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To Cliff




He who lives more lives than one


More deaths than one must die.


Oscar Wilde, ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’
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PART ONE
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1909


When the Boer War was going on over in Africa, Warren Butcher and his Butcher Boys ruled the streets around Soho. Everything was fine. Then the Austrian Wolfe crew under Gustav Wolfe came to London and snatched the business out from underneath the Butchers.


It was bad in one way – very bad – but good in another, because Warren was forced to hastily decamp to Paris and there he met Frenchie, an artist’s model, who would become his exotic-looking wife and Diamond Butcher’s mother. Warren didn’t speak French, and Frenchie had only a little English, but they learned from each other, and the language of love soon overcame their differences. Warren fell head over heels for Frenchie and together they settled down to married life.


Prosperity followed. Paris was good to the Butcher family. They started with one nightclub, then expanded. One more. Then another. And so on. Buying, decorating, dreaming, creating their dream. They were happy in Frenchie’s golden city. Deliriously happy. And getting rich.


Then came the three children, in quick succession. Frenchie wanted to give her babies French names, but Warren was insistent. He was English, to his bones.


‘Diamond for a girl,’ he said. ‘And she will be a diamond, won’t she? A little jewel. And Aiden, I’ve always dreamed of that name if I had a son.’


‘And if there are two boys? What then?’ Frenchie teased him.


‘Owen,’ said Warren.


So along came Diamond, then Aiden and then finally – a last hurrah for Frenchie, by then a glamorous grande dame in her forties – Owen.


Diamond loved both her younger brothers. Aiden was a nightmare of a kid, lively to the point of mania, stuffing his pockets with all kinds of rubbish, running everywhere full throttle, jumping off shed roofs and forever getting into mischief. He was always dirty, always covered in mud and blood, but he was sweet too, and smiley, and Diamond loved him very much.


She fussed around after Owen too, who sadly was slow-witted because the cord had knotted around his neck during the birth, poor thing. As a consequence of his disability, Owen was Aiden’s opposite: peaceful, almost slothful, happy with his colouring books at the kitchen table, alarmed by loud noises or shouting, needing to be shielded from the world.


‘Red and yellow make orange,’ Diamond told Owen, showing him with the crayons. ‘And look, Owen – red and green make brown. And blue and yellow make green. You see?’


Owen was delighted. He laughed and kissed her cheek and she hugged him, ruffling his dark hair and smiling at his pleasure in such simple things.


Diamond loved Aiden and Owen. She worshipped her dad. And she adored her glamorous mother Frenchie, who had taught her daughter to speak her native tongue so that she was fluent in the language, perfect in her pronunciation.


‘She could pass for a Parisian,’ Frenchie told Warren proudly.


Then disaster struck. Gustav Wolfe – who had previously seized all the Butcher holdings and driven them out of London – expanded across the Channel and into Paris. Sheer force of numbers defeated the Butcher clan. The Wolfe mob descended on them, snatching away their six Parisian nightclubs – the Pompadour, the Miami Beach, the Metropole, Ciro’s, the Lopez and the Cabaret de l’Enfer. Again, Warren Butcher had to run – or die.


‘It’ll be all right,’ Warren told his wife.


But Frenchie didn’t think so. What she thought was this: that the hated Wolfe mob would hound them until their dying day. And Diamond, from an early age, believed her mother to be absolutely right.
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‘Maybe we’ll try Manchester,’ Warren said to Frenchie. ‘Or Birmingham.’


‘You mean, we will run?’ sniffed Frenchie. ‘Run away from Gustav Wolfe and his mob of thieves and cut-throats?’


They’d returned to Soho, to Warren’s home town of London, with all their belongings – which included a massive full-length portrait of Frenchie in her prime. Warren didn’t want to go anywhere else. But he had a family to think of now. If Wolfe cut up rough, what might become of Frenchie? Of Diamond and Aiden and Owen, his kids who he loved more than life itself? What if something happened to them, and it was his fault, because he hadn’t moved quickly enough to save them, to spare them more conflict?


But then Warren started to hope. Everything was quiet, after all. On the strength of this, ever hopeful, he used the cash he’d saved up in Paris to buy a house, and hung Frenchie’s fabulous portrait at the top of the stairs. With what remained, he bought a club called the Milano over in Wardour Street and the Butcher family called it theirs. Frenchie set to with great gusto, decorating the club interior with vivid reds and luscious golds. She was so proud when the opening night came, and there was dancing to a band, the drink flowed like water, everyone had a fabulous time. Then when all seemed to be going well, one dark rainy night someone put a lit rag through the letterbox of their house.


Warren was a bad sleeper – that was all that saved them. He was coming down the stairs to get his cigarettes and make a brew just before midnight when he saw flames erupting on the doormat. He ran down and stamped it out. Smoke billowed. He opened the front door and stepped out, heart thumping, staring around. The rain fell, hissing hard as a thousand snakes. But there was nobody to be seen. He tossed the destroyed mat out onto the path, still smouldering. The burned rag, too. Frenchie, having heard him opening the front door, was coming down to see that he was all right.


‘Chéri, what . . .?’ she asked anxiously.


Warren stepped back inside. His head was spinning. So here it was, at last. That bastard Wolfe was never going to let this go. The worst of it was, Warren knew that once again he was outgunned. Most of the coppers around the manor were already in the pay of the Wolfe mob. And Warren had lost touch with many of the boys who’d worked for him around the clubs, pubs and snooker halls he’d once run in London – before Gustav Wolfe had snatched it all away from him. The Wolfes had bigger numbers, but Warren had practically no-one to call on. His kin were up north, they hadn’t been in touch for years. He’d never got on with his brother Victor, and his parents hadn’t wanted to know either of them.


Now, this.


If he hadn’t – by sheer chance – come downstairs, they might all have been dead by morning.


Frenchie was staring at him, pale and clutching at her throat in terror. ‘Was it them, you think?’ she said quietly.


Upstairs, their kids were sleeping. It chilled Warren to the bone, the thought of what could have happened.


Maybe Manchester would be good, Warren thought. Or – yes – even Birmingham.


But the Wolfe clan had tried to burn him out. Rage churned in his belly and clutched at his chest. They could have killed his kids. His wife. And now he was thinking of turning tail? Running away?


Just how far could you run before you got sick of it? Before you knew you had to stand your ground at last, and fight?


This far, thought Warren. And no bloody further.


He reached up, furious, and snatched down his coat, pulling it on.


‘Where are you . . .?’ Frenchie demanded, but he was already gone, out the door and away.
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‘You did what?’ Frenchie said two hours later.


She’d been frantic, pacing the floor since Warren left, wondering what madness he would commit. Warren was hot-tempered at the best of times. Would he go, knock on the Wolfe door and call Gustav out? That would be crazy, but she wouldn’t put it past him.


Now he was back – thank God! But what had he done?


‘I put a lit rag through his letterbox,’ said Warren. ‘See how the fucker likes that.’


Frenchie couldn’t believe it. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she thought. But she said nothing. In her mind, she was already gone. Manchester, yes. They’d try there. Anywhere, where there was no Wolfe mob waiting to snatch their livelihood away from them. But she was broken-hearted. In London, the Wolfes had smashed Warren’s living. In Paris, the Wolfes had smashed them again. Now the Butchers had just one London club, their absolute pride and joy, the Milano, and she knew the Wolfes would take that too. She knew it. There was nothing for the Butchers to do now but flee. Again.


But before they could gather themselves, put the club on the market, a note – not a lit rag – was shoved through the letterbox. Frenchie watched as Warren opened the envelope and spread out the stiff sheet of paper inside. She read it, over his shoulder.


Tonight. Eight o’clock. Outside the Milano.


‘Oh God,’ said Frenchie, frozen with fear.


Warren scrunched the note and envelope up, stuffed them into his pocket.


‘I’ll be there all right. Mob-bloody-handed,’ he said.


***


The Milano didn’t open that night. Out in the street at the front of it, the clock struck eight and Warren and what boys he could muster were there, ready for a ruck. Then one by one, the Wolfe lot started to emerge from the shadows. Warren gulped as he saw them swelling in numbers; there were hundreds of them. The streetlights glittered off cudgels, knives, axes, bike chains. Then Gustav Wolfe stepped through the crowd, big as a barn door, his sandy hair swept straight back, his eyes black pinholes as he stared, half smiling, at Warren Butcher.


‘You want to call this off then?’ asked Gustav into the sudden silence.


‘No,’ said Warren, thinking of that burning rag on the doormat. This cunt thought he was a doormat, fit only to wipe his dirty Austrian feet on. Well, no more. ‘I heard someone tried to set light to your arse,’ said Warren. ‘Shoved a lit rag through your letterbox. Is that right?’


Wolfe’s smile froze on his face. ‘You think you’re funny, uh?’


Warren shrugged. What the fuck. His hand tightened on the axe he held. He’d sharpened it that morning, sitting at the kitchen table with Aiden running rings around him, Owen peacefully colouring with his crayons and his bits of paper, Diamond sitting gravely at the table, watching him.


‘Enough talking,’ said Warren, and let out a bellow, holding the axe high as he charged.


A roar went up from both sides and then Warren was in the thick of it, crashing into the opposition, pummelling his way in with the axe swinging wildly in his right hand, the brass knuckledusters on his left pounding faces, chests, arms. Bodies were falling, hitting the cobbles, and he was wading further into the Wolfes, falling over men groaning, their heads a mess of blood, slipping and sliding as the cobbles got drenched in it, treading on a hand and then realising it was detached from someone, and there was screaming and he was possessed, swinging the axe, wanting to reach Gustav Wolfe but unable to; everyone was clustering around Wolfe like he was their king and had to be kept safe.


Then there was an impact – a stunning, hideous blow that knocked him down, and he was crawling, half blinded, blood in his eyes and humming in his ears. He dragged himself all of three paces, and then was struck again.


This time, he fell and lay still.
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They brought Warren Butcher home on a stretcher. What few of his supporters remained were blood-stained, battered, stumbling with exhaustion. They carried Warren into the kitchen and laid him out on the floor.


He was dead.


Frenchie saw it, straight away. His head had been caved in on the left side, baring brain and bone and blood. The life force was gone from him; he was nothing but a shell. She flung herself on his neck, crying, screaming with rage and pain and horror. Diamond grabbed Aiden and Owen and hustled them up the stairs, away from this carnage.


She sat upstairs with her brothers for a while, hearing ­voices down below, shouts, curses. Owen was trembling, leaning in against her and she had her arm around his ­shoulders and was talking to him in a low voice, soothing him as best she could. Aiden sat on her other side, saying nothing, but pale and taut as a bowstring.


Finally, she could stand it no longer. She had to know what was happening.


Telling her brothers to stay there, she left the bedroom and went down. She didn’t want to go into the kitchen, but her mother was in there and so she knew she had to. She didn’t want to see her dad again, stretched out dead and cold on the floor. She didn’t think she could bear it. But her mother was there, suffering, so she had to suffer too.


Bracing herself, shivering with dread and fighting back tears, Diamond went into the kitchen. But there were no men there. There was no body. There was only Frenchie, sitting in the chair by the fire, hunched over, her hands to her face. She looked up as Diamond came in, her face smeared red where she had been clinging on to Warren. She held out a hand. Diamond rushed forward and took it, hugging her mother hard. She could smell her father’s blood. She could feel Frenchie’s tears, drenching her shoulder as Frenchie clung to her in desperation.


Frenchie sobbed. ‘I knew it would happen. I told him. But he would never listen.’


Diamond didn’t know what to say. There were no words of comfort she could give.


‘I asked them if they saw him fall,’ Frenchie gasped out. ‘They said it was Gustav Wolfe, it was him who delivered the coup de grâce to my poor darling Warren. I hate that cochon so much!’


Diamond could feel the rage and sorrow seeping out of Frenchie and into her. The Wolfe mob. They’d been a torment to her family ever since she could remember. And now – this. Her dad was dead. What was going to become of them all, without his jovial, reckless, larger-than-life presence?


She hugged her mother while Frenchie sobbed again – wrenching, heartbreaking sobs of absolute despair.


‘They have taken him to the morgue,’ said Frenchie brokenly. ‘My love, my beautiful man, they have taken him away from me. It’s more than I can stand.’


Diamond held her mother tight. There was nothing else she could do. She hated the Wolfes. She hated them and she swore to herself that when she was grown she would have her revenge; she would harm them, in any way she could.
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Diamond Butcher was just eleven years old when she first met her Uncle Victor at her father’s funeral. She was standing, drenched to the skin, beside her mother and her two brothers at Warren Butcher’s graveside. It was pissing down with rain, hammering her, the droplets so hard that she could barely hear what the vicar was saying.


Anyway, it didn’t matter.


A numbness had engulfed her, ever since that awful night when they’d carried her father home. All that mattered was that Dad was gone. Gustav Wolfe had killed him. The Wolfe clan were their dreaded enemies. Thoughts of sweet vengeance haunted Diamond, day and night. There was a dead wife, she knew that, back in Austria. A son, she knew that too. And a daughter. More than that, she didn’t know or even want to. All of them were evil, bad to the bone. She despised them.


‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust . . .’ droned the vicar, rain dripping in cascades from his surpliced shoulders, sploshing off the end of his beaky nose onto the open bible in his hands.


This last week had been a nightmare. The police – straight ones, or ones in the pay of Gustav Wolfe, who knew? – had come to call. Looking at them all like they were scum. Asking questions and not even caring about the answers.


Diamond clung on to her mother’s hand at the graveside. She could feel Frenchie shuddering with tears, unable to comprehend what had happened. Now she was a widow. Aiden and Owen, on their mother’s other side, were silent. Nine-year-old Aiden was holding back the tears, determined to be brave now he was the man of the family. Owen, who was just six, wore his usual expression of sweet bewilderment. How could they explain life, death, to him? He knew his colouring books and the kitchen table; that was all. Death and disaster, the horrors of the Wolfe clan, Warren Butcher’s proud, brave and foolhardy fight for survival against insurmountable odds – all of that was beyond Owen.


Now the vicar had stopped speaking and was holding out a small rectangular wooden box to Frenchie. Diamond watched as her mother dipped her fingers into the muddy dirt it contained. She threw a handful of it down, onto the coffin. It landed with a thump that made Diamond’s nerves jitter.


Dad’s in that box.


Hatred and despair roiled in her stomach and she thought she would be sick. She’d been having terrible nightmares ever since the night of the gang fight; she’d been plagued by images of monstrous Gustav Wolfe, hammer in hand, charging at her dad, striking him to the ground. And now, without Dad, they were alone – unprotected.


What’s going to become of us?


At last the ordeal was over. Frenchie was tugging her daughter and sons away from the grave. They would go back to the house – that at least was still theirs, for now – eat sandwiches, drink tea, and stare into a barren future.


‘Come on. Let’s go home,’ said Frenchie, her voice hoarse with tears.


Then a man stepped up through the bucketing rainstorm, blocking their way. He was big – tall, broad, bull-necked, black-haired and – this was strange – he had a look of Dad about him.


‘Frenchie?’ he said as the crowds dispersed.


‘Oh, it’s . . .’ Frenchie gulped, blinking. ‘Victor? Isn’t it?’


The man nodded. ‘Sad day,’ he said.


‘We haven’t seen you in a lot of years,’ said Frenchie. Her voice was flat, Diamond noticed. Not welcoming. Not even warm. ‘Children? This is your Uncle Victor. Your father’s brother.’


‘Let’s get out of this fucking rain,’ said Victor, taking Frenchie’s arm. ‘We got things to discuss, am I right?’


‘I don’t think so.’


She doesn’t like him, thought Diamond.


‘I do,’ said Victor. ‘Come on.’
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‘Fact is,’ said Victor, who not three hours later was standing in front of the fire in the parlour, his hand on the mantel like he owned the place, ‘you’re in a bind, ain’t that right?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Frenchie.


‘Yeah you do. Man of the house gone. Wolfe lot breathing down your necks. You’re in trouble.’


All the mourners had departed after the wake and now an uneasy peace had descended on the house. The kids were grouped around the kitchen table. Owen was busy with his colouring-in; he was working on a picture of Mary Pickford, the ‘world’s sweetheart’. Aiden was watching Uncle Victor with wary eyes, Diamond was wondering what fresh hell this day could bring.


Diamond didn’t like the look of Uncle Victor and she could see her mother didn’t, either. Dad had been a big bruiser of a man but he had been humorous, jokey, warm and loving. People had looked up to him, turned to him for advice and direction. Victor was different. There was something cold and smug about him, like his own brother getting himself murdered was a good result, an opportunity, not a thing to be mourned over.


‘Lucky for you I’m here,’ said Victor.


Frenchie was staring at him like he’d just crawled out from under a stone.


‘What does that mean?’ she asked.


Diamond’s eyes moved between the pair of them, her mother and her uncle.


‘That accent. Always did like it,’ he said. He was half smiling.


Frenchie’s stare grew colder. ‘Victor,’ she said tiredly, ‘it’s been a long day.’


‘Then I’ll be brief. It’s obvious, innit? I’ll take over. Handle things. Christ knows, you can’t.’


‘I’d rather . . .’ started Frenchie.


But Victor wasn’t paying heed. He was looking at the kids, his niece and nephews, and his eyes were narrowed with ­irritation.


‘Better get this lot off to bed, yeah?’ he snapped.


Frenchie rose from her chair, holding out her hands to them. ‘Yes. I had better do that,’ she said stonily. ‘Come along, children.’


***


From that day on, their lives changed forever. Hours later, the two boys were in their room, asleep, and Diamond was in hers, a tiny boxroom tucked up under the eaves. It was luxury, having her own room, when she could remember once having to share, top-and-tailing, with the boys when they’d been little, in France. But she was still awake, unable to close her eyes, unable to rest, when she heard Mum coming up the stairs. And there was another tread right behind hers, heavier, more deliberate.


Quietly Diamond slipped out of bed in the dark and went over to the door. She opened it, just a tiny crack, and peered out. Uncle Victor was there on the landing, with her mother. And her mother was crying.


‘Enough of that,’ she heard him say, and to her shock he pulled Mum toward him and kissed her, long and hard enough to bruise her. Frenchie was struggling to get free. Diamond could hear her own heart, beating hard. She was biting her lip in horror and confusion. She tasted blood.


‘Now,’ Victor said at last. ‘Let’s get on, yeah?’


He shoved Frenchie into the bedroom she had just a few nights ago shared with her husband. Then he paused on the threshold of the room, and looked back, along the landing. Diamond froze, sure that he could see her there. But then he walked on, into the bedroom – and closed the door behind him and his brother’s widow.
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1912


Now Uncle Victor ruled the roost. He’d taken control of everything after Warren’s funeral and woe betide anyone who didn’t fall into line when he said so. Straight away he’d assembled all the remaining Butcher Boys out in the yard and announced that he was in charge now, and if anyone had anything to say about that, they should speak up.


No-one spoke up.


‘We’re not the Butcher Boys any more,’ he roared at them. ‘I’m Victor Butcher and now we’re the Victory Boys. All right?’


Then it was the turn of the hoisters – the shoplifters – to get their pep talk from the new boss. Mostly female, under Warren’s rule they had been a small and amateurish force. Now, under Victor’s direction they grew in numbers and began to terrorise the high-class shops around the West End. Day after day they set out in tightly organised groups, wearing specially made garments with concealed deep pockets sewn into every layer. Frenchie protested at her daughter’s involvement, which Victor insisted upon.


‘I don’t want my girl ending up in jail,’ she said.


But protesting against Victor’s decisions was like spitting into the wind.


The girls would go into high-end stores and emerge onto the streets wearing five dresses beneath their coats, jewellery slung around their necks, every pocket stuffed full with goods – hosiery, leather purses, whatever expensive item they could lay their hands on.


Several times Diamond was caught inside a store and had to say that she was just taking an item to the light of the door so that she could see the colour better. Once she was chased down the street before she could catch up with her ‘boosters’, two heavy Victory Boys in a car, who took the goods off her and raced away with them. When stopped by the pursuing store detective and searched, there was not a thing on her to be found.


She hated it, but she had to do it. Victor said so. She got good at it, too.


There was something deeply intimidating about Victor, something quick-moving and frightening. One moment he’d seem calm, the next he could erupt into a terrifying rage. Diamond hated him. They all did. He seemed to delight in being cruel. He came into the kitchen, where Owen sat colouring in a newspaper drawing of the doomed Titanic. Frenchie, Diamond and Aiden had shivered when they’d seen the picture, but it meant nothing to Owen. It had been all over the papers that fifteen hundred souls had been lost when the massive and seemingly indestructible ship had struck an iceberg in the north Atlantic. Victor swiped the boy roughly around the head, seemingly playful but intending to hurt.


Whop!


‘Trust a bruv of mine to have a fuckin’ moron for a kid,’ he said, laughing.


Time and again Diamond saw Frenchie bite her lip, swallow the anger she felt at him mocking her dead husband and being so cruel to her son.


‘Victor’s a bastard,’ Aiden would whisper to Diamond. ‘A fuckin’ bastard.’


But Aiden was just a boy, young and weak, no match for a man like Victor. He took over, the dominant male, raking in all the monies from the hoisters, the snooker halls and the club, scaring the shit out of everyone around him. He had even fended off Gustav Wolfe, and that was no mean feat. By some miracle, when Victor arrived on the scene, the Wolfe nightmare receded. He didn’t care about the Wolfe crew; he spat on them. Built up an army of thugs around him. The Victory Boys.


And every night, every night, Diamond saw him go into the bedroom with Frenchie. Her own room was right next door to the big master bedroom and she wished it wasn’t because she could hear Frenchie’s pitiful cries through the wall. She knew Victor was hurting her. Frenchie, once so proud and upright, visibly drooped under the strain of it all. Owen started to flinch away from Victor before he was halfway into the room, hiding out in the back yard even when it rained. Diamond often found her youngest brother outside in the khazi, shivering with fear.


As for Diamond herself, mostly she tried to keep out of Victor’s way. She almost managed it, right up until her fourteenth birthday, when Moira – who had been cleaning Frenchie’s house ever since she came over from Paris – baked a special cake and Diamond had to blow out fourteen candles. It was a happy occasion, one of very few since Dad died and Victor had come storming into all their lives, but for Diamond it was blighted because she was aware of Victor’s speculative gaze on her throughout it all. Afterwards, while she was helping Moira with the washing-up in the scullery, with Moira’s young son Michael out chopping kindling in the yard, she could hear Victor talking to Frenchie in the kitchen.


‘Fourteen then,’ he was saying.


‘Yes. What of it?’ Frenchie sounded guarded.


Diamond exchanged a look with Moira. Moira was her great friend, she’d been with the family for years. She’d lost her husband a while back, and her son Michael, who was the same age as Diamond, was almost part of the family, just like she was.


‘She’s been good at the hoisting,’ said Victor.


That was true. Even at such a young age, Diamond, as a Butcher family member, was now pretty much in charge of the rest of the girls.


‘So?’ asked Frenchie.


‘She’s old enough, I reckon.’


‘For what?’


‘You know for what. I don’t carry no passengers. I thought I’d made that clear.’


‘No, she’s . . .’


‘She’s started her bleeds, I bet. Getting some tits on her. Nice-looking girl.’


Frenchie said nothing. In the scullery, Diamond and Moira listened, wide-eyed.


‘She can help me out then,’ Victor steamrollered on.


‘She already does. She does the hoisting. Isn’t that enough?’


‘Nah, I reckon she could do the trick.’


‘Victor, I don’t think . . .’


‘Who asked you to think? I do the thinking around here. And what I say goes – clear?’


No word from Frenchie.


‘I said . . .’ Victor’s tone had dropped to a silky threat.


‘Yes! All right,’ said Frenchie.


Diamond froze. What the hell had she just been signed up for?
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That night at the Milano in Wardour Street, Diamond started doing the badger trick. She stood nervously at the bar and chatted to a young gentleman. Victor had told her the drill, and you didn’t disobey Victor. So she was smiling, flirting, encouraging the mark to buy her drinks and never quite finishing them, while Uncle Victor sat at a corner table watching the proceedings. She said – as Victor had told her to – that she would do a private dance for the young man in a room upstairs, if he liked.


Which, of course, he did.


Within the hour she was leading him up the stairs, ­bracing herself against self-disgust, fear and humiliation, dancing, removing her clothing bit by bit – and then Uncle Victor charged in and said, what the hell was going on? This was his daughter and this cad was dishonouring her. He should pay!


Diamond blanked her mind while Victor yelled and pounded the young man with his fists, then emptied his ­wallet, ­hustled him back down the stairs and threw him out of the club. She got dressed again. Then Victor came back up, smiling, saying what a good night’s work, peeling off ­fivers, ­tossing her one.


‘Good work, girl. Let’s get home,’ he said.


‘I don’t want to do this again,’ said Diamond.


Victor stopped in his tracks. ‘You what?’


Diamond repeated herself, her heart hammering with terror.


‘Right,’ said Victor, and moved like lightning, knocking her back on her arse. The blow caught her right in the eye. Then he yanked her up from the floor and struck again.


‘We won’t discuss this, ever again,’ he told her, breathing alcohol fumes into her aching, battered face. ‘You understand?’


Dazed, agonised, Diamond nodded.


‘Good,’ he said, and let her go.


***


Home didn’t feel like home any more. The minute they were through the door, Victor, who’d been downing whiskies all night and was now the worse for drink, started. Victor was horrible sober, but he was a bloody sight worse when the drink was on him. He caught poor Owen just going up to bed and kicked his arse hard to hasten his flight up the stairs. Aiden, who was in the hall, burst out in protest: ‘Hey!’


‘What did you say?’ snarled Victor, fists raised.


Aiden lowered his gaze and stared sullenly at the floor. ‘Nothing.’


‘Yeah, nothing. Nothing’s what you are, you little son of a bitch. Where’s your mother?’


Aiden nodded back toward the kitchen.


‘Get yourself up to bed,’ Victor said to Diamond, and with her head awash with pain she grabbed Aiden’s arm and hustled him up the stairs before he could provoke Victor any further. Victor sober was dangerous, but semi-drunk he was fearsome and would pick a fight with the devil himself.


This was their life now. She was still obliged to do the hoisting. She was an expert at that now, her nerves diminishing. Michael, Moira’s boy, started helping out on the robbing, ­liaising between Diamond and the boosters who removed the stolen goods from the scene.


Michael talked about breaking away from the Victory Boys, having his own set-up. Much to Diamond’s amusement, he took to standing about looking tough, cleaning his fingernails with a silver knife blade.


‘That’s what we’ll be called,’ he told her. ‘The Silver Blades. You got the Black Hands, the Peaky Blinders, the Victory Boys, why not the Silver Blades?’


‘Yeah. Why not?’ said Diamond, smiling. ‘You just keep on dreaming, Michael.’


She carried on playing the badger trick on unwary punters. Frenchie was getting sadder and sadder. Aiden was bristling under Uncle Victor’s iron rule, Owen was always in a state of terror. Their life! And it was getting worse all the time.
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1913


‘Step back, Diamond chérie,’ said Frenchie, grabbing her daughter’s arm, hauling her back against the front of the ironmonger’s, nearly tripping her over a tin bath and a pile of gas mantles and rugs. A steel watering can toppled and hastily Diamond caught it before it could hit the pavement. She put it back in place.


‘What . . .?’ she queried in exasperation.


They’d been out shopping, buying fruit and veg, jellied eels, new shoes for Aiden. They’d gone in the newsagent’s with its gaudy shop window advertising Meccano sets, boiled sweets. They’d purchased a copy of Woman’s Weekly for Owen – he loved to colour in the pictures. They’d passed Levine’s, the kosher poulterers with the big colourful ­advertising signs up above it – for Colman’s Mustard and Sainsbury’s stores – and they were about to go into the baker’s for a loaf when Frenchie’s whole body stiffened and she clasped her daughter, pulled her back.


Step back?


Then Diamond saw. It was them. The Wolfe crew. They were coming swaggering down the street toward them, big coats flapping, arms held wide like gunfighters ready to draw their weapons. The boss Gustav was in the lead, a Trilby hat pulled low down over his eyes, his mouth a hard line under his massive handlebar moustache. The rest of the heavies were fanning out behind him. Diamond’s eyes followed them while Frenchie kept her gaze averted.


‘Don’t look at them,’ hissed Frenchie. Discreetly, she turned her head and spat on the pavement.


But Diamond couldn’t stop herself. There was something both fascinating and terrifying about Gustav Wolfe and his mob. Self-confidence was oozing out of Gustav’s pores as he strutted along, everyone stepping nervously out of his way. His gaze caught hers and held it for a long moment, but still she didn’t look away.


Her dad’s killer.


‘He’s German,’ said Frenchie. ‘The authorities ought to lock all the Germans away, they’re causing trouble. They always do.’


‘I heard he’s Austrian,’ said Diamond.


‘It’s the same thing.’


‘Who is that one?’ asked Diamond, indicating a younger man who walked beside Gustav.


‘That’s Toro, Gustav’s son. Thomas really, but everyone says his mother called him Toro, her “little bull” so it stuck.’


Even the son looked arrogant, Diamond thought. Like a winner in a world of losers. He looked at her too, with a bold stare that she mulishly returned. He wasn’t like his distinctly Austrian, pale and heavily moustachioed father. Everyone knew that Gustav’s late wife had been Spanish, and it was the Spanish influence that was most evident in Toro. He was dark-skinned, dark-haired and somewhere, she guessed, in his mid to late twenties. How did he even dare glance at her, handsome bastard that he was? The arsehole. She hated him on sight.


‘I said, don’t look,’ said Frenchie, and dragged her fifteen-year-old daughter into the shop, out of harm’s way. Diamond glared at Toro Wolfe over her shoulder. And he grinned. ‘Come on. We’re going to be late. Victor’s expecting us back.’
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1914


Victor Butcher was feeling pretty pleased with himself. It was his opinion that his brother Warren had been a bloody fool, soft as shit, unable to see the opportunities that were all around him, focusing on clubs and a little hoisting when there were much bigger pickings to be had.


Victor had a sizeable organisation now with his Victory Boys. He had lots of petty dock thieves on the go, a big ring of pickpockets, a load of rigged boxing matches and a lot of racecourse intimidation. He particularly enjoyed a trip to Brighton races, sending his Victory Boys around with a bucket among the vendors, bookies, punters and grafters, telling them to throw in a half crown for ‘services’. Anyone who was so foolish as to ask what bloody services was beaten to a pulp or cut, so most paid up and didn’t argue.


So all was well and now here was Victor with his Sunday best suit on, his gold watch chain glinting in the sun. He was ambling along the street in a good mood because he had heard that Gustav Wolfe was seriously ill. Terminally, he’d heard. And that was good news. The best. He walked along, whistling, aware that he was very near the Wolfe family home, interested to see if anything was going on. And that’s when he saw the girl.


He stopped and stared. She was stepping down off the running board of a dark blue Austin 7 Tourer motor car, wearing a navy-blue coat with a white fur collar, a blue cloche hat from which golden curls were artfully escaping, a lot of rouge on her face and her lips painted into a vermilion cupid’s-bow. Her whole stance was confident, her head held high. She stepped down onto the pavement and went into the Wolfe residence, her driver staying behind the wheel of the car.


Victor stayed there, wondering when she’d come back out. He didn’t have long to wait. Fifteen minutes later, when she was going back to the car, he stepped into her path. She looked at him with large surprised blue eyes. She was blinking back tears.


‘Are you Gwendoline Wolfe?’ he asked.


‘Who wants to know?’ she asked, very cool, looking him up and down. Physically, Victor was imposing. In his forties, he could almost be called handsome. His cheeks were florid from drink, but as he sucked the last of his cigarette and stamped it under his heel, Gwendoline looked at him and he could see a spark of interest in her face, despite the fact that she seemed upset. That was good. If Gustav was nearly out of it, maybe there was a merger in the offing. One that would benefit him and get this little honey into bed.


‘I’m Victor Butcher,’ he said.


‘Oh. Yes, I think I’ve heard of you.’ Gwendoline paused. ‘Was there something you wanted?’


There certainly was. Victor stared at her and thought of Frenchie, wailing and sobbing while he had her, getting more than a bit frayed around the edges as she sank into her middle years, getting a bit fucking tedious, to tell the truth. But here was Gwendoline, so fresh and young.


‘I wonder if I might take you to tea?’ asked Victor. Or bed. Preferably bed.


She half smiled at that, showing white, even teeth. ‘We ­haven’t even been properly introduced,’ she pointed out, flushing a little.


‘Who needs that? I’m Victor, you’re Gwendoline. Tea? What do you say?’


‘Absolutely not,’ she said, and climbed back into the car and was away.


***


Victor waited near the Wolfe place at the same time next day and for days afterwards. Every time she turned him down. Now here she was again, wearing black this time but climbing down out of the same car.


‘Hello,’ she said.


Her driver was staring straight ahead, deliberately not seeing what was going on.


‘I just thought you might have reconsidered,’ said Victor. ‘Let me take you to tea at the Lyons corner house.’


‘No,’ said Gwendoline, and disappeared inside the Wolfe family home.


Next day, Victor was back. ‘Tea?’ he asked her, grinning. He felt happy as Larry. It was all over town that Gustav was dead, and that was great news.


‘I am in mourning for my father,’ she said sharply.


‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ he said, not sorry at all.


Gwendoline looked at him, long and hard.


‘Perhaps tomorrow?’ she said.


***


But tomorrow came and there was a change in the air. Crowds were surging everywhere and gathering in Downing Street and outside Buckingham Palace. Everyone was waving flags and singing the national anthem.


‘What the hell’s going on then?’ Victor asked one of his Victory Boys, grabbing him as he ran cheering down the street along with many others.


‘I’m off to the recruiting office,’ the young man told him. ‘Victor, I’m signing up.’


‘Signing up?’


‘Yes! We’re at war. Asquith’s just announced it. We’re all off to the recruitment office.’


Then the youngster was gone, lost in the crowds. Victor gazed after him. War? Well, there would still be profits to be made. As for signing up? Fuck that.
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11th November 1918


Richard Beaumont reckoned that he would still see her face, picture it clearly before him, even on his deathbed. ­Diamond. She of the slanting violet-blue eyes and the gleaming cloud of hair, dark as a black fire, flickering with coppery flames when the sun caught it. And her face. Her body. Her skin, pale like ivory. Jesus, he could get hard just thinking about her.


On this day, this glorious day at eleven in the morning, the country went mad. Streetlights were uncovered, shop ­windows suddenly blazed with light, blackout blinds were ripped down, pubs opened and drinkers drank until there was no more beer to be had. Guns were fired. The King and Queen drove to Hyde Park, and Whitehall was packed with crowds cheering Prime Minister Lloyd George and the coalition cabinet.


Richard, a staff officer still in uniform, was mobbed by shrieking women as his car was driven through Knightsbridge. He watched it all with a weird sort of detachment. They’d said the war would be all over by Christmas of nineteen fourteen. Now, four years later, four years of carnage, of death and hell, here they all were, the remnants of a civilisation that had once been England, everyone screaming and cheering like maniacs.


Flags of every allied nation were flying all over the city. It was mayhem but it was wonderful. The war to end all wars was over. And then this vision called Diamond unexpectedly piled into the passenger seat beside him, smiling broadly, so beautiful, and what else could he do but kiss her?


He did that. There was a lot of kissing going on, that day.


***


By mid-afternoon, darkness had fallen but all over the city the revellers remained out on the streets, shouting, drinking, throwing street parties, none of them quite able to believe that it was done with at last, the Kaiser defeated. They had drunk wine – too much of it – and talked a little. Pearly Kings and Queens danced and Richard’s head spun. Maybe she was a prostitute. He thought she could be, and he didn’t care.


She coaxed Richard from the car, led him by the hand through the laughing, shouting crowds, and he followed, not knowing where she was leading him but more than willing to follow.


Up an alleyway – people pissing, a couple fucking in a doorway, a young lad being sick, all quick distasteful impressions which he ignored. After all that he’d seen, what did any of it matter? Then in through a door beside a brightly signed club entrance – the Milano. He closed it behind them, cutting off the noises outside. Up a flight of stairs and then there at the top another door. They were both laughing, panting, and he still couldn’t quite believe it, because this girl could have her pick of anyone, and she was leading him into a flat.


It wasn’t anything fancy. There was a sofa, a record player, a small dining table and two chairs under the window. Then she led him on, further, opening the door into a bedroom, kissing him again, passionately, deeply. Then she was slipping off her dress, a thin pink petticoat, and then standing there in her underwear, stockings and suspenders.


She walked over to the bed, sat down on it.


Richard threw off his coat and the rest of his clothes. A mood of huge euphoria overtook him. The war was over. And here was his reward for all those miserable months of campaigning, toiling through mud and sweat and blood and horror, here he was at last, and it was mad, but it was happening.


Naked, aroused, he went over to her, pushed her back, lay down. Unfastened her brassière and gazed upon luscious breasts.


‘What’s your name?’ he whispered against her parted lips.


‘Diamond,’ she said.


Then the door crashed open and a huge man rushed in.


‘What the fuck is all this?’


The man was massive and terrifying. Now he was bellowing that this was a disgrace, that his niece, always such a good girl, was being dishonoured.


‘You’re going to pay for this, sonny. I promise you that!’


The man hauled Richard off the bed. Diamond cowered back against the grease-stained red velvet headboard, clutching the sheets to her breasts.


The beating was short-lived, but brutal and efficient. Within minutes Richard lay on the floor, bruised and bloodied. The man demanded money and went to Richard’s clothes, rifling through the pockets until he found a wallet. He emptied it, ordered Diamond to get dressed, and kicked Richard hard in the ribs while she struggled back into her clothes.


The man grabbed Diamond by the arm, and then they were gone, thundering back off down the stairs. Richard lay there on the dusty carpet, trying to breathe. He didn’t know how long he stayed there for, but everything hurt. Finally there were more footsteps on the stairs and his batman stepped into the open doorway.


‘There you . . .’ The man’s voice tailed away as he saw his superior officer lying there in the gloom, his head bleeding, naked as the day he was born. ‘What the fuck, sir . . .?’ he said, and dashed forward, grabbing Richard’s coat and throwing it over him. He knelt at Richard’s side. ‘What happened?’


Richard told him.


As he spoke, his batman’s face grew still and he nodded.


‘It’s the badger trick, sir,’ he said at last. ‘Oldest trick in the bloody book.’


Richard struggled to sit up. Oh, it hurt. That bastard had pasted him, good and proper. He sat there and thought what?


But his batman didn’t elaborate further. Instead he put a shoulder under his officer’s arm and hauled him to his feet.


‘Come on, sir,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you home.’
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‘Do you ever think you’re too rough with them?’ Diamond asked.


They were back at the Butcher family home and Diamond was still feeling disgusted with herself after the events of the day. But that was what she did now. Mostly these days she picked up young returned officers – she was always careful to target officers, they were the ones who’d have cash – inside the family club, with alluring tales of private dances upstairs for a five-guinea entrance fee. At that point, it was her job to get the mark drunk enough to lure him into a compromising position, and then Victor would burst in and demand compensation for her dishonour. Today – Victory Day – was the first time she had taken to the streets to snare a mark. She was far from proud of herself to have done it.


‘Too rough? Nah. You’re having a laugh, aintcha?’ said Victor.


Diamond thought with regret of the officer she’d enticed up to the flat above the club. Handsome young chap. Long-limbed, lightly muscled. Not muscular enough to stand up to Victor. Nobody was. Aiden always said that if Uncle Victor fell on a concrete floor, he’d crack the bastard. She thought about the officer’s honest and quite beautiful light blue eyes, his flopping fall of corn-blond hair, the angular hardness of his chest and stomach under her fingers. Thought about that moment when their skins had touched and they’d almost joined together. She thought – and she tried very hard not to think about this – about what he must have been through over there in those mud-soaked, rat-infested trenches. And what a rotten trick they’d just pulled on him.


‘You didn’t have to belt him as hard as all that,’ said Diamond nervously, while Victor sat there counting out pound notes.


***


Victor blew out a puff of smoke from the cheroot clamped between his teeth and gave Diamond a glinting grin. The war had been good for him. He’d expanded his empire. Frenchie was still a tedious fact of life, but still he had the house, the snooker halls, the Bombardier pub – and the Milano. Bugger that place, he was in two minds about it. Warren’s big dream! Warren’s bloody white elephant, more like. He didn’t think there was much more that could be done with it. He’d tried everything. They had a bar that was open until three, a cabaret with half-naked girls, one of the best bands from New Orleans, Diamond’s little act upstairs, and still it wasn’t paying. Maybe he’d sell it. Or burn the bastard down, cop for the insurance.


Over these last four years, he’d been fighting a war all of his own, right here on England’s shores – the war to maximise all his profits, and the war to get into Gwendoline’s underwear. She was at odds with her brother, she’d told him, who was her only remaining close relative. Toro Wolfe, who was now head of the Wolfe mob. Toro and Gwendoline didn’t share the same parents and they didn’t get on. Still, if Toro knew she was walking out with Victor, he wouldn’t be pleased.


That appealed to Victor. Any chance to rile Toro was good with him. He hated the bastard and had tried to intimidate him. With Gustav gone, there was always the hope that a weaker man had taken over. Victor had shoved hard at Toro, a couple of times, invading Wolfe territory, terrorising people and businesses who paid the Wolfes for protection – and Toro had shoved back, very hard indeed.


Victor had tried everything to bed Gwendoline Wolfe, and finally he’d promised marriage. Some women you just had an itch for. And until it was scratched, it made you crazy. So he’d marry her, what the hell. After that, he’d see. He already had a cute little girl over in Chinatown to see to his needs. And there was still Frenchie. But right now? He wanted Gwendoline. And whatever he wanted, he got. He promised himself that tomorrow he’d have her. At last.


***


‘That cunt deserved a belting. Teach the silly bastard some sense,’ said Victor. He folded the money and went over to the safe, tucking it away inside.


‘Still, I think . . .’ started Diamond, troubled by the memory of that young officer. Mostly she tried not to think about the marks. Mostly, she succeeded. But not this time.


Ever since Dad died, they’d all been in Victor’s thrall. ­Diamond herself had been pushed over in the back yard by him, skinning her knees on the cobbles. Shoved in the street so that she fell and broke her wrist. She’d been slapped. She’d been punched. She’d been sworn at and called a bitch, told she was stubborn as a mule and far too full of opinions for her own damned good – which she supposed might be true. He called her a gobby cow and told her it was all her fault, if she didn’t keep flapping her lip at him then he wouldn’t be angry, and she made him angry, so what else could she expect but a thumping?


Before she could even blink, Victor turned from the safe and came at her, his good mood evaporating like dawn mist. He slapped her open-handed around the head.


Her ears ringing with the force of the blow, she faltered back and he came at her again.


Whap!


A punch this time. Diamond fell over and lay, her head throbbing, staring stupidly at the floor. Then there were footsteps – Moira was coming in from the scullery, Michael at her heels. Reeling, Diamond felt their eyes on her and cringed, trying to get up, stumbling, crawling. Victor kicked her shoulder and she fell back again.


‘What the hell . . .?’ she heard Moira say.


‘You want some of the same?’ Victor roared. ‘You want some of what I’m giving this little shit do you?’


Diamond saw Moira step hastily back, a basket of dry washing under one arm.


‘Then piss off out of it,’ he said, and Moira vanished back outside into the yard. Michael didn’t move. He stared at ­Victor. ‘You want some too, do you?’ demanded Victor.


Michael didn’t answer. Slowly, he turned and followed Moira outside.


Victor hauled Diamond back onto her feet. A beefy finger wagged in front of her nose. His grip on her arm was excruciating. ‘You don’t question what I say, you got that in your thick head, have you?’


Diamond swayed there dumbly, her head feeling swollen as a balloon, pain and humiliation ripping through her like a poison river.


‘Well, have you?’ he bellowed right in her ear.


‘Yes. I’ve got it,’ she said thickly, thinking that she was going to be sick, that she was going to faint.


‘Good! That’s good. Remember that. Or next time I won’t be so fucking tolerant. All right?’


He didn’t wait for a reply. He left the room. Diamond groped for a chair and slumped down into it.


More footsteps. Moira was back. And Michael was standing there, staring at Diamond’s face. She turned her head away, embarrassed, shamed to her soul.


‘That bastard,’ said Michael.


‘Shut up, Michael,’ said Moira, looking nervously at the door Victor had gone through.


‘What, you afraid of that big-mouthed cunt?’ Michael fumed. ‘Diamond? Listen. I’ve been getting some of my mates together.’


‘Don’t . . .’ begged Moira.


‘Nobody messes with the Silver Blades, not even Victor fucking Butcher. Tell you what, Diamond – talk to your hoisters. Tell them the Blades’ll pay them more than Victor and look after them better. You know I don’t lie. Will you do it?’


‘Leave her, Michael, for the love of God. She’s hurt,’ said Moira.


‘You know it makes sense,’ said Michael.


‘I’ll fetch Frenchie,’ said Moira.
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When you drove up to Fontleigh, the house was enough to take your breath away. Richard Beaumont had always thought that, even when he’d been a small boy, even though he’d grown up in it. Now he was a man, home from the war, and he felt the same – awestruck, emotional; this was home and he had never thought he would see it again. But here he was. Right here.


Fontleigh was pure Gothic Revival, set out in the same style as the Houses of Parliament. It was golden glowing stone studded with cusped flattened Tudor arches, carved brick detailing, vast soaring barley-twist chimneys in the Elizabethan fashion; it was huge and it was lavish in the extreme. He’d always loved it and now he felt the house’s warm ambiance fold around him like a hug. He needed home, right now. So many of his old pals had died – horribly – but he had survived and he could still scarcely believe his own luck; but, worse – he could scarcely bear the guilt he felt because of it.


He closed his eyes against the sun, which was sending hot dazzling shafts of light through the cedars of Lebanon that edged the sweep of the emerald-green lawns beside the drive. He’d been luckier than he had any right to be. Now, he had to go on. Find some way to justify his existence when he felt he didn’t deserve to be still breathing, not when nearly all his friends had perished.


So here he was. Home again. The allies had won the fight and he’d celebrated and . . .


Oh, and then . . .


There she was, in his brain. Diamond. That cloudy dark hair. Those fabulous violet-blue eyes staring up at him, and her skin, so white, so soft to the touch, like silk over swansdown.


His eyes flicked open and he cringed at the memory of that huge bastard rushing in. George had explained the whole thing. Told him that probably the man who’d interrupted them had been Diamond’s pimp and she was a prostitute. The badger trick had been worked a thousand times on unsuspecting men. There were people who made their entire living on such tricks, in and around the heaving, pest-ridden streets of Soho.


Forget her.


He would. As the car pulled up at the front of the house, he saw his mother standing there, and the line of servants. Everyone was smiling, ready to welcome him back, but he felt he had changed so much from the man who had left here four years ago. He’d been through the gates of hell and crawled out again. Alive. Somehow.


Diamond.


There she was again, gazing up at him. Beautiful. Her lips moist, waiting for his kisses.


Ah, forget her.


It had been the meanest of tricks, what she’d done to him. She was a whore and Diamond was probably not even her real name. And . . . he had Catherine, didn’t he? Well, of course he did. Since childhood they had been together; they were of the same social circle, they were meant. He was engaged to sweet young Catherine, and they had promised that they would marry as soon as the war was over. Only . . . he wasn’t sure how he felt about that, not any more. He’d seen so much, lived through it all and now he was different, and the life he’d known, the carefree life with his young fiancée, seemed like a world away. Another country.


He got out of the car, smiling although he didn’t feel like smiling ever again, and he was instantly enfolded in his mother’s embrace. This was reality, this was home. All the rest – the war, the whore who’d made such a fool of him – he was going to forget all that. He had to.


Then he realised with a sinking heart that the girl standing just inside the doorway, behind the lines of servants who had dutifully turned out to greet him, the one who stepped forward with her heartrendingly shy smile was her, Catherine. So blonde and pretty and . . . well, bland.


This was his life, the one he’d left and the one he now had to return to.


But could he?


Once, he’d been sure of everything – his place in the world, his direction, his future. Now, all that was shattered. He’d been to war. He’d met that entrancing minx Diamond – and the memory of her, whore though she undoubtedly was, refused to leave him alone. And it wasn’t only her. It was everything. All that had once seemed safe and secure was now set loose, and he didn’t know who he was or what he was doing, not any more.
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Richard felt, since alighting from the car out on the big gravel drive, that he was sailing through a strange dark dream. Kissing his mother Lady Margaret on the cheek, who hugged him and whispered in his ear that his father would be waiting for him in the study. Then he was shaking the hands of the butler Benson and the rest of the staff, who were all beaming, all so ridiculously glad to see him.


And then he was confronted by Catherine Sibley, his ­lovely fiancée. He’d known her all his life. Her father Sir James Sibley was brother to the Lord Chancellor and the Sibleys’ modest estate butted up against the much larger acreage of the Stockhaven estate. He’d known Catherine for so long and adored her; he’d played with her when they were children, along with her younger brother Teddy who was now a doctor and home from the front just like Richard, and his best friend in all the world.


The strangest thing of all was that he felt nothing whatsoever at the sight of Catherine’s sweet and lovely face, streaked with tears of relief and gladness, nothing when he gazed into her soft grey eyes, nothing when she reached up on tiptoe and placed her trembling mouth on his and hugged him tight.


‘Darling,’ she whispered against his lips.


Somehow he responded. He could remember feeling love for her, he was sure of it. Before the war. He could remember laughing with her, and kissing her, and feeling young and free – but those feelings seemed to have abandoned him.


***


Now he was in his father’s study and the Earl of Stockhaven was rising from behind the desk in the big book-lined room, so familiar, so warm, with big chintz couches dotted all around and each cosy corner lit by exquisite ­cloisonné lamps inlaid with carnelian, garnet, turquoise and ­lapis ­lazuli. The Earl’s black Labrador Cherry was dozing in her basket. There was a cheery fire glowing in the big stone hearth. ‘My boy! It’s so good to see you back, safe and well.’


Richard didn’t know how ‘well’ he was.


His father was coming toward him, hand outstretched, then, tossing his head at the formality, the Earl laughed and instead opened his arms, embracing his son.


Cherry stirred, looked at her master and his close proximity to Richard, and growled low in her throat. Both men stepped back and stared at the dog in surprise.


She doesn’t recognise me, thought Richard.


‘Cherry! Settle down there, girl,’ said the Earl. ‘It’s only Richard.’


Cherry stayed half-upright, her eyes fixed on Richard, her hackles raised.


‘Silly thing,’ the Earl chided her. Then he turned back to his son with a warm smile. ‘God, what a relief to have you home,’ he said, his voice quivering with emotion. ‘It’s seemed endless, this blasted war.’


‘Well – it has ended,’ said Richard, pleased to see that Cherry had resettled in her basket. Even the bloody dog didn’t know him. Had he really changed so much?


But he knew he had. Whenever he passed a mirror, he saw the evidence of the toll war had taken on him. The feathering of grey in his sideburns, that was new. And the weary shadows and lines under his eyes, the grim set of his mouth. He’d marched away to war with his troops singing victory songs, ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’, ‘Pack up your Troubles in your Old Kit-Bag’. The women – his mother and his fiancée included – had waved the troops off at the station, en route to France, and so many – so many – had never returned. Or had come back crippled, ruined, their youth gone, their lives effectively over.


‘Sit, sit.’ The Earl ushered him into an armchair by the fire and went to the drinks cabinet and poured them both a brandy. He handed his son a glass and sat down in the other armchair and stared at him. He raised his glass. ‘To homecomings,’ he said.


‘Yes. To that,’ said Richard, and drank, the smooth expensive brandy burning a warm trail down his gullet.


This was like a dream, like the ones he’d had when he lay listening to the shelling in the trenches, wondering if the next explosion would come directly overhead and kill them all in their mud-spattered bunks. Through it all he’d held on somehow to a sweet dream of comfort, of home, of warmth and ease. Brandy and crackling fires. Christmas trees and the hall decked with holly. Now he was back at Fontleigh at last. It was real. And he couldn’t take it in. Couldn’t feel it.


‘No wonder she doesn’t know you,’ said the Earl. ‘Four years in that hell-hole. My boy, I thought . . . seriously there were times when I didn’t think we would ever see you again. We’ve lost so many from the estate. Too many.’


Richard nodded. He didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t talk about the war. Couldn’t even think about it, although it haunted his dreams, night after night.


‘Was it terribly bloody?’ asked the Earl after a moment.


‘I prefer not to discuss it,’ said Richard.


‘Of course, yes of course. Crass of me.’


‘No, it’s just . . . I really can’t.’


‘I completely understand. When I was out at Rorke’s Drift, I thought I was dead for sure. I still remember it, the terror I felt. When I got home, I just couldn’t seem to . . . connect with home at all. I think it took me about a year to do that. To feel safe again.’


Richard nodded, relieved. His father, at least, understood. And that was good, because there were things he was going to have to tell him, things that would shock him no doubt, and unsettle him, and cause him grief, and Richard hated to do it. His father was the mildest, sweetest man, had been – mostly – kind to him, and indulgent, all his life. He wasn’t looking forward to the conversations they were going to have to have. Not at all.


‘We are having a small dinner party at the weekend. To celebrate your return,’ said the Earl.


‘That would be marvellous,’ lied Richard, thinking that it would be hell.


For now, he would maintain the charade. But soon they would talk.


He had to light the fuse – then wait for the explosion.




15


‘Darling? Did I tell you? I sent out the invitations,’ said Gwendoline Wolfe to Victor.


At last, Victor lay naked in one of his many safe houses with the woman he had lusted after for so long. Invitations?


Victor blinked up at the ceiling. ‘What? Already?’


‘No reason to delay a moment longer. Everyone knows by now the way we are together. Don’t they? I thought about bridesmaids. Perhaps that niece of yours, what’s her name . . .? Never mind. She could be one of them.’


The Butchers didn’t know a thing about Gwendoline yet. He hadn’t told them. Gwendoline was his business. ‘It seems soon.’


Gwendoline sat up sharply. ‘You do intend to marry me, Victor?’ She raised one delicate arm, indicating the bedroom, the disordered bed, their clothes in a muddled heap on the floor. ‘We’ve done this, after all, and I’m sure you realise that I could very well be carrying your child by now. I’ve no wish to be disgraced.’


Victor watched her, this blonde Venus, with her tiny cone-like breasts, very high and full, and her long thin body. The dainty fluff of blonde hair between her legs, he loved that, it inflamed his passion. All through the days when her brother Toro had been off in France at the war, Victor had been busy trying to get her into bed. Lots of men had died over there, and Victor was just glad not to be numbered among them. No-one had ever dared give him a white feather. He’d greased a few palms, got out of it. No bloody way was Victor Butcher letting some Jerry use him for target practice.


At first – after months of chaste kissing in parks and gardens and anywhere they could snatch a private moment – Gwendoline would only allow him to touch her breasts, to lift her skirts and tickle her secret place with his fingers. Then when he’d been aching, nearly bursting with lust for her, she at last came to this safe house, stripped for him, let him see her naked for the very first time. Then he wanted her in bed, so badly, and she would sit on the edge of it, allow him to stroke her skin, and finally to take off his own clothes and lie with her. Then she would daintily, flinchingly, take his cock in her hand and give him relief, wiping her hands delicately afterwards while he sprawled out, triumphant. But it was never enough to just be touched by her, to look at her. He wanted more. Always more.


‘I’m a virgin,’ she told him over and over while he gasped and strained and wished to go still further. ‘You know I am, Victor. I do want you, darling – desperately – but I am saving myself for marriage.’


He knew what he was doing was hazardous. That she was a Wolfe and he was a Butcher, and that the shit would fly when it all came out, which he supposed it might, well, it would, if the marriage ever came about. But the thrill of danger, of cocking a snook at that arsehole Toro Wolfe now that he was boss of the Wolfe mob, only made the sexual part of it all the more appealing.
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