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MARTINA COLE’s first novel Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the bestselling fiction writers of her generation.

Martina has since gone on to have seventeen No. 1 bestsellers. 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. She has also won the prestigious CWA Diamond Dagger Award for her contribution to crime writing and the Theakston Old Peculier Outstanding Contribution to the Crime Genre Award.

Four of her novels have made it on the screen, with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.

Her unique, powerful storytelling is acclaimed for its hard-hitting, true-to-life style – there is no one like Martina Cole.
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Steph Barker can’t forget her past. A single mother, Steph runs a women’s shelter for local prostitutes while coming to terms with a tragic loss. And it’s people like Joseph Potter, battling with his own grief, who keep her going.

When Hennie, one of her friends from the shelter, goes missing, Steph’s convinced Hennie’s violent pimp Artie Rogers has something to do with it. Steph and Artie go way back, but his reign of terror throughout the Medway towns is out of control and even she can’t do anything to stop him. Then another prostitute disappears and it’s time to find out who’s guilty.

Everyone has their secrets - but one of them is getting away with murder.




I would like to dedicate this book to my friend
 Jacqui Rose to say thank you for all your
 hard work and help.




Prologue

Kent

1987

February


Vengeance is in my heart, death in my hand, blood and revenge are hammering in my head.

William Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus






Steph Barker stared at her hands. She stood in her small lounge, unable to move as her gaze took in the scene in front of her. There was blood everywhere. Bloody fingerprints smeared the floral wallpaper and her new yellow cushions were stained a dark red. Her blouse was soaked in the stuff, and the coppery smell of death filled her nose.

She closed her eyes, swallowing down the urge to vomit. Her chest felt tight and it was all she could do to breathe. What the fuck had just happened?

Somewhere in the distance, she could hear music playing. Only a few days ago she’d been dancing around the kitchen table to some song on the radio, and now . . . Fuck, she needed to get out of here, but where could she go?

Steph forced herself to open her eyes. She’d hoped the darkness would hide it, but the glow of the fairy lights hanging from her mantelpiece lit up the body that lay motionless on the floor.

Almost in a trance, Steph turned and staggered out of the room on unsteady legs, closing the door behind her. But there was no escaping the blood. There were red splatters on the walls and a trail of smeared blood led from the hallway to the kitchen. Gripping the hallway table for support, Steph felt her stomach cramp and she began to vomit.

Still retching, she wiped her mouth, grabbed her car keys and raced out the back door. Her only thought was to pick up her daughter from her mate’s house and get as far away from here as possible.

But at the thought of what would happen to Stacey if the Old Bill caught up with them, she stopped in her tracks.

What the fuck was she thinking? Every copper in the country would be looking for her, and if she got sent down, her daughter would be taken into care. Steph had first-hand experience of children’s homes and foster parents. She couldn’t put Stacey through that.

So for the next half hour, Steph scrubbed floors and washed walls, filling bowl after bowl with hot water and sluicing every surface, even the blood-splattered path by the back door. Then she went to the sink and held her hands under the flow of scalding water, scraping all the blood from her nails and scrubbing until her skin was raw.

Finally, she took the stairs two at a time and ran into her bedroom. The flames on the gas fire reflected off the silver tinsel she’d wound around her bedframe for a bit of glamour, giving off a weird glow as she rolled up the large rug beneath the window and dragged it downstairs.

At the lounge door she paused to steady herself before turning the handle. As the door opened, her gaze immediately went to the body. When she stepped gingerly towards it, she sensed movement and glanced up to be confronted with her own reflection, caught in the mirror above the sofa. Her face was drawn, her green eyes wide with panic and circled with dark shadows. She rubbed at the blood smeared across her cheek. The cut was deeper and angrier than she’d realised.

Fighting off another wave of nausea, she wiped away her tears and unrolled the rug next to the body. Then she wrapped her hands around the handle of the knife embedded in the torso. She was trembling so hard, the body began to shake beneath her. Come on, come on, she told herself. You can do this. Squeezing her eyes shut, she began to pull. As she did, a noise came from behind her. Startled, she let go of the knife and spun round, her heart dropping as the front-room door opened . . .




Book One

Kent

1986

December


Hell is other people.

Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit






Chapter One

Steph Barker took a sip of her strong sweet tea and sighed with contentment. She’d bought the old council house a couple of months ago, but the novelty of owning her own home had yet to wear off. She kept the place spotless. Having everything spick and span was important to her. The smell of beef casserole wafted from the oven, filling the room. The dishes had been washed and put away, the tea towel lay folded neatly on the side and the polished pine cupboards sparkled with silver and gold tinsel.

She loved Christmas with a passion, from the carol singers, to the brandy butter she got half price from Safeways in Chatham, to the six-foot tree that only just managed to fit into her tiny lounge. When it came to decorations, the tackier the better in her view. Even when it wasn’t Christmas, Steph always kept a few sparkly bits and bobs on display.

Not everyone was so cheerful about it, mind. Only yesterday her neighbours had complained about the giant inflatable Father Christmas she’d got her mate to put on her roof. Not that she gave two fucks what they or anyone else thought. Steph had long since stopped worrying what people thought of her. She was who she was, take it or leave it.

Finishing off her tea, she gave the cup a quick rinse and put it on the draining board. She grabbed her packet of Benson and Hedges off the side, lit one and stared out into her front garden, admiring the life-size plastic reindeer and sledge. It was going to cost her a bloody arm and a leg on the electric, but she’d been putting a bit of money away every week, so she wasn’t overly concerned.

It was a far cry from how things used to be. She was sober, for a start. Apart from that dark time five and a half years ago when she’d fallen off the wagon big time, she hadn’t touched a drop since she’d found out she was pregnant – and her daughter was thirteen now.

Steph smiled. She always did when she thought of Stacey. From the moment she’d first held that tiny baby in her arms, she’d loved the bones of her. When things had been tough, it was the thought of Stacey that kept her from falling back into her old ways.

A face suddenly appeared at the window and Steph jumped, stifling a scream. ‘Fucking hell, Pete, what the hell are you trying to do, give me a flipping heart attack?’ Stubbing out her cigarette, Steph scowled at her ex-partner. ‘What do you want?’ she demanded, making no move to let him in.

‘Oh, that’s a fucking nice welcome, ain’t it?’

‘I’m not here to give you the red-carpet treatment – just tell me what you want.’

Pete Brown’s face twisted into a sneer. ‘Just let us fucking in, Steph. I haven’t got all day.’ Conscious of his lack of height, he made up for it with bad attitude.

She folded her arms. Already he was getting on her nerves. ‘That’s not going to happen.’

‘I want to see Stacey,’ he yelled.

‘She’s not here. You know very well she has swimming every Monday.’

When Pete disappeared from the window without a word, it took Steph just a beat to realise what he was about to do. She grabbed the key off the hook and rushed to lock the back door.

Too late.

She threw all her weight against the door, but Pete planted his foot in the doorway making it impossible for her to close it, then began ramming the door with his shoulder. It was a routine they’d been through hundreds of times before. Whenever Pete broke up with a girlfriend or things didn’t go his way, he’d be straight round to make sure Steph had a shit time of it too.

‘Just leave it, Pete.’

‘Steph, come on, stop pissing around,’ he huffed. His nasal whine made him sound like he had a permanent cold.

Not for the first time, she wondered what she’d ever seen in him. She’d known from the start he was a wrong ’un, but the estate she’d grown up on was full of wrong ’uns – including her own father. Her earliest memory was of dear old dad battering her mum to a bloody pulp. She spent her childhood in and out of care while her mum’s boyfriends came and went, leaving their mark in more ways than one – on her as well as her mother. So she’d known enough bad men to recognise the type, but she’d told herself Pete was different. It was only when he shifted from piling on the charm to piling on the punches that she realised what a vicious bastard he was.

She’d put up with him until Stacey was born. Determined to give her little girl a better life, she’d done a runner, trading Bethnal Green for Gillingham in Kent, where she had a mate. After a few peaceful years, Pete tracked her down. He hadn’t been happy that she was thriving without him, especially when he’d found out that she was with someone else. But by that time she no longer feared him. She saw him for what he was: a pathetic waste of space she could do without. Despite relentless pressure, she refused to take him back.

Even when Pete set up home half a mile away, she stayed put. She wasn’t about to spend the rest of her days running away from him. Besides, she’d made a life for herself here. She had good mates and a job, and Stacey was happy in school.

Surprisingly, Pete turned out to be a decent enough dad – when he wasn’t in prison, that was. Though she suspected him of using Stacey as an excuse to hang around, Steph never tried to deny him access. She didn’t want her daughter to end up blaming her for keeping them apart, or imagining the father she’d never met to be some sort of hero. Steph had no doubt that regular contact would allow Stace to see for herself what a wanker Pete was.

‘Pete, I’m busy. Standing here playing bleedin’ tug of war with my door is not my idea of fun.’

Pete seesawed between hating her and being unable to live without her. When he’d found out that she was shacked up with someone else, it had messed with his head. For a while he’d hung around, spying on her, unable to let go. Soon as he realised the other bloke was off the scene, he’d celebrated with a couple of grams of coke, convinced that now she’d welcome him with open arms. Instead, she’d shut the door in his face. And here she was, doing it again.

‘Pete, don’t you ever get tired of this?’

She was using that weary tone of voice again, as though she was too good for him. It made him laugh how respectable she tried to be these days: her tits were put away now, her arse was no longer hanging out of her skirt and her face was scrubbed clean of make-up, unlike when they’d been together and she was on the game. Christ, she’d trowelled it on then.

Steph sighed. ‘Well, let me put it another way, then: can you just piss right off, Pete.’

Pete’s temper flared. ‘Who the fuck d’you think you’re talking to?’ He was tempted to give her a good hiding like he used to do. But there was something in her eyes these days that told him she wouldn’t put up with it.

He jabbed his finger at her. ‘Just because you don’t spread your legs any more, doesn’t mean you ain’t still a whore, so you can stop with this high and mighty act. We both know you’ll come crawling back to me eventually.’

Steph rolled her eyes. There was a time she’d have taken the bait, but she was tired of fighting with him. They’d been at it for years and it got them nowhere. She wasn’t sure if it was his bruised ego or if he genuinely thought he could wear her down to the point she’d take him back. Either way, she wished he’d bugger off and leave her alone.

‘Anybody would be too good for you, Pete. All you’re doing now is reminding me why I shouldn’t go near you with a fucking bargepole. Either you leave now or I’m calling the Old Bill.’

He snarled. ‘And say what?’

‘That I’ve got a fucking Christmas elf on my doorstep that needs locking up.’

‘One day, Steph, you’re going to push me to the fucking limit, and then you’ll really regret it, darlin’ . . .’

She jammed the door further on his foot making him wince and stumble backwards. ‘Not unless you push me to the limit first, Pete, and you’re the one who’ll be feeding the fish at the bottom of the Thames. Now piss off.’ She slammed the door.

The letter box immediately flicked open.

He peered through it. ‘Steph—’

She kicked it shut, nearly trapping his fingers in the metal flap. ‘I said, piss off, Pete! Oh, and don’t forget it’s parents’ evening tomorrow at Stacey’s school.’

Taking a deep breath, she reached for the ashtray and re-lit her cigarette. Although she wasn’t scared of him, he still had a knack for winding her up. Taking a calming draw on her fag, she glanced across to the photo on the fridge and smiled. It had been taken seven years ago, when she was pregnant with Andy. She’d been so happy then.

Jerking away from that thought, she stubbed out her cigarette, got to her feet and grabbed her black plastic mac off the back of the chair. No way was she going to let that miserable fucker spoil her first Christmas in her new home. Right now she had more important things to do, like visiting her son . . .
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