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Martina Cole is the acknowledged queen of crime drama with a long line of No. 1 bestselling and phenomenally successful novels to her name.

Several of Martina’s novels have been adapted for the screen, most recently The Take and The Runaway, which were shown on Sky One to remarkable reviews. In addition, Two Women and The Graft have been adapted for the stage; both were highly acclaimed when performed at the Theatre Royal Stratford East, which also staged Dangerous Lady in 2012, celebrating twenty years since Martina’s debut novel was published.

Martina Cole is a phenomenon. She continues to smash sales records with each of her books, which have sold thirteen million copies in total. Her hard-hitting, uncompromising and haunting writing is in a genre all its own – no one writes like Martina.
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‘Cole has the amazing talent of making characters appear larger than life.  Another fabulous effort’ Sun
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A tour-de-force thriller of corruption and violence from the No. 1 bestselling author Martina Cole.


In the sixties, Briony Cavanagh ran a string of the most notorious brothels in London. Only Briony knew what went on behind those doors, and she never opened her mouth – unless she stood to benefit. Only Briony knew the painful road she'd travelled to get there. From an impoverished childhood that ended with shocking betrayal, she was determined to be mistress of her own fate. But along with success came risk and danger. And the Goodnight Lady had her own secret place that was always shadowed by loss.




For my sisters, Maura and Loretta. We’ve held each other’s hands, wiped each other’s tears, supported each other, laughed together even when our world had collapsed around us and enjoyed every second of it. We are grown women now, but still at heart, we’re the Whiteside girls.

Remembering Jonathan Peake and Eric Lane, with love always.
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BOOK ONE

‘When I was a child, I spake as a child, 
I understood as a child, 
I thought as a child.’

– 1 Corinthians 13:11

‘The children of perdition are oft’times made instruments even of the greatest work.’

– Ben Jonson, 1637-1673




Prologue

1989

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One of the nurses sat down on the bed.

‘Is it true what they said about you?’

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

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

The two nurses exchanged glances.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The nurses smiled.

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

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

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




Chapter One

Molly Cavanagh shivered underneath the sacking. It was so very cold. She could feel the earthy dampness beneath the mattress with every movement of her aching back. She shifted position slightly and looked at the children huddled around the dying fire. The eldest, Eileen, turned to face her mother and lifted her eyebrows questioningly. Molly shook her head; the child was a long way from coming. Time enough to get Mrs Briggs when it was well on.

‘Can I get you a drink, Ma?’

Molly held out a dirty hand to Eileen and she came to her mother’s side.

‘Go down to Donnelly’s and get some coal. There’s a few pennies in me skirt pocket.’

The girl turned from her and Molly grabbed at her hand. ‘And keep your eye on that Brendan Donnelly. Make sure he weighs it properly, last time it was all slack.’

As she spoke her breath gleamed like white mist in the dimness.

‘I will, Ma.’ Eileen picked up a shawl and, pocketing the pennies, she left the basement room. The four other little girls watched her go. Kerry, the youngest, got up from her place by the fender and slipped under the covers with her ma.

Molly closed her eyes. When that Paddy got in today she’d cut the legs from under him. It was always the same when he was working: full of good intentions until payday. ‘We’ll pay a bit off  the back of the rent. We’ll have a grand dinner of pie and peas and taties. We’ll maybe even send the little ones to school.’ Then when the first week’s wages came it was straight down The Bull for a jar of Watney’s, without a thought for her or his children.

Her mind was jolted back to the present by Briony, her second eldest daughter. Never a child to keep her temper long, the crack as she slapped her younger sister Bernadette across the legs broke the silence of the room.

‘Ma! Ma! She gave me a dig! Did you see that, Ma? Did you see that?’

Kerry sat up in the bed with excitement. ‘Will you be slapping the face off of Briony, Ma? I saw the crack she gave our Bernie . . .’

‘Will you all be quiet! And Bernadette, stop that howling and jigging about before I give you all a crack.’

Something in their mother’s voice communicated itself to the children who all became quiet at once.

After a few minutes Kerry started to sing softly to herself. Bernadette sat beside Rosalee; taking her hand, she smiled into the vacant eyes. Molly watched, and as she saw Rosalee smile back, felt a pain in her chest. Why the hell had God sent her Rosalee? Hadn’t she enough on her plate as it was without an idiot? Then, seeing her chance, Bernadette leant over Rosalee and pinched Briony hard on the inside of her leg. She leapt up in the air. Pushing Rosalee out of the way, she grabbed at Bernadette’s hair, dragging the now screaming child across the dirt floor, shaking her as Bernadette grabbed hopelessly at the fingers tugging her hair.

Kerry sat up again in the bed. ‘That’s it, our Briony. Scratch the skin from her hands. . . The dirty bitch!’

Molly dragged her cumbersome body up. With one deft movement she slapped Kerry’s face. A howl went up. Then she dragged herself from the bed and set about Briony and Bernadette. Her work-worn hands found legs and arms and she slapped them hard. Rosalee watched it all in the dying firelight and her expression never changed. Three shrieking voices rang  in Molly’s ears. She held on to the mantelpiece for support as a pain tore through her. Bent double, she gasped and tried to steady her breathing.

‘I’m giving you all one last warning,’ she told them, ‘I mean it. One sound and you’re all out in the backyard until the birth’s over. If you don’t think I’d send you out in the cold, then you just try me . . . You just bloody try me!’

She staggered back to her bed. Briony tried to help her, sorry now for all the trouble, and Molly slapped her hands away.

‘You, Briony, should know better. You’re eight years old. You should be helping me, child.’

She dropped her eyes and her thick red hair hung over her face like a tangled curtain.

‘I’m sorry, Ma.’

Molly climbed into bed once more. The bugs in it ran amok, this way and that, trying to get into the torn mattress before they were squashed by the bulk above them.

‘“I’m sorry, Ma”. If I had a penny for every time I heard that, I’d be living the life of Riley! One more word out of any of you and I’ll let your father find you work. I mean it.’

Briony was scared now. Her father would farm them out in the morning; it was only her mother who’d stopped him until now. She took Bernadette’s hand and led her to the fireside. Rosalee smiled at them both and Briony hugged her close. Molly resumed her wait. Kerry crooned softly to herself again.

‘Sing us a song, Kerry.’ Briony’s voice broke the gloom. ‘Send our Rosalee off to sleep.’

Kerry lay beside her mother, her little face screwed up in consternation as she tried to think of an appropriate song.

Her haunting little voice came slowly at first but Molly relaxed against the dirty pillows and sighed. Kerry’s voice was like a draught of fresh air.


‘In Dublin’s fair city, 
Where the girls are so pretty, 
I first set my eyes 
On sweet Molly Malone . . .’



The mood in the room was once more homely. Briony smiled at Bernadette over Rosalee’s short cropped hair, their earlier fight forgotten. Molly watched her children and thanked God for the peace that had descended. It wouldn’t last long, she was aware of that, but while it lasted she would enjoy it.

Eileen’s bare feet were frozen. The cobbles had a thin sheet of ice on them and as she walked with the bucket of coal it banged against her shins, breaking the skin. She put the bucket down and rubbed them with one hand. She could hear the singing and almost feel the foetid warmth of The Bull as she stood outside. The street lamps had been lit and they cast a pink glow around her. She straightened and pushed her thick curly hair back off her face. As she bent down to pick up the bucket once more, a man stood in front of her. Eileen looked up into a large red face.

‘What’s your name, little girl?’ Eileen knew from his voice that he was class.

‘Eileen Cavanagh, sir.’

The man was looking her over from head to foot and she squirmed beneath his gaze. He pushed her hair back from her face, and studied her in the light of the street lamp.

‘You’re quite a pretty little thing, Eileen Cavanagh.’

She wasn’t sure how to answer the man who seemed to be dressed all in black, from his highly polished boots to his heavy cape and big black hat. He was well armoured against the weather and she wondered if it had occurred to him that she was freezing.

‘Thank you kindly, sir. I . . . I have to be getting along, me ma’s waiting on the coal.’

The man put heavy gloved hands on her shoulders and kneaded them, as if seeing how much meat she had on her. Then the doors of The Bull opened and a man stumbled out into the street.

Eileen recognised her da at once and called to him. ‘Da . . . Da! It’s me, Eileen.’

Paddy Cavanagh was drunk. Very drunk. And to add to his  misery he had lost every penny of his wages on a bet. His fuddled brain tried to take in what was happening as he lumbered over to his daughter.

‘Is that you, our Eileen?’

The big man smiled at her father and Eileen, for some reason she could not fathom, began to feel more frightened.

‘You have a beautiful daughter, Mr Cavanagh. I believe you work for me, don’t you?’

Paddy screwed up his eyes and recognised Mr Dumas, the owner of the blacking factory. Straightening up he tipped his cap to the man.

‘How old is the girl?’

Paddy wasn’t sure how old she was. That was women’s knowledge. Women remembered everything and passed it on to other women. How the Mary Magdalene was he to know something like that?

‘Tell the gentleman your age, Eileen.’

She bit her lip. Her large blue eyes were filling with unshed tears, and Mr Henry Dumas felt a stirring in him.

Patrick cuffed her ear. ‘Answer the man, you eejit. You’ve a tongue in your head long enough to talk the legs off a donkey any other time.’

‘I’m eleven, sir.’

‘Old enough to be working, then. Where do you work, child?’

‘She doesn’t work, sir.’ This was said bitterly. Paddy had wanted them all out working, but Molly had been adamant. Schooling for them all, even if it meant no food on the table.

‘You don’t go to work, a big strapping girl like you?’

Eileen looked down at the shiny ground, afraid to look into the big red face with the large moustaches.

‘I need a strong girl myself, Cavanagh. A strong young girl. I’ll pay you a pound a week for her.’

Patrick’s jaw dropped in shock. ‘A pound a week, sir? What for?’

He looked into Dumas’ face and it was written there, in his eyes and on the fat moist lips, and for a few seconds Paddy felt the bile rise in him.

Seeing the look on Cavanagh’s face, Dumas added: ‘Two pounds a week then.’

Paddy shook his head, not in denial but in wonderment. He looked at Eileen: at her shoeless feet, blue with the cold, at her scrawny legs and lice-ridden hair and suddenly he felt an overpowering sense of futility. Two pounds a week was a lot of money and Mr Dumas was a very wealthy man. He could make sure that Paddy stayed employed, no matter what. As for Eileen, she would be broken soon enough, the boys around about would see to that, and then there would be more mouths to feed. Dumas was offering her warmth and comfort, and she could be the means of helping her family.

Dumas watched the man battling it out with himself. Then opening his leather purse, he took out two sovereigns and laid them in the palm of his hand. The streetlight played over them, the gold glittering in Paddy’s eyes.

‘I’ll take her with me now then.’

‘As you like, sir.’

‘What about the coal, Da? I have to take the coal home to me ma. She’s waiting on it, the baby’s coming. . .’

‘Now shut your mouth, our Eileen, and go with Mr Dumas. You’re to do whatever he tells you, do you hear me? Anything he tells you at all.’

‘Yes, Da.’

The big man took her hand and pulled her away from her father. Paddy watched her go, his heart wretched. He squeezed his hand over the two sovereigns and felt a tear force its way from his eye. He tried to justify his actions all the way home. But even drunk and befuddled, he couldn’t quite convince himself.

Eileen sat in the cab and listened to the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves as it trotted through a residential area. She gaped at the big town houses in wonderment, her fear of the man gone a little now since he had wrapped her in his cloak. It smelt lovely.

Dumas studied her profile as she watched the houses. She was going to be stunning in a few years, but until then he would have her. He liked them young, very young.

Five minutes later they stopped at a small detached house. Eileen noticed the garden especially. Even in the cold it smelt of lavender. Mr Dumas lifted her from the coach and carried her up the pathway. The door was opened by a girl in her late-teens who ushered them inside. Eileen was placed on the floor in the hallway. It had carpet and she dug her toes into the unfamiliar softness.

‘Get Mrs Horlock, would you, Cissy?’

‘Yes, sir.’ She gave a little bob and walked through a green baize door to the side of her.

‘You’re going to have a nice hot bath soon. Then we can have something to eat.’

Eileen didn’t answer. This man was talking to her as if they had been friends for years. There was something not right here. But the thought of food cheered her.

Then someone came bursting through the green baize door. Eileen jumped with shock. Rushing towards her was a small silver-haired woman. Her teeth had long gone and her mouth seemed to have caved in around the gums. Her face was a mass of wrinkles that all seemed to criss-cross one another. Thick white hair was scraped back off her face into a tight white cap. Bright hazel eyes surveyed Eileen from head to foot.

‘Cissy, take the cloak and leave it in the outhouse until we can disinfect it, then come down to the scullery and help me scrub this one.’ She jerked her head at Eileen as she spoke and then pulled the cloak from her. Cissy grabbed at it and disappeared once more through the door.

Mrs Horlock sucked her gums and then felt Eileen’s limbs, finally grabbing at her tiny breasts.

‘Sturdy, Mr Dumas, sir. Not a bad choice, if I might say so. Got good teeth. A few good meals and she’ll put some flesh on her bones.’

‘My sentiments entirely, Mrs Horlock. Now if you don’t mind, I’ll be in the morning room enjoying a brandy. Send Cissy along with her when she’s ready.’

He smiled at Eileen as he spoke and she felt terror grip her heart.

Paddy Cavanagh stood in the centre of the foetid basement room and stared around him. Rosalee awakened and began to cry. Briony immediately began to rock her gently, soothing her back to sleep. Molly stared dull-eyed from the bed, Bernadette and Kerry dozing beside her.

‘The child’s well on then, Moll?’

She nodded, then frowned as she saw him making up the fire. ‘Where’s our Eileen, Pat? I sent her out to get the coal a couple of hours since.’

He stared into the fire. Briony’s eyes seemed to be boring into his.

‘I met her on me way home. I’d got her a job and she went there tonight.’

Molly sat up in the bed.

‘You what?’ Her voice was low.

Paddy turned to face his wife, working himself up into a temper.

‘You heard me, woman! I got her a job. Jesus himself knows we need the bloody money! She’ll be well looked after, she’ll get decent clothes and food . . .’

‘Where’s this job, Pat? Come on, tell me, where is this job?’

He could hear the doubt in his wife’s voice and felt a wave of anger. She did not trust him at all. Not with anything to do with the girls.

‘It’s working for Mr Dumas, the man who owns the blacking factory. She’ll be working in the house, Moll.’

‘Go and get her this minute, Paddy Cavanagh. I don’t want her working sixteen hours a day, running round like a blue-arsed fly for a few pennies a week.’

Paddy stormed to the bed and slapped his wife across the face. ‘I’ve said what she’s going to do, and now it’s done. I want to hear no more about it.’

Kerry and Bernadette both inhaled loudly at the slap their father gave to their mother. Kerry’s mouth was open in a large ‘O’ and Paddy raised his hand to her before the shriek came out.

She snapped her mouth shut immediately.

‘I’ll scalp the bloody face of the first one to whinge in this house tonight. I mean it.’

As he turned to the fireplace, the two sovereigns slipped from his hand and landed with a gentle chink on the dirt floor.

Molly pulled herself up on the bed and stared at them in amazement. Then, as her eyes flew up to meet her husband’s, realisation dawned.

‘You filthy bastard, you sold her to him, didn’t you? You sold my lovely Eileen to that man . . .’ She put her hands to her head and began to cry, a low deep moaning that wrenched Paddy Cavanagh’s heart from his body.

He tried to take her in his arms.

‘Molly, Moll . . . Listen to me, she’ll be living like a queen up there. Look, we’ll get two pounds every week . . .’

Molly pushed him from her in disgust. ‘So it’s come to this? You’d pimp out your own child, you dirty blackguard!

‘We had to eat, woman, can’t you see that?’

‘Why couldn’t we eat with your wages then? Because they all went in The Bull, didn’t they? Didn’t they? By Christ, I hope the priest’s waiting when you go to Confession. I hope he chokes the bloody life out of you. As soon as this child’s born I’m going to get Eileen, and if she’s busted, Paddy Cavanagh, I’ll have the Salvation Army after you, I swear it. I’ll scream what you’ve done from the bloody rooftops!’

Molly looked like a mad woman. Her hair was tangled and in disarray, her huge swollen breasts heaving with the effort of making herself heard. Suddenly she saw her life with stunning clarity. She saw the dirt floor, strewn with debris. Saw the only chair in the room with its broken back, the small amount of tea wrapped up carefully on the mantelpiece to keep the rats and roaches from it. The smell of the sewers was in her nose continually. They ran alongside the basement, and when it rained human excrement was forced through the iron grid in the wall. It was as if something burst inside her head.

‘You brought me this low, Paddy Cavanagh, and I allowed it. I tried to stand by you, with your drinking and your whoring. Never a full meal for any of the children. But this last act has  finished you with me. My lovely Eileen sold to an old man! You sicken me. Sicken me to my stomach.’

Paddy picked up one of the sovereigns and walked from the room. As he opened the door a gust of icy wind blew in.

Eileen was lying in a big copper bath and Mrs Horlock was combing the lice from her hair. The smell of paraffin, sickly sweet, hung over them.

‘You’ve got lovely hair, child. Nice and thick. Once you get some meat inside you, it’ll shine. Like a raven’s wing, it is.’

She smiled a toothless smile and Eileen smiled tremulously back.

Mrs Horlock stood up. ‘You lie there now and Cissy will bring you in some more water to rinse yourself off. The scum in the bath is as thick as me four fingers.’

She walked from the room and went to the kitchen where she prepared a meal for the girl. She shook her head. Poor little mite. Still, Mr Dumas was a rich man, and in fairness not really a nasty one. Providing the girl did as she was told, everything would be fine, and she didn’t look like a fighter. Not like the last one. A red-headed bitch with a tongue that could cut glass, and a scream to match. It had taken a few good hidings from her father and a stern talking to from her mother to bring that one round, and by then Mr Dumas was fed up. The mother had finally taken her to Nellie Deakins and if she, Maria Horlock, knew anything about it, the little madam would soon wish she was back here. At least Mr Dumas would only bother her once a day. At Nellie Deakins’ she was guaranteed six or seven fellows, and not all as clean and kind as Mr Dumas. Once Nellie had got the big money for the actual breaking in, the girl was worthless to her. Unless she was very young, when Nellie would use the piece of linen and the chicken blood trick a few times.

Mrs Horlock shook her head at the skulduggery of Nellie Deakins. Well, at least that little red-headed bitch would get her comeuppance there. This one though, this Eileen, seemed an amenable little thing. When she had scrubbed the child’s body she had checked for tell-tale hairs around her privates but there  was nothing, not even any raised follicles, so she wouldn’t get anything in that department for a while yet. And a few leading questions had ascertained she hadn’t started her periods just yet. Oh, Mr Dumas was going to get his money’s worth with this one. The tiny budding breasts were like little plump cherries. Hard little nodules, just the way he liked them. She’d fill out though, this one, be all breasts and hips in a few years. But by that time she should have learnt enough to keep her in good stead for the rest of her life. Plus Mr Dumas always gave the girls a decent leaving present. One young lass had walked out of here with fifty pounds in her pocket!

Eileen allowed Cissy to pour the water over her body, ridding it of the residue from the bath water. Then Cissy wrapped her in a large white towel and dried off her hair. Pulling a comb through it gently, she began chattering to Eileen.

‘Mr Dumas will insist you bathe every day. Me, I only have to once a week. You’ll have the run of the house, but you can’t go out without Mrs Horlock or one of the stable boys with you. That’s not ’cos you’re a prisoner or nothing, it’s in case you get robbed of your togs.’

‘What work will I be doing, Cissy?’

She bit her lip before answering. This one was greener than the grass in Barking Park.

‘Don’t you know, ducks?’

Eileen stared into the troubled brown eyes before her and opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

‘You’re living here now, Miss Eileen, with Mr Dumas.’

Cissy threw in the ‘Miss Eileen’ bit because they usually liked that. It made them more amenable to their situation.

‘You mean, I’m living with Mr Dumas. What as? A kind of daughter?’ Eileen had heard of rich people buying children, but they were usually babies.

Cissy frowned. This one was definitely green. ‘Look, supposing you was to get married, right?’

Eileen nodded, unsure where this conversation was taking her.

‘Well, you’d have to sleep with your husband, wouldn’t you?’

Eileen nodded again. This time a feeling of panic was welling up inside her ribcage.

‘Well then, just pretend Mr Dumas is your husband, see. It’s simple really, and you’ll get used to it. They always do.’

Eileen began to shake her head.

‘No . . . you’re telling me lies. My father wouldn’t do that to me.’

Cissy was losing patience now.

‘Listen, miss, if Mrs Horlock gets wind of what I’ve told you she’ll slap the pair of us from here to Timbuktu. Take my advice. Just keep your head down, open your legs and think of England. The last one we had who caused trouble was carted off to Nellie Deakins’ brothel, and believe me, you don’t want to end up there! The master’s paid for you fair and square, your dad’s already got the money and it’ll come in regular every week. If you’ve any brothers and sisters, then they’ll eat well. Look on it from that point of view and just remember what Cissy told you. Smile at the master and you’ll have everything you want. Cause trouble and you’ll regret it to the end of your days.’

Eileen allowed Cissy to dress her in a nightdress of white lawn and followed her meekly up the stairs and through the green baize door into the morning room. Mr Dumas stood up as she entered and smiled at her.

‘Come over here to the fire, my dear. That will be all, Cissy. Tell Mrs Horlock to bring up the food.’

Cissy bobbed a curtsy and, winking at Eileen, left the room.

Mr Dumas took Eileen’s hand and led her over to a large chair by the fire. She sat in it gingerly. The unaccustomed softness of the nightdress made her frightened in case she tore it. Mr Dumas took a small foot into his hand and knelt in front of her, kneading its coldness. Eileen watched him fearfully.

‘Your poor little feet are frozen, my dear. First thing in the morning Mrs Horlock is going to rig you out from head to toe. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

Eileen stared at the big man kneeling in front of her. His hands were now on her shins and she suppressed an urge to scream. Cissy’s threats of Nellie Deakins had had their desired  effect, though. Everyone knew about Nellie Deakins’ house. Eileen wasn’t sure until tonight what actually went on in there, but she knew that once girls passed through the doors they were never seen again.

The man’s hands were now lifting up the nightdress and caressing her thighs. She had no drawers on and tried to squeeze her skinny legs together, but the man was parting them, gently but firmly, with his fingers. Eileen closed her eyes as his moustache began tickling her legs, its wetness roaming up her shins and along her thighs. He was lifting her off the chair now and on to the rug by the fire. She closed her eyes tightly as he began to undo the little bows on the front of the nightdress. As his cold hand enveloped one of her breasts she bit down on her lip, drawing blood.

Mrs Horlock walked into the room with a tray. Taking in the scene before her, she hastily left again, leaving the tray on the table in the hall. She smiled to herself. This one was more amenable than the last, praise God.

She was humming as she passed through the green baize door into the kitchen.

Eileen lay in a dream. Every bone in her body was aching, a fire raging between her legs. As the man pulled away from her she expelled her breath in a long sigh. She closed her eyes as he lay beside her and caressed her open body. She felt numbness invade her mind.

‘There, there, my beauty, that wasn’t so bad, was it? Now you’re busted, it’ll be easier for you in the future. I’m starving. Shall I get us something to eat?’

Eileen kept her eyes closed until he called in Mrs Horlock. The housekeeper said it had been a long day for the child and she needed her rest after all the excitement. Eileen walked from the room with the woman, feeling semen and blood running down her legs. She was tucked up into a nice soft bed, a compress of rags dipped in icewater between her legs.

Mrs Horlock spoke to her softly and kissed her sweating forehead.

Eileen didn’t sleep for three days. She never said a whole sentence to anyone for six months.

Her reign with Mr Dumas lasted one year.




Chapter Two

‘Briony!’ Molly’s voice was harsh.

Briony, who had been sitting on the steps outside the door rushed into the room.

‘What’s wrong, Ma?’

‘Go and fetch the money from Mr Dumas.’ This was said through clenched teeth. Briony nodded and pulled on her boots. Molly watched her as she rushed from the room, a coldness settling on her heart. She would have to watch Briony.

She put the kettle on for a cup of tea and sighed. It was a year since Eileen had gone and the room looked a different place altogether. It now had two proper beds, with good feather mattresses. Two brightly coloured mats on the floor, and a table and chairs somehow squeezed in. The fire was always alight, there was plenty of food in the house – and all of it stuck in Molly’s throat like gall. She had saved enough to move them to a small house in Oxlow Lane, which would be a step up after this place, and still she wasn’t happy about it.

It was the way they got the money that tormented her, night after night. Her baby boy had been stillborn and Eileen, her lovely Eileen, who had been so full of life, so vibrant, was now a shadow of her old self. Withdrawn and moody, she visited once a fortnight, bedecked in her finery, her lovely face white and drawn. It was written there for all to see what Mr Dumas did to her. Eileen had been there a year and every day it broke her more.

Briony walked through the streets towards Mr Dumas’ house with a shiver of excitement. She loved going there. She loved the little garden, the lovely carpets and the sweet-smelling warmth. She made her way past The Bull in Dagenham and into Barking, hurrying. She normally stayed and had a bite with Eileen, and tonight she had a little plan. She smiled and waved at people as she went, a familiar figure in her large black boots, courtesy of Mr Dumas’ two pounds a week, and her long brick red coat, courtesy of Eileen. Her red hair had as usual sprung out of the ribbon and curled around her face and shoulders.

At just gone ten years old she was a tiny little thing. Her face was open, with milk white skin covered in freckles and green eyes that took in everything around her.

She skipped up the street that housed Eileen, her eyes taking in the lace curtains at the respectable windows, and the scrubbed doorsteps. No smelly children playing five stones out on these streets, no drunken brawling men. This was a beautiful place as far as Briony was concerned. Near to Barking Park, it exuded respectability. Briony walked up the pathway and knocked at the big green front door.

Cissy answered and Briony walked into the hallway.

‘Hiya, Cissy. How’s me sister?’ Briony slipped off her coat and gave it to the girl.

Cissy took the coat and laid it across her arm. ‘Not too good, Briony. I think she’s gonna get her monthly visitor soon.’

Briony frowned and nodded. As yet Eileen had not had her period, but it was due. Her breasts had grown and she had developed pubic hair. Mr Dumas was not bothering her much these days, and it pleased Eileen but bothered Briony. Because Briony knew, through the talkative Cissy, that once his girls reached adolescence Mr Dumas wanted shot, and then the two pounds a week would dry up. She bit her lip in consternation. If the money went, then so would the food, the new house in Oxlow Lane and the schooling.

She followed Cissy through to the morning room where  Eileen was sitting in front of the fire with a tray of tea and scones. Cissy gave Briony a large wink and she nodded slightly then threw herself across the room into Eileen’s arms.

Her sister’s long black hair was tied back off her face. She smiled at Briony tremulously.

‘Sit yourself down and I’ll pour you a cuppa. Help yourself to the scones.’

Briony picked up a scone and placed the whole thing into her mouth, cramming it full. She surveyed Eileen as she chewed. Her hands were shaking as she poured the tea, and Briony felt a moment’s sorrow for her. She washed down the scone with a big sip of milk from the little jug and smiled at her sister.

‘You all right, our Eileen?’

Eileen nodded. She handed Briony the tea and then stared into the fire.

‘I’m not too bad. I keep getting a pain in me belly. I hope it’s me monthlies, Briony, I really do.’

She gulped at her tea and swore under her breath. It was steaming hot.

Eileen stared at her.

‘You shouldn’t swear, Briony, it’s not ladylike. Our mum would go mad if she heard you.’

Briony laughed. ‘Well, she won’t.’

Eileen laughed softly. She wished she was like her sister.

‘How’s Mr Dumas, Eileen?’

She sighed heavily, her hands fluttering nervously in her lap.

‘Oh he’s all right, I suppose.’

‘How’s the . . . you know . . . the other business going?’

‘Oh, Briony, it’s horrible. Honestly, how people can do that to one another. . . It’s disgusting!’

Briony raised her eyes to the ceiling in exasperation.

‘I don’t mean what’s it like! I mean, is he doing it to you very often?’

Eileen shook her head violently. ‘No, thank God.’

Briony screwed up her eyes and looked at her sister. ‘That’s good then.’

But it wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

She heard the front door open and relaxed. Mr Dumas was here. Eileen stiffened in her chair and Briony winked at her.

‘Relax, our Eileen, worse things happen at sea!’

Eileen stared into the fire again and Briony had to stifle an urge to get out of her seat and shake her sister by the shoulders until her teeth rattled in her head. Eileen was helping all the family and shouldn’t make such a song and dance about it. That was Briony’s opinion. She could be doing a lot worse things for a lot worse money. She could be up in Aldgate, in Myrdle Street, working in a sweat shop fourteen hours a day. That would soon sort her out! Let her know what side her bread was buttered. Briony knew what she’d rather be doing.

Mr Dumas walked into the room. He smiled widely at the girls and, walking towards them, kissed them both on the hand. Briony sighed with contentment. As if she was a real lady, she thought. She looked at Mr Dumas’ striped tailored trousers and his single-breasted morning-coat and thought he looked like the King. She gave him her brightest smile and he smiled back. Briony slipped to the floor and sat by her sister’s chair. Mr Dumas sat in her empty seat and beamed at them.

‘I’ve ordered more tea, girls, and some more cake.’ He looked at Briony as he said this and she smiled at him. He always filled her up with cake. He knew she had a sweet tooth. Eileen looked at him and his face sobered. The child’s miserable face was getting him down.

‘Go and get my wallet for me, Eileen, there’s a good girl. Briony will be wanting your wages.’

Eileen stood up as if she had been catapulted from the chair, glad to get out of his presence. As she bolted from the room his voice stayed with her. ‘And while you’re there, ask Mrs Horlock what’s for dinner this evening.’

She nodded and went from the room, her head down. That should give him five minutes with the little red-headed minx. As the door shut Briony stood up and sat in her sister’s seat. She grinned at the man opposite.

‘I love coming here, Mr Dumas.’ It was said with every ounce  of guile she had in her, and this was not wasted on the man.

‘Do you, Briony?’

‘Oh, yes. I wish I lived here, but I expect I’m not big enough yet, am I? I’m only ten.’

She fingered a tendril of red hair as she said this and sucked it into her mouth. Unbeknown to her she could not have done anything more erotic as far as Henry Dumas was concerned.

‘I’d do anything to live here. Anything at all.’

The man and the little girl looked full at one another then. An unspoken agreement passed between them and the man was surprised to find such knowingness in so young a child.

Paddy Cavanagh walked into the office with his cap in his hand. ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

Mr Dumas smiled at him, a man to man smile.

‘It’s about Eileen – I think it’s about time she went back home.’

He watched with satisfaction as Paddy Cavanagh’s face dropped.

‘What. . . I mean . . . Well, what’s wrong, sir?’

His mind was reeling. How the hell were they to manage without Eileen’s money? Even Molly had had to put up with the situation. For all her high falutin talk, she wasn’t backward at taking her cut from it every week.

‘I feel a yen for something different, Paddy. You know how it is.’

He stayed silent. No, he did not know how it was, little bits of children had never interested him.

‘Briony now, there’s a beautiful child. She was at the house last night and she made it quite clear . . .’ He raised a hand as if Paddy was going to stop him talking. ‘She made it quite clear that she would not be averse to – how shall we say? – taking over where Eileen left off.’

Paddy licked his lips. Every instinct in his body was telling him to take back his fist and slam it into this man’s face. Into his teeth. Into his very bones. But he knew he wouldn’t even as he thought it. This man was gentry, whatever the hell that was. He  owned factories and part of the docks. He was looked up to, made substantial contributions to all sorts of charitable causes. His wife’s father was a lord. Paddy knew he was trapped. He also knew that Mr Henry high and mighty Dumas was not getting his Briony for a paltry two pounds a week.

‘I thought we could maybe settle for two pounds ten this time,’ said Henry persuasively.

‘Three pounds.’ Paddy’s voice was clipped, and surprised both himself and his listener with its forcefulness.

‘Three pounds?’

‘That’s right, sir. My Briony is worth that.’

Dumas bit his top lip and screwed up his eyes.

‘It would ease the pain of her mother, sir, because she’ll have a fit this night when she knows what’s going on. She was bad enough about Eileen, but Briony, her Briony, she’ll be like a madwoman. She was all for going for Mrs Prosser Evans over Eileen.’

Paddy had the satisfaction of seeing Dumas pale at the words. Mrs Prosser Evans was a force to be reckoned with in Barking and Dagenham, fighting for justice for the lower classes with a vigour that surprised everyone who came in contact with the tiny woman.

Paddy watched the man battle it out with himself.

Mrs Prosser Evans and a scandal, or a little red-headed child just on ten for a paltry weekly sum. It was no contest.

‘Three pounds a week it is then. Bring her round to me at six this evening and you can take the other . . .’ He waved his hand as he tried to think of the child’s name.

‘Eileen, I can collect my Eileen.’

Without wasting any more words, Paddy put his hat on and left the office. He picked up his coat from his workbench and walked out of the factory and along towards The Bull. Inside he ordered himself a large whisky, which he downed in one gulp. Wiping his mouth with the back of his grimy hand he laid his head on the bar and groaned out loud against the fates.

It never occurred to him not to take Briony. Three pounds a week was three pounds a week.

Molly was dishing up the dinner when Paddy rolled in the door. ‘What the hell are you doing home at this time?’

Paddy grabbed her around her waist, breathing his whisky breath all over her. She drew away from him in disgust.

‘Get away out of that!’

Kerry giggled. Taking the hot wooden spoon from the large earthenware pot, Molly smacked her across the hands with it. Kerry licked off the juices from the rabbit stew.

Briony sat at the table expectantly, feeding Rosalee. She was the only one with the patience. You had to force the food inside her at times.

‘Bri . . . Bri.’ Rosalee was catching hold of Briony’s hair and calling to her gently. She leant forward and kissed the big moon face. Rosalee started clapping her hands together in excitement.

Paddy watched them and felt a tug at his heart.

‘Well? Answer me, what brings you home at this time?’

‘Mr Dumas sent for me.’ He sat on the broken chair as he spoke.

‘What about? Is it Eileen? Is she sickening?’

‘No, woman. Nothing like that. Bejasus, would you let a man talk without wittering into his conversation?’

‘Well, what’s wrong then?’

‘He’s had enough of her. I’m to go and fetch her tonight.’

Molly pushed back her hair and her face, red and shiny from the cooking, looked relieved.

‘I’ll be glad to have the child home safe.’

Paddy got out of the chair and swept his arm out in a gesture of disgust.

‘Oh, she’ll be safe all right, here, ’cos this is where we’ll be staying now, isn’t it? She’ll be safe when the real winter comes, and the shite’s bursting into the room, and the cold would cut the lugs from yer. Two pounds a bloody week we’ll lose, two Christing pounds! She’s up there, dressed up to the nines and eating her fecking head off as and when she fancies it. Well, she’ll get a shock when she gets back here, madam. She’ll have to go out to work, they all will, if we’re to get the house in Oxlow  Lane. Even that fecking eejit.’ He pointed to Rosalee.

Molly sat on the fender and tapped the wooden spoon against her hand.

‘There’s that to it, I suppose.’ All her dreams were dissolving in front of her eyes, of a nice little house, two up, two down, with a bit of garden out the back, and no more living in basements without enough to eat. Instead it was no more boots for the girls or tea for herself, as and when she wanted it. Once going to Uncle every Tuesday with the blankets and sheets and anything else pawnable had been their way of life, until Paddy brought home some money. Now it would be again, it seemed.

‘Well, woman, it’s done now and I expect you’ve saved yourself a bit, to see us over until the spring?’

Molly didn’t answer. As far as Paddy Cavanagh was concerned, the less he knew about her money situation the better.

‘Yes, as large as life he says to me, “Paddy, I don’t want the miserable-looking item any longer.” The cheek of it!’ He sneaked a glance at Molly as he enlarged on his story, building up to the point of it.

‘And then, Moll . . . I was all for bashin’ him, you know, except I don’t want to go along the line. Anyway, then he says to me, “I’d give two pound ten a week for your Briony!”’

Molly was up in a flash.

‘He what?’

‘“Two pounds ten?” says I.’ Paddy poked himself in the chest as he spoke. ‘“Two pounds ten,” I says. “Not fifty pounds a week will get you another of my girls!”’

Molly nodded her head, the wooden spoon like a truncheon in her clenched fist.

‘“Three pounds then,” he says to me. “Three pounds and we’ll negotiate again in six months.”’

Paddy, warming to his story, began to embroider it freely. ‘“Never,” says I. “Not for all the gold in London town. Be off, you bugger,” I said, Moll. “Get yourself away out of that,” I said. . .’

She nodded again. ‘You did right, Paddy. You did right. When I think of what my Eileen’s suffered this last year. . .’ Her voice broke with shame and remorse.

Briony, watching the proceedings, felt her heart sink down to her boots. Trust her father to botch it up with a drink in him. He was actually believing what he was saying now. Briony was cute enough to know that her father would sell his grandmother if he thought he could get money for her. Getting up from the table, she went to her mother.

‘I’ll go to Mr Dumas, Ma. Think what you could do with three pounds a week. I wouldn’t mind what I had to do. And . . . and our Eileen would be back home like.’

Molly put her hand on to Briony’s head. ‘This family has been shamed enough, child.’

Briony started gabbling: ‘But, Mum, you don’t understand. I don’t mind going. . . Really I don’t! I think I’d be good at it, what Mr Dumas wants like, and the girls can carry on at school, and you can get the drum in Oxlow Lane, and Mr Dumas said last night. . .’

Molly gripped Briony’s ear hard and cracked the wooden spoon over her head.

‘What did Mr Dumas say last night, child? Come on then, enlighten us.’

Briony was aware she had made a fatal error and looked at her father, her eyes beseeching him to help her.

Molly twisted her ear and Briony screamed out: ‘He said that he liked me, Ma, that I could take over from Eileen because she hated it there. That I could earn more money because I was a bit more lively like.’

Molly threw her from her across the dirt floor. Briony lay still staring up at her mother. Whatever happened, she was going to Mr Dumas tonight.

‘My God, you want to go, don’t you? You actually want to go. You know exactly what you’re letting yourself in for and you want to go.’ Molly’s voice was incredulous.

Briony stood up. Facing her mother full on, she shouted at her: ‘Well, Eileen went and she didn’t want to go but you still  took the two quid every week! I want to go. I can’t wait to go, and get nice clobber and decent food and sleep in a proper bedroom. I bleeding well happen to like Mr Dumas, and nothing he could do to me can be any worse than being cold and hungry and dirty and poor!’

The room was deathly silent and Briony was frightened by her own outburst, but her mother was not stopping her from going to that house tonight. She was determined. She wanted some of what Mr Dumas had on offer. She wanted regular food and warmth, and if that meant she had to touch Mr Dumas and he had to touch her, then that was fine as far as she was concerned.

‘If the child wants to go, let her.’

‘Oh, yes, that’s about your mark, isn’t it, Paddy? She’s just on ten but always older than her years. A slut in the making we’ve got here! It’ll be down to Nellie Deakins next with her, I suppose.’

‘Why is it that Eileen who didn’t want to go went, and me who wants to go, and for a pound a week more, can’t? You tell me that, Mum?’

‘You wouldn’t understand, Briony, because you take after him, your father. You’d sell your soul for what you wanted. Well, you can go, girl, but I tell you now – I don’t ever want you back under my roof!’

Briony looked at her mother long and hard, then at the silent girls sitting around the table.

‘Well, that’s a funny thing, you know, Mum, because I’ll be paying for the roof I ain’t allowed under. I bet you won’t throw his three quid back in his face, will you?’

Kissing her sisters in turn, she put on the brick red coat that she loved, pulled on her boots and, motioning to her father, went outside and sat on the steps to wait for him. Inside her chest was a ball of misery. She’d only wanted to help, but it had been thrown back in her face. Well, the three quid would soon soften the blow so far as her mother was concerned. But all the same, it galled Briony and hurt her too. Why was what she was doing wrong? When Eileen did it, when she didn’t even want to do it, it had been right. She swallowed back a sob.

Still, she’d had her way, and she brightened herself up now by thinking of the hot bath, the lice-free hair and nice soft nightie that was to come. She closed her mind to the other. As Mrs Prosser Evans always said at Sunday school: ‘Sufficient to the time thereof.’ She’d worry about that bit when she came to it.

Paddy stood in the hallway of the house in Ripple Road feeling depressed. The smell of cleanliness and the absolute quiet of the place gave him the heebie jeebies, as he expressed it. He always felt clumsy and dirty when he came to the house, and it shamed him. It shamed him that he had sold off his Eileen to Henry Dumas; it galled him now that his Briony, the only one of his daughters with a spark of real life, wanted to come here. Couldn’t wait to get here. It was all she had talked about on the way. And yet, as much as he’d hated listening, deep inside himself he didn’t blame the child. Not really.

Briony had always had a bit more going for her than the other girls. She was quick-witted and quick-tempered and always seemed to be a bit ahead of her years, even as a tiny child. He could understand to an extent the need in her to better her way of life. Could sympathise with her absolute single-mindedness in wanting to come to this house.

Molly had never had a lot of time for Briony, except as a helper with Rosalee. Only Briony could get her to go to bed, and stop the crying fits which at one time had been frequent. Molly was all for Eileen and Kerry – Kerry being her golden child, her gifted girl, her reason for wanting the house in Oxlow Lane. Kerry must have a good home to grow up in, never mind the rest of them. Bernadette was the odd one out of the five girls. Quiet, placid, but with a devil of a temper when roused, Bernie always looked as if she was sickening for something. As if she was just a guest who would soon leave the household. His own mother had said that the child would not make old bones, and even though she was not actually ill, there was an apathy about her that frightened Paddy at times.

He put his hands in his pockets and stared down at his old boots. This was taking the devil of a long time and he was  parched. His throat was on fire with the want of a whisky. A few whiskies would be better.

He heard footsteps on the stairs and Briony rushed down to him, her face flushed and rosy.

‘Oh, Dad, I’m to have Eileen’s room! She’s nearly packed. Mr Dumas said she can keep all the clothes and things, wasn’t that nice of him?’

Paddy licked his lips. ‘Aye, very kind. Tell our Eileen to hurry up, I haven’t got all night.’

The morning-room door opened and Henry Dumas walked out to Paddy and gave him three pounds.

‘Eileen shouldn’t be long. Would you like a drink while you’re waiting?’

Paddy brightened. ‘Yes, thank you, sir.’

Dumas noted the civility in his voice and smiled to himself.

For the first time, Paddy went into the morning room, and was impressed way beyond his imagining. There was a good fire in the polished grate. The walls were papered in a dark blue flock, and tall green plants grew upright in painted bowls. A leather chesterfield and two winged armchairs gleamed in the firelight, and small tables held all sorts of knick-knacks and frippery, the like of which Paddy had never seen before. On the floor was a Belgian carpet that even in his hob-nailed boots felt like grass beneath his feet. He sat on the edge of one of the chairs and took the glass of whisky offered him.

No, he didn’t blame his Briony at all. She had seen all this. She had been allowed a small peep into the world of the monied classes and she wanted to be a part of it. Who in their right mind could blame her? Certainly not him. Even at ten years old Briony knew what she wanted. As Paddy sipped his drink he had a glimpse of the future.

With the brains she had been given, Briony would use this place as a stepping stone. He had a feeling on him that once she tasted the delights of this house she would only want better, she would only want more, and he, Paddy Cavanagh, downed his drink in a large gulp and gave her a silent toast. May you get everything you want, my Briony, but never what you deserve. 

‘Oh, Eileen, fold the clothes up properly, they’ll be like rags by the time you get them home!’ Briony’s voice was annoyed. Eileen, in her haste to get out of the house, was just throwing clothes into the leather trunk that Mr Dumas had kindly given her.

‘Well, Briony, they’ll be like rags soon anyway, so it doesn’t really make any difference, does it? Now just help me pack and let me get out of here.’

Cissy shook her head as Briony opened her mouth to answer. ‘Go down to the kitchen, Eileen. Mrs Horlock has something for you.’

Eileen flounced from the room.

‘She bloody well annoys me, Cissy, ungrateful little bitch she is – all this lovely stuff!’

Cissy began packing the case properly and spoke to Briony in a low voice.

‘Listen, Bri, don’t be too hard on her. She hated it here. Some girls aren’t made like us. We get the most out of whatever situation we’re in, but other people are weak like. They don’t have any bottle, see? Now help me pack and we’ll get shot of her then we can get you bathed. Mrs Horlock has the water all ready.’

Briony kept her own counsel, but no matter what anyone said, she thought Eileen was a miserable wet patch. She looked around the bedroom with a feeling of glee inside her chest. It was lovely. The whole house was lovely. Soon she’d have a good scrub in the tin bath in the scullery and from tomorrow she would use the big bathroom on the landing. Oh, she thought she was going to faint with happiness. She stroked the richly embroidered bedspread gently and bit her lip. This was all hers, and unlike that scut of a sister, she was going to reign here for a long time.

No matter what she had to do.

‘All done, child.’

Briony stood up in the water and held up her arms as Mrs  Horlock wrapped her in a towel. The little ribcage was visible through her blue-white skin and the tiny nipples, no bigger than farthings, were hard with the cold of the scullery. For the first time ever Mrs Horlock hugged a little child and, after wrapping her in the towel, put her on her lap and cuddled her close.

Briony automatically returned the hug and made herself a friend for life. The smallness of Briony, the very vulnerability that inflamed Henry Dumas, made Mrs Horlock, for the first time, aware of what the child was to do. Maybe it was her complete acceptance of the situation that upset her, she didn’t know, all she knew was that Briony Cavanagh was the smallest child yet, and no matter how much she dressed it up, it began to bother her.

But she dressed her in a white nightie and took her up to the morning room and Henry Dumas.

Henry was astounded at the change in the child. As she sat chatting with him in front of the fire, her hair began to dry. First one tight spiral of red hair sprang up on top of her head, and then another. It amazed him, and he smiled to himself. She was exquisite. Her little feet were long and thin, and what shapely ankles. . .

Briony was shocked a bit at first when he dropped on to his knees and pushed up her nightdress. Now the time had come, it seemed her big talk and lioness courage were going to fail her. But they didn’t. Instead, she forced herself to relax, because Cissy told her it hurt more if you tensed up. Looking down at Mr Dumas’ head, she saw her nightie all scrunched up and cried out. Henry Dumas looked at her in concern. He hadn’t even touched her yet!

Jumping from the chair, Briony took off the nightdress and, folding it carefully, placed it on the chairback. Then, naked, she went and sat on his knee, slipping her slender arms around his neck. Looking into his face she smiled tremulously.

‘Am I doing right, Mr Dumas, sir?’ The little eager voice made him want to tear into her there and then, but he stopped himself.

Instead he laid her on the carpet in front of the fire and traced every line of her body with the tips of his fingers.

‘You’re doing very well, Briony, very well indeed.’

When he began kissing her body, she studied the room around her, and shut her mind off from what was happening by thinking of all the things she was going to get the next day when she went shopping with Mrs Horlock. Everything from long pantaloons to a good velvet coat. As he entered her, she bit down on her lip and closed her eyes. A rogue tear made its way down her face and she licked its saltiness with her tongue. It hurt, Eileen was right, it hurt like mad.

She opened one eye and looked up at Henry Dumas. His face was shiny with sweat in the firelight, and his tongue was poking out of the corner of his mouth. He was completely taken over by her body, and she knew it. Instinctively, she knew it. It was the mystery of men and women, and inside Briony a little bell went off. To do this to her, men would give anything. It was a revelation. She felt better now, because she suddenly realised that there had been a subtle shifting of power here tonight.

She realised that Mr Dumas wanted her very much. He wanted to do this to her much more than she wanted the nice things he could give her.

Well then, so be it. But she would make sure she got her money’s worth.
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