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THIS IS WHAT THEY SAY
ABOUT MARTINA COLE …


‘The stuff of legend. It’s vicious, nasty … and utterly compelling’

Mirror on FACELESS 

‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch’

Mail on Sunday on THE RUNAWAY 

‘A blinding good read’

Ray Winstone on THE KNOW 

‘Intensely readable’

Guardian on FACELESS 

‘Right from the start, she has enjoyed unqualified approval for her distinctive and powerfully written fiction’

The Times on BROKEN 

‘An extraordinarily powerful piece of family drama’

 Daily Mirror on THE BUSINESS 

‘The acknowledged mistress of the insanely readable gangster thriller, Cole has delivered another addictive tale of men of violence and the women who love them … brutally compelling’

Sunday Mirror on GET EVEN 

 ‘We always get excited when a Martina Cole novel drops on our desk, and she continues to maintain her reputation as one of the best fiction authors around with this gritty and unforgettable story of a family immersed in a world of violence and revenge. Spectacular’ 5

Closer  on THE LIFE 

‘Martina tells it like it really is and her unique, honest and compassionate style shines through’

Sun on THE TAKE 

‘The queen of crime’

Woman & Home on HARD GIRLS 

‘Dark and dangerous’ 

Sunday Mirror 

‘Thrilling, shocking and exceptionally written, you’ll get lost in this gritty novel, which proves there really is only one Martina Cole’

Closer on REVENGE 

‘The undisputed queen of British crime thrillers’

Heat on GET EVEN 
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A digital compendium introducing you to the world of Martina Cole.

What makes Martina Cole tick? What are her passions? What are the essential facts behind the phenomenal bestselling author? THE KNOWLEDGE is a snapshot of Martina Cole herself as well as a showcase of her short stories, and samples of all her novels, culminating in a special preview of BETRAYAL, her new novel, out autumn 2016.

THE KNOWLEDGE: ENTER THE UNIQUE WORLD OF MARTINA COLE IF YOU DARE.


Martina Cole: The Road To Success

Martina Cole was born and brought up in Aveley, Essex, the youngest of five children in a large, poor Irish Catholic family. Her mother was a psychiatric nurse from Dublin and her father a merchant seaman from Cork. Martina attended a convent school where her struggle against authority started, culminating in two expulsions! The one subject she loved was English, and it was her English teacher who told her that, if she put her mind to it, she had a future in writing.

The road to success was not an easy one. Martina left school at fifteen with no qualifications; she then married at sixteen and divorced a year later. At age eighteen she was a single mum, living in a run-down council flat, struggling to bring up her son Chris. She regularly took on numerous jobs at a time; from waitressing in pubs and clubs to putting leaflets into the local paper during the night – often accompanied by her son – anything to bring in enough money to take care of them both. With little or no money for socialising or even a television, after she had put her son to bed, she would write to keep herself entertained. The mini books she wrote went down a storm with her neighbour to whom she’d give them in exchange for a packet of cigarettes.

At age twenty-one Martina lost both her parents within six months of each other, and this was a difficult time in her life. Later that year, she started working on the manuscript of what would become her debut novel, Dangerous Lady. For almost a decade, though, she didn’t do anything with it. She daydreamed about being a successful author, but didn’t have the confidence to act on it. ‘My friends would say “working-class people like us don’t write books”.’ But when she was thirty she decided to devote herself seriously to writing a full-length novel. She gave up her job running a nursing agency, bought an electric typewriter and decided she would ‘give it a year’. She dug out the manuscript of Dangerous Lady and completed it in eighteen months.

The rest is history. In 1992 Dangerous Lady was bought by Headline for what was then a record-breaking advance and it became an instant bestseller. Twenty years on and eighteen novels later, Martina Cole is a phenomenon, smashing her own sales records as well as everyone else’s with each new book. Total sales of her books now stand at over ten million copies worldwide, with The Take selected as one of twenty-five influential and well-loved titles distributed as part of World Book Night 2012.

In tandem with her writing, Martina has developed her interest in TV both as a presenter and producer, forming 2 Queens Productions, a development and production company, which launched following the success of the ITV3 series Martina Cole’s LadyKillers. A second series looking at women who kill in the United States is now in pre-production. In 2009 Martina Cole Girl Gangs was another well-received, highly topical documentary for Sky Factual.

Two of Martina’s novels, Dangerous Lady and The Jump, were adapted for ITV and watched by more than 10 million viewers. In June 2009 Sky1 screened The Take to widespread critical acclaim, followed by The Runaway in 2011. Two Women and The Graft have been adapted for the stage and performed at the Theatre Royal Stratford East, along with an adaptation of Dangerous Lady which was staged in 2012 to celebrate twenty years since Martina’s first novel was published.

Martina now has success and all the rewards that entails, but she knows she is lucky, and despite her many work commitments, makes time for issues she feels strongly about. She endorses initiatives to improve prison conditions, particularly women’s, by supporting organisations like Women in Prison and making visits to Holloway and Bulwood Hall, and also runs occasional creative writing workshops for inmates at Wandsworth and Belmarsh prisons. As a result of her novel Two Women she’s a Patron of Chelmsford Women’s Aid and in 2007 became an Ambassador for Gingerbread (the National Council for One Parent Families). In 2010 Martina joined Reprieve’s campaign to save Linda Carty, a British woman facing execution in Texas.

Success may have changed Martina’s life dramatically materially, but she hasn’t let it go to her head: ‘I may drive a BMW now, but I haven’t changed. I’m still the old Martina. I still have all the old friends I went to school with. Losing touch with what I know would be like Jackie Collins suddenly being chucked out of all the best parties – what would there be to write about?’
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No one thinks a seventeen-year-old girl can take on the hard men of London’s gangland, but it’s a mistake to underestimate Maura Ryan: she’s one very dangerous lady. …


Chapter One

1950

‘You took your bloody time!’

Dr Martin O’Reilly stared down into the child’s face and sighed.

‘I had to see another patient. Now where’s your ma?’

‘In bed, of course.’

The little boy went back to sit on the stairs with his seven brothers. They ranged in age from three to fourteen. The doctor lit a cigar. He stood in the hallway puffing on it for a few seconds to make sure it was fully alight. The smell of the Ryans en masse was enough to turn the strongest of stomachs, though the slum stench was in his blood now, he reckoned. It permeated his clothes and skin. He started to pick his way up the stairs, careful not to tread on any little fingers. The children shuffled left and right on their bottoms to let him pass. He was also careful not to touch the wall. The smell he could combat with his cigar, but the roaches – he would never get used to them. How the buggers ran up the walls he would never know. They defied gravity.

On the landing he pushed open the first bedroom door, and there in front of him was Sarah Ryan. She was lying on a large double bed, her belly huge and swollen. He smiled at her, his heart breaking. Sarah Ryan was thirty-four years old. Her faded blond hair was scraped back from her face into a bun, her skin was pale and dry. If her eyes had not been so bright and alert, she could have been mistaken for a corpse. He could remember coming to this house fifteen years earlier to deliver her first child. A fine-looking woman she had been then. Now her body was fat and scarred from constant childbearing, and her face wrinkled prematurely from habitual frowning.

‘It’s well on then?’ His voice was gentle.

Sarah tried to hitch herself up in the bed. The old newspapers that had been placed underneath her crackled at the movement. ‘Yeah. It’s good of you to come, Martin. I told the little sods to get their dad, but as usual he ain’t nowhere to be seen.’

She gripped her belly as another pain shot through her. ‘Oh, it’s dying to be born this one.’ She smiled faintly. Then her eyes stretched wide as she saw the doctor take a syringe out of his bag.

‘You ain’t sticking that thing in me! We had all this out the last time. I ain’t having any bloody injections. This is me thirteenth child and I never had one with any of them. Not even the stillborns. I ain’t starting now.’

‘Come on, Sarah. This will ease you.’

She put up her hand to stem his protests. ‘I’m sorry but them things hurt like hell, whereas giving birth … it’s nothing. Nothing …’

Martin put the needle on the small bedside table and, sighing heavily, pulled back the blankets covering her legs. His expert hands felt around her sides and then he slipped two fingers inside her vagina. When he had finished he pulled the blankets back over her.

‘I think this one’s breech.’

Sarah shrugged.

‘First one if it is. I ain’t done so bad. Ben was saying the other day that soon they would drop out as I walked down to the shops!’

She laughed and the doctor laughed with her.

‘That would do me out of a job. Now you relax for a minute, I won’t be long. I want one of the boys to run an errand for me.’ He left the room, shutting the door quietly behind him.

‘She had it then?’ This from eight-year-old Leslie who had let him in earlier.

‘No, she hasn’t had it yet. Be patient, you young bugger.’ The doctor turned to the eldest boy, Michael. At nearly fifteen he was already over six feet tall and towered over the little Irish doctor in front of him.

‘Michael, go and get old Mother Jenkins. I’m going to need help with this one.’

The boy stared down at the doctor for a few seconds. ‘Me muvver’s gonna be all right, ain’t she?’ His voice was deep and concerned.

The doctor nodded. ‘Of course.’

The boy still did not move.

‘She’s never had old Mother Jenkins before.’

The doctor stared up at the boy impatiently. ‘Look, Michael, I can’t stand around here all day talking to you. Your ma’s bad, but if we can get this baby born she’ll be all right. The sooner you get Mrs Jenkins the better. Time’s short.’

Michael turned slowly away from the doctor and placing one hand on the banister and the other on the wall he slid down, jumping over the younger boys’ heads. As he landed heavily on the linoleum, the doctor called to him:

‘Tell her I’ll be paying the ten shillings or she won’t come.’ Michael waved to let the doctor know he had heard, then, opening the front door, he rushed out.

The doctor looked down on to the younger children’s heads and his teeth clamped down even harder on his cigar. Michael’s foray down the stairs had caused the cockroaches to fall from the walls. The youngest child, Benny, not only had them crawling in his clothes, but one adventurous roach was slowly making its way across his face. Martin watched the child flick it gently away and made a mental note to see the landlord about getting the house stoved. It would never get rid of the damned things permanently but at least it would give the Ryans a breathing space.

‘Now then, I want a couple of you to go and find your father.’ Geoffrey, Anthony and Leslie all stood up. The doctor pointed at them in turn. ‘You, Geoffrey, try the Latimer Arms. You, Anthony, go up the Roundhouse. And you …’

Leslie nodded, his eyes fixed on the floor.

‘… go to the Kensington Park Hotel. If you can’t find him in any of those places then try the Bramley Arms. If by any chance you do find your da, tell him that he is needed at home. Can you all remember that?’

The three heads nodded and they went on their way. Martin went back into the bedroom with Sarah.

‘Sure they’re good boys you’ve got there.’

Her voice sounded sceptical. ‘I don’t know about that, Doctor. They’re a bit wild at times. It’s the old man. He takes the belt to them for nicking one minute, and then the next he’s sending them out to do it. The poor little sods can’t win.’

She doubled up as another pain hit her.

‘Relax now, Sarah.’ He pushed a few stray hairs from her face. It was getting dark so he pulled the curtains and put on the overhead light. He lit himself another cigar from the butt of the previous one. Then, with it firmly clamped between his teeth, he examined her again. When he had finished he had a worried look on his face. He visibly relaxed as he heard a voice in the hallway. A few seconds later Matilda Jenkins had pushed open the bedroom door. She stood at the end of Sarah’s bed, all eighteen stone of her.

‘All right, Doctor?’ This was a form of address, not a question.

‘All right, Sarah? The bloody stairs knacker me these days. But them boys!’ She flapped her hand at Sarah. ‘Talk about scatter them. One look at me coming up ’em and they run like mad!’ Her deep booming laugh reverberated around the bedroom. The doctor was paying her the ten shillings, she could afford to be friendly.

‘It’s a big woman you are, Matilda, to be sure. Now get yourself back down the stairs and heat me up lots of water. I want to sterilise me things. This little fellow’s breech.’

Matilda nodded her head vigorously.

‘Righto, Doc. I’ll send around the neighbours, get them to put their kettles on. We might even get a cuppa out of them!’

As she stamped from the room, Sarah glared at the doctor.

‘What’s she doing here? I ain’t got ten shillings, and if I did have I’d give it to the kids. They ain’t eaten since yesterday, and until that man of mine comes home, they won’t eat at all! Knowing him, he’s shacked up with some old sort somewhere and won’t be home till the morning!’

She was near to tears.

‘Calm down now, Sarah. I’m paying her.’ He grasped one of her hands. ‘Now be quiet, woman. I can’t cope with this on me own. So you whisht now, and save your strength.’

Sarah lay back against the pillows, her face drenched with sweat. Her lips were cracked and dry. Turning awkwardly towards the bedside table, she picked up a glass of water and sipped the warm liquid gratefully. A little later Matilda brought up a bucket of steaming water. The doctor set about sterilising his things, including a large pair of scissors.

By nine in the evening Sarah was in great distress, as was the child within her. Twice the doctor had tried to push his arm inside her to turn the child and each time he had failed. He wiped his hands on a towel he had brought with him.

This child had to be born, and soon, or he would lose the pair of them. Blast Benjamin Ryan! It was always the same. He gave her a child every year, but was never there when it came into the world.

The little boys kept their vigil on the stairs. All were tired and hungry. Michael, waiting at the top, was silently cursing his father as he looked at his younger brothers’ little faces. Benny was sucking the arm of his jumper.

Suddenly there was a loud banging on the front door. Six-year-old Garry answered it, only to be knocked flying as two policemen came crashing in. Michael took one look at them and, swearing under his breath, ran into his mother’s bedroom. Cries could be heard from the stairs as the policemen tried to make their way up to the landing, the remaining boys making it as difficult as possible for them in the hope that their brother would get away.

Michael had opened the bedroom window and was half in and half out as the policemen burst into the room.

Then the lights went out.

‘Who turned off the lights, you little bastards?’

‘No one turned off the bleeding lights. The electric’s gone.’ Sarah’s voice was faint. The policemen turned on their torches.

‘Bring those over here. This woman is in danger of her life.’ The urgency in the doctor’s voice brought both men to the bed. The boy was long gone, they both knew that. Sarah was writhing in agony, tears on her cheeks.

‘You lot want slaughtering. My boy ain’t done nothing.’

Matilda Jenkins broke in, ‘Look, has anyone got a shilling for the meter?’

‘I have.’ The smaller of the two policemen fished some change out of his pocket. Leaving his colleague to help the doctor, he walked from the room and carefully made his way down the stairs. Stepping through the children as gently as he could, he went to the cupboard under the stairs and, locating the meter, put a shilling in. He put in another, and turned off his torch as he stepped out of the cupboard. Seven pairs of eyes were looking at him with open hostility, even the youngest’s who was not yet four. The man looked at the boys as if seeing them for the first time. At the heads close-cropped to combat the lice and the holey jumpers with elbows poking through. He stood for a while staring at them. He felt for the first time in his life what it must be like to be one of them and was overwhelmed with a feeling of sadness and futility. Taking out his wallet, he pulled out a ten-shilling note and offered it to Geoffrey, the second eldest.

‘Get yourself over the Messer’s and get some fish and chips.’

‘We don’t want old Bill’s money!’

‘Hark at the hard man! Well, clever clogs, your little brothers are starving, so go and do what I tell you.’

He pushed the money into Geoffrey’s hands. All the boy’s instincts told him to throw the money back at the policeman, their natural enemy, but his little brothers’ faces changed his mind. They had not eaten for nearly two days. Sullenly, he pushed past the man, who held on to his arm.

‘Tell that brother of yours that we’ll catch him in the end so he might as well give himself up.’

Geoffrey pulled his arm roughly away. Then, looking at the man as if he was so much dirt, he let himself out of the front door. The constable walked back up the stairs, shaking his head.

In the bedroom, Sarah was fighting to get the child born. The other policeman was holding her down, while the doctor was cutting her down below. As he cut she gave an almighty push and ripped open to her behind. The child slipped into the world, still in its birth sac. The doctor punched this open and looked at the little blue face inside. He cleaned its nose and gently blew into its mouth while he pressed tenderly on its tiny ribcage. The baby coughed and gave a little cry. Then, taking a deep breath, began to bawl its head off. Quick as a flash the doctor had cut the cord, passed the child to Matilda Jenkins, and was stitching away at Sarah as if his own life depended on it.

She lay against the pillows, her whole body numb. She swore to herself that this was going to be the last child.

‘Your first girl, Sarah.’ Matilda’s voice was kind.

She sat up in the bed, dumbstruck, her face aglow as if lit from the inside. She grinned, showing all her large yellowing teeth.

‘You’re joking! I thought it was another boy! A girl! It is really a girl?’

Even the policemen smiled at her. She was genuinely amazed.

‘Oh, let me have her. Let me hold her! A daughter at last, thank Gawd!’

Matilda placed the child in her arms. The baby was now cleaned up and Sarah looked down into the bluest eyes she had ever seen.

‘She’s a beauty, Sarah.’

She stared down at her daughter in wonderment. This was her thirteenth child, but her first girl. All tiredness was forgotten as she gazed at her daughter. Then she looked around her at the other smiling faces, and remembered why the policemen were there. The elder of the two had been coming to the house for nigh on fifteen years. Ben had even been at it all through the war.

‘What’s my Mickey supposed to have done now?’ Her voice was flat.

‘He’s been running for a bookie again, Sarah. I’ve warned him twice now. This time I’m going to nick him. So you tell him to come and see me.’

She looked back at her daughter. The doctor had finished, and, after removing the old newspapers from under Sarah, covered her up. She looked back at the policeman.

‘I’ll tell him, Frank, but he’s like the old man. He goes his own way.’ Her voice was low.

Matilda Jenkins opened the bedroom door and called the rest of the boys in. They all trooped in, eating their fish and chips, and clustered around the bed. Benny could not see anything so pulled on the doctor’s coat.

‘What do you want, child?’

Benny looked up with his little monkey face. His mouth was full of food.

‘Is it Hovis, then?’

‘Hovis? The doctor’s voice was puzzled. ‘What are you on about, boy?’

‘Hovis … you know, brown bread. Well, is it?’

The doctor looked around him for enlightenment.

‘Brown bread? Are you delirious, child?’

‘He means is it dead? Brown bread … dead. Get it?’

This was spoken by Anthony, and his tone indicated that if anyone was stupid it was not his little brother.

‘Brown bread, bejasus! No, it’s not. It’s very much alive. Now eat your chips, you little heathen. Brown bread indeed!’

The policemen laughed.

‘How long you been in London, Doc?’ the elder asked. ‘Twenty years? And you still don’t know the lingo.’ They thought this highly amusing. ‘We’d better be off, Sar. Don’t forget to tell Michael when he gets in.’

‘I won’t forget, Frank. I’ll tell him, but he won’t come. You know that.’

‘Well, try and persuade him. Good luck with the new arrival. See you all.’ The two men left.

Sarah looked at her sons’ faces and smiled.

‘It’s a girl!’

All the boys grinned at her.

‘A daughter for me old age.’ She hugged the child to her. ‘I’m going to call her Maura. Maura Ryan. I like that.’

‘Shall I go and get Mickey, Mum? I saved him some chips.’

‘Yeah, Geoff. Tell him the coast is clear.’

The doctor stopped packing away his instruments and looked at Sarah sternly.

‘You knew where he was all along?’

She grinned at him. ‘Course I did. He’s in the Anderson shelter at number 119. He always hides there.’ Seeing the funny side of what Sarah said, Martin O’Reilly threw back his head and laughed out loud. Seven mouths stopped chewing as the boys stared at him.

‘What a night! Your little girl certainly picked her time to arrive. She saved young Michael’s bacon tonight, that’s a fact.’

Sarah chuckled with him. ‘She did that all right!’

Pat Johnstone, Sarah’s best friend and next-door neighbour, came into the bedroom with a tray of tea. She ushered all the boys out and poured Sarah a strong cup.

‘Here you are, girl. Get your laughing gear around that. What about you, Doc? Fancy a cuppa?’

‘That would be grand. I’m parched.’

Pat poured the doctor out a cup of tea and placed it on the bedside table. Then she sat on the bed next to Sarah. She looked at the baby and gasped with surprise.

‘Oh, my Gawd! She’s a cracker, ain’t she?’ Her naturally loud voice seemed to bounce off the walls. ‘Gis’ a little hold, Sar.’

Sarah passed the child to her and took a deep drink of her tea. ‘This is just what I needed, Pat.’

‘Is that right the Filth came in looking for your Mickey and the electric went? I nearly wet meself laughing when Mrs Jenkins told me, I thought it was so funny.’

Sarah rolled her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Oh, please, Pat. Don’t remind me!’

The doctor finished putting his things away and drank his tea. ‘That was lovely. It just hit the right spot. Now I’ll be off, Sarah. Don’t get out of bed until I tell you that it’s safe. I’ve had to put in a lot of stitches. If you start to bleed, send one of the lads around for me, OK?’

‘I will, Martin. And thanks for everything.’

‘That’s all right. I’ll see you in the morning. ’Bye now.’ He went out of the bedroom and down the stairs to the hallway where Matilda Jenkins was waiting for him with her hand out. He slipped a ten-shilling note into her palm.

‘Thanks, Matilda. ’Bye.’

‘’Bye, Doctor O’Reilly.’

She closed the front door behind him. He walked down the flight of stairs that led to the road and looked at his car, a Rover 90. It was his pride and joy. There was not a windscreen wiper to be seen. He should have known this would happen in Lancaster Road.

‘Little buggers!’

He got into his car and drove off. On 2 May 1950 he had brought Maura Ryan into the world.
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George Markham has a nasty little hobby, which erupts into an orgy of vicious sexual depravity. In charge of the case, DI Kate Burrows fears losing everything she cares about to … the ladykiller.


Prologue

‘All I asked you to do was take off your muddy shoes. For Christ’s sake, George, are you thick or something? Can’t you even take in the most simple thing?’

Elaine Markham looked at her husband’s expressionless face and fought down an urge to slam her fist into it. She could feel herself gritting her teeth and made a conscious effort to relax. Once more her eyes went to the wet mud all over her kitchen floor.

Sighing heavily, she took out the floor cloth from underneath the kitchen sink, slammed the cupboard door shut and began to fill a plastic bowl with water. George Markham watched his wife as she sprinkled some Flash into the water. Sitting down on one of the kitchen chairs, he began to remove his gardening shoes, careful not to let any more mud or dirt fall on the pristine floor.

Elaine turned from the sink with the bowl of water and shrieked at him: ‘Can’t you do that on a piece of newspaper? Are you so stupid you can’t even think of doing a simple thing like that?’

George stared at his wife for a few seconds, chewing on his bottom lip.

‘I’m sorry, Elaine.’ His voice was low and bewildered. The sound of it made his wife screw her eyes up tight.

Pulling off his shoes, George went to the kitchen door and dropped them outside. Shutting the door carefully, he turned back to his wife.

‘Give me that, Elaine. I’ll clean up the mess.’ He smiled at her sadly, causing her breathing to become laboured. She shook her head in irritation.

‘No. You’ll only make it worse. By God, George, no wonder you can’t get on at work. It’s a wonder they even allow you to go there every day.’ She put the bowl of steaming water on the floor and knelt down. As she began washing the floor she was still complaining.

‘Honestly, you’re enough to drive a person up the bloody wall. You can’t do anything … anything … without ballsing it up in some way. Look at last week …’

George watched his wife’s ample buttocks moving under her apron as she worked and talked. The rolls of fat around her hips were shuddering alarmingly as she scrubbed at the floor. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself getting up from his seat and kicking her as hard as he could in the rump, sending her and the bowl of water flying. The fantasy made him smile to himself.

‘What are you grinning at?’ He brought himself back to the present with difficulty and focused on Elaine’s face. She was staring at him over her shoulder, her bright green eyeshadow and ruby red lips lurid in the glare from the strip light.

‘Nothing … Nothing, love.’ He sounded confused.

‘Just piss off, George. Out of my sight.’

He continued to stare at his wife. He watched as her strong arms and hands wrung out the floor cloth, her fingers squeezing until every last drop of water was gone. He wished he was squeezing Elaine’s neck. Instead he went towards the back door.

‘Where are you going now?’ Her voice was high and querulous.

George stared at her.

‘I still have some things to do in the shed.’

Elaine rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

‘Well, why on earth did you come in in the first place? Messing up the floor, causing all this.’ She spread her arms in a gesture of wonderment.

‘I just wanted a cup of tea. But I can see that you’re busy …’

He made a hasty exit from the kitchen and pulled on his gardening shoes again outside the back door. Elaine stared at the closed door for a few seconds. As always after she had ‘been at’ George, as she termed it to herself, she felt guilty. Guilty and flat. He was just so useless. Over the years, his placid acceptance of their way of life had driven her mad. Sighing, she carried on washing the floor.

Inside his shed, George bolted the wooden door and leant against it for a few moments, the sweat cold on his forehead. Licking his lips, he closed his eyes and began to breathe deeply.

One of these days Elaine was going to get a shock. She was going to open her mouth once too often. He could feel the hammering of his heart against his ribs and placed his hand over it as if to quell the movement.

He turned from the door and walked to the opposite end of his shed. Pulling a pile of gardening magazines from an old school desk, he opened the top. Inside the desk were a couple of scruffy jumpers – his gardening jumpers. Taking these out, he smiled. Underneath them were his books. His real books, with real women in them. Women who did not nag and chide and want. Women who just lay passively and smiled. Whatever you might do to them.

He picked up the top book. On the cover was a young girl of about twenty. Her arms were tied behind her back and she had a leather collar around her neck. Her long golden blond hair lay across her shoulders and partially obscured her breasts. A man’s hand was pulling her head backwards, his hairy maleness messing up the girl’s lovely locks. She was smiling.

George stared at the picture for a while. His small, even teeth just showed beneath his lips in a slight smile. Licking his lips again, he sat in his chair. He opened the magazine slowly as if for the first time, wanting to savour the pleasure of every picture.

He looked at the girl in front of him, a different girl this time. Oriental-looking, with tiny pointed breasts and a curtain of black hair. She was on all fours; the leather strap around her neck was attached to her feet. If she struggled against it, you could see that she would choke to death. A man was behind her. He wore a black leather mask and was about to plunge his erect penis into the girl’s anus. Her back was arched and she was looking at the camera, a smile of beatific pleasure plastered across her face.

George sighed with contentment. He slowly looked through the magazine, pausing here and there to hold the book away from him, to see the pictures from a different angle. He could feel the familiar sense of excitement building up inside. He pushed his hand into the crease of the chair. He felt around for a second, then his hand found what he was looking for. He drew out an army knife, then, placing the magazine carefully across his knees, he pulled the knife out from its cover. It was a large knife with a seven-inch serrated blade. He turned it around in the sunshine that was streaming through the window, watching it glinting. He looked down at the girl in the centrefold of the magazine. Her face was looking up at him in a mixture of agony and ecstasy as a hooded man ejaculated into her face, the semen running down her chin and on to her breasts.

Carefully and precisely, George began to dismember her. He drew the knife across her throat, slitting the paper. Then he began to tear at her breasts and vagina. All the time she watched him. Smiling at him. Encouraging him. He could feel his erection building, could feel the cold sweat under his arms and across his back. He began to hack at the magazine, pushing the knife into the paper. He heard the rush in his ears as if he was swimming underwater and then the graceful, almost euphoric waves of the orgasm as it reached its crescendo.

George lay back in the comfortable old chair, his breathing coming in small gasps, his heartbeat gradually returning to normal. He closed his eyes and gradually the sounds and sights of the day came back to him.

He could hear his neighbour’s strimmer outside his shed. Could hear the children next door playing in their paddling pool. Their high-pitched baby laughter drifted into his consciousness. A bead of salty sweat dripped into his eyes and he blinked it away. He shook his head slowly and looked down at his lap. That was when he saw the blood.

He blinked rapidly for a few seconds. The girl was covered in blood. The body that he had slashed to pieces was slowly being stained crimson. George stared.

He pushed the magazine from him, every nerve in his body vibrating with shock.

He had cut himself! He stared down at the gash on his thigh. It was pumping blood everywhere. He jumped from his seat in a panic. The knife had slit his jeans and pierced his own flesh!

He must tell Elaine. Get her to take him to the hospital. He went to the shed door in a blind panic.

Then he remembered the books.

Holding the injured leg with one hand, he gathered the magazines from the floor. He thrust them into the child’s desk with the others. Bundling the jumpers on top, he shut the lid. He could feel the blood running down his leg.

He picked up the pile of gardening magazines and threw them on top of the desk. Blood was everywhere now.

Pulling the bolt from across the top of the shed door he burst out into the sunlight. The sound of splashing and shrieking coming over the larch lap fence assaulted his ears. George ran up the path to the back door and thrust it open.

Elaine was preparing the vegetables for dinner. She turned towards him in dismay. He stood before her, covered in blood.

‘I – I’ve cut myself, Elaine.’ He was nearly crying.

‘Oh my God, George!’ She grabbed a tea towel and would it round his leg, pulling it tight. ‘Come on. I’ll drive you to the hospital.’

George lay in a cubicle of the Accident and Emergency department of Grangely Hospital. He felt sick. A young nurse was trying to remove his trousers.

‘Please, Mr Markham. I must take them off.’ Her voice was young and husky.

‘No! No, you mustn’t. Cut the trouser leg off or something.’

George and the nurse stared at one another. Then both looked towards the curtain as it was pulled back. The young nurse breathed a sigh of relief. It was the Charge Nurse, Joey Denellan.

‘What’s the matter, Nurse?’ His voice held the false jocularity peculiar to male nurses.

‘Mr Markham won’t let me remove his trousers.’

The man smiled at George. ‘Bit of a shy one, are you? Well, never mind. I’ll do it for you.’

The nurse left and before George could protest the young man was pulling off his jeans. George tried to grab the waistband but the boy was too strong. They were off.

George swallowed deeply and turned his head away from the boy’s face.

Joey Denellan stared at the wounded leg with an expert eye. Deep, but it had not affected any main arteries. His eyes flicked over the man before him and stopped dead. No wonder the old boy was so against Jenny pulling his trousers off. The stains were very recent and still sticky. What had he been up to that could have got him such a large gash in his leg? He shrugged. Theirs was not to reason why.

‘What kind of knife was it?’ Joey was careful to keep his voice light.

‘Oh, a Swiss army knife.’ George’s voice was small and the younger man felt sorry for him.

‘Well, it will need a few stitches in, but don’t worry. You didn’t sever anything important. Would you like me to see if I can find you some clean pants?’

George heard the ‘man to man’ inflection in the other’s voice. He nodded. ‘Please. I …’

‘Righty ho then. I’ll be back in a minute. The doctor will be here soon, OK?’

‘Thank you. Thank you very much. Would you … keep my wife away, please?’

George’s eyes were pleading and Joey nodded slowly.

‘OK. Don’t worry.’ He walked from the cubicle and went out to the reception area.

‘Mrs Markham?’ He looked around the assembled people and was not surprised to see the fat woman with the dyed red hair and bright green track suit stand up and walk towards him. He had somehow known that this would be the poor bloke’s wife.

‘Is he all right? My God, only George could cut himself while sitting in a bloody shed. Honestly, Doctor …’

‘Nurse. I’m a nurse.’

As Elaine went to speak again he interrupted her.

‘We’re going to stitch your husband after the doctor has seen him. If you would like to get yourself a coffee or something, there’s a machine at the end of that corridor.’ He pointed to the swing doors to the right.

Elaine knew when she was being shut up and her eyes took on the steely glint usually reserved for George. Turning away, she walked towards the swing doors and pushed them open with such force they crashed against the walls.

Joey Denellan watched her. No wonder the poor old sod looked so downtrodden. Being married to her must be like being married to Attila the Hun. Still Joey was puzzled. How did the old boy get the gash on his leg? What had she said? In a garden shed. How did that account for the semen, which it definitely was, in his underpants? He heard someone call him.

‘Joey, an RTA on the M25.’

‘How many involved?’ He walked towards the reception desk.

‘Four. Estimated time of arrival seven minutes.’

‘OK. Call Crash.’

Joey began to make arrangements to receive the casualties from the road accident. George Markham was pushed from his mind.

‘Are you coming, George?’ Peter Renshaw’s deep booming voice seemed to bounce off the walls of the office and hit George in the face.

‘Coming where?’ He peered at Renshaw.

‘To the do, Georgie. The bloody leaving do – for Jonesy.’

‘Oh, yes. Jonesy’s leaving do. Of course, of course. Yes, I’ll be going.’

‘Good on you. Got him a strippergram, the lot! Tell you what, Georgie, it will be a great do. Bl-oody great!’

Peter Renshaw had a habit of stressing some words by chopping them in two to get his point across. It drove George up the wall.

Renshaw was a salesman for the clothing company for which George worked. He towered over George in height and it was obvious he liked this. Peter Renshaw was in his early thirties and from what everyone could gather, he earned a lot of money. He was the number one salesman. He liked George for some strange reason and always made sure he was invited to any dos that were on the agenda.

‘I arranged the strippergram meself, Georgie boy. Biggest set of Bristols this side of the water. Can’t wait to see old Jonesy’s face.’

George smiled.

Old Jonesy … Howard Jones was younger than George himself. About forty-five was Howard Jones. George was fifty-one. He shuddered inwardly. Fifty-one. His life was nearly over. Peter Renshaw’s voice was still booming on.

‘It’s all arranged. The Pig and Whistle first. Twenty quid whip-round by the way. Then on to that new nightclub – what’s it called? The Platinum Blonde, that’s it. Watch all the little birds stru-tting their stuff. Be a right laugh!’

George carried on smiling.

‘Well, I’ll let you get on then. Got a hot piece of pussy down in accounts who’s just dy-ing for it. See you Friday then?’

George nodded. ‘Yes. See you on Friday, Peter.’

He watched the man walk from his office. Old Jonesy … He supposed they called him Old Markham. He looked at his watch. It was five thirty-five. He got out of his chair and, putting on his jacket, made his way out of the building.

Kortone Separates was a thriving firm, even in the recession. George worked in the book-keeping department of accounts.

He left the small corridor and went to the stairway that led to the car park. He never used the lifts. As he walked down the stairs he saw Miss Pearson kneeling on the floor picking up some papers. She was young, only about eighteen, and had worked for Kortone’s for a year. George had never spoken to her. She had left three buttons undone and from the landing above her George could see the swelling of her bosom as she stretched out her arms to gather the papers.

He stared down at her. The creamy flesh was firm and inviting. The girl looked up at him. He saw the heavily made-up face and forced himself to move down the stairs. He bent down and retrieved some papers, handing them to her silently.

‘Thank you, Mr Markham.’

She knew his name! George felt an enormous surge of pleasure over this little fact.

‘You’re welcome.’ He stood up and looked down at her again. Then the door above opened and Peter Renshaw’s voice boomed down to them.

‘There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You sly old fox, George. Might have known you’d be where the pretty girls are!’

Miss Pearson looked at Peter and gave a broad smile. George watched her face closely.

‘Oh, Peter.’ Her voice was husky and breathless. ‘I waited for you but …’

George was aware of Peter Renshaw’s footsteps on the stairs, bringing him closer. He quickly picked up the rest of the papers from the floor and handed them to Miss Pearson.

George walked away from them, certain that he would not be noticed. He was right. Neither of them said a word to him. He walked out of the building and unlocked his car, an A-reg Orion. He sat in the driving seat, waiting.

The couple finally left the building and walked towards Peter’s car, Renshaw’s arm draped across the girl’s shoulder, one hand squeezing her breast. Miss Pearson giggled and pushed it away.

Another slut. Another whore. What had Peter said? Dying for it? George closed his eyes and savoured the picture his words had conjured up.

He visualised Miss Pearson, her body open to him, her legs sprawled apart, tied to the legs of a bed. Her hands tied behind her back, her heavily made-up face smiling at him as he approached her. She was begging for it. Begging and pleading with him …

‘Mr Markham?’ George’s eyes flew open.

‘Are you all right? You look very white.’

George stared at the man looking in at the window of his car. It was the car park attendant.

‘Yes, thank you.’ George smiled timidly. ‘I felt a bit tired, that’s all.’

The man made a salute and straightened up.

George watched him walk away, his heart hammering in his ears. He tried to get the picture back in his mind but it was no good. Trembling, he started up his car and drove into Grantley town centre. The books he had ordered were due in today. He smiled, enjoying the late summer sunshine and the exquisite feeling of anticipation.

It crossed his mind briefly that his ‘hobby’ was now becoming an obsession, but he thrust the thought aside. His leg was still sore and he rubbed it absentmindedly as he drove.

It was the end of September 1989.
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In the sixties Briony Cavanagh ran a string of notorious brothels in the East End. But her business brought her into contact with the violent heart of London’s gangland …


Prologue

1989

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One of the nurses sat down on the bed.

‘Is it true what they said about you?’

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

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

The two nurses exchanged glances.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The nurses smiled.

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

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

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