then said, ‘I understand Madge Connor was screaming blue murder that it was her daughter who was the culprit?’


Gates shrugged. ‘Madge is a whore and whores will say anything to cover their own arses. Surely you know that much?’


The insult was taken on board and filed away for future reference. One day Bannister intended to get rid of Gates, and get rid of him for good.


‘So what are you going to do?’


Gates smiled then. He knew he’d won the battle; all that was left was the war.


‘I’m going to have a little chat with Madge, and see if I can talk a bit of sense into her. Show her the error of her ways, so to speak.’


Bannister nodded. ‘Good man. I’ll leave it to you, then?’


Gates nodded and strode out, leaving his superior to reflect that the DI’s transfer to another station couldn’t come too fast for him.







Chapter Seven


Richard Gates ran one hand across his forehead and sighed. Madge watched him as he lit a cigarette and took a deep drag on it.


‘So what you’re saying, Madge, is that the girl, your daughter, stabbed Ron while the two of you were fighting?’


She nodded vigorously, all innocence and smeared mascara. ‘She didn’t mean it, Mr Gates, but her temper’s terrible. He was hammering the life out of me and she came in the room and just lost it. I’ve never seen anything like it in me life.’ Madge closed her eyes in mock horror.


Gates laughed softly. ‘You missed your vocation, Madge. You should have been a fucking actress. Now let’s stop fannying around and you can sign a nice statement telling me how you topped Ron and then we can all go home and get a bit of kip, eh? Except you, of course.’ His voice was low and menacing now.


Madge lit a cigarette and sighed heavily. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Gates, but I can’t lie to you. I know what happened, see. I was there, you wasn’t.’


Walking round the table, Richard Gates looked hard into the face of the old harridan before him. ‘Do you remember a few years ago, Madge, when that sailor was stabbed to death in the docks?’


She nodded vaguely. ‘That rings a bell, yes. But what’s it got to do with me?’


Gates stubbed out his cigarette and smiled. ‘I interviewed  you, Madge, together with that skinny bitch of a mate of yours and the big black bird.’


‘Sod off, Gates. If you think I had anything to do with that, you must be a nutter. I didn’t know the bloke, none of us did. You can’t try and pin anything on me. It’s not fair!’


Gates rubbed a hand once more across his balding head, feeling the thin hair and smiling.


‘If it’s left to me, Madge, you’ll go down at some point. I am known as the villain’s friend. I’m quite aware of me nickname and made a point of earning it. I put away anyone I want, see. Because I can. I can get people banged up; I can even make them disappear. If I were to tell people that you’d begun grassing, I could make your life a misery.


‘Now, there’s a young girl banged up not ten feet from here. She’s your daughter and I want to see her get a bit of a chance in life. Get her out of here and away from you. Maybe then she’ll have that chance.’


Madge watched the man before her in amazement. ‘Why should you care about her, or about anyone? I know your reputation, mate – the whore’s friend as well as the villain’s. Not above getting yourself a quick blow job now and then. Frightening the tarts into doing what you want. Why, all of a sudden, are you worried about my girl?’


She pulled herself up by leaning on the wooden table. Smiling lop-sidedly, she shook her head. ‘I ain’t doing it. Not for her, and especially not for you. I can’t be banged up, I just can’t. I’m too old for all that. She’ll be out before she knows it and things will soon get back to normal. It ain’t that I don’t want to do it, I can’t do it. I just can’t.’ Her voice broke and she hung her head in shame as she listened to the man before her.


‘I know whores who’d kill for their kids, but not you,’ he hissed. ‘You’re the scum of the fucking earth. They’ll eat her alive in the poke and you know it. She’s not fourteen. Too young to be charged with the murder itself, but old enough to be shut away for fucking years, in and out of lock-ups. Is that  what you want for your child? Detained at Her Majesty’s Pleasure? Locked up and forgotten about? Because that is what will happen to her. She’ll be at the mercy of everyone and anyone. Ron won’t be in it. I know about these things, Madge. She won’t get an easy ride. You will. In nick you’ll be a murderess which guarantees you kudos, don’t it. You’re over the hill and on your way out. You’ll be free in five to seven. Why are you making this so difficult for everyone, yourself included? Because if I want you away, Madge, away you’ll go, girl.’


She shook her head once more. ‘I’m sorry, I just can’t do it.’


Gates closed his eyes and tried to control his temper. ‘Think on what I said and make the right decision.’


As he walked from the room he lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. The night was wearing on and his temper was wearing thin.


Opening the spyhole on Cathy’s cell, he looked at her, huddled in a blanket, and wondered why the hell he cared what happened to her.


‘There’s an Irishman to see you, Mr Gates – Docherty, the big mouth from the docks. Says he’s here for the girl’s sake.’


Gates nodded and said, ‘Send him in, and bring in a couple of teas. Not that stewed shit, either.’


The PC grinned. No one above his own rank cared for Gates, but the officers below him liked and respected him in their own way.


He had a natural sense of fair play that appealed to them, plus an uncanny knack of remembering their details: wives’ names, mothers’ illnesses, children’s ailments and achievements were always remarked on. As everyone knew, Richard Gates made a point of knowing everything about everyone. It was this fact above all that frightened his superiors, and frequently gave him the upper hand in his dealings with them.


Gates finished writing his report as the door opened and Eamonn Docherty walked into the office accompanied by the PC carrying two mugs of tea.


The two men stared at each other warily. Eventually, smiling slightly, Gates sipped his tea and said: ‘It’s been a long time, you Irish ponce. How are you?’


Eamonn Senior laughed then, a hollow laugh that sounded forced even to his own ears. ‘I’m all right with me little wife. And yourself?’


Gates shrugged, an elaborate movement that accentuated the size of him. ‘All right.’ His low voice was no longer menacing but fairly friendly.


Eamonn sipped his own tea and waited for the bigger man to talk. It was unusual for him to be smaller than another man, and this gave him an unaccustomed feeling of inadequacy. Gates played on this by taking his time lighting a cigarette.


‘You’ve heard then?’


Eamonn nodded. ‘Mrs Sullivan sent round one of her lads – she’s a neighbour, like. Knew them for years. How’s the girl taking it? She loves Madge in her own way, you know. As bad as Madge can be, the child was a priority for her most of the time. I love the little pickaheen meself. I’ll take her home with me and the wife can go and fuck herself. Cathy’s like me own.’


Gates chewed on his lip before saying, ‘Well, your own boy was nearly up on a murder charge a while ago, wasn’t he?’


Eamonn frowned, wishing he had not drunk so much earlier in the night. He tried to understand the reasoning behind the man’s words. As his face took on an expression of disbelief, Gates tapped the desk.


‘Penny dropped, has it? Madge is letting the kid take the blame.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘I wish I was. In fact, there’s no doubt the girl did do it.  Helping the mother, from what I can gather. You know Madge, you lived with her long enough. She’s a whore through and through. She’s quite happy to let the girl take the heat and to walk away from it herself. I’ve put the fuck on her, told her I’ll get her anyway, and she still won’t budge. So what can I use against her?’


Eamonn began to roll himself a cigarette, making the process long and laborious to give himself time to think. As he licked the paper, he said: ‘Will all this be secret like, between us?’


‘Of course. What do you think I’m going to do – take out an ad in the fucking local paper?’


Eamonn listened to the man with a heavy heart. Gates was renowned in the criminal fraternity, not as a bent copper but as one with a sense of fair play and a penchant for being swayed by a logical argument. That he had his seniors in his great big hands went without saying; Eamonn only hoped he could get the girl out of trouble. The thought of her, frightened and alone in a prison cell, made him feel physically sick.


‘All I’ll say without putting anyone else’s face in the frame is: remind Madge of how she worked with Susan P a while back. That should terrify her enough to make her do anything.’


Gates raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Susan P? She’s a bit out of Madge’s league. Now what could Susan want from her, eh? I’ll have to dig into this meself, I think – find out what I’ve been missing.’


Eamonn closed his eyes and sighed heavily. ‘Believe me when I say you don’t want to dig too deep into it. I don’t know the score, but from what I’ve guessed, there’s some heavy people involved.’


‘Curiouser and curiouser, as the cat said.’ Gates’s voice was low and menacing once more.


‘Well, curiosity killed the fecking cat, Gates, remember that.’


He grinned, showing white teeth. ‘I’ll remember, don’t you  worry. Now, Mr Docherty, finish your tea and start at the beginning. I need to know everything. And I think you’re just the man to tell me.’


‘Before I say anything – if Madge won’t budge, I’ll take the can for the child. Say I came in and saw him there, some such shite. Either way, I’ll get her out of here.’


Richard Gates stared at the man before him with steely blue eyes then shook his head in reluctant admiration. ‘You’ve just gone right up in my estimation, Docherty. I’d have thought you’d have fucked off out of it and kept as far away from old Madge as possible.’


‘I would if it was just her. I lived off her for years, everyone knows that, and yet I cared for her too in a strange way. She can be a laugh, old Madge. Still, I wouldn’t put me head in a noose for her. But Cathy, she’s different. I wouldn’t want to see her young life ruined. She’s had it hard enough, yet the little mare’s a fighter all right.’


Eamonn smiled as he said it, and Gates answered it with a smile of his own.


‘We’ll sort something out between us, I’m sure.’


Eamonn relit his roll-up and enquired, ‘Why are you doing this? What’s in it for you?’


Gates shrugged. ‘That’s the funny thing – there is no angle. I just feel sorry for the kid, I suppose. She’s too young and vulnerable to be thrown on the scrap heap, and that’s exactly what’ll happen to her if we don’t step in, believe me. Now, are you going to tell me what the story is?’


Eamonn shook his head slowly. ‘I don’t want to get involved unless I have to. Press Madge, she’ll open her big trap, I can guarantee it.’


‘I’ll go one better than that,’ Gates said. ‘I’ll ask young Susan P. We go back a long way – we’re old friends.’


Eamonn wasn’t surprised. Gates was a policeman with a difference: he actually liked most of the criminals he dealt with, though you had to be practically psychic to realise that. There were exceptions.


A story had gone the rounds for years, concerning Gates and a suspected rapist. The man had supposedly fallen down a flight of stairs, and subsequently died in hospital.


Such stories enhanced his reputation, both in the service and outside it. Judges were wary of him yet they respected him because, love him or loathe him, Gates had never tried to frame an innocent man. All his collars were real, even if the charges were sometimes fabricated. If he couldn’t hang them for a sheep, Gates would hang them for a lamb. He always got them in the end.


‘Cathy seems like a nice kid,’ he said now.


Eamonn Senior nodded vigorously. ‘She’s a diamond, as you cockneys say. Bright, intelligent, too fecking good for Madge, although the girl would walk over red-hot coals for her, Mr Gates, and that’s a fact.’


‘Yeah, I can see that, and I intend to do right by her. Let’s face it,’ he paused to light himself a cigarette, ‘someone has to. Let’s just say it’s something to do to make a boring night a bit more interesting.’


Both of them knew he was lying but neither man mentioned the fact.


Susan P was watching her best girl at work. The whirring of the small camera was audible in the room, and as the Right Honourable Dennis Crumb, Labour MP and pillar of the Welsh mining community, began to perform oral sex on the supine young lady before him, Susan P actually began to laugh out loud.


‘Go on, girl, give him the works.’


The two-way mirror was Susan’s main entertainment. Watching people having paid sex interested her. She liked to see the different ways men thought they turned women on, and the different ways the girls reacted to the situation.


It always amazed her the way most men were so bloody amateurish. They really believed a woman they had never met, had bought and paid for, and who had nothing even  remotely in common with them, actually enjoyed the clandestine sex they offered. Did they honestly believe that twiddling a girl’s nipples as if they were tuning in the radio and performing oral sex like a wet-brushed Hoover guaranteed the recipient of their attentions even a modicum of enjoyment? She watched Naomi squirming and moaning. That girl sure could act! Just then the whore looked straight into her madam’s eyes and winked heavily. Then she began the moaning and groaning once more, this time louder and more staged. The Right Honourable sucked harder, no end pleased with himself. Susan P grinned. He had probably been getting a similar performance for years from his wife.


She heard the door open but carried on observing the scene before her avidly. A few minutes elapsed while she watched the man bring himself to orgasm all over the girl’s breasts before turning off the mirror light and saying: ‘Richard Gates, you always turn up at the most interesting moment in my little films.’


She turned to him then, opening her arms in welcome as she walked up to him and hugged him to her as close as his belly would allow.


‘Not an ounce of fat. Just scar tissue, as usual.’


Gates grinned. ‘And it’s all yours, any time you want it.’


Susan pushed her chestnut hair from her eyes and said, ‘Thanks for the offer but I prefer being in the audience.’ Then with a whisky poured for each of them and cigarettes lit they settled on the small sofa in her office and Susan said expansively: ‘So, what do you want?’


Richard studied her for a moment. Her eyes were a deep sea green and her bone structure was perfect. Tall and slim, she was the mother of two grown children, though no one would believe that. She lived on coffee, cocaine and cigarettes, had a wonderful dress sense and an even more wonderful sense of humour. Her eyes were deep-set and gave the impression of a privately sensual nature; her movements were neat and contained, with an animal grace.


She had never slept with a man for money or prestige, she just had the knack of finding women who would do this, and do it well. She was the most successful madam in London, and looked after her girls with a protective zeal that guaranteed them not only respect, but a safe passage into their thirties – something few other whores could take for granted.


‘I want some help, Sue, and I think you’re the only person who can give it to me.’


‘Why is it that the nicer you are, Richard, the less I trust you?’


‘That’s because you know me so well, and when I want something important I’m nicer than usual.’


‘You’re a lot of things, Richard, and I’ve heard you called a lot of things too – but nice isn’t one of them.’ He feigned distress and they both laughed.


‘Oh my God!’ Susan P stood up and switched on the mirrored light once more. ‘Look at this prat! Honestly, men are children really. Spoilt, babyish and utterly stupid. Present company excepted, of course.’


‘Of course. Well, I wouldn’t vote for the fucker meself, but the housewives like him, I’m told.’


The Right Honourable was now regaling a bored Naomi with tales of his sexual prowess and she was listening with every appearance of rapt interest.


‘The girl’s good. What’s her name?’


Susan P grinned, showing expensive white teeth. ‘You wouldn’t get within smelling distance. Her old man’s doing an eighteen. Loves him to death, bless her little cotton socks. Won’t shackle an Old Bill for love nor money, dear. Even turned down a Chief Constable at a Masonic do.’


Gates shook his head in mock despair. ‘I wanted to fuck it, not marry it.’


Susan grinned again.


‘No chance of doing either, I’m afraid. She just won’t swallow it, if you’ll excuse the pun?’


Gates laughed with her. Then: ‘Turn the light off, Susan.  Hairy arses never did much for me, I’m afraid. Now, down to business. I want to nail Madge Connor and I heard through the grapevine you can give me the necessary info to do just that.’


Susan P’s expression changed noticeably and her eyelids dropped, giving her a sleepy expression. ‘I don’t grass, Gates, you should know that better than anyone.’ Her voice was cold now, clipped and hard.


He finished his Scotch. ‘You will when I tell you the reason. Her daughter stabbed a punter to death last night, and Madge is willing to let her carry the can. I don’t want that to happen. The girl’s only a kid, and what she’s done is bad enough without her having to take the consequences. I need a handle on Madge to ensure she takes the appropriate steps and saves the girl’s skin. Anything you tell me will not be used in any other way, I give you my word on that.’


‘Why the interest in this kid? So what if she did it? Why should I give a flying fuck?’


Gates shook his head.


‘Imagine it was your girl, Susan, and she was liable to be banged up. What would you, her mother, do, eh? I’ll tell you what you’d do – you’d move heaven and earth to save her. Well, rightly or wrongly, I want Madge Connor to do the same. If I have to, I’ll play the heavy. So let’s get on with what I came here for. Talk to me, woman.’


Susan dropped her guard and sat back in her seat once more. ‘I remember the kid. I saw her when I went to the flat. To be honest, I thought she’d end up the same way as the mother. I even thought I might take her on meself. Good-looking little thing, all big eyes and blonde hair. If I didn’t know you better, I’d be inclined to think that’s why you’re so concerned.’


Gates looked annoyed and Susan hastened to reassure him. ‘I just mean, if it was anyone else . . . Christ, man, there’s plenty of them about. You should know that better than anyone.’


She stared into her empty glass, debating with herself how much it was safe to tell. After an age she said quietly, ‘I used her to do a put up. You know, when you take one whore and use another for the actual bagging? Madge, dressed up and scrubbed, delivered a parcel for me. She was the decoy, though she didn’t know that at the time. She delivered the parcel to the house of a High Court judge. It was the start of a blackmail scam against him. Madge delivered a few stills. I used a younger whore to deliver the actual film to his chambers. You know how it works. His wife wants to know what an old brass is doing leaving him letters, and his arsehole goes when he realises that at the same time a film of him shagging a young filly has arrived at his place of work. I use the two in case the filth are following anyone. If one don’t shut the fuckers up, then two will. You know the scenario, Gates. I used Madge once.’


He listened carefully then said: ‘So who was the judge?’


Susan P shook her head. ‘I can’t tell even you that. Not unless I have your word you’ll get my Molly out of Holloway?’


Gates rolled his eyes and nodded. ‘Always a rider with you, ain’t there?’


‘Molly’s a good worker, but a bastard with a drink in her,’ Susan explained. ‘She’s been done for affray. Her case comes up on Tuesday.’


‘It’s as good as done,’ Gates told her. ‘Now what’s the fucker’s name?’


Susan, happier now, said jokingly: ‘You won’t believe me.’


‘Try me?’


‘It’s the Lord Chief Justice himself. Has a penchant for young girls in school uniforms – hardly original but there you go. Enough for the News of the World to have a fit of the vapours if the pictures ever hit their desks.’


Gates shook his head and laughed gently. ‘The dirty old fucker!’


Susan P grinned. ‘My sentiments entirely. Now, would you like another drink?’


Gates held out his empty glass but declined. ‘Not for me, girl. I have to see a woman about a dog.’







Chapter Eight


Cathy was being examined by the doctor and Richard Gates was watching the procedure impassively. The police doctor felt nervous as usual while in Gates’s company and his hands shook slightly as he rebuttoned Cathy’s nightdress. Wrapping her once more in the rough blanket, he turned to the female PC and said, ‘She’s in extreme shock.’


Gates swiftly interrupted him. ‘She can’t make a statement then?’


Dr Angus Miller looked closely into the bigger man’s eyes. ‘Not if you think that’s inadvisable . . .’ His voice trailed off.


Gates smiled. ‘I do. Thanks, Dr Miller, you have been a diamond geezer.’ The mockery in his voice was evident and the other man tidied his things away in his black bag and hastily departed.


‘Something will have to be done soon, sir,’ said the WPC.


Gates nodded slightly. ‘All right, Doreen. Give the poor little mare a wash and brush up and I’ll sort out her mother.’


Madge was bewildered and annoyed. It was now ten-fifteen in the morning and she had been given neither tea, coffee nor breakfast since her last encounter with that bastard Gates. She knew he had ordered this, and now, thirsty, hungry and scared, she was wondering what his next step would be. One thing she was sure of: he wouldn’t give in without a fight, and Madge was no longer sure she was a match for him and his iron will.


Gates covertly watched her pacing her cell and smiled to himself. He was well aware of the psychological advantage he had gained by cutting her off from everything. Even the offer of a simple cup of tea would be seen as contact with the outside world and could help bolster her resolve. If he had had the time he would have left her a couple of days without toilet facilities, food or drink. That was always good for a result. Stripping them naked helped also, especially with the women. But time, unfortunately, was not on his side. Someone had to be charged or he had to let them go. And charge Madge he would.


When she heard the door being unlocked she didn’t know whether to feel fear or relief. Seeing Gates, she decided on the former.


‘Hello, Madge. You’re looking distinctly worried. Now why would that be?’ His voice had a sing-song quality to it that frightened her more than if he’d shouted at her. But Gates rarely shouted. His soft voice was his trademark and he had a saying: You can do more with a soft voice than a big stick.


Looking at his set face, the tight line in his lips and terrifying coldness in his eyes, Madge started to waver. ‘Look, Mr Gates . . .’


He interrupted her. ‘You’re beginning to get right on my nerves, Madge. In all my years I’ve never had to do so much running around for an old brass. I feel like you’re taking the piss out of me, see.’ He held up his hands expressively. ‘I feel like you’re having a laugh at my expense.’


Madge was shaking her head and mumbling, ‘No, no, Mr Gates.’


Pushing her roughly down on the narrow bed, he said, ‘I found out about your scam with Susan P. Now she’s all upset. Wants to know who grassed her up, don’t she? Out on the street you wouldn’t last five minutes if I told her that you’d opened your big mouth about her blackmailing the Lord Chief Justice. I mean, that’s a lucrative business she has  there. Imagine if it was stopped or she was arrested. Susan P is not a woman to fall out with. She has a phenomenal temper. She also likes kids. But then, you know that.’


Madge looked horrified. Stifling a smile, Gates carried on with the psychological pressure.


‘Asked after your little girl she did, when I spoke to her. Wanted to know if the girl would be taken care of while you were banged up like. Offered to see the kid all right. What a touch, eh, Madge? Susan P championing your little Cathy. Now doesn’t that make you feel better? I mean, think about it. Both me and Susan P looking out for her. She’ll have more protection than the fucking Queen and that Greek ponce she married!’


Madge, knowing she was defeated, stared up at the big man before her and accepted the inevitable. If he’d told Susan P she had opened her mouth, she was already as good as dead. Susan P was famously fair – and famously violent when the fancy took her.


Just like Richard Gates.


Both had their own way of looking at and doing things, and such was their strength of mind, they achieved whatever it was they decided on.


A wave of hatred washed over Madge as she thought of her daughter. Cathy had youth, good looks and friends. A winning combination by anyone’s standards.


A big fat tear squeezed itself from the corner of her eye and she wiped it away with one tobacco-stained finger.


‘Want a cup of tea, Madge, and a bit of nosebag?’


Gates’s voice was softer, friendlier. He had what he wanted, there was no need to keep the pressure on.


She nodded sadly and he smiled at her, a real smile that changed his whole demeanour. ‘Cheer up, girl. Worse things happen in nick – or so I’m told anyway!’


He had done what he’d set out to do. As usual, once he had achieved his aim, he was bored and wanted to get on with the next item on his agenda. Outside the cell he said to his DC,  ‘Get her a cooked brekker and a statement form. Once she’s signed, charge her. Then get Social Services in for the kid. I’m going home for a shit, a shave and a shampoo.’


With that he left the building. DC Fuller watched his boss’s retreating back with a shocked expression on his face. It had seemed as though the big brass was never going to hold her hand up, but a bit of the Gates treatment and suddenly it was I Confess. Yes, another interesting night at Bethnal Green police station.


You could shove Dixon of Dock Green and Z Cars!


Cathy was washed and dressed. Sitting in the interview room she stared around her in bewilderment. The dingy walls and scarred table were testament to the many hours people had spent confined in here. Dark stains on walls and floor also showed that many had been taken there against their will, to be prompted into statements by physical force. Even at her young age, Cathy knew that. Stories of police brutality were common where she lived, and were related with a strange sort of pride. It was as if the day you got your first police hammering you had finally made it as a criminal. It was a red letter day for the younger men, like their first fumbling attempt at sex or their first ever burglary.


Looking at those stains now, Cathy shivered as she imagined the punishment meted out in this room. Instinctively, she knew the nice man, Gates, would be one of the chief offenders. He wouldn’t treat everybody the way he did her. Closing her eyes, she imagined where she would be going next. All she knew was that her mother had been charged and she herself was to be taken by a social worker, to be put into care eventually. The very words were frightening.


Care. Knowing what she did already from friends at school, the word ‘care’ was used by the Social Services in its loosest sense. The door opened. Wide-eyed she looked at the tall woman before her, wearing a green cloche hat and orange lipstick.


‘Is this the child?’


The policewoman nodded silently. She felt for the kid. This hatchet-faced bitch looked about as friendly as the Wicked Witch of the West. She was all angles, from her high cheekbones to her bony wrists and ankles. As she sat herself down, the policewoman thought that the woman had knees like a bag of hammers.


‘Name, child?’


Cathy looked at the woman mutely.


The young WPC’s heart went out to the girl and she said gently, ‘She’s still in shock.’


The woman turned cold eyes on her and said scathingly, ‘When I want your opinion, I will ask for it.’


Cathy stared straight ahead. Sighing, the woman said curtly, ‘It’s no good being surly, young lady. My advice to you is to cooperate with me. I can make life as easy or as hard as I decide. It would serve you well to remember that.’ Glancing at the WPC she said, ‘Bring some tea.’


The WPC left the room reluctantly.


Mrs Mary Barton, social worker, studied the girl before her. The cupid’s bow mouth and naturally arched eyebrows irritated her. Really, the child looked more like an adult. The breasts already jutting through the thin material of the borrowed dress annoyed her. In fact, everything about the child set her on edge. Working-class girls were born women. They developed much earlier, they looked at men much earlier, and as she herself could attest, produced children much earlier.


This one here with her brassy blonde hair and big blue eyes needed taking in hand, and Mary Barton knew just the person to do it. But not now. She had thought of fostering the girl with the Henderson family in Totteridge.


Cathy pushed her hair from her eyes and settled it over one shoulder. It was a graceful, completely unconscious gesture and it made Mrs Barton’s false teeth grind.


Definitely a whore in the making here. Well, a few months  at the Benton School for Girls would sort this little hussy out! No need to waste any time on tea and sympathy.


‘Come along, child, we have a long journey ahead of us.’


‘Can I see me mum before we go?’


Mrs Barton shook her head vehemently. ‘No, you cannot. This is a police station, not a holiday camp. Your mother is on a murder charge and will be on her way to Holloway by now. Good riddance to bad rubbish, say I. You’ll see her eventually. If you’re good.’


The words were a threat and Cathy knew that, even though her mind was in turmoil. Watching Mrs Barton fussily gather together her papers and files, she tried again. ‘Can’t I even say goodbye?’


Mrs Barton acted as if she had not heard the outrageous demand, but her body language said it all. Bowing her head, Cathy swallowed down the tears.


The nice WPC had told her earlier that Madge had taken the blame for the stabbing, and that Cathy was to keep quiet and not say a word about it to anyone. She had hugged Cathy then, smelling nicely of lavender and toothpaste. Cathy had felt like hugging her back, but hadn’t dared.


All she knew was that her mother had finally come through for her and the knowledge was like balm. She had thought her mother didn’t care but she did.


Cathy’s eyes filled with tears again and she hastily wiped them away. A little voice was prompting her to tell the truth. But she couldn’t. The nice WPC had said that the big man with the balding head and quiet voice would be very cross with Cathy if she opened her mouth. That her mother owed her this and it was the right thing for her to do.


Still, even though she’d wanted her mother to do it, now that she had Cathy was frightened for her. She loved her mum very much, and understood her.


Following Mrs Barton out to her small car, she looked back one final time at the police station. Then, straightening her back, she got into the car. Wherever they took her,  Eamonn would come and get her. Everything would be all right then.


She hung on to that thought as they set out on the journey to Kent and finally, exhausted and afraid, sought refuge in sleep.


On remand, Madge was allowed a visit from Eamonn Docherty Senior and smiled wanly to see him.


‘It took this to get you to visit me without a fight, eh?’ Her voice was hard, but her face was drawn and tired.


‘Social Services have taken Cathy. I tried to see you earlier, came as soon as I could.’


Madge nodded, placated.


‘You took it for her then? That was a very fine thing to do,’ he said.


She lit a cigarette and snorted derisively. ‘Under duress, Eamonn. Don’t go thinking I’ve any noble sentiments because I ain’t. If I had that little mare here now, I’d break her fucking neck! She stabbed him, and at nearly fourteen she should have carried the can, mate. She’d have been in and out in no time. As it is, I’m away for the duration, ain’t I? As for that bastard Gates, I’ll see me day with him. With the pair of them.’


Eamonn Senior shook his head in distress. ‘Madge, I really thought you’d finally become a worthwhile person. After all, if you hadn’t brought that filth into your home, none of this would have happened. You caused it all. Everything. That girl was a rock to you but you could never see it. You gave her a bit of affection, as and when the fancy took you. As she grew up, you let her take on more and more of the responsibility that should have been yours. You used and abused her.


‘Well, let me tell you something, lady. I’m glad Gates put a stop to your gallop. I’m glad you’re going to do a long time, Madge, because that’s all you’re fit for. Any decent mother would have looked out for the girl, but not you. Oh, no. You’d have had her on the streets with you. That was your man’s  intention, whatever you chose to believe. Well, I’ll leave you to stew in your own juice. By Christ, I hope it burns a hole through your heart, I do that. I don’t know why I even came here.’


‘Why did you, Eamonn?’ Madge’s voice was low now, a pleading note in it to which he responded despite his temper.


‘I came, Madge, because we were together for years and the girl was like me own child. I came hoping I’d find a different Madge Connor. A contrite woman, who had finally done something worthwhile with her shite of a life. That’s why I came.’ He looked into her watery eyes and hoped against hope he would find some sign of humanity there.


‘Well, you had a wasted journey then, didn’t you?’ Laughing contemptuously, Madge got up and dismissed him by turning her back on him and calling for the PO to take her back to her cell.


Watching her, he was amazed at the hardness that had come over her in the space of twenty-four hours. She was afraid of prison. Well, who wasn’t? But surely she must realise it was better that she be incarcerated than that young girl?


Shaking his head at the vagaries of women, Eamonn Senior walked out of Holloway and made his way to the nearest public house where he drank himself unconscious.


Cathy woke up as they reached Deal seafront. The lights and the sea were so different from anything she had ever seen before that she stared at them in fascination before she remembered where she was going and why.


Holidaymakers walked along the rainy prom carrying paper-wrapped fish and chips. Small children tagged along behind them. Kiss-me-quick hats and huge sticks of pink rock were evident everywhere, and the women looked wonderful with their brightly coloured clothes and backcombed hairstyles.


Cathy saw a man pick up his tiny daughter and hold her  above his head. She could see his wife looking on, face alight with happiness. Cathy envied them their sheer exuberance, the contentment and the stability of their lives.


As they left the seafront they began to drive up a long winding road. Every now and then there were lovely houses to be seen, with neatly kept gardens and expensive cars in the drives. The houses were lit up like beacons and looked warm and inviting.


It was as they turned into a small lane that Cathy felt the first stirrings of apprehension.


‘Nearly there.’ Mrs Barton’s voice was clipped.


As they approached a pair of huge wrought-iron gates she stopped the car. Getting out, she pulled on a long old-fashioned bell rope. The cold had made its way into the car and Cathy shivered. It was a damp cold, which chilled her to the bone. Unlike the other houses they had passed, this one looked far from jolly and inviting. It had a cold and hostile air. There were no snow-white nets at the windows, only ornamental metalwork. No decorative brick walls, only a heavy chain-link fence and barbed wire. It looked more like a fortress.


An elderly man opened the gates. As they drove past him, he peered into the car with rheumy eyes. Standing still, he watched until they had rounded a bend in the drive.


Seeing the full extent of the house, Cathy was shocked. It was huge. An old Victorian building, built for prestige not comfort. As they got out of the car, a biting wind swirled around her and permeated her thin borrowed clothes.


The impressive front door opened and they were ushered inside. The entrance hall was high-ceilinged and incredibly cold. The woman who came to greet them had a heavy bosom and a hawklike face. Her nose was like a beak and she wiped a dewdrop from it with a dirty handkerchief.


‘Who’s this then?’


Mrs Barton gave a contemptuous gesture for reply, pushing the woman from her forcibly. ‘Where’s Miss Henley? Tell her  I’m here. Then take the girl and give her something to eat, and bring me a scalding hot cup of tea. Do you think you can remember all that, Deirdre?’


‘Yes, Mrs Barton, ma’am.’ The woman nodded, her hawk nose quivering with suppressed indignation.


Grabbing Cathy by the arm, she pulled her across the hallway and into a small office. As she opened the door, warmth seeped out and engulfed them.
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