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  PROLOGUE




  1974




  Ruby Darke found out the hard way that when you are about to die, your past life really does flash by in front of your eyes. She was working late in her office at her flagship

  store near Marble Arch in London. Her assistant Jane, who had been with her since almost the beginning of the Darkes department store phenomenon, had gone off at five with a cheery ‘See you

  tomorrow’. Not realizing, of course, that she wouldn’t be seeing Ruby tomorrow at all.




  All afternoon, with total concentration, Ruby had been mapping out her ideas for the expansion of the childrenswear departments throughout the chain. She wanted to include more daywear. A fuller

  range of gorgeous party frocks. To call in a new designer for some fresh ideas to zap up the baby range, where sales were flat. And schoolwear. Why had Darkes never thought to do schoolwear?




  Now it was getting late. Finally, Ruby stretched, stood up, locked her papers away. She gathered up her black cashmere coat and stepped outside. Rob looked up expectantly from his chair. Rob was

  her minder. Courtesy of Michael Ward, who was her lover and – not to put too fine a point on it – a big-time crook. She liked Rob, and found the young man’s big, solid presence

  reassuring – but she hated the necessity of having him with her. Rob was in his mid-thirties. He had the muscled bulk of a rugby centre forward. Treacle-blond crew-cut hair. Watchful

  khaki-green eyes. And a minimal line in chat.




  ‘Ready then?’ she asked, forcing a smile. It wasn’t Rob’s fault she’d been threatened, after all.




  He nodded and stood up, and together they went down in the lift and through the long corridor to the staff exit at the back of the store. They passed the night security guard, just coming on

  duty. Rob swung open the heavy fire door, and Ruby stepped outside ahead of him while he paused for a word with the guard. Slowly, the door swung closed and she was standing outside alone.




  Ruby inhaled deeply, glancing around, blinking, trying to acclimatize her vision as she’d come from strip lighting to almost total darkness. The night was frosty, the air bitingly

  cold.




  There was a motor running somewhere out here in the back alley; her car, with her chauffeur at the wheel.




  It wasn’t glamorous out here. Front of Darkes department store was immaculate, chic, polished and brightly enticing. She often paused outside the frontage of one or another of her stores

  to cast a fiercely proprietorial eye over the window displays to make sure that they were perfect. The staff quivered with nerves whenever she did this, or when she stalked in unannounced, as she

  liked to do. Service and quality had to be just so. She wasn’t called the Ice Queen of Retail for nothing.




  But here was the belly, the bowels of the store. Packing crates. Bins. Not much lighting. Big sliding warehouse doors for goods inwards and out.




  Ruby shivered a little. The motor she could hear had been idling, but now – suddenly – it roared. Ruby glanced around, trying to locate the car she could hear. Ben, her driver, never

  drove like that. Her car was a sleek purring Mercedes, and Ben was old. Too old for boy-racer stunts.




  ‘What the . . . ?’ she wondered aloud, and then a set of headlights blazed on, blinding her with their glare.




  The engine screamed.




  The car was coming straight at her.




  The noise was deafening, a high, shrieking whine. For a moment she stood there, frozen in place, disbelieving. When the car was nearly on top of her, she got her legs to move. She threw herself

  to one side. Felt herself being jolted and scraped as she hit the cobbles and rolled. She connected painfully, full-speed, with the back wall of the store, knocking all the breath from her

  body.




  She crawled to her knees, dazed, disbelieving, and stared after the car that had – Jesus, so nearly! – mown her down. Its red tailgate lights were lit up like the eyes of a demon. It

  screeched to a halt twenty yards away.




  Then white lights came on.




  Reversing lights.




  She saw a faint shadowy figure behind the wheel move, look back.




  Heard the hurried crunch of gears.




  The car shot back towards her, its exhaust steaming in the cold night air.




  She was rigid with fear, unable to get to her feet. Her eyes were glued to the car that was going to crush the life out of her. And as she stared at it, the past unravelled in her head – a

  blurring kaleidoscope of love and loss, hope and death.




  Rob wasn’t there.




  It had all been for nothing. She was never going to find the answers to it all.




  She was going to die.
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  1941




  Ruby Darke was eighteen the first time her dad’s belt drew blood. It was a Sunday and as usual Ted Darke was maudlin and moody after a heavy Saturday night’s

  boozing. Also as usual, he had been to church, clutching a tatty little bouquet of wild flowers to lay upon his wife’s grave in the church cemetery.




  Since his wife’s death, all Ted wanted to do was pray to God and drink himself into a stupor. It didn’t seem to occur to him that the benefits of one might cancel out the other.

  Ruby’s eldest brother Charlie had gone to church with him, as always. They were mates together, Dad and Charlie, although Charlie wasn’t really much interested in any sort of gospel

  – except the gospel according to Charlie Darke.




  Dad and Charlie drank together, and held more or less the same views: that God helped those who helped themselves, and that the powers that be had never done them any favours – so they

  lived by their own rules and to hell with anyone else’s.




  Her other brother Joe was twenty-three, and he was different to Ted and Charlie. Big, quiet, strong as a bull. He had none of Charlie’s fire and aggression. None of Dad’s bone-deep

  belligerence.




  Today when Dad and Charlie came back from the church it was obvious they’d stopped off at the pub on the way home. Their rolling gait and their loud-mouthed utterances made Ruby step very

  carefully around the place. She made the tea, keeping her head down.




  She wished they’d stop going to the bloody church. Even more, she wished they wouldn’t visit Mum’s grave afterwards. It seemed like something Ted Darke felt he was dutybound

  to do, but it depressed him; then he would stop at the Rag and Staff and get plastered. And come home and cuff Joe, big as he was, round the ear, and then lay into Ruby.




  Ruby, most of all.




  And of course she deserved it.




  Didn’t she?




  After all, it was through her birth that Ted Darke had lost his wife Alicia, and his children their mother. He said so often enough, mostly while he rained blows down upon his daughter’s

  cringing head.




  ‘Why did the good Lord inflict you on me?’ he’d wheeze, hobbling on his bad foot. ‘God curse you!’




  Ruby had asked once if she could go and visit the grave too. Dad had reacted with fury.




  ‘You don’t go near there, you bitch!’ he’d yelled, and slapped her.




  Because he was right, wasn’t he? It was all her fault.




  If she hadn’t been born, her mother wouldn’t have been lost.




  She never asked again.




  ‘Little black cow,’ he spat at her.




  Then he’d get tearful and ramble on, addressing Ruby sometimes and at others his dead wife. ‘Why’d you do it, girl, eh? My lovely Alicia. You loved me once, I know you did . .

  .’




  Not even Joe, big amiable Joe, dared intervene. And Charlie just sat there and sneered.




  Sometimes Ruby stood in front of the mould-spotted mirror in her bedroom and repeated her father’s words back to herself.




  Little black cow.




  But she wasn’t black. Not really. The mirror told her that she was the colour of pale milky coffee, and her features weren’t like those of what everyone around the East End of London

  called coloured folk, the ones who were fresh off the boat from warmer climes. Were those people mad? Given the choice, she’d have stopped in Jamaica – stuff this place. What

  with Hitler raining bombs down on their heads every night and the English weather, it was weird to consider that some people actually came here by choice.




  No, she wasn’t black. Her reflection told her that her nose was straight and almost delicate. Her lips were full, her eyes were dark but glowing with warm chestnut flecks. Her hair was

  wavy, but not tightly curled. She wasn’t black. Not full black, anyway. In fact, she had heard really black people passing in the street, pointing her out, whispering she was

  ‘high yellow’ – whatever that meant. She was tall and well proportioned. She was attractive. But no one ever told her so. To her family, to all the people who lived around

  here, she was a curiosity; a misfit. The whites looked down on her, and the few blacks she’d come across eyed her with suspicion.




  She wanted to shout back at her father, but the habits of the beaten and abused were too deeply instilled in her. So she took the beatings, the endless beatings, suffered the bruises –

  always on the body, rarely on the face; he wasn’t a complete drunken fool, even though he behaved like one.




  And she deserved it. Didn’t she?




  Because she was half-caste. And she’d killed her mother by being born to her. She wasn’t the same colour as Charlie and Joe. Not at all. They were white as pints of milk, both

  of them. She tried to work it all out, to make sense of it. But she couldn’t.




  There were no pictures of their mother anywhere in the house, not a single one. No one would explain to Ruby why she was dark and the rest of her family was pale-skinned. Not even Joe, who never

  treated her badly, who was out in the yard, in the privy when it happened. No one would say they had different mothers, or that the mother who had given birth to two handsome white boys had

  later indulged in some sort of dalliance that had resulted in a tar-brush ‘mixture’ like Ruby.




  ‘Cross between a bull bitch and a window shutter,’ her dad said of her, eyeing her with disgust.




  But he’d kept her. Put a roof over her head, seen that she was fed and clothed.




  Yeah, because I’m his burden, thought Ruby. I’m the cross he has to bear, to make himself look good among those holier-than-thou old farts down the church.




  The whole thing boiling and fulminating in her mind, she kept her head down as always. Quiet, timid little Ruby. Tomorrow she would be in Dad’s corner shop, helping out like she always

  did. Charlie and Joe never helped in the shop. She knew damned well they should have been signed up and over in France by now, doing their bit for King and country, but they weren’t.




  ‘It’s the land of the greased palm,’ Charlie would say with a grin. ‘Pay a wedge and people soon look the other way.’




  It seemed to be true. Charlie and Joe and the gang of hoodlums who had trailed around after them ever since school stripped lead and iron from emergency homes. They stole hurricane lamps used in

  the blackout to mark obstructions. They insinuated themselves into workplaces and then pilfered food and cigarettes from the canteens and sold them on to hotels at a profit.




  Dad was unbothered by all this ungodly activity going on right under his nose. Charlie could do no wrong in Dad’s eyes. But Ruby always felt uneasy at what Charlie and his gang got up to

  – it was always Charlie who was the instigator, never Joe – but you didn’t snitch, you never did that. You couldn’t grass up your family, not even if you despised them. It

  just wasn’t done.




  So Charlie, Joe and their boys ducked and dived, dodged around streets looting bombed-out buildings and flogging the proceeds far and wide. While she, the hated one, worked her arse off in

  Dad’s corner shop, weighing out rations to moaning housewives.




  She poured the tea – and then it happened.




  The pot dripped from the spout. It always did, it was an old enamel pot and heavy; her arm trembled when she had to lift it. The scalding liquid fell on her father’s leg, staining his best

  suit trousers, burning through to his skin.




  ‘You stupid bitch!’ He shot up off his seat, swatting at the wet place, his whole face suffused with redness as temper grabbed hold of him.




  ‘Sorry! Sorry, Dad,’ Ruby said hurriedly, putting the pot down. ‘I’ll get a cloth . . .’




  ‘You’ve burned me, you silly mare,’ he roared.




  ‘Sorry! I’m sorry, Dad, really,’ Ruby gabbled.




  ‘You fucking well will be,’ he said, pulling his belt from around his waist. Despite his bad foot, he could move horrifyingly fast. He lunged forward and whacked the strip of

  leather around her bare legs.




  ‘No!’ Ruby screamed. All the time she was aware of Charlie sitting there, grinning. Finding it funny that his sister was being beaten. Tears of humiliation and pain started to course

  down her cheeks. ‘No!’




  The belt was drawn back and whipped around her arms. The buckle caught her, tearing her flesh.




  ‘What’s going . . .’ asked Joe, coming through from the privy, buttoning his fly. He saw what was happening and turned on his heel. He went back out into the yard. Ruby would

  always remember that.




  The belt struck again, again, again.




  Ruby cringed, saying, Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean to do it, and still the belt kept lashing her. The pain was awful, and blood was spattering down on her Sunday-best dress, the

  cornflower-blue one she loved so much. It would be ruined.




  ‘Stupid little whore,’ spat Ted, and then he was gone, lurching away from her, reeling out into the pantry to get to the sink and get the stain out of his trousers before it

  set.




  In the sitting room, the only sound was Ruby sobbing.




  Charlie stood up.




  ‘Ah, shut yer yap,’ he said, and slapped her, hard, across the face.
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  If Sunday had been bad, Monday was even worse. Ruby’s arm was painfully sore when she dressed for work next day. She’d got the stain out of her favourite dress;

  that was the main thing. She couldn’t ask Dad for a new one. Do that, and she’d get another hiding.




  After she had made the breakfast and cleaned up the house, her and Dad walked around the corner to the family shop, her dad limping and using his stick today because his ulcerated foot was

  playing him up.




  He’d had surgery for an ingrown toenail two years ago, and somehow it had gone wrong. Now he wore a slipper on his right foot, with the middle slit open to accommodate the swelling, and

  Ruby had to change the putrid dressings on it every couple of days. As they walked, she hoped that it hurt him a lot – as much as he’d hurt her.




  The new emerald-green sign Dad had installed just a couple of weeks ago was there above the door. Darke & Sons was picked out in luxurious Gothic gold lettering.




  Joe and even Charlie had laughed to see it.




  ‘Jesus, Dad! A fucking bomb could gut the place any day,’ Charlie chuckled.




  ‘Sod Hitler,’ grumbled Ted, affronted that his grand gesture had met not with praise but derision. ‘You have to have confidence in this world, son. Believe that one day

  things’ll get better.’




  But Ruby couldn’t even raise a smile. Charlie took the Lord’s name in vain and never got a single word said back to him from Dad. And that damned sign: Darke & Sons. Not

  Darke and daughter. It was her, his daughter, who worked all hours in the bloody shop; the boys weren’t expected to. They didn’t show the slightest interest in its running. And she

  didn’t believe that things would get better – what was Dad talking about? This was her life: the beatings, the feeling that she didn’t measure up, that she would always disappoint

  and fail to fit in, fail to be what was expected of her.




  ‘Caught one over in Brooke Road last night,’ said her father as they walked.




  Ruby shuddered. The sun was out, but the mention of the bombing raids that seemed to go on every night now made her feel chilled. Last night they’d had to hurry down into the Anderson

  shelter at the bottom of the garden when the siren sounded. The all-clear had come after an hour or so, and they had returned to their beds.




  But this morning there was the scent of fire in the air, the smell of destruction. A pall of smoke lingered in the streets, mingling with threads of London smog. Ruby hadn’t been able to

  get back to sleep after last night’s raid; she’d lain awake listening to the fire engines racing around, imagining people blown apart, crushed, killed. The Darkes had survived, but some

  had not been so fortunate.




  As they crossed the road to the corner shop, they could see all the way down to Brooke Road.




  ‘Oh God,’ said Ruby, staring.




  Smack!




  Ruby recoiled. Ted had cuffed her hard around the ear.




  ‘You don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,’ he snarled.




  ‘Sorry, Dad, sorry,’ she said, her head ringing from the force of the blow.




  But her eyes were fastened on the scene down there. There were still-smouldering fires from the incendiary bombs. There was a crater where once a house had been. Rubble was piled up –

  chairs, fragments of beds, bricks with scraps of gaily coloured wallpaper still clinging on, drawers, broken bookshelves.




  People were picking over the remains. An ambulance driver wearing a tin hat with a white-painted A on the front was pulling something out of a tangle of cables and dirt. It was a young

  woman’s body, mangled and bloodstained. Two watching women, older women, set up a wailing and shrieking as they saw the body emerge.




  ‘What the—’ said her father suddenly.




  Ruby jumped, flinching. She froze to the pavement. What had she done?




  But her father wasn’t raising his fist. He was running forward with his faltering gait, heading for the shop.




  Ruby’s heart was thwacking hard against her chest wall. For an instant, she’d been not only sick to see such horrors, but terrified. Anything made her jump, she was such a coward. A

  loud noise. The bombs falling. A dog barking, a sudden movement, a sudden sound. Anything.




  Dad was limping full speed to the door of the shop and now she ran after him. The door was hanging open. She could see the wood had splintered away from the lock. Ted Darke fell inside and so

  did Ruby. He stopped dead in the centre of his small empire, and Ruby only just managed to avoid cannoning into his back and getting another thick ear for her trouble.




  Ted was staring around. Sacks of flour had been kicked all over the floor. All the containers and bags of loose tea were gone. The two precious hams, which had hung so enticingly at the back of

  the shop above the till, were missing. So was the till itself. Piles of eggs had been upturned and smashed, making a sticky mess all over the floor. Most of the stock had been taken, but some of it

  had just been vandalized.




  On the far wall someone had smeared in black paint: SHOULD HAVE PAID UP.




  ‘What . . . ?’ Ruby stared at the message. She looked at her father. ‘What does that mean – Should have paid up? What for? Who to?’




  Ted was breathing hard, red-faced. He turned, nearly knocking her flat as he went back outside the shop. Bill Harris, the insurance clerk who rented the flat over the shop from Ted, was coming

  out of the side door on his way to work. Ted caught his arm.




  ‘D’you know anything about this?’ he demanded.




  Bill looked first annoyed and then scared. Ted was a big man, intimidating despite his disability. He looked furious, as if about to inflict damage. The little clerk’s eyes flickered to

  the smashed door, the wrecked interior.




  ‘No, Mr Darke. Not a thing.’




  But he must have heard something,thought Ruby. She looked back at the wreckage of her father’s shop. No one could do this much damage and not make a noise.




  Ted released the man with a flick of the wrist. ‘Is that so?’ he asked, his mouth twisted in a sneer.




  ‘Yes. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .’The man hurried away.




  ‘Don’t want to get involved,’ grunted Ted. ‘Little fucker.’




  ‘What does that mean, Dad?’ asked Ruby. ‘What they wrote on the wall? Paid up what? To who?’




  ‘Will you shut up for a minute?’ Ted shouted.




  Ruby subsided. People were passing in the street, staring at them.




  ‘This is that bastard Tranter’s doing,’ said her father.




  Ruby’s attention sharpened. She knew Tranter. Tranter was a spiv, selling things on the black market and running a gang of boys who struck fear into many of the traders. He was a very

  influential man in the area.




  ‘Did he ask you to pay protection money?’ she asked.




  Ted’s big beery face came right up to hers and he bawled: ‘Will you shut your filthy black mouth for one second, you cow?’




  Ruby cringed. People stepped around them. No one tried to intervene. No one ever did. She stared at the ruined interior of the shop, and could have cried. She’d stacked those shelves,

  lined up all the products so neatly, made everything shining and clean to tempt the customers. Now all her orderly efforts had been trashed overnight. Tranter had asked Dad for money and he had

  refused to pay it. And this was the result.
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  ‘You should have told me sooner,’ said Charlie that evening, when he got home and Ted poured out the whole woeful tale.




  This had been boiling up for a long time. Ted Darke had been leaned on – him and many, many others – to pay Micky Tranter money out of the till.




  Ted shook his head, feeling sick with impotent rage. He’d wanted to deal with this himself, but he could see now that it was beyond him. He hated the thought of Tranter having a touch on

  his living. His own father had started the shop, and he’d carried it on. Times had been hard but he’d kept it going, long after his dad had bought it with a cripplingly hefty loan from

  the bank; now Ted’s boys were grown up and he felt things ought to be getting easier.




  He was hurt by their disinterest in his business. All he had was the girl, and she was nothing, an embarrassment; a painful reminder of life gone wrong. And now Tranter and his mob wanted a cut

  of his blood, sweat and tears.




  Ted despised Tranter; most people did, even though they feared him. Greasy, smarmy bastard, oozing his way about the place with his fedora pulled low over his eyes and his swish camel-hair coat

  draped over his shoulders, smiling and patting people on the shoulder while his heavies followed him around ready to dole out punishment to anyone who failed to see things his way.




  ‘I thought he’d leave it,’ said Ted shakily. ‘I refused to pay. I thought he’d back down.’




  ‘Tranter?’ Charlie shook his head. ‘Not him. Thinks he’s fucking invincible, he does.’




  ‘He’s wrecked my bloody shop. It’ll be weeks before I can get it open again.’




  Charlie stood up and paced around the room. Joe and Ted watched him from the kitchen table. Ruby was upstairs.




  ‘I ain’t having this,’ said Charlie, and left the room. Joe snatched up his jacket and quickly followed him.




  Charlie found Tranter and his boys in the Rag and Staff, and walked straight up to him. Without pausing in his stride, Charlie walloped the spiv straight round the chops.




  Tranter’s boys grabbed him instantly. The barman leaned over, anxious, and the punters scattered.




  ‘Not in here, boys,’ said the barman. ‘Come on. Please.’




  Joe stood there, a heaving mound of muscle, and thought that his brother had gone crazy. But he’d back him, because he always did. He pushed forward. Some of Tranter’s boys grabbed

  him too, and held him still.




  ‘Go on then, but why not act the big man proper, if that’s what you are?’ Charlie demanded of Tranter. ‘Easy, picking on old men, ain’t it? You did my dad’s

  shop over, and I’m not having that.’




  Micky clutched at his bleeding lip. Blood had splashed down his thirty-shilling Savile Row suit and he looked down at it in disbelief and distaste. Then he looked back at Charlie.




  ‘You got nerve, doing this,’ he said, very low, his eyes cold. ‘You’re the Darke boy, ain’t you? Ted’s kid?’




  Charlie was struggling against the men who held him. ‘You know who I am.’




  ‘I know you been doing things on my patch without my permission,’ said Tranter.




  ‘Permission? I don’t need your permission for fuck-all,’ returned Charlie. ‘Listen, you cunt, why not sort this out? Your boys and mine, back of the Palais tomorrow

  night. Let’s see who’s the real big man, shall we?’




  Tranter stared at Charlie, veiling his surprise. So the kid had balls. He’d be wearing them for a neck ornament shortly, but you had to admire his gumption.




  ‘Let him go,’ he said to his heavies.




  They let Charlie go. He stood there, panting, wondering what next. A knife in the guts? He didn’t know. He was a marked man now, he knew that. Curiously, that didn’t make him

  afraid – all he felt now was excitement. He was fired up, ready for a ruck. Joe was still being restrained, but he was watching, ready to wrestle himself free if he could, and jump whichever

  way was necessary.




  ‘Back of the Palais?’ Tranter was smiling a little through the blood. It gave him a shark-like look. He couldn’t believe a small-time chancer like Charlie Darke had been

  foolish enough to cross him.




  Charlie couldn’t believe it himself. The impulse had just come over him and whoosh, there he was, up to his arse in it. As per usual.




  ‘Back of the Palais it is,’ said Tranter.
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  The following evening, Charlie Darke was out the back of the Palais with his mates and they were ready. Tranter always came here with his hangers-on and his muscle, Charlie

  knew it. He’d been watching the cunt and he had been brooding over what his dad had told him. He’d seen Tranter about, the smooth bastard, touching people for money because they were

  scared of him. Well, Charlie wasn’t scared. And tonight he was going to prove it.




  ‘All right, Joe?’ he asked his younger brother, who was very quiet – quieter than normal, and that was saying something.




  ‘Yeah. Still think this is fucking stupid though.’




  Charlie gave his brother a half-smile. Joe would always err on the side of caution; his first reaction to any new experience was ‘no’ rather than ‘yes’. Really, they

  couldn’t be less alike. Charlie was impulsive and fiery, Joe so relaxed he was practically horizontal.




  They didn’t even look alike. Charlie was tall, thin, quicksilver in his movements and very good-looking with his dark curly hair and arresting blue eyes. Joe was blockish, square,

  slow-moving, a little dull with his brown eyes and straight dark hair – but he had a certain sensual charm.




  ‘Shit, here we go,’ muttered Charlie, seeing other shapes coming out now from the back of the big, quiet building.




  The clear moonlight glinted on all the bike chains, cudgels and flick knives.




  Charlie’s boys formed up closer, Joe and Charlie at the centre front. Charlie’s eyes were searching for Micky Tranter in his expensive hat and coat, but of course he wasn’t

  there; Tranter rarely did his own dirty work, he was big enough now to pay others to do it for him.




  He was making a point, deliberately insulting Charlie. Suddenly, Charlie felt like the small fry he was, kicking against the big boys.




  And now here they were, all Tranter’s toughs and the Darke mob, the same mob – Chewy, Ben, Stevie and all the others – who had been following Charlie and his

  little brother Joe around since their schooldays. The Darke boys were hard nuts, everyone knew that. All through school they had ruled the roost, Charlie flying into rages and cracking heads, Joe

  giving solid backup. Separately, they were safe, but together they were bloody dangerous, a lethal team. Charlie might be impulsive to the point of actual craziness, but Joe’s more thoughtful

  demeanour usually kept both of them out of the worst scrapes.




  It wasn’t going to keep them out of this one.




  Joe didn’t know which way this was going to go. The numbers were fairly even – there were about twenty on each side. But Tranter’s boys were experienced fighters. And although

  the Darke boys had youth on their side, Joe thought that experience could probably outweigh that.




  Suddenly Charlie let out a bellow and all the boys surged forward. Joe followed. There were shouts, yells and a crashing impact as the two gangs converged. Chains swung and knives zipped through

  the air. Joe pummelled his way through the worst of it, swinging left and right with knuckledusters on one hand and a hammer in the other. There were bodies piling up. He was tripping over one

  bloke with his head stove in and falling forward, slipping on blood and shit, that was someone’s ear, laid out like a wet fungus right there on the cobbles.




  He righted himself, half-charged again, hit some cunt in the stomach and took him out. He’d lost sight of Charlie, but he was there somewhere, Joe could hear him screeching swear words at

  the top of his voice. Christ, sometimes Charlie even frightened him.




  Now the brawl was thinning out. He looked around again for Charlie and he was there, leaping over fallen bodies and barging into the back door of the Palais. Joe followed, quick as he could. He

  knew Charlie was after Tranter himself, not this lot.




  Joe felt a sharp stab of misgiving hit his guts. Charlie wasn’t going to stop now, he was going to have that bastard Tranter. Joe followed, pushing past people who shouted things in

  his face, he didn’t know what; his blood was up.




  He charged into the bar area, and there they were:Tranter and Charlie, facing each other down. Now Tranter didn’t look quite so cocky. He was cringing against the bar, watching Charlie as

  Charlie advanced on him, an old officer’s dress sword from the Boer shindig held in his right hand.




  ‘Now hold on,’ Tranter was saying, his face white. There was no greasy shit-eating smile in evidence any more.




  Take no prisoners, thought Joe. But Charlie wasn’t really going to do it. Was he?




  Joe looked around; there was no one about. No witnesses.




  He turned back as the sword swooshed through the air, his mouth opening to say, Hold on, don’t, come on, we’ve won, what’s it matter whether he’s still breathing?




  Tranter’s mouth opened too, on a hideous scream. The sword bit into his neck and a pulsing gout of blood sprayed. The silence was sudden as Tranter’s head rolled from his body and

  fell onto the bar. There it sat, the eyes wide open as if surprised, the severed neck leaking dark blood onto the beer mats.




  ‘Shit,’ said Joe loudly.




  Charlie just stood there, breathing hard, the headless corpse lying at his feet.




  Joe forced himself to move. He grabbed Charlie’s arm, grabbed the sword off him, tucked it under his coat. ‘We got to get rid of all this,’ said Joe.




  ‘Yeah.’ Charlie was staring at the corpse as if hypnotized.




  It was Joe who moved first. ‘Come on,’ he said, and bent over the body.
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  ‘Sod that for a game,’ said Betsy, throwing the sheet of paper irritably aside.




  ‘Sod what?’ Ruby asked vaguely.




  ‘Working in a flaming shell-filling factory to help the war effort. Bevin wants volunteers. One pound eighteen shillings a week for a trainee. No thank you.’




  It was late evening. The daylight was sneaking off to the west, and Venus the evening star was winking into life above them. Soon the raids would start again, and terror would descend.

  Searchlights would strafe the night sky as the antiaircraft guns sought their targets, and the bombs would fall. With any luck they’d live through it, but they might not.




  All this played on Ruby’s mind a lot, since she’d seen the carnage in the next street. Dad was already in bed asleep, apparently unworried. But she worried, she really did.

  Tomorrow they might awake to see daylight once again, and see the big dome of St Paul’s still looming over the smoking city like an unsinkable leviathan; or it might be destroyed, and them

  with it.




  Something had changed in Ruby when she’d seen that young woman being pulled dead from the wreckage of her home. She’d felt all of a sudden that she was older, stronger – strong

  enough to see Dad for the pitiful wreck he really was. Day by day, a steel-hard core was growing in her. A determination that this would not be her life. It couldn’t be. If she

  lived through all this, then one day she was going to break free. She just couldn’t think how.




  The two young women were sitting out in the backyard of Ruby’s dad’s little two-up-two-down in the East End, its windows taped up in case of bomb blasts. They were kicking their

  heels against the wall and discussing their prospective futures. They’d been doing this since they were ten years old in school together, and their ambitions still amounted to the same thing:

  get married. Have a big wedding. Start a family.




  Ruby took a glance at the leaflet Betsy had discarded. A smiling woman was depicted there, arms raised against an orange sky, factory chimneys behind her, planes flying overhead. Women of

  Britain, it said at the bottom of the sheet, Come into the factories.




  She could feel her heart sink just looking at it. Fucking Hitler. Life had seemed almost bearable once, but now look – most of the young men had gone off to fight, so that knocked the

  marriage bit on the head. And the big wedding? Might as well forget that. It would be a dress fashioned from parachute silk and a cake made out of cardboard – if you were lucky.




  Still . . . one pound eighteen shillings was far more than she ever got in Dad’s corner shop. There she doled out minuscule rations of butter, bacon and flour to bad-tempered housewives

  who sneered at her because of the colour of her skin. There she was groped by delivery drivers who thought she would be easy meat because of it. And now there was this new trouble.




  That creep Micky Tranter had been demanding money off Dad. He’d trashed the shop. She’d cleaned the mess up and Dad had restocked as best he could. She didn’t know what was

  going to happen. Would Dad pay up? Would Tranter back off? She hoped that Dad hadn’t told Charlie about it all, because he’d flip and do something stupid, she just knew it.




  She looked at the leaflet again. ‘Pay’s good, though,’ she said to Betsy.




  ‘Vi can earn five times that in an evening, not a sodding week,’ said Betsy with a sigh.




  Ruby was careful to keep her gob shut about that. Betsy’s big sister Vi was, as some of the women around here whispered, ‘no better than she should be’. She’d only met Vi

  a couple of times when she’d gone round Betsy’s parents’ house, and she’d been too shy to talk to her, but the memory had lingered.




  To Ruby,Vi had seemed as exotic as a butterfly, sashaying nonchalantly around her and Betsy’s shared bedroom in a peach-coloured silk robe, with her glossy dark-red dyed hair cut in a

  stylish short bob and her lips painted carmine red. Her eyes were the clearest, most luminous emerald green, shockingly intense. Ruby was fascinated by her, and that fascination was all wrapped up

  with unease because she knew what the people around here thought of Vi, she knew that Vi was bad – but she thought she was wonderful.




  ‘You’re not thinking of doing it, are you?’ demanded Betsy, seeing her mate’s distracted look. That was gentle, quiet Ruby: always dreaming, always with her head stuck in

  the clouds.




  Ruby handed the sheet back with a shrug.




  ‘You could do what Vi does down that theatre place,’ said Betsy. ‘You’ve got the looks.’




  ‘Dad’d skin me alive.’ Ruby looked Betsy square in the eye. ‘Why don’t you do it?’




  ‘Ain’t got the legs, have I?’ Betsy pouted down at her short but attractive pins.




  Ruby looked at Betsy. Her friend was pretty, with her kittenish heart-shaped face, pale green eyes and thick wavy strawberry-blonde hair. Ruby often thought that Betsy was like a watered-down

  version of Vi. And she wished she could be small and dainty like both Vi and Betsy were, instead of long-legged, big-breasted and dark-haired – and with an arse you could balance a pint of

  beer on.




  ‘Josephine Baker danced in Paris in nothing but a skirt made out of a bunch of bananas,’ said Betsy.




  Ruby frowned. She was very sensitive about her colour, and Josephine Baker was black. ‘So what?You think I’d want to do the same?’




  ‘No, of course not. But just think about it. You got options in your life. Me, I couldn’t do it. You, you could. You don’t have to go on working in a corner shop all your life;

  I ain’t got much choice.’ Betsy stared morosely at the sheet of paper again. ‘I might do this,’ she sighed.




  ‘Yeah, or you might not,’ said Ruby. Betsy was always getting ‘inspirations’, and trying – and failing – to whip Ruby up into a frenzy over them. Work in an

  explosives factory. Become a land girl and dig turnips all day. Go dancing at the Windmill, for God’s sake! The list went on and on.




  Betsy grinned at her mate and flung the paper into the air. The strengthening breeze caught it and whipped it away, out into the alley. At the same moment the back gate was thrown open, and

  Charlie and Joe fell through it, covered in blood.




  ‘You don’t tell no one about this,’ said Charlie.




  Ruby nodded dumbly. It had been a hell of a shock, seeing them like that. Both girls had shrieked in surprise as the boys tumbled through the gate, and Joe had quickly told them to shut up, daft

  cows, the blood wasn’t theirs.




  ‘Then who the hell’s is it?’ asked Betsy, watching Charlie as he stripped off his coat and his jacket and then his shirt beside the yard tap. There was blood all over his arms

  and chest, but it was true what Joe had said, it wasn’t his own. Charlie was scrubbing himself, splashing the water over his torso. Pink water was running off him onto the yard. The metallic

  scent of blood was strong in the air and his chest and arms rippled with hard muscle.




  He glanced up at Betsy and she blushed. Betsy had never said as much, but Ruby knew she’d had a terrible crush on Charlie for years. Charlie was always polite to her, but – until now

  – dismissive. She was his kid sister’s pal, little more than a kid herself.




  But now Ruby saw something pass between her big brother and her friend. Ruby went into the lean-to and came out with a towel. Charlie stood drying his chest and arms with it, while Joe started

  stripping off. Charlie’s eyes were on Betsy and he was smiling faintly.




  ‘Nobody gets to hear about this,’ he said again, staring straight into her eyes.




  ‘No! ’Course not,’ she said, staring back as if hypnotized.




  Joe went over to the privy and put something inside the door. Then he came back to the tap, and started sluicing the remnants of the evening’s entertainments off himself. Ruby and Betsy

  sat silent now, their heads full of questions they would never ask. But Ruby remembered the scene later, and thought: Yeah, that was when it all started to happen. That was just about the

  time that Micky Tranter turned up dead on a bombsite. That was when the Darke boys became a force in the East End.
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  In the midst of war, the police didn’t seem to care much about the disappearance of a rat like Tranter. There had been another gang fight. More casualties. So what? A few

  days later, Tranter himself was found under a pile of bricks on a bomb site far from where the fight took place, his head severed from his body, maybe by a pane of glass. The rozzers had no reason

  and little time to question it. They had enough on their plates without getting into all that.




  Tranter’s funeral was low-key. He left a wife, who everyone knew he duffed over on a regular basis, so she must have thought all her Christmases had come at once now she was rid of the

  bastard. She was childless, but not exactly penniless, although word on the grapevine was that she was pretty near it. Tranter had pissed all his money up against a wall, indulged himself, he

  hadn’t been saving for his old age. And just as bloody well, Charlie joked on the day they buried him, because look what happened!




  The remnants of Tranter’s boys had scattered. Now it was the Darke brothers who took charge of the bomb-ridden streets, and Charlie saw it as his first solemn duty to visit the grieving

  widow, bung her a few quid and reassure her that she would be looked after.




  ‘Gang money?’ she asked him, looking him over and clearly finding him wanting.




  Charlie was a handsome man. Dressed in a black overcoat with a Homburg hat in his leather-gloved hand and his curly hair slicked into submission by Brylcreem, he looked the part of the boss

  now.




  ‘I don’t want your dirty money,’ she said, but she left it there on the table where he had placed it and went to put the kettle on. Out in the scullery, she ran the water into

  the kettle and came back into the kitchen to place it on the gas. Then she looked at him. ‘I suppose it was you?’




  ‘Me? Me what?’ asked Charlie, but he knew.




  ‘You killed him?’




  Charlie shrugged, said nothing.




  A wry smile twisted her face. She was around thirty-five, not exactly ugly but no beauty either; she looked forty if she was a day. Only her ginger-brown eyes retained any vestige of spirit. The

  years of marriage to Tranter had taken their toll.




  ‘Not saying much, are you? Well, if it was you, all I can say is thanks. You did me one fucking big favour,’ she said. She glanced down at the money on the table. Then her

  eyes met Charlie’s again. ‘Don’t get like him,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever get like him.’




  ‘I won’t.’




  ‘Yeah, you say that. Fat chance. It changes a person, you know. People creeping around frightened of you, it twists you after a bit. Makes you feel the power you got. Then you abuse it.

  And then it abuses you.’




  After he’d visited the widow Tranter, Charlie met up with Betsy in the street.




  ‘Oh – hello,’ she said, colouring up like she always did when she saw him.




  ‘Hello,’ said Charlie with a smile, thinking that she was sweet, and tiny, with her Betty Grable pinned-up curls and the lines drawn up the backs of her shapely little legs with

  gravy browning to make it look like she had stockings on. He’d bung her a few pairs, he could lay his hands on just about anything. She’d love that. He liked her smallness. Made him

  come over all protective. He thought briefly of Mrs Tranter. She was a dog, compared to Betsy. ‘Glad I caught you. I wanted to talk to you.’




  ‘Me?’ She was looking at him as if he was God Almighty. And he liked that too.




  ‘Yeah, in private.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Over here,’ he said, and guided her into an alley.




  ‘What about?’ Her cheeks were flushed bright red now.




  ‘This,’ said Charlie, and kissed her. His tongue went into her mouth and Betsy let out a strangled squawk of surprise.




  Charlie drew back. The Tranter woman was, annoyingly, there in his head again. What was he thinking about that tired old mare for, when he had this on offer?




  ‘Come on, you can’t say you haven’t been expecting this?’ he smiled.




  ‘Well, yes. No. I didn’t. You just . . . startled me,’ said Betsy, but she was smiling back at him. This was great. This was Charlie Darke, and he was a big noise around

  here now, everyone knew it. And he was kissing her!




  ‘Come on then,’ said Charlie, and kissed her again, and his hands were quickly inside her blouse and then inside her bra, touching her nipples, teasing them into hard little points.

  Hot bolts of sensation were shooting down from her breasts to her groin, and she moaned at the sweetness of it. It felt so nice, but when his hands roamed lower, she stiffened in shock. She

  wasn’t that sort of girl; did he think she was?




  ‘Charlie . . .’ she struggled to say, but his tongue was in her mouth again and now he was tugging her panties down.




  ‘You want it,’ he gasped. He’d felt worked up ever since that run-in with Tranter, he needed this. ‘Don’t you? I know you’ve always fancied me. And

  don’t be afraid, I’ll look after you.’




  ‘You mean get married, be together?’ she said, her eyes frantic and feverish on his.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Charlie, pushing his fingers between her legs. That felt good too, so good Betsy could hardly bear it.




  Then he was unbuckling his belt, unzipping, his cock springing out. Betsy glanced down and was shocked by the size of it. She’d never seen an erection before.




  Jesus, I’m going to be Mrs Charlie Darke, she thought.




  He was lifting her up, her thighs clamping onto his waist as he guided his penis into her wet opening. He brought her down onto it, sliding in deep, and Betsy let out a small cry.




  ‘OK?’ Charlie panted, already thrusting.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Betsy, and let him do it. Somewhere in the back of her mind she thought, This ain’t romance, is it? Is this what it comes down to, him rutting at me down a

  bloody alley, like a dog covering a bitch?




  But if it meant being Mrs Charlie Darke, she would tolerate it. Men were beasts, her mum had always told her that, and here was the proof. But it seemed, after all, to be making him happy. She

  just hoped he wouldn’t take too long over it.
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  On the same day that Joe took the sword that had been the death of Tranter and threw it in the canal, Ruby was at Betsy’s house, up in Betsy’s bedroom, the room she

  shared with Vi. Betsy’s side of the room was girlish. She still had her teddy bears and old dolls propped up on the bed.




  But Vi’s side . . . well, Ruby just loved wandering over there, looking at all the powders and perfumes Vi had on her dressing table. There was a copy of London Life there too, with

  three flimsily clad Windmill beauties on the front cover wearing gas masks to encourage ARP drill.




  ‘The one in the middle’s Vi. And don’t touch anything,’ said Betsy, who was reclining on her little bed by the wall, watching Ruby with a smile.




  ‘What?’ Ruby turned round with a guilty start.




  ‘Vi thinks she’s the queen or something. She don’t like people touching her stuff.’




  Ruby nodded and moved away from the heady environs of Vi’s territory.




  ‘Don’t your mum and dad mind, Vi working at the Windmill, showing her bits . . . ?’ asked Ruby, curious.




  Betsy gave a derisive grunt.




  ‘Vi calls it “art”. And you know Dad’s always at work in the docks. He don’t take no notice of nothing. Mum don’t tell him what Vi’s up to. She’s

  got no say in it anyway. Vi does what she pleases, she always has. Rules apply to other people, not her. Mum’s a bit of a mouse, you know. And Vi’s a bloody tiger.’




  Even if Vi seemed terrifying, Ruby envied Betsy, having a sister – and such an exotic one too. Being the only sister of two older brothers wasn’t any fun at all. In fact – what

  with Dad being ill with his foot and bad-tempered all the time and Charlie kicking off at her – it was a pain in the arse. And Charlie and Joe’s behaviour frightened her lately.




  It seemed to Ruby that her brothers had changed in the months since they’d run into the backyard soaked in someone else’s blood. Before that, they had been, well, just Charlie and

  Joe, dead-legging about the place, dodging the draft – Charlie with an imaginary ‘heart murmur’, Joe with ‘flat feet’ – and doing a few iffy deals.




  Now, they had acquired a new aura; people – even their own father – spoke to them more respectfully. They dressed immaculately now, and expensively. It was wartime, for God’s

  sake, everyone was skint; but Charlie and Joe Darke had an air of prosperity about them.




  It worried Ruby. She had strong memories of Tranter oiling his way around the bomb-damaged streets, doling out smiles and smacks. Something in the way Charlie and Joe conducted themselves now

  reminded her of him.




  Still, it wasn’t her business. Best to keep her nose out and her head down.




  ‘What you two doing up here?’ asked a purring female voice, startling Ruby out of her thoughts.




  She turned – and there was Vi. She was struck anew by how stunning, how distinctive,Vi’s style was. She was dressed in a well-cut dark-green coat, which she now pulled off and

  tossed casually aside to reveal a chic, cleverly cut grey dress that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a twenties flapper.




  Vi just oozed charisma.




  ‘I live here,’ said Betsy chirpily. ‘And Ruby’s visiting. You not working today?’




  ‘Not today. Tomorrow. Unlike you, I do work. I do my bit for the war effort.’




  ‘Prancing around on a stage ain’t work,’ scoffed Betsy.




  ‘Try it,’ advised Vi, sitting down at her dressing table, taking up a hairbrush and applying it to her shiny dark-red bob. ‘It’s work, all right, I promise you. Van

  Damm’s a slave driver.’




  ‘I thought that place might close down, with the war,’ said Betsy, watching her sister with a sour little smile as Vi pouted and preened in the mirror.




  ‘We never close,’ said Vi.




  ‘It can’t help the war effort, doing what you do.’




  Vi turned her head and sent Betsy a pitying smile. ‘Don’t be daft, ’course it does. Keeps the boys cheerful, don’t it?’




  ‘Cheerful? That ain’t what I’d call it.’




  ‘As if you’d know,’ sighed Vi, turning her head this way and that, picking up a lipstick, touching it briefly to her lips.




  ‘Oh, I know plenty,’ said Betsy.




  Ruby was watching Vi, too fascinated to look away. Vi was so beautiful, she even smelled beautiful, of sweet Devon Violets. There was a little round bottle on her dressing table,

  containing liquid of a brilliant acid-green and with a tiny violet silk bow tied around its stubby neck. According to Betsy, she never wore any other perfume.




  Vi’s brilliant up-slanted eyes met Ruby’s in the mirror. Then they moved down, over her body. Vi put the lipstick down and turned to eye Ruby assessingly.




  ‘Can you dance?’ she asked.




  ‘Well, I . . .’ Ruby was caught off guard. ‘A bit.’




  Vi’s eyes were still on her. ‘You look . . .’




  Ruby froze. She knew what was coming.




  ‘Well . . . dark, maybe. Just a bit. You’ve got that big arse, and your lips . . . you got a touch of the tar brush, baby?’




  ‘Vi! You can’t ask her that,’ Betsy intervened, her eyes moving between her sister and her friend. ‘Look, she had lessons before the war, before the old dance hall got

  bombed out. We both did,’ said Betsy. ‘You remember.’




  Vi might not have remembered her sister and her little mate going for ballroom dancing lessons, but Ruby certainly did. She’d pleaded to be allowed to go, and Dad had finally let her. Ruby

  remembered the embarrassment of realizing the neat little sailor-suit ensemble she had stored up especially for the lessons made her look like a gink, and oh, the crucifying humiliation of

  discovering that she was taller than every single boy in the class. Some of them had called her Darkie – such a witty play on her name – and she had cried and thrown up in a

  hedge on the way home.




  ‘Well, the dancing don’t matter much. They’re always looking for new girls, girls with that certain something . . .’ Vi hesitated, then turned away, back to the mirror .

  . . ‘You’re a looker, all right. But maybe you haven’t got it. Think about it, though. We could all be dead tomorrow. Bombed to fuck.’




  ‘’Course she’s got it. Look at her, she’s gorgeous,’ piped up Betsy.




  Shut up, Ruby mouthed at her.




  ‘Well, you can come along with me tomorrow,’ said Vi. Her eyes met Ruby’s again. ‘That’s if you’re interested . . . ?’




  Betsy was silent.




  ‘But the shop . . . What’ll I tell Dad . . . ?’




  ‘Tell him you’re volunteering or something.’ Vi shrugged.




  ‘I can do a turn in your dad’s shop, stand in for you,’ piped up Betsy. Anything that brought her closer to Charlie’s orbit was absolutely fine with her.




  Ruby hardly dared even consider it. She had seen the WVS ladies about in the bombed-out streets, proudly wearing their green uniforms and their silver-and-red lapel badges bearing the legend WVS

  above the words ‘Civil Defence’. They provided food, blankets and clothing for homeless families, and worked all hours running the local salvage centre, all instigated by Lord

  Beaverbook.




  ‘I . . . suppose I could say I was doing salvage voluntary work at the centre, it’s just down the road,’ said Ruby.




  The thought of going anywhere with the fabulous Vi was daunting, but my God! What would Dad and Charlie and Joe think if they ever found out the truth? They’d hit the roof.




  ‘Your dad would like you volunteering,’ said Vi. ‘He’s a churchgoer, isn’t he? He’d think of it as an act of Christian charity.’




  Ruby considered this. It was true, what Vi was saying. And there was less chance of him pounding her if she could keep out of his way during the day.




  ‘Think of that bleeding shell factory,’ said Betsy. ‘Would you rather be doing something like that?’




  ‘I don’t know . . .’ Ruby didn’t relish the prospect of change the way Betsy did; she never had. But she was bored, and unhappy, and Vi was right: they could all be dead

  tomorrow. Probably would be, the way things were going.




  ‘Well, make your mind up, girl,’ said Vi. ‘What’s it to be, yes or no?’




  Ruby looked at Vi. Thought of her boring, routine life and had a whiff – just the tiniest whiff – of the life she could be leading. If she dared.




  ‘I don’t know . . .’ said Ruby.




  ‘Jesus, you’re wet,’ said Vi with a sharp sigh. ‘Think it over. We’ll meet up outside the Windy. Monday at ten. That’ll give you time to get your story

  straight. If you’re not there, I’ll know you’re not interested.’
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  After Ruby left Betsy’s she had an hour or two to spare before she had to get the tea on, so she wandered down to the church. There were a lot of new graves there,

  casualties of the war, with soil piled up on them. The misty rain was spoiling the petals on the floral offerings, smudging the ink on the small poignant cards left on the new graves by loved

  ones.




  Ruby walked around the graves, looking at the headstones. She didn’t know exactly where Mum’s grave was. She had never been privileged with that information. Only Charlie and Dad and

  occasionally Joe ever came here; she was never invited.




  She ended up at the cluster of older graves, right over in the far corner, shaded by ancient yews. It was cold here, and the grass was spongy with moss. She looked around nervously; she

  didn’t want anyone spotting her. She didn’t want word getting back to Dad or Charlie that she’d been here looking for the grave. But there wasn’t another soul around.




  And . . . there it was. The wording on the headstone seemed to leap out at her.




  

    Here lies Alicia Darke




    Beloved wife and mother




    Sadly missed


  




  There was nothing else, except the date of Alicia’s birth, and the date of her death, which was the twenty-ninth of July 1923 – the day after Ruby’s birth. She

  stood there staring at the headstone and felt tears spill over. In giving life to her, Alicia had forfeited her own. And for what? So that her daughter could live caged in by fear and guilt?




  Ruby couldn’t believe her mother would have wanted that for her. She thought of Vi, and the Windmill. Of what it must be like: the excitement of theatre life, the bright lights and the

  gaiety of it. Her own world was dull and troubled by comparison. She had never been inside a theatre, or even a cinema. There had never been culture, or even much laughter, in the Darke

  household.




  But she couldn’t do it . . . could she?




  No. She couldn’t.




  She couldn’t lie to her father; that wouldn’t be a Christian thing to do, would it? But then . . . was his treatment of her all that Christian? She didn’t think so. It

  wasn’t her fault her mother had died, it wasn’t something she could have prevented, any more than she could change the not-quite-acceptable colour of her skin.




  Ruby turned away from her mother’s grave; far from being comforted by coming here, she felt sadder and even more bewildered than she had before. She walked home in the gently falling rain.

  Nearly time to get the tea on.




  Joe was cleaning his shoes in shirtsleeves and braces at the kitchen table when she got back home. Flanagan and Allen were singing ‘Underneath the Arches’ on the

  radio and Joe was whistling along to the tune.




  ‘Where’s Dad?’ asked Ruby, coming in and taking off her coat. This was always her first question. She wanted to know where Dad was, know where any new threat was going to come

  from.




  Joe stopped whistling and looked at her. ‘Went up to bed early. You’ll have to take him up his tea on a tray. Foot’s playing him up.’




  ‘And Charlie?’




  ‘Out. Tea in the pot, if you want it.’




  Ruby sat down and poured herself a cup. She sat there, looking at Joe.




  ‘What is it?’ he asked, glancing at her, buffing the black leather to a high shine.




  Joe wasn’t a bad sort, not really. Ruby had always believed him to be a cut above her dad and Charlie. He’d never laid a finger on her, there was that to say in his favour. Even if

  he never intervened, at least he never participated, unlike Charlie.




  Still, Ruby had to force the words out of her mouth. ‘About Mum . . .’ she said.




  Joe looked taken aback. Then he spat on his shoe and went on rubbing at the leather.




  ‘What about her?’ he asked, not looking at her face.




  ‘Do you remember her at all?’




  Joe’s big stubby hand stopped rubbing. He looked up at her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Only,’ Ruby went on in a rush, before her nerve failed her, ‘you were five when I was born. I just thought . . . if you remembered anything, I’d like to know.’




  ‘I don’t remember a thing,’ said Joe, his jaw set. ‘Drop it, will you?’




  ‘But Joe . . .’




  ‘I said drop it,’ he snapped, his eyes suddenly fierce. ‘Didn’t you hear me? And don’t ever be daft enough to ask Dad or Charlie about it, or you’ll

  get a right hiding.’




  Ruby was going to bed that night when Joe stopped her on the landing.




  He hesitated, glanced left and right, then spoke. ‘She had a gramophone. A Maxitone Dad bought her. It had an oak case,’ he said. ‘She used to play jazz music on it. Jelly Roll

  Morton, you heard of him? And Fats Waller. Nigger music, Dad called it. And she was pretty. Blonde. I remember that.’ He paused. ‘Dad smashed the Maxitone. I remember that, too.

  Now get off to bed.’
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  1922




  Alicia Darke was crossing the road to the corner shop when she saw him for the first time. He was young – younger than her, she thought – and very black, with

  the loosely muscular way of standing his kind so often displayed. He was outside the shop talking to two other black men, and all three turned and looked as she passed by.




  Alicia was a little surprised to see them there. All around these streets,the hotels and guest houses displayed signs in their windows that said No Irish, No Coloureds. They

  weren’t welcome here, they were viewed with suspicion.




  She kept her head down, but she heard one of them say:‘Hey, sweetness,’ and she glanced up, ready with a sharp retort.




  She looked up, straight into his face. His skin had the grain and polish of finest ebony, his nostrils were flaring, his eyes dark as night, his mouth broad and very sensual. When he smiled

  at her – he was smiling now – his whole face seemed to light from within.




  Alicia felt herself blushing. She was a married woman, wed seven years to Ted Darke. He was much older than her, but her mum and dad had been impressed by his prospects;Ted had his own shop,

  inherited from his parents. He was a man of substance. And Ted had been kind to her, attentive – at first. Now she worked day in, day out in the corner shop, lugging stuff up from the cellar

  to line the shelves – and then at home, scrubbing and polishing, white-leading the doorstep, polishing the brass, while their kids – little Charlie and Joe – went to school, and

  Ted sat back, counted the takings, and did fuck-all.




  But still, whoever said marriage was going to be perfect? She was a married woman – and this stranger was black. She didn’t answer him. She hurried on into the

  shop.




  He was there again the next day when she went to open up, on his own this time. She saw him loitering by the shopfront as she crossed the road, fumbling for the

  keys.




  ‘Hi,’ he said.




  Alicia looked at him nervously. ‘Hello,’ she said, fiddling with the keys, getting the damned thing into the lock with fingers that suddenly felt stiff.




  ‘How are you?’ he asked, turning towards her.




  ‘Fine.’ The key wasn’t working. She’d put it in upside down. She righted it, feeling hectic colour rising in her cheeks. ‘Where are your friends?’ she

  asked, for something to say.




  ‘Working.’




  Alicia was still having trouble with the lock. Working? According to Ted, black men were lazy scroungers, they didn’t work. But then Ted had strong opinions on nearly everything, and

  she’d more or less stopped listening to them now. Ted wasn’t exactly the fastest things on two legs, himself.




  ‘What do they do?’ she asked, not wanting to be rude by ignoring him. At last, the door swung open.




  ‘A little jammin’, you know.’




  Jammin’?




  ‘What’s that?’ she asked, curious, looking at him fully for the first time.




  He was very elegant, wearing the new fashion in trousers – Oxford bags, they were called – and a brown jacket. He was holding a black bowler hat in his hand; he’d removed it

  as she drew near. She noticed that his shoes were snazzy two-tone brogues.




  ‘We’re musicians,’ he smiled. ‘We’re renting a place just over there.’ He pointed across the street. ‘We hang out, we jam, you know.’




  Alicia didn’t know. She was just amazed that someone around here had let rooms to three black men. They must be really strapped for cash, whoever they were. And what he’d

  just described sounded like . . . like fun, and she had very little experience of fun in her life.




  ‘What do you play then?’ she asked.




  ‘Trumpet,’ he said. ‘You ought to come over and hear us play.’




  ‘I have to go,’ she said, and yanked the key out of the lock and went on into the shop.




  ‘I’m Leroy,’he said,and held out a white-palmed hand. ‘What’s your name?’




  Alicia looked at his hand and, not wishing to be rude, she shook it reluctantly. ‘I’m Mrs Ted Darke,’ she said.




  ‘No – I mean your name.’




  ‘Alicia,’ she said, and went inside and closed the door.
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  It was nothing fancy. That was Ruby’s first thought as she stood outside on Monday at ten in the morning and waited for Vi to show up. The Windmill Theatre stood on a

  corner of a block of buildings where Archer Street joined Great Windmill Street, just off Shaftesbury Avenue, and it was very plain, nothing to write home about.




  ‘You came then,’ said Vi with a slight smile as she joined Ruby by the front steps.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Ruby, her mouth dry with apprehension.




  She’d lied to Dad, told the absolute whopper that she was starting work in the salvage centre. And he’d swallowed it, to her surprise. It was for charity, and as a churchgoer he had

  time for that.




  ‘It ain’t the Moulin Rouge, is it?’ she said.




  Vi led the way around the side of the building to the stage door. ‘You ever seen the Rouge?’ she asked.




  ‘Well, no . . .’




  ‘Well no. Thought not. Let me tell you it’s every bit as good as the Rouge. We have tableaux vivants and everything.’




  Tableaux vivants?




  Vi caught her puzzled look and gave a quick, feline smile. ‘You’ll see.’




  Ruby wasn’t even sure she wanted to. But she’d agreed to this, God help her. She’d lied to be here. She hurried after Vi and they stepped inside into chaos – or

  that’s how it seemed to Ruby.




  ‘Hello, Gord,’Vi said to a man behind a counter just inside the stage door.




  He nodded.




  Vi hurried on, past surging hordes of people in glitter, in feathers. There were pretty girls, tall boys with painted eyes. Ruby stared around, open-mouthed. Vi’s Mary-Jane shoes beat out

  a tattoo on the wooden floorboards as she surged ahead. She shot down a set of stairs with Ruby trailing behind.




  ‘We’re open from midday to ten fifty at night. Continuous performances, five or six a day, one right after the other,’ Vi threw back over her shoulder.




  ‘Apart from during raids,’ said Ruby.




  ‘No, we don’t close. Fuck Hitler. We never close. Below street level, see. Safe as houses.’ She came to a halt. Ruby could hear a girl singing ‘We’ll Gather

  Lilacs’, and an accompanying piano. Vi shushed her, putting one manicured finger to her lips, and they edged forward until they were standing in the wings.




  ‘Look,’ Vi whispered in her ear.




  Ruby looked. The lights out on the stage were dazzling. There was a dark-haired girl in a pink satin evening gown lounging against a grand piano, singing her heart out. In the background there

  were massive empty gold-filigreed frames, four of them, each one in darkness. And then the lights changed.




  ‘Oh!’ burst out Ruby.




  ‘Shhh!’




  One by one the frames were illuminated, revealing the ‘tableaux’ within – four bare-breasted beauties depicted as Britannia, Liberty, Hope and Glory.




  ‘They mustn’t move,’ hissed Vi to Ruby. ‘That’s the only thing. Not a muscle. Or Lord Cromer goes straight off his head.’




  Ruby was dumbstruck with shock. Surely Vi didn’t expect her to do that?




  Finally she found her voice. ‘But you said dancing.’




  Vi turned her head and looked at her. ‘We do have dancers. But be honest – you that good a dancer?’




  Ruby wasn’t. She shook her head miserably.




  ‘Sing?’




  Again the headshake.




  ‘There you go. But you’ve got a bloody good body, and Liberty there – that’s Jenny – she’s going off to marry her forces sweetheart soon, so there’ll be

  a vacancy. Ah!’ Vi was staring across the stage towards the wings on the other side. ‘There’s Mr Van Damm now, he’s the manager – you’ll love him. Mrs

  Henderson’s the owner, she’s here all the time, you’ll love her too. It’s like one big happy family. We’ll go round the back and I’ll introduce you.’




  Oh Jesus, thought Ruby.




  But she was doing it, wasn’t she? She was breaking free, breaking out. And right now, stupidly, she couldn’t help wondering what her mother would have made of it all.
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  1922




  ‘What the fucking hell . . . ?’ asked Ted.




  Ted and Alicia were sitting by the empty hearth. It was a warm summer’s night. Too hot to go to bed yet, although it was late. The kids were asleep upstairs, the day’s exhausting

  shop-work done. It was nice to just sit, and rest.




  Only . . . there was this noise going on out in the street.




  ‘Where’s that coming from?’ asked Ted, getting to his feet.




  Alicia stood up too, feeling a prickle on the hairs at the back of her neck. Together, they walked through the house and out onto the front step. The street was dark, no one about: out here,

  the sound was much louder.




  The shimmering notes of the trumpet seemed to twine like golden ribbons around the still evening air.




  ‘Coming from over there,’ said Ted, pointing to the bed and breakfast opposite.




  Alicia shivered. She was entranced by the sound. It was him, she reckoned. Leroy. Playing his songs to the night. She could see an open window on the first floor of the house. The room

  beyond was in darkness. But she knew it was him.




  She glanced at Ted. He hated music, although he had indulged her by buying the gramophone for her birthday. He didn’t indulge her much. Sometimes she played her records on it, just

  things like Richard Tauber, serious stuff, nothing like this. Ted always moaned about the noise and she always, in the end, switched it off.




  That was marriage, her old ma had told her: give and take. But Ted seemed to do most of the taking, and she all the giving. Since the kids had come along, he never bothered to paw over her

  any more, and that was a relief in a way. But it still left her feeling rejected, less than a woman. It was like she was a slave, a nothing, kept to do the housework, raise the kids, run the shop .

  . .




  ‘You want to stop that bloody racket!’ bellowed Ted suddenly, making her jump.




  The music stopped.




  The spell was broken.




  ‘Let’s get off to bed,’ said Ted irritably.




  Alicia followed him indoors. She only glanced back once.
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  When Betsy next met up with Charlie she didn’t tell him about what Vi and Ruby were up to. Friends were friends, she wasn’t going to drop Ruby in it. And anyway,

  she didn’t want to say a single thing that would upset Charlie or make him mad at her. She was already beginning to realize that Charlie could get mad at the drop of a hat.




  She and Ruby had been friends all through school and beyond. They met frequently and sewed and made cakes together when they could get the rations to do it. It was Betsy who had explained to a

  panicking Ruby that she wasn’t dying when she got her first period at the age of twelve, that it would only last for a week and then she’d be fine again. It had been Betsy who explained

  the facts of life to Ruby – that the man put his thing inside the lady and then they had a baby. Ruby hadn’t believed her, she said the whole thing sounded crazy.




  Betsy felt sorry for Ruby, in a superior sort of way. Ruby couldn’t help the fact that she had no mother, that she was . . . well, coloured. Although how that could be, given the

  whiteness of Ted, Charlie and Joe, she couldn’t even guess. But Ruby couldn’t help it that her father was a drunk and a religious nutter. She couldn’t help it if people talked

  about her brothers because they’d avoided the draft and were into all sorts of dodgy dealings. She couldn’t help coming from a bad family.




  Betsy was magnanimously determined to help Ruby, to continue to be her friend forever, and it galled her – just a little – to see how star-struck Ruby was becoming around the older

  and more glamorous Vi. She was Ruby’s best friend in all the world. But the way Ruby was starting to hang around with Vi, you wouldn’t think it.




  If Ruby was giving Betsy cause for concern, at least Charlie was not. She loved being out with Charlie. People had begun to defer to him, tipping their hats. He would shake their hand, pat their

  shoulder, and she was impressed. He was a big man in the neighbourhood, and she was his girl.




  Betsy loved Charlie. Every time she saw him her heart nearly stopped in her chest, she was so stricken with love for him. And she knew he felt the same about her. She was the luckiest girl in

  the world. Soon they would get engaged, then married; Charlie would look after her and there would be babies, loads of them, dark-haired little boys like Charlie and pretty little blonde girls like

  her. She was so happy she could burst.




  Charlie had acquired a flashy motor, something a bit similar to the one Tranter used to roar around the bomb-battered streets in. Betsy wondered if it actually was Tranter’s old

  motor; Charlie seemed to have taken over everything else that had belonged to him.




  One night he drove them down to the Mildmay Tavern in the Balls Pond Road at Dalston. Charlie said he had a bit of business to do there, which was fine with her. She liked to see him doing well,

  being the big man; he was soon to be her fiancé. She was proud of him.




  When Joe and one of the other toughs who always seemed to be hanging around the Darke boys got in the back though, she pouted a bit.




  ‘But, Charlie, I thought it was just going to be you and me . . .’ She hadn’t expected a mob-handed outing.




  ‘Shut up, darlin’,’ said Charlie, and it was said fondly – but in such a way that she thought she better had.




  The pub was busy, people out trying their best to enjoy themselves even though Hitler was giving them all a bit of a bashing one way or another. They all lived in fear these days: of being

  bombed to death in their beds, or of getting one of those much-dreaded telegrams telling them a loved one had been killed in action.




  ‘Mr Darke,’ said the landlord, then he lowered his voice and tipped his head towards the half-open door of the snug: ‘He’s in.’




  ‘Is he, by God?’ Charlie’s eyes followed the landlord’s.




  So did Betsy’s. She could see a thin, semi-bald bloke in there, laughing uproariously with a gang of his mates.




  ‘How’s Carol?’




  ‘Shattered, poor bint. Shook her up something rotten. Since Mr Tranter stopped drinking in here, it’s been bloody bedlam.’




  ‘Well, we can’t have that,’ said Charlie with a smile. ‘Can we?’ He looked at Betsy. ‘You stay here, darlin’, OK?’




  And what if it ain’t? wondered Betsy. But she nodded. When they were actually engaged to be married, she’d start to stamp her authority on the situation a bit more firmly; but

  for now, she wanted to be seen as the sweet little girlfriend, eager to please. Even if she wasn’t.




  ‘Come on,’ said Charlie, and together with Joe and the other man he pushed into the snug. Betsy stood at the bar, and the landlord put a sweet sherry down in front of her. She

  watched Charlie, his broad back, his casual elegance, through the open door of the snug. He was much more attractive than Joe, who was so bulky, so slow. And Charlie was the boss. She liked

  that.




  ‘You Bill Read?’ asked Charlie of a skinny balding man in there.




  ‘Who wants to know?’




  And then she saw it. A switchblade razor seemed to jump into Charlie’s hand and he lunged forward. Yelling and screaming and cursing started up in the snug and in horror she saw the

  dark spurt of blood just as Joe put his back to the door from the other side, cutting off the smaller room from view.




  People out in the main bar exchanged looks as the shouts and screams went on. The landlord continued pulling pints like nothing was happening.




  Suddenly, everything went quiet.




  Joe came out, closing the door swiftly behind him. There wasn’t a spot on him, not a mark. ‘You got the key to that other door in the snug?’ he asked the landlord.




  The man nodded and quickly fetched the key from a hook behind the bar. He came round the counter and went into the snug with Joe.




  Betsy thought she heard groaning when the door opened briefly. But then Joe closed it again, put his back against it. She could hear her own heart beating hard, and the sip of sherry she’d

  taken was starting to come back up in a sticky-sweet surge of vomit.




  Everyone was chatting and laughing now in the bar, as if nothing had happened.




  But something had.




  Charlie and Joe were gone for over an hour while the landlord kept supplying her with glass after glass of sherry. She drank a bit, forced the sickly stuff down, and noticed that no one came

  near her, not a soul. She was a pretty girl, surely some bloke would sidle up and chance his arm? They always had before. Betsy with her flirty eyes and her pert little figure always drew the men

  in.




  But no. She was stepped around like she was an invisible obstruction, like people would instinctively avoid a cold spot where a ghost hovered.




  She was a ghost.




  She was Charlie Darke’s girl.




  She was, quite suddenly, afraid.
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  The legend of the Darke boys grew fast and furious after they did Bill Read over the Blind Carol incident. Where once Tranter had ruled the streets, now that task fell to the

  Darkes, and they relished it.




  ‘What was it about?’ Betsy asked Charlie one day.




  ‘What?’ He looked absent, as if his mind was elsewhere.
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