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      Prologue

    


    February 1975


    It wasn’t the funeral Bryce Reece might well, in life, have expected. There were none of the traditional trappings customary when a big-time South London gangster made his last journey. The hearse was a sleek Mercedes, not a flower-laden carriage drawn at walking pace by plumed black horses. The Bermondsey streets in which he had played as a child – streets once lined with small shabby terraced houses and now overlooked by high-rise council flats – were not knee-deep with the pruriently curious. It was almost as if those who had known Bryce Reece were reluctant to acknowledge the reality of his death.


    ‘Which, under the circumstances, isn’t too surprising,’ Chief Constable Leslie Somerville said drily to his CID companion. ‘Even half the Met think he’s cosily tucked up in the sun with a new face and a new identity and police protection for the rest of his natural. That was the deal, after all.’


    Detective Chief Inspector Victor Roberts grunted as, shoulder to shoulder with Somerville, he edged as unobtrusively as possible into the rear of the packed crematorium chapel. Bryce Reece never had been a man for honouring any deals he might have made with the forces of law and order. That death had overtaken him before the deal he had made with them could be fully implemented on their side was absolutely typical of him. The new identity had been set up – the best plastic surgeon in the country had been studying photographs of him for weeks – and, though it wasn’t likely that having grassed once he would grass again, whilst he remained alive and under police protection there was, at least, hope that he would do so.


    From his rear-view vantage point Victor looked over the sea of heads. Though the upper echelons of London’s criminal fraternity hadn’t paid Reece the honour of walking with bowed heads behind his hearse, they hadn’t completely flunked paying their respects. At the end of his life Bryce may have committed the most cardinal of all sins, that of grassing on a fellow crim, but the crim in question had been scum of mega proportions. No one, not even his henchmen, had been sorry to see Frankie Briscoe go down on a thirty-year stretch – especially so when they remembered Tricia Reece and the way she had died.


    The September sun streamed in mellow shafts through the stained-glass windows. The coffin had not yet been carried in and the tension was palpable. Feet shuffled. More than one woman was weeping. Victor, who had known Bryce since they’d been ragged-arse kids playing on Bermondsey bomb sites together, forced memories of Bryce’s step-daughter to the back of his mind and made a wry moue. Women had always shed tears over Bryce. Love ’em and leave’em had been Bryce’s motto, and he’d loved and left more than he, or anyone else, cared to count.


    ‘Who is the girl, fourth row down, second left?’ Somerville whispered in plummy tones as music began to play and, instinctively, those who had been seated rose to their feet.


    Victor tensed himself against the appearance of the coffin, looked in the direction Somerville had indicated, and frowned. For all of his professional life he’d prided himself on knowing more about Bryce Reece than Bryce did. He didn’t know the identity of the girl Somerville had singled out, though. He only had a partial view of her, but it was obvious she was no more than nineteen or twenty. Tall and wand-slender, her satin-straight hair was the most amazing shade of wheat-gold. Gathered in the nape of her neck and tied with a black velvet ribbon, he would have staked good money that the colour was natural.


    ‘I don’t know,’ he whispered back tersely, his scalp prickling as a taped version of Frank Sinatra’s ‘My Way’filled the chapel and the pallbearers entered, Bryce’s casket on their shoulders.


    Whoever the girl was, of all the mourners squeezed together cheek by jowl, she looked the most out of place. As the casket passed within a hair’s breadth of him and he plunged clenched fists deeper into his raincoat pockets, Victor reflected that her doing so was no easy feat. Two rows from the front a government minister was seated next to a man only recently released after serving time for the Great Train Robbery of 1963. A little behind them a well-known peer of the realm was rubbing shoulders with a gnome-like figure who, in his heyday, had run with both the Krays and the Richardson gang and, solo, had been more influential and dangerous than either. There were famous representatives of the boxing fraternity present, an ominous sprinkling of journalists, more than one South London publican, several internationally known pop stars, a whole gamut of local people incongruously inter-mixed with Kensington and Knightsbridge types and, last but not least, there was the police presence in the shape of himself and Somerville.


    It wasn’t uncommon, of course, for coppers to be in attendance at the funeral of a big-name crim. Sometimes they’d be there because they’d been ordered to be there. It was always useful to see who would emerge from the woodwork – or from Spain – on such occasions. Sometimes they’d be there by choice, drawn by the complex bond often forged between copper and criminal. It was unusual for men of the rank of Chief Constable to put in an appearance, though. He took a quick look at. Somerville’s impassive, granite-hard features. What Somerville’s off-duty relationship with Bryce had been Victor didn’t know. He only knew what his own had been – and it had been painfully deep.


    He returned his attention to the pallbearers. They were all major-league crims; four of them were South Londoners, one was a Scot and one an American. Despite Bryce’s grassing Frankie Briscoe, when it had come to the real crunch his comrades in crime hadn’t been prepared to see him be carried on his last journey by the employees of a funeral director. Black-suited and wearing mirrored shades they looked as if they’d stepped straight off a Hollywood film-set, not the Old Kent Road.


    ‘Taken altogether, that little lot should be going down for three hundred years minimum,’ Somerville growled. ‘A bomb chucked in here would wipe organised crime out in a stroke.’


    Victor wasn’t listening to him. He was trying hard not to look at the casket. Decked in white roses and now set on a purple-draped catafalque it overwhelmed the small chapel just as, in life, Bryce had so effortlessly overwhelmed everyone he had come into contact with. Bryce hadn’t been Jewish but it was a Jewish word that best summed up his swagger and charm and warmth and attitude: chutzpah. That was what Bryce had possessed, and he’d possessed it in spades.


    ‘Dear Friends and Family,’ the crematorium’s resident chaplain began over the sound of muffled weeping, ‘this is not to be a religious service. Bryce Reece was not a man who espoused religion in life and he expressly requested that, at his funeral, no prayers be said nor hymns sung.’


    The woman who had been weeping for as long as Victor and Somerville had been seated tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle the sound with a handkerchief.


    Victor’s jaw clenched. How many years had it been since, as a small boy, he had lain in the dark in his bedroom in Swan Row listening to the sound of Sandra Parry crying herself to sleep in the little terrace house next door – the house sandwiched between his home and Bryce’s? Twenty-five years? Twenty-eight? The sound was as distinctive as some people’s laughter. He would have known it anywhere and, just as he’d longed to do years and years ago, he wished he knew a way of bringing her tears to a hiccuping finale.


    ‘As the spirit moves you,’ the chaplain was saying encouragingly, ‘perhaps you would like to come forward and express your thoughts and feelings and your memories of Bryce Reece who, I’m sure you will all allow, was a most … unusual man.’


    One of the pallbearers, the heavily built Italian-looking American, rose from where he had been seated and, as the chaplain vacated the lectern, swaggered unerringly towards it. ‘Mafioso,’ Victor thought and could feel Somerville’s attention sharpening.


    His own attention wandered. It was impossible for it not to do so when, everywhere he looked, there were reminders not only of Bryce’s life, but of his own life also. Rusty was there and, looking at her, it was hard for him to believe she was a day older than she’d been way back in the early sixties when he’d busted her for soliciting. She’d become famous shortly after that, of course. Famous and rich. One of the first of the Pirelli calendar girls, she’d turned stripping and nude modelling into a genuine art form. Just looking at her made even his prick stir.


    As svelte as ever, dressed in a greeny-gold silk suit with a skirt so short it left no one in doubt that the perfection of her legs still reached to the top, Titian-red hair skimming her shoulders and white-framed sunglasses hiding her eyes, she was seated as befitted her status as an ex-wife in the centre of the front row on the left-hand side of the aisle.


    The second ex-Mrs Reece was seated in the centre of the front right-hand row. She’d been Nina Denster, the only daughter of Sir William Denster, all of seventeen years old and a pupil at Benenden when she and Bryce had first become an item. Now, wearing a black satin suit with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, a white silk blouse tied in a loose cravat at the neck and sporting a double rope of priceless black pearls, she was Mrs Eduardo Patino. To say that a lot of water had passed beneath the bridge during the intervening years was, Victor reflected, an understatement of mammoth proportions.


    ‘I fink I’ll always remember Bryce as a bloke who’elped people out,’ a well-known South London ‘face’ was saying, his voice unsteady with emotion. ‘’E’elped people out of Pentonville and’e’elped people out of Park’urst.’


    ‘And he helped that particular bugger out of Wormwood Scrubs,’ Somerville whispered darkly, wondering for how much longer he was going to have to listen to the eulogies.


    Victor grimaced, remembering Bryce’s own flamboyant escape. There’d been a woman involved, of course – a woman who was seated not a dozen yards away. Wherever Bryce was, there were always women. He’d had a libido that would have done a bull proud. ‘Fast women, slow horses – the story of my life,’ he’d said once with self-deprecating humour. Victor had laughed but hadn’t been convinced about the horses. From what he’d seen of Bryce’s gambling habits, luck clung to him like shit to a shoe.


    ‘He was the best mate, the best fun, the best everything.’ The speaker was one of the Costa del Crime expatriates, though not, unfortunately for Somerville and Victor, one with a warrant out for his arrest.


    Thanks to the seat that had been temporarily vacated Victor could now see Sandra clearly. Though there couldn’t have been more than half a dozen years between her and Rusty, it seemed more like a lifetime. Where Rusty had become even more sleek and svelte with age, Sandra had become dumpy and frumpy. The fake fur she was hunched into did her no favours and, instead of looking elegantly funereal, her black-seamed stockings and black suede shoes merely looked tarty.


    ‘… Bryce was so mad’e didn’t give a toss that the Roller was ’is own,’ one of the Bermondsey-born pallbearers was now saying, a chuckle in his voice as he remembered a long-ago evening out. ‘’E leapt on to the bonnet shoutin’and hollerin’at the bloke in front. Eighty-five thou that car cost and you ain’t never seen damage like it.’


    In a release of nervous tension everyone began to laugh, even those who, a few seconds ago, had been weeping. There’d always been laughter when Bryce was around – great, roaring gales of it – and suddenly his spirit seemed to fill the small chapel.


    ‘I remember when …’ someone else was now saying, beginning yet another outrageous anecdote.


    Victor closed his eyes. With the exception of Sandra his links with Bryce went back further than those of anyone else present. If he’d wanted he could have told stories, lots of stories, but he wasn’t going to. Not now. Not ever.


    He opened his eyes, looking towards the girl with the wheat-gold hair again. Who the devil was she? She wasn’t family, he knew that. A girlfriend, then? He rubbished the idea almost instantly. Apart from Nina, Bryce had never gone in for cradle-snatching. Nina had been the only exception to that rule – and it hadn’t escaped his attention that Nina was just about the only person present who had, so far, remained dry-eyed.


    He caught the government minister looking across at her with a frown, and his own puzzlement deepened. As was nakedly clear by the wide variety of class and profession at his funeral, Bryce’s life had been lived on many different levels. That the mystery girl wasn’t from the level occupied by the government minister was obvious, if a little surprising. From the moment he’d clapped eyes on her, Victor had had her marked down as a debutante making a novelty visit south of the river.


    ‘And now the coffin will be committed.’


    It was the chaplain again and, with a stab of shock, Victor saw that the coffin had been moved from the catafalque and was now in position before the curtains that would close behind it as it slid from view en route to the crematorium burners. Christ, but he hated funerals! He wasn’t going to watch the coffin slide away. He couldn’t watch.


    There was no laughter now from anyone, only stunned disbelief that Bryce’s flamboyant, incident-packed, reckless life had come to this – and that the same unspeakable fate lay in wait for them, too.


    ‘Goodbye, Bryce. God bless, mate,’ someone, a man, called out.


    Victor wished the last farewell had come from him, but it had been impossible. His throat was too tight for speech; it was so tight he was terrified he was going to start blubbing like a woman.


    With his jaw clenched he remained standing next to Somerville, as the mourners began to dazedly rise from their seats and file from the chapel. As they did so, low in the background, Frank Sinatra began to sing of regrets too few to mention. It was certainly apt – though Victor doubted that Bryce would have had a single regret.


    With the exception of the government minister, who had walked quickly off in the direction of his car, and the peer of the realm, who was engaged in conversation with a famous show-business figure, people had now begun milling together in small groups.


    ‘It’s a fucker, Victor love, ain’t it?’ Rusty said, ignoring Somerville, whose attention was on the Italian-American, and speaking in the South London accent she still, on suitable occasions, lapsed into.


    ‘It’s a bugger,’ he agreed, his own accent slipping likewise. ‘Especially under the circumstances.’


    She remained silent as, like him, she remembered just what the circumstances were.


    Victor felt his gut tighten as it always did when he was in close proximity to Rusty. Telling himself she must now be close to forty didn’t help. She didn’t look to be close to forty. Christ, she didn’t look to be close to thirty! For as long as he’d known her she’d radiated accessibility and untrammelled sex and, slender and supple and still the same measurements she had been when she’d first begun modelling, it was evident she was going to unnervingly retain those qualities lifelong.


    ‘Who was the girl?’ she asked as he caught, yet again, the evocative fragrance of Chanel No. 5.


    It was a question that brought him sharply back to his senses.


    ‘I don’t know,’ he said, not wasting time asking which girl she was referring to; knowing all too well. ‘I thought you might.’


    She shook her head and her hair swung silkily, the sunlight glinting the Titian-red to gold.


    ‘Nope. She’s new to me. I thought at first Sandra might know her, but there’s not been a glimmer of recognition between the two of them.’


    He said nothing, not remotely surprised. He knew everyone Sandra knew. For years, because of Bryce, he had made it his job to know.


    ‘Fancy a drink, Vic?’ Rusty asked, tilting her head and looking at him speculatively. ‘For old time’s sake and all that?’


    Close to, he saw that her suntanned skin was beginning to betray fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. They didn’t detract one iota from her sexiness.


    ‘Nah,’ he said, wondering if he was mentally certifiable, ‘I’m not here in a private capacity, Rusty. I’m on duty.’


    She sucked in her breath sharply, as he had known she would, her matey friendliness changing in an instant to open hostility. ‘Fuck you!’ she spat, her green-gilt eyes flashing fire.


    As she spun on her heel, walking away from him as swiftly as if he had had the plague, a stab of amusement leavened his feelings of regret and frustration and shame. Coming from Rusty, the language had been nursery-book mild.


    ‘You won’t believe me when I say I’m sorry, but I am.’ The crystal-cut voice came from behind his left-hand shoulder and-the speaker was Nina Patino. He turned reluctantly to face her.


    ‘If you’re referring to Bryce’s death, then you’re right,’ he said bluntly. ‘I don’t believe you.’


    She shrugged, as indifferent of his opinion as she was of everyone else’s. ‘I’m here, aren’t I? All the way from sunny Colombia.’


    Her hair, the same raven-black as her suit, was cut in a short, geometrically straight bob. The uncompromising style emphasised the beauty of her high cheekbones and full, wide mouth. Her lips and nails were a singing red. Her light-coloured eyes, wide-spaced and dark-lashed, were hard as flint.


    He glanced across to where her chauffeured limousine was waiting and beyond the limo to the plain-clothes boys from the drug squad who were waiting to see where the limo would next take her. Claridge’s, probably. Wherever it was, the drugs boys were on to a loser. Though wife to the biggest known drug baron in South America, Nina remained impossible to touch.


    ‘So, where have the great and the good stashed Bryce away?’ she asked, uncaring of the many hostile glances being cast in her direction from the South London contingent. ‘Brazil? New Zealand?’


    ‘It would have been Brazil,’ he said, seeing no reason now, with Bryce dead, for the information to remain top secret. ‘But he’s dead, Nina. Stone dead. Real dead. Dead beyond any mistake or connivance. That being the case, I don’t think even for poetic reasons Bryce would expect us to send his ashes to Rio, do you?’


    It wasn’t said nicely. He knew Nina Patino and what he knew he didn’t like. Nina was money-hungry to a degree that put most of the villains he knew to shame – and Bryce had had money. Lots of money. Victor’s eyes narrowed as he remembered how many questions were still to be answered about the bizarre way Bryce had died.


    ‘I was in Colombia,’ she said, reading his mind. Though she had turned her head to avoid meeting his eyes, Victor detected a bleakness in her voice that was undeniably genuine.


    He remained silent, his thoughts and assumptions shifting; surprised that someone with her contacts should have even half-believed the funeral to be a sham. The tautness of her body, though, as she continued to look away from him, told its own story. Unless he was very much mistaken – and he very rarely was – she really had believed that Bryce, the ultimate survivor, had survived yet again; that with police assistance he was lazing-beneath a foreign sun complete with a new face and a new identity.


    Looking at her, as she held herself together against what appeared to be inner disintegration, his jaw clenched. Why did he find it so surprising that she hadn’t accepted the reality of Bryce’s death? Christ alone knew the difficulties he’d had in accepting it, and he’d had the benefit of seeing every piece of official documentation pertaining to it.


    ‘Who is the girl?’ There was an odd note in her voice. It was as if she’d switched to automatic pilot having retreated to a place deep within herself; a place suspended in time where, impaled on the past, she was paralysed by the present and unable to conceive of the future.


    ‘I don’t know.’ He released the tension in his jaw slightly. Somerville was walking across to members of the drug surveillance team, obviously about to have a few words with them. Some of the small cliques of mourners had begun moving off in the direction of the long row of parked cars. From a point a little distant from the chapel the girl with the wheat-gold hair was taking what appeared to be a last, sweeping view of everyone. ‘But I soon will,’ he added and, hands deep in the pockets of his Burberry, he walked away from her, leaving her to the hell she was so obviously inhabiting, heading in the mystery girl’s direction.


    She saw him coming and, even though he was so unmistakably a policeman, didn’t turn away. His eyes narrowed. As far as anyone knew, Bryce had left a cool two million pounds unaccounted for when he had met his repugnantly grisly end. So far, despite the number of high-profile villains and top-drawer businessmen in attendance at the funeral, he hadn’t heard so much as a whisper, nor detected the slightest frisson, which could be interpreted as referring to it. Was the girl someone he should be taking a professional interest in? And just what part in Bryce’s complex and complicated life had she played?


    ‘Detective Chief Inspector Roberts,’ he said, not beating about the bush. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met.’


    ‘No.’ Her voice was pleasant and had a faint North American intonation. Puzzling the conundrum of who she was and why she was there he waited for her to proffer her name. She didn’t do so.


    ‘And you are, Miss … Miss …?’


    Unfazed by his prompting, green eyes met his; green very different from the feline green of Rusty’s eyes, green the colour of cool northern seas.


    ‘I was a fan, Detective Chief Inspector,’ she said, turning away from him, still not answering his question. She opened the door of the Aston Martin she had been standing against, a black wool coat buttoned high to her throat. ‘I’m sorry my presence has disconcerted you.’


    Her unruffled composure sent a flare of anger through him. Who did she think she was talking to? A bobby on the beat? Deep in his pockets his hands tightened. By the end of the day he’d know all he needed to about her – and more.


    ‘I didn’t have you marked down as a gangster groupie,’ he said acidly.


    She turned the key in the ignition and the Aston snarled into life. ‘No.’ Her eyes met his. ‘But then, you didn’t have me marked down at all, did you, Detective Chief Inspector?’


    There was something in her eyes that, for all his years of experience, he couldn’t quite decipher; something that was smothered almost instantly. What had it been? Triumph? Amusement? Or another emotion entirely – an emotion not far removed from pity?


    As she drove off at a speed blatantly exceeding the limit allowed in crematorium grounds, he walked over to his Wolseley, reaching through the open window for his radio hand-set. ‘I want twenty-four-hour surveillance on the girl driving the Aston Martin, licence number MUW 639S, now heading towards the east exit,’ he said into it tersely. ‘Have you got that? Let me know the name the car is registered in the minute it comes through, and for Christ’s sake don’t stint on the numbers covering the girl. This is top priority, OK?’


    Other cars, thick and fast, were now beginning to leave the crematorium grounds. He felt a tightness in his chest that scared the living daylights out of him. If it had indeed been pity he had glimpsed in the mystery girl’s eyes, it had been pity well directed. What the hell was he going to do with himself now that Bryce was dead and Frankie Briscoe was banged up for what was likely to be the rest of his natural? It was a question he couldn’t answer and, stepping off the gravel to stand under the shade of a tree, he watched morosely as the South London element piled into the fleet of cars that would take them to the pub where the funeral booze-up was to be held.


    On the other side of the chapel’s concourse a still weeping Sandra was being helped by a local publican into the passenger-seat of a Ford Granada. Rusty, accompanied by the living legend who had helped rob the Glasgow to Euston mail train, was walking across to a Mark-II Lotus Cortina. Nina, hidden from view behind the smoke-tinted windows of her black stretch-limousine, was long gone. Soon, only Victor remained.


    There was a slight breeze now and the sickly sweet scent of the scores and scores of floral tributes was almost overpowering. He turned up the collar of his Burberry. This was it, then. This was when he said his last goodbye and walked away to his car.


    For the next few seconds he stood very still and then, as he looked towards the crematorium chimneys, his expression changed and a pulse began to pound at the comer of his jaw. It was his imagination, of course – it had to be – but he could hear familiar laughter. Bryce’s laughter. And the bastard wasn’t laughing with him. He was laughing at him.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    June 1945


    ‘K-i-ll!’ Bryce Reece hollered as, with a gang of mates pounding in his wake, he raced down Swan Row hard on the heels of his arch enemy Frankie Briscoe and the mob of younger brothers and cousins Frankie led.


    Wearing a holey jumper, short shabby pants and battered plimsolls, he held a bayonet high above his head as he ran. Scavenged from the local ammunition dump it was his pride and joy; impaled upon it, streaming in the breeze like a captured enemy flag, were a pair of bloomers nicked from Roy Clarkson’s mother’s washing line.


    ‘K-i-ll!’ he yelled again as he veered out of the bottom end of Swan Row, leading his triumphantly whooping cohorts down the narrow cobbled street the Briscoe mob had raced pell-mell into.


    ‘They’re’eading fer the bomb site, Bryce!’ Victor Roberts, nine years old and six months his senior, yelled from immediately behind him.


    Running down the centre of the road, uncaring of the intermittent traffic, Bryce didn’t waste his breath in replying. He knew very well where Frankie Briscoe and his gang were heading and he wanted to catch up with them before they reached it. Having taken the time and trouble to waylay them when they weren’t armed to the teeth, which had been as they were leaving the local baths with only damp towels and swimming trunks tucked under their arms, he didn’t want them arming themselves with bomb-site rubble. His own gang, following his example, were pretty dirty fighters, gouging eyes and using their feet with the same enthusiasm as they used their fists, but they weren’t dirty fighters on the level that the Briscoes were.


    With the Briscoes, carrying weapons was a family tradition. One of Frankie’s older brothers was in the nick for slashing a man with a razor in a pub fight, and one of his uncles was doing time for manslaughter. Frankie carried half a cricket stump with him nearly everywhere he went, while his younger brothers and cousins were just as bad; billiard cues, chair legs, bicycle chains, home-made knuckle-dusters – if it meant winning a fight then they used it.


    Not this time, though. ‘If we cut through the butcher’s we’ll be able to come at them from the front before they get to the bomb site!’ he shouted back to Victor.


    His second-in-command grinned and, as Bryce let out a blood-curdling war whoop that would have done a Zulu proud, followed unhesitatingly with the rest of the gang as he led them in a sharp right across the oncoming traffic. A bread delivery van screeched to an emergency stop to avoid them. A motorbike and sidecar slewed into the kerb. Other motorists cursed in their wake as the boys tore on, regardless.


    ‘Ch-a-a-a-rge!’ Bryce bellowed as, leading from the front as always, he took advantage of Tucker & Bros’ever-open door and stormed into the sawdust-floored shop, his eight-strong gang hard behind him.


    ‘Clear off! Get out!’ Old Man Tucker roared, brandishing a meat cleaver from behind the safety of his butcher’s block as his half-dozen customers, ration-books in hand, surged against his counter so as not to be trampled underfoot.


    ‘Ch-a-a-a-rge!’ Bryce bellowed again, making a beeline for the door at the rear of the shop that led out into a delivery yard, pretending, as he did so, that he and his troops were in Italy, storming Monte Cassino.


    ‘I’ve broken two eggs thanks to you, Bryce Reece!’ Hilda Clarkson screeched after him as she failed to get out of the way in time and her net shopping bag began dripping smashed yolks. ‘You wait till I tell your mother!’


    ‘Will yer tell’er’e’s using your knickers fer a flag?’ little Georgie Craven queried breathlessly as he sprinted past her, bringing up the gang’s rear.


    Hilda Clarkson’s scream of outrage could have been heard in the Old Kent Road but Bryce and his gang were uncaring. Desperate to cut off the Briscoes before they reached the rubbled haven of the bomb site, they were clearing Old Man Tucker’s delivery yard fence with a mixture of front vaults, back vaults and good old-fashioned dives.


    ‘Bloody hooligans!’ Harold Tucker raged, emerging from behind his butcher’s block to stand in the back doorway, shaking his fist after them as they cleared his property. ‘I know every last one of you and I’ve got your cards marked!’


    He had, too. Bryce Reece was from number 6 Swan Row. Victor Roberts from number 10. Curly Craven – whose blond hair was as straight as a die – and Curly’s younger brother, George, were from number 20. Billy Dixon’s mother owned Swan Row’s corner shop. Gunter Nowakowska was a Polish airman’s offspring, and the Wilkinson brothers, Robert, Richard and Jack, were the local milkman’s boys. Apart from the Polish kid’s dad, who’d lost a leg when shot down in the Battle of Britain, and Stan Wilkinson, the boy’s dads had either been killed in the war or were awaiting demob. He’d make sure their mothers knew about their hooligan-like behaviour, though, and he’d make sure their mothers gave them a good larrupping – they’d have to, because if they didn’t they’d never get black-market meat off him again.


    As Bryce pounded towards the junction where his gang would hopefully take the Briscoes by surprise, he held up his free hand to indicate there were to be no more war whoops. If the Briscoes heard them and cottoned on that they were running into an ambush they’d hare off in another direction and the whole exercise would be pointless.


    The Briscoes, who had a stash of weapons hidden in one of the bomb site’s many derelict cellars, were too intent on reaching their cache to take on board the fact that Bryce and his gang were no longer behind them. They were all wearing boots and the clatter as they pounded the cobbles masked the sound of the plimsolled feet fast approaching on the far side of the blind corner.


    If Bryce and his gang had been lying in wait for them all along, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Heedlessly and at full pelt Frankie led his younger brothers and cousins in a charge out of one street into another. As they did so, and without losing a second’s momentum, Bryce and his cohorts raced smack into them.


    ‘What the bleedin’fuck?!’ Frankie roared in the brief moment before Bryce’s fist slammed into his mouth and the blood spurted.


    For the first time ever in an encounter with the Briscoes, Bryce’s gang had the advantage and they seized it ruthlessly.


    The fight between Frankie and Bryce was personal and as they began to slog it out, fists and feet flying, no one barged in on it. Victor took on Ginger Briscoe, whose dad was in the nick for manslaughter. Both were tall for their age, and fearless scrappers. Bone connected with bone; flesh split flesh. Gobbing blood from a split lip, Ginger desperately tried to knock Victor to the ground. Victor, knowing full well the battering he would then receive from Ginger’s booted feet, dodged and lunged and stayed resolutely upright.


    Ginger’s brother, Terry, tried to give Curly Craven a whack but Curly stepped aside and got one in first. Terry went skidding backwards into the road and Curly did a rugby flying tackle on top of him. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant experience because, like all the Briscoes, Terry stank to high heaven, but Curly had perfected the art of breathing only through his mouth when engaged in such close combat.


    His little brother Georgie was putting his lack of inches to good use. Fearlessly he lit on Jimmy Briscoe who was much taller than him and, taking advantage of their difference in height, got good momentum as he leaped up, nutting Jimmy on the bridge of the nose. Jimmy howled, clapping his hands to his face, blood spattering between his fingers.


    The Wilkinson boys weren’t quite as fortunate as the Cravens. The Briscoes’swimming trunks and towels had gone flying every which way and, as the brawl spilled into the narrow road, Richard Wilkinson had tripped over one of the sodden bundles and gone crashing down into the gutter, a pile of kicking and gouging Briscoes on top of him.


    His older brother, Robert, and his younger brother, Jack, did their best to come to his aid, but those Briscoes not being beaten to pulp by Bryce and Victor and the Cravens weren’t having any of it.


    ‘Smash ’ is ’ead in!’ Tommy Briscoe, the smallest of the clan, exhorted from the periphery of the fight as his brothers and cousins pulverised the living daylights out of the vainly struggling Richard.


    A fortunate combination of events saved Joan Wilkinson’s favourite son from being battered senseless. Ducking and diving through the mêlée, Billy Dixon and Gunter Nowakowska launched themselves like terriers on to Richard’s attackers. Together with Robert and Jack, eye gouging and biting and kicking, they forced Richard’s attackers to cease beating the shit out of him and, instead, to begin pitching into them.


    Bryce, meanwhile, had landed a punch to the gut that had winded Frankie so badly he was rolling over and over on the cobbles in a curled ball, unable to fight on. It was an affliction several other participants in the brawl were also beginning to suffer from.


    ‘Bastard!’ Frankie gasped, still clutching his stomach and making no attempt at further retaliation.


    ‘Squint-eyed fucker,’ Bryce rejoined, sitting on the kerb as a meat van trundled down the street between them, dragging air into his own lungs only with the greatest difficulty.


    ‘Our Frankie’s got a cast, not a squint!’ Tommy Briscoe yelled at him indignantly from a safe distance. ‘An’when our dad’ears what you’ve called our Frankie, ’ e’ll do fer your dad, Bryce bloody Reece, just you see if’e don’t!’


    Ignoring him, resting his arms on his splayed knees, hands hanging limply, Bryce said wearily to the still prone Frankie: ‘Say you’re sorry about the cat.’


    ‘Are you sixpence short of a shilling? The cat was bleedin’dead.’


    With their respective leaders no longer going at it hammer and tongs the fight was obviously over. Even the Briscoe/Wilkinson faction had lost impetus, flopping down in two separate camps at either side of the narrow road to nurse their wounds and get their breath back.


    ‘I know the cat was bleedin’dead,’ Bryce said through gritted teeth. ‘Mr Wilkinson accidentally ran over it with his milk lorry. The point is, my gang had it first. It was our dead cat and you nicked it.’


    Frankie painfully hauled himself into a sitting position. ‘If yer want a dead bleedin’cat I’ll get yer a dead bleedin’cat,’ he said belligerently. ‘But yer can’t’ave the one we nicked. It’s fallen apart.’


    Bryce’s eyes narrowed. A cat killed accidentally was one thing. A cat killed on purpose quite another.


    ‘You needn’t bother,’ he said, his elbows sticking out of the holes in his jumper. ‘Just say you’re sorry for raiding us.’


    ‘Bollocks.’ Frankie bullishly spat out a bit of broken tooth and a gobbet of blood. ‘I ain’t apologising ter no one for nuffink, not ever – and I ’specially ain’t apologising ter you. Me dad would skin me alive.’


    Things were beginning to look distinctly dodgy again and there was a subtle flexing of muscles amongst the Briscoe camp. Bryce’s gang looked uneasily at each other. Were they all going to be up and at it again in another moment? The mere thought had Richard Wilkinson, more battle sore than a straightforward street fight warranted, looking white about the gills.


    The gang leaders eyeballed each other, Bryce still squatting on the kerb edge, his feet in the gutter, Frankie several yards away from him in the road, his arms hugging grazed and filthy knees.


    ‘Your dad would’ave to come home first-if’e was going to skin you alive,’ Bryce said tauntingly. ‘’Ow long has’e bin on the run from the army? Three years? Four?’


    On either side of the street, feet began to shift. They were all knackered and ready for home but another brawl was clearly on the cards.


    From beneath glowering brows Frankie continued to hold eye contact with Bryce. A gobbet of phlegm followed the gobbet of blood, this time travelling a quite remarkable distance in Bryce’s direction.


    ‘Our dad thought it was more important to feed us kids than ter fight the Germans,’ he said, repeating the line his mother always took whenever her husband’s absence from home and army was derogatorily commented on by her neighbours. ‘So that makes’im a better dad than all your poxy dads put together.’


    There was a glint in Bryce’s eyes that Frankie would have done well to have heeded. Seeing it and recognising what it portended Victor tensed his muscles, ready to spring once more into violent action. Curly Craven, remembering rule number one – always hit first – did the same.


    ‘Yer reckon that, do yer?’ Bryce’s tone of voice was dangerously affable. ‘Yer reckon’e’s better than Billy’s dad who was one of Monty’s Desert Rats and died fighting the Krauts in North Africa? Yer reckon’e’s better than Gunter’s dad who flew a Spitfire in the Battle of Britain an’who carves animals and birds from blocks of wood?’


    The bayonet, still flaunting Hilda Clarkson’s now torn and grubby bloomers for a flag, was laid flat on the ground beside him. As if doing so absentmindedly, not moving from his slumped sitting position, his fingers curled around it.


    ‘Or the Cravens’dad,’ he continued as if genuinely perplexed. ‘Yer reckon’e’s a better dad than a bloke who’s spent nearly all the war in a submarine being chased and torpedoed in the North Atlantic?’


    ‘Don’t come all that heroic shit with me,’ Frankie scoffed. ‘Those thickos in the army and navy are just workin’ for guvnors, for officers wiv posh accents. Our dad would rather be dead than’ave a guvnor bossing’im about. No one tells our old man what ter do. Not even Winston bleedin’Churchill.’


    ‘Christmas!’ freckle-faced Billy Dixon said devoutly from where he was standing on the pavement, a foot or so behind Bryce. ‘If everyone thought like’im the whole bloody country would be in German slave camps by now.’


    Coming from Billy it was a surprisingly valid comment but Bryce didn’t pursue it. Instead he said in the same deceptively casual manner, ‘And my dad, Frankie? Do yer reckon my dad’s a thicko?’


    Still with his arms hugging his knees Frankie rocked backwards, cracking with laughter. ‘Your dad, Bryce? Your dad’s a commando! That means’e ain’t just thick – he’s bleedin’brainless!’


    Frankie wasn’t completely stupid. He knew his goading would provoke retaliation and, now he’d got his breath back, believed himself to be ready for it. What he wasn’t ready for, though, was a near-death experience.


    The bayonet seemed to come out of nowhere at him. Bryce hadn’t even leapt to his feet in order to throw it.


    ‘Bleedin’Christ!’ Frankie shouted, throwing himself sideways as the savagely hurled weapon sliced through the air towards him. ‘Yer a fuckin’lunatic! Yer fuckin’divvy!’


    The bayonet impaled itself spear-like between the cobbles in the exact spot where, till a brief second ago, his crotch had been, wobbled uncertainly and then clattered to the ground.


    White-faced, Frankie scrambled to his feet. ‘This is war, Bryce Reece!’ he yelled, backing away, his voice cracking with the force of the shock he had received. ‘This is all-out, total, and annihilating WAR!’


    From where he was still seated on the kerb Bryce shot his enemy a face-splitting grin. ‘It’s a war you’ll never win, Frankie! You ain’t got the brains! And that ain’t a cast in your eye – it’s a soddin’ ugly squint!’


    ‘So there it is,’ he said later that day to his little acolyte, seven-year-old Sandra Parry, ‘my gang’s at war with the Briscoe gang. That means no other gang will even dare to have a go at us. It means we’re the business. Get it?’


    ‘Not really, Bry.’ Sandra hitched herself into a slightly more comfortable position. They were sitting astride a branch in the only tree Swan Row possessed, and it wasn’t easy. ‘I mean, the Briscoes hurt people, don’t they? Why are you so pleased their gang is out to get yours when it means they’ll always be trying to hurt you? It doesn’t make sense to me.’


    Bryce sighed heavily. Sandra’s drawback as an admirer was her sex. No boy would have seen the situation so negatively.


    ‘Bein’a tough gang is what bein’a gang is all about,’ he said patiently as Tigger, Sandra’s little dog, yapped at them from the ground, anxious for their company. ‘If we’ve got the Briscoes runnin’ so scared they’ve declared war on us, it means we’re a gang to be reckoned with. Understand?’


    Sandra wanted to understand. Having Bryce as her best friend was very important to her. None of the other girls in her class had a boy for a best friend. ‘W-e-ll,’ she said, trying to think of a response that would please him, ‘if it’s what you want Bry, then I s’ppose it’s good, isn’t it?’


    ‘Yeah.’ As the conversation was obviously going nowhere Bryce did what he always did when things were unsatisfactory; he cut his losses. ‘Me dad’ll be’ome soon,’ he said, his eyes lighting up, his grubby face shining with fierce anticipation. ‘Me muvver ain’t’eard from’im fer a while, but Roy Clarkson’s uncle is in the commandos, like me dad, and Mrs Clarkson told me muvver she’s’ad a letter from Roy’s uncle sayin’ he already’as a date for’is demob.’


    As Tigger’s yaps turned into yowls, Sandra sucked in her breath, her eyes rounding. ‘Does that mean my dad will be home soon as well?’ she asked, her tummy turning a giddy somersault. ‘My mum hasn’t said. Do you think she’s keeping it secret as a special surprise?’


    This time it was Bryce’s turn to shift uncomfortably on the rough bark. ‘Nah,’ he said, not happy about sending her hopes crashing to the ground. ‘Your dad’s out in Burma, Sand. The war ain’t over out there – the Japs’aven’t surrendered like the Germans’ave. The Wilkinsons’dad says they probably won’t surrender fer years and years.’


    The radiant elation on Sandra’s face vanished. ‘That’s … not fair.’ Her eyes filled with tears as he had known they would and her bottom lip began to wobble. ‘Your dad’s been home lots of times on leaves and my dad hasn’t been home ever. If anyone’s dad is coming home soon, it should be mine.’


    As Tigger began vainly trying to climb the tree Bryce sighed and pushed a tumbled fall of dark hair away from his eyes. Sandra couldn’t remember ever seeing her dad, he’d been away fighting in the war for so long. There was a framed photograph of him, of course, on the Parry’s sideboard, but unlike the photograph of his father that his mother had on their sideboard Sandra’s dad’s face was blurred and indistinct and it was hard to tell what he really looked like.


    ‘Victor’s dad is with the 14th Army as well,’ he said, trying to make her feel not so left out. ‘I’spect when the war with the Japs is over his dad an’yours will come’ome together.’


    Sandra wiped her tears away on her cardigan sleeve. ‘Yes. I suppose.’ With great effort she forced a gap-toothed smile. ‘At least your dad’ll be home and that’ll make your mum happy.’


    Sandra liked Bryce’s mum. Nell Reece was her mum’s best friend and, though she wasn’t her real auntie, Sandra called her Auntie Nell. The friendship between their mums had been forged when they’d both been evacuated to the same Somerset village in the early days of the war.


    She could remember nothing about the experience but Bryce had told her it had been horrible. The farmer they had been billeted on hadn’t wanted them and the quiet of the countryside had nearly sent his mum demented. The minute they’d been able to they’d all returned to London; Even when the Blitz was at its height and she and her mum had been bombed out of their Islington home, they hadn’t returned to Somerset. Instead they had moved into Swan Row to be comfortingly near to Bryce and his mum.


    From then on they had become almost like one family. ‘Bryce will look after you while I go down the shops,’ or ‘Bryce will come and sit in with you while I pop out for five minutes,’ her mum would say, and the responsibility had been one he had always taken seriously. When she had first started school he had taken her there and back each day, just as if she had been his little sister. During the last months of the war, when Hitler’s V-1 rockets had screamed down on London faster than the speed of sound, he’d helped her not to die of fright. Though she couldn’t be a member of his gang – no gangs had girls in them – he was just as much her friend as he was Victor Roberts’or Billy Dixon’s or Gunter Nowakowska’s or the Wilkinsons’or the Cravens’.


    A nearby bedroom window was rammed violently upwards on its sashes and Effie Craven, the Cravens’mum, leaned dangerously far out of it, her hands splayed on the windowsill in order that her beefy arms could take her weight. ‘Shut that perishin’dog up before I slaughter it!’ she bellowed, her peroxide blonde hair scraped into metal curlers. ‘If Hitler’ad’ad that thing as a secret weapon ’e’d have won the bleedin’war!’


    Bryce said a word his mother didn’t know he knew and, grasping hold of the branch with both hands, swung himself down from it, dangling in mid-air for a second or so before dropping, parachute-landing fashion, to the pavement. Sandra took a slower but safer route, clambering arduously down the same way she had climbed up.


    ‘I don’t think I like Mrs Craven,’ she said as her feet touched the ground and Tigger, a cross between a Yorkshire terrier and something that should have known better, bounded around her in frenzied delight. ‘She told Billy Dixon’s mum she thought my mum was stuck up.’


    ‘That’s’cos your mum doesn’t go in any of the local pubs an’ she doesn’t go up the West End the way Mrs Craven and Ginger Briscoe’s mum do.’


    ‘Do you mean when they go out of a night, swinging their handbags?’ As she began walking with him down Swan Row, towards their homes, her forehead was creased in perplexity. There go Effie Craven and Ginger Briscoe’s mother again, swinging their handbags, her mother would say in a very odd tone of voice whenever she saw them dolled up to the nines setting off for a night out in the West End.


    It was an expression Sandra couldn’t for the life of her understand because Mrs Craven and Mrs Briscoe always had clutch bags tucked beneath their arms; they could wave them – though Sandra couldn’t imagine why they would want to – but you couldn’t swing them.


    ‘Yeah. I s’ppose.’ Bryce was deliberately off-hand. Ginger Briscoe’s mum was a prossy and, ever since her husband had been drafted into the Merchant Navy, Effie Craven had been earning money the same way. Aware that Sandra hadn’t a clue as to what prostitution entailed, and having only a hazy idea himself, Bryce changed the subject. ‘I’m goin’down the bomb site to look for shrapnel,’ he said, tearing Hilda Clarkson’s tattered bloomers from the point of his bayonet and stuffing them in his pocket. ‘D’yer want to come?’


    There were other things Sandra would have enjoyed doing more but she didn’t say so. An unspoken condition of their friendship was that she happily fell in with all his suggestions.


    ‘There won’t be any new bomb sites now, will there?’ she asked as she broke into a little run in order to keep up with him. ‘Not now the war is over.’


    ‘Nah.’ It was an aspect of the peace that seriously disgusted him. He’d wanted the war to be over because it meant his dad would come home. What he hadn’t wanted, though, was for life to become dull. Without the excitement of German bombers winging in over the Thames and V-1 rockets whistling down out of nowhere, that was exactly what it looked like becoming.


    What was his gang going to do with no fresh bomb sites to play on and to excavate for shrapnel? Even the ammunition dump he’d scavenged his bayonet from had closed down, which meant there’d be no more nicked jack-knives and German, English, American and Italian helmets.


    For kids with brothers freshly demobbed or on their last leave, there were compensations: the returnees often brought back war souvenirs. The Cravens’older brother had come home with an American pistol and an Italian machine-gun, making Curly and Georgie the envy of Swan Row. The Briscoe clan was rumoured to have amassed quite an arsenal of such souvenirs and, as some of Frankie’s uncles and cousins had yet to be demobbed, it was an arsenal that would, no doubt, grow even bigger.


    Bryce, however, stood no such chance of adding to his weapon collection. He had no older brothers or cousins or uncles, and if his dad did bring any war souvenirs home he’d be sure to keep them safely under lock and key.


    As they neared the bomb site, passing the place in the road where, such a short time ago, he had hurled his bayonet straight at Frankie Briscoe’s crotch, his bad humour vanished. He would rather have his dad home, even if he didn’t bring any weapons with him, than have a million trillion new bomb sites to scavenge.


    ‘I always wonder if I’ll find another little dog like Tigger when we’re searching a bombed-out building,’ Sandra said, breaking in on his thoughts as, with Tigger bounding happily in front of them, they began picking their way amongst the jagged shells of brickwork that had once been a pin-making factory.


    ‘There’d been’ouses on the site where you found Tigger,’ Bryce said practically. ‘I expect’e used to live in one of’em. There won’t be the same chance of finding a dog on a factory bomb site, ’specially when it’s an old bomb site.’


    ‘There won’t be much shrapnel now, either, will there?’ By pointing this out to him Sandra was hopeful that he would soon give up on their present search. Shrapnel wasn’t only dirty and dangerous; it was also heavy and cumbersome to carry. It didn’t matter too much for Bryce. His short pants were always in a fairly filthy condition and had been patched so often there was hardly any of the original material left in them. Her mother, however, wasn’t the usual run of Swan Row mum, being very particular about neatness and cleanliness. If she went home with a torn and dirty dress her mum would be very upset.


    ‘I want to get down to the cellars,’ Bryce said, well aware they’d be lucky to find shrapnel on a site his gang and the Briscoe gang had gleaned so often. ‘The Briscoes’ave a secret stash of weapons ’ere somewhere.’ He negotiated a pyramid-like mound of rubble and slithered down the far side of it on his backside. There came the ominous sound of material ripping.


    Sandra, who had kept up with him so far only with great difficulty, made no attempt to follow him further. There would be spiders in the cellars and, even worse, rats.


    ‘Come here, Tigger,’ she said protectively, unaware that it was Tigger’s presence, where the rats were concerned, that Bryce was counting on.


    ‘Yorkshire terriers were bred for ratting, Sand.’ There was exasperation in Bryce’s voice as he so clearly read her mind. If Sandra was going to prevent Tigger from going with him into the cellars then he might as well not have come. He stood at the top of a flight of broken steps, looking down into dingy dankness. The factory bomb site’s rats were notoriously large – which was one reason why he and his gang had never done a proper recce of the cellars. The sign which had warned DANGER! KEEP OUT, was, thanks to his own gang, long gone, as was the protective barbed wire the ARP wardens had thrown across the top of the steps in the days immediately after the factory’s destruction.


    He wondered what the chances were of being able to come back on his own with Tigger, and knew they were slim. Sandra had found Tigger whimpering with fear amid the ruins of a still smoking bombed-out house and the two had been inseparable ever since.


    ‘Let Tigger come wiv me fer ten minutes, Sand,’ he said, careful to keep his voice nonchalant, knowing from American gangster films that gang leaders never asked but only gave instantly obeyed commands.


    ‘I’d rather not, Bry.’ Sandra was squatting on the pyramid of rubble beside Tigger. Her arms tightened around his neck. ‘I think Tigger might be frightened of the dark and …’


    ‘Bryce! Bryce! You’ve got to go’ome quick! There’s a bloke in army gear at your’ouse an’I fink it’s yer dad!’ Billy Dixon hurtled towards them, slipping and sliding on the rubble. ‘He ain’t got a kitbag wiv’im, but’e’s wearing a commando’s beret an’ …’


    Bryce didn’t wait for him to finish. He spun away from the steps so swiftly a couple of shattered bricks toppled and went clattering downwards. ‘Me dad’s’ome!’ With shining eyes he scrambled back up the mound of broken masonry towards Sandra and Tigger, his face blazing with happiness; ‘Mrs Clarkson said’e’d be’ome soon, Sand, and’e’s’ome now! Fer good!’


    Even though it was hard to move at speed on the bomb site he began to run. Leaping and slithering, he’d cleared the rubble and was on the cobbles of the road before Sandra had even begun to follow him and certainly before Billy had got his breath back.


    Never in his life had he run so fast. With his heart bursting in joyous anticipation he raced down one narrow street and then another. ‘Me dad’s’ome, Mr Tucker!’ he shouted at the top of his voice as he sprinted past Mr Tucker’s shop. ‘Me dad’s’ome an’e’s’ome fer good!’


    Round the corner and into Swan Row he raced, running, running, running. Whenever his dad had come home on leave he’d always taken Bryce everywhere with him. ‘You and me are mates, Bry,’ his dad would say, his electric-blue eyes laughing down at him. ‘Where shall we go today? Do you fancy the football? Millwall are playing at home. Or we could spend the day on the Thames, maybe take a steamer down to Southend. Or do you want me to teach you a bit of unarmed combat?’


    Wherever it was they had gone, and whatever it was they had done, it had always been fun – the best fun in the world. And now his dad was going to be home for always and always and he was so happy he felt as if was going to burst.


    ‘Me dad’s ’ome!’ he shouted as he careened past Gunter Nowakowska’s house.


    Next door, at number 20, Effie Craven again leaned out of her bedroom window. If Joe Reece was home she wanted a glimpse of him. Men in Swan Row were in short supply. Anton Nowakowska was tasty looking, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to flirt with a bloke who didn’t speak much English and only had one leg. Stan Wilkinson wasn’t bad either, but where Stan was concerned the usual risqué jokes about milkmen didn’t apply. Stan was a tediously faithful husband. Every woman she knew had tried it on with him at one time or another and the result had always been the same. Nix. Zilch. Nothing. Joe Reece didn’t have a reputation as a philanderer, but that was probably only because he wasn’t daft enough to get caught. He was certainly an accomplished flirt and, with his film star good looks and a physique hard-honed in the commandos, had no problem in getting plenty of practice.


    ‘Tell your dad to come round for a cup of tea!’ she shouted after Bryce. ‘Tell’im I’ve got something I want to give’im!’


    The coarse sexual innuendo was lost on Bryce. He pelted past Ginger Briscoe’s house and Victor’s house, his heart pumping. Why wasn’t his dad at the gate, looking for him? Why wasn’t he out in the row where he could see him?


    ‘Dad!’ he shouted, as with wings on his heels he flew past the Parry’s gateway. ‘Welcome’ome, Dad!’


    Catching hold of the gatepost he swung himself round and on to the short path leading to his front door. The door was open. The man in the narrow hallway beyond it was in army uniform and was wearing a commando’s beret, but it wasn’t his father. His mother was staring dazedly at the man, her face chalk white.


    Bewildered, hardly able to breathe with disappointment, Bryce floundered to a halt. Neither the man nor his mother looked towards him.


    ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Reece,’ the man was saying, every line of his body betraying desperate awkwardness. ‘Joe didn’t want you informed of his injuries – it was a stray bullet in the last week of the war and it wasn’t obviously critical. He was confident he could be back on his feet in a few weeks without you being any the wiser. As it is …’ He lifted broad shoulders, the gesture speaking volumes.


    ‘Where’s me dad, mister?’ The blood was drumming in Bryce’s ears and his voice had a strange cracked sound to it. ‘Is’e in the ’ospital? When is’e coming’ome?’


    His mother was still staring in disbelief at the uniformed stranger, a hand pressed hard against her heart, her lips as bloodless as her face.


    Wishing himself anywhere but here, the man turned and, his discomfiture now almost crippling, looked towards Bryce.


    ‘I’m sorry, son,’ he said inadequately, wishing he’d never taken it on himself to break the news personally; wishing to God someone had told him Reece had a nipper. ‘It was pneumonia. Coming on top of the bullet wound to his chest there was nothing that could be done.’


    Looking into eyes the same vivid blue Joe’s had been, he realised that he was going to have to be much more specific if he was going to be understood. ‘Your dad’s dead, son,’ he said gently, cursing himself for not having had the foresight to ensure a neighbour was on hand. Strong cups of tea were obviously going to be needed all round.


    ‘I don’t believe you.’ In his holey jumper and short shabby pants Bryce stood on the pathway, staring at the man in the doorway of his home; the man who was wearing the same distinctive uniform his dad wore; the man who was standing where his dad should have been. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said again, his face bone-white and pinched, the ground shelving at his feet, the world yawning into an abyss all around him. ‘I don’t believe you!’


    He launched himself at the man, pummelling him with his fists, kicking him, tears streaming down his face. ‘I don’t believe you! I don’t believe you! I DON’T BELIEVE YOU!’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    December 1945


    ‘Sandra’s dad ain’t goin’to be’ome fer Christmas,’ Bryce said to his mother as she unenthusiastically dragged a dusty fake Christmas tree from the top shelf of their lumber cupboard. ‘It’s because there ain’t enough ships to bring’ome blokes still waitin’fer demob in India and Ceylon and Singapore an’Sandra’s dad is in Singapore.’ His voice was flat and queerly abrupt, just as it always was now.


    Nell Reece stood the Christmas tree on the floor and then reached upwards once again, this time pulling a cardboard box of newspaper-wrapped Christmas decorations to the front of the shelf.


    She already knew Len Parry was not going to be demobbed until the New Year and was sorry for Sheila and for Sandra – or as sorry for them as it was possible to be. Now that the war with Japan was over Len Parry would return home eventually. Her Joe never would. For her and Bryce there was nothing to look forward to.


    She stood very still, her hands on the box, fighting for composure. For Bryce’s sake she couldn’t keep breaking down, sobbing uncontrollably. It wasn’t fair to him. He was only nine years old and he had his own grief to cope with. She felt herself beginning to shake and her hands tightened on the box of decorations. She had to go through the motions of living even if she was frozen and dead inside. It would be Christmas in a few days’time. Bryce, she knew, didn’t want to celebrate it any more than she did, but if they forced themselves to go through the family rituals – putting the tree up and going to the Sally Army carol service – perhaps they would, somehow, survive it.


    Blinking back the tears that were burning her eyes, she finally lifted the box from the shelf. ‘What d’you say we invite Sandra and her mum round here for Christmas dinner?’ she asked, her heart twisting in her chest at the sight of his pale, tense face.


    ‘If yer like.’ He didn’t care who came round. It wasn’t going to be a proper Christmas dinner. How could it be, when his dad wouldn’t be having it with them?


    His mum still had the box of decorations in her arms and he couldn’t bear the sight of it any longer. He didn’t want a Christmas tree in the house. Christmas trees were for when everything was normal and happy and for when, if families weren’t together, they were at least looking forward to the day when they would be.


    ‘I don’t want the bleedin’tree up,’ he said fiercely, struggling hard not to cry. ‘An’I don’t want no bleedin’Christmas cards up neither!’


    It was the first time he’d ever sworn when talking to his mum and he’d no intention of staying around to see her reaction. Turning on his heel so fast he stumbled, he ran from the room.


    ‘Bryce! Bryce!’


    Though he heard her throw the decoration box swiftly to one side he didn’t pause. With his chest so tight he was fighting for air, he raced out of the house and into the street. It was a mild day for December. A weak sun glinted on the cobbles and a petrol slick, left by Stan Wilkinson’s milk lorry, gleamed on them with rainbow iridescence. Ignoring it, and for once not armed with his bayonet, he raced blindly down the row, heading towards the Thames. He wasn’t the only kid whose dad was dead but he felt as if he were.


    Billy Dixon’s dad had been dead since 1942 and it didn’t seem to bother Billy at all, but Mr Dixon had never been Billy’s best mate. He’d never taken him fishing nor played football with him nor taught him the tricks of unarmed combat. The dads of half a dozen of the kids in his class at school were also dead, but nothing they’d ever said had indicated that their dads had been even remotely as special as his had been.


    What made it even worse to bear about his dad being dead was that the Cravens’dad and Victor’s dad were back home. Even a good half dozen Briscoes were home. Not Ginger’s dad, of course. Ginger’s dad was in the nick and not likely to be set free this side of the next twenty years. Jimmy Briscoe’s dad had come home, though, and so had two of Frankie’s older brothers and his aunt’s husband and a smattering of other Briscoes whose relationship to Frankie he’d never quite been able to work out.


    ‘The row is being swamped with’em,’ he’d overheard Mrs Dixon saying disgustedly to his mum when he’d gone to the Dixon’s corner shop with her. ‘Chas Briscoe wasn’t home a week before the police were round, battering on his door at five o’clock in the morning. God knows what he’d been up to. Thieving, I expect.’


    Bryce had listened with interest. Big Chas was Jimmy Briscoe’s dad and Frankie’s uncle. A great bruiser of a man, whenever he walked down Swan Row’s narrow pavement he seemed to fill it.


    ‘And have you heard about the ruckus last night outside The Turk’s Head?’ she had continued, ticking items off Nell’s shopping list and packing them into a cardboard box. ‘Old Jug Ears must have made a flying visit home and the whole bleedin’family went out on a binge.’


    ‘Jug Ears’ was Frankie’s dad’s nickname. Bryce’s interest sharpened.


    ‘When they fell out of the pub at closing time they did what they’ve always done when they’ve had a skinful,’ Lilian Dixon had continued, wedging a tin of Spam in the box next to a can of sardines. ‘They picked a fight with some poor bastards and when the police trolled along to break it up, Jug Ears did a runner over the Cravens’back fence.’ She finished packing the box and pushed it across the counter towards Bryce, adding musingly as she handed Nell her ration-book back, ‘I wonder how much longer Jug Ears Briscoe is going to be on the run from the army, now that the war is over.’


    ‘I don’t know, Lil,’ his mother had said as he’d picked up the box of groceries in order to carry it home for her. ‘It’s a funny offence, desertion. Once you become a deserter, you’re always a deserter – or you are unless you receive an amnesty from the King, and I can’t see King George goin’out of his way to do that for Jug Ears, can you?’


    Lilian Dixon had cackled with laughter and even his mum had given a ghost of a smile.


    Bryce raced down the street that opened out on to the Thames and floundered breathlessly to a halt. He, too, didn’t think it very likely that the King would give Frankie’s dad an amnesty for running away instead of fighting the Germans and the Eyeties and the Japs like other blokes had done.


    He sucked his teeth, looking out over the broad grey glitter of the Thames. Thinking about the Briscoes helped him to stop thinking about his dad. It was about time he and his gang had another major fight with them. With their older brothers and cousins now home, Frankie’s gang was getting far too big for its boots and needed taking down a peg or two.


    He mooched across to the embankment wall and leant against it, his arms resting on the cold stone as he stared down into deep tidal water. A major fight couldn’t be undertaken without his gang being tooled up in one way or another. Since he’d so nearly had his private parts bayoneted, Frankie didn’t go anywhere without his knuckleduster.


    His eyes narrowed as he wondered how he could make a similar weapon. What he needed were several big steel nuts. If the threads could be filed down on the inside and then welded together, he’d have a knuckle-duster the equal of anything Frankie had. He’d have to find someone to do the welding for him, though.


    A chill wind blew off the river but he didn’t feel it. Since hearing the news that his dad was dead he didn’t really feel anything anymore. Thoughts of his dad once again filled his head and he slammed down hard on them. He’d think about Frankie Briscoe’s gang instead. He’d think about how he and his gang were going to put the Briscoe mob in their place.


    ‘It was nice of you to go to such trouble for me and Sandra,’ Sheila Parry said as she stood beside Nell at the sink in Nell’s scullery, a tea towel in her hand. ‘Especially under the circumstances.’ She paused awkwardly as Nell plunged another lot of plates beneath water she had heated in a kettle. ‘I mean … you can’t have wanted to celebrate Christmas at all, not when … not seeing as how …’


    ‘Not with my Joe dead,’ Nell finished for her bleakly. With her hands still plunged deep in the hot water she arched her back, trying to relieve the constant ache she felt in it. ‘You don’t’ave to be careful not to mention Joe’s name, Sheila. And you don’t’ave to avoid talking about your Len coming’ome in the New Year. I’m’appy for you, girl. It wouldn’t do if we were both war widows, would it?’


    She turned to look her friend in the eye and to reassure her, but Sheila’s eyes didn’t meet hers. Instead she had dropped her head and was intently studying the frayed edge of the tea towel.


    Nell chewed the corner of her lip, a slight frown furrowing her brow. There were times when she couldn’t make her friend out at all. With her careful speech and excessive neatness Sheila stuck out like a sore thumb in Swan Row.


    ‘Doesn’t drink, doesn’t smoke, doesn’t swear. Doesn’t ever give anyone the eye – not even the GIs that lodged fer a while at the Clarksons,’ Effie Craven had been heard to say disparagingly. ‘If that ain’t bein’stuck up, I don’t know what bleedin’is!’


    Sheila still didn’t raise her head and Nell resumed washing up the Christmas dinner pots and pans, her frown deepening. Unlike anyone else she knew, Sheila had been a grammar-school girl and that, of course, explained why she didn’t speak with a South London accent. She hadn’t stayed on at grammar school long enough to matriculate, though. Instead of going to a college or a university she had fallen in love with Len Parry and, only sixteen years old, had eloped with him.


    Nell attacked the roasting tin she had cooked the black-market chicken in, scouring it fiercely. Sheila was only twenty-five years old now and, as she herself was thirty-four, she often felt almost maternal towards her. Partly this was due to Sheila’s slight build and pale skin and fair hair. There were days – and this was one of them – when she looked as if a puff of wind would blow her over. It was a fragility emphasised by her quiet, diffident manner.


    ‘D’yer think your Len will take to living in Bermondsey?’ she asked, handing Sheila the roasting tin to dry and plunging the pan she’d cooked the spuds in under the few soapsuds remaining. ‘He ain’t never lived this side of the river, has he?’


    Sheila shook her head and then, as Nell waited expectantly for a more expansive response, said in a voice curiously devoid of expression: ‘No. Until Sandra and me were bombed out we’d only ever lived in Islington.’


    As she was talking she was drying the roasting tin with such meticulous care Nell had to fight the urge to snatch it from her hands. Why couldn’t Sheila talk properly about her hubby? Getting information from her about him was like getting blood out of a stone. ‘What was Len’s job before the war?’ she had once asked, expecting her to say he’d been a craftsman of some sort, for Sheila definitely appeared used to a better standard of living than that found in Swan Row.


    When Sheila had told her that Len had been a riveter for a while, and then a docker, Nell had hidden her surprise and then, when Sheila never mentioned her parents or other family members, had concluded it was because her new friend had married a bit beneath herself and her family weren’t too happy about it.


    Like her son, Nell didn’t see the sense in pursuing a conversation if it was going nowhere. Pulling the plug and, as the water ran out, vigorously wiping the sink down with her washing-up cloth, she said, changing the subject: ‘P’raps when your Len gets home he’ll help me keep an eye on my Bryce. He’s running wild at the moment, Sheil. I’m getting complaints about him from everywhere. Old Man Tucker says Bryce and his mates are nothing but hooligans and that it’s Bryce who’s the ringleader, and Hilda Clarkson says the next time he nicks anything from her washing line she’s going to go to the cozzers about it.’
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