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Martina Cole was just 18 when she got pregnant with her son. Living in a council flat with no TV and no money to go out, she started writing to entertain herself.

It would be ten years before she did anything with what she wrote.

She chose her agent for his name – Darley Anderson – and sent him the manuscript, thinking he was a woman. That was on a Friday. Monday night, she was doing the vacuuming when she took the call: a man’s voice said ‘Martina Cole, you are going to be a big star’.

The rest is history: Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the best selling fiction writers of her generation. Martina has gone on to have more No. 1 original fiction bestsellers than any other author.

She won the British Book Award for Crime Thriller of the Year with The Take, which then went on to be a hit TV series for Sky 1. Four of her novels have made it to the screen, with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.

She is proud to be an Ambassador for charities including Reading Ahead and Gingerbread, the council for one-parent families. In 2013, she was inducted to the Crime Writer’s Association Hall of Fame, and in 2014 received a Variety Legends of Industry Award.

Her son is a grown man now, and she lives in Kent with her daughter – except when she chases the sun to Cyprus, where she has two bookshops.

Her unique, powerful storytelling is acclaimed for its hard-hitting, true-to-life style – there is no one else who writes like Martina Cole.


Martina Cole’s 23 bestsellers (so far) – in order of publication.
All available from Headline


Dangerous Lady (1992)

The Ladykiller: DI Kate Burrows 1 (1993)

Goodnight Lady (1994)

The Jump (1995)

The Runaway (1997)

Two Women (1999)

Broken: DI Kate Burrows 2 (2000)

Faceless (2001)*

Maura’s Game: Dangerous Lady 2 (2002)*

The Know (2003)*

The Graft (2004)*

The Take (2005)*

Close (2006)*

Faces (2007)*

The Business (2008)*

Hard Girls: DI Kate Burrows 3 (2009)*

The Family (2010)*

The Faithless (2011)*

The Life (2012)*

Revenge (2013)*

The Good Life (2014)*

Get Even (2015)

Betrayal (2016)*


*Martina Cole’s No. 1 bestsellers


On Screen:

Dangerous Lady (ITV 1995)

The Jump (ITV 1998)

Martina Cole’s Lady Killers (ITV3 documentary 2003)

The Take (Sky 1 2009)

Martina Cole’s Girl Gangs (Sky Factual documentary 2009)

The Runaway (Sky 1 2011)


THIS IS WHAT THEY SAY ABOUT MARTINA COLE . . .


‘The stuff of legend. It’s vicious, nasty . . . and utterly compelling’ Mirror on FACELESS

‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch’ Mail on Sunday on THE RUNAWAY

‘A blinding good read’ Ray Winstone on THE KNOW

‘Intensely readable’ Guardian on FACELESS

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

‘An extraordinarily powerful piece of family drama’ Daily Mirror on THE BUSINESS

‘The acknowledged mistress of the insanely readable gangster thriller, Cole has delivered another addictive tale of men of violence and the women who love them . . . brutally compelling’ Sunday Mirror on GET EVEN

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

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

‘The queen of crime’ Woman & Home on HARD GIRLS

‘Dark and dangerous’ Sunday Mirror

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

‘The undisputed queen of British crime thrillers’ Heat on GET EVEN


About the Book

  
    George Markham has a nasty little hobby. He pursues it in secret, behind closed doors. But now George’s hobby is becoming an obsession, one that erupts into an orgy of vicious sexual depravity.
  


  
    Patrick Kelly is a hard man – the most feared in London. His one soft spot is his daughter, Mandy. And when she falls victim to the sadistic rapist nicknamed the Grantley Ripper, Kelly wants revenge, with or without police help.
  


  
    The DI in charge of the case is Kate Burrows. It’s a tough job and one that’s already cost Kate her marriage. She feels for Kelly – she’s a parent herself – but her growing involvement with a known villain is putting her career at risk . . .
  


  
    As the forces of law and order and London’s underworld converge in a mammoth manhunt, Kate fears she’ll lose everything she’s ever cared about to . . . THE LADYKILLER.
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    I would like to thank my agent, Darley Anderson, for his faith, his trust and most of all his friendship.
  


  
    Many thanks to Sergeant Steven Bolger of the Windermere Police Department, Florida, for all his help while I researched this book.
  


  
    And a little thanks to Julie, for typing and typing and typing.
  


  
    And a special thanks to my husband and son, they know what for.
  


  


  
    Book One
  


  
    Of all the griefs that harass the distress’d                                        




















 Sure the most bitter is a scornful jest;                                        




















 Fate never wounds more deep the gen’rous heart,                                        




















 Than when a blockhead’s insult points the dart
  


  
    – Samuel Johnson, 1709-84
  


  
    
                                                                  

    





















I have chosen thee in the furnace of affliction
  


  
    – Isaiah, 48:10
  


  


  
    Prologue
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    ‘Honestly, you’re enough to drive a person up the bloody wall. You can’t do anything . . .                                         anything



















 . . . without ballsing it up in some way. Look at last week . . .’
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    George stared at her.
  


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


  
    Elaine rolled her eyes to the ceiling.
  


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


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


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


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


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


  
    He turned from the door and walked to the opposite end of his shed. Pulling a pile of gardening magazines from an old school desk, he opened the top. Inside the desk were a couple of scruffy jumpers – his gardening jumpers. Taking these out, he smiled. Underneath them were his books. His                                         real



















 books, with real women in them. Women who did not nag and chide and want. Women who just lay passively and smiled. Whatever you might do to them.
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    Then he remembered the books.
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    George’s eyes were pleading and Joey nodded slowly.
  


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


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


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


  
    ‘Nurse. I’m a nurse.’
  


  
    As Elaine went to speak again he interrupted her.
  


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


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


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


  
    ‘Joey, an RTA on the M25.’
  


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


  
    ‘Four. Estimated time of arrival seven minutes.’
  


  
    ‘OK. Call Crash.’
  


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


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


  
    ‘Coming where?’ He peered at Renshaw.
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    George smiled.
  


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


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


  
    George carried on smiling.
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    ‘Thank you, Mr Markham.’
  


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
                                            

  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    The man made a salute and straightened up.
  


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


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


  
    It was the end of September 1989.
  


  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Elaine Markham looked at her husband as he watched the television. His shiny balding head was nodding up and down as if he was agreeing with everything that the newscaster said.
  


  
    ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, George! Stop agreeing with the TV.’
  


  
    He turned in his chair to face her, a hurt expression on his face. Elaine closed her eyes. She could feel her hands clenching into fists and made herself relax.
  


  
    ‘Shall I make you a cup of Ovaltine, dear?’ George asked in his soft voice.
  


  
    ‘Yes, you do that.’
  


  
    George went out to the impossibly clean kitchen and set about making the bedtime drinks. He put on the pan of milk and then, opening one of the kitchen cabinets, took out Elaine’s sleeping pills. Carefully grinding one between two spoons, he placed the powder in the cup with the sugar. Smiling, he poured steaming milk into the cup and stirred it vigorously. Then, removing two more of the sleeping pills, he took the Ovaltine and the pills into Elaine.
  


  
    ‘Here you are, dear. I brought your pills in for you as well.’ She took the drink and pills from him.
  


  
    ‘Thanks, George. Look, I know I go on at times . . .’ Her voice trailed off.
  


  
    ‘I don’t take the slightest bit of notice, Elaine. I know that I – well, that I irritate you is the word, I suppose?’
  


  
    George smiled at her, the sad smile that always made her want to rip him to shreds.
  


  
    She put the sleeping pills into her mouth and washed them down with the Ovaltine, burning her lips.
  


  
    George was still smiling.
  


  
    ‘This tastes bitter.’
  


  
    He raised his eyebrows and took a sip of his own drink.
  


  
    ‘Well, mine is fine, dear. Maybe it’s the aftertaste of the pills?’
  


  
    ‘Could be. I think I’ll take my drink up with me.’ She pulled herself from her seat with difficulty.
  


  
    ‘Night, Elaine. Sleep well.’
  


  
    She stared at her husband.
  


  
    ‘If I slept well, George, I wouldn’t be taking sleeping tablets.’
  


  
    ‘It’s just an expression, dear. That’s all.’
  


  
    Was it her imagination or was George different lately? Although she could not pinpoint what had changed, she had the distinct feeling that the balance between them was shifting slightly. Looking at her husband now, she would swear on a stack of bibles that he was laughing at her.
  


  
    ‘Good night then, dear,’ he said again.
  


  
    She tried to smile at her husband.
  


  
    ‘Yes. Good night, George.’
  


  
    She walked from the room and his gaze followed her. As she made her way up the stairs to their room, the feeling of uneasiness came over her once more. It was the beginning of December and George had been ‘wrong’ somehow for the last couple of months. Nothing she could put her finger on exactly, but subtle little differences. He had taken to going out in the evenings for walks, for instance. He was only gone an hour or so but . . .
  


  
    She pulled off the candlewick dressing gown and sat on the edge of the bed. He had never once, in twenty-seven years of marriage, gone out walking anywhere. In fact, it was his pet hate.
  


  
    She took off her sheepskin-lined slippers and rubbed at the corn on her foot. Her legs were fat like the rest of her and were disfigured by varicose veins. She stared at them and shrugged.
  


  
    She sat against the pillows, picked up her latest Mills and Boon and read while the pills took effect and she finished her Ovaltine.
  


  
    The words were becoming blurred. She blinked her eyes, trying to focus. The pills were working quicker and quicker lately.
  


  
    Finally she gave up. Turning off the bedside lamp, she settled down to sleep.
  


  
    Ten minutes later, George popped his head around the bedroom door and grunted in satisfaction as he heard his wife’s heavy snores.
  


  
    George slipped out of the house. He had on his heaviest overcoat as the night air was cold and damp. In the street light he looked no different from anyone else who walked the streets late at night. He pulled on the cheesecutter hat he had recently purchased and began his prowling.
  


  
    He felt a freedom he had not experienced for twenty years in this new pastime. He walked the length and breadth of Grantley. Silently and diligently he walked. Tonight he had decided to walk by the flats that were on the other side of town. Taking a deep breath, he began his lonely trek.
  


  
    As he walked, he kept a vigilant eye out for open curtains and movement. He walked to the end of Bychester Terrace and turned right. Peabody Street took him on to a dirt road that led round the perimeter of Grantley. No busy traffic, only a lone car containing a courting couple here and there. George was outside the flats in Beacham Rise within fifteen minutes.
  


  
    Stationing himself under a large cherry tree opposite the small block he waited. It was eleven fifteen before he saw anything, and as usual it was the woman who lived on the second floor. The flats were what was termed ‘low rise’, only three storeys high. George had been here many times in the last eight weeks and it was always the woman on the second floor who provided his show. Where he was standing, under the cherry tree, was a small hill, part of the council landscaping plan, which gave him the perfect vantage point to see into the woman’s flat. Taking the small opera glasses from his pocket, he watched.
  


  
    Leonora Davidson yawned cavernously. She stretched her hands above her head and pulled up her thick black hair. She was dead tired. She would have to stop all the overtime, it was killing her.
  


  
    She unbuttoned her blouse slowly, letting it fall from her rounded shoulders on to the floor. She unhooked her bra and let her breasts fall free, rubbing them furiously as the itching started. Lifting one breast with her hand, she looked into the mirror of her dressing table. A thick red line marked the tender flesh. She sighed. She would have to get herself some decent bras.
  


  
    She cupped her breasts in her hands and pushed them up, as if weighing them. She had definitely put on weight. Then she unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor. Stepping out of it, she kicked it away from her.
  


  
    Leonora looked at her body in the mirror. Not bad for her age. A bit saggy these days but everyone lost the war with gravity eventually. She automatically held her stomach in, then let it out. Sod it! There was no one to admire her any more. Why bother?
  


  
    Yawning again, wider this time, she went to her dressing stool and picked up her nightie, a winceyette affair that kept her warm if nothing else. After one last stretch, she turned out the light and climbed into bed.
  


  
    George stood under the cherry tree entranced. When the light went off in the bedroom, he mumbled a curse under his breath and pushed the opera glasses back into his overcoat pocket. He was sweating. Taking a handkerchief out of his trouser pocket, he mopped his forehead.
  


  
    Stupid bitch! What he would not give to be in that flat now. He would show her what it was all about, by Christ! Standing around naked. Inviting people to look at her. The slut! In his heightened excitement George was unaware of the two youths who had been watching him watching her.
  


  
    ‘What you doin’?’ The voice caused him to swivel around on the balls of his feet.
  


  
    ‘I . . . I beg your pardon?’ His voice squeaked with surprise. Two youths stood there, one wearing a long leather coat and with straggly brown hair. The other was wearing a large sheepskin and was what George knew was called a skinhead.
  


  
    ‘You heard, you old ponce. What was you doin’ watching Mrs Davidson getting undressed? You a nonce?’
  


  
    The boy in the leather coat stepped towards him, a menacing look on his face.
  


  
    ‘Got any money?’ This from the skinhead. George smelt a distinct odour of glue and vomit.
  


  
    He stared at them, nonplussed.
  


  
    The youth in the leather coat lurched towards him and he stepped back nimbly.
  


  
    ‘If you two don’t go away I will call for assistance.’
  


  
    The leather-coated boy mimicked him.
  


  
    ‘“If you two don’t go away I will call for assistance.” Well, we –’ he pointed to his friend and himself – ‘might just call the Filth ourselves. You’re a fucking peeping Tom, ain’t ya? So just give us your dosh and you can go. Quietly.’
  


  
    The skinhead heaved and George watched in revulsion as a stream of vomit ejaculated from the boy’s mouth. It landed just by his shoes, splashing them. The odour wafted into his nostrils as the sick steamed in the freezing night air.
  


  
    The leather-coated boy laughed uproariously at his friend, who was now hanging on to the cherry tree for support.
  


  
    Fumbling inside his coat, George pulled out two five-pound notes and handed them to the boy. Leather coat took them from him and pushed them into the pocket of his jeans.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Trev. Let’s trounce the bastard.’
  


  
    Trevor was not capable of letting go of the cherry tree and so the leather-coated boy launched himself at George alone. He held up his arms in self-defence as the first blows hit him in the face and head. He could feel himself being pushed down to the ground and the knowledge that he would end up lying in the skinhead’s vomit was all that kept him upright. He felt the cold sting as the boy’s fist came into contact with his face. Then he was rolling down the small hill, the leather-coated boy kicking him.
  


  
    ‘Oi! What’s all the racket about out there?’ A man’s deep voice echoed across the road and the boy looked up in its direction. A light was on on the third floor and a large man in a string vest was leaning out of a window, shaking his fist. Lights were going on all over the flats. George heard the two boys stumbling away while he lay on the cold ground, gasping for air.
  


  
    Leonora Davidson heard the shouting and leapt from her bed. She pulled on her dressing gown and slippers and looked out of her bedroom window. She saw the body of a man lying at the bottom of the small rise, underneath the lamp post. She could see the two youths running away. One of them, in a leather coat, was dragging his friend along. She gritted her teeth. No one was safe these days. It was obvious the poor man had been mugged! She walked from her flat, picking up her door keys as she went, and ran down to where a small crowd had gathered around the injured man.
  


  
    ‘What happened, Fred?’ Her breath steamed in the cold night air. She shivered.
  


  
    ‘Little buggers want slaughtering. Mugged this poor old bastard as he walked by!’
  


  
    George still lay on the ground, quite enjoying all the attention.
  


  
    ‘Oh, you poor thing.’ Leonora’s voice was filled with pity. ‘I called the police. They’ll be here in a minute.’
  


  
    George’s ears flapped at the word ‘police’. He was up off the ground and brushing himself down in record time.
  


  
    ‘Really, there’s no need for the police. They’ll never catch them anyway. And I’m in a hurry.’
  


  
    He began to walk away from the small gathering.
  


  
    ‘But if you saw them you could give a description like.’ Fred’s voice was cajoling.
  


  
    George was shaking his bald head. He was aware that he had lost his hat somewhere along the line. He looked around for it frantically.
  


  
    Leonora walked over to him.
  


  
    ‘You’ve had a terrible shock. Shall I make you a nice cup of tea?’
  


  
    George could not believe what she was saying. She was inviting him into her home. If it had not been for her he would not be in this condition. The stupid whore!
  


  
    ‘It’s perfectly all right. I just want to get home.’
  


  
    His voice held its usual meekness and he saw her smile at him pityingly.
  


  
    A police car sped around the corner of the flats and screeched to a halt by the little crowd. George put his hand over his face in dismay. This was all he needed.
  


  
    ‘All right, all right. Calm down. What happened?’
  


  
    Everyone started talking at once.
  


  
    Sergeant Harris’s voice boomed out and George guessed it would wake up any of the residents who were not already up.
  


  
    Sergeant Harris looked at Leonora.
  


  
    ‘What happened, love?’
  


  
    ‘This poor man was mugged. Right here.’ She pointed to George who was trying to creep away.
  


  
    The sergeant looked at him, bewildered.
  


  
    ‘Where are you going?’
  


  
    ‘I . . . I really must get home. My wife will be worried . . .’
  


  
    Harris smiled at him. In shock, he thought to himself.
  


  
    ‘Come on, sir. Come to the station and we can get this all sorted out in no time.’
  


  
    ‘NO!’ George was amazed at the sound of his own voice. ‘I . . . I . . . Oh, leave me alone!’
  


  
    Harris stared at him stonily. ‘We’re only trying to help, sir.’
  


  
    ‘You know you won’t catch them. I just want to go home and forget about it.’
  


  
    He began to walk away as quickly as he could.
  


  
    The small crowd stared after his retreating back. Sergeant Harris nodded at PC Downes and they got back into their Panda car and followed him.
  


  
    ‘Get in, sir. The least we can do is give you a lift.’
  


  
    George got into the car, his heart in his boots.
  


  
    ‘Well I never, Fred! That poor man was in shock, I reckon.’
  


  
    ‘You’re right there, Leonora love. Poor old git. Not safe to walk the sodding streets these days . . .’
  


  
    ‘That’s the truth, Fred. I even get worried in me flat, with all the doors locked. You hear so much about rape and violence, it makes your blood run cold. Then to see that poor old man getting beaten up like that . . .’ She left the sentence unfinished.
  


  
    Sergeant Harris kept up a stream of chatter all the way to George’s house.
  


  
    ‘Look, sir. If you change your mind just pop into the station.’
  


  
    ‘I will, Officer. At the moment all I want is to get home. This is the house.’
  


  
    The Panda car pulled up outside George’s home and he made a hasty retreat. Once inside he pulled off his overcoat and hung it on the banister, then went up to the bathroom. His face was slightly swollen but not too much. He breathed a sigh of relief.
  


  
    He went back downstairs and checked his overcoat. It was covered in vomit. He cursed silently and set about cleaning it.
  


  
    Fifty minutes later, there was no evidence of his escapade whatsoever. He made himself a cup of tea, and carrying it into the front room went to the lead light cupboard that housed the brandy and poured a generous measure into the cup. He sat on the settee and drank it gratefully.
  


  
    When he had finished he felt better, and getting up from the sofa went up to his wife’s room and popped his head around the door. Her snoring was loud and heavy. He smiled to himself. Three Mogadons to knock the old bag out, but it was worth it.
  


  
    Sneaking downstairs, he went to the hall cupboard. Opening it, he pulled up the carpet and folded it back. Then, using the screwdriver he left there for this express purpose, he prised up one of the floorboards. There, staring up at him, was his Mandy!
  


  
    He picked up the video almost lovingly, afterwards replacing the floorboard and the carpet. He took the video into the lounge. Pouring himself another measure of Three Barrels brandy into his dirty cup, he watched the film. As he did, he felt the tension and pain of the last few hours leave his body. As Mandy was assaulted over and over by a motley crew of degenerates, George Markham finally relaxed.
  


  
    Visions of Mrs Davidson cupping her breasts kept coming into his thoughts. Her furious rubbing of them. He watched Mandy take a man’s penis into her semen-smeared mouth and suddenly her face was Mrs Davidson’s, the man was him. He felt his breathing getting heavier.
  


  
    One good thing had come out of the evening: at least he knew her name now.
  


  
    The next day, George did not go to work. His face was swollen and he told Elaine that he had an abscess on his tooth. She dutifully rang his office and then left to go to her own job.
  


  
    She worked in a large supermarket in Grantley town. She was a ‘checkout girl’ and hated it.
  


  
    Left alone, George had an idea.
  


  
    Dressing himself meticulously, he got into his car and drove to London. As he admired the Essex countryside (even in the cold and wet it looked magnificent) George made his plans. After the fiasco of the night before, he decided that he should get himself kitted out properly.
  


  
    He turned on Essex Radio and sang along to the Carpenters as he drove. Lighthearted and gay, he made his way to London’s West End.
  


  
    George walked nervously into the shop in Soho. It was his first time in a sex shop; he’d always sent for his books and videos by post. But once inside he felt strangely at ease.
  


  
    Behind the counter was a man of about his age who smiled at him as he browsed around the shop. The only disappointment was that the books and videos were tame. Tame and boring. He picked up a leather mask and took it to the counter.
  


  
    ‘Eighty-five quid, please, guv.’
  


  
    George meticulously counted out the money. It would be his Christmas present to himself. He felt almost jovial.
  


  
    ‘You into bondage?’
  


  
    George nodded shyly. ‘Yes.’ He smiled his secret smile that just showed his teeth. ‘Yes, I am.’
  


  
    ‘Was you after the hard porn like? Only if you was, I think I can help you . . .’
  


  
    George picked up the carrier bag with the mask in and smiled again. Wider this time.
  


  
    ‘I’ve got snuff movies here for two hundred quid a throw.’
  


  
    George was perplexed. ‘Snuff movies?’
  


  
    The man saw his confusion and pulled him to one side to explain.
  


  
    ‘Look, they’re films with birds in . . . getting the business like. But they ain’t pretend, see? It’s really happening to them. That’s why they’re called “snuff” or “stuff” movies.’
  


  
    The man could see that George was still unsure. He sighed. He had been in this game for thirty years, man and boy. He knew a nonce when he saw one, and he would swear on his granddaughter’s head that this bloke was one. A prize nonce.
  


  
    ‘Look, it’s the Yanks who thought them up. They kidnap some bird. Tie her up. Rape her and all that, you know . . . And her screams and moans are real, get it? Real. It’s true. I’ve got a new lot in and they are well dawdy, I can tell you. There’s one where the bird is actually dead and they still fuck the arse off her. Going like hot cakes they are.’
  


  
    George’s eyes were gleaming.
  


  
    ‘How much did you say they were?’
  


  
    ‘Two hundred smackers, mate. And cheap at the price. I can tell yer.’
  


  
    ‘Can I pay by Barclaycard? Only I haven’t got any more cash, you see.’
  


  
    ‘’Course you can, guv. We take everything here. Even American Express. Just as long as you have some other form of identification, we’re cooking with gas.’
  


  
    The man smiled and George smiled back. He felt as if he had found a true friend.
  


  
    ‘If I was to give you a ring every now and then to see what was in stock, so to speak . . .’
  


  
    The man patted his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘’Course you can, my old cocker. I’ll save you anything a bit near the mark. How’s that?’ The man knew a policeman from thirty paces and was patting himself on the back. This bloke was a right prat.
  


  
    ‘Oh, thank you so much. Where I live . . .’ He spread his hands helplessly.
  


  
    ‘I know what you mean. People don’t understand us real men, do they?’
  


  
    The shopkeeper was busy taking the credit card from George before he had time to change his mind.
  


  
    ‘No, they don’t.’
  


  
    He left ten minutes later, with his mask and his new film, both in a plain brown carrier bag clutched in his sweaty hand.
  


  
    Looking around him at the faces and sounds of Soho, George Markham felt as if he had finally come home.
  


  
    When Elaine opened the front door after her day at work, George had the dinner on and a pot of tea waiting for her.
  


  
    ‘Sit yourself down, my love, you must be tired out. I’ve made us a nice bit of steak and chips.’
  


  
    Elaine stared at her husband as if she had never seen him before. He seemed almost happy.
  


  
    ‘Thank you, George. I must say I’m glad you bothered to cook. I didn’t feel like it one bit.’
  


  
    He chucked her under the chin as he placed a cup of steaming tea in front of her.
  


  
    ‘For you, my precious, anything!’
  


  
    He grinned at her, and Elaine grinned back.
  


  
    There was definitely something odd here. The last time George had chucked her under the chin had been over twenty years ago, when they had still been happy. She sipped her tea and tried to shake off her suspicions. That had been before they’d had to move. Before everything had started going wrong.
  


  
    Elaine drank her tea, watching George as he cooked.
  


  
    She shook her head. There was no doubt about it: he was happy.
  


  
    But why?
  


  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    George sat at his desk, blind to the ledgers in front of him. All he could see was the movie that he had purchased from the sex shop in Soho. Ever since he had watched it, he’d had a sense of unreality. Sometimes it frightened him, like the night before when he had been sitting with Elaine watching a programme about Giant Pandas. He had sat, sipping his tea, watching the film – and then he had just gone. Gone away in his mind to the other film. He was                                         in



















 the other film. He was the star. He was in complete control.
  


  
    He had been brought back to reality by Elaine’s voice. It could crack glass and sour milk, all in one fell swoop. But his aberration had scared him. Because lately he could not control his thoughts at all. They ran away with him any time of the day or night.
  


  
    He shook himself mentally and told himself to get on with the job in hand. He stared once more at the sales ledger in front of him.
  


  
    ‘Mr Markham, have you five minutes to spare?’
  


  
    The voice of Josephine Denham broke into his thoughts. He turned in his seat to see her standing in the doorway, smiling at him.
  


  
    ‘Of course, Mrs Denham.’ His voice was soft and polite.
  


  
    Josephine Denham turned and walked back to her office. George Markham gave her the creeps and she did not know why. He was always polite. Chillingly polite. He never took days off for no reason, he always kept himself to himself, never took long lunches or tried to engage her in banter, like some of the other male employees. All in all he was a model worker. Yet she had to admit to herself there was something about his soft, pudgy body and watery grey eyes that gave her the willies. She sat at her desk and observed the little man in front of her.
  


  
    ‘Please, take a seat.’
  


  
    She watched George take the material of his trousers between his thumb and forefinger and pull it up before sitting down. Even this action irritated her. She saw his funny little smile, that just showed his teeth, and felt even more annoyed. George on the other hand was surreptitiously looking at Josephine’s enormous breasts. He could see the rise and fall of every breath she took.
  


  
    As far as he was concerned, Josephine Denham had a chest of Olympian standards.
  


  
    She saw his smile widen, and forced herself to grin back.
  


  
    ‘I am sorry to have to call you in, George. You’ve always been a good worker . . .’
  


  
    He was more alert now. The smile had gone.
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid that in these difficult times . . . with the recession . . . well, we’re going to have to let some of the staff go. You will be paid redundancy money, of course.’
  


  
    George felt as if someone had burst his own private bubble of happiness.
  


  
    ‘I see.’ But he didn’t see. He didn’t see at all. He had been with this firm for fifteen years.
  


  
    ‘How many will be going?’
  


  
    Josephine Denham took a deep breath. He may as well know now as later.
  


  
    ‘Five. Johnson, Mathers, Davids and Pelham. Not forgetting your good self, of course.’
  


  
    George stared at her. His expressionless face seemed to be drinking her in. She shuddered.
  


  
    ‘I see.’ So all the older men were to go. The young so-called dynamos were all staying. George felt an urge to leap from his chair and slap the supercilious bitch with her painted face, her dyed blond hair, her fat, wobbling breasts. The dirty stinking slut! The dirty whore! He hoped she died screaming of cancer. He hoped they sliced her breasts inch by inch. He hoped . . .
  


  
    ‘Are you all right, Mr Markham?’ Josephine Denham was nervous. He had sat staring at her for over five minutes. No expression on his face, nothing. He knew and she knew that he was finished. No other firm would take him at fifty-one. He just did not have what it took. He had no charisma, no personality. George Markham had nothing going for him at all.
  


  
    ‘I really am dreadfully sorry, George.’ She said his name timidly. Unsure of herself.
  


  
    He looked at her before turning towards the door. ‘You will be.’
  


  
    His voice was muffled and Josephine could not hear him. ‘Sorry, I didn’t quite . . .’
  


  
    George turned to face her and smiled again.
  


  
    ‘I said, you will be.’
  


  
    Was he being sarcastic? She watched as he shuffled from her office, his shoulders even more rounded and dejected-looking than when he had come in.
  


  
    She breathed a sigh of relief. At least she had got that out of the way.
  


  
    She picked up her cigarettes and lit one. For some unknown reason she was shaking. She grinned to herself. Imagine being nervous of a little runt like George Markham!
  


  
    But her uneasiness stayed with her all day.
  


  
    George went back to his desk and sat silent and still until lunchtime. His mind was whirling underneath his calm exterior. He got into the little pub, the Fox Revived, at five past twelve and ordered himself a large brandy.
  


  
    The barmaid was about forty-five with long bleached blond hair and enormous false eyelashes. Her tiny, empty breasts were visible through her cheesecloth top. George looked at her in disgust.
  


  
    Another slut. They were all fucking sluts. He put his hand to his mouth, shocked at even thinking such a word.
  


  
    ‘That’ll be one pound ninety, please.’ The barmaid’s voice had a nasal twang as she tried to speak in a refined manner.
  


  
    ‘Thank you very much, dear. Please have one yourself.’
  


  
    She answered his tiny smile with a wide one of her own, showing big tobacco-stained teeth.
  


  
    George handed her the five-pound note and waited for his change. Then, taking his drink, he went to a small corner table and sipped his brandy.
  


  
    Elaine would go stark staring mad when he told her. It would be another thing to hold against him. Oh, Elaine was good at collecting grudges. She collected grudges like other women collected hats or shoes. She still hadn’t forgiven him for that other business. She never mentioned it, oh no, but he knew that it was there between them, like a silent ghost. He took a gulp of his drink, the rawness of the cheap brandy burning his throat.
  


  
    It was not his fault. He had hardly known what was happening. One minute they had been smiling and laughing and the next the girl had been screaming. Oh, that scream! It had gone right through his skull and into his brain. The silly little bitch. Surely she had known what was going to happen?
  


  
    ‘Hello there, Georgie boy!’
  


  
    Peter Renshaw stood in front of him, positively beaming with good humour and camaraderie. George felt his heart sink to his boots. This was all he needed, that bloody numbskull Renshaw twittering on.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Peter. Can I get you a drink?’
  


  
    ‘No. It’s my shout, Georgie. Not every day I see you in my little love nest!’
  


  
    George watched him click his fingers at the blonde monstrosity behind the bar and wink at her.
  


  
    ‘Vivienne, my cherub. Bring me a G and T with ice and a slice, and whatever my good friend here is drinking. Oh, and not forgetting one for your lovely self.’
  


  
    George watched the woman preening as she smiled her assent. Peter sat down beside George and whispered: ‘She’s been round the turf a few times, but she can warm a man’s cockles when the fancy takes her.’
  


  
    George wrinkled his nose in disgust and Peter laughed.
  


  
    ‘Listen, Georgie boy, a bit of advice, man to man.’ He nudged George in the ribs. ‘You don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re stoking the fire. Know what I mean?’
  


  
    George smiled for lack of anything else to do. He wished that Renshaw would have a massive heart attack and die if that was what it took to keep him quiet.
  


  
    ‘If you say so, Peter.’
  


  
    ‘Pete! Pete, for God’s sake, Georgie boy. No one calls me Peter, not even my old mum, God bless her.’
  


  
    Vivienne brought their drinks to the table and George saw her tickle Peter’s neck with her fingers as she walked away. Bloody dirty filthy slag!
  


  
    ‘What you staring at, Georgie? Fancy a quick bonk with her, do you?’ Leaning back in his seat, Peter went to call the woman back.
  


  
    George, mortified at what Peter meant to do, dragged the man’s head round by grabbing the collar of his sheepskin coat.
  


  
    ‘NO! Peter . . . I mean, Pete.’ He calmed his voice. ‘I was just thinking, that’s all. I had a bit of bad news today.’
  


  
    ‘So they told you then?’
  


  
    George looked at him, perplexed.
  


  
    ‘Told me what?’ Peter could not detect the edge to George’s voice.
  


  
    ‘That they was “outing” you. It’s been common knowledge for months.’
  


  
    George was dumbstruck. So everyone knew? Everyone but him. Everyone had been looking at him and laughing at him. Oh, yes, laughing at him. Laughing up their bloody sleeves at him!
  


  
    Peter watched the amazed expression on George’s face turn to one of virulent anger. It shocked even him. He’d thought that George had known. Everyone else had. Sorry now, he put his hand on George’s arm.
  


  
    ‘Hey, I’m sorry, old man. Christ, I thought you knew. I really thought you knew.’
  


  
    George took a deep breath.
  


  
    ‘No, Pete. I didn’t know. I really didn’t.’
  


  
    George’s voice was his own once more. Quiet and polite. ‘I never even guessed.’
  


  
    ‘Come on, Georgie boy. Best thing that could happen really. I mean, what are you – fifty-eight? Fifty-nine?’
  


  
    ‘I’m fifty-one, Peter. Fifty-one.’
  


  
    ‘Oh. Well, never mind anyway. Get an early pension. Live a little. See the kids.’
  


  
    ‘I have no children, Peter. Elaine and I never . . .’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’
  


  
    Peter was finding it increasingly difficult to find things to say. He himself had a wife, four children and a string of mistresses and one-night stands the length and breadth of the country. People like George amazed and intrigued him. How could you live fifty-one years and have nothing to look forward to? He saw himself in years to come, when he was a bit long in the tooth for affairs and fumbling encounters, living with his wife and watching his grandchildren grow up. With hundreds of happy memories to see him through the twilight years.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Georgie boy, drink up. Think of the great leaving do we’ll have for you! There, that’ll cheer you up.’ He snapped his fingers at the barmaid again. ‘Another round here, Viv, if you please.’
  


  
    The pub was beginning to fill up and George watched Peter greet friends and acquaintances. He nodded hello at different introductions and all the time his mind was in a turmoil.
  


  
    What the hell was Elaine going to say?
  


  
    Elaine sat in the canteen at work and stirred her coffee listlessly.
  


  
    George was not right, yet she had to admit he had been a lot better to live with these last few weeks. He had been lighthearted. Like before all the trouble.
  


  
    She pushed the unpleasant thoughts from her mind. George had paid his debt to society. He had a clean slate. They had built themselves a new life of sorts. After twenty years, maybe it was time to let go of the past.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Elaine, I hate Fridays, don’t you?’
  


  
    Margaret Forrester sat down at Elaine’s table and slipped off her shoes.
  


  
    ‘My feet will end up in the                                         Guinness Book Of Records



















 one of these days. The most swollen feet in the world.’
  


  
    Elaine laughed at her friend.
  


  
    ‘Why do you insist on wearing those heels? Get yourself a pair of comfortable flats.’
  


  
    ‘No. My legs are me only vanity. I won’t let them go till I have to.’
  


  
    Elaine shook her head. ‘Shall I get you a coffee?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, yes please, Elaine. And a bowl of cold water if they’ve got one.’
  


  
    Elaine got her friend a coffee and they sat together chatting.
  


  
    ‘So where you off to on holiday then?’
  


  
    Elaine shrugged.
  


  
    ‘Probably Bournemouth again.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, sod off, Elaine. No one goes to Bournemouth these days unless they go in a wheelchair. Why don’t you come to Spain with me and the girls? Sun, sand, sea, sex . . .’
  


  
    Margaret did a little dance in her chair.
  


  
    ‘I can’t wait to get there! Last year we was in this hotel, right on the seafront, and next door was only a bloody parrot sanctuary. All bloody night the sodding things screeched. And you know Caroline from frozen foods? She threw all our shoes at them one night. Pissed out of our heads we was. We had to go and ask for them back the next day. It was a scream!’
  


  
    Elaine smiled.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know, Margaret. George . . .’
  


  
    ‘Oh, balls to George! It’s only a hundred and twenty quid for the fortnight, full board. I know it’s in March and it’s not that hot. But, oh dear me, do we have a good time! Please come.’
  


  
    For the first time in her life Elaine felt a surge of pleasure in doing the unexpected. George was quite capable of looking after himself.
  


  
    Margaret put her hand on Elaine’s arm.
  


  
    ‘Come on, girl. Let your hair down before it’s too late.’
  


  
    Elaine ran her tongue slowly over her teeth, then bit her lip. Margaret could see the indecision on her friend’s face.
  


  
    ‘All right then . . . I’ll go!’
  


  
    Elaine began to laugh in excitement.
  


  
    ‘We’ll go and book it after work. That way you can’t change your mind.’
  


  
    ‘George will have a fit when I tell him.’
  


  
    ‘Let him! My old man did the first time, but as I said to him: “You only live once”.’
  


  
    ‘That’s the truth.’
  


  
    Elaine bit her lip again. This time in excitement. Two whole weeks without George! Bliss . . .
  


  
    Elaine heard the front door shut and squared her shoulders as if waiting to begin a fight. But George wouldn’t fight. George never fought about anything.
  


  
    He would give her his wounded soldier look, his baffled schoolboy look, or his ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ look. She carried on mashing the potatoes. George entered the kitchen. Summoning every resource she had, Elaine put a smile on her face and looked at her husband.
  


  
    ‘Hello, George. Sit yourself down, the meal’s nearly ready.’
  


  
    She saw George’s right eyebrow rise and forced herself to carry on mashing.
  


  
    He sat in his usual seat at the table. The white Formica table that they had bought from MFI aeons ago. When white Formica tables had been important to them.
  


  
    ‘Have a good day?’ She was determined to be friendly.
  


  
    Oh yes, Elaine, George thought, I had a great day. I was called into Mrs Denham’s office and all but kicked out of the firm on my arse. He put the back of his hand over his mouth. He must stop swearing to himself. One day he would forget and swear at Elaine.
  


  
    ‘Not bad, love. You?’ His voice was low and flat.
  


  
    She put the mashed potato on the plates next to the pork chops. George watched her as she patted it into shape with her fingers. Then she began to ladle out the peas.
  


  
    ‘I had quite a good day actually, George.’
  


  
    He allowed himself another lift of the eyebrow. Well, well, well. That was a turn up for the book. Elaine enjoying herself at work . . . If she was to be believed, she ran the whole store single-handed from her till.
  


  
    ‘That’s good, dear.’
  


  
    Elaine was pouring the gravy and had to stifle an urge to pour it over George’s bald head.
  


  
    ‘That’s nice, dear. That’s good, dear. Hell’s bells, George! I’m your wife. You don’t have to be polite to your own wife.’
  


  
    George could see the confusion in her face as she looked at him. Elaine was such a difficult woman. He could just imagine the reaction if he told her that she bored the arse off him. That her voice went through his head like a marauding migraine. That he wished she were dead so he could claim the insurance money.
  


  
    Elaine put his dinner in front of him.
  


  
    She was still talking, but George was on the special auto pilot he reserved for Elaine’s chatter about work.
  


  
    ‘Anyway, when they asked me . . . I mean, one of the girls had dropped out you see . . . I thought: Why not? I’d love to go to Spain.’
  


  
    George was in the process of eating a piece of tough pork chop when he realised what she was saying.
  


  
    ‘Spain? Did you say Spain?’ Elaine heard the incredulity in his voice and it annoyed her. What did he think then? That she was not the Spain sort?
  


  
    ‘Yes, I said Spain, George. You know, where the Spanish people live.’
  


  
    ‘And you’re going? You . . . to Spain?’
  


  
    Elaine put down her knife and fork, balancing them on the side of her plate.
  


  
    ‘Just what’s that supposed to mean?’
  


  
    George opened his mouth to answer but Elaine was in full flood by then.
  


  
    ‘I suppose you think of Spain as full of page three girls and blond Adonises? Well, let me tell you, George, the girls at work have a bloody good time there, mate. A bloody good time. And just for once in my life –’ she poked herself in the chest with her thumb – ‘I am going to join in with the real world. I am going to have fun. Have a laugh. I’m not too old to enjoy myself.
  


  
    ‘Let’s face it, if I waited for you to show me a good time, I’d be six feet under.’
  


  
    George watched her face as she spoke. Her features were bunched like a screwed-up handkerchief and for one dreadful moment he imagined her topless on the beach.
  


  
    Then he started to laugh. He laughed until the tears ran from his eyes and he had an attack of coughing. He laughed while Elaine slapped him on the back to stop him choking. Finally he was too weak to laugh any more and slowly his breathing returned to normal.
  


  
    She was staring down at him, bewildered.
  


  
    ‘I am sorry, Elaine. Sorry for laughing. It’s just that you gave me a shock. I mean, you’ve never wanted to go before, have you? And now out of the blue . . . You go, Elaine. You go and enjoy yourself. I can just see you with a lovely tan. It will do you the world of good.’
  


  
    She was nonplussed. She had a sneaking feeling that George was taking the piss.
  


  
    He read her mind and spoke again.
  


  
    ‘I laughed because after all these years you can still surprise me.’
  


  
    Elaine relaxed.
  


  
    ‘Shall I open a bottle of wine, dear? To celebrate?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, George. Do that. You do that.’
  


  
    She sat back at the table and resumed her meal. She was too hard on George, that was the trouble. He was pleased that she was going off to enjoy herself. He didn’t begrudge her a little time away from him. She made up her mind to be more friendly, try and understand him a bit better. A short while later they clinked glasses.
  


  
    ‘To Spain, my dear.’
  


  
    ‘To Spain.’
  


  
    They finished their meal in peace, and George left Elaine finishing the bottle of wine while he went for a walk.
  


  
    George walked the streets for twenty minutes, his hands deep in his pockets and his head burrowed into the neck of his overcoat. He liked the winter months, liked the anonymity the dark nights created. He made his way to Motherwell Street and walked slowly along the lines of houses.
  


  
    How the hell was he going to break the news to Elaine about his redundancy? From what he could gather from Renshaw, he would be out on his ear in February. He shuddered. He had calmed her tonight but that wouldn’t last long. He closed his eyes briefly, pondering his problem. His redundancy would only make her more convinced that he was an all round loser.
  


  
    Geraldine O’Leary smiled at herself in her mirror. Still not satisfied with her make-up, she applied more fuchsia pink lipstick. Opening her mouth wide, she spread it liberally then rubbed her lips together. She smiled at herself again, satisfied. Picking up her hairbrush, she began to pull it through her long brown hair, the electricity crackling as she did so.
  


  
    Mick O’Leary watched his wife from the bed. Even after twelve years she could still excite him. At thirty-four she was the mother of his three children and did not look much older than the day he’d married her. He gazed at her as she slipped on her bra and pants. Their eyes met and they smiled, an intimate smile.
  


  
    ‘I wish you wouldn’t go tonight, Gerry.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t want to go, Mick. But if I stay home I’ll regret it next week, you know that. Fifteen quid is fifteen quid. And Christmas will be here soon . . .’ Her voice trailed off.
  


  
    Mick sighed. Getting off the bed, he pulled on his trousers.
  


  
                                            

  


  
    ‘I suppose you’re right. You’re not wearing that blouse, are you?’
  


  
    Geraldine looked down at the blouse she was buttoning up. ‘Why? What’s wrong with it?’
  


  
    ‘You can see your bra through it.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, Mick! You’re crazy . . .’
  


  
    ‘Well, I don’t like the thought of men looking at my wife.’
  


  
    ‘Women come in the wine bar as well, you know.’ She pursed her lips at him and he laughed.
  


  
    ‘Not as good-looking as you though, girl.’
  


  
    Geraldine smiled and slipped on a black skirt. Then she stepped into her high-heeled shoes and sprayed herself liberally with perfume.
  


  
    Checking her make-up one last time, she left the bedroom with her husband and they went downstairs.
  


  
    Sophie, Donald and Grania, aged three, five and ten respectively, looked up as they came into the lounge.
  


  
    ‘See you all later, and be good for Daddy.’
  


  
    Sophie, in pink pyjamas, put out her arms for a cuddle and Geraldine picked her up, smelling the babyness of her and cuddling the little girl to her chest.
  


  
    ‘You be good, madam.’ She looked over at her husband who had sat down and picked up the TV section of the paper.
  


  
    ‘Don’t let her play you up. Eight o’clock is bedtime for the three of you.’
  


  
    Grania and Donald groaned.
  


  
    ‘I mean it. Or no sweets tomorrow.’
  


  
                                            

  


  
    She placed Sophie on the couch with her brother and sister and pulled on her coat. As she buttoned it up she gave her orders.
  


  
    ‘There’s some chicken left in the fridge, Mick, if you fancy a sandwich, and I got you in some beers. Oh, and before I forget, I’ve left my Avon order by the phone. The girl will be calling around tonight.’
  


  
    ‘You just get yourself off, Gerry. I’ll sort out this end. See you later, love.’
  


  
    She kissed him on the mouth.
  


  
    ‘Be careful, Gerry, and don’t take any lip. Right?’
  


  
    Geraldine looked down at her husband’s face and grinned. ‘Right. ’Bye, kids.’
  


  
    She kissed them all in turn and went from the house. The cold wind hit her in the face as she shut her front door and began walking the half mile to the wine bar where she worked. As she walked, she made Christmas lists in her head. She had already got most of the stuff for the two eldest. Grania had a bike which was at this minute hidden in her mother-in-law’s shed and Donald had an Atari game. She was deliberating whether to get Sophie a kiddies’ kitchen set or a doll’s pram when she turned into Vauxhall Drive.
  


  
    She instinctively pulled her coat tighter around her. She hated this bit. The road was wide and pitted, banked on the left-hand side by woods. She had played in the woods many times as a child and knew every inch of them. Yet still they gave her the creeps. It was so dark, and only a couple of the houses were now lived in. The others had been demolished to make way for a new development that had never been built. Many years ago this had been the ‘good’ end of town. Now it flanked the woods on one side and the council estate on the other and the large Victorian dwellings were gradually being razed to the ground.
  


  
    Her heels clattered on the uneven pavement as she walked and the sound comforted her. She could see the end of the road ahead and relaxed.
  


  
    Silly cow! she chided herself. Frightened of shadows!
  


  
    She began to walk faster, the lights at the end of the road like beacons drawing her towards them.
  


  
    George had been standing in the entrance of the woods for about fifteen minutes. He looked at the luminous dial on his watch. Here she came. Right on time. It was a quarter past seven.
  


  
    He swallowed and flexed fingers that were now encased in white cotton gloves.
  


  
    As Geraldine passed him he stepped out from his hiding place and grabbed her hair. The long brown hair that was her best feature.
  


  
    As she opened her mouth to scream, George grabbed her under the jaw and began dragging her into the woods. As she kicked out to free herself she lost one of her shoes. She was terrified.
  


  
    George was puffing and panting; she was bigger than he’d thought. He dragged her along with difficulty, her muffled cries annoying him. He still had a good hold on her hair and jaw. Pulling her sideways with all his strength, he threw her down.
  


  
    Geraldine hit the ground with such force it winded her. She lay in the dirt, stunned for a moment. But only a moment. George saw her pull herself to her hands and knees, and as she tried to rise he kicked her as hard as he could in the stomach, sending her reeling back on to the ground.
  


  
    Geraldine was holding her stomach with both hands when she saw the man kneeling beside her. Gathering up every ounce of strength she had left she rolled away from him, trying to get to her feet.
  


  
    George watched the woman rolling away again and tutted. She was getting on his nerves now. Picking up a piece of wood which lay close to hand he brought it back over his head and slammed it down on her skull. He watched her crumple and sighed with relief. He sat quietly beside her for a few moments until he got his breath back and his heart stopped hammering in his ears. Then, pulling out his handkerchief, he wiped his forehead clean of sweat.
  


  
    Happier now, he looked at the woman. She was lying on her back with her head turned away from him and he smiled to himself. Good! He didn’t want her watching him. Going to her, he began to unbutton her coat. George decided he liked her coat and opened it up gently. Then, humming to himself, he began to pull off her skirt. No tights on, and in this weather as well! He tutted to himself again. Her limbs felt heavy as he undid her blouse and laid it back neatly with her coat. Still humming, he looked down at her bra. In the dimness he could just make out a piece of plastic. He fiddled about with it for a second and then her breasts seemed to burst out of it into his hands. She had been wearing a front fastening bra – she must have known what was going to happen! George caressed her breasts. He was feeling a deep tenderness towards the woman now. Then he used the knife to cut off her panties.
  


  
    While he carried out his ministrations he felt the excitement building up within him. And such was his feeling of ecstatic happiness as he pulled her legs open, he had to stifle the cry that had gathered in his throat.
  


  
    This was what she wanted. This was what they all wanted.
  


  
    It was when George lay across her, spent and replete, that he found out why she had not moved at all during his little ‘game’.
  


  
    The lump of wood, so convenient, had contained a six-inch nail. It had been forced through her skull and into her brain.
  


  
    George looked at her and tutted once more.
  


  
    It was her own fault. All her own fault. Women always caused trouble. They were just so bloody stupid . . . Stupid fucking bitches! Bringing his fist back he smashed it into her face as hard as he could.
  


  
    Mick O’Leary looked at the policewoman’s face in disbelief. He had been up all night and thought that maybe his mind was playing tricks on him.
  


  
    ‘What did you say?’
  


  
    The WPC had never felt so bad in all her life. She saw the three children huddled together on the settee. Their father’s fear had communicated itself to them. She could have cried herself.
  


  
    ‘Your wife was found an hour ago, Mr O’Leary. She’s been murdered.’
  


  
    The WPC watched the man’s face crumple before her eyes, and put her arm around his shoulders.
  


  
    ‘Not my Gerry . . . Not my lovely Gerry. Please tell me that it’s not true? Please?’
  


  
    Mick O’Leary’s voice broke as he spoke the last word and he put his hands to his face, the tears bursting through his fingers like a dam.
  


  
    ‘Dad! Don’t cry, Daddy!’
  


  
    Ten-year-old Grania pulled her younger brother and sister into her arms. She had never seen her daddy cry before.
  


  
    ‘I want my mum. When’s my mummy coming home?’
  


  
    At the same moment as Mick O’Leary was being told that his world had been ripped apart, George Markham was cooking his wife a nice breakfast.
  


  
    Elaine walked into the kitchen, the smell of eggs and bacon making her mouth water.
  


  
    ‘Oh, George, I would have done that.’
  


  
    He actually laughed.
  


  
    ‘I wanted to do it for you, my love. I do love you, you know, Elaine.’
  


  
    ‘Do you, George?’
  


  
    For some unknown reason his saying that he loved her depressed her more than anything else he could have done.
  


  
    George held out her chair for her and she sat down at the table.
  


  
    ‘Eat that up, my dear.’
  


  
    Elaine stared at the eggs, bacon and tomatoes, and her appetite came back.
  


  
    George watched her eat.
  


  
    That’s why you’re so fat, Elaine, he thought, because you’re a greedy bitch.
  


  
    ‘Now then, my dear, what’s it to be? Tea or coffee?’ His voice was as polite as ever.
  


  
    But George had a secret. A very important and exciting secret that he would not tell to a living soul.
  


  
    He ate his own breakfast. For some reason he had a ravenous appetite this morning.
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