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        "Everything has been figured out, except how to live"

        JEAN PAUL SATRE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Sub Rosa:

      First recorded in 1650–60; from Latin sub rosā literally, “under the rose,” from the ancient use of the rose at meetings as a symbol of the sworn confidence of the participants. However, the rose has held a deeply symbolic significance in many times and cultures as a symbol of maternal creativity and of feminine generative power. It is also thought by some to indicate that all life stemmed from woman, even the Gods, and thus, power should rest with women as a Divine Union.

      Stepney Myrmidon - Dead, Dying or Gorgeous:

      Drop 'em Blossom, Mickey One-eye, Snotty Oliver, the Rinso Kid, Harry Horse Collar, Scats Edwards, Silly Boy Eric, and Flan Milkman.

    

  


  
    
      To Jacinta Murphy of Crumlin, Dublin, who inspired the Myrmidons. A warm-hearted and lovely woman who never fails to make me laugh.

      

      To three wonderful ladies I met on a train to London – they were going for a day and night out on the town. I indulged my love of people watching and banked many notes of so much conversational joy. They each bought one of my books in exchange for the following acknowledgement: ‘Three menopausal ladies and a socialist’. I have to say I have also banked that as a future book title.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a sequel to the first book in the Larkin's Barkin' series Black Rose – A Midsummer Night’s Chutzpah. Following the popularity of Black Rose, I am considering a Larkin’s Barkin’ series, taking the characters established in book one, and many more as they join the journey, through the ages, from 1966 to, maybe, modern day, and to explore some of the incongruity of life through an idiosyncratic narrative that may bear an uncanny resemblance to real life?
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        "Something unknown is doing we don't know what"

        SIR ARTHUR EDDINGTON

      

      

      

      But first, the 2 Larkin’s Barkin’ books are to be seen as an historic note for my compendium of separate mini-series: Kind Hearts and Martinets, The DaDa Detective Agency series, The Rhubarb Papers and finally, An Avuncular Detective. It will be an anthology of 14 books, with a cover-all title of Divine Breath also the title of book 14 – even in Larkin’s Barkin’, set fifty years in the past, the seeds of what occurs in the above series are sown, a tale of the establishment, benign or malignant? Self-serving or beneficial to society as a whole? Well, you can make your own mind up on that and, is violence if perceived as ‘for the greater good’?

      

      Following on from Divine Breath, each individual series will make its own way – maybe enjoining again, who knows? You can never really know where a story is going to take you once you have penned the first words. For me, that is the excitement of writing, and this story? Well, you will just have to read it and see, because it surprised me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION AND AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer 1966 saw a not particularly peaceful revolution in the East End of London. No surprises there, in what was billed as a gangland turf war, but the result…? That was a surprise. Read: Black Rose – A Midsummer Night’s Chutzpah, and now… another war?

      

      Both Black Rose (set in London 1966) and A Deadly Queen (continuing the story in 1969) takes as a backdrop the political situation in Northern Ireland in particular the IRA and how it grew in prominence in the minds of the British people, and how they came to understand the, ‘Troubles’.

      

      I do not claim to fully comprehend the historic accuracy and this novel is, of course, a work of fiction, but I am sure that as history reveals itself over time we will discover more than the media and government allowed the people to know. This is not a real history, or faithful even to the narrative portrayed and known by many.

      

      However, it could be, or, it could have been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          1969 – STEPNEY, THE EAST END OF LONDON - SUMMER

        

      

    

    
      The Darkness: What can the darkness take from you?

      Love? perhaps the most precious commodity, can be dangerous, deadly even. Love can lead or abandon. Can be all-seeing or blind. Whatever it is at any time, it can also be an excuse, a reason to tread where good sense does not prevail. Academic inquisitiveness can also disguise so much. For Wendy Richards, consultant psychiatrist at the Royal London Hospital in the East End of London, never was a truer word said. Danger stalked and it was nearer than Wendy could ever imagine.

      Love: Wendy loved Detective Sergeant Flora Wade, the chalk to her cheese, and it transpired that Flora was not the solid, steady Eddie lady she thought she fell in love with. Flora was now an MI5 agent working with a maverick Irishman wrangling with a potential IRA threat to London, or was the Irishman, Padraig Casey, the threat, and what did this mean for Flora, and for that matter Wendy herself?

      Curiosity: Wendy Richards was counselling public enemy number one, Chas Larkin, head of the gangster Larkin Saint family, and she had to agree with the prevailing thought, Larkin was barkin’ mad. However, his history and his current evolved personality made him a fascinating study. Add to that he also, tacitly, works for MI5, and you have a crucible in which to fuse so many nascent factors, any one of which could flare phosphorescently; oh so dangerous, and Wendy had not the street savvy to see what danger she might be creating, let alone, stepping into.

      Danger: How aware was Wendy that she may have placed herself in a precarious position? Why? Because unknown to Chas Larkin, and even Flora, Wendy’s central focus was on the two women who, day to day, ran the gangland family: Maude Larkin and Bess Saint, though they reputedly deferred to Chas and most times they did, but in Maude’s case, not always. Maude was dangerous. Sometimes uncontrollably violent; a scary woman. Bess Saint, however, was intriguing. An enigma. Domestically docile in her marriage to Maude, however, Bess was the brains of the gangland empire, and Bess could control her erstwhile spouse; at least this was the accepted thought. But lately…?

      Life force: For Wendy, it was a fascination as to how these people survived and lived their lives, seemingly okay with their existence. It was not just the danger of street violence because ironically, since Chas Larkin wrested control, and under the guidance of Bess Saint, a quasi-peace reigned. What Wendy did know was that when the danger of everyday life was removed, or at least not so preoccupying, this allowed the mind to play tricks, and this was the kernel of Wendy’s research. So many of the people in this sphere of East End life had lived a nightmare childhood, and when you no longer have to look over your shoulder for your safety or death, you can sometimes dwell on that damaged past and the shadow of the Grim Reaper could dog your heels; ever present, but now in your head; the Black Dog.

      Used and abused: The life that many children grew up with, often with absent or no parent, or abusive parents, meant that they were ripe to be plucked by unscrupulous and cunning predators. The safety net of welfare services was not so safe for many of the waifs and ragamuffins who grew up in the nineteen fifties and early sixties. It was about escape for most of these children, escape from the system, and sadly, escape from the establishment, because in amongst the still bomb-damaged buildings and abject poverty of the East End of London, predators felt safe to maraud and to feed their vulturine appetites; there was nobody to stop them. It was life, and you just lived with it. It had always existed, hadn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      Cherchez la femme – look for the woman. Would that be Maude Larkin or Bess Saint?  Would it be Wendy? Or would it be the Black Rose?
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      Saturday, 21st June, 1969 – London’s East End swelters in a stifling heat wave. Feelings effervesce and contention sizzles inside and outside Incubator Street School playground.

      Reputedly the most cold-blooded gangster in the East End of London, Chas Larkin, wept. He was ruthless. He was, or could be, kind and generous. He was no doubt damaged goods, and even with all of that, he quite possibly had saved London in 1966. I suppose you could say he was an enigma, but without doubt, Chas Larkin was barkin’ mad.

      Blossom Temple, Chas Larkin’s common-law wife, wept. She was inconsolable as she stood behind the lead milk float; she refused to ride. She would walk to the cemetery alongside other prominent local women and men mourners, crowded in by soldiers; only the elderly or infirm rode. Head bowed out of respect, her red raw eyes stared through her forehead, all she wanted to do was wrest the body of her son from within the coffin and hold him, one more time. Blossom, like so many other children of her time, now grown, was also damaged goods, but a survivor. Her son was damaged physically but loved, cared for, cherished. He had not survived.

      ‘You okay?’ Chas asked. He loved Blossom but did not have the where-with-all to comfort her in this harrowing time. Chas had come a long way thanks to the counselling from Wendy Richards, but still, he had difficulty expressing his innermost emotions, aside from his occasional violent rages, and you wouldn’t want to be around him then.

      The petite and cherubic Blossom looked up to the no longer crooked Chas, no longer the hunch-backed cowering shell of a young man; he was tall, six foot and handsome. ‘What do you think?’ She answered with a sideways glance. She saw him struggling to know what to do, so once again she rescued him, pretty much as she had always rescued Chas when he was a much-bullied runt of a child; his sanctuary, the bombed-out shells of buildings and his enduring love, Blossom. ‘It’s okay Chas,’ she touched his hand, ‘I’ll be okay after today. You know…’

      ‘I love you, Bloss.’

      Blossom felt even more tears flood her cheeks, if that were possible. Since the killing of her 8-year-old son, she had barely stopped crying, but she did have Chas as a stalwart lover, companion. Husband? Would he marry her? She knew he loved her. She knew she was his one and only love. He had told her so many times, but was this was enough? Blossom had never known emotional security, she just offered it to so many in need. Was this as good as it gets? You cannot push a man like Chas Larkin. ‘I love you too, Chas.’

      Standing beside Blossom, offering the occasional comforting stroke of her hand to the grieving mother, Bess Saint wept. She in turn was held fast around her burgeoning pregnant belly by her more stoical wife, in all but law, Maude Larkin. Maude took every opportunity to feel for movement from the baby; she hoped it would be a girl. For Maude, life held the risk of being fleeting, and this awareness as an imminent parent worried her, not that you would know it. Maude wanted to change, but couldn’t, and in her mind she believed that she dare not. This was who she was and what people expected of her. It was her life, and Bess made her complete.

      Maude was mad. Stark raving, some said. Furthermore, she was enraged at what had happened, and combined with being mentally unbalanced, which she would deny and few would challenge her, this made Maude certified loony bin material, a fact that the trick cyclist Wendy Richards would very likely concur. Yes, Maude was dangerously mad, at least this is what people thought, and they would not be too far off the mark. However, today, on this sad but tinderbox occasion, Maude knew she had to hold her emotions in check; this was not the time for revenge. Chas had said she needed a clear head. She needed to martial her thoughts in order to later martial her troops, and, well, Bess had also told her to. So she would.

      ‘She moved,’ Maude remarked hardly able to disguise her joy. She rapidly reinstated her sad face.

      ‘How do you know it’s a girl?’

      ‘It had better be.’

      ‘It’s hard to feel joy about our baby in this sad time, but Maude, I do feel a great happiness, you, me, and the baby in a few months’ time. But then, the worry will start.’

      ‘Worry? What worry?’

      Bess looked at Maude and wondered sometimes how she could love such a dozy cow, but she did. ‘Worry for the bairn’s safety, dipstick.’

      ‘Shush.’

      ‘Shush yer fuckin’ self, Paddy,’ Maude railed back, irritated by the Irishman, mainly because he was a man, but mostly because he was right. She should shut up; Bess had said.

      This contretemps did, however, amuse Blossom, and for this Chas was grateful to his lunatic cousin.

      Detective Inspector Paddy Casey chuckled, but still he wept. He was weird and a true enigma; who was he really? He also hugged his love, his arm encircling the waist of Dr Naadhira Khalid, known as Nadia. She had done all of her crying, and today she held Paddy together. Bloody men, she thought. But, she did love him. Theirs was a powerful love born out of extraordinary circumstances. An awkward and alien relationship, an Irish police detective and quasi-MI5 agent, a lapsed catholic, in love with and living with a Palestinian surgeon, a Muslim woman. Yes, they loved each other, and he wept for both of them. He was a hard man and an emotional Irish drip, but they shared a mutual pain. Nadia had lost family in Palestine to the Israeli army, and Paddy, his father and one of his sisters had perished in the troubles. She understood his pain, his desire to unify his country and to do it peacefully. She suspected, but never knew for sure, that Paddy had been involved with the IRA. She had not asked, afraid that one day he may tell her.

      ‘Come here, you dozy sod,’ and Paddy cuddled into his woman. She was tall with an elegant beauty and was emotionally stronger than her limp-lettuce Paddy.

      Casey did not return to Ireland following the midsummer events of 1966 as was his original intention. He had stayed in London after completing his mission. Why? Because he loved Nadia. Nadia stayed because she had fled the violence to her family and her people. London was a new life for her, fraught with social land mines, dangerous territory, but she did love her Padraig (O’Neill) Casey. And there it was, Paddy was not just a dangerous conundrum, what was his name? O’Neill or Casey? He never went by O’Neill, so Nadia, now familiar with her lover’s smoke and mirrors, believed he was an O’Neill. But, was he MI5 or, and most perilously, IRA? This she could not fathom; did she love the danger? Something Wendy Richards had suggested to her.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘What?’ Paddy answered, always confused when interrogated by Nadia. She had this power over him whereby his mind went to mush and he could never think of an answer, and then he did. ‘I’m the man who loves you.’

      ‘Fuck you…’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      And discreetly amused, she settled for that; this was not the time. ‘I love you too, whoever you are,’ and she enjoyed the look of confusion on his dangerous, and not particularly handsome, face.

      Detective Sergeant Flora Wade wept. Beside her stood her trick cyclist lover, Wendy Richards, consultant psychiatrist at the Royal London Hospital, the same hospital where Dr Nadia worked. Wendy comforted her tough partner whilst monitoring her patients, Chas Larkin and Blossom Temple, two people who carried substantial emotional baggage, but her eyes rarely strayed from Maude Larkin; what was it about that woman? That woman gangster? The Queen of the East End of London. A woman who scared the living daylights out of her. Had scared the living daylights out of her, and in just one consultation, for anger management of all things. All had later been explained, but still, and despite her fear, Wendy could not resist the perilous fascination, and if truth be told, Maude Larkin offered more intellectual depth to her research into life in the East End of London than all of the other players. It is about survival. Of the poor? The choices for the poor? Living always with the threat of death; often a violent death and this applied to Maude also.

      To say this was an incendiary situation may be an understatement, and for so many reasons. Just about everyone attending the funeral had cause to worry, cause to look over their shoulder.
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      The cortege of milk floats had been prepared for the journey to the cemetery. The route would be lined with people, most genuinely distressed at the murder of the eight-year-old Tommy Temple, known affectionately as Tommy Little Legs. Others would be there because the Larkin Saint criminal family would expect it, and there were many informers. People lived on the edge in Stepney, the East End of London borough.

      The electric milk floats were quiet and excruciatingly slow, but this suited the mood of the cortege. The vehicles had a driver’s cab with no doors; if you fell out at the governed speed, a maximum of ten miles per hour, you were not likely to be hurt. The back was an open platform for the milk crates with a hard canopy. For the occasion of the funeral, there were ten floats, eleven if you counted Flan’s specially modified lead float; he could do sometimes up to fifteen miles per hour, but he would only use this racy speed if his mum had not woken him in time to start his delivery round. Yes, he was back living with his mum, arguably safer than the times he had spent in the homes, having been, notionally, saved from neglect by welfare services.

      Flan’s Achilles heel was he was a lovely-looking boy, after he had been cleaned up, and he had grown into a most handsome, though emotionally retarded and damaged man. People said he looked like Clark Gable and that they had a Hollywood star for a milkman. However, of all the local kids now grown, Flan was likely the most screwed up. Learning impaired, people said, offering sympathy for the young man. He had developed a shell of impenetrable hurt. Wendy could see it, but even she could not get into Flan’s head and imagined she never would; he had suffered too much.

      For the funeral, each float of white with blue flashes had been respectfully draped in black cloth. The dressed flatbed to the rear had a central raised plinth of upside-down milk crates, cloaked in black, upon which were an abundance of flowers. This left a space on the left and right edges where the frailer mourners could sit, except for Flan’s vehicle; his box was designed to take the small and unpretentious coffin, flowers atop. Alongside was Tommy’s Space Hopper. Immediately behind the float, Blossom Temple, his mother, walked with Chas Larkin, Blossom’s de facto husband, an unconventional relationship born out of a tragic childhood. They walked to the cemetery and after the interment, followed the milk floats back to Incubator Street, to await. To await what? The wake? More…?

      The disrespectful noise from the school playground was difficult to zone out. It was a contrast of emotion; in the playground, celebration, and Incubator Street, deep sadness. The women, mourning: mother, doctor, psychiatrist, copper, gangsters, Bess Saint, Consort to Maude Larkin, Queen. In the East End, homosexuality was accepted as a part of life, and everyone would acknowledge the two women as wife and wife. Even if you disapproved, you kept that to yourself. Bess was the calmer of the two gangsters, gentile in comparison if you screwed your eyes to look, and if you dared open them, Bess was an attractive, bleach-blonde bubbly woman with the look of a mature Rubenesque Shirley Temple. However, she was most certainly the brains of the outfit. In contrast Maude, the muscle, was tall and sinewy, lean, a long narrow face dominated by a Roman nose, black hair slicked back, dark threatening hooded eyes. She wore masculine black suits, and the ever-present sunglasses concealed those menacing eyes. If she removed the glasses, most knew it signalled Maude was angry and you wouldn’t want to be in the vicinity, and there had been a lot of that lately, so much so the violent reputation of the East End had been well and truly re-established. The knowledge spread far and wide and never more so than in the territories of the west and north where, strangely, it was received with undisguised pleasure.

      The Larkin Saint men and women soldiers formed up behind and alongside each float, armed and prepared; recent times had become volatile. The cortege had followed the well-publicised and well-known route, and the residents of this Stepney borough had lined the pavements to say their farewells. Farewells to a much-loved boy, a cripple who had a warm and loving disposition, as well as, ironically, the protection of Incubator Street and the Larkin Saint family. They remained lining the route to pay their respects on the return journey. Respects for the Larkin Saints; violent revenge was to be expected, and they stayed waiting in order to display whose side they were on, many followed and now crowded into Incubator Street.

      On the return from Tower Hamlets cemetery and upon reaching Incubator Street, the cortege stopped in the pre-arranged places to allow the men, women and children to retire to several houses that had been prepared to temporarily receive the civilian mourners. The top front bedroom sash windows of four of the terraced houses had been thrown open and provided a strategic viewing gallery over the school playground, and below those windows, it was a short hop onto the roofs of the milk floats, if necessary.

      The wake would take place in the late afternoon or evening, in the playground of Incubator Street School. It had been a case of intense irritability that the formal opening of the new Church of England Orphanage and Youth Club was timed to coincide with the already arranged funeral. The great unwashed mourners of Incubator Street would have to wait while the great and the good displayed themselves, bathing in their self-perceived importance and ensuring everybody knew about the largesse they had provided for this, one of the poorest areas of London. A facility for the deprived children, except the locals knew the real reasons. Although the facilities were much needed, the people who ran and frequently visited similar establishments elsewhere in the neighbourhood were not welcome. Their type would not be received gladly. The agenda unwelcome, but what could the people do about it? These were powerful and famous people, and the people, especially the children, were at their mercy, not that they received merciful treatment.

      A great brouhaha had been made of the proposed development and those who had contributed funds: Film and TV celebrities, churchmen, senior police officers, politicians. And to rub salt in the wounds of helpless poverty, the opening ceremony was to be headlined with the Bishop of Stepney alongside the constituency Member of Parliament. The MP was a local boy done-good, now Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, the Right Honourable William Creepe, known by the people of Stepney as the honourable little Willie, which annoyed the MP, especially as people doubted the honour bit. He was a born and bred cockney boy with the gift of the gab; he made people laugh, it was his trademark, but that was where anything benign ended. Little Willie was ambitious. He was headed for the top and he didn’t care who he had to walk over to get there, especially the people of Stepney and Whitechapel whom he represented in Parliament, and let’s face it, who on earth cared about Northern Ireland, even if he had traded favours to get onto the bottom rung of the ladder?

      The mourners of Incubator Street now safely ensconced in the two-up two-down, two-storey, terraced houses, not so much slums anymore, not so much bomb-damaged anymore. Habitable at least because they were taken over and run by the Saint Larkin family; they looked after their own. The first-floor windows within the tight terrace of houses were reserved. The mourners would play no part in the playground celebrations. These festivities, on such an emotionally dark grieving day, were not for them. Their wake would have to wait, the mourning put on hold.

      Their part would come later. Revenge would come later, how late, nobody knew, but they were ready.

      The line of milk floats, now empty of passengers but with their respectful soldier followers, men and women dressed in black suits, were now in their sentry positions lined up along the frontages of the terraced houses, upon the flat roofs to the carts just below the top floor bedroom windows, and also from these windows, they watched. Prepared, but what for? From these various advantageous positions, the sentries could see that the gates to the playground were now blocked by another strategically placed milk float. The perimeter to the Incubator Street school playground railings, to keep the kids in, now formed a benign enclosure for the dignitaries; they would feel safe from the ire of the peasants.

      The wall to the side road completed the enclosure. The third perimeter was the school hall and the final edge was formed by the new Orphanage and Youth Club enclosing the open playground where the dignitaries sipped chilled champagne; a signal that these people were way above those who lived here and for whom the benefaction had been expended, provided they did as they were told, which was, shut up and keep schtum.

      The school playground where the planned remembrance of Tommy Temple was to take place was occupied by these self-important dignitaries and their toadying and complicit hangers-on, here to witness the opening of the new Church of England youth club and orphanage. To share in reflected glory, or so they thought. They declared they were giving back to the community. Self-deluded and self-inflated pomposity and self-aware denial, much worse than ignorance.

      The local people, however, knew exactly what this was: institutional paedophilia. It had always gone on. It was, sadly, a part of life. The people had no say. The people were the downtrodden poor and told to appreciate the philanthropy of the Church and the generosity of Celebrities, unaware that the people knew what they were about. Unaware that the people would no longer stand for it because they now had a true Queen and not a posh tart on a throne who could not give a toss about the people of the East End. The people knew that this queen, with her consort, would act and was already acting. Already the Saint Larkin family had set up alternative youth clubs, alternative refuges for the poor. This notorious East End of London gang looked after their own and now, they had a mad Queen. They had a barbarous Queen. People feared their Queen, and she was their Queen.

      The lead float, the one driven by the beautiful Flan Milkman, did enter the playground, causing the dignitaries and their retinue of sycophants, in their Sunday best and sweltering in the heat waiting for the ceremony to commence, to shuffle, to make way while they simultaneously elbowed and barged to secure more advantageous positions. Some tried to move the barrier set up to form a protective corral, a safe space for the big knobs to circulate unhindered and to be viewed before they mounted the stage for the formalities. The crowd of hangers-on elbowed and jostled not just for a better view of the ceremony but also to ensure they were seen by the TV cameras and newspaper photographers, to be at the front, squashed against the metal barriers; it mattered to them. Why else stand in the stifling heat?

      They resented the intrusion of a milk float with the dozy sod driver. Flan the Milkman steered his vehicle to park in the spot as instructed and he had committed to memory, even if he had to use his float to nudge people out of the way, which he did because he was told to do just this. This float, Flan’s float, was to be a statement, not that Flan appreciated this, and he was used to being shouted at anyway. The funereally bedecked milk vehicle now stood sentinel in the middle of the playground as a defiant marker. As a reminder. As a focus of the street’s grief, and a challenge to the establishment Church and Council who refused to postpone their celebrations; what was the sorrow and bereavement of this street to them? Nothing. It meant nothing. They offered only a passing glance at the spectacle of the milk floats as they lined up along the terraced houses opposite the playground and outside the school gates. The electric vehicles had glided silently to their agreed positions, unnoticed, until now.

      The Express Dairies provided the cortege of open-back milk delivery carts; they had no choice, the request coming from Maude Larkin, Queen of the East End herself, and even in less fomenting times you did as Maude asked. Maude had a rep, and just lately, had appeared to have gone off the rails, if she had ever been on them. Flan was the only milkman prepared to service this notorious bandit territory. He was a resident of Incubator Street, born here and would likely die here; people did. He was, in the parlance, simple, special needs, but the people of this street and the gangsters who ruled looked after their own and everyone knew of Flan’s history, used and abused, but he knew he was loved by the Incubator Street people, and Chas Larkin had given him and his mum a home. Flan had always wanted to be a milkman, had even learned to whistle, so when he left school and was released from the clutches of the Church Homes for wayward boys, the Larkin Saint family paid a visit to the Express depot and he was given the job that nobody wanted anyway.

      Every day, except Sunday, Flan did his round. Nobody knew how it was received by Express management, because Flan didn’t do so well in school, and adding up and taking away was a little beyond his reach. It was widely thought that the Larkin Saint family covered the cost of the milk that Flan delivered because he never collected the money and people had free milk. You could say he was untouchable, and add to this, he loved Tommy Little Legs, his only friend, apart from the Stepney Myrmidon: Drop ‘em Blossom, The Rinso Kid, Snotty Oliver, Mickey One-eye, Harry Horse Collar, Scats Edwards and Silly Boy Eric. What the Myrmidon had in common was that they had all, at various times, been at school with Flan and all, but Snotty had been used and abused by the system and those who ran the system. Now, they all lived in Incubator Street, apart from Snotty Oliver who lived with the Bishop of Stepney, being the son of the fallen housekeeper for the Bishop. Snotty had been used and abused in his posh knob public school, so he could relate to the Myrmidons; he shared a latent anger with his friends.

      It is fair also to say that the Myrmidons did not know what a myrmidon was, but clever bonce and posh snotty Oliver assured them it was a cool name. It meant, Snotty had confidently expounded, warlike people of ancient Thessaly who accompanied Achilles to the Trojan wars. Well, that was good enough for them, and war was expected, wasn’t it? It was talked about often, so the populace could prepare, and prepare they did.

      And so it was that Flan’s float took centre stage in the middle of the playground and around this gathered the only residents inside the playground, Tommy’s immediate family and close friends: Blossom Temple, Chas Larkin, Snotty Oliver, the Rinso Kid and Mickey One-eye. Flan stood to attention beside the cab of his float his role important; well, it was to him, and he looked the part in his milkman uniform, white coat, horizontal blue and white striped apron and his bus conductor’s hat; he’d lost his milkman hat. Wandering around, lonely as a cloud on this cloudless day, was Silly Boy Eric who took photos with a camera he had found that didn’t work and had no film, but he thought it made him look important. The people of the area protected the boy. Now, he was safe, nearly eighteen, his abused past behind him, if it is possible to do this, he lived in relative harmony with his demons.

      Eric had a minder, an equally intellectually challenged mate, ‘Arry ‘Orse Collar, a lad who had been at the back of the class for as long as anyone could remember, his mum sending him to school in shirts with collars too big for his scrawny neck, (he could grow into them), in the vain hope he might learn something, but mainly to get the boy out from under her feet. She had a living to make and her gentlemen callers didn’t like to be watched, even if it was from the back of the class with photos taken by Silly Boy Eric with a camera that didn’t work. She also never gave a toss when ‘Arry had been taken into care, and this grated within the heart and soul of the boy, but now he was accepted, this new refuge given by the Larkin Saints, even if it was back living with his mum.
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      The presence of Flan’s milk float, once parked, was not challenged, because Chas Larkin was there; Chas had a rep and serious back-up if needed. Everybody knew that.

      ‘Fuck, he came?’ Chas exclaimed on an exhaled breath, his body noticeably stiffening. He was alert anyway, and who wouldn’t be, even the best of laid plans can go wrong. Chas had learned a long time ago that you never spring a trap until you are completely ready, and he had been taught by the very best since he had been taken under the wing of the Black Rose. He was ready, everyone was ready.

      Blossom followed the direction of Chas’s stare and offered a mumbled grumbled reaction, ‘Fuck’s he doin’ ‘ere?’ Chas knew, but daren’t say. However, he never expected Tanner to come; arrogance he presumed, and Tanner had it in spades.

      Aside from the baking temperatures, the playground environs were already a hotbed of galvanised anger; the Church steadfastly refusing to postpone their opening ceremony arranged to suit the diaries of dignitaries, regardless of the conflict with the local funeral obsequies. The obstinate refusal of the Church to recognise the sensitivity of the situation for the local people, fuelled the resentment, the playground or school hall was the only facility available to the people of Incubator Street to use for their vigil. The undercurrents were palpable, this had to be a deliberate act of asserting power to demonstrate, yet again, that the people should know their place.

      However, there were probably more dangerous feelings that lay close to the surface for the main players in this internecine pantomime, and the arrival of Tanner to join the period of observance for Tommy could be the match to set fire to this tinderbox of potential violent emotion. Tanner was convinced he was the father of Tommy. He wasn’t. He didn’t even care for Tommy, and it was widely believed it was he who had arranged for the gunmen, intending to kill Chas Larkin, who had tragically machine-gunned Tommy as he bounced along the street on his space hopper.

      Chas knew for sure it was Tanner, because Ruth Golding, bookkeeper for the Tanner Empire, had told them so. And, in amongst these malevolent machinations was the undercurrents of the aspirations of the IRA, all of which Ruth had also informed them, which was confirmed by the Black Rose. It was all that Chas could do to restrain himself from killing Tanner right there, and he felt for his shoulder holster.

      Blossom knew her man and stayed his hand from reaching into his jacket. ‘Hold off, Chas. We have a plan. Let’s stick to it, and isn’t it like Tanner to pull a stunt like this?’

      Chas knew Blossom spoke sense and he looked up to the top house windows, flicked his head to indicate the approach of Tanner, signalling no reaction required, yet. He looked to Blossom, ‘Sorry. You’re right,’ and they both watched as Tanner sauntered to Flan’s milk float, no respect and with his trademark, devil may care, broad grin on his strong Jewish face; he was enjoying the situation. Tanner cared not for the boy, but he did care for Blossom, and he cared for the East End of London. His goal: to take Blossom from Chas Larkin and take over the East End of London territory for himself, to add to the West he already controlled.

      This Chas knew. The authorities knew. What they also knew was that Tanner had enlisted the support of the George family who controlled North London, and the IRA were complicit in all of it; they supplied the funds; information thankfully supplied by Ruth, but nobody expected it so soon, and especially not while they were saying goodbye to Tommy. However, it made sense.

      The old niceties, such as they were, had long disappeared. The previous respect for a grieving family a distant memory of lost times. Would this wake be the showdown? The confrontation between East and West London, even the North, that everyone could see coming, and ironically, Chas Larkin, with Maude and Bess, had engineered it so. However, life, or death, had intervened. Blossom’s crippled son, Tommy Little Legs, beloved by all in Incubator Street, a street of villainous families who up until recently presumed to protect the boy who always had a smile and not a malicious bone in his deformed body, had just been buried.

      So now what?

      The danger signals were all there and the fires stoked, for it was only a week or so ago, the naked bodies of three boys, used and abused and dumped, had been found intertwined and stuck in the mud of a small tributary to the River Thames, nearby the Tower of London.

      The people knew but were powerless to do anything about it. The police? What was the point? Corruption was rife, and ironically, it would fall to the Larkin Saint gangster family to sort it and they were about doing that, along with the most unlikely of allies.  Combine this with a real risk of attempts to topple the Queen of the East End along with the Larkin Saint family, threats from the West, Tanner’s territory, and the Northern quadrant of London and the George family, meant that a battle Royal was expected, but now?

      However, here was Tanner, as bold as brass walking across the playground toward Blossom and Chas, the crowds of dignitaries parting like the Red Sea; Tanner was a known villain, a dangerous man, and he would not be here if he didn’t have back-up. Well, he did, because following him was the obese Queenie George, now Queenie Saint as she had married and brought with her ‘Opalong Saint, her new husband.

      ‘Chas.’

      ‘Tanner.’

      ‘Blossom.’

      ‘Tanner. What the fuck you doin’ ‘ere?’ Blossom made no show of welcome. She now addressed the approaching ‘Opalong with Queenie who cast more than a metaphorical dark shadow. ‘And you ‘Opalong, and with yer fat slag…’ It looked like Queenie was about to steamroller the occasion taking Blossom first, but ‘Opalong managed to control her by passing her a sausage sandwich.

      Tanner answered to break the stultifying atmosphere that could only get worse in the oppressive heat. ‘Me, darlin’…? Well, I’m not ‘ere for the funeral. Knew I’d not be welcome...’

      ‘Well, you got that right,’ Blossom interrupted, making no attempt to disguise her anger and hurt. ‘So why are you ‘ere?’ and she looked to ‘Opalong, trying to ignore Queenie as she had a mouth full of sausage sandwich with tomato ketchup trailing from her revolting bloated lips.

      Again Tanner answered. ‘Me, ‘Opalong and Queenie, we’re dignitaries, ain’t we. Put dosh into the Youth Club and Orphanage, and it was one of my builders, twice removed of course, didn’t want you sticking your club foot in and messing fings up for me, did I, Chas, and I gave ‘em a good price, see.’  Chas fumed, and ironically Blossom once again calmed him.

      ‘Anyway, must dash, TTFN an’ all that posh codswallop,’ Tanner said as he strode off to be greeted by first of all, Little Willie MP and then many of the other celebrities in the safe space between the stage and the barrier. He waved to the crowd and they cheered back. ‘Opalong waved and Queenie wiped her hand down the side of her bell tent dress.

      ‘Well, I didn’t see that coming,’ Chas said to Blossom. ‘I think we should call our people in and talk things through.’ Blossom agreed and the small gathering around Flan’s milk van left the playground, except Flan. He stayed. He had a job to do and he knew how to keep a secret; this was his time.
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      The unlikely first line of defence: The Myrmidons - friendships and allies - Mickey One-eye, The Rinso Kid, Blossom Temple, Silly Boy Eric, Snotty Oliver and Co and, Flan Milkman.

      The Myrmidons? What this cohort had in common was that in the past, as a disparate group of misfit children, used and abused themselves and surviving on the street, they helped Chas Larkin in his young life as a crippled, half-blind and seriously bullied runt.

      Many a time these comrades in survival would squirrel Chas away in the bombed-out ruins of the East End of London to prevent yet another beating from Mickey Saint, his playground and street, gangland tormentor, or from Chas's cruel mother. Apart from maybe one or two, even his teachers offered him no respite, piling on the pain, both physical and emotional, and encouraging just about anyone else who fancied a pop at a defenceless cowering boy, to fill their boots. And, in a roundabout way, this motley gang of hopeless nobodies, escaping into living in their own world of make-believe heroes, compatriots, acting for the greater good all to help Chas Larkin, would save London in 1969. Maybe with just a little help from MI5, and not forgetting the Black Rose, of course.

      There was Mickey One-eye, who played marbles with his glass eye. A lanky, skinny streak of gnat’s piss who was never short of friends, the curiosity alone enough to attract followers. However, his best mate, though of necessity distant, The Rinso Kid, was relegated to the sidelines. He stank to high heaven and even in this part of the deprived East End of London in 1957, the ragged, rancid lad, equally as tall, though more bloated than Mickey One-eye, and named, ironically, after the washing powder, Rinso, was a pariah. Discouraged from being a musketeer, Rinso had to settle for being Cardinal Richelieu, although he only had a ragged cowboy suit, black with sparkly bits and knotted tassels. He said he was Cardinal Cisco Kid, but he was fooling nobody. However, from the quarantined sidelines, Rinso played with those kids who had robust stomachs and one of those was Blossom, I'll show yer me knickers for a penny, Temple; soft heart, this girl, and destined for beauty.

      Standing aside, but most definitely an associate of the tripartite of friendship, was Snotty Oliver, the posh kid. What this Lord Snooty, hale there, well met old bean and all of that posh tosh, was doing in Stepney, was a set of circumstances that would be the stuff of a Dickens novel, and equally believable. Suffice to say, Snotty’s mother, Lady Clarissa Owseyfather, had divorced the Lord Bernard Owseyfather, and in an acrimonious settlement, which meant being left with nothing as Bernard had taken it all when he disappeared with Boozy, his erstwhile bedfellow when at Eton, Snotty's mum had ended up as the Housekeeper to the suffragan Bishop of Stepney. The Bishop had tenuous connections with Clarissa via the Archbishop of Canterbury where she was at one time assistant to the keeper of the Episcopalian bikes and robes, her brother being Sir Sturmey Archer, who supplied the gears for the Bishopric bicycles and accessories such as mitre cycle hats and handlebar shopping baskets. So, Clarissa fitted in well, even though she had not a fucking clue about how to run a household, but she could mend a puncture in the Bishop's new Raleigh RRA Moderne, FM triple speed, in seconds flat and without tyre levers, simply with judicious use of her oversized equine false teeth.

      Lady Clarissa was, though, more powerful than even her impressive cycling pedigree would suggest. She had been, and some said still was, the Archbishop of Canterbury and York's Appointments Secretary, the keeper of the Appointments List, sometimes known as the Oven-ready list. It was she, the power behind the throne, who recommended the next Bishop in line for ascendancy, and her current boss and casual bed fellow, Spiffy Smiffy of Stepney, aspired to be Bishop of London and as everyone knew, if your face did not fit, or in this case your ability to satisfy the rapacious Lady Clarissa in carnal gratification and pedal interests, then you had no hope of rising to the stratosphere within the Church of England. Stepney Smiffy could and did do both, so likely, he would, though his proclivities were more wide-ranging than Clarissa’s fat arse, so it might be best to not talk about a fondness for the bathing of small boys that he saw as sanctimonious caring; for them?

      The Bishop of Stepney being a renowned miserly cleric, Snotty Oliver was therefore no longer at boarding school, where he would have been nurtured with cold baths, buggery and flogging, and thus groomed for the Establishment hierarchy, he now was left to fend for his education in Incubator Street School and on the dodgy cockney streets of the East End of London; the Bishop and his housekeeper were compelled to live in the Borough of Tower Hamlets, Stepney. This Bishopric posting and residence did, however, suit the Bishop’s desire to accommodate the shared penchants of his powerful chums, along with many other big kahunas, who had a keen interest in the local Boys Clubs, but that would be another matter. Lady Clarissa was broad-minded in her views on the Bishop's friends and their perversions, and she was determined to get her Smiffy into the Bishop of London's Palace; she was on her way back up the Church of England slippery pole. Clarissa was single-minded, and nothing would stop her.

      The trinity of musketeers, Blossom, Mickey and Snotty Oliver, with the malodorously distant Rinso as Cardinal Stinklieu (he had to eschew the Cisco Kid epithet as someone had nicked his titfer tat, hat), therefore grew up together suffering the abuse as a part of their lives and in sublime ignorance of the poverty and the squalor in which they lived, apart from Snotty, of course. Oliver just grew up in ignorance, being what in posh circles would be known as an aristocratic divine puerility, apart from his knowledge of the classics, Greek history in particular. Totally acceptable in amongst the landed gentry and well to do, but in the East End of London, he was considered several sandwiches short of a bucket and spade day out, not that any of his newly established cockney fellows had been to the seaside to need a bucket and spade, and most thought Cannes was what peas came in.

      Snotty did, however, have a novel persona, a posh appearance which included a top hat, and as a consequence, and in this district in which he was compelled to live, the kids used to enjoy trying to knock his titfer-tat off and punch his goofy Hampstead Heaths straight, as is the way of many tooth fairy street bullies, whilst he haughtily allowed his eyes to be continually elevated, thus making his snooty fireman’s hose, a sitting duck.

      The D'Artagnan, to the three musketeers and older than the other kids in his street, his mum getting a tad carried away on VE day with a series of Yank sailors up from Portsmouth, was Flan Flummery, not that he truly realised the importance of his role or his destiny. As a schoolboy, Flan, when he was not in and out of the homes for boys, was a known dipstick, but lovable with it, and he had aspirations which impressed the musketeers, especially Blossom, and from a suitably aromatic distance, Rinso.

      Flan wanted to be a milkman, and his dad, before he was found upside down in the mud of the banks of the Thames, because he played with the naughty boys and had transgressed the unwritten law, had taught Flan how to whistle. It should be noted that it is widely thought that it was Flan’s mum, what did ‘im in, though the police considered this was another act by the White Tide man. Whatever the case, whistling was an art Flan practiced, even when he was suffering in the care homes. It was a form of discordant musical denial. He would whistle and juggle empty milk bottles whenever he could, suffering painful punishments when he smashed them. Whistling kept Flan sane if he couldn't have a go of Mickey's eye, that is.

      Everybody, whoever they were or whatever they wanted to be, thug, docker, bishop, milkman, gangster, at that young age, or any age in the Church if it involved getting on your hands and knees to be with the little boys, wanted a go of Mickey's eye. Except for Blossom, she didn't play marbles but she often would say to Mickey, "Give us a lick of yer eye, Mickey, go on, just a little lick." Mickey was reluctant, as Blossom was want to take the eyeball into her mouth like a gobstopper and he would have to chase her to get it back, which, with only one eye, drainpipe ricket-ridden legs that bowed and went in different directions, and flat feet, proved a difficult task. One time he had caught her, and as he grabbed and pulled her back by the collar of her liberty bodice, she swallowed it. He had to call at Blossom's Home for Wayward Girls and ask matron to wait for it to show, preferably give it a wash in Dettol and, by and by, after a big bowl of rhubarb, prunes, and an efficacious laxative custard, Mickey got his eye back, and for a time the left side of his head had a distinct aroma, not unlike the Rinso Kid.

      What all of these Myrmidons had in common was they had been used and abused in the system. They each dealt with it in their own way, but some were more damaged than others, possibly because they had not the nous or wherewithal to find an outlet for their emotional baggage, but it was there, simmering.

      However, along with Blossom's baby, the result of a rape by a local priest and not a by-blow of Tanner, Tommy was born with stunted legs as a result of the Thalidomide drug, and these kids and Flan shared a destiny, along with the crippled runt Chas Larkin, who apart from the little gang of outsiders, nobody associated with and with whom he had never played marbles. Because, together, with the help of a few other well-placed police and spies, they would deal a blow on the establishment of London, a wake-up call at the very least.
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