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			‘Cracking thriller and a great female protagonist’

			C.J. Tudor

			‘Dark, gripping, unexpected. Insanely good – like, 

			Dark Places good’

			Elle Croft

			‘A humdinger of a thriller debut . . . a maze of lies, 

			deceit and danger’

			Evening Standard

			‘Brilliantly plotted, tense and atmospheric. You will doubt and suspect everyone’

			Rachael Blok

			‘Grips you from the first line through to the nail-biting conclusion. Psychological suspense at its best’

			Victoria Selman

			‘An absolutely gripping thriller founded on the horror of familiar abuse and a great, flawed, female PI’

			Dame Jenni Murray

			‘Mackay builds tension to a fever pitch and throws in more twists than a corkscrew’
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			In memoriam – Elizabeth Figg, Gwynneth Rees, Hannah Tailford, Irene Lockwood, Helen Barthelemy, Mary Fleming, Frances Brown, Bridget ‘Bridie’ O’Hara.
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			Acknowledgements

			And a Note on the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murders’

			As well as writing novels I am also one third of a true crime podcast team – Crime Girl Gang. We take various unsolved cases, discuss them and solve them as we would if we were writing a novel: ‘fictional solves’ if you will. We’ve covered some fascinating cases, and if you are interested in true crime as we are, do check it out: crimegirlgang.com. My co-hosts (Elle Croft & Victoria Selman) are also crime writers and we have been lucky enough to have some brilliant guests, too.

			One of the most interesting cases we covered was the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murders’. Eight women were killed in London between 1959 and 1965. At least six of the murders were linked, though some argue they all were (in my fictional re-telling I have included all eight). No one was ever caught. Stranger still, to me, was the fact that I, a true crime junkie, had never heard of this case. 

			After we finished the podcast episodes, I delved deeper into it. There are several books about the case. I found Robin Jarossi’s The Hunt for the 60s Ripper, David Seabrook’s Jack of Jumps, and John Du Rose’s Murder was My Business particularly useful. There are also a couple of documentaries. However, the case is still little known, and still unsolved, yet the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murderer’ or ‘Jack the Stripper’ – as the killer was dubbed by the press – killed more women, more recently, than ‘Jack the Ripper’. 

			As I started reading about the case lots of things struck me, not least the difficult lives the victims had lived. It was a hard time for women who had children out of wedlock, a hard time if you were poor, and an undeniably dangerous and fragile life for prostitutes working London’s streets. 

			The victims all left behind children, partners and friends, they had lives they were cruelly taken from well before their time, and in the worst way imaginable. Irene Lockwood had a tattoo which led to her identification. ‘In memory John’, a detail that stuck out for me. She loved someone enough to have their name permanently marked on her body. She missed him. People would miss her. 

			All of the women were petite in stature and all had been sex workers. They all had children or unplanned pregnancies. More than one victim had been pregnant at the time of her death. They all had sexually transmitted diseases and they were all murdered brutally by someone who has never paid for the crimes. 

			This book, Loaded, is a fictional retelling. It is inspired by these events and by these women’s lives, but it is not factual. I am a novelist, not a detective. I hope that I have captured some of the social and economic circumstances of the time. My main character Faith is much luckier than the women who ended up dead at the hands of a killer. I like to think she is indicative of the positive changes brought about for women as the twentieth century progressed, not least the advent of birth control. 

			My detective, Jimmy Rose, gives a nod to the real detective who doggedly worked the case – John Du Rose – but the name is where the similarities begin and end. 

			I’d like to thank my Crime Girl Gang co-hosts, Elle Croft and Victoria Selman, for working through this case with me and for their unwavering support and friendship. Thanks to my agent Hattie Grünewald and the team at The Blair Partnership who take care of me so well. Thank you to Lucy Frederick, my editor, and the whole team at Orion Crime. 

			Thank you to Colin Free (thefreeview.co.uk) for his recommendations of films from the 60s to set the scene, and to Shan Newman for lending me books about Biba and talking to me about London and fashions in the 1960s. 

			I found this book incredibly difficult to write, more so than any of my other novels, and mere weeks before I was due to deliver the manuscript, it was in poor shape. Thank you to my husband Andrew who witnessed my meltdown, read through, confirmed it was ‘a bit of a mess’ (less politely), and spent days reading it and helping me to knock it into better shape. If ever there was a team effort, this book was it.

			Thank you to ‘Criminal Minds’ whose endless writing, llama and badger related chatter sees me through all the ups-and-downs of this strange writing life – jellyfish to you all. Thanks to all my friends who offer me such great support and to my sons Elliot and Eddie who keep me right-sized. 

		

	
		
			Part One

			‘Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size.’

			– Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929)

			‘It is vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree independent of men.’

			– Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

		

	
		
			Prologue

			June 1959

			Dukes Meadows, Chiswick

			Now he’s wishing that he hadn’t offered her a lift at all. She’s barely paused for air since she got into the car. It saves him from saying much, but he does think women should keep their peace. He thinks about another woman he knows who does this. Non-stop chit-chat.

			That’s who she’d reminded him of in the first place, the woman in the car. Probably why he’d taken pity on her. No, not pity, he’d offered help. Though driving her here is hardly helping exactly, it is what she wants. She’s that type. He pulls up into a small enclosure. It’s still warm, even though it must be close to midnight, and he has the windows down. He parks, killing the headlights, and an interior light comes on, revealing her staring intently at him, scarlet red lips pulled back in a too-bright smile. 

			He knows that smile. He’s been around one variation or another of it his entire life. It’s a smile that looks on the outside like it says, ‘welcome’ or ‘come here’, but actually it’s a sales technique. Like a window-front full of jarred sweets to a five-year-old, that smile lures you in. It makes the brain scramble and forget the limitations of the wallet. 

			It is a smile that causes momentary lapses. Ones that cost an awful lot. Some that cost more than others, certainly more than money. 

			She leans over and her hand is on his thigh. He feels his breath start to quicken and looks away. The light in the car – set on a timer – dims. She is so close now that he can feel her breath on his cheek. He can’t pull away because there’s nowhere to go. She is tiny and lithe and expertly touches him. Stroking, sighing, whispering as she goes. Words he stops hearing as a roaring, faint but growing, starts up inside his head. She takes his hands, places them inside her opened top. Bare flesh on bare flesh. He grabs at the material, forcing it fully open, and she pulls back, a chuckle of sorts but annoyed, he thinks. 

			‘Here, you’ve torn me dress.’ And that gives him pause, just for a moment, until she adds, ‘You’d better pay to replace it. We’ll square up after.’

			Square up.

			After.

			Her handbag is at her feet and his eyes fall onto it. It’s bright white, showing even in the dim night-time glow of the moon. Not an understated bag. Nothing about her is understated, except for her diminutive size. She’s kneeling up on the seat and bending forward, spilling out of her now-wide-open dress. 

			Even raised on her knees, her head is only a little above his. There is a thump as a stiletto falls from her foot onto the floor.

			She’s back to the little whisperings now, sweet nothings, his hands are on her once more and she is making mewling noises. Purring like a little kitten. For a second, he can almost believe it but then . . . 

			Square up.

			After.

			After the transaction. After she does business with him. 

			He’d driven her here. Offered her a lift. To save her walking. He hadn’t asked for anything in return. She had offered what he considered to be a thank you – as he’d expected she might. Yet here she was still peddling him for money. No like for like. No gratitude.

			No shame. 

			He smacks her then and she screams. Loudly. 

			He puts his hands out, pressing them against her mouth. Pressing with all his might to shut her up. And she keeps going for a yell, keeps wriggling, struggling, but he gets the better of her. Makes her shut up. Makes her stop moving. Makes her his for nothing. 

			No squaring up. 

			No after.

			When he is done, he sits back. She’s not moving. He lets go of her and she flops to the side. Both shoes are at her feet now, next to the too-bright bag and her knickers. She looks even smaller. Diminished, he thinks. She is diminished. She looks so young, her eyes wide open, unblinking, looking into his.

			He feels unreal. Like he is in his body but not. His brain jumps into action and he ignores his racing heart, his sweaty palms, a scream swelling up inside of him, wrestling to get out. He presses his lips shut, forces himself to tidy his clothes, to straighten up. He steps out quietly, walks to the passenger side, opens the door and lifts her up. 

			He carries her as one might a sleeping child, head lolling over one arm, the other cupping her legs where the knees bend. Her feet brush lightly against his thigh as he goes. 

			He walks as far as the river and he is glad it’s quiet tonight. Not always the way. Not even often the way. Though no one here at this time would be looking at what others were up to. He lays her down – as hidden as he can manage, which isn’t that hidden at all, but it will do. It will have to do. 

			The whole time he is careful. Careful not to look at her face, careful not to think too much, careful to do what he must, and then go. 

			He resists the urge to run back to the car, walking slowly, making as little noise as possible. When he gets in, turns on his lights and starts the engine, the bag in the passenger-seat footwell almost seems to glow. 

			He turns the key in the ignition and places shaking hands on the steering wheel. He focuses on the road, just the road ahead, and he makes his way home.

			He knows that after this night nothing will ever be the same again.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			April 1947

			Sunningdale Avenue, Acton

			In the daytime, his voice was booming and loud. That was how he had gained the nickname ‘Bass’. But in the middle of the night, squeezing himself into the little girl’s bed, his usually gravelly roar was a quiet whisper. And yet it was no less frightening to her. She was frozen, her heart hammering, aware of the thin cotton of her nightdress and the lack of protection it provided against his big hands. Hands which had reached out and walloped her more than once, leaving livid red marks and sometimes bruises too. 

			But that night his hands felt almost gentle, sliding up her skinny legs. She felt each bump of his calloused palms moving slowly across her thighs. Her stomach lurched. She wondered if she might be sick. Then, if she should run. But she was too frightened to move. Too frozen in that awful moment. Holding her breath, and trying to hold her mind, which span with hundreds of thoughts. Not least memories of the terrible sounds she often heard coming from her mother, Shirley’s, bedroom when Bass was in there. They had been drunk that evening. Drunk when the little girl had had enough and taken herself off to bed. She could smell it then too, on his rancid breath, coming in thick, hot waves across her small face. 

			She made a sound like a whimper. His hand reached further up and up her leg. His thick, massive body pressed to hers. She could feel his skin against her skin. She thought terrible things are going to happen and then her voice found itself. A scream escaped from her body, and she was moving, or at least trying, pinned as she was between him and the wall, her body flailing like a fish out of water gasping for air.

			His hand, no longer soft, clamped across her mouth. He threw himself over her, sending all of the air out of her body in a quick and painful whoompf. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, could not make a sound. She shut her eyes, her body tense and expectant. 

			Then suddenly there was air – space – and she gulped in large lungfuls of it. Freeing herself from the cover entwined around her legs like an awful restraint. 

			She had shouted again then. Hollered. Bass was next to her bed, Rae standing behind him. 

			Her brother, half the man’s size, had somehow pulled him off. She was saying his name, reaching out her arms for him, but he had one hand on Bass’s wide forehead, and she watched as the other swiped swiftly across his throat. It wasn’t until she saw dark liquid pouring from his neck, felt the slump of the man as her brother released him and walked calmly from the room that Faith realised Rae had been holding the large carving knife from their kitchen. The one that Shirley used to cut meat on good days when she felt like cooking and they all laughed and ate together. 

			She was soaking wet. Blood leaking onto her sheets, the covers. Bass’s head flopped forward and terrible sounds came from him. She thought, now he is the fish gasping for air. 

			She’d felt a wave of nausea, wriggled to the end of the bed and slid her little body out, wiping her hands along her nightdress as she went. The room was never dark, always illuminated by the street lamps outside, but it was an eerie glow. The wet stains looked black, and so did Bass’s eyes – turned on her now as he gurgled and muttered a word which may have been please but came out phlegm-ridden and rank. She looked away from him, standing on shaky legs, taking a deep breath and willing her mind to calm down. 

			Her other brother, Frankie, stood in the doorway, looking from her to Bass. She said, ‘Go tell Mrs Malone to get someone.’ 

			Frankie stared at her, eyes wide and glassy. He was two years her senior, but he tended to panic. She said it again, amazed at how calm and reasonable she sounded. She reached out and put her hand on his arm, which finally did the trick and he raced off, banging noisily down the stairs. 

			She followed the dark trail of footsteps to their mother’s room. Shirley was comatose, not an unusual event. She often got into stupors so thick and deep that nothing could wake her. 

			Even then, with Rae bent forwards, his hands pressed across her throat, she didn’t stir. A gurgling sound came from Shirley’s mouth, but her eyes stayed firmly shut.

			She flipped the light on, and Rae turned to face her, letting go of Shirley, who sagged like a rag doll. His eyes were blank, a look she’d seen on him more than once; one that would scare her on anyone else. She had never thought of that look as being him. Her big brother who was funny and loving and would do anything for her. 

			She looked at him then and thought about what he’d been doing to their mother. What had happened and what might have happened next if she hadn’t turned the light on. 

			The little girl – Faith Diamond – said softly, ‘Rae.’ And the boy burst into tears, stepping away from his mother’s bed and going to his little sister, who held out her arms.

			And that was where Cal Doyle found the pair of them when he came to take Rae Diamond to the police station in the dead of night. 

			Thanks to Mrs Malone’s big mouth, half the street was standing outside, watching the spectacle of a fourteen-year-old boy being taken away in handcuffs, covered head to toe in blood. Next came Bass, carted off in an ambulance, alive but barely. 

			Shirley Diamond and her little brood had always been a good source of gossip for the residents of Sunningdale Avenue. This would be a story retold for many years to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			June 1959 – 12 years later

			Sunningdale Avenue

			The first time I saw Jimmy Rose was on a cold afternoon in 1959. I was twenty-three years old and one of my jobs was to answer the door when the bell went, which was far too often back then. 

			When Rae got out of Borstal, harder, rougher and with a cold core that would never thaw, he was taken on by Marshall Vella. Marshall ran a shitty club and a once-thriving vice ring that had dwindled under his management. But it still pulled in cash and that made him lord and master around Acton. Marshall was impressed, as it turned out, with Rae’s propensity for violence at such a young age. He offered Rae a job when he was just sixteen. 

			I hated Marshall with a simmering intensity that I kept to myself. He used our little house on Sunningdale Avenue as his London residence. 

			It was his fault that the door was always going. His fault that Rae had grown up to be a fucking lunatic, and his fault that my mum and Frankie were permanently miserable. As far as I was concerned, Marshall Vella was the root cause of all our problems. The only saving grace was that because of him, my brothers earned, and earned well. 

			That day, I opened the door to Cal Doyle – the man who’d arrested Rae – and behind him, a young one I’d not seen before, good-looking with bright blue eyes and a firm jaw. 

			Jimmy Rose. 

			I avoided looking at him and told Cal to bugger off. 

			‘No one’s in trouble, Faith.’ 

			I stood my ground, arms folded under my chest. Letting police over the threshold wouldn’t go down well. Even though Marshall and my brothers weren’t in, they’d find out somehow. Marshall knew everything. His little snitches were posted here, there and everywhere, reporting back. 

			Cal said, ‘Faith, is your mum in?’ 

			And that was when my heart had started to beat a little faster. 

			No news was good news when you had the boys in blue on your doorstep, but there were plenty of things worse than being in trouble. 

			I said, ‘My brothers?’ Every worst-case scenario ran through my mind at once.

			Violence was the shadow we’d all come up under. That and the horror of sex bought and sold. As I’d grown older, grown up from a childhood I’d never really had, I appreciated what my mother had done, what she’d needed to do to survive. She wasn’t perfect, but she kept a roof over our heads and, for the most part, kept me and my brothers together, too. Which is more than a lot of other women in Shirley’s position had managed. But violence made me fearful and safety was always an issue.

			Cal shook his head and I sighed with relief. My almost constant fear was that one of them would get seriously hurt or, worse, turn up dead. It was clear he wasn’t going to tell me anything else, so I took them in to Shirley, who was sitting at the kitchen table, hands round a cup of tea, fag dangling from her lips. 

			She gave Cal a faint smile, his face softening when he saw my mother. I was reminded of the effect beautiful women had on the opposite sex. I knew it because I experienced it, but that beauty had never done my mum any good; I wouldn’t be relying on it to do me any favours either. 

			She said to Cal, ‘Marshall will go mad if he knows you’re here.’

			‘He says no one’s in trouble and the boys are fine,’ I told her.

			She frowned, ‘What is it then?’

			I shrugged. I was head and shoulders above her by then and often with Shirley I felt more like the adult. I said, ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

			Everyone sat around our kitchen table. I made tea, putting steaming mugs in front of our two unwelcome visitors, and sat next to my mum, listening as Cal told her that they’d found Liza Plum, dead on the banks of the river. 

			Shirley’s face went white and I knew the news must have hurt. Liza was one of Marshall’s girls and Shirley had a way with them all, she was well liked and respected. A lot of them came to her when they had something that might need smoothing over with Marshall, and Shirley always did her best. 

			I asked, ‘How?’

			Cal said he couldn’t give details, but they suspected foul play.

			Murder.

			A dead Tom was par for the course and, honestly, I didn’t give that girl much thought then, beyond that my mother was upset but would certainly get over it. 

			Little did I know that Liza’s death would be the first of many and that those killings would mar me forever, and change everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			January 1961

			Sunningdale Avenue

			I was woken by a loud bang – the front door slamming – and raucous laughter. My bedside clock told me it was 3 a.m. I thought about feigning sleep, but there was no point. Eventually Rae would come up and find me. He had a place of his own by then and yet still always seemed to be here, treating Sunningdale Avenue as his own, just like Marshall. 

			The problem with my brother was that when he was around, everyone had to know about it. Ever since Marshall’s son had left London at the start of 1960, he’d started treating Rae like he was his own, and the two of them had become inseparable. Frankie tagged along, hidden in Rae’s shadow, like he’d always been, and as much as I felt sorry for myself and Shirley, who had to put up with Marshall and Rae’s antics, I really sympathised with Frankie. He’d been a soft kid and he just wasn’t cut out for the life he found himself leading. Unfortunately for Frankie, Rae saw him simply as an extension of himself. A little mini-me to cart around. He certainly never once thought to ask his little brother what he wanted to be doing with his life. 

			At least me and my mum weren’t involved in the awful benders, though we never knew whether we’d have peace and quiet or bedlam from one night to the next. Things were pretty shit for our neighbours too, and as much as I disliked Mrs Malone in particular, her life was almost as disrupted by Rae and Frankie’s comings and goings as ours were. Not that anyone would have dared complain about anything that Marshall Vella was involved with. 

			Rae yelled, ‘Faith, you in?’

			I sighed, sliding out of bed, pulling yesterday’s dress over my head and beginning to descend the stairs. 

			‘Where else would I be in the middle of the night, eh?’

			Rae was grinning and swaying. Frankie was in an awkward-looking heap at the bottom of our rickety staircase. He never could hold his booze. He was always trying to keep up, not lose face and impress his big brother. Or maybe it just made the day-to-day bearable. 

			Rae gave him a jab with his shoe, ‘Help me get him onto the settee.’ The words came out in one long slur. 

			We lugged Frankie between us. His fair hair, just like Mum’s, felt unbelievably soft on my hands. Rae dropped his feet unceremoniously, but I took a minute to try to arrange him comfortably. He was snoring gently by the time I left the room.

			In the kitchen, Marshall was ferreting through the top cupboards, looking for the bottle he kept up there. I put the kettle on, staying out of his way, and filled a mug with coffee granules for Rae. 

			They’d been away from Sunningdale Avenue all week – a blessed but fleeting reprieve. All good things came to an end, of course, and that night was a stark reminder not to get too comfortable. 

			Marshall had a place in London that was his own. He had a house in the country that he shared with his wife. Rae had his own flat . . . but they always turned up like bad, unwanted pennies.

			When I had been a little girl, I used to allow my head to slip into fantasy mode. I’d see other kids my age and wonder at their lives, where they might end up. I had even let myself consider a career when I was still at school and teachers filled my head with ideas – ‘a smart girl like you could go far’. But far for Diamonds wasn’t the same as for anyone else. My family would always need me. Rae would always find things for me to do. Admin, filing, making phone calls. The books for Vella’s. I’d stopped thinking of the sort of life I might have wanted because it didn’t matter. Just like it didn’t matter that Frankie was a soft soul living a hardman’s existence. This was the hand we’d been dealt. 

			I watched Marshall grip the bottle and thump Rae in a fatherly way on the shoulder as he left the kitchen. Then I heard him pulling his considerable girth up the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Sunningdale Avenue

			Shirley heard the door go and resisted the urge to scream in frustration, tear her own skin off and jump out the bloody window. Instead, by the time Marshall got up the stairs, she’d changed from her flannel nightie into red undies, brushed her teeth and slicked on some lipstick. She felt like sobbing for a hundred years, but she was smiling by the time the door swung open and he staggered towards her. 

			He didn’t say anything. This was something she’d noticed a lot over the years about many of the men who’d passed through her bed. There were two types: the ones you couldn’t shut up and the ones who deemed you barely worthy of a nod of acknowledgement. 

			Marshall had been coming round and using her body for over a decade. Shirley had thought she’d struck gold. One punter instead of many had to be better, right? But, actually, there was freedom when she could choose, freedom when money earned had been, at least in part, on her terms. Marshall was Rae Senior in a different body. 

			Rae Senior had been a pig too. A vicious man who’d put her on the game and then left her high and dry with three mouths to feed. Shirley could acknowledge her faults and missteps along the way, but the day she’d got rid of Rae Senior and been given her little council house on Sunningdale Avenue she had vowed that she’d never miss a rent payment, no matter what it took. And she never had. 

			Which wasn’t to say she hadn’t messed up. She seemed to lurch from one disaster to another most of the time. When the kids were little, she drank too much, too often. It was her way of coping, but it had cost her dearly. Ended up with her eldest in Borstal. A short sharp shock that made her take stock, sobered her up.

			She thought about all of this while Marshall was at her – he was never gentle or soft – but she made the appropriate noises, moving herself where she knew he wanted, putting on the act that was expected of her. There was pain of course, always pain with him, but Shirley had learned years ago to distance her body from her mind and by the time he was done, huffing, puffing and seconds away from passing out, she told herself it wasn’t too bad. Could definitely have been worse. 

			Once he was snoring, she went to the bathroom and washed quickly. She could hear Rae downstairs and knew her daughter would be trying to get a coffee into him. Trying to make him wear himself out and go to bed. Shirley went into her daughter’s bedroom, tucked herself up under the covers and lit a cigarette. 

			Things started to quieten down and Faith came in with a sigh. Shirley passed her the fags and Faith lit one, slipping her dress off and crawling into bed next to her mum. She had inches on Shirley and took up more than half the bed. Shirley loved the bones of Faith and, more than anything, admired her daughter. There was something about her, a steely resilience that brooked no stupidity. 

			‘Had kind of hoped we’d seen the back of them,’ Shirley said.

			Faith sighed, ‘This is Rae’s home.’ 

			And Shirley didn’t respond, didn’t point out he had his own place, or mention any of the other issues he brought through their door. She’d never had an easy relationship with her eldest son. Not when he’d exploded into her life, almost ripping her tiny body in two. Not when he screamed his head off night after night or refused to sit still for more than a second through his toddler years. She loved him like she loved all of her children – that was Shirley’s most redeeming feature, though her love was often haphazard and unreliable – but Rae had always given her shit. 

			She often thought that boy had got the worst of her and the worst of his father, all packaged up in a handsome and charming exterior. 

			Nonetheless, Faith adored him. Wouldn’t hear a bad word spoken about him, and considering what he’d saved her from, Shirley could see why. 

			Faith put her cigarette out and turned off the light. 

			Shirley asked, ‘Frankie in?’

			Faith mumbled, ‘He’s on the settee,’ and eventually Shirley drifted into a fitful sleep, warm next to her baby girl, ignoring the aches from Marshall’s latest visit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			West London

			She smiles her silly smile and he responds in kind. The laughter silken and almost convincing. She is high, he suspects. Her pupils are wide and dilated. The piercing blue of her eyes all but submerged behind them. She is speaking fast and he lets her go on, nodding in the appropriate places at the right time, but not listening to the words. Not really. His head is humming with its own kind of sound. A roaring in his ears as blood pumps rapidly around his body. Marching in time to his pulse. His heart. The race of excitement. 

			They reach her place and it is nothing but a tiny room, a hovel really. He can see that she’s made an effort, though no amount of scrubbing could make this place homely or even habitable. He admits to himself that the sordid surroundings don’t detract from his plans. Somehow, they only add to the experience. 

			He takes the notes from his pocket, adding two extra, and sees her eyes widen at that, pleased. 

			The effort she puts in lets him know she’s looking for a repeat. Silly mare probably has pound signs ringing through her tiny brain. But he won’t be back. He shouldn’t even be here now. Wishes he didn’t want to be here. Wishes he didn’t think about it. 

			He fills her mouth and realises she is making an uncomfortable sound. He should stop. He should definitely stop, and he does. Eventually. Just in time. 

			She laughs then, a nervous sound, but she’s still trying. Still going. Still seeing those pound signs. 

			Towards the end, he slips his hand around her throat, applying the gentlest of pressure. His other hand follows and there is that sound again, and her arms are moving wildly, hands gripping at arms bigger than hers. Stronger. She is grasping, pulling them down. Which almost makes him laugh. But he doesn’t. He pulls back. He stops. Just in time, again. 

			He thinks back to a time when he hadn’t. In equal measures made happy and revolted by the memory. Of himself. By what he has done. By what he knows he might do again. But not tonight. 

			She’s no longer all smiles as she moves away from him, forcing only a grimace. A curving up of her wide painted lips, that doesn’t reach her stupid, saucer-like eyes. She looks frightened . . . and something else. Wounded. He’s a good mind to take a fist to her face. Wipe that silly expression away. He feels his hands clench in preparation. He doesn’t though, because he has choices, and he has self-control. 

			He pulls on his clothes, reaches back into his pocket and pulls out a few more notes. Leaving them on the bed. Not meeting her eye and stepping back out into the dank and mouldy hallway, down a rickety flight of stairs out onto the tattered streets. Full of a pent-up, simmering rage.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			February 1961

			Heron Trading Estate

			Jimmy loved London as much as it frustrated him. It took him a while to get used to it when he’d arrived young at twenty-three, angry and desperately alone. He’d only known the English countryside and initially he thought the city might prove too much, might overwhelm him, though he was determined to succeed there nonetheless. To follow in his father’s footsteps, as though to make up for his absence. James Rose had been a policeman, a good one, and had died a war hero. These had been his streets, West London his patch. Jimmy worried he might not be able to handle it, might not live up to the man he barely remembered, but who felt like a legend of gargantuan proportions. 

			He’d been surprised to find himself quite at home here and spent a lot of time in his early days just exploring, imagining his dad doing the same as a young man, thinking all the time, I must tell Mum that and then remembering he couldn’t do that now. 

			In his head, he kept track of all the things he’d have told her, a sort of internal conversation that brought him comfort. His impressions of the city. Each postcode with its own people, language and ways. He’d discovered all the little pockets like separate towns or villages nestled within their own bits: North, South, East and West. He’d become a part of it; he understood its people and their problems, which were legion. He thought that some days the air in London just pulsed with tension. He walked the same route, day and night. 

			Cal Doyle had taken him under his wing, shown him the ropes. He’d once worked with James, and his interest in Jimmy had begun as a favour to the former colleague he respected and missed and had grown into something better and deeper as he got to know the lad, quiet but sharp and astute with it. 

			Jimmy’s route took him past boarded-up shops, burned-out cars. The city was still pitted with the scars of the war that had ravaged its streets only twenty years before. The men who’d fought to protect both the place and its inhabitants wandered stricken, unwashed, unfed. The lost men who couldn’t even claim a cramped home of their own, or perhaps, Jimmy thought, didn’t want to. They littered the doorways, the parks and the streets. Heroes, now beggars. A national disgrace no one was entirely sure how to fix. 

			So many things that need fixing. So many things wrong. If Jimmy thought about it too long, it became more than he could manage. After his mother, Lilly, had died, life itself had become more than he could manage . . . He’d been engaged, then. To Cynthia. A perfectly nice girl, whom his mother had never taken a shine to, never deemed good enough for her son. Jimmy hadn’t thought about it a great deal until after his mother passed and he’d realised Cynthia wasn’t what he was looking for. Wasn’t what he wanted. 

			His mother was a kind but fierce woman. Cynthia was soft and spoiled and, whilst he was grieving, hadn’t known what to do, had crumbled under Jimmy’s grief, expecting him to look after her even then. He didn’t want that. If ever he married, he wanted it to be to an equal and he finally understood what his mother had been saying – not unkindly – all along. She often told him over the years about her and big James Rose, the love of her life. Her face changed when she talked about his dad and when once Jimmy asked if she wished she’d married someone else – considering how it all went down – she’d been firm in her response. Unshakable. ‘No, Jimmy. Love like that is worth having, even if it’s only for a few years, or months even. Hold out for that, Jim. The happiness I found with James will last me a lifetime.’ 

			Jimmy had rolled his eyes, but after she’d gone and Cynthia’s shrill voice irritated him with her endless requests and trivial thoughts, he understood what she meant.

			He’d broken the engagement off, sold his mother’s little house and put himself into police college here. Even though he didn’t have Cynthia, he’d instead fallen in love with London, and despite its problems, he’d made it home. 

			He took things day by day or, more often, night by night. The crimes, the disputes, the petty grievances were dealt with one at a time. He did his best to leave the bigger picture to the politicians, but he couldn’t help thinking. Couldn’t help seeing. He liked to believe that he was part of the solution, part of the hopeful whispers they were all starting to feel now. The sixties had put the scent of change in the air and brought out all sorts of possibilities, and he wanted to be part of that. 

			But sometimes it got to him, and that night he was tired. Weary even. His mind full of longing for his mother, his little village where he’d played catch during the war, safely cocooned, attended the tiny school, played with the same set of children. Planned to marry Cynthia ever since he’d been old enough to know what girls were. 

			That night, he walked next to Cal Doyle, a plain-clothes detective and Jimmy Rose’s boss. They broke up a few fights. Moved on girls not even attempting discretion and who sighed and eye-rolled at the intrusion. They looked as shattered as Jimmy felt and they had an even longer night ahead than he did. 

			When he saw a man walking quickly up ahead, something quivered in his brain. The man looked out of place. It wasn’t just his fast pace, though Jimmy didn’t like that much, either. The man’s clothes made an attempt at flash, but they were mismatched and too much. Real wealth knew that the point was to look effortless and this man was almost a parody of ‘monied’. His clothes were too big for his slight frame, most likely stolen in haste. Jimmy couldn’t say what it was exactly, but he had the feeling something was amiss, looking at the skinny man in the too-big overcoat and the ostentatious top hat.

			Cal followed his gaze. ‘Something you don’t like, lad?’

			Jimmy shrugged, nervous of getting it wrong. ‘It might be nothing.’

			Cal said, ‘Or it might not. Trust your gut, son, it’ll be the best weapon you have in the war against the scroats.’

			They increased their pace as they headed towards the man. Neither Jimmy nor Cal were in uniform, but a villain always knows a copper with the same sort of instincts they know him. He made a U-turn. 

			Cal grinned at Jimmy, ‘Looks like we’ve finally got something to do, eh, son?’ 

			He told his young charge to circle back as he headed towards the now-retreating figure. 

			Jimmy did, his senses alive, his blood pumping. He was young, fit, and now he was full of adrenaline. The tiredness creeping up on him less than five minutes ago had dissipated. He was on the chase. He took small back streets and alleys before he headed out onto the main road, where he saw the man running past. So close he could hear his ragged breath. He couldn’t see Cal, but it didn’t matter. He let the man move ahead, keeping himself hidden. The game of cat and mouse becoming more fun for Jimmy by the second. This was why he was here. Why he didn’t really miss home. This was what he was supposed to be doing, just as his dad had done before him. 

			Sure enough, the man began to slow down. He was checking over his shoulder as he went and Jimmy stayed far behind him for a while. Taking it slowly, staying out of sight. Biding his time. He followed the man onto the Heron Trading Estate and, at some point, Cal caught up with Jimmy, out of breath and red-faced, no longer young and fit. 

			Jimmy put a finger to his lips and signalled that he was in pursuit. Cal nodded and hung back. Once the man stepped out onto the estate, he sped up and Jimmy, just seconds behind him, saw him opening a lock-up and called out just as the man stepped inside, ‘Stop. Police.’

			The man froze, a deer caught in headlights. Slowly he turned around, blinking under the beam of Jimmy’s torch. And then he ran. 

			Cal was seconds behind Jimmy and the two men took chase, both aware of the open lock-up and the need to be quick, to find out what was in there. Luckily, the chase didn’t last long after the skinny man caught his foot on a stone and tumbled forward, sprawled on the hard pavement.

			They cuffed him and walked him back to the lock-up, where Cal let out a low whistle when they finally saw what was inside.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Vella’s, Acton

			I stood in the toilet of Vella’s nightclub, reapplying an errant fake eyelash. The ladies’ stank of body odour, urine and vomit. The place was an absolute dive and there were many places I’d rather have been on a Saturday. But I’d gone to support Shirley, who Marshall had dragged out in ‘something nice’, meaning a too-short, too-tight mini-dress. 

			I went back out into the main bar and saw my mum sitting on a bar stool so tall her feet didn’t touch the floor. Marshall was next to her, his meaty paw resting possessively on her shoulder, sausage-like fingers just above her left breast. The image made me shudder and Shirley looked equally unimpressed.

			Marshall somehow believed that these night outs were some kind of treat for Shirley. They weren’t. They were an enforced chore and Shirley dreaded them. Times were better for Mum when Marshall got himself a new bird – which he did, frequently – or went home to his wife, which, on the other hand, became less and less often. But he always came back to Mum. More out of convenience than any fondness, I thought, though Rae said Marshall ‘adored’ Mum. He’d often say she was lucky . . . I’d grown sick of trying to explain to him how that would never be true. 

			Rae talked all the time about how Marshall ‘kept Shirley out of trouble’. I had no words to explain that, actually; once Rae went to Borstal, Shirley had got her shit together by herself. I knew she’d still taken punters because the rent was paid and there was food in the cupboards. But she hadn’t brought anyone home and she hadn’t got drunk. It had been the happiest two years of my life, but whenever the thought crossed my mind that my happiness coincided with Rae being gone, I pushed it furiously away. 

			Rae had saved me. From something awful, I had no doubt. He wasn’t a saint, but I couldn’t think of him as a bad person. He loved me, I knew that. And I loved him too, even if he always brought chaos in his wake. 
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