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Soho 1962.


When Rory Sheehan decides he wants Maggie Riley as his own, her fate is sealed.


Luca Romano knows all too well that what Rory wants, Rory gets. And the violence that erupts between their rival gangs is just the start of it.


Thomas Johnson owes Rory big time, and he must deny his feelings for Maggie to protect her. Faced with no alternative, Maggie throws herself on Rory’s mercy, unaware of the brutality that she will face.

 
But Maggie Riley is a survivor. And the secret she’s hiding could be her best weapon . . .





For my best girls

Natalia and Loretta




Prologue

Margate, Kent

7 June 1977

All great things are preceded by chaos.

Deepak Chopra





Margaret Riley climbed aboard a Leyland coach decked out with bunting and photos of the Queen and claimed a window seat near the front. Given the choice of a street party or a trip to London to watch the parade, the residents of her little street in Margate had voted to hire a coach for the day. In holiday mood despite a northerly blowing in off the sea, they waited patiently for their turn to board, cheering on a latecomer who’d had to chase his plastic Union Jack bowler hat halfway down the esplanade after the wind ripped it from his head.

‘Bleedin’ hell, it’s parky! You’d never know it was frigging summer.’ Mavis Kirby, who lived next door but one to Margaret, hauled herself up the steep metal stairs and collapsed into the seat across the aisle. ‘Good job I put me thermal knickers on. Mind you, they’re pinching me fanny something chronic – it’s like I’ve got a bloody lobster living down there. Let’s hope it’s warmer than this in London.’

Margaret gave her a weak smile but didn’t say anything. When she’d left London, fourteen years ago, she’d been a different person, unrecognisable from the woman she was today. She hadn’t set foot in the place since – she’d had no desire to try to reconnect with her past. Her focus had been on building a new life and forgetting the old one. But the memories were never far from the surface and she was afraid the sight of those familiar streets would bring them flooding back. Now she was wishing she’d resisted all efforts to persuade her and stayed at home today.

‘Room for a little one?’ Shirley Green’s voice cut through her thoughts. Without waiting for an answer, she squeezed her large frame into the seat next to Margaret and immediately began unpacking her striped nylon tote.

‘I made these last night,’ she said, pulling the lid off a Tupperware container and offering it to Margaret. ‘Vols-au-vent – meat paste and egg.’

Shirley’s teenage daughter, hovering in the aisle beside her, cast a longing eye at the pastries. ‘Can I sit with you, Mum?’

‘No, you bleeding can’t! Young ’uns at the back,’ Shirley said firmly. ‘Go on, piss off, give us grown-ups a bit of peace.’ As her daughter rolled her eyes and skulked off down the aisle to join the other teenagers, Shirley held out the box. ‘Quick,’ she said, ‘grab one before that lot devours them all. Like bleedin’ gannets, they are.’

Queasy with nerves, Margaret declined. ‘Thanks, Shirley, but I’ve got a bit of a bellyache.’

‘Nothing a vol-au-vent won’t cure,’ Shirley cackled, then proceeded to stuff a whole one in her mouth.

The roar of the coach’s engine increased as it began to pull away from the kerb, and a cheer went up from the passengers, followed by a round of applause. Margaret clapped without enthusiasm, then tried to focus on the view. The streets of Margate were festooned with red-white-and-blue decorations. Balloons, many of them already deflated, hung from lamp posts, while flags had been draped over fences and dangled from guttering. Almost every window they passed displayed a photo of the Queen.

Inside the coach, a cloud of smoke formed as passengers reached for their cigarettes and lit up. Paper plates of sandwiches were passed up and down the aisle as the neighbours engaged in good-natured banter, but Margaret couldn’t bring herself to join in. She couldn’t stop wondering what her Margate friends would think if they knew the truth. To them, she was the woman from number 37, respectable, nice tidy house, well-kept garden, always happy to help out when she could, never one to get into a barney . . .

But she hadn’t always succeeded in steering well clear of trouble. If they’d had any inkling of the things she’d got up to in Camden Town back in the day, they would have formed a very different opinion of her.

Not that she was ashamed of the things she’d done. She hadn’t exactly been blessed with a load of options, so it was a case of doing whatever it took to survive. No point beating herself up over it now.

Shirley, who’d been keeping up a non-stop monologue beside her, let out a cackle and gave Margaret a nudge in the ribs. ‘. . . then I said to him, “Listen, Arthur, I ain’t missing seeing the Queen for nobody. Twenty-five years on the throne deserves a proper celebration. You don’t want to come, fine. Suit yerself, ya miserable git.”’ Did you see them on the telly last night – the crowds lining the Mall? I said to my Julie . . .’

Margaret tuned out again, oblivious to the commentary. She was so lost in her thoughts that she barely registered the driver’s assistant – a thin, pasty man with sweat marks under the armpits of his brown polyester shirt – getting to his feet and adjusting his paisley tie. Steadying himself against the front seat, he picked up a microphone and stood, swaying, as he waited for the passengers to notice him.

When they continued to ignore him, he tapped the microphone until the ear-splitting feedback had everyone wincing.

‘Testing, testing . . . right then, ladies and gents.’ His voice boomed through the speakers mounted on the dashboard of the coach. ‘I’m Roger. Welcome to your Silver Jubilee special! God save the Queen! I hope you’ve all got your flags to wave . . .’ He paused for them to wave flags before resuming: ‘How about, to get us in the mood, we have a bit of a singsong.’

Shirley was waving her flag and sending vol-au-vent flakes all over Margaret’s new outfit from C&A – white flared trousers and a red blouse and blue scarf – which she’d hoped would get her into a more patriotic spirit.

Gripping the microphone tightly, Roger launched into a rendition of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, his voice surprisingly low. ‘Come on, everyone – join in! Let’s see if we can sing loud enough for them to hear us in Buckingham Palace.’

In the seat behind her, Brian from number 32 was belting out the chorus loud enough to wake the dead in Highgate Cemetery. Across the aisle, Mavis’s husband was singing with his eyes closed and one hand pressed against his chest.

‘Sing up!’ Shirley paused between verses to give her a nudge. ‘It’s the Queen’s special anniversary. No long faces today, love.’

Her heart hammering against her ribcage, Margaret pulled a cigarette from her bag, lit it with shaking hands and took a long drag. ‘Get a grip,’ she muttered under her breath, trying desperately to summon the grit and determination that had got her out of London. After all, underneath the sensible clothes and good manners, she was still the same old Maggie Riley: didn’t matter what anyone did to her, she’d never back down . . .




Book One

Camden

September 1962

The evil that men do lives after them.

William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar




Chapter One

‘No dawdling, girl!’ Kathleen Riley stood in the doorway of the laundrette, shaking her head as her daughter ambled away without a backward glance. ‘Your da wants his beer money and there’ll be trouble if you keep him waiting.’

Fifteen-year-old Maggie was used to her mother’s nagging. It started the minute she got up, chivvying her to scrub this and clean that and tidy up her da’s mess. And carried on all day as she worked alongside her mother in the steamy, stinking laundrette. She’d wanted to stay on at school, not least because it offered some respite from her parents, but they’d insisted she earn her keep.

‘What’s a girl need an education for?’ her dad had grunted, slurping his potato soup like the pig he was. ‘Leaving school never did your mammy any harm.’

If only Mammy had stayed on at school, Maggie thought. Maybe then she wouldn’t have been so stupid as to fall pregnant and end up married to a bastard like Shamus Riley. But she’d kept her mouth shut. Backchat always resulted in black eyes and bruises.

‘What’s the craic, Maggie? How’s your da?’ Sean O’Brien, owner of the butcher’s shop on the corner of Pratt Street, called as she passed by.

‘He’s good, thanks.’

Wiping his hands on a grimy blue-and-white striped apron stained with dried blood, Sean grinned. ‘And your mammy? How’s she?’

‘She’s good too.’ Lately her mum had looked even more exhausted and downtrodden than usual, if that were possible, but it had been drummed into Maggie that their private business was never to be discussed in public. No matter who asked, the answer was always that things were good, all was well in the Riley household.

O’Brien nodded and scratched his bulbous red nose, which always seemed to have a large drip on the end of it. ‘Will we be seeing her any time soon?’

‘I don’t think so,’ she replied with a grin.

The butcher laughed good-humouredly. ‘She’s fierce proud that one. Salt of the earth.’

Maggie liked Sean O’Brien. He seemed decent, unlike most. While men like her father used their wives as punchbags and their children as skivvies, Mr O’Brien’s family always seemed at ease in his company. She couldn’t remember a single time she’d felt able to relax when her father was around.

Giving him a parting wave, she picked up her pace, darting across Bayman Street ahead of the rag-and-bone man as his horse plodded towards Camden High Street, head bowed low as it pulled the cart piled with scrap metal and junk.

As soon as she turned into the high street, Maggie caught the whiff of the fat fryer in Jo’s fish and chip shop. Gripping the shillings her mother had given her, she peered through the glass shopfront, her mouth watering at the thought of a portion of chips and cod scraps with lashings of salt and vinegar. She could almost taste it, but the prospect of what her dad would do to her if she spent his beer money robbed her of her appetite. With a sigh, she walked on.

Ahead of her was the pub. As always, the sign on its battered blue door – NO BLACKS, NO DOGS, NO IRISH – made her think of Thomas. He’d come over with his family on the HMT Empire Windrush fourteen years ago. He couldn’t remember much about Jamaica, being only two years old when they left, but like the rest of the Johnson family he longed to go back there. Their lives had been miserable since setting foot on English soil, but with his dad unable to work since suffering a heart attack last year, it was all they could do to pay the rent, let alone buy tickets to the Caribbean.

Though she’d never have said so to Thomas, Maggie was glad they wouldn’t be leaving. He’d been her best friend ever since she could remember. He was the only one from school she’d stayed in touch with, apart from Pam Whelan who lived up the road, and she was a year older than Maggie.

Still, she could understand why the Johnsons hated London. Only last week, Thomas had taken a battering from a group of Italian Teddy boys. They’d dragged him out of a cafe on Delancey Street, hit him with an iron bar, then carried him to the canal like a prize trophy, before throwing him into the filthy water.

He might have died if it hadn’t been for Rory Sheehan coming to his rescue. Rory playing the Good Samaritan had come as a surprise; everyone in Camden was afraid of him. Even her dad, who wasn’t scared of anyone, was careful to keep on the right side of Rory.

It was beginning to get dark as she turned left by the lock. Music was playing – a song by some new group called the Beatles. She’d have liked to hang around and listen, but her da would probably be keeping an eye out for her. She could already see the warm lights of the Cow and Bull up ahead and a couple of figures on the pavement outside. It took a few more steps before she could make out who they were, and when she did, it stopped her dead in her tracks.

Her father was standing by the wall, trousers down to his knees, his hairy arse pumping away. She couldn’t see the woman’s face, but her skirt was hitched up and her knickers down.

And then the woman turned her head, the dim light catching her face.

Maggie covered her mouth to stifle a cry as she saw it was her friend Pam.




Chapter Two

Rory Sheehan looked down from his window at the Riley girl hiding in the shadows, watching her father fuck some tart. He squinted, trying to identify the tart in question. She wasn’t much more than a kid, though that wouldn’t bother Shamus. He’d fuck anything, young or old, provided they still had their own teeth and a pulse. Then again, knowing Riley, even that wouldn’t stop him getting his leg over.

The old drunkard came in handy when Rory needed to bring in the heavy mob, deliver a beating. Built like a brick shithouse with fists the size of a Christmas ham, he’d rain down punches like he was swinging a sledgehammer. And he enjoyed it too.

But judging by the black eyes and bruises Rory had seen on the wife and daughter, Riley enjoyed knocking them around as well.

What went on between a man and his wife was none of Rory’s business, but he took it as a personal affront when Shamus laid a hand on Maggie.

He watched her now, backing away into the shadows. He couldn’t make out what she was wearing, probably some tat picked up from the church jumble sale his old mammy used to run, God rest her soul. But underneath that clobber her body would be soft and voluptuous. The thought of what lay hidden beneath the rags turned him on far more than the tarts with their beehive hairdos and heavy make-up, putting it all on display in figure-hugging dresses and stiletto heels. Maggie Riley was a diamond in the rough, and what made her all the more attractive was that she had no idea. She was pure. Innocent. A proper little virgin.

Feeling his erection growing, he turned away from the window and returned his attention to the man who lay sprawled on the floor. Above his expensive suit, the man’s face was an unrecognisable mess of bruised, swollen flesh. His shirt had been ripped open, exposing deep burns and slashed skin. It was what Rory called a suitable punishment.

Without stopping to check whether the man was still breathing, he kicked aside a bloody tooth, stepped over the pool of blood and made his way to the door. He’d get his men to clean up later.

The Cow and Bull was one of three premises Rory owned. He’d started here in Camden, then branched out by opening a pub and club in Soho. Thanks to the success of the Raymond Revuebar, strip clubs were now all the rage and the place was heaving with punters. Only trouble was, it was proving attractive to rival gangs too. The Maltese, the Italians, as well as home-grown mobs like the Krays and the Richardsons – everyone wanted to get in on the action. Which meant Rory was having to plough a lot of his time and energy into protecting his assets and delivering warnings. The guy lying in the Cow and Bull’s attic had failed to heed the warning; Rory didn’t believe in second chances.

On reaching the foot of the stairs, he glanced down the dimly lit hallway that led to the bar before opening the side door. There was no light in the alley; taking a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness, he reached into his trouser pocket and wrapped his fingers round the flick knife he always carried. Seeing no one, he stepped out and silently made his way towards the place he’d last seen the Riley girl.

The sight of Pam and her da going at it had come as such a shock that Maggie had collapsed against the wall, unable to believe her eyes.

Pam. Pam with her da. Her first instinct had been to run up to them, pull her dad off, but then Pam had raised her head, looked over his shoulder and, seeing Maggie, she’d given her a big Cheshire Cat smile.

Da hadn’t forced himself on Pam – she’d wanted it.

The thought of it made her sick. She bent over and vomited up the bread-and-dripping she’d eaten that morning.

‘Maggie, are you all right?’

The voice was smooth and strong. She felt the gentle touch of a hand on her shoulder.

Wiping the bile from her mouth with her sleeve, Maggie stood up straight, embarrassed that whoever it was had seen her being sick. In the dim glow of the nearest street light she saw a handsome face with high cheekbones, a mop of hair slicked back with Brylcreem and a coy, boyish smile. It took her a moment to realise she was looking at Rory Sheehan. She’d never seen him up close before, and the gentle concern he was showing was completely at odds with the stories she’d heard about him. Except, she reminded herself, he was the one who’d saved Thomas after he got beaten up.

‘Come in and get warm, love.’

‘I . . . I . . . I can’t . . .’ She held up the two shillings clutched in her hand. ‘My da will go mad if I don’t give him his money.’

‘Don’t you worry about him. I’ll sort him out.’

Maggie’s heart raced. No one sorted out her da. If Rory said anything to him, she’d be in even more trouble. And her mum would probably give her a clout too, especially after she’d warned her not to dawdle. But when she tried to insist on going after her dad, Rory crouched to bring his piercing blue eyes level with hers.

‘You look cold, darlin’. Come indoors and get warm . . .’ He took her gently by the arm and ushered her down the alleyway, through the side door of the pub and into a large private lounge with a fire burning in the grate.

She’d never seen such a beautiful room. The smart red-and-gold wallpaper looked too good to put on a wall; it was the sort of thing you’d see wrapped round a present under a Christmas tree in one of those West End shop-window displays.

‘Take a seat.’ Rory pointed to one of the two leather armchairs.

Her cheeks burning with embarrassment, she stammered, ‘Have you a newspaper for me to sit on? I wouldn’t want to dirty your chairs.’

‘You’re fine, Maggie Riley. I’m sure the chairs will be delighted if you sit on them.’

Keenly aware of her tatty old shoes and threadbare coat, she sat down gingerly, keeping to the edge of the leather upholstery.

‘Now, let me get you a drink.’

‘I’m fine, thank you.’

As if she hadn’t spoken, Rory walked across to a drinks trolley in the corner. He selected a cut-glass decanter, poured two large glasses of whisky and handed one to her.

‘Thank you.’ She placed it on the mahogany table next to her.

‘Still seeing that boy of yours?’

‘What boy?’ Maggie blinked in confusion.

‘That black boy you hang around with.’

A cold fear engulfed her. They’d kept their relationship secret, knowing what her dad would do to them both if he found out.

‘Don’t look so worried!’ Rory laughed. ‘I’m not going to tell your da.’

Afraid to meet his eye, Maggie stared fixedly at her hands, willing them not to tremble. The silence in the room was broken only by the crackle of the fire and the muffled hum of voices from the main bar.

‘Drink up, girl – you’ve had a shock. It’s not every day you find your old man shagging your mate.’

She knew her face must be red as a beetroot by now. It had come as a surprise that he knew her name, let alone that she was friends with Thomas and Pam.

As if reading her thoughts, Rory grinned. ‘Running a pub means there’s not a lot I don’t know about round here.’

Rumour had it he did a lot more than run a pub, but Maggie knew better than to comment.

‘You have my word, darlin’. Look at me.’

Shyly she raised her eyes.

‘I won’t utter a word to anyone. And, at the end of the day, my word is all you’ve got.’

She nodded. She believed him.

‘Right then, drink up.’

She glanced nervously at the glass of whisky. Her mother would skin her alive if she found out she’d been drinking alcohol, but only a fool would say no to Rory.

Her hand shook as she reached for the glass and slowly brought it to her lips. She screwed up her face as she got a taste of the whisky.

‘Not used to drinking?’ He let out a bark of laughter.

Holding the glass in her lap, she shook her head.

‘Next time, I’ll open a bottle of champagne for you.’

She didn’t want there to be a next time. No matter how kind he was being or how luxurious the room was, she just wanted to go home.

‘Anyway, I was thinking, how would you like it if I asked your boy to come and work for me?’

Maggie’s head shot up.

‘I know how difficult it is for a black boy to get a job, and when I took him home last week after those eejits beat him up, it gave me a right shock to see the dump he’s living in. It’s just one room – the coldest, dampest room you’ve ever seen, mould on the walls and a leak in the ceiling – and him and his mum and dad have to share it. I couldn’t believe it: the three of them have to eat, sleep, piss and shit in there!’

Maggie had never been to Thomas’s house. He lived in King’s Cross, but she had no idea where.

‘They’re obviously finding it a struggle to make ends meet,’ he went on. ‘And I was thinking I could help by giving the lad a job.’

‘You’d do that?’ Maggie looked up at him, once more aware of how handsome Rory Sheehan was.

He came over to kneel by her chair, then reached up and placed his hand under her chin so she’d meet his eyes. He brought his voice down to a whisper. ‘Because he’s your friend and it’s the right thing to do. I’m a good Catholic boy, Maggie, and isn’t that what Father Patrick teaches us every Sunday at Mass? That we should help the poor?’

She gave a small nod.

‘And maybe, when he starts to work for me, you could come with him from time to time.’ He gave her a wink, then drew himself up to his full height and took the glass from her. ‘Now off you go, darlin’. I’ll see you soon.’

As she hurried away from the pub, Maggie knew she should be happy at the prospect of Thomas working at the Cow and Bull. But the nervous flutter in her stomach felt more like fear.




Chapter Three

‘Oi, wake up!’

Maggie opened her eyes to see her mother looming over her. It was still dark outside. ‘What time is it?’

‘Never mind. I need you to come with me. Get dressed.’

When her mother stepped into the light, her face was a mask of pain. She was pale by nature, but now she was a ghostly white.

‘What’s happened? Is it Da?’ Maggie hoped, as she so often did, that her dad had dropped down dead. She knew she should confess such wicked thoughts to Father Patrick but, given that her da and Father Patrick often went to the dogs in Walthamstow, drinking and gambling together, she kept her thoughts to herself.

‘Maggie Riley.’ Her mum pinched her arm. ‘You weren’t put on this earth to ask me questions. Get dressed, now! I’ll be waiting downstairs – and don’t make a noise. Your da is still asleep.’

As soon as her mother left the room, Maggie stumbled out of bed. She hadn’t slept well, unable to get the image of her dad and Pam out of her head. The initial shock had now turned to anger. She couldn’t wait to give Pam a piece of her mind. Who did she think she was? How would Pam like it if she were to find her dad having sex with Maggie? The very thought of it made Maggie shudder. Pam’s dad was like a walking lump of lard, beer gut spilling over the waistband of his trousers, always stinking of BO and, worst of all, those beady eyes that followed her every move whenever she called round.

Shivering, she pulled her clothes on and tiptoed down the bare wooden staircase.

Her mum was sitting at the kitchen table, clutching her rosary beads and muttering prayers to the Sorrowful Mother. As she made her way to the back door, Maggie noticed that the vegetables had been prepared and were already soaking for tonight’s stew. Usually, it was her job to chop the veg as soon as she’d finished scrubbing the kitchen floor. Even when she’d been ill with mumps, Maggie had been expected to do her chores. Reaching for the toilet paper, she opened the back door and headed down the little patch of garden to the outside toilet.

The minute she was alone, her thoughts returned to Rory Sheehan and his offer of a job for Thomas. Though she’d never been to his home, she knew the Johnsons often went hungry because the rent took all the money they had. Last Sunday had been the harvest festival, and she’d crept back into church when the service was over to grab a loaf of bread, tinned kippers and a fine-looking Irish porter cake. She’d told herself it wasn’t a sin to give the food to Thomas’s family. It had been donated for distribution to the less fortunate, so she was just doing the Lord’s bidding.

Suddenly, her stomach tightened. If Rory gave Thomas a job, he would start saving up to go back to Jamaica, and she’d be left here alone.

‘Maggie!’ Her mum banged a fist on the toilet door. ‘Get a move on! We need to leave now.’

‘Where are we going?’ Maggie pulled the chain and opened the door. ‘Are we leaving Da?’

‘Maggie Riley, where did you get such an idea? I should wash your mouth out with soap for saying such a wicked thing. Under the eyes of God I’m a married woman, and I shall stay that way until my dying day. Now come on. No more talk.’

Together they returned to the house, put on their coats, and crept out of the front door. The streets were deserted at that hour. Lips pursed, her mother ignored her and they walked in silence past the church and the gasworks, only coming to a halt when they reached the bus stop on Euston Road.

When the bus came, she took the seat next to her mother. Head bowed, Kathleen Riley sat counting her rosary beads, only breaking off to pay the conductor.

Outside, a morning mist turned everything hazy, making it hard to track where they were going. It took two bus changes before they arrived in the East End. Although eighteen years had passed since the last wail of an air-raid siren, the bomb sites had yet to be redeveloped. Every terrace of redbrick houses seemed to have a gap in it where weeds sprouted from piles of rubble.

A milk float was trundling along behind them, crates rattling. Her mother paused, turning her face away as it passed. When it had gone, she grabbed Maggie’s hands and looked her in the eye.

Her cracked lips spoke only three words: ‘God forgive me.’

Then she stepped up to the front door of the end house and reached for the polished brass knocker.




Chapter Four

Thomas Johnson hadn’t thought of himself as small since he turned twelve and suddenly found himself towering over the rest of his class, but standing in front of Rory Sheehan made him feel as if he were shrinking under the man’s steely gaze.

‘I see your wounds are healing up nicely,’ said Rory.

Thomas’s hand instinctively reached for the side of his face. He still had trouble seeing out of his left eye, although he counted himself lucky that he hadn’t lost his eyelid completely. His cheekbone was fractured, and the deep split of his lip made it difficult to eat.

He had no idea why he’d been dragged out of bed by Rory’s men and brought to a private lounge in the Cow and Bull at this hour in the morning. He tried to comfort himself with the thought that if they were planning on delivering a beating, he’d have been dragged off to the cellar or somewhere he wouldn’t ruin the furnishings by bleeding all over them.

‘I had a word with your girl yesterday, Thomas.’

‘My girl?’ It came out as a lisp, thanks to his torn mouth.

‘Come on, Thomas. We both know who I’m talking about.’

‘If you mean Maggie Riley, Mr Sheehan, I don’t think she would want to be known as my girl.’

Thomas didn’t add that he wished she were his girl, but at the same time the very thought of it frightened him. He’d seen what had happened when his father’s friend, Michael Bennett, had courted a white woman. A gang of local lads gave him a kicking. No one saw anything, of course, and no one stepped in to help him. He was taken to Charing Cross Hospital but died from his injuries.

His family sold their few possessions to scrape together the money for a cremation, then paid for his ashes to be posted to his grandmother in Spanish Town, because Michael’s last wish had been to return to Jamaica.

But somewhere between the smog of London and the sunshine of the Caribbean, the package containing all that remained of Michael Bennett got lost in the post. He never made it home.

‘So you’re not soft on each other, Thomas? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘No, sir,’ Thomas lied.

The truth was the only time he felt happy was when he was with Maggie. With her, he could forget about all the bad stuff. The hunger, the squalid little flat, the Teddy boys who’d beaten him up. It was ironic, considering how dangerous it was to be seen out with a white woman, that in her company he could relax and feel safe for once.

Just being with her made Thomas feel better.

Rory took a step closer so he was just inches away. He tilted his head and observed him as if weighing up the truth of his statement. Finally, he spoke: ‘That’s good, Thomas, that’s good, because Maggie Riley is not to be touched by you – or anyone else, for that matter.’

Then he stepped back, the menacing expression gone from his face. ‘Anyway, that’s not why I invited you here today . . .’ He delved into his pocket, pulled out a packet of Capstan full-strength cigarettes and tapped two out, then offered one to Thomas.

‘Thank you, but I don’t smoke.’

Rory continued to hold out the cigarette for Thomas to take. The look on his face was a reminder that nobody in their right mind said no to Rory, so he took the cigarette, put it to his lips, and leaned in to Rory’s cigarette lighter.

On his first draw of smoke, a cough ripped through Thomas, making his eyes water.

Rory roared with laughter. ‘We’ll make a smoker of you yet, lad. As me dear mother used to say, “A man that doesn’t smoke is like a dog that doesn’t bark – don’t trust him.”’ He lit his own cigarette, narrowing his gaze at Thomas through the cloud of smoke. ‘Right, let’s get down to business, shall we? How would you like to come and work for me?’

‘You?’ Thomas blurted.

‘You make it sound like that would be a bad thing?’ Rory frowned.

‘I . . . I . . .’ This was the last thing Thomas had expected.

‘Lost for words, Thomas?’ Rory took another drag on his cigarette.

Thomas wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. He remembered the night Rory brought him home after he’d been beaten up. His mother had welcomed the stranger who’d saved her son, inviting him into her home, but when he gave his name her eyes had widened. Rory Sheehan’s reputation as a hard man preceded him everywhere he went.

‘When was the last time you ate a decent meal?’ Rory asked.

Thomas thought of the tinned kippers and porter cake Maggie had given him last week, but knew better than to bring her name into the conversation.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘If you work for me, Thomas, you’ll never be hungry again.’ As if to prove his point, Rory drew a wad of five-pound notes from his pocket and threw it down on the table. ‘Take it.’

Thomas’s eyes skimmed the notes, his mind struggling to keep up. There must be at least a hundred pounds . . .

Rory nodded. ‘Go on, take it.’

He’d never seen so much cash. Before the heart attack, when he was working all hours on the London Underground, his father’s wages only came to eleven pounds a week. One hundred pounds would almost buy a ticket to Jamaica. If only tickets home were as cheap as the inbound voyage, all three of them could travel home for that money.

‘I said, take it. And there’ll be plenty more where that came from if you come and work for me.’

Whether it was a good idea or not – and his gut told him it wasn’t – Thomas knew he had no choice but to accept the offer. He reached for the money; it still looked like a small fortune, but he suspected the price he’d have to pay would outweigh any benefit.

‘Thank you, Mr Sheehan.’

‘You’ve got good manners, Thomas. I like that. You’ll do well in Soho.’

Soho?

Thomas had never been there, couldn’t afford to visit the jazz clubs and coffee shops, much as he would have liked to. He’d also heard about Soho’s seedier side: the strip joints and the women who hung around in doorways or posted signs offering ‘French lessons’.

‘You’ll like it there, Thomas. It’s not like Camden – no blacks, no Irish – you’ll be able to mix with whoever you like. And, once word gets around that you work for me, no one will give you any bother. So what do you say?’ He held out his hand to Thomas. ‘Shall we shake on it?’

Thomas nodded and shook Rory’s hand. As he was about to let go, the grip on his fingers suddenly tightened.

‘If there’s one thing I expect from the men who work for me, it’s loyalty. I take it that won’t be a problem?’

Thomas’s mouth went dry. ‘No, sir.’

‘Good.’ Rory released his hand and strode towards the thick velvet curtain that ran along the wall. He pulled it back to reveal a wooden door. Grinning at Thomas, he opened the door and waved for him to enter.

Fighting the urge to run, Thomas stepped into a room that at first glance looked as if it was waiting for the decorators to arrive. The furniture and the floor were covered by canvas dust sheets, but the man standing in the middle of the room was no decorator.

Malcolm was Rory’s right-hand man, never far from his side. Like his boss, he was of Irish descent. Tall and imposing, his face was made up of hard angles, heavy brows and dark eyes. He was always well dressed and today was no different. But his immaculately tailored blue suit looked out of place alongside the three naked men huddled behind him, their hands tied behind their backs, gags across their mouths, sheer terror in their eyes.

‘Do you recognise these men, Thomas?’

Rigid with fear, it was all he could do to shake his head in reply.

‘Look again, lad.’

Trembling, he glanced at Rory. ‘I don’t know who they are, Mr Sheehan.’

‘No matter.’ Rory wrapped an arm round Thomas’s shoulders and squeezed. He pointed at the men. ‘These are the men who attacked you.’

Thomas’s head shot round to face Rory.

‘This lot need a taste of what they dish out,’ Rory snarled. He pulled his flick knife from his pocket, pressed the button to expose the sharp, jagged blade, then handed it to Thomas. ‘I won’t have it said that Rory Sheehan allows people to get away with attacking his men.’

Thomas stared at the knife in his hand, his eyes filling with tears.

‘Is there a problem?’ Rory’s voice was smooth.

‘No . . . no.’ Thomas blinked away the tears.

‘Good. That’s what I like to hear, because it wouldn’t do for you to let me down. Not in front of people. That wouldn’t do at all. So get stuck in, lad. It’s a lovely knife, that – sharp enough for what you need to do. I always go for the stomach meself.’

The tallest of the three men lost control of his bladder and urine began to run down his leg, puddling at his feet.

Rory’s eyes flashed. ‘You filthy, fucking dog!’ Snatching the knife from Thomas, he launched himself at the man, slashing down at his penis. He collapsed in a pool of blood, writhing in pain. Although the gag silenced his screams, Thomas could hear them loud and clear.

Rory handed him the knife. ‘Right, now it’s your turn.’

Thomas could barely see the knife, but he could feel the blood dripping down the blade onto his fingers.

‘They said in the war, the first kill was always the hardest. After that’ – he winked at Thomas – ‘easy peasy. Because if they’re not dealt with, next time it might be your mammy they hurt, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?’ The smile he gave didn’t reach his eyes, which locked on Thomas with a dead stare. ‘And I’m sure you wouldn’t want anyone else to hurt her either.’

Thomas got the message. He raised his arm and plunged the knife into the man’s stomach, again and again.




Chapter Five

Doris Turner stood on her doorstep, a roll-up dangling from her lips, her grey hair tightly wound in curlers. ‘Kathleen, I’m sorry to be seeing you again. Still, these things happen.’

She was a small, round woman who’d seen both wars and hadn’t thought much of either. Born and brought up in the East End, she had refused to evacuate from her two-up, two-down terrace off the Whitechapel Road even when the bombs dropped. ‘If I’m going to be carried off in a coffin,’ she’d told her husband, ‘it’s going to be from my own front door.’

Spotting Maggie standing behind her mother, Doris smiled, showing off an overcrowded mouth of teeth. ‘I take it this is your girl.’

‘It is.’ Kathleen nodded.

‘Fine-looking lass, you’ll have to watch her.’

‘When I need advice from you, Doris Turner, I’ll ask for it.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Doris laughed, stooping to pick up the milk bottle on her doorstep. ‘I suppose you’d best come in, then.’

As she followed her mother through the front door, Maggie’s eyes darted around the hallway, taking in the brown wallpaper and the ceiling haphazardly daubed with green paint in an effort to cover the patches of mould.

‘Come through to the kitchen – excuse the mess.’

She wasn’t kidding about the mess. The torn net curtains were thick with grime, but what little light managed to penetrate revealed a rusty cooker coated with a thick layer of grease, a cracked and stained linoleum floor and greyish underwear dangling from a washing line that had been strung from the window to the door.

‘Hold on, darlin’, let me turn that down.’ Doris limped over to the wireless, which was blasting out the Isley Brothers’ ‘Twist and Shout’, and twiddled the volume knob. Then she flicked on the light.

Her brown eyes narrowed as she took a deep drag on her roll-up and studied Kathleen Riley. ‘I didn’t think I’d be seeing you here again. No offence, but you ain’t no spring chicken any more, love.’ Noticing the look on her visitors’ faces as they spotted the bowl on the kitchen table overflowing with bloody rags, she added, ‘Like I say, you’ll have to excuse the mess. I didn’t have time to clear up after me last guest.’

She moved the bowl to the draining board, then reached for the kettle. Glancing over her shoulder at Maggie, she nodded up at the shelf and said, ‘Get them cups down for me, love. They’re me best ones.’

But as Maggie picked up a sticky, cracked teacup, trying to avoid coming in contact with the filthy counter underneath, her mother snapped, ‘I’d just like to get it over with, thank you, Doris.’

‘Right you are. Let’s get the business out of the way, then,’ said Doris, holding out her palm.

Kathleen opened her battered faux leather handbag and began to fumble through the contents.

At a loss as to what business they could possibly have in a shithole like this, Maggie turned to her mother in alarm. ‘Mum?’

‘Be quiet, Maggie!’ Kathleen snarled at her.

‘Innocent as a lamb, ain’t you, pet?’ Doris shook her head. ‘I’m sad to say, there may come a time when you’ll be glad you’ve met me, darlin’.’

She took the envelope Kathleen had pulled from her handbag, opened it with a dirty fingernail, and peered inside.

‘You’re short, I’m afraid.’

Maggie watched in confusion as her mother raised her hands to the back of her neck, unfastened the cross of St Christopher that had belonged to her late mother, and dropped it into Doris’s hand. ‘That should cover it.’

Doris examined the gold cross and chain. ‘I suppose it will have to do,’ she sighed, slipping it into her pocket along with the envelope. ‘Right, you know the drill: get yourself ready.’

‘Mum?’ Fear creeping up her spine, Maggie tugged at her mother’s sleeve.

Face twisted with rage, Kathleen swung round and slapped her on the side of the head.

‘Didn’t I tell you to keep that mouth shut? Do as you’re told for once.’

‘Leave the poor child be, it’s only natural she’d have questions.’ Doris gave the girl a pitying look. ‘Are you all right, love?’

‘She’s fine. I only brought her here because I’ll need help to get home afterwards. I can do without her bloody questions.’

Not wanting her mother to see the tears welling in her eyes, Maggie turned her head away. It was then she noticed the bed on the far side of the kitchen table. As she took in the stained, damp-looking mattress, the smell hit her. Till then, she’d been trying not to breathe in the rancid stink of grease and sweat and mould, but now she was aware of something that reminded her of the slaughterhouses off Caledonian Road. Her eyes widened as she saw a tray next to the bed which held a bunch of knitting needles, their tips covered in a dried reddish-brown stain. Next to them lay crooked hooks, like the ones that her mother used when she crocheted and darned Da’s socks.

‘You should explain to her what’s happening,’ said Doris. ‘She knows how babies come into the world; she needs to know how they go out of it—’

‘I’ll do no such thing,’ huffed Kathleen. ‘And I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of it, Doris Turner.’ Turning to her daughter, she snapped, ‘Go wait in the hallway.’

Not wanting another clout round the head, Maggie did as she was told, but she left the door slightly ajar so she could hear what was going on.

‘Come on, Kathleen, by the time you move your arse, we’ll be christening the bloody baby! . . . Don’t look at me like that, I’m only joking. You know me – I’d laugh at me own funeral. Now get a move on, take them knickers off and lay down on the bed.’

Maggie felt a wave of embarrassment wash over her. She’d never heard anyone speak to her mother like that. Putting her eye to the crack in the door, she saw her mother take off her coat, step out of her knickers and lie down on the mattress. Then she pulled out her rosary beads and once again started muttering the Seven Sorrows.

Doris cackled as she lit the stove under the kettle, and brought over a towel and the bowl full of dirty rags. She nodded to the beads. ‘It’s a bit late for that now. I reckon He’s forgotten about the likes of us . . . Come on, open your legs . . . wider.’ And in the dim light, she wiped her fingers on her stained apron while looking down at Maggie’s mum, now motionless on the bed, only the sound of her shallow breathing giving away her fear.

Doris picked up a length of rubber tubing and a funnel, placing them by the bed next to the knitting needles. Next, she took the kettle off the flame before it began to boil, and placed it on the floor beside the bed. Then she reached into a cupboard and brought out a bottle. ‘You want some gin to help you relax?’

Kathleen grabbed the bottle that Doris was holding out and gulped down several mouthfuls before handing it back.

‘Right,’ said Doris. ‘I don’t want this to hurt you any more than it has to, so take a deep breath, lie back and think of England, and let’s get on with it.’

With that, she attached one end of the funnel to the tube, and inserted the other end between Kathleen’s legs.

Maggie could see her mother’s fingers gripping the side of the mattress as Doris poured warm water into the funnel. She heard a series of groans, followed by a scream, and then another.

On the fourth scream, unable to stand it any longer, Maggie flung open the door and rushed in.

‘Get out!’ Her mother’s face was twisted in pain, drips of sweat beaded on her forehead. ‘Oh Jesus! Oh Christ!’ Then she screamed again.

‘What’s happening? Why’s she making that noise?’

Doris gave her a sympathetic glance. ‘Your mum’s pregnant, love . . . but not for much longer.’

Maggie’s mouth opened and closed. She stared at her mother, who lay clasping her stomach. Then her eyes rolled back and her breathing grew ragged.

‘Mammy? Oh my God!’

Blood was pooling on the mattress between her mother’s legs. Her body writhed as she howled in agony.

‘You need to help her . . . YOU NEED TO DO SOMETHING!’ Maggie shouted.

Doris’s face suddenly turned ashen. ‘What do you expect me to do, love? I only know how to get the thing out, I ain’t a doctor.’

‘I’m going to call an ambulance.’ Maggie scrambled for the door but Doris gripped her arm.

‘Do you want us all to go to prison? Because that’s what will happen if you go spouting your mouth off.’

‘What do you mean?’ Maggie looked from the woman to her mother, now whimpering on the bed.

‘It’s a crime, love. Surely, you know that much?’

‘Then what are we going to do?’

Doris let go of her arm. ‘Run to number 23 – it’s the yellow front door halfway along. Ask for Bea. Tell her that Doris needs her help . . . and quick.’

Maggie raced up the street and hammered on the door. Too desperate to wait, she turned the doorknob and when it opened she burst in, running down the hallway and into the kitchen.

‘What the hell—’ A woman in a quilted lilac dressing gown spun round as if she’d just been given the fright of her life. Seeing Maggie’s blood-soaked clothes, she blurted, ‘Holy Mother of God, what’s happened – and more to the point, who the fuck are you?’

‘Doris sent me. It’s my mum, she needs your help.’

Her panic forgotten, Bea picked up her fag from the ashtray and followed Maggie out of the house.

The moment they entered Doris’s kitchen, Bea strode across to the bed where Kathleen lay motionless, her eyes closed, her legs spreadeagled, the pool of blood on the mattress spreading beneath her. Muttering to herself, she turned to look at Doris, who was standing by the kitchen table, pouring herself a large mug of gin. ‘You need to get her some help or get her out of here. She’s dying.’ And then she turned on her heel, making straight for the door.

‘Where are you going?’ cried Maggie. ‘You’re supposed to help her.’

‘No, darlin’,’ Bea called over her shoulder, ‘I don’t need this kind of trouble. I ain’t getting nicked by the Old Bill for anyone.’

Terror surging through her, Maggie dashed to her mother’s handbag, took out her purse and ran back out into the road. She kept running until she saw a phone box. Yanking open the heavy door, she picked up the receiver and dialled O.

Between gasping for breath and fighting back the tears, she struggled to get out the words. ‘Operator? Hello, Operator . . . I need . . . I need to get a number . . .  and be put through to it.’

She gave the name and address and waited for what seemed like hours until finally she heard the ringing tone. As soon as she heard the voice on the other end, she took a coin from her mother’s purse and pushed it into the slot.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me, Maggie – Maggie Riley. I need your help—’




Chapter Six

Luca Romano had a lot on his mind as he sat at the window table of his coffee bar in St Martin’s Lane. Not least of his worries was a nasty dose of the clap. His penis was on fire, and the blisters under his foreskin were itching so much it was making it hard to concentrate on anything else. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, Sofia wouldn’t stop nagging him about their forthcoming wedding. The way she was going, it would end up costing more than Princess Margaret’s do a couple of years back. And it wasn’t as if he even wanted to marry the miserable bitch his parents had selected for him.

Like so many Italian parents, the Romanos wanted their son to marry a nice Catholic virgin from back home. That part Luca hadn’t minded; in the West End, finding a virgin was like finding a chicken supping a pint – it was never going to happen. So he’d been happy enough for them to choose a bride from a good family, someone who’d be a proper Italian wife and give him proper Italian sons to carry on the Romano name.

He’d been less happy when Sofia was sent to London to stay with him and his parents until the wedding. To say she was a disappointment would be putting it mildly. Worst of all, she just wouldn’t shut up. Always bending his ear about something else
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