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Introduction



Movies such as The Godfather and Goodfellas portray gangsters as men, but as this book demonstrates, it’s an equal-opportunity profession. While researching my five books about Pablo Esco-bar, I came across Griselda Blanco, aka ‘The Queen of Cocaine’, aka ‘The Godmother’. After suffering horrific childhood trauma in Medellín, Griselda turned to armed kidnapping and robberies as a teenager. In the early seventies, she moved from Colombia to Queens, New York, where she began to establish a cocaine empire well before Pablo had penetrated the States. By the late eighties, she was a key player in the Miami drug war, which saw hundreds of slayings yearly, including shootouts in malls. When her own hitmen procrastinated because there were children in a target household, she ordered them to kill the entire family otherwise she would have the hitmen themselves killed. When a former husband kidnapped one of their children (Michael Corleone Blanco), she had her ex assassinated to regain custody – and he wasn’t the only husband she was suspected of having killed. She rose to become the most notorious female drug kingpin in history, murdering anyone who got in the way of her business expansion.


In Arizona during my rave-throwing and Ecstasy importation days, I saw first-hand how fearsome females can be in the underworld. In Sitdowns with Gangsters, my first title in this series, you were introduced to Wild Man, my best friend from childhood and, later on, a formidable street fighter and bodyguard who earned the respect of the prison gangs, biker gangs and a Mexican cartel. What I had failed to mention in that book was that some of my associates in Arizona were more scared of Wild Man’s girlfriend, Wild Woman (collectively known as ‘The Wild Ones’), a tiny lady from Liverpool, who was observed by undercover cops chasing Wild Man from their residence in Tempe Arizona, swinging a giant metal fan at Wild Man’s overgrown body and yelling in a harsh Liverpudlian accent that she was going to kill him. When the authorities ranked everyone in my criminal enterprise, they gave Wild Woman the number-two spot, above Wild Man, who was number three. Her story features among the most hard-hitting chapters in this book.


Sitdowns with Female Gangsters includes the story of Linda Calvey, who used to host lunches for a gang of armed robbers and eventually became a getaway driver and then joined the heists. She became friends with iconic gangsters such as the Krays, Freddie Foreman and Ronnie Cook (who was to become her lover). While gangsters competed for her affection, some ended up murdered, earning her the nickname ‘The Black Widow’. For a murder conviction, she served eighteen years alongside such notorious killers as Rose West and Myra Hindley.


Also included is one of the most brutal stories I’ve ever heard while podcasting. Born as a male, Sarah Jane Baker transitioned in prison by cutting open her scrotum and slicing off her testicles. Having been gang-raped in prison, she snapped and employed extreme violence on her attackers, almost murdering one, earning her the nickname ‘Trans Gangsta’. Inside, she encountered the serial killer Fred West and enjoyed playing Scrabble with another serial killer, Dennis Nilsen.


While the stories in this book all feature UK citizens, some of them end up in extreme situations overseas. I’ll never forget Natalie Welsh describing her arrival at a Venezuelan prison. Seeing armed men on the roof, she thought they must be the guards, but they were actually gang members. She was plunged into a world of unimaginable horror and escalating violence, where murder, rape and gang warfare were carried out with the complicity of corrupt guards. Male prisoners entered the females’ housing area, bringing gunfire with them and leaving corpses behind.


Nawal ended up overseas because her family sent her to Somalia and Kenya, after her wild gang behaviour on the streets of London. During a civil war in Somalia, she witnessed family members getting shot. Running around with the wrong crowd was fun but became too dangerous when her associates started beheading people. As a last resort, she was sent to boarding school in Kenya, a religious extremist torture camp, where girls (including minors) were whipped and sexually assaulted. With all communication with the outside world monitored, Nawal had to come up with a strategy to try to escape.


Although these women have committed dangerous crimes, which have impacted society, what resonates most from their stories is how they undergo accelerated maturity and personal development from highly pressurised situations; how the human spirit contains something that emerges during inescapable difficulties to help us to adapt to and to rise above horrific environments. Many emerge with their personalities re-forged, diamond-like, and they have gone on to become mentors and teachers of life lessons to young people. And hopefully, these stories will also help to change society’s perception of the stereotypical gangster being male.
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Linda Calvey, aka ‘The Black Widow’



After hosting dinners for some of London’s most notorious armed robbers, Linda ‘The Black Widow’ Calvey decided to join the crew. Framed for the murder of one of her own gang, she served eighteen years.


The armed raid was going perfectly to plan. They had waylaid the security guards outside the supermarket just at the right moment as the guards transferred the day’s profits between the store and the security van.


Going in hard with sawn-off shotguns raised, Mickey and his gang of armed robbers had immobilised the security guards and taken the heavy bags full of cash. It was just a short run to their own car and the job would be done, all in a matter of seconds.


That’s when things went wrong.


As they were heading back to the car, a man emerged from a pub. He was dressed in plain clothes but carrying a gun. He shouted at Mickey to stop. Then he started firing. Shots ricocheted down the street as the man shot wildly at the fleeing gang.


They reached the car safely and bundled inside the back, their getaway driver checking the mirror impatiently, his foot hovering over the accelerator. Mickey was the anchorman, the most dangerous job of them all. He was always first into a bank or post office and the last out, so he was the last to jump in the back of the car. But when it was his turn to clamber inside, something happened that had never occurred before: the door was shut.


Swearing, Mickey yanked on the handle. He swore and tried again. He couldn’t quite get a grip on what was happening; it was locked. The car started to pull away.


‘Bastard! Unlock the door!’ he screamed, trying desperately to cling to the back of the vehicle as it lurched forward onto the street. Mickey clung on for dear life then his world turned suddenly black.


The next thing he knew, he was lying on the street, staring up at the sky. There was a terrible pain in his chest. As he watched the car speed away through a fading mist of consciousness, he realised dimly what had happened: he had been shot.


Then the lights went out.


Linda Calvey was Mickey’s wife. This was the day she went from being a normal East End housewife in seventies London to a notorious criminal, an armed robber and a convicted murderer. The day of her husband’s death was the day that Linda became ‘The Black Widow’.


‘I think something changed in me that day,’ Calvey told me when I interviewed her in 2021 for my True Crime podcast,* ‘and that was when I decided I was going to be an armed robber and I was going to avenge everything.’


Growing up in London’s East End in the fifties, Calvey had had an ordinary enough childhood. Born in Ilford in 1948 and moving to Stepney when she was five, her childhood was spent in the shadow of the Second World War, playing amid the bomb craters left by the Blitz. Her parents had met during an actual bombing raid. Eileen worked a coffee stall under the arches at Stepney East station. One day, as air raid sirens filled the air and less hardy souls were pouring down the steps to seek sanctuary in the Underground, a well-dressed handsome young man approached the stall and asked her for ‘a tomato sandwich without the bread’.


Not liking the look of this charmer, Eileen ignored the joke and turned to her next customer. Undaunted, the man asked for a light and when she handed him the silver match case her father had given her for her birthday, he wandered off down the street with it, calling over his shoulder, ‘You’ll get this back when you promise to go out with me.’


The young man, Charlie, went off to fight in the war and when he returned, he brought back the silver match case. Admiring his persistence, Eileen agreed to go out with him and several weeks later, they were married.


Linda was the second of nine children who spent most of their time hanging around the old craters and bombed-out houses that their mother and father had avoided. It was a dangerous world, where the violent scars of the past merged with the violent present of the East End’s criminal gangs. Vallance Road, where the Kray twins grew up, was just a few streets away from their cramped four-bed council house. As was The Blind Beggar pub, where a notorious Krays’ murder would later take place. But for little Linda, childhood was a wonderful time when everyone looked out for everyone else and neighbours’ doors were always open.


‘I loved it,’ Calvey told me. ‘I mean, nobody had a lot and I suppose it’s the old cliché – we didn’t have anything, but we all got on. But I think it actually was like that in those days. Kids used to run in everybody else’s houses and everybody in the street was your aunt or your uncle because it was just, “Go and ask Auntie Jean if she’s got some tea.”’


Calvey’s dad worked as a blacksmith after the war, forging hooks for the dockworkers and tools for the markets. In a time of food rationing, Linda and the rest of the family would often eat like royalty as their dad would swap his pay from the food markets for a prime cut of steak, a leg of lamb, a batch of fresh scallops or a Dover sole. In her book, The Black Widow, Calvey describes it as a ‘badge of honour’ that her mum would never let any guest leave the house without a full stomach.


The young Linda showed no sign of the woman who would later become The Black Widow. She went to school, did as she was told and got on with everyone around her. ‘I was really good,’ Calvey told me. ‘I was probably one of the boring kids that never bunked off for school, did all their homework.’


But there was always part of her that wanted more. One day when she was twelve years old, driving with her parents past Stepney Green Park on their way to visit an aunt, a gleaming red car pulled up next to them at the traffic lights. Looking inside, she saw a glamorous blonde woman wearing a fur coat and a man in a pinstripe suit, puffing on a fat cigar. Peering from her squashed position between the front seats of her dad’s rusty old van, it was as if she was gazing into another world. ‘I said, “When I grow up, I’m gonna have one those fur coats,”’ Calvey told me. ‘“And I’m gonna have one of those cars.” And my dad said, “I hope you do, darling.” He said, “because that’s a Rolls-Royce. That’s the best car in the world and if you’ve got a Rolls-Royce, you’ve cracked it.”’


Calvey left school when she was fifteen and got a job as an office assistant, answering phones, tidying the office and making endless cups of tea. It was with her friend from the office that she met her first boyfriend. They were walking through Victoria Park in Hackney when a young man and his friend pulled up next to them in a car and asked if they wanted to go for a coffee. Frank was handsome, well-dressed and had a hairstyle like Elvis. He worked as a coalman in the winter and a scrap dealer in summer. Linda agreed to go on a date with him and soon they were an item. Frank would pick her up from the family home and take her away from the neighbourhood out to Epping or Chigwell. She never saw where Frank lived or met his parents but thought nothing of it.


When she was nineteen, Linda got her first taste of what she called ‘real East End nightlife’. Her cousin Pat invited Linda out with her and her husband, George, who was a professional burglar. The couple escorted her to a nightclub with darkened windows and neon lights. Inside, the room was thick with cigar smoke and laughter. An elegant woman sang jazz on the spotlit stage and other women wearing fur coats and diamond necklaces were glided effortlessly through the haze. A smartly dressed man with slicked-back hair approached George and shook his hand. George introduced him to Linda and he looked her up and down appreciatively and kissed her hand before disappearing into the crowd. He was the club’s owner, Reggie Kray, one half of the notorious London gangsters, the Kray twins. Little did she know it at the time, but this wouldn’t be her last meeting with Reggie.


After three years with Frank, Linda finally discovered he was married when her mum chanced to hear a conversation with his wife in the clothes shop she ran. Eileen was a tough, no-nonsense East End mother. Without telling Linda the reason, she drove her daughter round to Frank’s house to confront the adulterer. When they arrived, they found the young wife – about the same age as Linda – living in a squalid little flat with a young baby and her husband, Frank. Linda was mortified and full of pity for the young woman who seemed to know nothing about her husband’s infidelities.


Newly single, Calvey was feeling sorry for herself and not particularly in the mood for going out when she received an invitation from her cousin Pat to accompany her to a party. One of Pat’s husband’s friends was celebrating his release from jail and Pat and George thought it would be nice for Linda to meet him. Linda had begun the long process of getting ready but suddenly slumped and couldn’t be bothered to go. As she slouched on the sofa, she got a call from Pat, asking where she was. Calvey told her cousin she was no longer coming but Pat was having none of it and said she was sending a cab round to pick her up in three minutes.


With no choice left, Linda hurriedly climbed into a dress and got in the taxi. Still, she was apprehensive, thinking that a man who had just spent eight years in prison would be horrible and ugly. As she entered the pub, she saw George talking to an Italian-looking man with dark, slicked-back hair and handsome features. She walked over and George introduced her to his friend, Mickey Calvey, the man who had just got out of jail.


‘He [Mickey] said, “I was hoping you wasn’t going to turn up,”’ Calvey told me. ‘“I thought, What sort of girl who’s nineteen ain’t got a bloke? She must be right ugly.” I said, “I thought exactly the same.” But that was it. I just fell hook, line and sinker for him.’


Calvey started seeing Mickey, but unfortunately Frank hadn’t got the message. Coming out of work the following Monday, he was waiting for her. When Linda told him that she didn’t want to see him anymore, he grabbed her hair and punched her in the face. She managed to get away from him, but it wasn’t the last she would see of Frank.


A few days later, Linda’s dad was driving her to see Mickey when the vehicle door was ripped open and there was Frank, pointing a gun at her. He forced Linda into his own car and drove her to his scrap metal yard in Mile End. Frank said he was keeping her in the yard until she agreed to go out with him again, but he clearly hadn’t thought his plan through. Unperturbed and unafraid of her pathetic ex-boyfriend, Calvey pointed out that Mickey and her brothers would guess where Frank had taken her and would be round soon, and they would be none too pleased. Frank quickly saw the error of his ways and backed down. He even drove Linda home, dropping her off at the end of her street.


But this wasn’t enough to placate Mickey. Calvey’s new man paid a visit to Frank’s flat and, after a brief tête-à-tête, Frank was out of Linda’s life for good. Soon she moved in with Mickey, who had gone back to his chosen career of armed robbery. Mickey was very open with Linda about what he did and spoilt her with the proceeds, buying her the newest designer dresses, expensive make-up and jewellery. Like Linda, he had grown up poor. His father was a docker whose work was unstable, dangerous and badly paid. Early on, Mickey had decided he wasn’t going to end up chained to a lifestyle of toil and hardship like his dad. In an area where education wasn’t a recognised route out of poverty, there was only one option – crime.


Mickey and his friends used to plot their next robbery over Mickey’s dinner table while Linda provided sandwiches and endless cups of tea. Calvey started taking an interest in their discussions and began listening more closely. Her mum sold wigs at her shop and Linda was good with make-up so she soon found herself in charge of making the disguises. Slowly she became more sucked into the preparations. Mickey couldn’t drive so Linda used to drive him when he was reconnoitring potential targets. The gang usually targeted security vans and each raid took weeks of preparation. Multiple escape routes had to be identified and the window of opportunity was small. Mickey and his friends would have to pounce during the few seconds in which the security guard was carrying the money between the shop and the van. If they missed this key moment, it meant the difference between several thousand pounds or nothing at all, and weeks of wasted planning.


But Calvey had her mind on more than just a life of crime; she wanted children. At first Mickey was reluctant – he didn’t want to bring a child into the atmosphere in which he lived. But Linda was insistent and eventually he agreed.


Linda was pregnant when she received the news she’d always dreaded. Mickey was out on a raid when the TV news declared that a robbery in East London had been foiled by police. She knew instantly that it was Mickey. He pleaded not guilty to charges of robbery and conspiracy to rob but was found guilty and sentenced to five years in prison.


Linda developed pre-eclampsia and was forced to give birth a month early. (Pre-eclampsia is a condition that causes high blood pressure during pregnancy and after labour.) During the next two weeks, while baby Melanie was kept in an incubator, a stream of Mickey’s friends, each posing as ‘Mr Calvey’, came to visit her. After the first one, the nurses must have wondered who all these different Mr Calveys really were, but they kept up their professional façade and Linda left the hospital two weeks later.


Six weeks later, it was the baby’s turn to meet her real father. When Mickey saw Melanie, he was bowled over and asked Linda to marry him. Despite the circumstances, she agreed. The ceremony was held in a registry office near Wandsworth Prison, from where Mickey was taken in a prison van. But it wasn’t quite the wedding that every girl dreams of; the press were waiting outside the registry office to snap pictures, and Linda, her parents and even baby Melanie were searched by police. Mickey stood at the altar, handcuffed to a prison officer. Their honeymoon was a twenty-minute visit back at Wandsworth, where they barely got the chance to kiss. Later, Calvey discovered that the over-the-top security and press interest had been due to an anonymous tip-off that the wedding was really an elaborately staged escape plan.


Not long after Mickey was released, Calvey fell pregnant again. This time it was a boy, who they named Neil. Mickey was delighted, but this wasn’t enough to keep him on the straight and narrow. He was soon out doing ‘jobs’ again in order to fund their move to a bigger house in Basildon. On one occasion, high after a successful raid, baby Neil got his first taste of the high life.


‘Neil was sitting on the floor,’ Calvey told me. ‘He was only a few months old and they’ve cut the bags and tipped all the money over him. And we had one of those little Polaroid instant cameras and Mickey took a picture, and he put it up on the mantelpiece, and it was Neil with all this money all over him.’ Unfortunately, the picture had to be burnt the next day – family snaps like that could land Mickey fifteen years in prison.


They soon had the new place in Basildon, but the garden looked tired and bare. Mickey decided to solve the problem in his own inimitable way. He snuck back into bed one night after pulling off a rare evening job. Linda found out why the next morning when she opened her curtains to see the garden filled with tropical plants and palm trees that Mickey had stolen from the local garden centre. It was a lovely gesture, but her husband’s expertise didn’t extend to horticulture. Most of the exotic plant life died quickly in the non-tropical climate of an East End backyard.


The money was rolling in again and Mickey was soon offered the chance of a big-time bank job, the kind of raid that only the high rollers were called in for. It was real step up and he couldn’t afford to miss it. This would be his ‘one final job’ that would allow them to up sticks and retire to Spain but first, he had to prove himself by doing a smaller job as a test run.


Linda had bad feelings about the imminent heist. They started when an unknown man called at the house, asking for Mickey. When Linda opened the door in just her dressing gown, the man stopped in his tracks and stared at her silently for several long moments, seemingly drinking her in. He had a flinty glare and a strong, silent manner that exuded power. Eventually, he introduced himself as Ron and asked for Mickey. When she told him that her husband was in the shower, he said he’d return in a couple of days and left.


It turned out that Ron was the boss for the big bank job. He was a big-time gangster and a violent man who had killed several people and was universally feared. Linda hadn’t liked the look of him and there was something about the way he had stared at her that made her blood run cold. Still, she tried to put it out of her mind and carry on as usual. But as the day of the trial raid neared, the bad omens kept coming. Mickey and the gang had tried to catch the supermarket security van twice already and twice missed it. He had never tried the same job three times in a row and took it as a bad sign. Then, when Mickey collected the shotguns for the raid and brought them home, four-year-old Neil found one of them and went charging out into the road with it, shouting ‘Bang, bang!’ at the top of his voice. Linda and Mickey only found out when a concerned neighbour knocked on their door.


On the morning of the raid, Calvey struggled with an unsettled feeling that peaked as a surge of panic when Mickey left the house and waved goodbye to the children. As the door shut behind him, she felt an unaccountable urge to cry, something she had never done before. But she knew it was no use trying to stop him. This was the trial raid for the big job and it was for big-time villains, the kind you couldn’t refuse; Mickey was in too deep to pull out now.


Mickey had said he would be back by 5.30 p.m. so Linda had prepared a roast dinner to welcome him home, but by 7.30, the chicken was cold and there was no sign of him. Mickey’s friend Jerry and his new girlfriend were due to come round that night. When Jerry arrived, he hadn’t heard anything from Mickey either. They decided to go out anyway, hoping that Mickey would be in one of their usual haunts. At the first pub, The Needlegun, there was no sign of Mickey or his friends. It was the same story at the Carpenter’s Arms in Stepney. At the Albion in Hackney, the landlady, a friend of Mickey and Linda, turned pale when she saw her. She told Calvey that Mickey had called earlier to say he’d been held up and wouldn’t arrive until later. Linda was relieved, but later she saw Jerry having a whispered exchange with the landlady. The two kept glancing at her as they spoke and instinctively she knew that something was wrong.


When it came to closing time, the landlady, Sylvie, said Mickey was delayed again and that she would come home to keep Linda company for the night. It was another strange sign because Sylvie always had a lock-in until the early hours on Sundays. The next morning when the phone rang at 6.30, Sylvie answered it. She said Mickey had been arrested and they had to go to Mickey’s older brother Terry’s flat. Waiting inside for her, next to Terry, was her mother. Now she knew something was really wrong.


It was Terry who broke the news: ‘Mickey’s dead.’


Calvey remembers feeling faint. ‘I think that is when my brain changed,’ she told me, ‘because when I heard it, I remember just screaming and screaming and screaming, but I didn’t think it was me that was screaming … but it was me.’


Linda eventually calmed down with the help of some brandy but there was worse to come. She had to identify the body. At the morgue the policeman lifted the sheet to expose Mickey’s pallid face and Calvey broke down once again. She vaguely heard the police officer going through the formalities, but she was yanked out of her bubble when she heard him say the words, ‘I’m sorry but your husband left us no choice. He faced the officer and said, “It’s me or you.” So he was shot through the front of his body.’


Linda was stunned. It didn’t make sense. She knew Mickey; he would never face down an officer with a gun like that. Even more so because on this particular raid he had stuffed his shotgun cartridges with cotton wool because he had known there would be women and children around and he didn’t want to hurt any innocent bystanders. Something was wrong. She refused to sign the form to release the body, saying she wanted a second autopsy, and left.


But while Linda was fighting to obtain another autopsy, things got even stranger. The police suddenly announced they had lost Mickey’s body. A judge ordered them to find the corpse within twenty-four hours or there would be repercussions; the body was duly found again. Meanwhile, Calvey’s older brother, Terry (Linda’s brother and brother-in-law share the same name), had received an anonymous tip-off from a high-ranking police officer. What the officer told him flatly contradicted the official story. He said that the officer who shot Mickey, Detective Sergeant Michael Banks, had been drinking in a pub near the scene of the raid for around three hours. The off-duty police officer had left the pub at around the time of the raid and caught Mickey and his pals in the act. Apparently, DS Banks had drawn his gun and fired indiscriminately into the busy high street, eventually catching Mickey in the back as he clung to the back of the vehicle.


Christmas was bleak that year – 1978. The funeral was in January and, in accordance with East End tradition, Mickey’s body had been laid up at home for friends and family to pay their last respects. Watching over her husband’s body after a busy day of visits, Linda had the sudden urge to promise him something.


‘Babe,’ she told the corpse, ‘I will make sure I do for our children what you died trying to do for them.’


The funeral was a big affair even by East End standards. Hordes of crooks from all over London had put aside bitter gang rivalries to bid farewell to the universally respected Mickey Calvey. One of the many in attendance that day was Ron, the boss who’d been trialling Mickey for the big raid. Approaching Linda at the end of the service with that same cold, calculating look, Ron paid his respects to Mickey then asked if he could visit her the next day. Thrown by the question, she said yes, worrying instantly what she had agreed to.


The next day, as promised, Ron turned up at Linda’s mum’s house. Without any preamble he shoved a rolled-up wad of notes into Calvey’s hand. It was a thousand pounds. He then asked her if she would be moving house and when she said yes, he promised to buy her new furniture for the move. With that, he left, leaving Linda as surprised and unsettled as the first time.


But Linda had bigger things to occupy her mind. February saw the coroner’s inquest. The Home Office coroner found that Mickey had indeed been shot through the back, not the front, as the police had originally claimed. But by now the police’s story had changed. Apparently, DS Banks had been waiting in the pub with other officers to stake out the armed raid. When he had seen Mickey and his friends, he had shouted a clear warning to stop. Two of the robbers had made it into the car but Mickey was stuck outside, trying to open the door. Witnesses said it looked like he had been locked out and that he had shouted, ‘Bastard, unlock the door!’ DS Banks had then given Mickey another clear warning before shooting him twice in the back as he clung to the moving vehicle. The detective told the court that he had feared for his life and that if he hadn’t fired his gun on Mickey, he would definitely be dead.


The coroner ruled in the police’s favour, stating that Banks’s actions were justified. Justice had been done. But not for Linda Calvey. She stormed up to the newly touted hero of the hour to give him her own verdict. ‘Come home with me if you’re brave enough,’ she spat, ‘and show my kids the commendation you’ve got for shooting their father in the back. Coward! Murderer!’ For her, the inquest had raised more questions than answers. Perhaps the biggest being: who had locked Mickey out of the car, thus condemning him to death? And why?


Linda wore nothing but black after Mickey’s death and earned the nickname the Black Widow. As part of the mourning process, she was planning two benefit nights in Mickey’s honour. This was an East End criminal tradition to provide money for a gangster’s widow and family. Prior to the first night, Ron turned up at her new council flat in Stepney and offered to buy her a dress for the upcoming gig. Again, feeling slightly uncomfortable, Linda agreed. He picked her up the next day and took her shopping on Bond Street, paying £500 for a new pair of shoes and a black dress.


At the benefit night, friends and family bid in an auction to raise money for Linda and the kids. When it came the turn of an expensive case of wine, Ron stuck his hand up and immediately bid £1,000. The room fell into shocked silence as he deposited the money in cash and walked out without even taking the wine. He did the same thing at the second benefit night, buying her a new outfit from Bond Street and bidding £1,000 for a case of wine that he didn’t take. Calvey was still perplexed by his actions, but was beginning to look kindlier on him as someone who was trying to help her out at a difficult time.


But Ron, it seemed, had other ideas. Soon, he was calling round again. This time he wanted to take Linda out for dinner. She demurred, saying it didn’t look right just four months after Mickey’s funeral. Undeterred, Ron suggested she bring one of her brothers as a chaperone. She didn’t know how to say no to this, so ended up agreeing. Soon after that strange first date, it was Linda’s birthday and Ron sent several bouquets of roses. There were more dinner invites and Linda went along dutifully, chaperone in tow. Ron was a top dog, a friend of the Krays and a top-notch bank robber. He exuded the calm power of the underworld boss. Linda felt increasingly drawn into a trap where she couldn’t say no.


Soon, Ron was demanding a dinner date without a chaper-one. Linda hesitated but finally agreed. It had been six months since Mickey’s death. Ron took Linda’s agreement as a sign and declared that they were now officially boyfriend and girlfriend. He ordered Linda to get rid of her car – he’d be buying her a new one.


If Calvey had her doubts about going out with Ron, they soon started to be justified. On a family trip to Majorca without Ron, she was stunned to spot him just a few doors down from her hotel room, sunning himself on the balcony. When she confronted him, he tried to palm it off as a coincidence. Then, on a trip to the market with a friend, she spotted Ron peering at them, almost comically, from behind a women’s lingerie stall. The stalking continued, as did the possessiveness. One day Ron slipped a ring onto her finger. She knew it couldn’t be a wedding band as he was already married. It turned out to be much more disturbing. With the ring on Linda’s finger, Ron said the ominous words, ‘Now you belong to me.’


With the ring, everything changed. Now, when they went out together, Calvey was not allowed to leave Ron’s side or to talk to anyone but him. She had become a possession. And it got worse. One evening Calvey was invited for a night out with her friends, but Ron refused to let her go. When she complained, he started to strangle her, his face contorted with rage. Linda panicked as she saw for the first time the true psychopath that was her boyfriend. She thought she was going to die. It only stopped when her daughter, Melanie, came into the room and saw what was happening. The twelve-year-old girl began crying and begging Ron to get off her mum. Ron let go and stormed out of the house. Not long after, Melanie asked to move out, saying she wanted to live with her nan. Linda could only agree – living in the same house as Ron didn’t feel safe anymore.


Then one night it happened. Ron was drunk after an evening out with some gangster friends. In bed, he slurred the words, ‘Mickey’s death was your fault.’


Feeling a cold wave of anxiety wash over her, Calvey asked why. Then it came out, the horrible truth. Ron admitted that it had been him in the vehicle that fateful day when Mickey was shot. It was he who had locked the door, ensuring that Mickey would die. Why? Because that first night when he came round to talk to Mickey about the robbery and Linda had answered the door in her nightie, Ron had fallen for her and decided he was going to have her.


Calvey was horrified. The man who had killed her husband, the love of her life, was now her boyfriend. And she was trapped with him, unable to leave. That night, she didn’t sleep a wink. She had never loved Ron; now she couldn’t even bear to touch him. But what could she do? All she could hope for was that somehow fate would intervene, that he would be murdered or imprisoned due to his work.


Fortunately, she didn’t have long to wait. In December 1980, Ron and his cronies were caught red-handed doing a major bank job. But Calvey was wrong if she thought prison would release her from Ron’s grip. On a visit he informed her that he was going to bribe the jury and only expected to be inside for a year while on remand. Worse still, he threatened to kill her son, Neil, and older brother, Tony, if she was unfaithful to him in that time. If there was any question of him being a psychopath, it was now answered.


In 1981, Ron was sentenced to sixteen years in prison. The jury bribe hadn’t worked. But even that long stretch didn’t mean Linda was free. On a prison visit he renewed his threat to eight-year-old Neil’s life if Linda didn’t remain faithful.


With Ron in prison, money was tight again, but he helped Calvey get a job with his friend, Brian, working at the office of his haulage company. This was an arrangement he tolerated because Linda and Brian didn’t like each other, so his mind was free of jealousy. Unfortunately for Ron, the more they worked together, the better they got on. Soon, they were seeing each other, all of which was kept hush-hush from Ron.


Like Ron, Brian was also a bank robber. Remembering her promise to Mickey to carry on his work, Linda asked Brian one day if she could accompany him on a job. He refused. But Linda, determined to get her own crew together, invited him to join them. Brian agreed as long as she stayed away from the guns – she would be the getaway driver. With Brian and the other member, Linda’s friend Carl, the newly formed gang set about planning their first heist.


It was a security van, and the raid went exactly to plan, with the cash grabbed and the getaway made in just minutes. When Calvey arrived home and shut the door, she felt such a wave of exhilaration, she couldn’t stop laughing. ‘I felt like my feet weren’t on the floor,’ she told me.


With the profits from that and another similar robbery, Linda had enough money for a mortgage deposit. Not long after, she moved into her first property as an owner rather than a renter. Brian moved in with her, along with Neil and Melanie, who were back from their nan’s since Ron had been jailed. The kids didn’t know about Mummy’s new occupation but that didn’t seem to matter so long as it was providing a good lifestyle for them.


Calvey soon discovered she was good at her new career. Increasingly, she took control of the planning, pointing out good targets and organising multiple escape routes. She also had the X-factor that couldn’t be taught – a cool head and the ability to think quickly under pressure. On one raid, while making a getaway in the vehicle, she noticed several police cars approaching her junction, sirens blaring. They were heading towards the crime scene. Linda didn’t want the police officers’ suspicions to be aroused by the vehicle, so she did the most counter-intuitive thing possible. She pulled across the junction, blocking the police cars’ paths. Pretending to be a ‘dizzy blonde’ in a flap, she waved furious apologies to the honking police cars as she fumbled for reverse and slowly backed the vehicle out of their way. It was a stroke of genius. Nothing could have averted suspicion better than this display of innocent bungling. As the police cars passed the vehicle one by one, the officers waved their hands and mouthed silent thank-yous. A smiling Linda waved cheerily back.


Calvey was progressing fast and soon it was time for her first job with a weapon. ‘I had a sawn-off shotgun,’ she told me. ‘I put on extra clothes underneath and then put on sort of army jackets, and I’d have a balaclava and probably looked more like a bloke than a girl.’


Brian instructed her not to speak during the raid to prevent the chances of her being identified as female. Her first job was a small post office in a quiet part of London, so he and Linda decided to do it on their own. Psyching themselves up, they left the car outside and piled into the post office. Brian screamed at the cashier to hand him the money and Calvey kept her shotgun high, where everybody could see it. Within seconds, the cash was handed over and they were rushing outside to the waiting car. Linda jumped into the driver’s seat, fired up the ignition and screeched away, adrenaline pumping like a drug through her veins.


At first the adrenaline hit would last for several days, but soon the work became a routine like any other job, ingrained in the rituals of her day-to-day life. ‘I used to go out shopping,’ Calvey told me. ‘I’d see a van, see it go past. I’d think, oh, that’s a new one – U-turn and follow it and see where it was going.’


The more practice she got, the bolder Calvey became. One of her favourite tricks was to stash a shopping trolley in the boot of the getaway car. When the others came running out with the cash, they’d throw it in the trolley. Linda would cover it with a bag or jacket and walk straight back to the scene of the crime. Standing outside, posing as an innocent bystander, she would ask what had happened and whether anyone had seen who’d done it. In this way she could gain useful information as to whether anyone had identified them.


On one occasion she and the gang held up the same post office three weeks in a row because the staff were pocketing some of the cash during each raid. Another time they ran into another armed gang about to raid the same security van. Ever the gentleman, Brian let the first gang have the job to themselves.


It was becoming all too easy but after three years the inevitable happened. One day when Calvey was at her brother-in-law Terry’s house while Brian and Carl were off on a raid, there was a pounding on the front door. Police burst in and Linda was shoved to the floor with a gun in her face. Horrified, Linda felt violated and started screaming hysterically that the police officer should shoot her like they had her husband. Afterwards, when she had time to calm down and reflect, she realised how bad the victims of her gang’s armed raids must feel. She’d always thought the armed robberies were victimless crimes, as no one got hurt and the money was insured, belonging to faceless corporations. However, now she understood what it was really like to be threatened with a loaded weapon. ‘I thought, Oh my God, that was horrible,’ Calvey told me, ‘and I’ve sort of clicked and changed back and thought, What have I been doing? … I thought, That’s it, I will never ever, ever do this again.’


She and the rest of the gang were arrested. It turned out chance had had a hand in their capture. ‘Brian’s wife had put a private detective on him,’ Linda told me, ‘thinking that he was having an affair. And the private detective followed him and saw us doing a robbery and reported it to the police. So the police then knew where everybody was … And that’s how we all got caught.’


But Linda was luckier in other ways. Although she didn’t know it at the time, Brian and Carl were doing a deal with the police, confessing to twenty-one other armed robberies to obtain a lighter sentence for Linda. Incredibly, Calvey was given bail while the two men were sent to Brixton Prison to await sentencing; Brian got twenty-one years and Carl was given fourteen for their multiple armed robbery charges.


Calvey’s trial took place at Southwark Crown Court in 1985. With Brian’s help, she had concocted a story that she had been forced into the robbery. She knew she was lying under oath, but she felt she had to do it for her children. The need was even more pressing after Brian had revealed something truly terrifying on one of her visits to Brixton Prison. Ron, he confided, had told him that he was going to kill Linda’s son, Neil, when he got out of prison, irrespective of whether Linda stayed faithful or not. Linda had always known that Ron hated Neil because the young boy looked like his father and so was a constant reminder of Mickey, but even so the news was horrifying. It meant she had to make sure she was around to protect her son when Ron eventually got out of jail.


Although Brian and Carl both testified that they had forced Linda to commit the crime, the jury found her guilty, alongside her older brother Tony, whose house they had used to plan the raid. Tony received a nine-year sentence from the judge. When it came to Linda’s turn she stood anxiously, gripping her brother’s hand. Would the judge be lenient after all the mitigating circumstances they had cooked up? No. In fact, the judge had perceived the truth behind the smoke screen, saying to Linda, ‘I believe that instead of being a small cog in the operation, you were, in fact, the whole machine.’


‘The judge said he wanted to give me twenty-one years,’ Calvey told me. ‘And he said, “It’s a pointless exercise because you’ll win your appeal.” Then he said, “I’d like to give you fifteen years but that also would be a pointless exercise.” And he went down the list and in the end, he went, “I’m giving you seven and recommending you do not get any time off on appeal and you serve your whole time.”’


Linda was sent to Holloway, an all-female prison. Thirty-eight years old, she had never served a day inside, so it was a culture shock to say the least. She arrived in a designer dress and stilettos, which were immediately replaced with soft prison shoes. But she wore the dress for two days while she waited for her basic clothes to arrive. Calvey was so naive that she thought the powdered toothpaste in the prison’s toiletry pack was bath salts and emptied it into her first bath.


In other ways she was, thankfully, better prepared. Brian had given her some useful tips, like not to give anything to anyone as it would be seen as a sign of weakness. Fortunately, she also had the reputation which came with the length of her sentence and the nature of her crime. Other inmates treated her with respect, sometimes leading to situations she found uncomfortable.


‘The first time I went into the TV room, somebody went, “Alright, get up and give her a seat,”’ Calvey told me. ‘And I thought, If I say no, I won’t take this seat, I’m gonna look weak. So, this girl got up and sort of went and stood at the end where the seats were. And I went, “Thank you,” and sat down. And I felt really horrible that I took her seat. But I thought, No, I’ve got to do this, it’s survival of the fittest.’


But not everything was so easy. Calvey had been placed in a dorm with three other female inmates close to the C1 section, where many mentally ill women were incarcerated. Their screams kept Linda awake at night. Calvey’s cell mate worked in C1 and came back with regular horror stories. One woman had cut off her nipples. Another tried to saw off her leg with a broken piece of sink. And Linda’s friend had gone into one cell to find that the inmate had gouged out her own eye.


Another worry was Ron. On a visit, Brian had told her he was sure Ron knew about them being together. Stories of their crime and conviction had been all over the newspapers and word would certainly have got back to him. Brian had requested never to be housed in the same prison as Ron and fortunately the authorities agreed. But for Linda, it was a different matter. When she was next allowed a visit, she was walking on eggshells.


Sure enough, Ron was carrying a newspaper that featured Linda and Brian’s story. He was angry too but incredibly only about Brian. Somehow he didn’t suspect anything was going on between them despite everything that had happened. Evidently the early dislike between Linda and Brian had convinced him that their getting together was impossible. Nevertheless, he was furious with Brian for getting Linda arrested and said he was going to use his contacts to have Brian killed in prison. Calvey left the visit feeling slightly better, but she needed to warn Brian.


After just under two years in Holloway, Calvey was transferred to Cookham Wood in Kent. The infamous child killer, Myra Hindley, was there at this time and Linda had a run-in with her in the laundry. Calvey had been given a job in the library next to the laundry, where Hindley was working. When she finished her shift, the guard told Linda she could pop next door to pick up her clean clothes. Inside the room she spotted Hindley bent over a washing machine, singing away merrily.


Calvey acted without thinking. ‘I thought, How dare you sing?’ she told me. ‘And I walked up and just went slap. And she stood up and there was a handprint on her face. And she went, “I could get you sent back to Holloway for that.” And I went, “Holloway holds no fears for me,” and marched out.’
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