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1955


There were three of them, the O’Brien girls, growing up. Lil the eldest, then June with the remaining limp after the childhood spent in callipers and orthopaedic shoes, then Dora the baby of the family. While Mum worked part-time at the local shop to bring in a few extra pennies, big capable Lil saw to the two younger girls and helped keep the house clean. Not that it was much of a house. It was a measly little rented two-up-two-down in East London, so the three girls had to share a bed and the lav was out in the back yard, a tin bath hanging on a nail beside it.


The girls amused themselves on winter evenings by scraping the ice off the inside of their bedroom window, making pretty patterns. Sometimes the older two would make their hands into rabbit heads and horses and project them onto the wall by


the light of the gas lamp. Christmases and birthdays, if they were very lucky, they got one gift each, and it was never a lavish one. Dad was on the bins. They were poor, but happy.


Except for the bitching, that was. Lil was stoic, robust. June


was nervy, skinny, always cold, shivering in the winter, her feet and hands like blocks of ice even in the heat of summer. And Dora?


It was as if a good fairy had come down off the Christmas tree, waved her magic wand and said: ‘To you, Dora, I give the gift of beauty.’


Dora the baby of the family was the pretty one with her silvery hair, pouty lips and languid blue eyes. The one Mum cuddled, and sighed over, the one people stopped in the street to stare at.


‘What a little beauty!’ they exclaimed.


‘She could be a film star, looks like that.’


‘You must be so proud!’


Dora’s mother Freda was proud of her youngest. None of her family were prizewinners in the looks department. But Dora was the exception and so she was full of confidence, buoyed up by praise, radiant with it. She twirled around their little sitting room to the radio, while Perry Como sang ‘Papa Loves Mambo’ and Dean Martin crooned ‘That’s Amore’. Times were pretty good, things still tight but mending. The war was long over, rationing was – at last – being phased out.


Lil as the eldest child watched her mother clapping and laughing as Dora ‘The Adored’ – her sisters’ nickname for her – leapt around the room. Lil vacuumed the carpets, washed the scullery floor, shopped, caught the rag-and-bone man with his cart at the gate to get the pots mended or sell their old clothes on for a few pennies. She spent most of the week too tired to drag herself around the place, and what thanks did she ever get?


Dad was sitting in his chair nearest the fire, smoking his pipe. He’d been too old to enlist, there was that to be grateful for or they really would have been in the shit, Freda alone with three kids to raise. He read the paper and didn’t look up at Dora dancing and throwing her arms around.


‘You’ll ruin that kid, praising her all the time,’ he often told his wife; he was a firm believer in children being seen and not heard. He’d never had all this claptrap going on with Lil or June, why with Dora?


‘Ah, she’s full of joy, little Dora,’ Mum would say indulgently. ‘Let her dance, where’s the harm in it?’


Mum’s indulgence to Dora seemed to know no bounds. She scrimped and saved enough to send the girl for a few elocution lessons, to iron out the thick Cockney accent in her voice. Singing lessons followed, and then dance classes down at Harry Willoughby’s decrepit old dance hall. It all cost the earth and there had been rows over it, Dad said it was more than they could afford, but to Freda nothing seemed too good for Dora.


Dora was aware that Lil and June watched her resentfully. Poor scrawny June with her built-up left shoe was always eager to please, so eager that being a tell-tale never bothered her for a minute. Dora would watch almost pityingly as June loaded the washing into the Baby Burco in the scullery every Monday before school, getting her hands red and cracked from handling the washing powder, winding the whites through the mangle, then the coloureds, then hanging the clean washing out on the line in the yard. No one ever gave her a pat on the back, but Dora got plenty. She was destined for better things, and she knew it.


So Dora danced and twirled and very soon she blossomed into a beauty, as they all knew she would.


Lil was twenty years old in 1955 when she got married to a dull nervous man twelve years her senior. His name was Alec and he worked as a clerk down the bank and was shell-shocked from being in the infantry during the war.


By her eighteenth, when she was bridesmaid for Lil, June was courting a long lanky streak of piss called Joe who’d been a conscientious objector. Now he painted houses and kept very quiet about his past when he’d been banged up at Her Majesty’s pleasure for refusing to fight. He worked cheap, so even if people


were put out about his history, they were still pleased to employ him. The war had thinned out the men, there wasn’t much for a girl to pick from any more. So Dora knew that June – although Dad raged about it and called him a lily-livered coward and a disgrace – would probably settle for twenty-nine-year-old Joe. What with the club foot, she was lucky to get anyone, really.


Dora was sixteen when she too was bridesmaid to her eldest sister Lil. And it was at Lil’s wedding reception, held in the local church hall, that she first met Dickie Cole.
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Dora was dazzled by Dickie Cole. She’d heard things being said about him, bad things. That he’d been a spiv during the war and dodged the draft, and that he’d flog his own granny for tuppence. But Dad was pleased enough to buy the cooked meats for the wedding off Dickie at a knock-down price. Of course it had all been nicked from down Smithfield, everyone knew that, but it was cheap and good quality, what else mattered?


Dora was a very pretty girl and boys chatted her up all the time. But they were boys. Dickie Cole was a man. He had to be at least thirty, but she liked that. He had an air about him, of confidence, almost arrogance. He sat a little apart, neatly turned out, sipping whisky, smoking cigarettes and listening to the speeches, then later watching the dancers.


Dora, seated across the room after the wedding breakfast had been consumed and then all the tables and chairs pushed back to allow for the dancing to start, stared and stared at Dickie Cole. She wasn’t the type to be a wallflower. She sat there in her bridesmaid’s gown of cheap turquoise blue cotton, but every few seconds one boy or another would come up and ask her to dance. Then she’d twirl around the room with them to ‘Young at Heart’ or ‘Secret Love’, played by a crappy little four-piece band hired for the occasion.


As ‘Secret Love’ came to a finish, June hobbled over and plonked herself down beside her younger sister.


‘Christ, it’s hot in here,’ she complained, waving gaily to her boyfriend Joe, who was propping up the bar with his mates. He blushed and turned away. The turquoise bridesmaid’s gown suited June, brought her muted colouring back to life. Dora thought that June looked almost pretty tonight, her limp barely noticeable.


‘Who’s that?’ asked Dora, indicating the intriguing man who was seated across the other side of the room.


‘Who, him? That’s Dickie Cole. He was a spiv when the war was on. Didn’t fight. Dodged the draft. He’d fleece anyone for a tanner.’


Dora took this information in, her eyes glued to Dickie. The thing was, Dickie Cole was much better dressed than any other man in the room, including Alec the groom – who never looked good in anything, poor slope-shouldered bastard – and his best man Joe. Dickie’s suit was double-breasted, beautifully cut to show off a fine pair of shoulders, with a silk paisley kerchief at the breast pocket. He wore a flashy gold snake ring on the little finger of his right hand. His hair was dark, slicked back with Brylcreem, and he had a thin pencil moustache, like Clark Gable. His eyes were dark blue and very deep-set, giving him a hawkish look. And . . . he was looking over at Dora, while stubbing out his cigar on a cake plate.


‘He’s so handsome,’ said Dora, her heart thumping in her chest.


‘Yeah, but he’s no good,’ said June, primly, and she stood up and went over to the bar, leaving Dora on her own.


Dora watched, mouth drying, as Dickie stood up. He was coming across the dance floor and the band was striking up ‘Three Coins in a Fountain’. Then some idiot boy came tearing up from her right.


‘Wanna dance, Dora?’


It was sodding William Maguire, who was always mooning around after her, staring at her cow-eyed. She’d left school last year and started work in the grocer’s, which was easy enough now that rationing had finally come to an end, but dull as fuck. When they’d been in the school playground William hadn’t given her a moment’s peace, and now once again he’d started being a pest, hanging around on the corner near her house with his mates, making stupid remarks as she passed by. These days he had a job as an apprentice down the foundry, he had wages coming in, and he was full of himself.


Dora opened her mouth to speak. Shit! Go away!


‘No she don’t, sonny,’ said Dickie, arriving in front of her. He was taller than she’d thought. Up close, even more gorgeous, too. He had beautiful eyes. ‘So clear off.’


‘And who the hell are you?’ pouted William. ‘Her fucking minder or something?’


Dickie stepped toward him, looked him dead in the eye. ‘I told you. Piss off,’ he said.


Cornered, forced into bravado by Dora’s watching eyes, William puffed himself up.


‘Make me,’ he said.


‘I fucking will, you cheeky little shit,’ said Dickie, and surged forward, grabbing William by his shirt front and yanking him up on his toes to glare nose to nose into the youngster’s eyes.


Everyone in the room turned and looked. The four-piece band fell silent in a discordant series of honks and drumbeats.


‘Hey!’ It was William’s older brother Donny, striding over.


Donny was older and a lot taller than William, more athletic in build, with dark hair and eyes. Donny had always struck Dora as being very intense. He had a wired, buttoned-up look about him, like a spring wound too tightly. He shoved Dickie back, off William.


‘What’s up?’ he asked his brother, his eyes staying on Dickie Cole. He ignored Dora.


Dora had felt a flutter of secret delight at what had been building up between Dickie and William – they were actually fighting over her! – but now she felt a spasm of irritation. Trust him to spoil the fun. Donny always ignored her. At sixteen she was already so used to males falling over themselves to get close to her that his seeming ‘indifference’ offended her deeply. But of course he was on the police force, a newish copper, so Dad said that he thought his shit didn’t stink. Dora felt a sizzle in the air whenever they were in the same space, though: he might not look at her, or speak to her, but she knew, in the way that women always know, that he fancied her.


The Maguires were a tight-knit Irish family who lived two doors up from the O’Briens. They seemed affectionate and protective of each other. Warmer than her family, Dora always noticed. Dora envied them that. She thrived on admiration but never got so much as a smile or even a peck on the cheek from her dad, and that hurt her.


If ever William was in trouble, Donny was always close by, ready to put things right. That was sort of nice. If only Dora’s sisters were as protective, as caring of her as the Maguire clan were of William. But she knew her sisters thought her a spoiled little madam and hated her for it. And she knew damned well that Dad did, too, and that killed her. She craved his affection, but he never ever gave it to her. To others, yes – but never to her.


‘Nothing’s up,’ William said awkwardly to his brother, his face red. He stalked off, embarrassed.


Donny Maguire stood there for a beat longer, his eyes narrowed on Dickie’s face. Dickie returned his stare.


‘You want to watch yourself, mate,’ said Donny. Then he slowly turned and walked away.


Dora looked up at Dickie. ‘That was a bit cheeky of you,’ she said. ‘I might have wanted to dance with William.’


Dickie stopped scowling after the older Maguire brother and half-smiled at her.


‘Did you?’ he asked.


‘No. Actually I didn’t.’


‘Saved you some hassle then,’ said Dickie, holding out a hand. ‘Dance?’


As if in a dream Dora stood up, took his hand. His was hot, dry, his grip strong.


Oh he’s gorgeous . . .


She concentrated on getting her steps right. It would be just awful if she stepped on his feet, she’d die of embarrassment. But she found it hard to concentrate. He was holding her tight against him, actually leading her in the dance, something she’d never experienced before, his thighs nudging hers, and it was almost effortless, it was like magic, like Cinderella and her prince in the Disney film they’d seen down the local fleapit, it was wonderful.


‘Did you see the film?’ he was asking.


His breath was tickling her face. He was so close.


‘What film?’


‘Three Coins.’


‘No, I . . .’ Truth was, the family could rarely afford the luxury of the pictures.


‘I’ll take you. It’s on at the Roxy. You’ll love it. You’ll fall in love with Rossano Brazzi, all the girls do.’


Dora didn’t think there was any danger of her falling in love with Rossano Brazzi. She was already falling in love with Dickie Cole. Christ, he must be used to sophisticated women, women who could discuss the arts and stuff like that. Whereas she . . . well, what did she know? Fuck all. Her family never read books or went to the theatre, although she would love to be up there


on the stage, acting, singing, being admired. There was never anything like that in her life. Even education had been something that was done in between chores, and never given much thought to. You just got through school, one way or another, through the humdrum boredom of lessons, and then you started work. Then if you were a girl you got married, you didn’t have to work outside the home any more – if you were very lucky – and you could spend your time looking after your husband and children. That was all Dora had to aim for. It was like the only possible reward at the end of a lot of boring, endless shit. The prize on the plinth. The silver cup. Marriage.


But Dora wanted more than that. She was prettier, brighter, funnier than her two sisters. She was the favoured one, the one the gods always smiled on. She deserved more.


And – God alive! – hadn’t he just asked her out on a date?


He drew back his head a little, looked right into her eyes. ‘You’re extremely pretty.’


Dora knew that. She’d been told so, all her life. She didn’t know what to say in reply.


‘So that’s a date then? The Saturday matinee?’ he said.


Dora could only nod. Christ, how was she going to get out of the house without being found out?


She didn’t know.


But she’d think of something.


‘It’s a date. Yes,’ she said.


‘I know where you live. I’ve seen you around. I do a bit of business sometimes with your old man.’


‘The meat,’ said Dora.


‘That’s right.’


‘You’d better not come to the door,’ said Dora.


‘No,’ he said, and smiled.


‘I’ll meet you at the end of the road by the memorial,’ said Dora. It was newish, the memorial, for all the poor souls who hadn’t come back.


‘Yeah,’ he said, and twirled her around for the final bars of the song. He was a fabulous dancer. ‘Let’s do that,’ he said.


William, over by the bar with Donny, watched them dancing, watched Dora beaming up at that crook Dickie Cole like he was God Almighty.


‘Forget her,’ said Donny, handing his brother a half of shandy. ‘She ain’t worth it.’


‘Look at her, fawning over that flash git,’ said William.


‘Come on, Wills, drink up.’


William drank. But he continued to watch them, shaking with humiliation and rage.
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Dora did fall in love with Rossano Brazzi, just a bit. But really what she was aware of most in the dark hush of the cinema was the closeness of Dickie Cole and the fact that halfway through the film he put his arm around her. Which felt nice. Also what she thought was nice was the way everyone seemed to know him. As they were coming down the steps out of the cinema people kept stopping him to say hello.


‘All right, Dickie?’


‘How’s it going, mate?’


He was a man of importance, the go-to bloke if you wanted anything under the counter, and she was . . . well she supposed she was his girlfriend. They were on a date, after all.


He walked her home, taking her as far as the memorial.


‘See you again?’ he asked when they got there. ‘Next week, same time, right here?’


‘Yes. All right,’ she said, brimming over with happiness. He wanted to see her again!


And then he kissed her right on the lips, and left her there.


Dora practically skipped home, buoyed up with delight. But William Maguire was standing by her gate.


‘I know where you been,’ he said.


‘What?’ Dora’s happy mood evaporated.


He leaned into her and there was something threatening in his expression. ‘And I know who with, too. I seen you in town with that Cole bloke. He’s a fucking criminal. Flogging hooky stuff on the black market. You want to be careful, hanging around with him.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Dora.


‘Your folks’d like to hear about what you been up to, I bet,’ he said.


Dora pushed past him and went up the path and indoors, not waiting for him to say another word. He was just a jealous kid, that was all. Not worth her attention.


The week passed slowly down at the grocery store. She was kept busy cleaning out the stockroom, weighing out goods into brown paper bags for customers. Finally Saturday came round again, and she was free. She went to the memorial, and there he was, waiting. This time he kissed her more deeply, making her head spin. In broad daylight!


‘Don’t,’ she said, glancing nervously around.


‘Why not?’ He was smiling.


‘It’s . . . I dunno. My parents wouldn’t like me going out with you.’


‘They ain’t going to know about it.’


‘William Maguire spoke to me last week. Said he’d seen us together in town.’


‘What, that kid who was at your sister’s do? The dumpy one with the freckles who thought he’d have a go?’


‘That’s him.’ Dora tossed her head. ‘He’s jealous, that’s all. He’s been hanging around me ever since school.’


‘Cheeky little fucker.’ Dickie’s face was livid.


‘Ah, ignore it. He’s off his head,’ said Dora.


They went to the pics again, and came out and had tea and scones in a Lyons corner house, then he walked her home.


So life went on. Work was like school. You got through it, day to day. It was boring, but you did it and you got your pay packet on Friday, and then came the reward. The weekend. Saturday, and the pictures with Dickie.


One Saturday, June passed Dora on the stairs as she was off out the door – to meet her girlfriends in town, she’d told them all, but really to meet Dickie.


‘Here, our Dor. You heard about that Maguire boy?’ said June, hanging on to the newel post and eyeing up what Dora was wearing. ‘All dolled up, aintcha, just to see the girls?’


‘I like to make an effort,’ said Dora.


Dora didn’t like June. She was a right sourpuss. And she hated Lil, who looked down her nose at her youngest sister now that she herself was a proper married lady. It would have been nice if Lil’s marriage to that twat Alec had meant she was moving out, but no; instead Mum had cleared out the front room – which had always been kept for best – and the newlyweds were living in there, until they scraped enough cash together to get a gaff of their own. The place had been crowded before, but with one extra person in it, the crush was damned near unbearable.


Watching from the sidelines, Dora thought that marriage looked like hell on earth. From a passable bridegroom, Alec had quickly turned into a wreck who’d scream and hurl himself behind the furniture if anyone so much as opened a bottle of pop. At first Lil seemed to tolerate it gladly, blinded by love; then, as time passed and Alec wept and wet the bed in the night, less so. Strong and capable though Lil was, Dora could see that the weight of propping up her husband was telling on her, and what little prettiness she’d once had was beginning to fade.


Now June was talking about the Maguire boy. What was it she’d said?


‘What you on about?’ Dora asked her. ‘You mean William?’


‘Yeah, him. Someone broke his legs,’ said June.


Dora stared at her sister. ‘You what?’


‘Both of ’em. Broken.’


‘What . . . how?’


‘He was set upon on Wednesday on his way home from the foundry. Two blokes took him to the bomb site and hit him with a crowbar. He didn’t see their faces. They wore masks.’
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It was a horrible thing to have to do, visit your own little brother in hospital when he’d been set upon and beaten to a pulp.


Donny Maguire had to do it, though; as the oldest brother, the responsible one, he had to get down there and smile at William, and tell him that it was all going to be OK, even when their mother was breaking her heart in floods of tears, and their father was pacing up and down, yelling about lowlife bastards and that he’d murder the feckers given a chance.


Officers came and took statements. But William couldn’t give them much. He’d been hustled onto the bomb site by two grown men; nothing had been said. They had simply beaten him with the crowbar, knocked his legs out from under him, leaving them broken in bits.


Donny Maguire sat by his brother’s bedside and looked at the frame over Wills’s poor busted legs and felt cold rage. William was only a kid. This couldn’t happen.


But it had.


‘You upset someone? Anyone?’ asked Donny. He was thinking of that tussle at Lil O’Brien’s wedding, that brief spat with Dickie Cole.


‘No,’ said William.


‘Don’t worry, the police are going to find out who did this to you, son,’ said their mother, standing by her youngest boy’s bedside, her face as haggard as William’s as she felt her son’s pain.


Donny didn’t know about that. Some of the coppers he knew couldn’t find their own backsides with both hands and a flashlight, and he was a copper himself.


‘They didn’t take your money then?’ he asked.


‘I didn’t have any on me, except some loose change. They didn’t take anything.’


‘None of that mob lot we told you not to go near? You know, the gangs?’ There were some terrible sorts out on the streets. All the family’d warned Wills about them, told him to steer clear. ‘You haven’t been doing jobs for them? Shifty stuff? You swear?’


‘No. Dad told me not to touch them, and I ain’t. God’s truth,’ said Wills, and started to cry.


So why would anyone do that? Break a sixteen-year-old’s legs? wondered Donny.


He thought again of Dickie Cole, and that flighty little bitch Dora.


‘It’s going to be all right,’ he said.


But he doubted it.
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After June’s revelation about what had been done to William, Dora wandered out of the door feeling sick. All right, William was a fucking nuisance, but the poor little sod! He hadn’t deserved that. She met Dickie as arranged at the memorial and they caught the bus. All the time he was chatting to her, and she was answering, but she wasn’t thinking about what she was saying. She was thinking of fully-grown men with their faces covered breaking a kid’s legs all to fuck with a metal bar.


‘Dora? What’s up?’ he asked, stopping her with a hand on her arm as they were going up the steps to the flicks.


She told him.


‘Christ!’ He looked appalled. ‘They got who did it?’


‘No. I don’t think so.’


Dickie patted her arm. ‘He’ll be OK. They can do marvels these days, the hospitals. You poor girl, having to hear about that.’


‘It was a shock,’ said Dora.


‘Course it bloody was.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘Come on. This’ll cheer you up, it’s . . .’


Dora didn’t feel like being cheered up. She felt like she wanted to go home. But she went in with Dickie, not wanting to disappoint him because she loved him a lot, and they sat in the back row. He slipped his arm around her as usual, smoothing his hand over her shoulder. There, there.


She listened to the organ music and then the Wurlitzer sank back down and the lights dimmed. The big screen flickered into life. Columbia Pictures came up, the beautiful woman holding the torch aloft against a bright blue sky. Then Pathé News came on, but she still couldn’t get William Maguire out of her mind.


Instead of going to their usual place when the pic was finished – the Lyons Corner House – Dickie took her around the corner and along a different street. Dora was walking, he was talking about the film and how great it had been, but still she was distracted so she didn’t really notice when he led her up the pathway to one of the little prefabs that had been put up after the war ended, to house the people who had been displaced by the Blitz all around the East End.


Dickie opened the door with a key and let them in. Dora found herself standing in a neat living room.


‘This place belongs to a mate of mine,’ Dickie was saying.


Dora was still reeling from what June had told her. It had ruined her entire day. She’d barely registered the picture they’d sat through at all. Now she was wondering if Dickie was really in ignorance of what had happened to William. Everyone knew that Dickie was into dodgy stuff. That he had friends who lived on the borderline between crime and decency.


But he’d seemed so shocked when she’d told him.


Yes, but was he? Or was that only an act?


At Lil’s wedding William had cheeked him, they’d nearly come to blows, and she’d told him about William pestering her again, after that. And now this had happened.


‘Dickie,’ she said, dry-mouthed.


‘Yeah, what?’ He was moving around the room, finding a cupboard, getting out a bottle and glasses.


‘Did you really not know about William?’


He stopped moving and looked at her. ‘Of course I didn’t, babe. What are you saying?’


‘Nothing.’ What she wanted to say was, Did you do it? Or did you have that done to him?


But she couldn’t. This was Dickie – charming, handsome, wonderful Dickie – and she loved him. OK, he was a bit of a bad lad, but that was all part of his roguish charm. He’d never do something like that.


‘Come on.’ He was smiling as he poured out the drinks. ‘Have a sip of this. You had a nasty surprise and it’s upset you. This’ll make you feel better.’
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They went to the little prefab several times after that. More pictures rolled by. First The Dam Busters, then Rex Harrison in The Constant Husband, then Rebel without a Cause, and To Catch a Thief, and Dora fell a little more in love with Dickie every time.


After To Catch a Thief, when Dora sailed out of the picture house imagining herself as Grace Kelly, and casting Dickie in the suave role of Cary Grant, they went to the prefab and Dickie started kissing her, which was wonderful, and then he began unbuttoning her blouse.


‘Dickie . . .’ she said, just like she’d said half a dozen times before. She wasn’t that sort of girl. He must know that by now.


‘What? We’re going steady, ain’t we?’ he said, looking hurt.


‘Yes, but . . .’


‘Then let me. Just a little bit. You’ll like it.’


Dora stood there and let him undo the blouse. She’d seen other girls eyeing him up, he was a very handsome man, and if she didn’t do this then for certain some of them would. And they were going steady, after all.


His fingers stroked down over her collarbone and delved into the valley between her breasts. Her skin tingled where his hand touched her. Then he moved in closer, his hands delving deeper, going around her back underneath her clothes, unclipping her bra. Dora felt the clasp pop open. Then he drew back, pushed the thin fabric aside, and stared at what he’d revealed.


‘Beautiful, beautiful Dora,’ he murmured, and she could feel her nipples staring right back at him, puckering and rising like pert little brown buds on their pillowy cushions of satiny white skin. Deep in the pit of her belly, she felt something catch fire. ‘There, ain’t that nice?’


It was nice. It was heaven. And when he touched her, caressed her, rubbed his palms over her naked tits that way, she just melted.


Then he pulled back, away from her.


‘No, this ain’t fair,’ he said, pulling the fabric closed to cover her modesty. He was shaking his head. ‘You’re a nice girl, Dora. But we’re practically engaged and I thought . . .’


Engaged?


Suddenly Dora felt euphoric. He wanted to marry her! She took his hands and drew him back to her. ‘It’s all right, Dickie. I love it. I want you to touch me.’


‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘Come on, get yourself decent. I’m taking you home.’


Dora felt like she’d developed a fever after that. The weeks passed slowly. Christmas came and went, things at home stayed much the same, although Lil – the respectable married matron now – was due to drop a sprog come the autumn.


‘I hear ’em at it all the time so I’m not surprised,’ said June, sour with envy. Her and Joe had long since split up. ‘Never would have suspected that our Lil liked the old pork sword as much as she does.’


‘Don’t, June,’ said Dora, half laughing. June didn’t understand these things like she did. She’d had a man touch her, she knew how wonderful it could be. Her only surprise at Lil’s pregnancy news was that Alec was up to it at all. According to Dad, Alec didn’t have a single good fuck in him. ‘That’s private, between them.’


‘I’m happy for it to be private,’ said June. ‘Some afternoons I’ve come in and it’s like someone’s hanging a picture up, the way that ruddy headboard keeps hitting the wall.’


‘Well, they’ll have to ease off if there’s a baby,’ said Dora.


‘You heard the news about William Maguire?’ asked June.


‘No. What about him?’ Dora tensed. She’d put all that out of her mind, and it hadn’t been easy. Now June was bringing it all up again.


‘He’s out of hospital. But they say he won’t walk again. They say the breaks were too bad to mend proper. The bones were shattered.’


Christ.


But of course Dickie’d had nothing to do with that. Dora was sure of it. No, she wouldn’t think about it. Damn June for reminding her. All she lived for these days was the visits to his mate’s prefab after the pictures, when he would touch her and kiss her. That was all. She was not going to think, ever again, about what had happened to William Maguire.




7


Donny Maguire brooded about that wedding reception for Lil O’Brien, when something had definitely blown up between his little brother and that git Dickie Cole. He’d caught up with Cole and questioned him about it, but got no answers.


Now William was home, recuperating. He’d lost his apprenticeship at the foundry, which upset him, and he spent long hours sitting in a chair, dejected, miserable. The Red Cross got him a wheelchair, and Donny took him out around the park in that when he was off duty, pushing him for hours, chatting to him, trying to yank him out of the depression he seemed to be sinking into.


‘I’m gonna be like this forever,’ he said once, while Donny sat on a park bench and William’s chair was parked up alongside. They’d brought bread; they were feeding the ducks.


Donny looked at him. ‘No you’re not. Things’ll get better.’


‘They won’t,’ said William. ‘I won’t be able to walk again. Not ever. You know what the doctors said.’


Donny stayed silent. Given that sort of news, how would he himself react? But he knew the answer to that. William was softer than him. A goalless dreamer by nature. Whereas Donny was stonier, colder. Tell him he couldn’t walk again and he’d fucking-well crawl if he had to. And he’d crawl to wherever the rotten bastards who did this were, and he’d get them. Donny had been looking after Wills all his life. And it angered and frustrated him that Wills had a problem that he couldn’t solve.


‘What really happened between you and that waster Dickie Cole at the wedding reception last year? What did he say to you?’ he asked, flinging bread. Swans arrived, elbowing the ducks out of the way, forging their way to the front of the bread queue.


‘Nothing happened.’ William looked embarrassed.


‘Something did. You were fighting over Dora O’Brien. What did he say to you, exactly?’


William shrugged gloomily. ‘I asked Dora to dance. And Dickie Cole told me to clear off out of it. “Piss off,” he said. Like I was muck he’d stepped in or something, the cocky bastard.’


The blanket over William’s knees was slipping. Donny leaned over and tucked it back in place to keep him warm.


‘You didn’t notice anything useful about the two who did it? Nothing at all?’


‘Nope. Nothing.’


Donny had asked Wills this before. It had been dark. One pale street light had been casting a dim glow, and Wills had seen maybe a small glint of metal when one of the men had moved. Nothing, really. He’d knocked his head when he fell, the doctors said he had a spot of concussion.


‘It’s all going to work out,’ said Donny. ‘You’ll see.’


Wills didn’t say a word to that.


Donny thought it was time he spoke again to Dickie Cole.


William said nothing.
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Dickie Cole was feeling pretty pleased with himself. He had a good thing going on the edge of a gang run by Frank Pargeter, and he was easing himself in there, further and further, day by day. Frank had given him the cold eye at first, but Dickie had done a few jobs and now he could sense that the atmosphere was starting to thaw, and that was good.


He’d done well. Coming out of the war, the gangs seemed a natural progression; plus they were the only way a man could make a decent amount of wedge in the East End these days. On top of all that, he had Dora, who he fully intended to shag very soon. He’d been whispering in her ear about what a nice girl she was, and that they’d get married, so the time was looking ripe. Of course marriage wasn’t his intention. Fuck that. But for as long as she thought it was, he was in.


‘This is so . . .’ said Dickie, pulling Dora into his arms. Saturday had rolled around again. After Oklahoma, they went again to the prefab.


‘Wonderful?’ suggested Dora. She kissed him and then pushed him away. Her eyes were glued to his. ‘It’s for you, Dickie. It’s all for you. Let me . . .’


‘What are you doing?’ At long fucking last, he thought.


Dora was slipping off her jacket, letting it fall to the floor. Slowly she unbuttoned her blouse and let that drift down too. She’d made up her mind she was going to do this today.


‘You don’t have to,’ said Dickie. Only I’m going to go fucking blind if you don’t soon.


‘I want to.’


Dora reached back, unclasped her bra and pulled it off. She stood there and let him drink in the sight of her. The fever seemed to be raging through her now, something she had never experienced before. Sometimes she’d wake in the early morning, crying out, a hard pulse beating between her legs, wetness flooding her. She felt like that now, like she barely had the strength to stand; the impulses that surged through her were so strong.


‘Touch me,’ she said and even her voice was different – it was throaty, hoarse with longing.


Dickie came in close. She felt his hand clasp one breast.


‘No, not there,’ she whispered against his mouth, and guided his hand down, down.


She felt his hand slide up her outer thigh, over her suspenders to where her naked flesh was cool to the touch, then in, in, between her legs, pushing aside the damp fabric of her underwear and slipping deeper, deeper.


‘Oh, you’re wet,’ he breathed against her throat.


‘Take them off,’ said Dora, and Dickie pulled down her underpants and she stepped out of them. ‘Now . . . touch me.’


Dickie did as she asked. His hand was on her most private place and it took a matter of mere seconds before she arched her back and let out a low, almost anguished groan. Fireworks of pleasure exploded all through her body. Her knees trembled and she leaned in against him, weak, drained, replete.


‘Good?’ he asked. He kissed her throat and led her over to the couch.


Dora lay there and watched as he knelt between her legs and unzipped his trousers. It sprang out, shocking her with its hugeness, a towering almost purple column of flesh, and she thought suddenly of Lil and the baby, but it didn’t matter, they were going to be married anyway, and then he was pulling her legs up around his waist and pushing that thing into the place where he’d already cleared a path.


‘Sweet little virgin,’ said Dickie, easing himself into her.


Dora bridled at that. What, did he think she was still a kid or something? Dora pushed her hips up to meet him, taking him deep inside her.


Oh Christ, such a feeling!


He started to move in her, and it was like nothing she had ever known before. It was fabulous, he was riding her faster and faster and she couldn’t even think, it was so good. She could understand Lil loving this. Sourpuss June would never understand, she was a frigid mare, but Lil and Dora knew. This was grown-up stuff. This was marvellous.


It didn’t last long enough, though. That was her only regret. She was a little sore when Dickie finished and drew out of


her. But she felt triumphant. She was a woman now. A woman!


He walked her back to the memorial in the summer sun and as he left her there they kissed – tongues and everything. Today, she’d entered the grown-up world. She strolled back to the house, reliving every moment in her mind.


William Maguire was parked outside her gate.


In a fucking wheelchair.


‘Christ alive! William?’


Thank God he had long trousers on. She glanced at his legs and then looked away, her happiness evaporating. If there was one thing she didn’t need right now, it was this.


William looked different. His face was set and white. Lines of strain were etched into his skin like tattoos. He didn’t look like a jokey kid any more. Even his freckles were bleached out.


‘Donny reckons he did this to me,’ he said, staring at her.


‘What? Who?’ Oh please just fuck off, will you?


‘Dickie Cole.’


‘That’s rubbish. He was as shocked as I was to hear about what happened to you.’


‘It’s because I was hanging around you. He don’t want no one hanging around you.’


God, this was really ruining her day. Dora opened the gate but he was parked right there, in the way; she couldn’t get through. She felt the very unsaintly urge to shove, hard, and knock him on his arse out of the damned chair. She could see his brother Donny coming up the pavement, looking ahead and starting to hurry as he saw William there with her.


‘You’re talking nonsense, William.’


‘I’ve remembered something. One of the blokes that done me was wearing a gold snake ring,’ said William.


Dora froze.


William nodded. ‘You heard me. On the right hand. One of those snake things, eating its own tail, you know the sort of thing? It was him. I know it was.’


‘Get out the damned way, William,’ said Dora, a sick feeling in her stomach. Dickie wore a gold snake eternity ring. He was never parted from it.


‘Yeah. All right.’ William flicked the wheels on the chair, awkwardly, grunting with effort, easing it out of her way. Then Donny came up to them.


‘What’s going on?’ he asked, eyeing Dora as he took hold of the handles on William’s chair and pulled it back, out of her way.


‘Nothing. We’re just talking,’ said William.


‘Well she can tell her bent boyfriend his days are numbered,’ said Donny, his eyes holding hers. ‘Dickie Cole’s been hanging around the gangs, getting in with the Pargeter bunch. More than that – he was in on the attack on Wills. Are you hearing me, you bitch? And I’m going to make damned sure he goes down for it.’


Turning her back on the pair of them, Dora went through the gate and raced on up the path, scrabbling in her bag for her front door key, for a few moments so shattered, so spooked, that she couldn’t find it. She rummaged again. There it was. She got it into the lock and shoved her way inside.


‘We ain’t going to forget any of this!’ called William after her. ‘Don’t think we are, cos we ain’t!’
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Frank Pargeter was fucking furious, and that wasn’t a pretty sight. He’d been running a pretty good gang since the war, gathering together a collection of heavies and thieves to rival the likes of Billy Hill and Jack Spot. Others were coming on the scene now Hitler had bit the dust – the Kray twins among them. You got your territory, you held it, and you exploited it. That was the name of the game. Also, you kept the peace while making big money out of the protection rackets.


East End businessmen who had to pay up to the gangs were either on the Nipping list or the Pension list. The Nipping list was the pubs, off-licences and small shops. The Pension list was more upmarket: fancier restaurants and gambling joints. Frank favoured the Pension pot, and it pissed him off when anyone else tried to step in on one of his classy joints.


Which was what was happening now.


And that, in Frank’s mind, just wasn’t done.


They were in the Bull, his local, the pub where the snug was always closed off, given over to him and his gang of mates, so that they could talk in peace and know they weren’t going to be listened to.


Frank sat there, seething. He was so bloody mad, the rest of them wouldn’t be surprised to see steam coming out of his ears. Everyone around the table was silent. Truth was, they were unwilling to be the first to speak because Tony Dillon had moved in on three of Frank’s Pension restaurants, threatening the owners if they didn’t pay up to him instead of Frank. This was a direct challenge, and one Frank could not let pass – or everyone would be shitting on his doorstep and thinking that was OK.


On either side of Frank sat the twins, Bruno and Baxter Graves, two great ugly hulking men who’d had successful spells in the boxing ring in their youth and then decided that the gangs would pay better. They hated each other – there was a rumour that the huge scar across Bruno’s forehead had been put there by Baxter – but they were both loyal to Frank.


It was Baxter who had broken the news about Tony Dillon. Dillon was a handsome bastard, a winner with the ladies, always flashily dressed and wearing his trademark Trilby hat, and Frank hated the bloke even more for that, because Frank was no beauty. He was squat, plain, vile-tempered, and even his own mother wouldn’t say he was a looker.


‘What we are going to do is this,’ said Frank, and then the door opened. Frank thumped the table hard enough to make the pint glasses on it jump. ‘What the fuck?’ he demanded, pushing himself to his feet.


Dickie Cole was standing there in the doorway.


‘What?’ yelled Frank, eyeballing the man.


Dickie went pale. ‘I . . . sorry, Frank, I thought I’d call in, see if you had anything going,’ he said.


‘You fucking moron, you knock on that door first, you don’t just fucking open it – have you got that?’ roared Frank.


‘Yeah, Frank. Sure. Sorry.’


Slowly, Frank sank back into his chair, shaking his head. ‘Well come in now you’re here,’ he said. ‘And put the ruddy wood in the hole.’


‘Sure, Frank.’


Frank watched Dickie coldly as he came in, pulled up a chair, sat down. ‘So you want a job, do you?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, Frank. Anything.’


Now Frank started to smile.


‘Just so happens, I got something for you,’ he said.
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When Dora next met up with Dickie at the memorial for their weekly trip to the pictures, he seemed off with her, jumpy. He was sweating, and it wasn’t even a warm day. It wasn’t long before she asked him what the matter was. Personally, she felt a bit low. She couldn’t get William and Donny Maguire out of her head. And the things William had said . . .


‘There’s nothing wrong with me. Nothing at all.’ Dickie forced a smile. ‘What about you?’ He paused. ‘Your dad still don’t know about us, does he?’


‘No. Nobody knows. Are you all right, Dickie? You look ill.’


‘No, I’m fine.’


Dora hesitated. She was in love with him. How could she even think he’d do what William had accused him of? But, deep down, she did. There was something about Dickie. Something that told you that, underneath all that easy, rather greasy charm, he had a short fuse. Her dad may have dealt with him over the wedding breakfast meat, it was cheap and they couldn’t afford much, but she knew Dad’s true opinion of Dickie was low. Dad still spat in the street at the mention of the men who had ducked the draft by fair means or foul, then profited as spivs on the black market while ‘our boys’ had been away fighting the war. Dickie had been one of those spivs, everyone knew that.


‘William Maguire was outside our gate last time I got home,’ said Dora.


‘Oh?’ Dickie took a hard, nervy puff on his cigarette and threw the stub onto the ground, grinding it out beneath his boot heel, letting out an irritated hiss of breath. ‘That little runt.’


‘He’s in a damned wheelchair, Dickie.’ The gold snake ring on Dickie’s right hand flashed in the sun as he moved. Dora looked at him imploringly. ‘Tell me you didn’t do it. Tell me, and I’ll believe it.’


Now Dickie looked angry. ‘I already told you.’


‘It’s just . . .’


‘You and me are gonna fall out over this,’ he said.


‘No, of course we’re not.’


He turned to her, stared hard into her eyes. ‘Then tell me you believe me. Say it and mean it.’


‘I believe you,’ said Dora, although she didn’t.


‘You do?’


‘Yeah. Course I do.’


She couldn’t stand the thought of losing him. Of going back to her dull old life at the corner shop, no pictures on Saturday, no delicious sex-sessions, just boring home and the shop and nothing else. She forced a smile onto her face. ‘So what are we going to see today?’ she asked, linking a hand through his arm, cuddling in close.


Dickie’s dark blue eyes were still fastened on her face. For long moments she thought, I’ve lost him, this is it, and then he tetchily leaned in for a kiss.


‘Nah, no pictures today. I got a bit of business to do, we’ll have to miss the flicks.’


‘Oh?’


Dora was disappointed, but tried not to show it. Deep down it was true; she knew Dickie was not kosher, but there was an excitement about that. He gave her gifts – gifts she had to hide away at home because June was always rummaging about in drawers, nosying around to see what Dora was up to.


The gifts Dickie gave her were fabulous. So different from those pitiful efforts she got from Mum and Dad at Christmas and on birthdays. A sheeny gold chiffon wrap, the sort you saw film stars wearing at premieres in the magazines. A gold St Christopher on a chain. A little red purse, made out of the softest buttery leather, ‘for you to keep all the money we’re going to make in’, Dickie told her.


Sometimes – when June wasn’t about – she set Dickie’s gifts out on her bed and greedily looked them over, running her fingers lightly over all this finery. Dickie was going places, talking to her about new business contacts, exciting opportunities opening up. As Dickie’s wife she would soon get used to such luxuries. She was being included in his life, in his future. Sod William Maguire, she was going to put him right out of her mind. Dickie was correct – he was a runt and a nuisance. He made her feel bad, so she refused to think about him any more.


‘Few of us are meeting up round at Kim’s. It’s business. You can’t come.’


‘Who’s Kim?’ asked Dora.


He didn’t answer that.


‘Look, I’m sorry, OK? Change of plan. You go off home now. Frank’s brought the car today.’ Dickie was leading her over to a pale blue Mark II Zodiac. It was vast, and looked expensive. There was a squat, ugly man in a camel-hair coat sitting in the back, looking at his watch. ‘Sorry. As I said, it’s business. I got to go.’


‘Can’t I just say hello?’


Dickie didn’t even seem to hear her. He walked away, over to the car. Dora, irritated by his manner, followed.


Dickie went round to the driver’s side and Dora followed. When he opened the door she inhaled the scent of new car: leather and luxury.


‘Look . . . can’t I come?’ she said. ‘I won’t get in the way, I promise.’


To her surprise, Dickie’s face twisted in anger. ‘No! I told you, Dora. You go off home.’


‘Who’s this?’ came from the back seat.


Dickie shook his head in irritation. ‘Nobody, Frank, I just . . .’


Dora bent and shot out a hand to the man seated in the back. She gave him her best broad smile. ‘I’m Dora, Dora O’Brien.’


‘All right, Frank?’ Dickie sounded nervous. He shot a look of pure venom at Dora.


‘Hello, Dora,’ said Frank, shaking her hand briefly.


‘Hello, Frank,’ said Dora, beaming.


‘Why don’t you come along?’ said Frank.


‘No! She shouldn’t,’ said Dickie.


‘Come on, Dora. In you get,’ said Frank, as if Dickie hadn’t said a word. He pushed open the back passenger door, and Dora scrambled in. She smiled at him. Jesus, he was ugly. Frank had wavy greased hair like Edward G. Robinson in the movies. He had black stony eyes and a hefty, puggish, squashed-in face with small features and a thin wet mouth. If he tried to kiss you, you’d just have to run off screaming in the opposite direction.


‘Frank . . .’ said Dickie, shaking his head.


‘Start the damned car, Dickie. Get a move on,’ said Frank.


‘So who’s Kim?’ Dora asked again.


‘She’s a club girl,’ said Dickie. ‘Always out for a drink and she don’t much care who’s buying. She’s dating Tony Dillon at the moment.’


There was a snort from Frank. ‘That cunt,’ he muttered and gave Dickie a hard look in the driver’s mirror. ‘We going now?’


‘Yeah, Frank. Sure.’


Dickie started the engine.
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They travelled in silence over to a place in Stockwell and then went down steps into a tiny basement flat. The minute they were down there, Dora found the atmosphere thick with danger and excitement. A big curvy woman who was wearing a tight sky-blue cocktail dress and had a huge mass of bouffant blonde hair was loading a record player. Soon Kitty Kallen’s clear voice rang out, crooning ‘Little Things Mean a Lot’. Then Rosemary Clooney was on, singing ‘Hey There’. Then Frank Sinatra was giving his all to ‘Young at Heart’.


Dora felt like she’d landed on another planet. It was hot in the basement, and a smog of cigarette smoke hung over the packed-in people, eight or ten of them, some of them lying around on sofas kissing and chatting and laughing, some dancing smoochily along to the tracks as they played. Liquor was flowing like water. On the far side of the room, food was set out, but nobody was eating.


‘All right, Dickie?’ asked a big man with a broken nose.


‘Yeah, Fred.’


‘Brought along some company then,’ said the man, eyeing up Dora in a way she didn’t like.


‘This is Dora.’


The man shook her hand. His grip was excruciating.


‘She sound then?’ he asked, his eyes on her face.


‘She’s a diamond, Dora,’ said Dickie.


Dora felt like she wanted to go home. Plain and poor though it was, she wanted suddenly to be back there in that humble little terraced house with self-satisfied Lil and sneaky June and Mum who fawned over her and even Dad, who always treated her like she was nothing but a nuisance, she wanted to be away from all this noise and these people who seemed somehow alien and threatening.


‘Let’s dance,’ said Dickie, who didn’t seem able to keep still. He did look ill today. He was pale and when she touched his hand it was clammy.


Reluctantly Dora let him lead her in among the smooching couples on the hectically patterned carpet, people who seemed to dance too closely together, the male partners with their hands on the girls’ buttocks, the girls with their heads thrown back and their arms around their partners’ neck. She suddenly thought that these girls weren’t what her parents would call nice girls. They were heavily made up, their expressions louche, their movements openly suggestive. And the men looked like rogues. They . . . well, it struck her then that they looked like Dickie, only more so. These men were him in ten years’ time. Hardened. Brutal. Yes – dangerous.


Time passed. Then as Tony Bennett started in on ‘Stranger in Paradise’, Dora noticed that some more heavies had come down the stairs with a man wearing a brown Trilby hat. They were all standing over there, looking around. Squat Frank – still wearing his camel-hair coat, he must be red-hot in here – stood up. She felt Dickie stiffen. He stopped dancing. His face was a white sweat-sheened mask now, his eyes bulging dark pits.


‘You all right?’ Dora asked him anxiously, wondering if he was about to pass out cold.


‘Let’s get you a drink,’ he said, ignoring the question.


He led her over to the makeshift bar and whistled up a gin, then left her there and went over to the men who’d just entered. Frank and a huge thuggish man were making their way over there too. The man with Frank was hideous, a looming presence at over six and a half feet tall, the skin on his cheeks acne-scarred. There was a massive purple horizontal scar across his upper forehead, near the hairline. Frankenstein’s monster, Dora thought.


Suddenly there were raised voices. Someone said, loudly: ‘I’ve had just about enough of you, you fucking cunt.’


Over by the stairs there was pushing and shoving. A couple of the dancing men surged forward and then stopped. A woman standing by Dora, her face a comic-horror mask of alarm, let out a shriek. Over by the record player, Kim’s face was bleached out, her eyes stretched wide with shock.


‘What’s . . . ?’ Dora began – and then she saw the gun in Dickie’s hand.
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Screams erupted in the packed room, deafening her. Someone scrambling for cover knocked the record player over. The music screeched to a stop. With the stairway blocked, no one knew which way to turn. People surged and pushed and knocked into each other. A woman fell over, several others trampling her in their stiletto heels while she lay there shrieking. Everyone was trying to get away but there was nowhere to go.


Dora couldn’t take it in. Her Dickie, with a gun in his hand! And then the gun fired, a deafening report, and the panic in the room overwhelmed everyone. She was shoved up against the bar, bottles cascading to the floor, glasses spilling. She lost her footing and fell over a man on the carpet who was curled up like a giant foetus, his arms over his head.


Winded, she lay there and looked around at chaos. People were pushing and shoving, trying to get out of the way of what was happening beside the stairs. Sticky sherry or something dripped onto her face from an upturned table. She saw Dickie raise the gun and pull the trigger for the second time, aiming square at the chest of the man in the brown Trilby. But this time, the gun just clicked; nothing happened.


Then Frank charged in, hand raised. Dora saw the knife catch the light as it plunged down. The man in the Trilby hat crumpled. Again and again she saw Frank’s arm go up and down, saw his hand become a crimson glove as he slashed at the man in the hat.


When Frank stopped and stepped back, his shoulders were heaving like he’d run a mile, his coat spattered with scarlet blood. There was silence. Dora saw the Trilby man lying at the foot of the stairs, but he wasn’t a man any more, he was a butchered lump of meat. His innards were crowding out of wounds in his belly, his throat was slashed from ear to ear.


For a while there was not a whisper of sound in the room. Everyone froze, barely believing what they had witnessed.


‘Cunt!’ said Frank loudly, and kicked the corpse.


Dora looked at Dickie, who was sheet-white, still clutching the gun. She could hear someone across the room starting to vomit. She could smell the heavy metal stench of blood and felt her own gorge start to rise.


She’d just witnessed a murder.


They all had.


Trembling, she propped herself up, staggered back to her feet. She wanted out of this place. Barely knowing what she was doing, she headed for the stairs, trying not to look at the horror right beside the staircase. No one stopped her. She went up the stairs, slipping on blood and staggering, feeling hot sour bile in her mouth. Suddenly she was up on the pavement, she was away from it all. Moaning, standing there in warm afternoon sunshine, she gulped in beautiful fresh air. Shaking, crying, she started to walk. Then she started to run for home.


But nobody noticed the state of her when she finally got there. The whole house was in uproar. Alec was pacing the floor with Dad and looking about as sick as Dora felt. Lil had gone into labour and had only minutes before given birth to a baby boy. They were going to name him Tommy.
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‘So we’re clear? You know what you got to do, Bruno?’ asked Frank Pargeter.


He was sitting in the snug at the Bull, in his usual chair. None of his other boys were in and there was no Baxter tonight, just Bruno.


‘Sure, boss.’


A man of few words, Bruno. Frank liked that about him, even if the state of the guy was enough to give anyone nightmares. And he wasn’t that bright. So Frank went over it, one more time.


‘Kim Merton. The tart who threw the party. Phil Krayburn. Casey Pullman. Nice and slow and easy. Space ’em out. You got that?’


‘Sure, boss.’ Bruno squinted. This meant he was deep in thought. ‘What about the runner?’


‘Who?’


‘The girl who ran. Up the stairs. Away.’


‘Ah, yeah.’


Frank sat back in careful contemplation. The pretty little blonde who was dating Dickie Cole. Well, who had been, anyway. Dickie was in clink, out of it. She was a sweet curvy little thing, very forward, her eyes full of flirty promise. Now, Dickie was history. Which was all good news, as far as Frank was concerned.


Dora.


That was her name.


‘What you want me to do about her, boss?’ asked Bruno.


Frank smiled. ‘I’ll see to her,’ he said.
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The following Saturday, Dickie didn’t turn up at the memorial. Dora did, but only so that she could finish with him. She couldn’t believe what he’d dragged her into, the sort of people he’d made her come into contact with. And him. He’d had a gun. He must have missed with the first shot, and then it had misfired, but he had intended to kill the man in the hat. And . . . she couldn’t even pretend to believe his protests of innocence over poor William Maguire. Not any more. Not after that.


For days after the party she felt sick, actually ill with revulsion. Whenever she closed her eyes to go to sleep, she saw again that bundle of raw meat at the foot of the stairs, heard the screams, smelled the awful stench of death.


No, it was over.


But Dickie didn’t turn up.


She went to the war memorial the week after that. Again, no Dickie.


So it was over anyway. But she would have preferred things neat. She wanted to look Dickie in the eye and tell him it was done.


Dora turned up on the third Saturday and there was the pale blue Mark II Zodiac, parked up near the memorial. Heart beating hard, bracing herself for what she had to do, she hurried forward.


Dickie wasn’t in the car.


It was Frank. Seated in the back again. And behind the wheel? It was the big bloke with the weird Frankenstein scar across his brow, all puckered and purple. Hideous. He turned his head and stared at her dead-eyed, without expression. Dora recoiled.


‘Oh God,’ popped out of her mouth involuntarily.


Frank wound down his window. ‘Dora, innit?’ he said, while she stood there, glued to the spot.


Dora couldn’t speak. She saw that Frank was wearing the camel-hair coat again. There wasn’t a speck of blood on it, though. Not now. His greasy wavy hair was combed, his pudgy face was calm, his expression almost friendly.


‘Dora?’


‘Yeah,’ she managed to get out. She swallowed nervously, flicked a glance at the monster behind the wheel.


‘Don’t pay no mind to Mr Bruno Graves here,’ said Frank. ‘That scar there? Someone got in a fight with him and decided they’d try to scalp him. Almost succeeded, too, didn’t they, Bruno?’


Bruno said nothing.


‘Where . . . where’s Dickie?’


‘Dickie’s had to go away. But don’t worry, we’re looking after him.’


Meaning what?


She had only come here to tell Dickie he could go fuck himself. If she’d known Frank would be waiting for her, she wouldn’t have come at all, not in a million years.


‘Look. You had a shock at Kim’s place. I understand that. But you didn’t say nothing to nobody about it, right?’ Frank said.


She was standing here with a cold-blooded killer. Again she saw the knife, slashing over and over again. The blood. The horror of it. Her throat seemed to be shut.


‘Tony Dillon was a prick,’ Frank went on. ‘Pushing in where he wasn’t wanted. Called me an arse-bandit, you believe that? Cheek of that cunt. Needed sorting.’


Dora took in a gasping breath of air. ‘I didn’t say anything. I wouldn’t.’


A sneer of a smile slithered over Frank’s face. ‘I knew you wouldn’t. Just wanted to check in with you, see you’re OK.’


‘I’m . . . I am. Yes.’


‘So you know what I’m going to do? I’m gonna buy you dinner. Make up for all that.’


All that? Make up for murdering a man right there in front of her, in front of everyone?


‘No, I . . .’


All she wanted was to turn and run back home. But she couldn’t get her feet to move. She was literally frozen to the spot with fear.


He held up a hand. There was a big plaster on the side of his palm. Probably he’d cut himself while he’d been busy killing Tony Dillon.


Oh Christ . . .


‘No arguments, Dora. I’m gonna buy you a slap-up meal, we are gonna be friends, you and me. That all right with you?’


What to say, what to say . . .


‘I don’t, I can’t . . .’ she heard herself babbling.


‘No, no. I understand.’ When you looked closer, his eyes were like dark green bits of glass, she thought, washed up on a beach. They were as soulless as a lizard’s. ‘Like I say. You had a shock. And now Dickie’s gone away and you’re confused. It’s not a problem, Dora. You and me, we’re going to meet right here at seven this evening, and we are going to fix things between us. It will all be fine.’


Fine? How the fuck could it ever be fine?


‘Deal?’ he said.


Dora’s tongue felt too big for her mouth, and dry as a desert. She swallowed, tried to work a little spittle up. She wanted to say no. But you didn’t say no to a killer. You couldn’t.


‘Deal,’ she blurted out, then she turned on her heel and walked back on shaking legs the way she’d come.


‘Oh Christ,’ she said when she got to the gate of her house, where safety and sanity prevailed. But the way wasn’t clear. William Maguire was there in his wheelchair again, waiting for her.


‘You hear about it?’ he asked. ‘You hear about your boyfriend?’


‘What?’ Dora’s head was spinning. She had stumbled into something awful with Dickie, and now . . . now she was supposed to meet up with that animal Frank tonight. Well, she wouldn’t go. That was all there was to it. She just wouldn’t.


‘You ain’t heard? Tricky Dickie Cole’s been arrested for murder. Hauled off down the nick.’


‘What?’ But Frank had said Dickie had gone away.


‘They reckon he done Tony Dillon, one of the gang bosses. Knifed him. Reckon he’s going to do years for it.’
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