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        The Crazy Dazy Jazz Club, Denmark Street, London
      

      
        
        21 June 1935
      

      There were over a hundred patrons in the club that Friday night, including Annie Elliker who was celebrating her twentieth birthday with her fiancé, Ray Dunford. Annie would have much preferred to be celebrating it with the young man playing the clarinet, but he probably didn’t know she existed. Even so she knew she was engaged to the wrong person; she could not possibly spend the next fifty years with Ray. What she didn’t know was how to get out of it. Her friend Mabel had told her she was lucky to have such a man… but what did Mabel know?

      Annie came from an impoverished family – not financially impoverished, just lacking in morality, honesty, compassion, love, generosity, decency, and all of the qualities necessary for us not to be a burden on society.

      They were richer by far than any of the people who paid them protection money, or bought their contraband cigarettes and alcohol. They were richer than those who were addicted to the opiates and cocaine they sold in the belief that this was a business with a big future that the police hadn’t really got a grip on as yet. They were richer than the women they pimped to pay for the drugs the Ellikers had got them addicted to in the first place, before they sank into prostitution. The Elliker brothers ran a large gang of thieves, extortionists, money launderers, hitmen and men of extreme violence. There was only one streak of decency attached the family and her name was Annie.

      She had endured a loveless upbringing, the youngest of four children, after her mother died while Annie was still an infant. When she asked her father if her mother had loved her, he told her that her mother had been a useless bitch and never to mention her again. So Annie didn’t ask him again. Her three brothers were all adults by the time she arrived, and treated her as an irritant rather than a sibling. Since she was one year old she’d been brought up by nannies. She was educated at an all-girls school, so her experience of boys was strictly limited until she started university at eighteen. By this time she was aware of the nefarious activities of her family and relieved not to have been asked to join them in some capacity. Her father thought that giving girls a university education was a waste of time, but in the case of his own daughter, who was more than happy to live in university digs, it got her away from home for three years, which suited him.

      This paucity of male company in her life to date was why she’d at first welcomed the attentions of Ray Dunford, who came from a world a million miles away from her father and brothers. Ray had a proper job in the City; he made a lot of money and owned a Jaguar sports car, thus proving that you didn’t need to be a crook to be wealthy. He was a decent man, six years older than Annie, and he probably loved her as much as he could love any woman. The trouble was that he was the only boyfriend she had ever known, and she had more than a sneaking suspicion she could do better. She was pretty – the mirror told her that – and she was bright and could be funny given the right company. Sadly, Ray was not the right company. He could provide her with a fine home and fine-looking children no doubt, for he was a handsome man – rugged, some might say – but he was as boring as hell, had cigar breath, and no sense of humour. His only redeeming feature was that he’d introduced Annie to Dixieland jazz – the only true love they shared.

      As a last resort she’d been prepared to relinquish her virginity to him, to see if had any talent in that direction. Had he been an exciting lover she might have overlooked his other deficiencies but, in the event, although she was inexperienced in such matters herself, she sincerely hoped that there’d be more exciting lovers for her in the future than Raymond Desmond Dunford. On the one and only occasion she’d shared his bed he climaxed within two minutes, and was snoring two minutes after that, leaving her virgo intacta and wondering what all the fuss was about.

      Annie had arrived at a crucial point in her life where she was going to dictate its course. Her one and only shot at living wasn’t going to be ruined by a bunch of crooks who didn’t care a hoot for her, or a man who was incapable of providing the deep love she would never know if she stayed with him.

      So she was waiting for the opportune moment to dump him.

      The trouble was, unlike her father and brothers, Annie wasn’t a cruel person and didn’t want to hurt him. Ray wasn’t cruel or nasty to her. He was a generous man who treated her with respect and affection… but she didn’t love him. She knew there must be more to love than the feelings she had for Ray. Had he gone with another woman she might have been disappointed but not heartbroken; she might even have been relieved. Ray wasn’t capable of breaking her heart.

      There was nothing else for it, he had to go, but tonight might not be the ideal time. For her birthday he’d given her a beautiful gold necklace with a diamond solitaire pendant. Annie absolutely loved it and wished he hadn’t given her it, she’d only have to give it back. Still, it’d do no harm to wear it until the right moment came along.

      The room was smoky, the atmosphere relaxed and the audience in good humour because they all had one thing in common – Dixieland jazz – and outside of New Orleans there was no better place than this to hear it. In fact there were few bands inside New Orleans as good as the Tubby Blake Band. As in most Dixieland bands the lead instrument was the trumpet. In this band it was played by Blind Oscar McGee, born and bred in New Orleans and brought over to London by Tubby. But as good as Oscar was, his playing was often outshone by the clarinet of Chas Challinor who, besides Tubby, was the only other native Briton in the band.

      The laughter and murmur of conversation fell silent and the audience looked expectantly at the stage as Chas got to his feet ready for his solo. The piano player Duke Wellington played him in.

      Chas’s solo performance of ‘Body and Soul’ brought an extra thirty people a night into the Denmark Street club. This added around twenty pounds to the night’s takings and an extra two pounds a night to Chas’s wage packet, although the other band members didn’t know this. Tubby Blake had told them all not to discuss money with each other, and warned Chas, ‘You’re on the higher rate, son, and I don’t want the lower-rate guys making a fuss.’

      Musicians are rarely short of self-belief. Every man who played in the band believed himself to be singled out by virtue of his superior talent. In fact, Chas, Blind Oscar, Duke Wellington and banjo player Monty Finniston were the star performers in the eight-piece band, but the ensemble playing of the others ably supported them and helped make them the best jazz band in London.

      Annie’s eyes stayed glued to Chas throughout every note of his clarinet solo. Ray had sneaked a bunch of flowers to the management, to be handed to her by the band. As Chas finished the number the flowers were produced and given to him to present to her. Apart from being a talented young musician he was also the glamour boy of the band. At five feet seven he wasn’t a big man, but what he lacked in stature he made up for in good looks and personality. Ray was beginning to think he’d made a mistake in having the flowers presented by the charismatic clarinet player.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ began Chas, ‘tonight is the twentieth birthday of a beautiful young lady in our audience and these flowers are a gift from Ray, her lucky fiancé. So could Annie join me on-stage now while we all sing the birthday song?’

      Blushing with embarrassment, she made her way to the stage as the audience sang a raucous ‘Happy Birthday To You’, accompanied by the band. Chas had seen Annie in the audience many times before and, had she not always been accompanied by her boyfriend, would have tried his luck with her. As she arrived on-stage beside him he presented her with the flowers and said, ‘Happy birthday, Annie! These are from Ray, who says to tell you he loves you very much. Is that him over there?’

      ‘Yes, it is.’

      She said it without taking her eyes off Chas, who gave Ray a wave and asked him, ‘Is it all right if I have a kiss?’

      ‘Er… yes.’

      ‘Will you come up here, or do you want me to come down to you?’

      The audience laughed, as did Annie. Ray sat looking puzzled, not sure what everyone was laughing about. Chas stepped away from the mic and gave Annie a peck on the cheek, murmuring, ‘You should come in some time on your own.’

      ‘Tomorrow?’ she said.

       

      Annie broke off her engagement in the taxi on the way home. Ray had wanted to take her to the pictures the next night to see Robert Donat in The 39 Steps.

      ‘Don’t fancy it,’ she said.

      ‘But it’s an Alfred Hitchcock film.’

      She was suddenly tired of having to make up excuses instead of telling him the truth. Why should she be afraid of speaking out? So she told him the truth – sort of.

      ‘I don’t want to go out tomorrow.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Oh, Ray… because I don’t.’

      ‘That’s no excuse.’

      Annie saw a window of opportunity to dump him and jumped in with both feet.

      ‘And that’s another thing,’ she protested.

      ‘What’s another thing?’

      ‘Why do I constantly have to make excuses? You want to go out, I don’t. If you want to go to the pictures, go with one of your friends or else go on your own. I don’t want to go with you.’

      In the two years they’d been seeing each other this was their first full-blown confrontation. Up until then Ray had pretty much organised their courtship, which had been okay by Annie. He was older and more experienced. He knew all the good places and he had all the money. She was just a student.

      The unexpected disagreement quickly flared up into the full-blown argument that Annie was hoping for. It was Chas’s off-the-cuff joke about the kiss that had made her see the gap that yawned between the sort of man she really wanted and the one to whom she was engaged.

      Their marriage would have met with the approval of both families. Ray’s father would have welcomed a family link with the notorious Ellikers, if only to get them off his back. Over the years he’d paid them thousands just to smooth the passage of his many business deals. With Annie as a member of his family, he hoped they might back off.

      Having got Ray sufficiently riled she screamed at him: ‘You can have your ring back if you think I’m going to do your every bloody bidding! I’m my own woman. You don’t tell me what to do!’

      Ray yelled with equal vehemence: ‘Right. I’ll have it back then! And you can give me that necklace as well! What the hell am I doing anyway, marrying into a family of low-life bloody crooks?’

      Annie’s anger overcame her reluctance to give the necklace back, although she did take care to unhook it properly before throwing it at him. She then yanked off the ring and threw that too, saying to the driver, ‘Pull over driver. My friend’s getting out!’

      ‘Friend? I’m no friend of yours!’

      ‘Just get out, Ray. It’s over between us. We’re a mistake. I won’t marry you.’

      The taxi drove off, leaving a fuming Ray on the pavement and Annie in the back seat breathing out a sigh of relief tinged with worry about how she was going to pay for the taxi. She had three shillings in her purse; if it was more than that she’d simply tell the driver who she was and he’d probably let her off paying. She’d done it before in an emergency, though the Elliker family name wasn’t one she was proud of.

      If Ray made any attempt to get back with her she’d give him the brush-off, no problem. The hard part was done. No guilt, no sympathy. It was over. Pity about the necklace, though.

      That night Annie made two vows. One, she would disown her own family, who were indeed a bunch of heartless low-life crooks. And two, she would ensnare Chas Challinor, who had looked and sounded as if he wouldn’t need much ensnaring.

       

      The following morning the housekeeper knocked on Annie’s bedroom door and told her that Raymond was on the phone. Her first inclination was to ask the woman to fob him off somehow, but Annie knew things needed finishing properly. Ray probably thought that last night’s argument was just a lovers’ tiff and was ringing to apologise. Annie must put him straight so that she could get on with the rest of her life and meet Chas in the Crazy Dazy without any guilty feelings. She slipped on her dressing gown and went downstairs to the telephone in the hall, ready to rebuff any pleas for them to get back together.

      ‘Hello, Ray.’

      She kept her voice purposely toneless. Mustn’t get his hopes up.

      ‘I was a bit out of order last night,’ he said awkwardly.

      ‘Ray, we’re finished. I don’t want us to get back together.’

      ‘No, it’s not that. It’s… er… it’s what I said about your family. I shouldn’t have said that.’

      ‘My family?’

      ‘Er, yes.’

      It appeared that Ray was more terrified of offending her family than heartbroken at losing her. Although she had no right, Annie found this insulting. She glanced around to check that no one was listening. No one was.

      ‘You mean about us being a bunch of low-life crooks?’

      ‘Y-yes.’

      ‘Well, I’m forced to agree with you about that.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re right. They are a bunch of low-life crooks. I’m not, but they are.’

      ‘Jesus, Annie! Can they hear you?’ There was fear in Ray’s voice, which only amused Annie.

      ‘Not sure,’ she said. ‘Hang on, I’ll have a look, see who’s around.’

      She left it a full minute before speaking to him again. ‘No, we’re okay. No one heard me call my family a bunch of low-life crooks.’

      ‘Good God, Annie! Will you stop it?’

      ‘I’m guessing you don’t want me to tell them you think they’re a bunch of low-life crooks?’

      ‘No,’ moaned Ray. ‘Please, Annie, if you don’t want us to get back together that’s fine, but don’t tell them what I said… please?’

      ‘Ray, if I told them that you’d be a dead man.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Which is why I won’t tell them.’

      ‘Thank you, Annie.’

      ‘Goodbye, Ray.’
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      The following night the band had finished playing and the club was closing. Chas and Annie were sitting at the bar.

      ‘What? Broken it off? Why?’

      ‘Best thing I’ve ever done. You made me laugh within ten seconds of talking to me. Ray didn’t make me laugh once in two years.’

      ‘Ah. Well, I can’t say I’m sorry. His loss is my gain. I don’t suppose you’re rich, are you?’

      ‘You suppose correctly.’

      ‘Curses! Beautiful but poor. Is Ray rich?’

      ‘Rich enough. He’s got a Jaguar and pots of dosh.’

      ‘Please tell me you’re not trying to do a straight swap, him for me? I’m a bit lacking in the finances department, and my usual mode of transport is the number twenty-four bus.’

      ‘Swap him for you? You’re a bit forward, aren’t you? I hardly know you. I’m here because I like jazz and you’re a great clarinet player. I also suspect there are plenty of women in your life already.’

      ‘Your suspicions are unfounded, madam. I’m a poor judge of character as far as women are concerned – to the extent that I’ve never had a girlfriend who’s lasted more than a month, and that includes a couple with whom I was madly in love. Mostly they dumped me because I didn’t pay them the attention they seemed to require.’

      ‘What? Even the ones you loved madly?’

      ‘They wanted to tie me down. I’m twenty-one. Who wants to be tied down at twenty-one?’

      ‘Not me, but there again I’m only twenty.’

      ‘So, you might dump me when my month is up?’

      ‘I can’t see you lasting a month.’

      He looked at her. She was blonde, blue-eyed and beautiful. ‘What if I fall in love with you?’

      For the first time in her life Annie felt unconstrained in conversation. With this young man there was no need to watch what she said in case he took offence. He had a warmth and self-confidence that were infectious.

      ‘Oh, you’ll fall in love with me, no question, but all I want is a boyfriend to amuse me for a few weeks until I get over the trauma of my broken engagement.’

      ‘You don’t look to be suffering any trauma.’

      ‘He bought me a beautiful necklace for my birthday – gold chain and a fabulous diamond pendant. I gave it back to him, plus the engagement ring.’

      ‘Ah, she was poor but she was honest. Foolish girl. Now I understand your trauma. There’s one thing you ought to know.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘You should know that we musicians are traditionally poor. The only notes I have in abundance are in my clarinet. Any money I earn, I waste on la dolce vita. It’s all part of my creative spirit.’

      ‘Perhaps I can be part of your dolce vita for a month – or part thereof.’

      ‘Perhaps you can.’

      ‘There is one thing you ought to know,’ said Annie.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘My surname.’

      ‘Why would I want to know your surname? I’m sure it’s a fine surname, but unless you’re related to royalty, surnames tend to be a bit humdrum. You’re not Lady Anne Windsor are you… or maybe Countess Anne Saxe-Coburg and Gotha? That’s it! You’re a German spy sent here by Adolf Hitler to check on our sinful music.’

      ‘See,’ she said, ‘you’re doing it again, making me laugh.’

      ‘Do you have an embarrassing name? I once went out with a girl called Cecelia Clackerbottom.’

      ‘Can’t you be serious for one minute?’

      ‘I’m always serious. Right, you were about to tell me your surname.’

      ‘Okay, my name is Annie Elliker.’

      ‘Ah, I see the problem.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘You’re obviously Barry Elliker’s sister, the monster Barry Elliker who gave me nits at school, and you’re here to continue his fiendish work. What is it you want with me, woman?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘You know very well what I’m talking about. The nit nurse made me have all my hair shaved off, which I thought was a bit much. Your evil brother didn’t lose a single strand and he was the one going round giving nits to everyone.’

      ‘I’m not Barry Elliker’s sister.’

      ‘I’ve only got your word for that. You have a look of him. Blonde hair, blue eyes with more than a hint of devilment lurking there. Did he give you nits as well?

      ‘I’m not his sister.’

      ‘You’d have thought boarding schools would be nit-free.’

      ‘Boarding school?’ said Annie. ‘Why, were you rich?’

      ‘My dad has a few bob. He sent me away to boarding school just after my mum died.’

      ‘My dad sent me to a boarding school when I was seven, and I loved every minute of it,’ said Annie. ‘The worst parts were the holidays when I had to go home to my awful family. Did you enjoy your school?’

      ‘No, it was about the worst thing he could have done to me. I was eight years old. I learned to hate him as much as I loved my mum.’

      Annie wanted to tell him then about her own mother whom she didn’t even remember, but didn’t want to kill the conversation completely. Chas was someone she’d like to confide in. Maybe some other time.

      ‘So, he’s rich and you’re poor,’ she observed instead.

      ‘That pretty much sums things up. As I said, we never had a great relationship after that. I could have gone to work for him after leaving school, but I chose to be a musician instead. Didn’t fancy working for him in his boring business.’

      ‘What sort of business is it?’

      Chas frowned as he thought about this. ‘To be honest I’m not sure – never actually asked him. He seems to dabble in a bit of everything. Buys and sells – that sort of thing. He’s got pots of dosh, but life’s too short to waste it on buying and selling stuff. The one good thing about my boarding school was that it had a music department, which is where I learned to play the clarinet. It appeared that I had a bit of a gift for it, which was beautiful.’

      ‘Beautiful?’

      ‘No other word for it. To have a gift for something you enjoy enough to make it your life’s work is just plain beautiful. I enjoyed football, cricket and shoplifting, but I was never much good at any of them. I tell a lie. I was quite good at shoplifting, but my gang got caught when I wasn’t with them. They were expelled and I gave up my life of crime.’

      ‘That was a good move,’ said Annie. ‘Did you really have a girlfriend called Cecelia Clackerbottom?’

      ‘No, I made that up. Her name was Audrey.’

      ‘Try and tell me something that’s true.’

      ‘Three years ago I left the sixth form and auditioned for Tubby’s band. Got the job and got my own flat.’

      ‘And is playing in Tubby’s band to be your life’s work?’

      Chas took a sip of his drink as he pondered his answer. ‘You know, this is a good life, but I’ll need to move on at some stage.’

      ‘What’s your ultimate ambition?’ she asked.

      ‘When the time’s right I’m going over to the States to play with one of the American big bands. Have you heard of the Dorsey Brothers?’

      ‘I think so, but they’re not a jazz band, are they?’

      ‘They have a Dixieland group that plays in the intervals while the main band goes off for a break. I’d play in that for starters.’

      ‘You sound very sure of yourself. What if they won’t have you?’

      ‘Last year they came over here and needed some British musicians to play with them – all to do with work permits or some such nonsense. Anyway, Tommy Dorsey had heard of me, would you believe, and he came here to see me. Next thing I knew Tubby brought him over and asked me if I wanted to do a short tour with them. Good man, Tubby, most band leaders would have sent Dorsey packing.

      ‘I did nine venues with them up and down the country, playing with the big band as well as the jazz group. The day I left them Tommy came up to me and said if ever I was in the States looking for work, to go and see him. Tommy and Jimmy weren’t getting on and Tommy’d just formed his own band. He’s got some great instrumentalists and a couple of singers you might have heard of – Jack Leonard and Frank Sinatra?’

      He paused, waiting for her to show a hint of recognition. Annie shook her head. ‘I’ve heard of Bing Crosby and Al Bowlly, but that’s about all.’

      ‘You’re sure you’re not Barry Elliker’s sister?’

      ‘Positive.’

      ‘Good job, otherwise I’d have had to examine your barnet for nits before I got to know you better.’

      She was laughing again. Then her expression turned serious as she said, ‘I am related to some more notorious Ellikers.’

      He looked at her for a moment and then his face took on an expression of amazement. He put his hand over his mouth and spoke from behind it.

      ‘Whoah! What? You mean the Ellikers… the baddies?’

      She nodded. Chas raised his eyebrows and let her continue. ‘I’m an Elliker,’ Annie said, ‘but like you and your dad, I don’t have anything to do with the family line of business.’

      Chas put on an American accent. ‘So, yer not packin’ heat?’

      ‘Sure am. I got me a Derringer pistol stuck down ma knickers, so don’t give me any trouble, mister!’

      He held up his hands. ‘Well, I sure ain’t lookin’ fer no trouble, ma’am.’

      She giggled. ‘I’m actually a student at UCL – that’s University College London.’

      ‘I do know what UCL is. What are you studying?’

      ‘History.’

      ‘There’s no future in that, young lady.’

      ‘I specialise in History of Art.’

      ‘Are you an artist?’

      ‘Not really. It’s just that I like art, and I thought if I was to become a Bachelor of Arts my degree might as well be in art.’

      ‘Your logic is impeccable.’

      ‘It’s also an easy course – or maybe I find it easy because I’m really interested in what I’m studying. When I do get a job it’ll have to have a strong connection with my degree.’

      ‘You should always like what you do for a job,’ said Chas. ‘My old man wanted me to go to the LSE. In fact he pulled a few strings to get me a place. That’s when I left home to join Tubby’s band. Studying economics wasn’t for me. I was supposed to get all genned up and join him in his business. So, what does the Elliker mob think about you going to UCL?’

      ‘Not much, but with me being female I was never going to be any use to them – thank God.’

      ‘Wow! Do you still live with them?’

      ‘I stay in uni digs during term time. I suppose I spend maybe three months a year living at home with my dad and my brothers. I hate them all with a passion and they know it but they don’t do me any harm.’

      ‘Oh, dear, sounds like a difficult three months. From what I hear there’s scarcely a crime they haven’t committed.’

      ‘And so far none of them has been caught – not my dad nor any of my brothers at any rate. My elder brother Cedric’s some sort of legal genius, plus they’ve got all sorts of people on their payroll – coppers, judges, MPs, you name it.’

      ‘Sounds like Al Capone could have done with Cedric to advise him.’

      ‘He reckons Capone was an idiot to let himself go down on a tax-evasion charge. Capone donated thousands to charity but very little to the taxman apparently. Whereas the Ellikers are meticulous tax-payers.’

      ‘Should you be telling me this?’

      ‘I’m not telling you anything that’s not common knowledge. It’s not so easy to prove as to talk about. I had a lecture from my dad on my eighteenth birthday to tell me I would never be part of the family business and should always keep my nose out of things that don’t concern me. I told the old crook then I never wanted to be part of his business nor would I ever want a share in the proceeds. Which was a bit drastic, with me having no money. Anyway, he’s funding me through university, after which I’m on my own – and I can’t wait.’

      Chas scarcely took his eyes off Annie as she talked. A thought suddenly struck him. It was something he wanted to share with her because she was the kind of person a man could share his thoughts with.

      ‘All this personal stuff we’ve been banging on about… I’ve never discussed these things with any woman before. Why have I discussed them with you?’

      ‘You’re probably falling in love with me.’

      ‘Am I? I must put a stop to that. Love is for old men of twenty-five and over. I’m too young to be snapped up.’

      ‘I’m told it’s unstoppable. It’s called love at first sight, only you don’t realise what it is at first.’

      Annie couldn’t believe she had the cheek to say all this to such an attractive and charming young man, and she had more to tell him too.

      ‘How would you know that?’ said Chas.

      ‘Because it’s happening to me and I can feel you responding. Can’t you feel it?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe if we kissed or something? See if there are any sparks.’

      ‘I think that’s worth a try,’ she said.

       

      Events overtook Annie to such an extent that she never finished her degree. Their wedding was precipitated by her pregnancy and was attended by the Tubby Blake Band and Annie’s friend Mabel. Chas’s dad didn’t come because he didn’t approve of the Ellikers; in fact, he threatened to cut Chas out of his will if he married Annie. Chas was never one to respond to threats.

      The Ellikers didn’t come to the wedding because Annie didn’t tell them she was getting married. She told them later when they wondered why she’d stopped living there during the holidays. Her happy news was met with grunts of disinterest. None of them thought to ask who the lucky man was, so she chose not to mention her other happy news.

      Chas and Annie enjoyed four and a half years of wedded bliss before Adolf Hitler’s bombers came to town.
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        1938
      

      Larry Morris attacked his wife in a fit of drunken rage. He felt emasculated, what with Liz being the breadwinner and him being bone idle. He had no job other than thieving, mainly from her; sometimes from the till of the café she owned and sometimes from her purse. He had now further demonstrated his ineptitude by taking to burglary and getting caught on the premises by the householder, who was wielding a gun he’d brought home from the Great War. Larry was currently out on bail pending his trial and had spent the lunchtime in a pub telling his tale of woe to a partially deaf old man who listened patiently for as long as Larry bought him drinks. Larry Morris was a man with few friends and when he ran out of money the old man lost interest in the drivel he was spouting, so Larry went off to his wife’s café to replenish his funds.

      Liz caught him in the act and slammed the till shut before he could get his hands in it.

      ‘Go home, Larry, you’re drunk!’

      He hit her full in the face and knocked her on to a nearby table, scattering meals and crockery. Then he opened the till and took out all its contents. As Liz lay unconscious one of her two assistants rang the police, knowing that Liz herself would be reluctant to do so when she came round.

      The police station was less than a hundred yards away and by the time Liz was coming round a sergeant and a constable were standing over her and the story was being related by staff and customers alike.

      ‘We’ve already picked him up,’ said the sergeant. ‘Staggering down the road. He’s in custody, but we need you to make a statement.’

      Liz gave this just a moment’s thought. A moment that encompassed a brief but awful marriage that was heading for the divorce courts, as well as the miscarriage that had persuaded her to marry him in the first place. Theirs wasn’t a marriage built on love. True, Larry was a handsome man who had a certain ‘way’ with him – one that vanished with drink.

      ‘I’ll make a statement if it keeps the thieving bugger away from me,’ Liz declared.

      The customers gave a shout of approval, as did her staff.

      ‘His bail will be rescinded, that’s for sure,’ said the sergeant.

       

      Larry’s assault on his wife added a year to his eventual sentence. He was in prison when war broke out, and still there when Liz was granted a divorce on the grounds of his cruelty.
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        2 September 1939
      

      Cedric, Edgar and Albert Elliker entered their father’s house via a little-used, woodland footpath that passed a gate in the back garden. It was secure, opened only by the key which Cedric had been given as a boy. It was a route they had all taken back then – a short cut on their way home from school.

      But that was several years ago and now their father scarcely remembered the gate existed. The grounds were tended by a gardener and rarely used by Montague Elliker, who was currently alone in the house working in his study. Montague spent most of his time there, planning his nefarious business enterprises. He was very much a loner, rarely trusting outsiders. He placed limited trust in Rodney, his manservant, and even less in the cleaner who came in three times a week. In fact, he had limited trust in two of his three sons whose entry into this world he’d brought about with the reluctant assistance of their mother – she had been no more to him than a convenient means of conveying his offspring into this world. Montague’s plan all along was to enlist the help of his sons in running the criminal empire he was building.

      He’d disposed of the mother once she’d brought a late entry into the world – a girl at that. He’d kept the child, thinking he might find a use for her at some time, but that time had never come and she’d eventually left of her own accord, which suited him. Getting rid of unwanted people was always a messy and sometimes a risky business.

      Cedric unlocked the back door. All three brothers entered the house. Cedric led the way into the hall, calling out cheerfully, ‘It’s me, Dad.’

      His father put down his pen and called back, ‘I’m in the study.’

      Of his three sons Montague had the most time for Cedric, who had turned out brighter than the other two put together. He’d won a scholarship to Oxford and earned a first in law. The other two had struggled to get their School Certificates. Montague was planning on gradually handing over his business to Cedric and going into retirement before the police caught up with him. He was sixty-seven years old, and in his line of work age makes a man careless. He didn’t want to spend a single minute of his old age in prison; better to let the sharp mind of his eldest son take over. Besides there was a war brewing and he had plans to move to Ireland, which was unlikely to become involved in a British war.

      Cedric entered the room on his own. His father sat back in his chair, lit a cigar and studied his son, who had an educated manner and bearing that Montague liked.

      ‘Just passing,’ said Cedric. ‘Thought I’d call in and see how you are.’

      ‘I’m getting old, boy. That’s how I am.’

      ‘We’re all getting old, Dad. Did you get a witness for the will, by the way? Sorry I couldn’t do it, but with me being family it’s not allowed.’

      ‘No, I understand. I got Rodney to witness it.’

      ‘Rodney? Where is he?’

      ‘It’s his afternoon off.’

      Cedric knew that.

      ‘I… er… I’m assuming Annie isn’t mentioned in the will.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous! Of course she isn’t. That girl is no part of this family and you should know that.’

      ‘I just wondered.’

      ‘You’re wondering if I’m getting old and past it!’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘And you’re wondering if you get the lion’s share.’

      ‘Well, I’m the one who’ll be running things, let’s face it.’

      ‘If you must know, I’m splitting it forty, thirty, thirty. You get forty per cent, the other two get thirty each. But that’s still many years away still. I plan on living at least another twenty.’

      ‘I hope you do, Dad. I won’t be able to run things as well as you.’

      ‘Then I hope you learn quickly, boy, because you’ll be running the whole show before I get to seventy. Look, there’s something I want you to see.’

      Cedric stepped around the side of the desk as his father turned over the pages of a thick ledger in front of him.

      ‘This is our family Bible, boy. This is a record of all my business dealings. I’ve got six of these going back thirty years. The others are in the safe. They contain names, dates, amounts, and records of all the jobs I’ve been involved in. These books could hang me, boy. These books could hang the lot of us.’

      ‘Why don’t I know about these?’ asked Cedric, put out by the surprise his father had just sprung on him.

      ‘Because the contents of these books are a burden, boy, and there was never any need for you to know about them until now. The more people know about your business, the less secure it is.’

      ‘Why do you keep them?’

      ‘Because you must always keep things in writing. Many men in our business are afraid of the written word and such fear leads to mistakes. People and places and things forgotten. In these books I store incriminating information about police, judges, members of parliament, and many other people who will go out of their way to make sure none of us is ever arrested, for fear of what we might reveal.’

      ‘I was aware of your hold over your associates, Dad, but not that you had everything recorded in such detail.’

      ‘You’re the only one who knows, and I’d like you to keep it that way.’

      Cedric nodded without saying a word. As Montague sat studying the ledger, Cedric slid his hand into his pocket and took out a Colt .38. He put the gun to the side of his father’s head and pulled the trigger, stepping back in distaste as Montague’s brains sprayed out across the far side of the desk. At the shot Edgar and Albert came into the room and stood looking down at their dead father.

      ‘So long, Pop,’ said Albert.

      ‘Messy,’ observed Edgar.

      ‘Just don’t make any prints in the blood,’ warned Cedric. He was already wiping his own prints off the gun using a handkerchief. His father’s hands rested limply on the desk. Cedric lifted the left hand and wrapped it around the pistol’s grip.

      ‘Okay, the old man was left-handed so the gun was in this hand.’

      He slid a pen inside the barrel, lifted the pistol out of his father’s hand and placed it on the desk.

      ‘He’ll have dropped it when he fired, about… there, would you think?’

      Nods from his brothers. Cedric stood back beside them and surveyed the scene. ‘Anybody see anything out of place?’

      ‘Is the gun traceable?’ asked Albert.

      ‘Not to any of us. The police will assume it’s one of Dad’s illegal weapons. He’s got a Browning in the safe. We obviously know nothing about any weapons found in this house.’

      ‘What about a note?’ said Edgar.

      ‘I decided against leaving one,’ said Cedric. ‘The less information the police have to be suspicious about the better. We just tell them Dad’s been feeling depressed lately. No idea why. That’s the beauty of depression… no one knows what causes it or what it may lead to.’

      ‘He looks a bit down in the mouth now,’ said Albert, glancing at his father.

      ‘And look what he’s gone and done,’ said Edgar.

      ‘Oh, yes, we need to get into his safe,’ remembered Cedric. ‘He’s got books in there with records of all his dealings over the past thirty years.’

      ‘Have you got the combination?’ Edgar asked.

      ‘I do. Dad thought one of us needed to have it in case of emergency,’ said Cedric. ‘Such as this.’

      ‘He didn’t trust us with anything,’ muttered Albert.

      ‘His will’s in the safe, and before you ask he left forty per cent to me and the rest split between you two. Any objections?’

      Neither of his brothers raised any. They reckoned the old man was worth at least a million, and thirty per cent of that was plenty. Plus his businesses should be bringing in another three hundred grand a year.

      ‘Okay, we just take the ledgers from his safe and check it for anything else incriminating. There’ll be money in the safe but we don’t take a penny. This wasn’t a robbery. Then we give the whole house the once over for the same reason, and we’re out of here the same way we came in – off to meet our alibis. With him being who he is the cops will be all over this house like a rash, looking for something to fit us up with. They’ll find our fingerprints all over the place, which should be no surprise with us spending so much time here.

      ‘No one must see us leave. Rodney should be back around six to discover his body. He’ll most likely ring me first. I’ll be home by that time and I’ll deal with the police.’

      ‘Sweet,’ said Edgar.
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        Bermondsey, East London
      

      
        
        4 September 1939
      

      Britain had been at war for just over a day. Chas stood at the window looking up at the sky. ‘No sign of the Germans yet.’

      ‘No, but there’re clear signs of chickenpox,’ said Annie, examining Billie’s back. ‘Have you had it?’

      ‘No idea. I never had a mum around to tell me if I’ve had it or not.’

      ‘Nor me. We must hope we’ve both had it.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘Adults get it a lot worse than children… leads to complications.’

      Chas continued looking out of the window. His mind was a million miles away from thoughts of chickenpox, or even the war.

      ‘Have you… er… have you seen the paper?’ he asked his wife.

      ‘Yes, I’ve seen it.’

      There’d been a piece in the Evening Standard about Montague Elliker, who had died of a gunshot wound to the head. The police were saying it was suicide.

      ‘And?’

      ‘And I’m glad he’s dead,’ said Annie. ‘If not for him my mother would still be alive today.’

      ‘Oh, why’s that?’

      ‘I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I’ve always had. I remember nothing about her. He and my brothers hated her, so she can’t have been all that bad.’

      ‘You never talk about any of them. Do you want to talk about your family now?’

      ‘No.’ Annie continued without a trace of hesitation, ‘They’re no part of my life any more. That only began properly four years ago when I met you. I never want to discuss my father or brothers with anyone – and I don’t want you to either.’

      ‘Point taken.’

      Chas shook his head as he looked at this beautiful young woman who had been treated so abominably by her father and brothers. How could anyone behave so cruelly to a girl like Annie?

      ‘It’s a wonder you bother with men at all, the way they treated you in your childhood.’

      ‘It’s why I ended up with Ray – any man at all was an improvement on the ones in my family.’ She smiled and added dreamily, ‘There was one other man, though.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Oh, yes. His name was Charlie, just like you.’

      ‘I’ve never been a Charlie. So who was he?’

      She detected a hint of jealousy in her husband and milked it for all she was worth. ‘Oh, he was tall and strong and very handsome, and he really looked after me – made me feel safe.’

      ‘This was before Ray, I take it?’

      ‘Yes, my first Charlie was before Ray, but he was married so I had no chance. I often think about him – wonder if he’s still married.’

      ‘Playing fast and loose with a married man, eh?’

      ‘Oh, Chas, he was a lovely man. I’d run away from home, you see, and he found me wandering the streets in tears. He took me by the hand, telling me he’d look after me.’

      ‘I bet he did. And did he look after you?’

      ‘Oh, yes. He took me all the way home and let me wear his tin helmet. You see, he was on his way back to war but he still took the time to see me safely home.’

      ‘Back to war? Just how old were you when you were canoodling with this war hero?’

      ‘We weren’t exactly canoodling – I didn’t know how to canoodle when I was three.’

      ‘Three! You had me going there, you flipping madam!’

      ‘You were jealous, Chas Chandler.’

      ‘No, I was not… well, maybe just a bit.’

      Chas turned around and joined her in examining their three-year-old daughter’s back, which was showing the raised red bumps of chickenpox.

      ‘How’re you feeling, Billie?’

      ‘I feel okay, Daddy.’

      ‘You’re going to be a bit spotty for a few days.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because you’re a kid. All kids have to get spotty now and again. It’s a rule.’

      ‘Oh.’
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        Bermondsey, East London
      

      
        
        16 September 1940
      

      ‘Ah, well, Annie. I suppose it had to come sooner or later. I was hoping they’d overlooked me.’

      Chas was examining in detail the letter he’d received earlier that day from the War Office. It was addressed to Charles Herbert Challinor. For an inspired second he’d thought of sending it back, saying there was no one of that name here – he’d been known as Chas for as long as he could remember. He’d had the letter now for some ten hours and had come to accept his fate with equanimity, although he’d been secretly hoping that such a summons would never come.

      ‘I’d have preferred later – much later,’ said Annie, who was seven months pregnant and currently getting four-year-old Billie ready for bed.

      Their daughter had been named after Billie Holiday, an American blues singer who was a great favourite of Chas’s. He preferred her to Anne Shelton who was on the wireless right now belting out ‘Imagination’. Glenn Miller was due on soon. His was the spot Chas had been waiting for. ‘In The Mood’, which was charting at number one, was the best swing tune of all time, in Chas’s opinion.

      He was due to report to Blenheim Barracks for basic training on Monday 29 September. Chas loathed and detested this war, which was damaging his career as a musician, affecting his happy marriage, and was about to make the rest of his life quite a lot worse. They wanted him to go and fight Hitler. The only fight he’d in his life to date was at school against snotty Albert Rowlands, who was a year younger and wore glasses with a corrective lens. Chas had lost that one and vowed to give up the fight game and concentrate on music instead.

      ‘Well, let’s hope we can sleep in our own beds tonight. All this bombing’s getting to be a bit much. They can’t keep this up for long, love, surely.’

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ said Annie, nodding in approval at their daughter who had successfully fastened the buttons on her pyjama jacket. The Luftwaffe had been bombing London day and night for over a week. It seemed they had redirected their aircraft from fighting Spitfires and Hurricanes over the Channel and had picked a softer target… England’s capital city.

      ‘I think we’re lucky to still have a roof over our heads,’ Annie said. ‘The sooner our evacuation’s organised the better. What do you say to North Yorkshire? I hear there’s some nice countryside up there. Do you know anything about Yorkshire people?’

      ‘Well, they say you can always tell a Yorkshireman, but you can’t tell him much.’

      ‘They can’t be any worse than my family.’

      ‘I thought that subject was taboo.’

      She mimed zipping her mouth and said, ‘It is.’

      ‘It’s maybe as well you’re pregnant,’ Chas said. ‘You can go up north with Billie. I’d hate to leave you here on your own. Then after this war’s over you can go back to university and finish your degree.’

      ‘I’d like that, Chas. Not sure if I’d get back in so easily, though.’

      ‘Rubbish. They’ll snap you up, bright girl like you.’ Chas returned his attention to his letter. ‘You should be just about okay for money. Your digs’ll be paid for and I’ll have most of my wages sent direct to you.’

      ‘I don’t want you leaving yourself short. Will you enquire about joining an army band?’

      ‘First words out of my mouth, darling. They’ll soon spot I’m not built for fighting.’

      ‘I don’t know why they need soldiers. This war’s all coming down from the sky. How’s it all going to end, Chas? I never thought the Germans’d do this to us. What sort of people are they? We haven’t done anything to them.’

      ‘Well, the boys in blue beat the hell out of the Luftwaffe last month. Who’s to say they can’t do so again?’
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