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For the love of money is the root of all evil.
Some have wandered away from the faith and
impaled themselves with a lot of pain
because they made money their goal.


1 Timothy 6:10
Common English Bible




PROLOGUE


Soho, London, February 1962


It happened on a Saturday night. She was at the Carmelo, working in the office over the club, when there was a commotion downstairs and Mitch the barman burst through the door, wild-eyed, dishevelled, and so scared it was all he could do to breathe.


‘It’s fucking Sears!’


The words came out as a strangled yelp, and then he was gone as quickly as he’d appeared, leaving the door swinging on its hinges behind him.


For a moment she was so stunned by Mitch’s sudden entrance that all she could do was sit there, immobile, the pen poised over the accounts, listening. When she’d passed through the club earlier, it had been packed with a typical Saturday-night crowd, out for a good time. With the door closed and her mind on the accounts, she’d barely registered the disturbance until Mitch came up to give her the glad tidings.


Now, above the sudden mad pounding of her own heart, she could hear glasses smashing, tables being overturned, women screaming and a man’s voice roaring threats.


Oh shit. It was happening, just as Marcus Redmayne had said it would when he came into another of her clubs two weeks earlier, trying to scare the arse off her.


She was scared now all right. Her legs felt weak underneath her as she forced herself out of the chair and hurried to close the door. For a moment she stood with her ear pressed to the wood, listening to the pandemonium downstairs.


Oh fuck oh God oh help . . .


Trembling, she turned the handle, stepped out onto the landing and peered over the banisters. There was a fight going on, people with baseball bats and bike chains striking out at anyone who got in their way, and women were running, shrieking in fear.


Clara’s heart was beating so hard she was afraid it would tear its way through her chest wall and thump to the carpet in a bloody heap.


Fulton Sears.


There he was, in the centre of the room, huge and bald and ugly as sin, swinging left and right with brass knuckledusters, his hands red with blood all the way up to the wrists, wallowing in this bloodbath like a hippo in the mud. Limp with fright, Clara edged backward, trying to be invisible – but before she could make it back to the office he looked up and saw her there.


She froze.


His face split in a wide grin. She saw him knock one of the waiters to the floor and then glance up again, up to where she stood on the landing, and . . .


Shit! He was coming up!


He was surging through the fight, barging people out of the way. Clara raced into the office and slammed the door closed. Instinctively she fumbled for a bolt or latch, but there was no lock on the inside of the door – why would there be?


Improvising, she jammed one of the chairs under the handle and stood there, watching it, panting with terror. Then she lunged for the desk, snatched up the phone and dialled 999, her eyes never leaving the door, the handle, all the time waiting for it to turn, waiting for that monster to try to get in at her.


As she was dialling, she could hear Toby’s voice in her head: Whatever happens in the clubs, we don’t ever call the police. We never involve the Bill, not even the ones on the payroll. We sort things out ourselves.


Clara paused for a long moment. Then she slammed the phone back down onto its cradle. Looked around for a weapon, anything, to defend herself.


There was nothing.


Sweating, trembling, all she could do was stand there, listening to the chaos downstairs and waiting for the handle to turn. How long would a chair hold him? About two seconds. Unable to look away, she carried on staring at it.


Oh God, please help me, she thought, her pulse deafening in her ears. She felt she was going to pass out or throw up, sickened by the images flashing through her mind of what he’d do when he got his hands on her.


The noise downstairs seemed to be fading. She could hear only men’s voices now, shouting, no more screams. Groaning, did she hear groaning? She thought she did. And . . . oh sweet Jesus, she could hear someone coming up the stairs. She could hear him, moving stealthily, creeping up the stairs. Her eyes were riveted to the handle. To the door. To the chair. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t even breathe.


The handle was turning.


Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, it was starting to turn.


With a desperate cry Clara flung herself forward, put her full weight against the flimsy barrier of the chair. Her chest was tight with fear. She was right up against the door, she could almost feel him there, right there, on the other side of it.


The handle continued to turn. She could feel his weight go against it, felt it shuddering through the wood. The chair bucked beneath her. He was going to get in here. He was going to get her.


She waited, sweat trickling down her temples, sliding down her back. She could smell her own fear. If he got in here . . .


There was no if about it.


He was going to.


And then . . . oh God, what was going to happen to her?


A faint, deep-throated chuckle came from the other side of the door.


The hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end. He was laughing at her. He knew she was here, she was trapped, and he was mocking her. Any moment now he would burst in here and hurt her, kill her. She could almost see him on the other side of the door, barrel-chested, bloodstained, sadistic and out for revenge.


God, please help me, she thought. I’ll do better. I’ll be good, I promise, just help me right now, will you?


God wasn’t listening.


Was it any surprise? Would anyone, God included, actually care if she came to grief? Not her family, that was for sure, and she had no friends.


The only thing she had left was a reputation – and it wasn’t a good one.


She was Black Clara – twenty-four years old, twice married and twice widowed, a hard-hearted gold-digger, a cold-blooded chaser of men and their money. Clara Dolan, the hopeful young girl she had once been, hadn’t survived the move from the slums of Houndsditch. But all she’d ever done was what she had to do. Wasn’t that the truth?


Suddenly the door buckled as he launched a ferocious kick. Jarred by the impact, her teeth snapped together so that she bit her tongue and made it bleed.


Clara flinched and let out a hopeless yell.


Then another.


Jesus, oh please, please . . .


Another kick. Clara was thrown backward against the desk, floundering. Then the door and the chair flew inward, and Sears burst into the room.
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Houndsditch, London, 1953


Clara was fifteen when she found out that love is dangerous, that it will destroy you. It was a lesson she learned at her mother’s side, when Kathleen Dolan went into labour for the fifth time.


Kathleen’s first pregnancy had brought Clara into the world; then came a stillbirth, followed five years later by Bernadette, or Bernie as she was always known; and then, two years after that, came Henry. Now there would be another baby and it was the last thing they needed, any of them, because Dad had run off to avoid a prison sentence, leaving them with nothing.


So here they were, what was left of the Dolan family: Kathleen, Clara, Bernie and Henry, living in a hellhole, with barely enough money to feed themselves on post-war rations and a constant struggle to find the rent, which was so high – six pounds a week! – that Clara thought Frank Hatton the rent man ought to be wearing a fucking mask, since he was committing daylight robbery.


Clara still couldn’t believe that Dad had left them. Night after night, she dreamed that he would come back to tell them it was all a joke, a mistake, they were going home. It was eight months since he’d abandoned them. Not long after, Kathleen his pregnant wife learned that he’d been fiddling the books on his business and she had confided as much, amid floods of tears, to her eldest daughter Clara.


It all came out then, as disgusting and unsightly as spilled entrails unravelling. Tom Dolan’s engineering firm was deeply in debt, while all the money he’d scraped off the top had been squandered on living like a lord. The firm – which had been a successful growing concern employing two hundred and fifty people – was in ruins. And there was worse to come. Without telling Kathleen, Tom had taken out a raft of huge loans from the bank and put their home up as security.


‘It’s going to be fine, Mum,’ said Clara, sitting on the bed, which was soaked with her mother’s sweat, and dabbing gently at her feverish brow with a cool flannel. Kathleen moved fitfully, and the old newspapers they’d put under her to save soaking the mattress crackled.


Oh, is it?


Clara was trying hard not to let her fear show in her face. She kept glancing nervously at the hugely swollen belly straining beneath her mother’s sweat-stained nightdress. She knew nothing of childbirth. All she knew was that her mother had been lying here in agony all night. Now, morning was nudging at the curtains, sending strands of light through, and the daylight made her more anxious than ever. Was this right, for the labour to go on so long?


Against her better judgement, she’d sent Bernie out in the small hours to fetch the district nurse. They all hated being in the flat, but venturing outside it was even worse. The Dolans occupied the attic, but on the floors below them there were other families, some packed in ten to a room, and often they spilled out onto the communal stairs, blocking access to and from the top floor.


Hatton the rent man had told Kathleen that their landlord Lenny Lynch had ‘put the schwartzers in to de-stat’, and Kathleen had to explain to Clara what that meant – that since the 1952 McCarran–Walter provisions blocked the Caribbean’s emigration outlet to America, West Indians had been pouring into Britain and landlords had seen this as a golden opportunity.


People like Lenny Lynch had lost no time in packing the immigrants into places previously occupied by white families, and had ruthlessly encouraged them to do their worst: to piss in doorways, leave rubbish up and down the pavements, play jazz at all hours, install white prostitutes to pimp off, behave in a threatening manner toward the whites so that they would move out . . . and then landlords could move the more profitable, more easily exploited blacks in.


So Clara spent a long, anxious time waiting for Bernie’s return. When she eventually made it home in one piece Clara was relieved. But the news wasn’t good. The district nurse was off across town attending some other poor bitch who couldn’t afford the ten shillings a proper midwife would cost.


‘But her husband said she’d come straight over as soon as she got back,’ said Bernie, who was now hovering, fidgeting, her pixie face screwed up with worry, in the bedroom doorway. Little Henry was clinging on to Bernie like she was a life raft in a sea of doubt.


Hours crept by.


‘Should I go over again and see if she’s back yet?’ asked Bernie finally, her face wet with tears of terror at the sight of her mother in such pain.


‘Yeah,’ said Clara. She thought of the doctor’s place, several streets away, but they didn’t open until nine, that was hours off, and anyway the doctor was never there, he hadn’t been there yesterday because it was Sunday and no one worked on a Sunday, it was a Holy day. Still, they had to try. This couldn’t be right, not this long. ‘And I’ll write you a note for the doctor – you can drop it through his letterbox too. And for God’s sake, be careful. Don’t talk to anyone.’


They could only hope. They could only try.


Bernie charged off down the stairs and at the noise of the door slamming behind her Kathleen’s eyes fluttered open. She let out another deep, growling moan. Then, pitifully, she tried to give Clara a reassuring smile. Clara thought her heart would break, to see that smile. A bleak bitterness gripped her. Fucking men. There had been a time when she believed her father could do no wrong – not any more. There he was, swanning about who knew where, having ducked his creditors, and a jail term too, and here was poor Mum, who was worth ten of him, no twenty, suffering because of what he’d done to her.


‘Mum, I think we’re going to have to try and get you over to the hospital,’ said Clara.


‘Oh yeah? What we gonna do then? Fly? Or walk?’ Kathleen smiled and then winced as a fresh contraction hit her.


Clara winced too as Kathleen gripped her hand and let out another one of those gut-wrenching moans.


She could die, thought Clara with a thrill of real horror. Oh, Dad, why did you do it? How could you leave us like this?


They’d lost their lovely house, their precious home, when he’d done a runner. Clara felt ready to puke her guts up when she thought of their house; it had been so beautiful, with its manicured lawns. They’d had a gardener then, and a cleaning lady who came in once a week, and there was a fish pond with a fountain shooting up to the sky. There was an elegant top-of-the-range Jaguar on the drive that Dad liked to use as a runabout, and a Rolls-Royce in the garage for family outings.


Clara would never forget that life, their other life, their real life. There were trips out to the races, expensive holidays at the seaside. She could still see him in her mind’s eye, Tom Dolan, her father, that bastard, laughing and flicking his silver monogrammed Ronson lighter, the flame flaring as he lit another Havana cigar. His gold tie-pin and matching cufflinks would glint in the sunlight. His black hair – like Clara’s own – was thick and glossy, and his eyes – also like hers – were the striking violet-blue of an English blue-bell wood, always shining with confidence.


And Mum, she’d looked so different then! Mum in designer dresses, her copper-brown hair swept up, styled by the hairdresser at a costly salon up West. Five pounds a week each – a bloody fortune! – for Clara and Bernie, and Henry, the apple of his dad’s eye, indulged so much. Too much, maybe. No expense spared, not then. The sky was the limit. But suddenly it had ended, it had all come unwound, the threads of their once-gilded lives. Clara had been vaguely aware that creditors were queuing up, staff were being laid off, suppliers who hadn’t been paid in a long while were baying for blood and demanding money that was no longer there.


And then the biggest shock of all.


The money was no longer there because Dad had been systematically robbing the company. He’d creamed off sixty thousand pounds to live a lavish lifestyle way beyond his means, all so that he could impress his friends, play the big I-am, buy Rollers and spend days out at Ascot and mix with the nobs he so admired, so wanted to be like; pretending he wasn’t an ordinary working-class bloke who’d made good, pretending he was something he wasn’t.


But what use was it, thinking about that now? Kathleen had rented this flat. They were here. They had to cope.


‘I’ll get hold of a copper, see if he can’t whistle up an ambulance,’ said Clara. She knew this was like wishing for gold bars down a sewer. The coppers never came round this area if they could avoid it; and on the rare occasions they did, they came in twos and threes, never alone.


They didn’t have a phone here – a phone, what a bloody joke! – and no one else who lived in these rat-hole flats did either. The telephone box out in the road had been vandalized months back and no PO engineers had proved brave enough to venture into this warren of thieves to fix it.


‘We could get a taxi,’ gasped Kathleen, still trying to smile through the agony.


This too was a joke. They couldn’t afford a taxi. A taxi was the stuff of dreams. They couldn’t afford fuck-all. Not any more.


So this is what they mean by being up shit creek, thought Clara.


They had no money and they were three weeks behind with the rent. One of the few things they’d hung on to from their old life was Mum’s battered Singer sewing machine, and for the first few months Kathleen had got by taking in dressmaking work, never bringing her clients here – of course not – but going out to do fittings and deliveries. The last few weeks, however, Kathleen had been too ill to even lift a needle.


They couldn’t turn to the neighbours for help, either.


‘You mustn’t talk to anyone,’ Kathleen had told her children when they’d moved in here.


Clara had been mystified by this to begin with. It took her a while to understand that all the big terraced houses along this street and the adjacent ones had been greedily parcelled up into flats and let out by uncaring landlords, mostly to migrants and their white ‘girlfriends’, who were prostitutes whose wages the men lived off. Late into the night there were fights, music played full-volume, people loitering in groups, smoking and grinning on the stinking stairs as they tried to pass, watching the family who occupied the top floor as though they were prey.


This, truly, was a nightmare. Clara had heard of such things, but she had never dreamed she’d see them close-up. This place – the furnished flat Kathleen had assured her eldest daughter would be the answer to their newly homeless state – was hell: red-hot in summer, freezing in winter, and there was never any peace. The basement of their building had been turned into an illegal cellar-club where people could gather to smoke marijuana and gamble day and night. The Dolans had to share a squalid, filthy toilet two floors down with everyone else in the block, and it was a battle just to get down there and back without being stopped or asked for cash or manhandled.


And the flat itself was no haven from the squalor. The walls were green with damp, old wallpaper peeling off and hanging in brown mouldering strips from every corner, cockroaches scuttling around in the rotting floorboards beside the skirting board. All the Dolans’ own beautiful furniture had been seized by bailiffs before the eviction order was served, so they had to make do with the stuff that came with this ‘furnished’ sweatbox. The stained mattresses reeked of piss and were crawling with bugs. The bedside cabinets were empty orange boxes with bits of fabric tacked onto them. The previous occupants must have had a dog or a cat, because soon after they moved in Henry developed fleabites all round his ankles.


Kathleen had rented this flat because she’d had no choice: it was the only one they could afford. Now, they couldn’t even afford this. It had got to the stage where they kept the front door firmly locked at night and daren’t answer it by day, knowing it would either be someone wanting to rob them of what little they had, or the never-never man wanting payment for items Kathleen had bought on tick. Or, worst of the lot, Frank Hatton.


Clara shuddered. Hatton. Last week Kathleen had been too sick to deal with the repulsive, bristle-chinned old thug when he showed up at their front door to collect the rent money, so Clara had reluctantly answered the door and told him that they had a few problems but would pay him in full next week.


‘Promise?’ leered Hatton. He wore a battered brown leather coat and he had an Alsatian, mad-eyed and with thick black-and-tan fur, on a stout lead at his side. Round here, Clara reckoned he daren’t go out without the damned thing or else someone would rip his teeth out and sell them for dentures. The dog was snarling. It looked like it wanted to tear Clara’s throat out. She thought that if Hatton let it go for a second, it would do just that.


Clara hated the way Hatton’s eyes roamed over her; it felt disgusting, like having a slug crawling over your skin.


‘A pretty girl like you need never starve, you know,’ he’d said. ‘Well, I suppose you do know. You must.’


Clara felt her face stiffen with distaste. She knew she was a striking girl, with her black hair, white skin and violet-blue eyes. Men had propositioned her before. But he was old enough to be her granddad.


‘Tuesday,’ she said, and shut the door in his face.


‘Three o’clock, I’ll be here!’ he shouted.


Clara leaned against the door, feeling sick, her heart hammering, her mind chasing around in never-ending circles. They were trapped here and they would all die here, in poverty and in fear. They were in hell, and there was no way out.
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Soho, 1953


Lenny Lynch looked at his flashy gold watch as he stood at the bar in the Blue Banana club. The place was packed, everyone having a good time, playing chemmy and poker. Eartha Kitt was pouring out sultry vocals on the turntable, singing ‘C’est Si Bon’; Lenny didn’t know what that meant, but he guessed it was something sexual, something hot.


It was almost time.


Pet an animal too much, feed it too well, and eventually, the thing’s going to turn and bite you on the arse. Simple common sense. Dogs, women, men – they were all the same in this respect, Lenny knew it for a fact. But . . . what could you do? He’d always had a soft spot for Marcus Redmayne.


Lenny studied his reflection in the mirrors behind the optics. Poor old cunt, he thought, half-laughing to himself – or trying to, anyway. All the Brylcreem in the world couldn’t hide his thinning hair, all the costly wet shaves and hottowel head massages at Trumper’s couldn’t disguise the fleshy pouches around his bloodshot blue eyes, or the way gravity and time were pulling the sides of his mouth down. His shirt was expensive, his suit bespoke, Savile Row, the best. But, come on, let’s face the music and dance, shall we? I’m old, he thought. And now he felt tired and sad, too, because it had reached the point where something had to be done about Marcus, something drastic.


And it would be done tonight. He’d already arranged it.


‘Put me another one in there, would you, sweetheart?’ He handed his empty glass to Delilah, a statuesque Nigerian beauty in her forties who for years had managed this Soho basement bar for him. She tended the bar naked but for a pair of thigh-high black leather boots, as was her usual rather startling practice.


Lenny looked around. The place was busy for a Monday, full of English, Americans and Italians – all sorts of scum in here since the war – most of them playing at the gaming tables, and he’d take a cut from every winning pot. The tarty-looking hostesses with their hard acquisitive eyes and ready smiles were giggling and flirting while serving the punters overpriced drinks and anything else they fancied.


‘You a bit down, m’boy,’ Delilah purred, eyeing him up. ‘Troubles?’


Lenny thought about confiding in her, then bit his tongue. Delilah was one of the people, his old trusted people, who had put the finger on Marcus, saying he’d been coming in here with that scrawny sidekick of his, checking out the books, acting like she was scooping off some of the honey for herself, which of course she would never do. Delilah had been outraged by this implication, by the mere suggestion that she would ever take from Lenny Lynch. And Lenny was, too. There were lots of complaints coming in about Marcus now, half of Soho was in uproar.


‘You know what, Lenny boy? You want to sort that pup Marcus out afore he bite you,’ said Delilah, reading his thoughts.


Lenny looked at her, startled. But she was right. Delilah was a wise woman. Lenny watched her swagger away to the optics at the back of the bar. Once upon a time, that black arse jiggling around the place would have excited him. In the past, he’d romped happily with Delilah in the back room. Now? Forget it. He was limp as a windsock on a dull day.


Delilah refilled Lenny’s glass and turned back to the bar with a broad smile, but inside she was furious. Fucking Marcus Redmayne, sticking his nose in things that didn’t concern him, coming in here like a frigging accountant, checking the stock, examining the books, asking questions like she was a damned criminal. She’d run this bar for Lenny ten years now, right through the war and everything – of course she dipped in now and then, didn’t everyone? Lenny wouldn’t mind, even if he knew; she was sure of that. Not that he did know, and she was never going to tell him, but if Marcus would only back off and let well alone, everything would go on as normal and things would be just fine.


She had put the word out around Lenny’s other clubs, and sure enough Marcus had been in most of them, checking over things, asking questions. He was all over the place like a fucking rash, she was sick of that boy. Hiding her irritation, she sauntered back to the bar, working it hard, doing her utmost to make ol’ Lenny’s cock stand up – if it still could, which she very much doubted. All the same, she had to try, because that was the way she’d always kept Lenny off-balance in the past, using sex to keep him sweet. But it was obvious he wasn’t up for it tonight. He was too busy staring at his watch. In fact he’d been flicking glances at it all evening.


‘Something going down?’ she asked him.


Startled, Lenny looked up. He seemed almost surprised to see her there.


‘Eleven o’clock,’ he sighed. ‘Got some boys doin’ a job.’


Delilah’s attention sharpened. ‘Would that something involve Marcus?’


Lenny nodded.


Well, thank fuck for that, thought Delilah.


Lenny could tell that Delilah was happy Marcus was going to get it in the neck. No doubt about it, she was a gorgeous girl. But right now . . . not even Delilah’s prodigious bignippled tits, swaying teasingly in front of him like two over-filled balloons, were doing it for him. Smirking, she placed his drink on the bar. He downed it in one, just as he had the one before. He knew he’d pay for it later. Once he’d been a ten pints a night boy, but he was too long in the tooth for all that shit now. One whisky was his limit. Two gave him heartburn. Three had him up and down to the bog the whole night long.


He looked around. The Blue Banana was an important part of his little empire. No one owned all of Soho, but he prided himself that a good portion of it belonged to him. In addition to the Blue Banana, he had the Blue Heaven, the Blue Bird, and the Calypso. And then there was the property he had dotted about London: flats in Notting Hill and Houndsditch, stuffed with all sorts, most of them running prossies. Since he’d edged out all the decent working-class families that used to live there, he was pulling in a fucking fortune.


As for Soho, it had been a battleground since the war, with the whites, the Maltese and a few Italians all wrestling for control. So far, Lenny had come out on top. He had the best troops, the best men. And Marcus was the best of the lot, his right hand, his wingman. Or at least he had been, until the rumours started up, until it all began to turn sour.


Lenny hadn’t wanted to believe any of it. At first, he’d refused to. He was the one who’d taken the boy off the streets, groomed him, made him into a man. They’d grown close. He’d spent a fortune on Marcus, sorted him out with a house, a wardrobe of decent suits, all the whores he could fuck. They’d drunk together, fought together, and slowly, inch by inch, Lenny had sat back, relaxed a little, let Marcus take the reins.


You fucking fool, he told himself.


Truth was, he was getting tired. Truth was, he was getting bloody old. He was sixty-eight now, past retirement age, and sometimes it seemed easier to let Marcus take the strain off, let him handle the active stuff. Marcus was a young blood of twenty-two, sharp as a tack and handy in a fight, he could take it.


Oh yeah, he can take it, he’s taken you for a cunt, after all.


Lenny sighed and drained his glass. He looked around at the punters, the girls, and felt weariness overwhelm him. He’d put things in motion, and he felt sad to the depths of his soul about it.


Why’d you do it, Marcus? Wasn’t I always good to you?


But Lenny was no fool. He knew this was the natural order of things. It was inevitable that a leader of men, growing into his strength, would try to take over. It was the same in the animal kingdom. Like those stags he’d seen when he was up in Scotland that time, doing a bit of business: the old ones got pushed out to die alone, the younger, stronger ones became the new rulers. It was nature.


Once, he and Marcus had practically been mates. Buddies. But no more. The young whelp had turned on its master, trying to drive a wedge between Lenny and his old and trusted friends, accusing them of cheating him. Lenny had confronted one or two of them, asked was there any truth in it. Wounded by these groundless accusations, they’d asked him, was he blind? Couldn’t he see what that fucker was up to? Couldn’t he see that the cunt was trying to push him over the edge? It was all a ploy to isolate him so that he could shove him out of the way and take over.


Lenny Lynch knew they were telling the truth. But he was a fighter, always had been. He looked at his watch again. It was time. Eleven o’clock, and goodbye Marcus. It was all set up. Old he might be, but Lenny wasn’t ready to retire from the game just yet, he wasn’t ready to give in and get out. He was going to fight, and fight dirty, to keep his place at the top of the heap. And Marcus was about to learn that Lenny Lynch still had teeth. Bloody great sharp ones.
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Monday lunchtime, and the doctor still hadn’t come and neither had the district nurse. Leaving Clara with no choice but to go out.


‘Don’t,’ begged Bernie, afraid of being left in the flat without Clara to take charge. Clara was always in charge. In any emergency, they all turned to her, even Mum; they all turned to cool, level-headed Clara.


‘You’ll be fine,’ said Clara, and hoped it was true. With Hatton due to call at three o’clock tomorrow, she had to find the money to pay him, else they would be thrown out onto the streets and then what would become of them?


‘Don’t open the door to anyone except me, the doctor or the nurse,’ ordered Clara.


‘Please don’t be long,’ pleaded Bernie, eyes wide, teeth chattering with fright.


Poor Bernie, thought Clara. Her little sister had delicate nerves, and it was easy to see that the poor kid was in shreds. The slightest thing sent her into a panic – a sudden noise downstairs, the rent man’s heavy knock at the door.


‘I won’t.’ Clara patted her sister’s shoulder reassuringly, feeling wretched. At nine years old, Bernie shouldn’t have to go through all this. And then there was little Henry, holding on to Bernie as he always seemed to since Dad had run out on them – only seven, and abandoned by his father and with his mother in labour. Poor little bastard.


Clara took Dad’s Hunter watch – one of the few things he’d left behind – and hurried down to ‘Loot Alley’. For over an hour she stood there on the pavement outside the Exchange Buildings in Cutler Street, shivering and stamping her feet against the freezing cold and drizzling rain, holding out the watch hopefully to anyone who passed by, but no one seemed to be interested in buying watches. They were buying Voigtlander cameras, nylons, cosmetics – anything but watches. Not even one with a handsome brass Prince Albert chain attached to it, not even for a few measly shillings.


‘Well, it ain’t the real thing, is it, dearie?’ one elderly man said to her with a condescending smile. ‘That chain’s not gold – not even nine carat.’


People glanced at her standing there, then looked away, walked on. Plenty of other, better things to see. She shivered, hugging herself to keep warm, hunching her head down into her shoulders.


‘Little Clara Dolan ain’t it?’ said a voice.


Clara looked up and her heart sank to her boots; it was Frank Hatton the rent collector, his Alsatian on its stout leash at his side.


Shit, she thought.


‘Just selling off a few things,’ she said, as casually as she could. ‘Old things, things we don’t want.’


He nodded, half-smiling. Clara stepped away from that horrible great dog, which was straining against its leash, lunging at her with its massive fangs.


‘Shut up, Attila, you berk,’ Hatton snapped, jerking its chain. He looked at Clara. ‘What’s that – a watch? Your dad’s, is it?’ He reached out, touched it. Clara flinched. He saw her reaction, and frowned. ‘Don’t look worth much. Your mum’s getting the rent money together, right? She’ll have it, as promised? Tomorrow, like we said? Three o’clock – I’ll be there to collect.’


‘She will,’ said Clara stiffly. She won’t.


‘Lenny Lynch don’t like late payers.’


‘He’ll have his money,’ said Clara.


‘Good.’ He stood there a moment longer, staring at her.


Go on, just bugger off will you?


‘Look . . .’ There was a flush of colour in his cheeks as he fished in the pocket of his grubby leather coat, pulled out a stub of pencil and a scrap of paper. He scrawled something, held it out to her. ‘I’ve been meaning to say . . . Take this.’


‘What is it?’ She looked down at the paper, back up at his face. There was an address written on it.


‘That’s where I live. If you . . . Well, it’s got to be paid, ain’t it? One way or the other.’


Clara’s face was stiff with disgust and dislike as she shoved the paper into her pocket. She felt like chucking it onto the muddy pavement and stomping it underfoot. The urge to do so was almost overwhelming, but she fought it. She might be only fifteen, but she knew Hatton’s game. He’d always fancied her – that was the only reason her family weren’t out on the street already. If the rent couldn’t be paid in cash, he was suggesting she do it in kind. Clara gagged at the thought.


‘Yeah,’ she muttered, though it choked her.


Finally he moved on, dragging the Alsatian with him. A shuddering gust of a breath escaped Clara as she allowed herself to relax. She held the watch out to the milling crowds, even more determined now to sell it, to fetch some money in. Even if she didn’t get the full amount for the rent, it would be something to appease Frank Hatton and his boss, that bastard Lenny Lynch, a little sweetener that might make them think again about chucking the Dolans into the gutter.


She tried to smile, to catch the eye of a punter willing to part with a bob or two. And as she did so, a young boy in short trousers with a cap pulled down over his ears ran by and snatched the Hunter straight out of her hand.


‘Hey!’ she shouted, taking off after him, but he was too fast, weaving through the crowds with ease while she collided with passers-by. Within seconds he was lost to sight.


Clara could only stand there, her shoulders slumped in defeat.


The watch was gone.


It had been the last item they had of any value – apart from Mum’s old Singer sewing machine, and they daren’t sell that, it was their only means of income.


Now, they had nothing.
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‘Fuckin’ things have been doped, if you ask me,’ said the red-faced man standing alongside Marcus Redmayne, shouting to be heard above the roar of the crowd. The cheers echoed all around White City Stadium as the five greyhounds raced around the track after the rabbit. Number one – a pure-black dog – was steadily pulling away from the other four. ‘You see that? They been got at, I’m tellin’ ya.’


Marcus didn’t reply; he was already making his way through the packed stadium to collect his loot. When the black dog shot past the winning post the crowd went mad: the cheers from the handful of winners drowned out by the hundreds of losers baying their displeasure as they tore up their betting slips and hurled them to the concrete floor. Too right the other dogs had been doped; Marcus had personally slipped the kennel lads a hefty bung apiece and told them to mix a dose of chloretone in with their food before the race.


A cure for travel-sickness in humans, chloretone sent a dog’s blood pressure sky-high the minute he started to run, so he ‘faded’ fast. Best of all, it was damned near impossible for a vet to trace.


The bookie gave Marcus a surly look as he collected his winnings. With a smirk of satisfaction he made a show of counting the money, then he moved along to the next bookie, and the next – collecting all the while.


Satisfied with his evening’s takings, he made his way out of the ground and strolled, deep in thought, toward his motor. He was justifiably proud of his car. A few years ago he’d been a half-starved kid with his arse hanging out of his trousers, not a pot to piss in; now he was minted – and his choice of motor reflected that. It was a sporty racing-green Jaguar XK120, newly imported from California, left-hand drive, soft top. An expensive beauty – and he had earned it by the sweat of his brow. First thing he’d done when he got it was drive over to his mum’s place so he could show it off. And his mum had taken one look and said, ‘It’s just a car,’ before going back inside.


As chief enforcer for Lenny Lynch, Marcus worked hard for his money. He expected others to do the same, but it turned out a lot of Lenny’s so-called friends had cottoned on to the fact he was getting soft in his old age and they were ripping him off left, right and centre. Take the Blue Banana, for instance. That mouthy cunt Delilah was slicing a big hit off the top every month, doctoring the books and thinking nobody was ever going to notice. Well, he had. And he’d got his old pal Gordon to do an audit.


Delilah had shrieked and complained and moaned to Lenny about it, but what could she do? Marcus was Lenny’s number one. She had to soak it up.


Her accounts might have got past Lenny, but Gordon was a different prospect entirely. Soon as he put the books under the microscope he uncovered all her little tricks: crates of drinks going ‘missing’ and being sold on, all sorts of stuff being left off the accounts. Marcus had told Lenny about it, but did Lenny believe him? He did not.


‘Delilah – do a thing like that?’ Lenny had shaken his head and laughed when Marcus told him. ‘She been with me for years, that girl.’


‘Yeah, and that’s why she’s doing it,’ Marcus had argued. ‘She knows you won’t come down on her, check the books over. When’d you last check them? Seriously?’


‘Marcus,’ Lenny had said, almost sadly, ‘I don’t have to check. Delilah’s straight as a die.’


‘Len—’


‘No.’ Lenny’s pouchy eyes had sharpened in their folds of fat, grown mean and threatening. He’d raised a stubby, nicotine-stained finger, waved it under Marcus’s nose. ‘Leave it right there, or we’re gonna fall out, I’m telling you.’


So Marcus had left it. But he’d done so reluctantly, and deep down he was still seething. Unlike some, he appreciated what Lenny Lynch had done for him.


When they first met, he’d been living on the streets, running wild. He had no home to go to; after his dad died, his mum had found herself a new bloke – a good earner, with his own joinery business, and he treated her like a queen, which was all Lulu Redmayne cared about – and she’d been only too happy to defer to her new husband’s wishes and kick her tearaway teenage son’s backside out the door.


Relations had remained strained between Lulu and Marcus, but after his stepdad had departed for that great workshop in the sky he’d started visiting home again. So long as he showered her with gifts, he could be sure of a welcome. Lulu still liked the high life and she expected to be treated like royalty. Show up empty-handed and she’d soon let you know about it.


Even if his mum didn’t rate Marcus highly, women in general seemed to like him. He was tall, athletically built, muscled up from hardship on the streets. His hair was thick, black and straight, and he had dense black brows that gave him a dangerous look when they drew together. His eyes were so deep a brown that they appeared black, with lashes any woman would envy. His nose was almost patrician, and he had a wide mouth that rarely tilted upward in a smile. Marcus looked hard, threatening, and – yes, all the girls said it – very sexy. And it didn’t hurt that he was loaded. Which he wouldn’t have been, if Lenny Lynch hadn’t come along.


Under Lenny’s guidance, Marcus’s natural talent for strong-arm tactics had been honed. He had grown fit and tough and formidable, and he’d built a reputation for himself. In the streets of Soho, his was a name to be reckoned with. He had carved a place for himself and he felt secure in his ability to hang on to it. With that sense of security came confidence, and a fierce almost fanatical loyalty to the man who had saved him from a life in the gutter.


Back when he was a kid, Lenny Lynch had seemed like a god. Now that he was a man himself he saw that Lenny was just a man too, and that he had flaws. Biggest among them was that Lenny trusted people too much, whereas Marcus didn’t trust them at all – he barely even trusted himself.


So he’d been doing what he did best, covering his boss’s back, making sure no one was taking the piss. But he had discovered that most of them were. He had told Lenny the bad news, because it was his duty to do so. And what did Lenny say?


Drop it.


Don’t go there.


So here he was, with a situation. Hang on as Lenny’s number one, with all Lenny’s old drinking pals laughing their bollocks off at him behind his back, or do something different?


He walked faster; it was a cold night and he stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets, feeling the reassuring rustle of his winnings in there.


Marcus was whistling ‘Broken Wings’ by the Stargazers. He was not exactly happy, because he had all this shit with Lenny going on, but he was cheerful enough. And why not? He had cash on the hip, he was clever and he was young and strong. Anything was possible. Up ahead, parked under a street lamp that set its buffed bodywork glowing was his Jag – and now he paused and saw there were two men leaning against the front of it. He thought he recognized them from the way they moved.


Yeah, he did.


They were Lenny’s boys.


He knew them. He’d even given them their orders, in the past. Dimly, in the distance, he heard the church bells ring, sounding the hour; it was eleven o’clock.
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‘You sold the watch then?’ asked Kathleen hopefully, wincing as another gigantic contraction hit her. ‘Ahhh, oh Jesus . . .’


‘Yeah,’ lied Clara, and she smiled and held her mother’s hand. Kathleen’s frantic grip nearly crushed her fingers.


She’d come back and fixed bread and jam for Bernie and Henry, but Kathleen was feeling too ill to eat. And so now here they were. It just kept spinning around in Clara’s brain, an ever-expanding loop, a fast-spinning merry-go-round of panic.


What could she do?


Everything rested on her shoulders.


She had to think of something. Her mother was still in labour, there was no sign of the child getting itself born. Clara was climbing the walls with worry but desperate not to show her fears to her mother or to little Henry, who’d been playing Ludo with Bernie in the next room. Finally she was forced to send Bernie out again with a request that the district nurse should come urgently, the doctor, or anyone.


And once the baby was here, how would they feed yet another mouth when already they were out of their depth? She was dreading Hatton’s knock on the door tomorrow. But more than that, she was dreading that this labour was going to go on and on, until her mother was too exhausted to struggle any more.


Until she was dead.


It could come to that, Clara knew. And what would become of them all then? This was what it meant, being poor. You were powerless. She hated it, bitterly. And one way or another, she was going to change it. She didn’t know how, but one day, she swore, she was going to break them all out of here. The Dolans were going to be rich once more. Fuck this!


She took up the cool cloth and wiped her mother’s brow again.


‘It’s going to be all right,’ she said, but it was a lie, how could it be all right?


Her mother could die.


She thought of turning to their neighbours for help. But no. Since they’d moved into this bloody hovel, not one of them had said a kind word to the family. Clara had seen the furtive looks as she passed them. One or two of the women – one of the younger black women in particular – had glanced at her, had even smiled. But she didn’t want to call on any of them for help.


What she wanted was to turn the clocks back, back to the time when Dad had been there, laughing in his madcap way, and they’d been a proper family. But that was impossible. So she fixed a smile on her face and smoothed her mother’s hair back from her sweating brow.


What the hell am I going to do? she wondered in abject fear.


She’d do what she’d always done. She’d get on with it. She’d cope.


In the meantime she could only pray that Bernie was going to come back with help, very soon.
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Lenny Lynch trudged wearily up the steps of the Blue Banana club and came out onto the rain-slicked street. Vic Damone’s voice, singing ‘April in Paris’, drifted after him. Lenny had never seen Paris. He’d been to NewYork, though. They said New York was the city that never slept, but London didn’t get much shut-eye either; late at night, the streets were still thronging with people, conducting trade of one sort or another or just walking. Tramps slept in doorways, cars swished by in the wet, pimps loitered, watching their scantily dressed and shivering girls; all human life was here.


He paused in the shadows of a doorway, lit a Players and took a deep lungful, then coughed mightily. Eyes watering, Lenny lifted his wrist, held the watch face up to the soaked glimmer of the street lights. It was a quarter to midnight.


It was done, then. Lenny’s shoulders drooped. Marcus was taken care of and would not be seen again. Even now his dead body was being disposed of. Epping Forest or out in the Channel maybe. He didn’t want to know, he’d told the boys that. A shame, but it had to be done. He was the one in charge, and so he would remain. A pity that Marcus had to go and forget that, the silly cunt.


He finished the cigarette and set off for his flat, two streets away. Halfway there he paused in his stride to light a second cigarette. The wind was getting up, gusting damply, blowing out the match’s flame, so he stepped into a club doorway and leaned against a wall adorned with a garishly painted flame-red poster depicting two half-naked dancing girls, heads thrown back, mouths open in erotic invitation. The match flared and he took a long drag. A skinny, flashy-looking man with a black Rhett Butler moustache stepped past, bumping against him, heading for the stairs down into the club.


‘Oi! Watch your fucking self, will you?’ snapped Lenny. He wasn’t in a good mood. He’d lost his best man tonight, and that pained him.


Lenny saw the man turn, saw the glint of a smile on his face. In a flash of recognition, Lenny realized that he looked familiar. His hand lifted and in total shock Lenny saw the gun there.


‘Marcus Redmayne says hello,’ hissed the man.


Lenny didn’t even have time to step away, start to run, nothing. He felt the cold hard barrel of the gun drill into his temple, and then the man pulled the trigger and Lenny Lynch’s brains shot out of his skull and decorated the lurid poster behind him with globs of grey and fountains of red. His lifeless corpse slumped to the ground.


A couple of people turned, looked as the man with the moustache hurried away down the wet night-time street. There’d been a noise, hard to hear over the traffic, probably a car had backfired. They saw a drunk dossing down in the shadowy doorway beneath a garish, brightly lit club sign, then someone came along and helped him to his feet, got him into the back of the car. The car roared away. Everyone shrugged their shoulders and walked on, minding their own business.


Delilah lounged against the bar after Lenny had gone home, watching the punters drink and play cards. She had thought that Lenny might be going soft in his old age, but good old Len had put her mind at rest: Marcus was going to be dealt with, thank God. Boy was getting all out of hand. Before you knew it, he’d be in here taking over, and she couldn’t have that. This was her little piece of heaven, she’d been running this place so long now that it felt like home.


So what if Lenny had practically raised the boy? Sometimes in life you had to do things that were hard. It would hurt Lenny, dealing with Marcus, she knew it. But what the hell. Sighing, she went back to the optics and squirted herself out a measure of the dark sweet rum she favoured. Something moved behind her. Sipping the drink, she turned back to the bar to serve whoever was waiting.


The rum splattered on the floor and all down her naked torso as she choked.


Marcus Redmayne was standing there, leaning on the other side of the bar. Those black eyes of his were gazing at her unblinkingly, with steady concentration. He had a way of looking at a person that was unnerving. Like he could see straight through you and out the other side. She hated it. And hadn’t Lenny said he was dealing with this fucker tonight?


‘Sorry, did I startle you?’ Marcus asked, his eyes not leaving hers.


Delilah’s eyes were watering. She coughed again, cleared her throat, tried to think. No, it couldn’t be him. It couldn’t. Marcus should be dead meat by now, not standing here. Lenny had said he was sorting it. Eleven o’clock, he’d said.


Bullshit. Marcus was here, and he was very much alive.


Somehow she managed a ghastly forced smile of welcome.


‘Or were you not expecting to see me?’ asked Marcus.


‘You . . . surprised me, that’s all,’ she croaked, coughing again.


‘Yeah?’ Marcus straightened and looked around. On either side of him, two big muscle-heads appeared. They looked at Delilah. She took a half-step forward, reaching under the counter to where she had the machete stashed in case the customers got lively.


‘Leave that,’ said Marcus sharply.


Delilah hesitated. One of the men opened the front of his coat, showed her the gun there.


Marcus was smiling at her. She sagged. Game up, she thought. Game over.


‘Tonight’s going to be full of surprises, Delilah,’ said Marcus. ‘Ring the damned bell. You’re shutting early.’


The news roared through the streets like a hurricane. Lenny Lynch was no more; his number one, Marcus Redmayne, had taken over Lenny’s manor. Word was that Lenny had retired to the country, snap decision, something like that. No one was really sure.


All around Soho they whispered about it. Lenny had been a fixture in the area since forever, and suddenly he was gone. So were the managers of five snooker halls and four clubs that Lenny had previously had under his control. They’d all been Lenny’s people, hand-picked by him over the years, but now new faces were appearing and the old ones were history. Most notable by her absence was Delilah from the Blue Banana. A couple of days later she washed up on a pebbled stretch near the Limehouse Ship Lock. She was still wearing her boots and her birthday suit.


Suicide, they said.


Sad.


But what the fuck.
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When the knock came at the door Clara sprang upright. Bernie . . .? Yes, she could hear Bernie’s voice out there. And she could hear another voice – did Bernie have someone with her? She ran to the door, unlocked it, flung it open.


‘Oh my God, at last!’ she burst out, hugging her sister.


One flight down, Clara could see the bulky figure of the district nurse brushing her way past the people who always seemed to be sitting, giggling, chatting and smoking foul-smelling roll-ups on the stairs. The nurse was doling out dirty looks left and right, clouting slow-movers with her bag. ‘Out the way, you bastards, let me pass!’ she snarled. As she came up to the top floor, she was unfastening her navy-blue cloak and gazing hard-eyed at Clara.


‘Your mam up here then?’ she asked.


‘She is,’ said Bernie.


Bernie led the woman through to the bedroom, showing her the washbasin where she could clean her hands. Clara stood aside as the grey-haired and red-faced woman eyed her groaning mother.


‘She’s been like this for ages,’ said Clara.


‘Right. Let’s see shall we?’ The nurse turned to Bernie, twitching nervously and watching with fearful eyes at the doorway, Henry round-eyed and clutching at her skirts. ‘Take that bowl. Boil up some water, fetch some towels too, all right?’


Bernie ran off to do as she was told. Clara pushed the door closed behind her.


‘She needs some bloody help,’ said Clara heatedly to the nurse. But then she bit her tongue. At least the nurse was here.


‘Well, help is what we’re going to give her,’ said the nurse, still smiling though her voice was edged with irritation now. ‘Christ, she’s not the only woman in labour in London today. I’m rushed off my bloody feet. Hold your mother’s hand, girl, that’s it. What’s her name?’


‘Kathleen,’ said Clara.


Clara grimly stationed herself at her mother’s side and took hold of her hand while the nurse pushed the covers back and hitched up Kathleen’s nightdress. She rummaged around. Kathleen let out a moan as another violent contraction clenched her midsection. Sick with worry, Clara closed her eyes. It was as if Mum’s pain was so intense she could feel it too.


She could hardly recognize her sweet-natured, contented, sunny mother in the pitiful wreck of a woman lying on the bed. The triple humiliation of the firm’s collapse, their sudden homeless state and Dad’s abandonment had wrecked her, Clara could see that. And now this awful pain with the baby had left her chalk-white and sweating, her once sparkling eyes now bloodshot and rimmed with red.


‘Why won’t it come?’ asked Clara.


‘Shh, girl,’ snapped the nurse, trying to concentrate on what she was doing.


‘It ought to have come by now, why won’t it come?’ persisted Clara.


‘Shut up, let me see.’ The nurse was silent, probing with her hand. ‘Shit! It’s breach,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘The head’s round the wrong way. You’ve sent for the midwife?’


Clara shook her head. She swallowed painfully. ‘We can’t afford it,’ she said, and the words hurt her. They didn’t have ten shillings for a midwife; they didn’t have fuck-all. And oh God, tomorrow Hatton was going to be here, wanting the rent, the lecherous old bastard. She thought of the address he’d given her, burning a hole in her pocket, and shivered.


The nurse’s eyes rested on Clara’s face for a long while. Then she turned back to Kathleen, still squirming and groaning on the bed.


‘We’ll have to do the job ourselves, then, won’t we,’ said the nurse with a brisk professional smile at the suffering woman. ‘All right, Kathleen?’


Bernie came back into the bedroom, carrying the bowl of steaming water. With shaking hands she placed it on the washstand along with fresh towels. Henry followed.


‘Now off you go, you two, and shut the door,’ said the nurse.


Bernie, with Henry hovering around her like a small satellite, left the room, closing the door behind her. Clara wished she could go too. She didn’t want to see this. But instead she stayed there, holding her mother’s hand.


The nurse was silent between her mother’s legs. Kathleen groaned and twisted as the woman delved into her. It must hurt so much, thought Clara, tensing as Kathleen’s hand gripped hers again.


‘Damn,’ said the nurse, emerging redder in the face than ever from her efforts. ‘Come here, girl, your hands are smaller, ain’t they. Get here, that’s the ticket.’


Horrified at this request, Clara hung back.


‘Come on!’ bawled the woman, and Clara moved. The nurse directed her between Kathleen’s legs. Clara, shuddering, tried not to look but there was a flash of blood, and of faeces on the wet newspapers they had spread out to spare the already worn and dirty mattress when her mother’s waters had broken an age ago.


Oh Jesus, help me, thought Clara.


‘Do it, Clara. Please do it,’ panted Kathleen, her eyes desperate as they rested on her daughter.


‘Put your hand in, see if you can get a hold on the baby,’ said the nurse.


Horrified, Clara did as she was told. If it helped her mother, she would do anything. Nauseated, repulsed by the stench and the awful degradation her mother was enduring, Clara closed her eyes and put her hand where the nurse directed it.


Ah, Jesus! She put her hand into the place, feeling wet slippery heat. Suddenly there was another contraction and her mother gave a long trembling moan – she was too weak to scream. Clara felt her hand being crushed as if in a vice.


‘God!’ she shouted in pain.


‘Can you feel anything? Can you feel the leg?’ asked the nurse.


Clara shook her head. She was too horrified, too terrified, to speak; all she wanted to do was run.


‘Feel around,’ said the nurse. ‘Hurry.’


Gagging, half-crying, Clara moved her hand. It touched something. Her fingers groped. It was a leg, she thought.


‘A leg,’ sobbed Clara. ‘I can feel a leg, I think.’


‘Put both hands in and get the other one too,’ said the nurse.


Ah God, this was torment, this was awful. Straining away from the smells and revolted by the glutinous feel of her mother’s inner workings, Clara did as she was told. She slipped in her other hand and groped around. Kathleen screamed in pain as she did so, and Clara trembled, certain she was going to throw up at any moment.


‘You feel it?’ asked the nurse.


Clara nodded, biting down hard on her lip.


‘Take hold of both legs. Do it quickly now,’ said the nurse.


Cringing, revolted, Clara did.


‘Now – Kathleen – with the next contraction you have to push, push as hard as you can.’


Kathleen gritted her teeth. ‘Oh God, it’s coming . . .’ she said, her face screwing up in agony.


‘Push!’ shouted the nurse. ‘Girl, pull gently, do it now!’


One of the legs slipped free of Clara’s grasp. ‘Oh! I’ve lost it . . .’ She scrabbled around in there. This was hell, this was a nightmare. ‘No! Here it is!’


‘Pull now!’


Kathleen pushed and screamed out loud.


‘Push, Kathleen, push!’


And Clara felt something give horribly then. There was a squelching sound and something seemed to come free. She pulled for all she was worth, and there at last came the blood-and-mucus-spattered little body, slippery-shiny and ghastly as an alien, then the arms and finally the head. The whole thing came sliding out onto the newspapers, and Kathleen fell back onto the sweat-stained pillows.


‘Oh thank God,’ she moaned.


‘It’s a girl!’ said the nurse, snatching up a towel and rubbing the baby over. ‘A girl, look.’


But then the nurse’s face grew still.


She rubbed harder. Her movements frantic.


Then she stopped rubbing.


‘What’s the matter?’ gasped out Clara.


The nurse looked at her and shook her head.


The baby had been too long trapped inside the womb.


It was dead.
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‘The punters been paying one shilling for a bottle of beer – and it’s watered down, trust me, I’ve tasted it – that’s a knock-down price, but they also have to buy a liqueur, that’s two and sixpence, and I’ve tasted that too.’ Gordon clutched his writing pad and shook his shiny bald dome of a head. He pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘It’s watered-down fruit juice.’


Marcus nodded. They were standing in the silent, empty bar of one of the four Soho clubs that had once been Lenny’s. Now Marcus had them in his power. His old school mate Gordon might be weedy, useless in a fight, bald as a coot at twenty-two, and always down with colds, but he was a wizard at maths and keeping books straight. Gordon was happily trotting around the place like a bloodhound, sniffing out boozer rackets. And there were plenty to find.


These clubs were a great wheeze for club owners. Didn’t matter whether you were in Soho or Berkeley Square, the scams were the same. The licensing laws were crazy, so to get around them the proprietors had the customers sign order forms, which were sent to all-night wine retailers; in effect, this meant that the customers ordered the booze, not the club. Everyone was a winner: no laws were broken, the punters could enjoy all-night semi-legal drinking and the clubs were free to make a hefty profit.


‘No reason to change an arrangement everyone seems happy with,’ said Marcus, with a shrug.


‘Poor fuckers,’ sighed Gordon. ‘All these damned hostesses have to do is bat their eyelashes and the punters stop worrying whether they’re being ripped off.’
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