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Author’s Note



This fictional history of crime relies on real incidents and real people. For both the major and minor named criminals, policemen and politicians, I have borrowed from their real-life activities as depicted in newspapers, court reports, biographies and auto-biographies. None of these people or their families co-operated in any way with this book and it follows that a number of the scenes involving these criminals are also fictional.


All the other characters, including Brian, Jack and Joey, are entirely fictional and bear no resemblance to any living person.













Prologue



The moment he heard the terrible sound coming from his granddad Brian pissed his pants. It was like an animal being killed. Seeing little piglets slaughtered in Hoxton market didn’t scare him, but Granddad was the strongest man alive – drunk or sober, Tiger Braden could beat anyone, Nan always said. Here he was, carrying on as if trying to frighten someone or not be scared himself. Sometimes Brian did that. Now he kept dead quiet and still.


The pee cooled on the inside of his leg and he wanted to cry. Instead he bit his lip to stop himself, like when he saw the Nazi parachute bombs floating down and didn’t know where to run. He didn’t move from behind the handcart in Sullivan’s yard, or dare to breathe in case his mum heard him. If she found him, she’d be as cross with him as she was with his granddad. She always told him not to go out on his own after dark because of the German night-bombing. He might not get to a shelter in time. There was a shelter in their backyard. It was scary in there and you were all alone. He didn’t like being alone.


Brian pressed his head against the wooden spokes of the large steel-rimmed wheel of the builder’s handcart and tried not to look, but he couldn’t stop himself.


When his mum arrived home early and came up to the small back bedroom and found Granddad sitting on the bed Brian shared with his uncle Jack, she started shouting. Nan left him in Granddad’s care while she popped out to sit with Auntie Alice, who wasn’t well because Uncle Jim was posted missing by his regiment. That was a long while ago and Auntie Alice still wasn’t well.


‘What you doing with him?’ his mum demanded. ‘What? What, you filthy sod?’


‘Oi, watch that tongue of yourn,’ Tiger Braden snapped, veins popping up in his muscular neck. His nostrils flared so you could see hairs like grey worms in his nose. ‘We’re only having a natter, ain’t we, son? What’s wrong with that?’


That made Mum angrier. She yanked her father up with such force it surprised him. She wasn’t small, and Granddad wasn’t weak, not like Brian’s dad. She dragged her father down the stairs, calling him a filthy sod again and again, saying she wouldn’t put up with him starting his nonsense with her son. Granddad was shouting. ‘Shut your mouth, you daft cow! A mad cow’s what you are, an’ no mistake.’


Brian jumped out of bed to see what was happening. Mum often exploded like this, but her anger never usually lasted. Now it seemed like an incendiary that wouldn’t die down. He pulled on his short, grey-flannel trousers and got into his plimsolls, then leaned over the banisters. They were arguing in the narrow, dimly lit hallway below. Mum dragged Granddad towards the front door, all the while slapping and punching him. Granddad threw up his arms, trying to protect himself, but didn’t hit her back. Brian’s dad didn’t say anything, except an exasperated, ‘Cathy,’ as if trying to calm her as he followed them out. The situation wasn’t getting calmer.


Sullivan’s building yard at the end of the street was open to Goswell Road and next to their locked coal yard – coal was in short supply. Sensing something terrible was about to happen, Brian hoped someone would get the rozzers* or even a fire warden – like they did in the pictures – but there in the yard they couldn’t be seen from the road behind the heaps of sand and piles of bricks. No one around there ever called the cops to anything anyway. Life wasn’t like in the pictures, Nan always said.


‘Hold him! Hold him!’ Mum was screaming as she grabbed a metal reinforcing rod that was twisted like a stick of barley sugar.


* see Glossary.


Dad could barely hold a cat, much less Tiger Braden. With an arching motion Mum struck Granddad on the side of his head. Slowly the thin covering of flesh seemed to tip down over his ear like the wet, peeling wallpaper on some of the walls of bombed houses. Brian gasped.


‘I put up with your nonsense all them years, Dad. You’re not starting it with my boy!’ Another blow struck Granddad, causing a louder scream. Mum shouted, ‘You won’t ever do that to anyone again, you rotten, filthy bastard. I won’t let you ever again. I won’t!’ Brian’s dad reached out as if to stop her, saying, ‘Cathy, Cathy,’ in the same quietly exasperated tone. Mum was growing more hysterical and took no notice as she landed another blow straight down on top of the old man’s head. There was a crack, like a light bulb exploding. Then the screaming stopped. His dad let Granddad slip from his grasp and crumple to the ground like a sack of spuds he was no longer able to hold.


Held-in breath burst out of Brian now on a long sob. Instinctively he knew what the stillness and silence meant. Sometimes he saw dead bodies being pulled out of bombed houses, but he’d never seen one of his own family dead. His mum gave no sign that she’d heard him. All her attention was on Granddad. ‘I hate you,’ she was saying. ‘I hate what you done to me.’


She raised the iron bar to hit him again where he lay still and helpless-looking, but Dad caught her arm. ‘That’s enough, Cathy.’ He never really fought or argued with Mum. He was ill a lot in his earlier life with TB, so wasn’t strong. He’d lost his family to illness or something in Austria, but he never talked about it.


Mum dropped the metal bar, all her anger gone. She turned and looked straight at Brian and gave him a tight smile, as if to say, What’re you doing here? Still Brian didn’t move, except for his trembling limbs. Mum came over and unhooked his bloodless fingers from the spokes of the wheel. She didn’t tell him off for being there; she didn’t even tell him not to say anything to his nan or Uncle Jack. Brian knew he mustn’t: if he did, there’d be big trouble. He was scared to death of that, and even more scared that he would accidentally tell someone.


‘We’d better get you out of them trousers,’ was all Mum said.


She picked him up and carried him with ease, even though he was nearly five and heavy for his age. She pulled him close to her and left the yard without a backward glance.


Brian tried to look back but she pulled his head round. His dad was right behind them. Brian still couldn’t breathe: the air was being crushed out of his lungs by some great weight and he thought he might die.


When they were back at Nan’s house, no one said anything about what happened in Sullivan’s yard. His mum got him out of his wet trousers and stood him in the worn glazed sink in the scullery behind the kitchen. She washed his legs – the water from the brass tap was ice cold and stinging; she dried him with a rough towel. ‘I have to do it properly, or you’ll get chapped.’


‘Goodness, what you doing up still, Brian?’ Nan asked when she came in a little while later.


‘He was having a bad dream, weren’t you, love?’ his mum answered.


Brian wanted to tell his nan it wasn’t a nightmare, or not the sort you woke up from, because he was awake and still in it. But he knew Mum would kill him if he did. He shivered and clung to her. She was all he’d got – she reminded him of that over and over again. ‘And you’re all I’ve got, Brian.’ What about Dad? he wanted to say. His dad still wasn’t well and perhaps he was going to die like some of his friends’ dads. He tried not to think about that in case it made it happen.


When Brian was sipping the cocoa his nan had made with powder from the Rowntree’s tin, Uncle Jack came in looking as though he was already the world boxing champion instead of just training. ‘What you doing up, m’ ol’ china?’ he said. ‘Piss the bed?’ He dropped his boxing kit on a wooden chair.


‘Leave him be!’ his mum snapped. ‘He’s just going up, aren’t you, lovey?’


‘Oh, Mum, do I have to?’ Brian didn’t want to be upstairs on his own in the dark. At that moment he wasn’t sure if what he’d seen had really happened, and only just stopped himself asking if Granddad was still at the pub.


‘You won’t ever be world champion you don’t get plenty of sleep,’ Jack said cheerfully.


‘I’ve got a brother daft enough to get his brains bashed out,’ Brian’s mum said. ‘I don’t want my son doing it too.’


‘You won’t say that when I win the title,’ Jack said.


She laughed, slipped her arm around his waist and gave him a squeeze. ‘Course I won’t.’ Normally she didn’t get on with Jack. He was too like Tiger Braden, she said. Maybe things would change now.


‘Did your dad look in at the gym?’ Nan asked.


‘He stuck his head round the door. Said he was coming home.’


‘Home to the George, more like,’ Nan said, and started clearing up.


Suddenly there was no air in the room and again Brian couldn’t breathe.


‘You all right, my darling?’ Nan asked.


‘Course he is.’ His mum put her hand on his chest and rubbed in a circular motion – she did that with Vick when he was chesty. He didn’t know if he wanted her doing it now, but he didn’t move away.


His dad was sitting at the kitchen table, dabbing at a permanent tea stain on the oilcloth. Why didn’t he say something? Brian tried to speak but his throat started to close up. His tongue seemed swollen and wouldn’t let him form words. Perhaps his dad would tell Nan what’d happened and why, but he was silent. Brian knew with a deep, gnawing certainty if Dad didn’t say anything now, he never would. He and Dad were scared of Mum. Now he remembered how he’d felt when he walked across the thin ice on deep, dark Wapping Basin. It began to crack and the silt and slime below had tried to suck him under. He mustn’t let Uncle Jack find out what Mum did. His temper was worse even than Granddad’s, and he was much stronger. But not as strong as Mum.


She picked Brian up and offered him around the family to be kissed goodnight, Nan first, then Dad and Uncle Jack. Finally his mum kissed his lips and said, ‘You’re safe now, lovey. I won’t ever let anyone hurt you.’


Brian looked around the room, hoping one of them would save him from the dark and the picture in his mind of Granddad cold and still in Sullivan’s yard. No one dared to in case they got the same treatment. He clung to his mum. One day she might do the same to him if he upset her.










One



The wail of the sirens made Brian Oldman’s ears ring when they started at three o’clock sharp. Car hooters and bus horns, whistles and football rattles joined the din. When it stopped, a long cheer went up from the crowds on the street. This was the start of the Festival of Britain that would, they had been told, ‘usher in a brand new beginning for everyone after the years of austerity and hardship following the war’. A barrel of beer was wheeled up on a handcart and everyone cheered again, Win Booker’s mum doing a knees-up because she was happy to be alive. Some of the neighbours had gone up west to Buckingham Palace to see King George, Queen Elizabeth and the princesses at the head of the procession to Westminster Abbey. Life would be different from now on, Clement Attlee said on the wireless after the chimes of Big Ben struck three. They wanted to believe him. The crowd went wild, cheering and shouting, shaking hands and hugging, even people who didn’t normally speak to each other. At last things would get better.


‘You wouldn’t have thought we’d won the war, Brian,’ his nan said. ‘We certainly didn’t win peace under this bloody lot.’


Brian didn’t know what she meant. But now wasn’t the time to ask: whistles blasted again and people were throwing confetti and streamers over the Sullivan brothers as they rolled out a big papiermâché model of Britannia on one of their handcarts. They had several lorries now and were busy building houses for the LCC.


‘It’s like they won the pools,’ Brian’s mother, Cath, said. ‘The shoddy way they been throwing up them houses. ‘S daylight robbery. They must have pots of dosh stashed away. Serve ‘em right if someone robbed ‘em.’


Just mentioning the Sullivans, who owned both the coal yard and builders’ yard made Brian shiver. He refused to go there and always crossed the road to pass their place. Sometimes he wondered if his mum had forgotten what had happened, but then she’d do or say something that told him she hadn’t. Now everyone was joining in with a huge snake-like dance that was winding around the corner into his street. Neighbours ran to the front rather than waiting for the end to appear. Others raised their glasses or teacups in a toast to the dancers.


More streamers sailed through the air. A bright pink one wrapped itself around Brian’s tall, straight-backed Nan, Gracie Hill. She called herself that, even though she wasn’t married to Billy Hill. She was strong-jawed, with dark hair and determined, handsome features. Her face showed the resolve that you knew would see you through any crisis. That was how Brian felt about her. She laughed as she carried a large enamel teapot out of her terraced house, whose door opened directly on to the pavement. She stepped into the roadway to the trestle tables that stretched the length of the street. She set down the teapot, among the plates, freed the streamer and twirled it around Brian, who was eleven now and slightly overweight. ‘Come on, love,’ she said, and pushed him ahead of her to join the snake, her hands on his fleshy hips. The man behind her clasped her hips, and all the while Nan’s friend Eve Sutton, from number forty-seven, plonked her fat fingers down on the piano, which Brian’s uncle Jack and his best friend Bobby Brown had dragged outside.


People fell about laughing in confusion when they had to kick their legs out on the third step as the song directed. They kicked different ways and almost fell over. Brian got separated from his nan and suddenly Win Booker was hanging on to him. ‘Where’s Jack?’ she asked.


‘I dunno.’ Brian wriggled free of her to look around, as if he was helping her spot Jack. He knew his uncle wouldn’t want her to find him. ‘She’d ruin a bloke when he’s in training,’ Jack told him once. ‘Know what I mean, Bri?’ Brian didn’t, but he pretended he did. He knew it must have something to do with the fact that neither his mother nor Nan liked Win. They thought she was no good.


Gracie was pouring tea into an assortment of cups for the adults when Brian found her again. ‘They survived the German bombs,’ she said, referring to the best, cabinet-kept china, ‘but I’m not sure they’ll survive this lot.’


There were too many people for them all to have a place at the table so the children sat at it and the adults pulled armchairs or sofas from their parlours. Women like his nan, in Sunday best with a pinny wrapped around them served men in the armchairs or fussed around the table. They made sure everyone had something to eat and no one got more than their share. Some kids were grabbing food as if they were starving. The table was laden with sandwiches, mostly fish paste, but there were a few with ham or corned-beef, which went in a flash. There were homemade cakes, too, and tarts with shop-bought jam.


A well-groomed seven-year-old, hair slick with Brylcreem, in a stiff grey-flannel suit that was slightly too small for him, grabbed a sandwich from a passing server to add to the cake and two other sandwiches on his plate. The raw hand of a pale, thin woman shot out and slapped him hard, making him drop the third sandwich back on to the serving plate. That was Brian’s aunt Alice: she was stopping his cousin John making a pig of himself. John was always being pulled up sharply by his mum. She was trying to make him into a better person, someone who wouldn’t offend God – she had turned to God in earnest when her husband didn’t return from the war. ‘She’s enough to make you take to the bottle,’ his nan sometimes confided to him.


‘He’s all right,’ Gracie said. She’d seen John’s shame and stroked the side of her grandson’s face to comfort him. ‘Leave him alone.’


‘He mustn’t grab, Mum,’ Alice said firmly. ‘It’s not Christian.’


‘He’s only a youngster.’ She held out the green enamel teapot to her elder daughter. ‘Here, more tea’s wanted. It’s Christian not to let these people die of thirst.’


She winked at Brian as Alice went away without another word. As soon as her back was turned Gracie put more food on John’s plate. He glanced around in alarm.


‘No, I mustn’t, Nan. I mustn’t,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry about that, my darling,’ Gracie said. ‘You eat while you can. Brian, look after him. Make sure he gets his share.’ That was his nan’s credo, always making sure her own got their fair share, plus a little more. She ruffled Brian’s hair, and immediately he flicked it back into place. Bobby Brown was always knocking off stuff and boxes of Brylcreem was part of one load. He had given them each a jar to celebrate the Festival of Britain.


‘Nan, can I have some beer? George Foreman’s got a glass and he’s only a year older than me,’ Brian said.


‘Won’t do no harm. Ask your dad or your uncle Jack. Tell ‘em I said.’


John Redvers looked up at her hopefully. ‘You can when you’re a bit older, lovey,’ she told him.


Win Booker came over with a plate of sandwiches. The tight top the eighteen-year-old bottle-blonde was wearing drew yearning looks from older men and tolerant smiles from their worn-out wives. ‘We’re running out of bread, Mrs Hill,’ Win said. ‘All that what Dad got from the Tip-Top’s gone.’


‘Mrs Thompson’s old man brought a ton of it, too. I’ll go and have a look,’ Gracie said, and went away.


Win caught Brian’s arm. ‘Did you tell him I was looking for him? Did you?’ she said.


‘Tell him yourself,’ Brian said. ‘He’s over there.’ He nodded through the crowd to a group of young men hanging around the lamp post as he picked up an empty glass. He saw her eyes settle on Jack Braden. She only had eyes for Jack. He was dark and handsome, his plaid shirtsleeves rolled up over muscular upper arms. He was the handsomest man in the world, Nan said, and Brian couldn’t disagree, especially as his mum said so, grudgingly, too. He wished his dad, Joey, was more like him.


Win Booker had got it bad and was throwing herself at Jack, his nan said. Brian understood what she meant – he’d felt like that for a while about Mr Rush, his teacher. He was tall and had leather patches on the arms of his jacket, smoked a pipe, rode a BSA motorbike and seemed to be all the things his dad wasn’t. He felt a bit sorry for Win Booker, but he wasn’t going to tell his uncle because he knew Jack wasn’t interested in her. Jack’s wavy dark hair and violet eyes were like a magnet to women but, right now, he was only interested in becoming the light-heavyweight world champion.


Brian went over to the young men and held out his glass to Bobby Brown, who had a quart bottle of Watney’s brown ale. Jack stuck an arm round his nephew’s shoulders. Brian liked it when he did that; it gave him goose bumps and made him feel part of the gang. Because of his age he was always left out and he wanted to be grown up so he could go around with Jack. His nan always told him it would happen soon enough.’ But today was special so he was included and Bobby Brown was giving him beer. Brian watched the white foam rise up the glass.


‘Steady on, Bobby,’ Joey Oldman said. ‘You’ll make him sick.’


‘Da-ad! Nan said I could.’


‘He’s all right,’ Jack said. ‘We’re celebrating, ain’t we? A drop of brown won’t do no harm. ‘S like lemonade.’ He winked at Bobby.


Brian waited to see if his dad would go against Jack. He didn’t. People didn’t often argue with Jack, only his mum sometimes. Brian gulped the beer as his dad looked away, accepting defeat. Even though he’d wanted it, with its bitter taste of iron, he wanted his dad to argue just once, and insist on things being done his way. But he didn’t, just as he didn’t that night in Sullivan’s yard.


‘What you doing? You drunk?’ Bobby Brown jumped back as Brian’s glass smashed on the pavement.


‘No harm done,’ Jack said, kicking the broken glass into the gutter. ‘Get yourself another pot.’


Eve Sutton, having exhausted her repertoire of tunes, launched back into the conga, a real crowd-pleaser. Another snake was forming. Brian saw Win Booker join it and look their way as if longing for Jack to come over. She pulled an old man’s hands off her bum and on to her hips. Straightaway they slid down again. Bobby said, ‘Dirty old sod!’ Jack and the others laughed. Win blushed as if she thought they were laughing at her.


Brian’s mum, Cath, who had the same dark good looks as her brother and Nan, came past in the snake. Every time Brian saw her unexpectedly his heart pounded. It did now as she reached out for his dad and pulled him into the dance that was bumping along. She tried to pull Jack in, too, but he resisted her – not many did.


Bobby gave Brian a new glass and splashed beer into it. He took another swig, although the taste wasn’t any better. Really, he would have preferred Tizer.


‘Oi! Don’t you get him drunk, Bobby,’ Cath said, as she shimmied past, Dad in front of her.


Bobby gave her a tipsy grin and raised his glass. ‘Nan said it was all right, Mum,’ Brian called after her, but his mum was disappearing, his dad in front of her.


It was then that Win Booker captured Jack. Her red, work-worn hand shot out and seized his. It must have taken a lot of courage but she wasn’t letting him go.


‘She’s got you now, Jack!’ Bobby jeered.


Jack winked back at him. ‘It’s a knockout,’ he said, and thrust his glass at Brian. Win reached around and moved Jack’s hard stevedore’s hands off her waist and on to her bum. She looked up at him and smiled. Brian drank some beer, wishing he was in the dance line but too shy to push in. He saw his nan pull his cousin John across the road to join in. John couldn’t do it properly, and Auntie Alice wouldn’t do it at all. She stood on the pavement, frowning. Dancing was the devil’s way of making people more sinful than they already were, she would say. Her iron-grey hair was pulled back like wire against her head, making her face tense and painful to look at.


After the conga’s grand finale, Jack came back to the safety of his friends, but Win, emboldened now, tugged him in the opposite direction. ‘Come on, Jack,’ she said, ‘you can help me cut some more sandwiches. They’re running out.’ She wasn’t letting him go as she headed towards her house, Bobby and the others calling after him.


Suddenly Brian felt sick. The beer was rising in his throat, then settling back into his stomach. He didn’t want to throw up in the street in front of all these people because his mum would be cross with Jack, Bobby and his dad for letting him drink too much and then he’d never be in the gang. He longed instead to be with Jack. Only he could protect him.


*


The stench of decayed fish and rat urine hung in the Bookers’ kitchen. Mr and Mrs Booker didn’t get on. They fought a heck of a lot and Mrs Booker would sometimes come flying along the street to Jack’s house for his dad to stop her old man leathering one of the kids or laying into her. Since Tiger Braden’s death, when Sullivan’s yard had taken a direct hit from a V2 rocket, Jack had assumed that role.


Today the smell was mixed with gas from the cast-iron stove and made Jack’s nostrils twitch. Mr and Mrs Booker had been arguing when a pan of fish got tipped behind the stove and left there, both of them refusing to clear it up. There were fat stains up the yellowing distempered walls, while food and empty paste jars littered the table. Jack’s mum worked hard to keep their scullery clean – you could eat off the floor almost. In the Bookers’ house he wouldn’t have wanted to eat off the table.


‘What you gonna do now we got them new opportunities the government was on about, Jack?’ Win asked as she squeezed past, pressing her stomach into him. She reached for another loaf of bread and started to slice it. ‘D’you wanna scrape a bit of marge on them? Not too much.’


Jack found a dinner knife and started to spread bright yellow Stork margarine far too thickly over the slices. ‘No, like this,’ Win said, putting her hand over his to guide the knife.


‘I’m gonna have a shot at the world title,’ Jack said. He thought of little else. ‘I’m ready. I just need a chance.’


‘Pigs’ll fly, my dad says.’


‘What does he know about it?’ Jack wouldn’t let her dampen his confidence. ‘I’m better than Freddie Mills any old day. I could lick him easily. I just need a chance, that’s all.’


‘I wanna get right away from this street,’ Win said. ‘Everyone talks about me.’


‘Who does?’ Jack didn’t want to be drawn into this conversation, but Peewee, his trainer, had told him that only dummies stood by and said nothing.


‘They all think I’m a bad lot. Dad walloped me again last night, the rotten sod. I’ll kill him one of these days.’


‘You should’ve called me. I would’ve come.’


‘Would you?’


He would’ve gone because no man should take his belt to a girl. Win was fully developed, but being three years older than her, Jack still thought of her as a girl – one he’d known all his life.


‘You should see the welts on my bum. I’ll show you if you like.’


She lifted her pleated cream skirt to her thigh, revealing a suspender. Jack’s breath quickened and his cock began to stiffen, even though he knew it was bad for his training regime. As if sensing his rising urgency Win kissed him hard on the mouth. He felt something like an explosion behind his lips and cheeks, similar to the tingling sensation he experienced when he took a punch in the face, only much nicer.


‘Not here,’ she said, ‘in case someone comes in. We’ll go in our air-raid shelter. I’ll show you what he done to me.’


She brushed against the swelling in Jack’s trousers as she took his hand, then pulled him out through the scullery door. They crossed the narrow yard, past the privy and an empty chicken run to the rusting corrugated-iron shelter. Jack’s mind held a single thought right then.


The air raid shelter was small, dark and crowded with junk accumulated since the war. Iron-framed bunks, rusting jerrycans, broken chairs, bits of pushbikes, piles of newspaper. No one ever went near the place, other than to add to the pile. The thick, undisturbed air smelled of pee and damp.


Inside, Win lifted her skirt and undid her suspenders. She eased down baggy cotton knickers to show Jack the vicious welts across her buttocks. ‘Do you want to feel them? You can. Go on.’


Jack hesitated, scared of what was happening to him, afraid he was going to come right there and then. Win took his hand and laid it on her bum. The pressure he was feeling worsened.


‘Do you want to do me?’ she asked, in a trembling whisper. ‘Do you? You can, if you like.’


Whatever the consequences, whatever his mum or his sister might have said about Win Booker, Jack lacked the will to resist. His hand plunged into the sticky wetness between her legs. ‘Oh, Jack,’ she sighed.


Oh, strewth, his mind cried as her fingers found him. He was ready to let go at any second and would if she didn’t stop. In a flurry of clumsy movements they got her knickers off and his belt unfastened, along with his fly buttons. His brown cord trousers were barely down over his knees, along with his woollen pants, when Win’s hot hand clasped him. He didn’t know how he got inside her and worried that it would all be over before he was aware of doing anything. Only the sharp, stinging pain as he entered her stopped him ejaculating immediately. His foreskin tightened over the helmet of his cock, feeling like it was going to tear as it strangulated and cut off the blood supply; then moments later an explosion of sensation swamped the pain and left him moaning Win’s name.


Then Win was saying, ‘Quiet. Be quiet! Someone’ll hear. Me dad might come. He’ll go mad.’ She sounded angry, or maybe she was just scared.


Jack felt good, as if he’d done something really worthwhile. It was a milestone inasmuch as it was his first time and he was pleased he didn’t disgrace himself and come over her leg, like Bobby Brown did on his first go. But he was dissatisfied somehow, irritated that it hadn’t been better than he’d imagined. The pain from his foreskin robbed him of a lot of pleasure. He supposed it would get better. He remembered his training regime and what Peewee had said about allowing his energy and stamina to run out through the little bean when you played around: ‘When you get to the sixth round and can hardly get out of your corner at the bell, you’ll wish you’d left the little bean in its pod.’


As Win pulled her knickers on she wouldn’t look at him, and he was embarrassed now, tidying himself up. They slipped out of the shelter separately, Jack going quickly through the yard and out into the rear alleyway to skirt around the houses to the street. He wasn’t any good at making sandwiches anyway.


*


Old Bill was at the street party in the rotund shape of PC Tony Watling. He’d been forever chasing Jack Braden and Bobby Brown, but he was friendly enough today. Jack knew the policeman would still nick them if he got half a chance. They were like that. Over the years PC Watling had given them a few clips around the ears, but now he smiled benignly and unfastened some of the chrome buttons on his new-style uniform, perhaps as a concession to the party; his mac remained folded neatly over one arm as if he didn’t trust the cloudless blue sky.


His other arm was round the shoulders of a young boy, Tony Wednesday. He was the same age as Jack’s nephew, John Redvers: they’d been born on the same day, but there the similarity ended. Watling’s charge was from the orphanage and didn’t have the advantage of a mother like Alice to guide his every move. John was pink and over-fed; Tony was thin, sallow and hungry-looking, his clothes old, patched, and a bit too small for him. Although he had the uncared-for look of a hand-me-down kid, he did have PC Watling to keep an eye on him, a big advantage for a boy like him. The policeman had found him as a newborn baby in a wooden butter box on a doorstep while he was out on patrol one Wednesday night. No one had claimed him or had been identified as his parent. There were hundreds of kids like him, their mothers having taken up with servicemen only to be abandoned when they got pregnant.


Despite Eve Sutton’s unflagging efforts on the piano, the atmosphere changed with the arrival of the man in uniform. Everyone was suddenly alert and watchful, sending notes of caution on the street telegraph.


Jack approached the table, indifferent to the copper, as his mum rushed a cup of tea into the policeman’s hand.


‘I’m not after your Jack,’ PC Watling said, ‘not today, missus. I’m off duty.’


‘I didn’t think the police were ever off duty,’ Gracie said, not lowering her guard.


‘I been down this street so often looking for your boy, I thought I’d join your party – like family. If I’m welcome, that is.’


‘Today everyone’s welcome, Mr Watling. And your nipper,’ she said, turning to Tony Wednesday. Her eyes flitted nervously to Jack, who winked at her.


This was just the sort of day the police or military would come looking for him and Bobby Brown, but Jack knew he could outrun them. He and Bobby had refused to answer their call-up for the army. Instead of going to their medicals they’d done a bunk, Jack because he wanted a shot at the boxing title, and Bobby was too busy with the black market.


‘This boy’s as near as I’m going to get to family, I dare say,’ PC Watling said. ‘I take him out when I can. They don’t get too many treats down at the orphanage.’


‘You’re a kind-hearted man, Mr Watling,’ Gracie said. ‘You’d have made a good father. You hungry, young man?’ She didn’t wait for him to respond. ‘Of course you are. Let’s get you some proper grub.’ She smiled at PC Watling and took the cup and saucer from him. ‘You’ll want something stronger than tea as you’re off duty.’


Ray Thompson, one of the neighbours, shoved a quart bottle of Whitbread Pale Ale into the policeman’s hand. ‘A glass would be useful,’ PC Watling said.


‘Why you looking so pleased with yourself, Jack?’ Gracie said. ‘You look like the cat who’s been at the cream.’


Jack wanted to tell her – he wanted to tell everyone – but said instead, ‘I can still run faster than any flat-footed copper.’ He grinned at Tony Wednesday, but the boy was only interested in the plate Gracie was putting food on. Suddenly he snatched a fairy cake, stuffed it into his mouth whole and swallowed it.


‘Them nuns at St Joseph’s must starve you. You look after him, John,’ she said to her grandson. ‘He hasn’t got no parents. I’d best sort some more sandwiches.’ She turned away and Tony Wednesday stuffed more food into his mouth. Jack watched him, fascinated – he hadn’t seen anyone so hungry since the war.


‘My mum says you shouldn’t stuff your face,’ John Redvers told him. The orphan boy’s Adam’s apple bounced twice as he forced the food down his gullet. ‘It’s not Christian.’


‘’S your mum a nun?’ Tony grabbed another handful.


Jack laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’ Cath asked as she joined them at the table. ‘Didn’t you see that copper? Or were you too bloody busy with Win Booker?’


‘What do you mean?’ Jack’s cheeks started to burn. ‘I was helping her make some more sandwiches.’ He wondered who else had seen them.


‘We’ll get fat on those, I’m sure!’


Cath and he were too alike to get on, but he mistook her concern for tenderness and put his arm around his sister’s shoulders. ‘He’s off duty.’


‘Who’s this he’s brought? A gannet?’


‘That’s his nipper.’


Tony was still chucking food down his throat.


Jack glanced about: he needed to know the lie of the land in case he had to run. He saw Bobby with his arm around PC Watling’s shoulders. Both held pint glasses as they sang, ‘On top of Old Smokey. . .’ Jack went over to them.


‘Here he is,’ Bobby said, flinging his other arm around Jack and slopping beer over his plaid shirt. ‘The next light-heavyweight champion of the world.’


Bobby believed it wholeheartedly and was as pleased when Jack won a match as if he’d won it himself.


‘World’s champion dodgers. That’s what you two ‘erberts are,’ Watling said. ‘What a merry dance youse two’ve led me and no mistake.’ He undid the rest of his buttons. He was getting hot and red in the face from the beer.


‘Well, that’s all over now, Mr Watling,’ Jack said good-naturedly. ‘We got a fresh start, didn’t we?’


‘It’s the Festival of Britain, son,’ the policeman replied, ‘not a bloody amnesty. The Kate still wants you and, by golly, they’ll have you sooner or later.’


‘No! No, don’t be silly,’ Jack said, shock causing his voice – already on a slightly high register for a man – to go higher. ‘Mr Attlee said this was a new beginning for us all.’


The policeman laughed, as if the joke was on Jack. ‘Don’t talk wet. You can’t believe what cunting politicians say, especially not Labour. The army’ll find plenty for you to do, son.’


Jack felt winded. Suddenly his title fight was no nearer than it had been when he was dodging the police.


Bobby Brown didn’t have a fearful bone in his body. He laughed. ‘The squaddies’ll have to learn to run a lot faster, then, won’t they? And you, chum.’ He raised an eyebrow at Watling.


‘Jack,’ he said, as the policeman wandered off to find his charge, ‘what d’you do to Win Booker?’


‘Nothing! What d’you mean?’ – guilt in his voice.


‘Your aunt Alice said something about seeing you from the scullery window. Win’s old man got hold of her and marched her straight indoors. D’you charver her?’


Jack was torn between telling his best friend the truth and going to see if Win was all right. Her old man might be giving her another leathering. If he did, Jack would sort him out – even though he was related to the mad twins from Whitechapel. He told himself Win wouldn’t want the whole street knowing. And he didn’t want his mum to know – or his trainer.


Such concerns instantly became unimportant. The atmosphere on the street changed as if a wind had blown in the heat of Africa. Heads turned and people moved towards a shiny black Vauxhall Velox came along the road, honking its horn. It was a deep, urgent sound.


With a rush of excitement Brian ran past saying, ‘Uncle Jack, Uncle Jack! It’s Granddad Billy. He’s out of clink!’


‘He could have stayed there for all I care – an’ he ain’t your granddad, Brian,’ Jack snapped.


But Brian was gone, along with most of the other mugs who wanted to find out what the fuss was about. Nothing, was Jack’s conclusion. Billy Hill would still be as much of a show-off as he was before he went to prison. He always needed an audience and there were always plenty willing to oblige.


‘We ought to see what he’s got to say for himself,’ Bobby said.


Jack didn’t know what people saw in the chump, and especially his mum, getting hooked up with a bloke like that after being married to his dad. Tiger Braden would’ve seen him off any day of the year. And despite Billy Hill’s reputation, Jack knew he could see him off, too. He didn’t want the man coming back from Pentonville to tell him what to do. He wouldn’t stand for that from anyone, much less Billy Hill.










Two



Brian shoved through the crowd towards the car with a proprietorial air. People blocked his path, wanting to be near it too. Why didn’t they understand that family members got special privileges? Now Granddad Billy stepped out of the front passenger seat of the four-door motor car, waving some bottles of champagne clenched between his fingers like a milkman. His broad smile showed his large teeth, topped off with a pencil moustache. Handsome was what Nan called him, and the other women in the street seemed to think so too. He wore a chalk-striped double-breasted grey suit and brightly polished shoes, with a fedora hat tipped over his left eye, the way they wore them in gangster films.


‘You lucky people,’ he said expansively. ‘Look who’s home and look what he’s got.’


The neighbours cheered like they did for the King and Queen when they visited the street after the war. Granddad Billy was more popular around here than either of them.


‘I was driving along, minding my own business,’ he announced, ‘when I saw this fall off the back of a lorry – honest to God, Officer!’


The audience roared and Billy started passing out the bottles.


‘Charlie, get some more of them out here. These people look thirsty to me – tea ain’t no good.’


A younger man in a loud-checked sports jacket with wide shoulders got out from behind the steering wheel and dragged wooden boxes off the back seat. His name was Charlie Richardson and something told Brian he’d be seeing a lot of him. Right then, though, he had eyes only for Billy, who suddenly brought more glamour and magic into their hard, dull lives than the entire Festival of Britain. Brian knew he wanted to be part of that magic. He didn’t care what his dad said about getting an education and making something of himself. All he could think about was how Granddad Billy had changed their lives. Two years ago he’d gone to prison for ram-raiding a Mayfair jeweller’s. When Billy pulled off a job everyone he knew benefited. Nan said he was the most generous man and that was why she had ‘married’ him. She wasn’t really married to him because he was already married – and Uncle Jack was dead cross about it.


‘He puts the Sullivans in the shade,’ a neighbour said. ‘And that daft Britannia they made in their yard.’


Suddenly Brian was trembling. Immediately he tried to turn his thoughts from his granddad and the terror of that night in their yard to when Nan first brought Billy to the house.


It was hate at first sight for Jack, who was waiting in the kitchen, poking the fire in the range with its oven one side and a hob for boiling pans on the other. He tensed, the veins on his neck and forehead sticking up under his skin when the front door banged and he heard Nan giggling like a girl. The man’s voice was deep, reassuring and a little thick with drink. ‘Steady she does it,’ he said. That was Billy Hill, and Nan giggled more. Cath shot Jack a warning look but said nothing.


Billy Hill was younger than Nan, but she was very good-looking still, like a film star. Both of them were a bit the worse for drink and almost any little thing set them off laughing as they stood in the narrow kitchen, facing Jack, Cath and Joey. Alice was in the scullery with baby John. How they all came to be there, Brian wasn’t sure. Alice and John didn’t live at Nan’s; Mum and Dad and he did. There was a housing shortage still, despite Mr Attlee’s promises that his government would build more homes. If they were it wasn’t around them, apart from a few prefabs. No one seemed to get around to repairing the damaged houses either.


‘What’s this? The welcoming party?’ Billy had said, attempting to salute.


‘Behave yourself,’ Nan said. ‘This is my family, all I’ve got, God bless ‘em.’ She gave Brian a kiss. ‘What are you doing up so late, lovey?’


‘He couldn’t sleep, could you, love?’ Cath said.


‘I’ll take him up,’ Joey said. ‘Come on, son. I’m a bit tired myself.’


‘That’s Joey,’ Nan said. ‘He’s my Cath’s other half.’


‘I bet,’ Billy said, staring at Mum.


Brian’s mum looked like the women in the magazines she read whenever she got the chance. People said how well she took care of herself. She was always changing her hairstyle and complaining she didn’t get new things.


‘Don’t go on my part,’ Billy said. ‘We’re not stopping, are we, Gracie?’


‘Jack, be a good boy and pop the kettle on. Make Billy a cuppa while I go and change.’


‘Maybe I should come and help you, Gracie,’ he said, and they laughed.


‘You behave yourself, or I’ll call a copper.’ That made them laugh even more. Brian had no idea what was so funny.


Jack didn’t say a word, but kept poking the fire, his face like a thundery day, dark and angry. Something else Brian didn’t get: why Jack wouldn’t want Nan to go out and have a good time. She’d hardly been out since his granddad had died.


She was downstairs, changed, in no time, certainly not enough time for the kettle to boil and Jack to make tea, even if he intended to, which he didn’t. Not even time for Joey to put Brian to bed, which he hadn’t wanted to do either. No one wanted to leave Billy Hill.


Nan came back in her best red dress, which hadn’t been out of the wardrobe in a long while, except when Brian got it out and put it on without anyone knowing. Anyone except his mum, that was. One day she’d found him in Nan’s bedroom with it on but hadn’t told anyone. It was their secret and she kept it locked away with the other one.


‘Do you want to come with us, Jack?’ Gracie asked.


‘There’s plenty of room in the old jalopy,’ Billy said. ‘You can show us the hot spots.’ He winked at Gracie and his smile broadened.


Jack said nothing, disapproval written all over his face.


‘Well, you needn’t look so glum, chum,’ Billy said. ‘I ain’t kidnapping her. Although I might. Look at her! Ain’t she a picture?’ No one answered so he winked at Gracie again. ‘I don’t think our Jack likes me, Gracie.’


Suddenly he was ‘our Jack’ and that didn’t please him either.


‘Of course he does. He’s just a bit shy, aren’t you, love?’ Nan said, and tried to stroke his face. Jack shrugged her away.


‘Well, that’s all right, then.’ Billy laughed. He said exactly what he liked whenever he wanted to say it. ‘Don’t wait up for us, son.’ He leered, and pushed Gracie out of the room and along the hall. His car was outside, the engine still running.


If they hadn’t gone Jack might have clocked Billy. Brian couldn’t remember having seen him so angry before, and it was worse because he didn’t say anything. He was tense enough to start a fire. Could Jack have put it on Billy? Brian wasn’t sure. Jack was a great boxer but Billy was hard and wiry, with wide shoulders in his gabardine suit. He was older than Jack, the only man in the family apart from Joey, who didn’t seem to count. It was always Jack the women turned to. Until then Jack had had his mum’s undivided attention. She cooked and cleaned for him, and mended his clothes. He didn’t have to lift a finger. She cheered when he won his fights at the local gym; she wept for him in August 1949 when he was called up for National Service. Later she encouraged him to go on the run rather than into the army; so did Cath. Both of them were cross with Joey for being too scared to take Jack’s medical in his place: the army would fail him, as it had before, because of his childhood TB. But Auntie Alice was cross with Jack for not going into the army – she thought it was his duty.


‘I’ve already lost one man in my life,’ Nan said. ‘I’m not losing another, not even to the army. Have a thought for someone else, Alice.’ She lied when the police came looking for Jack after he failed to appear for his medical.


The more Nan saw of Granddad Billy, the more Jack loathed him. He couldn’t understand why no one else could see what he saw in him. When Nan and Granddad Billy were out together, Jack would lie awake in bed next to Brian, waiting for their return. If Billy didn’t leave until morning Jack’s mood was murderous.


‘He’s a bad lot, that one,’ Jack said, as he listened for any sound through the thin walls of the house.


‘Why? What’s he do?’ Brian asked, unsure what Jack meant. Granddad Billy always brought him things they often couldn’t get because of all the shortages. There was plenty of sugar and meat in the house. He’d always bring sweets, and gave Brian a model of a green Bentley sports car.


‘He’s a thief. M’ dad wouldn’t have put up with the likes of him for two minutes. Nor should I. I wish my dad was here now.’


Fear crept over Brian and made him shake. His secret bore down on him. He knew he could never tell on his mum – but what if it just slipped out?


‘What’s wrong with you?’ Jack said sharply. ‘Keep still.’


Brian didn’t say a word and prayed he never would.


There was nothing Jack or anyone else could do about Billy. Nan was gone on him. His mum said most of the other women around there were too. Billy Hill was so glamorous and had such a big reputation. Everyone, from Stepney’s Mile End Road to Soho’s Old Compton Street, knew him. Wherever he went people called out to him and he’d call back, giving them advice, telling them how to solve their problems. Sometimes he solved things directly, going straight to the heart of the problem. Often it was something wrong with those narrow, crumbling houses without front gardens. Billy would go along to the rent office or threaten the landlord and within hours the problem would get fixed.


‘What’s so special about that?’ Jack challenged. ‘M’ dad was like that, fighting everyone’s battles. He’d help anyone.’


‘He would,’ Gracie conceded. ‘That’s what attracted me to him. He was like Billy in that, God rest him.’


Was his granddad resting, Brian wondered, or was he angry about what had happened? Perhaps he was plotting revenge. Brian didn’t know how the dead took revenge, but somehow they did because his mum was always threatening to come back and haunt the people she was angry with. Perhaps his granddad was haunting her.


What was most appealing about Billy was the excitement that surrounded him, the danger. He was a robber who drove vans into jewellery-shop windows and made off with the loot before the coppers could arrive; he robbed GPO vans loaded with registered letters and even factory payrolls. People treated him like he was Robin Hood because he was always on their side, never with the bosses or people with money. The war had provided him with plenty of muscle, young men deserting from the army mostly. Sometimes they came to the house too. Brian saw their bulging arms when their sleeves were rolled up. He was fascinated by them, just as he was by Jack’s hard, fit body.


Jack didn’t want to be a member of Billy Hill’s gang, and was at a loss to know what to do. When Billy moved in, Jack moved out, upsetting Gracie and making Billy cross because she was upset. That was one thing Billy Hill couldn’t fix and it gave Jack a little of his power back. Jack took a room across the street with Nan’s best friend, Eve Sutton. She had three daughters but only one was left at home. Brian saw Jack every day and carried information back to Nan, even after his parents moved to the next street, into two rented rooms with a scullery and a shared toilet. After the German bombs, and with skinflint landlords saving their money, there wasn’t much available for rent. When Billy’s luck finally ran out and he was sent to prison, Jack moved back to his mother’s house. So did Brian and his parents when rain came through their roof and the landlord was slow to repair it.


*


After his stint inside Billy didn’t come back to live at the house but took up with a nightclub hostess, who was younger than Gracie. During one of his flush periods Billy had bought Nan her house, for which he paid £190 – rainy-day security, he told her. He was a rogue, but a practical one. None of the jewellery he gave her was stolen, as the police discovered when they came looking for him after his last raid.


Why he came back here instead of going to his fancy woman – as Auntie Alice called her – no one knew. They didn’t ask or care because they were glad Billy was back. ‘You lucky people!’ he bellowed. It was his current catchphrase.


‘Your mum’s old man’s outa clink!’ Bobby Brown called to Jack, unable to keep the excitement from his voice.


‘He’s just a muggins, Bobby,’ Jack told him firmly.


‘He’s still outa clink.’ That was all that seemed to matter to Bobby, as he joined the crowd around Billy’s car, trying to push to the front. ‘I’ll have one of those.’ He grabbed a bottle of champagne from Charlie Richardson and undid the foil and wire. The cork flew out with a loud pop and everyone cheered. They were in the mood to cheer anything, especially when it was connected with Billy Hill. Somehow, without even trying, he brightened the world. Brian glanced at Jack, wondering what he’d do now.


‘He’s a mug, Brian, that’s all,’ Jack said, but, like everyone else, he was drawn to Granddad Billy.


‘You look like you’re getting hold of a bob or two, m’ ol’ china,’ Billy told Bobby, as he ran his finger and thumb along the lapel of his suit jacket. ‘You didn’t get that out of a Christmas cracker.’


‘Always one step ahead of the law, that’s me,’ Bobby said, puffed up with pride.


‘They told me crime doesn’t pay.’ Billy turned to his audience, who laughed obligingly.


‘I got something that will, Guv’nor.’


‘Well, keep it dark, son, and I’ll buy you a lamp.’


His attention went to Cath, who was pushing through the crowd. She threw her arms around him. ‘Billy!’


He gave her a lingering kiss on the lips. ‘That’s better than a pound out the till.’


Brian glanced at his dad, who came through the throng behind his mum. She never kissed him on the mouth.


‘You’ve lost weight, my darling,’ Billy said, holding Cath at arm’s length to inspect her.


‘You should’ve let us know you were getting out,’ Cath said. ‘We’d have got up a welcoming party.’


Her sense of humour sometimes deflated tension, but it was Billy who got the laugh when he turned to the crowd and said, ‘I thought this was it.’ He let their appreciation die away before he turned to the car. ‘I got something for you, darling.’ He pulled out a party dress, shook it and held it out to her. She seized it and held it against herself. It was organza and taffeta, with many more yards of fabric in the underskirt than Utility permitted. It stood out in wide hoops and Cath twirled around, showing off the dress that her husband could neither afford nor find the opportunity to buy for her. It was too much for Joey and he left, squeezing his way out of the throng. Cath glanced after him and called, ‘Joey!’ but he didn’t hear. She turned back to Billy, clearly torn. Brian hoped she’d go after his dad, but she didn’t until Granddad Billy nodded, encouraging her to do so.


‘You lucky people,’ he said, for no particular reason. ‘Charlie, get some more of them bottles open.’


Corks popped and champagne frothed into glasses, cups and jam-jars. Brian captured some, and found he didn’t like it any better than beer. He knew he’d have to persevere with drinking: it was what grown-ups did all the while and he wanted to be grown-up.


After a moment he noticed that the buzz had dropped and his nan was making her way forward with that scruffy St Joseph’s kid. She let go of his hand as Billy caught sight of her. It was like the boring bits in the pictures after Tarzan had killed all the spear-chucking blacks and then went on to kiss Jane. But Gracie wasn’t a girl. Billy took off his felt fedora. His hair needed trimming and was turning grey. ‘Gracie, my darling, you get prettier and prettier,’ he said.


‘Oh, you haven’t lost any of your blarney, Billy Hill. You must be Irish.’


‘See my finger’s wet,’ he said, licking his right forefinger. ‘See my finger’s dry.’ He wiped it on his suit jacket. ‘I’ll cut my throat if I tell a lie.’ He pulled the finger across his neck. There was an awkward moment when neither moved. Perhaps Gracie was wondering why he hadn’t gone to his floozy. No one was more tense than Jack: Brian could see he was wound up like a spring. After a long moment Billy and Gracie moved forward together. He swept her into his arms and kissed her, a much gentler kiss than the one he’d given Mum, Brian noticed.


Eve Sutton struck up ‘You’re Just In Love’ on the piano, and Billy swept Gracie into a slow waltz, holding her close. Others drifted over to watch, and Billy was in his element, the centre of attention.


‘You’ll have to watch your Ps and Qs now the guv’nor’s back.’ PC Watling refilled his glass from a champagne bottle. His face was red and blotchy now, his eyes glazed.


‘He ain’t my guv’nor!’ Jack snapped, then turned to Brian, who was persevering with his champagne. ‘That’s enough. You’ll be sick.’


Brian leaned against his uncle, feeling a little tipsy. ‘What’s Ps and Qs?’ he asked.


His uncle was dismissive. ‘Don’t worry about that, Brian. I’ll sort him out.’


Brian tried again. ‘I love you, Uncle Jack,’ he said.


‘Don’t talk wet,’ Jack pushed him upright. ‘What you talking about? You’d better stick your fingers down your throat and make yourself sick.’


Brian was determined not to do that. If he was put to bed he’d miss everything and be cast back with the kiddies. He squared his shoulders as if nothing was amiss and saw an older, stooped man in a three-piece suit and a Homburg step up to Billy and shake his hand. Granddad Billy greeted him as he did everyone, like a best friend.


‘You’ve been getting more than your share, Frank,’ he said.


‘You don’t look so bad yourself. Been on the Riviera?’


‘Brought the bubbly back to prove it.’ He held out an open champagne bottle to Frank Cockain, a racetrack bookmaker. He’d make a book anywhere he could take a bet. He pulled a sour face and popped a Rennie tablet into his mouth. ‘It gives me heartburn,’ he said, ‘along with those mugs who think I owe them a living for letting me breathe.’


‘I heard Jack Spot’s been making a nuisance of himself.’


‘You heard right. And those clowns out of Whitechapel – they act like they own the world.’


‘I’ll sort them out,’ Billy said. ‘Just let me find my feet.’


‘You’d best be quick about it. They’re getting too big for their boots.’


Now Tony Wednesday trotted up to the car to see what the fuss was about. Kids of all ages were hanging around the Vauxhall, watching enviously as John Redvers sat in the driver’s seat, wrenching the big black steering wheel this way and that, making car-engine noises with his thick lips. They waited with a mixture of fear and awe, not daring to get in themselves. Although cars were becoming more common, a ride in one was beyond their expectations. The braver ones risked patting the fat round mudguards.


Tony Wednesday fought his way to the front, shoving aside much bigger kids. ‘Here! What you doing in that car?’ he said with a mixture of surprise and authority.


‘It’s my granddad Billy’s.’


The words were scarcely out of John Redvers’s lips when Tony Wednesday flew at him. ‘You liar! You said your dad died in the war! You said!’ He tried to pull him out of the car, but John clung to the wheel. Tony was stronger, though, and eventually released his grip to protect himself. They crashed onto the pavement, with Tony on top. The other kids were shouting, ‘Fight! Fight!’ as they cleared a space for the pair to wrestle. As one of the older boys Brian might have been expected to stop them, but he let them get on with it. He didn’t like his cousin, who was a mummy’s boy and told tales to Auntie Alice. Tony Wednesday and John were a pretty good match for each other physically, but it was instantly apparent which one was streets ahead in the survival game.


It ended in tears when Tony banged his opponent’s head on the kerb and John let out a great yowl. Then Uncle Jack and Brian’s mother were pushing through the onlookers along with Gracie and Billy, wanting to know what was going on.


‘He did it!’ John sobbed. ‘He said my dad wasn’t dead and hit me.’ He sobbed harder.


‘Smack him back,’ Billy advised, ‘a big fella like you.’


That was all the encouragement John needed to fly at Tony, who swung wide at him, the blow catching the side of John’s head.


Finally the policeman stopped it. ‘Oi! That’s no way to behave!’ he said, clipping Tony round the ear. ‘You’re with nice people now, not that bloody rough house from the orphanage.’ Then both boys were crying.


‘You ought to be ashamed, Mr Watling,’ Gracie said, stepping in, ‘picking on him like that.’


‘He’s not hurt. A clip round the ear’s the best medicine in my experience.’


She wasn’t listening. ‘Come on, lovey,’ she said, putting an arm around Tony.


‘You have to let them sort it out themselves,’ Billy said. ‘Kids always fight.’


‘We don’t want any of that, Billy,’ Gracie said, ‘not today.’ She was the only person there who’d dare to put him in his place.


As if realizing he was onto something here, Tony Wednesday said, ‘I only wanted a go of the car. I ain’t got no mum or dad, I ain’t.’ He squeezed out another tear.


‘I know you haven’t, lovey,’ Gracie said.


Gracie might have adopted him there and then if Billy hadn’t intervened.


‘Charlie, give ‘em a spin in the old jalopy,’ Billy ordered. ‘Go on, you little buggers, and don’t wee on the seats.’


‘Not you,’ PC Watling said, capturing the now recovered Tony as he plunged for the car. ‘Not till you learn how to behave proper.’


Without protest Tony hung his head.


‘Ah, let him have a ride, Mr Watling,’ Gracie said. ‘There’s no harm done.’


The policeman was buttoning his tunic, suddenly sober. ‘He’s got to learn right from wrong or he’s down the road before we know it.’


‘He’s right, Gracie.’ Billy nodded. ‘You gotta keep kids on the straight and narrow.’


Now that Billy Hill had pronounced, with no sense of irony, the matter was closed. The car was full of kids and Charlie, the driver, was starting the engine. ‘Don’t you want to be taken for a ride, Brian?’ he asked.


It was the last thing Brian wanted. Having entered, if only briefly, the adult world, he didn’t want to be thrust back with the kids. He watched PC Watling leave with the orphan boy, a hand clamped on his shoulder. That was what happened to children, he thought. They were trapped in their small bodies. Brian was ready to break out of his. He followed them a little way along the street as the big shiny Vauxhall cruised past on litter-strewn Goswell Road, its horn honking. Kids hung out of the windows, cheering. Tony Wednesday glanced at the policeman, then turned to follow the car’s stately progress. John Redvers was at the front passenger-seat window, jamming two fingers up at him.


PC Watling looked down at his charge and winked. ‘Learn to box clever, son,’ he said. ‘Give them snooty kids a sly clip or a shove when their mums can’t see you. Make it look like an accident, so there’s no comeback.’ He put an arm around Tony’s shoulders.


That was what he would learn to do, too, Brian thought. He’d box clever and be sly to fit himself for adulthood in this new Britain, full of opportunities.
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