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      Chapter One

    


    

      ‘He’s coming back!’

    


    Sharyn Bailey stepped into a chaotically untidy room and as her best friend, Angie Flynn, threw herself down on the nearest of two unmade beds, closed the door so that her mother wouldn’t be able to earwig in.


    ‘Who’s coming back?’ Angie rolled on to her stomach, discovered she was lying on a newly purchased Beatles LP and hiked it out of her way.


    ‘Guess.’ Though she was fizzing to share her news, Sharyn wanted Angie to be agog to hear it. She leaned against the battered and scarred door, a broad white belt slung decoratively low on a mini-skirt as short as a pelmet.


    ‘Dunno.’ Angie had no intention of dancing to Sharyn’s tune. She transferred the gum she was chewing from one side of her mouth to the other and pushed a shoulder-length fall of black, water-straight hair away from her face. ‘And unless it’s John Lennon,’ she added, beginning to read the LP’s cover with feigned interest, ‘I ain’t really in a tizzy about it, Sha.’


    It was a lie and Sharyn knew it.


    ‘If I told you it’s someone sexier than John Lennon and who you haven’t seen for ten years, I bet you’d be interested.’


    Angie gave a derisive snort. ‘Christ, Sha. You do pile it on. Ten years ago I was six. Who could I have last seen then that I’d be interested in seeing now?’ Her words tailed off into stunned silence as comprehension dawned. She stopped laughing. Blue mascara’d lashes widened in incredulity and her jaw dropped. ‘Johnny’s twin? He’s coming back home? Back to Bermondsey?’


    ‘That’s what Johnny says.’


    Eighteen-year-old Johnny Martini was Sharyn’s boyfriend – or so she liked to think. The Martini men were not the kind one could ever be sure about. Second-generation Sicilian, they were still regarded as being Mafia-connected by the criminal families they associated with, families such as the Baileys and Flynns. It was a belief reflected in the respect they were always accorded. No one messed with the Martinis, not if they wanted to tell the tale undisfigured – or wanted to live to tell it at all.


    ‘But I thought he was Canadian now?’ Angie was no longer sprawled on the bed. She was sitting bolt upright, her thoughts racing. Tony Martini had been eight when, kicking and screaming, he had left England with an aunt who, together with her Scottish husband, had made her home in Canada. That had been after their mother’s death. A death no one spoke about – ever.


    If Tony was now even a quarter as handsome as Johnny, then she had every intention of moving in on him fast. She’d lost out on Johnny mainly because Sharyn had had the advantage of living next door to him. She wasn’t going to lose out a second time. Being Tony Martini’s girlfriend would make her a person to be reckoned with. And even at eighteen, he’d have money. All the Martini men had money.


    ‘Even if he is Canadian now, what difference does it make to his coming home?’ Sharyn said, answering Angie’s question with a grin, knowing exactly what direction Angie’s thoughts were taking. ‘If you knock him off his feet we’ll be able to go out in a foursome. It’ll be great. We might even end up having a double wedding!’


    Angie gave a shriek of not very convincing protest and sprang from the bed in order to pirouette in front of the dressing-table mirror. ‘I don’t suppose the girls in Canada are up to much, do you, Sha?’ she said, knowing that she was. ‘I mean, no one talks about swinging Canada like they do swinging London, do they?’


    Hands on hips, she thrust out her chest, admiring the outline of her breasts as they strained against a skimpy white crocheted sweater, the neckline scalloped and scooped. It had been bought the previous Saturday in Carnaby Street and, worn with a purple mini-skirt and low-heeled purple shoes, was the kind of fab gear she was sure was in short supply in Canada.


    Especially the part of Canada Tony was coming from.


    ‘He’s on a ranch way up north, out in the wilderness,’ Sharyn had once said. ‘Johnny says it sounds fantastic. Tony has a horse of his own and he goes hunting and fishing with Albie – Albie’s his auntie’s husband – and once Albie took him camping in the mountains and they panned for gold, just like in the films.’


    Angie had tried to look suitably impressed, but inside she’d been shuddering. The furthest north she’d ever been was Yorkshire, and it wasn’t an experience she intended repeating.


    Sharyn’s eyes widened as a sudden thought hit her: ‘I wonder if Tony will bring the gun he hunts with? Not legally, of course. He wouldn’t be able to do it legally, but he might smuggle it home, mightn’t he?’


    ‘Why would he bother?’ There was provocative one-upmanship in Angie’s voice. ‘Guns are easy to get hold of, Sha. Fast-Boy’s got one. I’ve seen it.’


    Despite having been determined that, just for once, it was going to be Angie hanging on to her every word and not the other way round, Sharyn’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re joking,’ she said in a voice that made it clear she knew Angie wasn’t. ‘Christ, Angie! Where does he keep it? Does your mum know? Does Johnny know?’


    At the mention of Johnny, something flashed in Angie’s cat-green eyes and was suppressed at the speed of light. ‘No, and don’t you go telling him, Sha. Fast-Boy’d kill me!’


    The Flynns had known the Martini family for almost as long as they’d known the Baileys, but though Angie’s dad and Old Man Martini were on fairly good terms it not being a good idea to be anything else – her brother and Johnny Martini were not.


    Within minutes of their first meeting at Jamaica Road Nursery School, Fast-Boy and Johnny had fought. Throughout primary school and junior school the animosity had continued. On their tenth birthdays they’d joined the same junior boxing club and their fights, gloved and ungloved, had taken on a new intensity. There’d been playground fights and street fights; Saturday-matinee cinema fights and fairground fights. There had been a brief lull when Fast-Boy won a grammar-school scholarship while Johnny sauntered off to wreak havoc at the local secondary-modern, but it hadn’t lasted long.


    The problem was that, though on many occasions there was one clear victor, it was never the same victor. They were too evenly matched – and both wanted the same thing: to be the king-pin of the Bermondsey streets they’d been born and brought up in.


    Because of his dad’s reputation, it was a rivalry in which Johnny had the edge. There was more clout in belonging to a gang led by him than there was in belonging to a gang led by Fast-Boy. The Martini family were the heavy side of crime; the dark side. The Flynns were merely bruisers and not-too-successful burglars. Consequently, Fast-Boy’s teenage gang was low-key compared to Johnny’s. Not that it worried Fast-Boy. A loner at heart, he liked to keep his head well below the parapet – and he didn’t like people knowing his business.


    ‘I won’t tell,’ Sharyn now said huffily. ‘What d’you take me for?’


    Angie bit back a tart reply. Fast-Boy didn’t know that she knew about the shotgun wrapped in greaseproof paper and stowed in a toolbox in their coal bunker, but he’d soon cotton on if Johnny were to make a snide, taunting remark about it. He’d know that Johnny had got the info from Sharyn and that Sharyn had got it from her, and then the fat would be in the fire.


    ‘You’d better not,’ she said, loading the words for all she was worth, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut.


    Sharyn grinned, well aware she now had a piece of info Angie had had no intention of sharing. ‘So what’s Fast-Boy up to?’ she said teasingly. ‘Going to rob a bank, is he?’


    Deciding to put an end to what was becoming a tricky conversation, Angie gave a last appreciative look in the mirror and turned away from it, saying dismissively: ‘I doubt it, Sha. He’s more likely to be looking after it for someone. How about we go down past the billiard-hall and see if Johnny and his mates are there?’


    Not waiting for a response, knowing that Sharyn would follow her because she followed her everywhere, she sashayed out of the cluttered room, wondering how Tony Martini’s return home would affect her brother. One thing was for certain. He’d appreciate being forewarned of it. His being daggers-drawn with Johnny was bad enough, but they were evenly matched and there was balance to it. There’d be no balance at all once Tony returned and he and Johnny became a double act.


    As their footsteps receded down the stairs, the mound of blankets on the far bed stirred and twelve-year-old Amber Bailey cautiously poked out her head. She’d kept still for so long she was half-suffocated, but it had been worth it. Sharyn and Angie would never have talked as they had if they’d known she was in the room.


    She rubbed a leg to get the blood flowing again and thought about what she’d heard. Which bit had been the most interesting? The bit about Johnny Martini’s twin brother coming back home or the bit about Fast-Boy Flynn having a gun?


    As the front door opened and then crashed shut she decided she was more interested in Fast-Boy having a gun than she was in someone she didn’t know. Not that she knew Fast-Boy well. He always looked totally surprised whenever she said hello to him in the street, as if he couldn’t remember who the hell she was – which perhaps he couldn’t.


    Irked by the memory, she crossed bad-temperedly to the window and watched Sharyn and Angie as they walked, laughing, down the short path into the street. They were laughing so hard they were having to hold on to each other. Her pale-lashed eyes narrowed in resentment. There were occasions – and this was one of them – when she heartily hated them. They were always going out and having a good time, and they never took her with them.


    She pushed a fall of tightly curling ginger hair away from her eyes. That was another reason why she hated them. Both Sharyn and Angie had gorgeous hair. Sharyn’s was pale blonde and Angie’s was blue-black. Neither colour was natural, of course, but what did that matter? And their hair hung sleek and straight to their shoulders. Her hair wouldn’t stay straight no matter what she did to it – and she’d done everything, including ironing it.


    Moodily she went back to the bed, sitting cross-legged on it, her thoughts returning to Fast-Boy and the gun he had hidden away. Why had he got it? Was it for protection? Was it because someone had told him that Tony Martini was returning home and he thought he’d better get himself tooled-up in case of serious trouble? Not that a shotgun would be much use in a fight – even she knew that. It would be pretty handy for blasting someone down in a pub, though.


    She chewed the corner of her lip, remembering how George Cornell, a mate of her dad’s, had been shot and killed in the Blind Beggar pub a few months ago. No one had been arrested yet, and she’d overheard her dad saying that he doubted anyone would be.


    It was a gangland slaying which might have caught Fast-Boy’s imagination and, the more she thought about it, the more certain she was that his having a shotgun was something Johnny should know about.


    She swung her legs from the bed. Sharyn may have promised to keep shtum, but she hadn’t. It meant she now had something very interesting to do – though she’d need to glam herself up with Sharyn’s lipstick and eyeliner before she did it.


    Ewan Flynn had been raining blows on to a punchbag in Clyde Scale’s boxing gym for fifteen minutes non-stop. Now, as sweat trickled into his eyes and the punchbag continued to swing crazily, he stepped away from it.


    ‘Jeez, but you’re fast with your fists,’ one of the old-timers who hung about the gym said admiringly as he threw a towel towards him. ‘Anyone ever tell you?’


    Ewan caught the towel and flashed a glimmer of a grin. ‘Yeah. Plenty of people.’ It was true. It was the reason for his nickname, and he’d had his nickname ever since junior school – though he’d been fast with his fists long before then.


    As he slung the towel round his neck, his grin broadened. He’d certainly been fast with them the first time he’d met Johnny Martini. Even after fifteen years, remembering brought a stab of satisfaction so deep it was almost sexual. He’d been three and a half years old and it had been his first morning at Jamaica Road Nursery School.


    ‘Come and say hello to two other little boys who are starting nursery this morning,’ the prissy-looking woman his mum had handed him over to had said. Though he hadn’t wanted her to, the woman had taken hold of his hand and dragged him across a vast expanse of green linoleum floor.


    He’d never seen twins before; had never known that two people could look as if they were the same person. He’d stood in front of them, a strap of his home-made dungarees sliding down his arm, and had looked from one to the other, seriously disturbed by the strangeness of what he was seeing.


    ‘Say hello to Johnny and Tony nicely, Ewan,’ the woman had said, stooping over him so closely he could smell a funny smell; a smell like dead flowers.


    Johnny and Tony hadn’t said anything. They’d just stood shoulder to shoulder, staring at him wooden-faced. In mutinous silence he’d looked again from one to the other and then his fist had shot out and he’d delivered a belting blow to Johnny’s nose. Blood had spurted with such force that his mum had never been able to get the stains out of his dungarees. There’d been uproar, of course. His victim had screamed, Tony had hollered, the woman with the funny smell had shouted and yanked him away from Johnny so hard she’d nearly pulled his arm out of its socket. When his mum had come at the end of the afternoon to take him home, he’d had to endure listening to the woman telling her how violent and uncontrollable he’d been. Not that that had been the worst of it. The worst had been when his mum had got him home.


    ‘You stupid little fuck!’ she’d screamed at him when she’d tired of leathering his backside. ‘Why did you have to go picking on one of the Martini twins? Don’t you know who their dad is, for Christ’s sake?’


    He hadn’t. And even when he was old enough to know and appreciate just who the Martini twins’dad was – and what he stood for – he hadn’t cared. He didn’t like Johnny Martini and he’d never been sorry that, in their ongoing battles, he’d been the one who had hit out first.


    With the towel still round his neck, he mooched off towards the showers. To this day he couldn’t work out what it had been about Johnny Martini that had so riled him. He’d always been a smugly good-looking little bastard, of course, but then so had Tony – and he’d never been overwhelmed by the urge to bash Tony into lifeless pulp.


    He slung his towel over the shower-room door. If it had been Johnny, not Tony, who’d been whisked out of school and away from home when he was eight, life would have been a lot easier. Fast-Boy would then have been the local gang-leader and Tony would have either had to run with him or run alone. Either way, the two of them would have worked things out and rubbed along OK. Johnny, though …


    He dropped his sweat-soaked shorts and kicked them aside. Johnny was a different matter entirely. Johnny was a pain, impossible to rub along with. Beneath the handsome exterior – the electric-blue eyes, the thickly curling hair, the toothpaste-ad white smile, Johnny was a sicko. A psycho.


    He stepped under the nearest shower and turned the water on. People thought Johnny was hard in the same way his dad, old man Marco Martini, was hard, but Fast-Boy knew differently. He knew stuff about Johnny that no one else knew, not even Tony. Johnny was round-the-bend nuts – had been ever since he was a kid. Why no one else had cottoned to it was beyond him, but they would one day – he’d been looking forward to making sure of it for years.


    He raised his face to the steaming jets of water, thinking about his girlfriend, Zoë. If Johnny didn’t start minding his manners where Zoë was concerned, the day in question was going to come fast – so fast that Johnny wouldn’t know what had hit him.


    He lathered his chest and shoulders with soap, the grin back on his mouth. Johnny’s reputation would be zapped for good – and he’d never make a comeback. Not in a million years.


    Johnny Martini lounged against a paint-scarred radiator and regarded Jimmy Jones with a mixture of bafflement and regret. Jimmy had run with his gang for over a year and, though not the brightest bulb in the pack, was useful at times. Or had been.


    ‘You were seen, Jimmy,’ he said again, shifting his stance slightly. ‘You were seen hobnobbing with a copper – the same copper – not just once, but three times. And as you weren’t with him because you’d been asked to be with him – because you were doing a bit of business with him – there’s only one conclusion to be drawn. You were grassing someone up. And that ain’t on, Jimmy. Know what I mean?’


    The building they were in backed on to the Thames. Once a warehouse, it had been converted into recording studios and they were in one of the small rehearsal rooms on the top floor. Jimmy was there because he and the band he played keyboard with were going to cut a record later in the week and needed all the practice time they could fit in. Johnny was there because he’d known that was where he would find Jimmy. Gaining entry hadn’t been a problem. Though it wasn’t generally known, the name on the building’s deeds was his dad’s.


    They weren’t alone. A handful of other gang members were ranged around the room and two members of the band, the bass player and the lead vocalist, were there – though they clearly didn’t want to be.


    ‘Well, I sure as hell wasn’t grassing on you, Johnny,’ Jimmy said, trying to inject a dismissive laugh into his voice. The result, as his voice cracked and broke, wasn’t what he’d had in mind.


    ‘No? Well, mebbe you weren’t.’ Johnny eased himself away from the radiator and sidestepped a mike. ‘Problem is, Jimmy, you were definitely grassing up someone – and to me that’s just as bad. Rule number one, learnt at my old man’s knee: “Thou shalt not grass.” You’ve broken that rule and so there are consequences. There’s got to be.’


    He strolled across the room and rammed the bottom half of a grimy sash window as high as it would go, pissed off with the entire scenario. When it came to it, as now, he could be as heavy as need be – but he was too happy-go-lucky by nature for it ever to be the highlight of his day.


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Johnny! What yer goin’to do?’ There was naked panic in Jimmy’s voice.


    It was a question everyone was curious about. Certainly no one imagined that Johnny had opened the window to admire the view of the Thames – spectacular though it was.


    ‘Look, I don’t think we really want to be here any longer …’ the bass player said nervously, beginning to edge towards the door.


    The gang member who was standing full-square in front of it, a knuckle-duster on his right fist, didn’t budge.


    Rather than push his luck, the bass player faltered to a halt.


    ‘Johnny! I ain’t a grass! I swear I ain’t! On my mother’s life!’


    Jimmy’s eyes darted in panic from one face to another. There was stony indifference on the faces of his former mates; appalled incredulity on the faces of the two band members. On no one’s face was there the promise of help.


    At head height, Johnny’s hand tightened on the bottom edge of the fully opened window. Why had the stupid fucker said the word ‘mother’? Didn’t he know what that would trigger? Didn’t he realize?


    It was July and even though it was a hot day he was, as always, smartly suited. He gazed down at the shimmering surface of the Thames, the sun so bright it hurt his eyes. He’d been having a really good day until now. Hell, he’d been on such a high at the thought of Tony coming home, he hadn’t even been going to allow Jimmy to spoil it. A bit of a verbal scare, that’s all he’d been going to give him.


    Six storeys down, an oil slick swirled past the foot of the building. A bit of a verbal scare no longer seemed punishment enough. Jimmy wasn’t in the know about the long-firm scam he was in the middle of setting up, but if he had been, the whole complicated project would have had to be jettisoned and then he’d have had nothing on the go with which to welcome Tony home. The colours in the oil slick glinted like fire. He blinked, giving his head a slight shake.


    Jimmy, mistakenly thinking that Johnny’s silence meant that the worst was over, said with an attempt at brave swagger: ‘I mean, Johnny … Jesus, what sort of mother-fucker do you think I –’


    It was a sentence he didn’t finish.


    Johnny wheeled around, seizing hold of him with such force that Jimmy half fell. As Johnny began hauling him towards the open window and he began lashing out to free himself, his former mates pitched in to restrain him, seizing hold of his arms and legs. Seconds later Johnny had manhandled him over the sill of the window, so that he was hanging, head down, over the dizzying drop to the river. Now only Johnny had hold of him. And Jimmy was no longer kicking to be free.


    ‘Haul me in!’ he was shrieking. ‘Get me in! DON’T LET GO!’


    On the far side of the river a tug was motoring steadily upstream. ‘That’s a sight you don’t often see now the docks are near-dead,’ Johnny said laconically, bracing himself in order to continue holding Jimmy’s weight. ‘The bloke aboard has seen you, Jimmy. Shall I give him a wave?’


    ‘NO!’ There was a sob in Jimmy’s voice. ‘Don’t fuckin’let go of me! Get me in, for Christ’s sake!’


    Johnny looked down at the point in the river where, if he let go of Jimmy’s legs, Jimmy would plummet. The liquid fire of the oil slick was long gone, borne away on a current that was notoriously fast. Jimmy, too, would be carried away fast – so fast that any help the tug-man might give or summon would, in all probability, be too little, too late.


    Behind him the lead vocalist was shouting at him to haul Jimmy back into the room, and he could hear Cheyenne, the gang member he’d detailed to bar the door, saying: ‘I think mebbe you should, Johnny. You’ve proved your point and, once the bloke on the tug gets on the blower, the River Police’ll be here mob-handed, know what I mean?’


    Johnny did. Not only that, but his good mood was back. Whoever Jimmy had been grassing on, it hadn’t been him. Christ, even Jimmy wasn’t that stupid. And how could he stay in a heavy mood when he was so over the moon about Tony coming home? Tony was his twin. His soul mate. His other half. Once Tony was home, the sky would be their limit; together they could achieve whatever they set their hearts on.


    Still holding on to Jimmy, he stepped away from the window. Jimmy jerked upwards a couple of inches, his shins scraping the window-bottom as Johnny unceremoniously dragged him back across it. The lead vocalist rushed forward and grabbed hold of a leg. One of the gang members grabbed the other and together they helped Johnny haul his near-hysterical victim back into the room.


    ‘Can we go now?’ the bass player asked nervously as Jimmy fell into a weak-kneed huddle on the floor, his shoulders heaving as he sucked in great lungfuls of air.


    ‘Why’d you want to go?’ Johnny brushed imaginary debris from his suit sleeves. ‘I thought you were here to rehearse?’ He eyed Jimmy with amusement, aware that Jimmy had pissed himself. ‘You’re supposed to be pretty hot on the keyboard, ain’t you, Jimmy? Come on, then – give us a tune.’


    Maureen Bailey paused in what she was doing, her hands wrist-deep in soapy washing-up water. So Tony Martini was coming home, was he? She remembered the day he and Johnny had been born. She hadn’t had any kids of her own then, of course. Sharyn hadn’t been born till 1950, when the twins were toddlers, and Amber didn’t arrive till 1954. Which meant that Amber wouldn’t even remember Tony.


    She remembered him, though. He’d been a handsome little devil. While Johnny had taken after his father, there had been something about Tony that was totally his mother. He’d certainly been inseparable from her.


    She tried to close her mind to memories of Sheelagh Martini, and failed. Sheelagh had been her friend, just as Angie was Sharyn’s friend. They’d grown up during the war years and, even though Sheelagh was asthmatic and not always in good health, they’d gone everywhere together. Marco had been off the scene at the time, held in an internment camp. So instead of dating Italians handsome enough to commit suicide for, she and Sheelagh had gone up West to the Palais Ballroom where there were servicemen in droves. Their favourites were the Americans – the Yanks had the most money – but when it came to sheer dishiness, Polish and Czech airmen came a very close second.


    Maureen swished the water around in the sink, lost in thought. It had been a wonderful time. The best time of her life. Then the war had ended. Sheelagh had married Marco and she had married one of his henchmen: Tommy Bailey.


    She halted her trip down memory lane with fierce abruptness. What had happened over the next few years wasn’t the kind of thing it was healthy to remember. It would lead to thinking about Sheelagh’s death, something she never allowed herself to dwell on. Instead she thought about Marco.


    Old Man Martini he was known as now. Not that he was old. Fifty-four wasn’t old. Not nowadays. Her hands stopped moving as she wondered how he felt about Tony coming home. There’d been a time, of course, when he would have told her.


    She lifted her hands from the water, shaking the suds off them, and as she did so the back gate clicked. She looked swiftly through the window, just in time to see Amber scurrying up the path, her face plastered with Sharyn’s make-up.


    Maureen grabbed hold of a tea-towel. Where the hell had Amber been, tarted up like a little tramp? Though she was going to demand to know, she knew she wouldn’t receive a straight answer. Stubbornness was Amber’s middle name. She dried her hands, knowing with utter certainty that one day her youngest daughter was going to be real trouble.


    And Tony Martini? When Tony returned home, was he going to be real trouble, too?


    She chewed the corner of her lip. One thing was for sure. If he was, getting rid of him wouldn’t be easy.


    Not this time around.


    Not even for Marco.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Tony Martini leaned forward in his seat as the Pan Am jet rolled down the runway of Vancouver’s international airport. The hands clasped between his knees were white-knuckled, not because he was afraid of flying, but because the tension of the moment was nearly more than he could bear. After ten years – ten years two months and fourteen days, to be absolutely accurate – he was at last returning home.


    The plane began picking up speed. Within hours he would be in Bermondsey again. With Johnny.


    The engines changed tone and as there came a great surge of power, he shut his eyes. Johnny. His twin. His other half. The plane left the ground and he was aware of the woman seated next to him giving a small gasp.


    Would Johnny have changed much? His stomach muscles tightened. Would they still know what the other was thinking? Would they still be able to anticipate each other’s moves? The ten-year separation made it impossible to know. Was Johnny feeling what he was feeling now, for instance? Was he counting the minutes away, too?


    ‘Would you like a drink, sir?’


    He opened his eyes, saw that a stewardess was leaning towards him, and flashed her a smile that brought a flush of colour to her cheeks.


    ‘Yep. A whisky and ginger ale, please.’


    He’d never flown before and the offer of a drink had been unexpected, though he didn’t let the fact show. He’d never been called ‘Sir’before either, and, considering the way he was dressed – yellow T-shirt, black jeans and silver-studded cowboy boots, that, too, had been something of a novelty.


    As he was handed his drink he was glad he’d made the decision to fly. Travelling by sea would have been cheaper, but he wasn’t into cheap. He was into quick. And there was another reason. When he’d left England with his aunt, it had been by boat, and he hadn’t wanted to return that way. It would have brought back too many memories – memories that still gave him nightmares.


    He downed the whisky in a couple of needy swallows.


    The past was past and this was the present. He had dreams to fulfil and ambitions to achieve. And at the centre of everything would be Johnny. His hand tightened round his empty whisky glass.


    Johnny was the reason he was returning.


    Johnny was the reason for everything.


    ‘But why can’t I come?’ Zoë Fairminder was a headmaster’s daughter from Blackheath and her middle-class voice was petulant as she leaned against the bonnet of Johnny’s yellow Mustang, a luscious expanse of leg showing between the hem of her buttercup-suede miniskirt and the tops of her knee-high white boots. ‘There’s no sense in me jilting Fast-Boy if you’re not going to take me places with you. Fast-Boy takes me everywhere with him. He always has.’


    Johnny grinned, not believing her for one moment. Fast-Boy might be nuts about her, but he wasn’t a geezer to be under anyone’s thumb, least of all a bird’s.


    ‘My picking Tony up at the airport is strictly personal, darlin’. We’re going to be meeting again after ten years and neither of us is going to be wanting anyone else around.’


    He slipped on a pair of wraparound shades, flicked a speck of dust from his lightweight mohair suit and walked around the car to the driver’s door.


    ‘I don’t believe this!’ Zoë stood upright abruptly. ‘You chase after me as if it will kill you if I don’t leave Fast-Boy for you – then you’re Mr Indifferent!’


    ‘No, I’m not.’ He opened the door and grinned at her across the Mustang’s roof. ‘Be in the Prince of Wales tonight. I’ll be there with Tony. It’s going to be a belter of an evening.’


    ‘I might be there.’ Her sootily made-up eyes flashed fire. ‘And if I am, I might just be there with Fast-Boy.’


    He slid behind the wheel, happily certain that, even if she was, it would only be a slight hiccup in his long-term scheme of things. He’d seen her reaction the first time he’d taken her out in the car. She’d liked the glamour of it, the looks they had received. Fast-Boy didn’t have a tasty motor. He was a bike fiend. Not just any kind of bike, of course. Clad head to foot in tight-fitting black leathers, Fast-Boy rode a top-of-the-range Harley Davidson – and he rode it fast.


    It was a very sexy image. What wasn’t very sexy was being wind-blasted riding pillion and Zoë, he knew, was fed up with it. Like many girls from respectable families, she liked the thrill of being seen out and about with someone dangerously lawless, but the experience was one she wanted to enjoy in style.


    And Johnny had style. It was Sicilian Mafioso style. His father’s style, and he loved it. Fast-Boy might slum around in bikers’gear, but he didn’t. Emulating the big-time gangsters his father mixed with, he was a very classy dresser. His shoes were handmade by Maclarens in Albemarle Street. His suits came from Savile Row. And his big American car was a car that turned heads everywhere.


    Knowing he looked the dog’s bollocks; knowing his arch enemy’s girlfriend was his for the taking no matter what negative signs she was at present giving out, he pressed his foot hard on the Mustang’s accelerator and surged away from the curb. The journey he was making was one he’d dreamed of for so long, he could hardly believe it was now reality.


    He shot down Jamaica Road at speed and into Druid Street, relishing the fact that he was at last on his own. It had been a pretty close call. Sharyn had been on his back for days about driving out to the airport with him, as had a whole clutch of hangers-on. Not his dad, though. Even though it would have been the most natural thing in the world for him to have driven out to the airport, his dad hadn’t suggested it.


    It was odd that he hadn’t, but not so odd as to be sinister. Their dad had always been ice cool when it came to showing emotion. Johnny couldn’t even remember him crying at their mum’s funeral.


    With a screech of tyres, he swung the Mustang into a right-hand turn, surging on to Tower Bridge. It wasn’t that their dad didn’t care. The reason he didn’t show emotion was that he cared too much. He’d worked that out as a small boy. He’d had to, in order to make the unbearable manageable.


    Traffic was heavy on the bridge and he was forced to drop speed. It gave him the chance to appreciate the river. It was looking great, as always, slick and sinuous and glistening like tinsel. He tried to imagine what it would be like not have seen it for ten years, and couldn’t. He liked to see it every day and the best view was from a bridge. Sometimes from Tower-Bridge, as now, often from Southwark Bridge, which gave such a stunning view of St Paul’s.


    If crossing the river was good, re-crossing it homewards was even better. He always let out a shout of euphoria when he drove over a bridge – any bridge – into South London. Today, the euphoria would be uncontainable. Tony would be with him and they’d never be separated again. Never.


    He cruised down Tower Hill into Lower Thames Street, the volume on the Mustang’s radio as high as it would go. The Stones were belting out ‘Little Red Rooster’ and as he held the wheel steady with one hand he beat out the rhythm with the other, the sun glinting on his gold signet ring, his gold cuff-links and the wide bracelet of his gold wristwatch.


    Was Tony going to be red-hot enthused about the scam he was setting up for them both? It wasn’t an original idea, of course. Long-firm scams were the staple diet of many professional crims – and with good reason. The money was substantial and people rarely got caught. All that was needed for success was a front man with no previous convictions and no history of debt. As no such front man was available to him, he’d fitted himself out with the identity of a bloke long dead. His birth certificate, passport, national insurance number, the lot. And under the hookey name, he’d already rented the necessary premises.


    He swooped down into an underpass, emerging seconds later on the Embankment. All he needed to do now was to decide on the type of goods he was going to deal in and suss out the wholesalers. He didn’t want to do all the arranging himself, though. He wanted this to be a joint operation. Him and Tony, acting as equals. A partnership. A duo. The Kinks’ ‘Sunny Afternoon’was blasting out of the radio. He began singing along with it. Tony was coming home and life was good. Life was great.


    Marco Martini strolled into Bertorelli’s in Charlotte Street. A restaurant, Italian café and bar all rolled into one, Bertorelli’s also offered the advantage of private dining-rooms and was his favourite Soho watering-hole. Not overly tall, but thick-set and with powerful shoulders, he was a man who always attracted attention. His hair was grazed with silver and was still thick; still tightly curling. His belly was still flat and firm, too, though only just. He passed a strong hand across the front of his immaculately tailored double-breasted jacket as if in reassurance of the fact.


    

      ‘Buon giorno, Signore Martini!’ His favourite waitress hurried towards him. She had served in the restaurant as long as he had been patronizing it and they were old friends. She was middle-aged now, but then, so was he. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. None of his thoughts, so far that day, had been pleasant.


    ‘Your guests have not arrived yet,’ she said, bustling ahead of him to his usual table, a corner one from which he could survey the whole room. ‘Would you like a bottle of Barola opened while you wait for them?’


    It was his preferred red wine. He never drank white, not even with fish. White wine was for women.


    ‘Grazie,’ he said, glad that his guests hadn’t arrived. He wasn’t in the mood for them. He looked down at his ostentatious Audemars Piguet wristwatch. Quarter past one. Johnny would be nearly at the airport by now. He broke a bread-stick in half, wondering why the hell it was that Tony’s coming home should be making him feel so old. He was fifty-four, for Christ’s sake, not seventy-four.


    Why, then, was he suddenly feeling that his best years were behind him? And where had those years gone?


    The wine waiter approached, a bottle of Barola in his hand. Marco remained sunk in thought. Things had gone wrong for him on a personal level from the day Sheelagh had died. He corrected himself abruptly. Sheelagh hadn’t simply died. There’d been circumstances. His face hardened as he thought of those circumstances and of the way they had reduced his family life to ruins.


    Having poured a splash of wine into his glass, the waiter was waiting for him to taste it. With a peremptory movement of his hand, he indicated he wasn’t going to bother.


    What would happen once Tony was home? How were memories, long stifled, going to remain stifled? And what the fuck was Tony going to do? From the little he’d gleaned from his brother-in-law, Tony was only ever happy when riding in the wilderness on a horse – and he certainly wouldn’t be able to do that in south-east London.


    And what about Johnny’s relationship with Tony? Johnny might be over the moon at the thought of Tony being back home, but Johnny never did think about things too deeply. It didn’t seem to have occurred to him that once Tony was home he’d no longer be able to have everything his own way – and all his own way was the only way Johnny liked things.


    Once the honeymoon of his sons’reunion was over, there would be trouble. He could feel it in his water. For the first time in years he found himself wishing he could share his concerns with Maureen Bailey – not that he ever thought of her as Maureen Bailey. He only thought of her by her maiden name – the same way he thought of Sheelagh.


    Maureen Gallagher and Sheelagh O’Shaughnessy. They’d been best friends. Both had come from big Irish families. Both had had the hots for him. He’d married Sheelagh and Maureen had screwed up her life by marrying Tommy.


    He took another drink of his wine, barely tasting it. Maureen Gallagher was a woman and a half with a laugh that was the best he’d ever heard. It just spluttered out of her, husky and unchained. It was a laugh her ginger-haired youngest daughter had inherited. The elder girl, Sharyn, didn’t have the laugh, but she did have the same fizzing zest for life. For the last year or so Sharyn had been running after Johnny and the thought of what would happen if she caught him was one he found amusing. Maureen would go crackers – and Tommy wouldn’t know why.


    Marco had never understood why Maureen had wasted her life on a nobody like Tommy. Though she’d just celebrated her fortieth birthday, she was still a good-looking woman. Slender, with incredible cat-green eyes – eyes both her daughters had inherited – and with hair the colour of warm mahogany, how could she not be a throat-tightening sight?


    And she wouldn’t speak to him.


    She hadn’t spoken to him for over ten years.


    Two shadows fell across his table.


    ‘Hi, Marco. How ya doin’? Are we late? Christ, I didn’t realize we were late.’


    He raised his eyes from his wine-glass, shrugging himself out of his thoughts as his two guests slid their bulk on to chairs at the opposite side of the table.


    ‘So today’s the big day?’ said the one who hadn’t spoken previously, reaching for a toothpick. ‘Tony’s coming home after ten years. Quite a moment, eh?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Marco glanced down at his watch. It was one-thirty and, if it was on time, Tony’s plane was just landing. His stomach muscles tightened. To say it was quite a moment was the understatement of the year.


    For the umpteenth time Johnny’s eyes flicked towards the Arrivals Board. The Pan Am flight from Vancouver had landed and its passengers were in baggage retrieval. A couple of people, businessmen carrying only briefcases, had walked out into the Arrivals Hall, but as yet no one else had followed them.


    There was quite a crush of people waiting for friends and family and Johnny wasn’t used to being in a crush. Wherever he went, people usually gave him space.


    Even though the time was prominently displayed, he checked his watch. The flight had landed fifteen minutes ago. Tony had to walk out into the Arrivals Hall at any second. He had to.


    There was such a constriction in his throat, he could hardly breathe. What if Tony hadn’t caught the flight? What if he’d changed his mind about coming?


    A family emerged, the father pushing a trolley stacked high with luggage. His wife waved to an old lady standing to Johnny’s left. The two children with them suddenly shrieked ‘Granny!’ and broke into a run. Other people were now hurrying down the ramp behind them, some with faces alight at the expectation of being greeted; others quite clearly not expecting to find anyone waiting for them.


    Johnny’s heart began to slam. Where was Tony? For the first time it occurred to him that he might not recognize him. He banished the thought almost instantly. They were identical twins, for Chrissakes. How could he not recognize a mirror-image of himself?


    There were more families. Another scattering of businessmen. A young woman followed them and a man standing only feet away from Johnny gave a whoop of joy and ducked under the barrier, sprinting to meet her. A bevy of children, all in school uniform, clattered down the ramp. A young hippy with long hair and wearing Jeans and silver-studded cowboy boots strolled in their wake, a duffel bag over his shoulder.


    Johnny’s excitement was beginning to turn to panic. Tony would surely have done everything he could to be first off the plane and first out of baggage retrieval. That being the case, where was he?


    The girl standing to his immediate right rushed forward to throw her arms round a middle-aged man. From behind him someone shouted to attract the attention of a woman struggling with a heavily laden trolley


    Only a scattering of passengers were still emerging from baggage retrieval. An elderly couple, walking with difficulty. A harassed-looking woman with a baby in her arms. A priest.


    And then there was no one else. The ramp was empty and remained empty. The crush around him had dispersed. He was on his own.


    The young bloke in the jeans and distinctive cowboy boots was standing fifteen yards or so away and was looking across at him as if trying to come to a decision.


    Uncaring of what the hippy’s problem might be, Johnny fought to control his panic. So Tony hadn’t been on the flight he’d said he’d be on. It didn’t mean that he wasn’t still coming. He’d missed it, that was all. He’d be on the next one and all Johnny had to do now was find out when the next flight was due in. It probably wouldn’t be today, but it could very well be tomorrow…


    The long-haired youth was strolling towards him, a quizzical smile on his mouth.


    Johnny stopped thinking about the next flight in from Vancouver. The ground was beginning to shelve at his feet and the blood was drumming in his ears with such force he thought he was going to pass out.


    ‘Hi, Johnny,’ his twin said, coming to a halt in front of him and slinging his duffel bag to the ground. ‘I kinda expected a warmer welcome.’


    ‘Tony? Jesus – Tony!‘ Johnny struggled for breath and then, with a choked sob, flung his arms around him.


    He was crying. He’d known he would cry. It was the main reason he hadn’t wanted anyone to come to the airport with him.


    Their emotional bear hug was one in which time rocked still and then ricocheted backwards. He was overcome by the memory of smoke and flames; of cowering in a blazing room, shrieking: ‘Me, Mummy! Me! ME!’


    A judder ran through him as he fought down the past, dragging himself with super-human effort back to the present.


    ‘Christ,’ he said shakily, still gripping Tony by the arms as he stepped away from him enough to look into his eyes. ‘Christ, but it’s good to see you, Tony. Hell…’ he began laughing with nervous reaction. ‘Hell, I didn’t even recognize you!’


    The stranger who was his twin shot him a lopsided smile. ‘Nor me you, for a couple of seconds.’ He picked up the duffel bag and slung it back over his shoulder. ‘What’s with the flash gear? Who’s getting married?’


    ‘No one. It’s a statement.’ He had himself under control again and as they began walking out of the Arrivals Hall his answering grin was as dazzlingly self-assured as always. ‘What about your own gear? Add a couple of flowers and you’d be a hippy. Your hair is nearly on your shoulders.’


    ‘Hippies don’t wear cowboy boots,’ Tony said easily. ‘They wear sandals.’


    Once again they looked at each other, their grins deepening.


    ‘You reckon I’m going to look a bit out of place, then?’ Tony said as they began walking again.


    ‘Not so you’d notice. London’s full of hippies – real hippies. You can’t move for’em in the King’s Road. Thing is, though, Bermondsey isn’t Chelsea and, even if it was, it wouldn’t make any difference to the geezers who hang out with me. They’re all pretty sharp dressers. It’s part of being who we are. Part of the image, if you know what I mean.’


    ‘No.’ Tony sounded bemused. ‘No, I haven’t a clue.’


    They’d been walking across to the Mustang, but as he took on board what Tony had said, Johnny stopped dead.


    ‘You’re joking, right?’ he said, trying to get his head around the fact that Tony probably wasn’t. ‘I mean, you haven’t forgotten things about Dad when we were kids, have you? I know you were only eight when … when …’ It was a sentence he couldn’t continue. ‘I mean, you must remember how it always was – how he was such a beautiful dresser and always had big cars and a pocketful of money.’


    ‘I remember the front door being hammered in whenever the police made a raid,’ Tony said drily. ‘Is that how things still are?’


    Johnny hid his alarm at how much catching up the two of them were going to have to do. ‘Nah,’ he said, beginning to walk once again towards his car. ‘The coppers spent years trying to put him away for keeps but they only ever succeeded in making a case stick once, and by the time the hookey witnesses had done their stuff he only got a couple of years.’


    He came to a halt beside the Mustang. ‘Dad’s got enough coppers in his pocket these days to keep him well safe – and he ain’t into robberies and front-line stuff like that. He specializes in protection and repossessions.’ He took his keys out of his pocket and shot Tony a speculative glance. ‘It suits his personality. He likes hurting people. He always has. Remember?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Tony didn’t meet his glance. Instead he looked at the car in disbelief. ‘Is this a joke hire car, Johnny? An American Mustang? In London? I thought everyone drove Minis over here.’


    ‘Not me.’ Johnny’s grin was back in place again as he unlocked the Mustang’s door. ‘I’m into over-the-top style.’ He thought of Zoë and his grin deepened. ‘It never fails, Tony. Trust me.’


    Tony slid into the front passenger-seat. ‘OK. I’ve got the picture re you and the old man. What else is new? Are any of the kids we went to school with, still around? What about the Baileys? And Fast-Boy Flynn?’


    ‘Fast-Boy’s a fucking lunatic.’ Johnny slammed the Mustang into gear and slewed out of the car park. ‘You’ll never guess what Amber Bailey told me earlier today. He’s tooled himself up with a shotgun. She heard Angie Flynn – d’you remember Angie, Fast-Boy’s sister? – telling Sharyn about it. There’s nothing Fast-Boy would like better than to have me off the scene, so I ain’t too happy about it, know what I mean?’


    Belying his words, he started chuckling. ‘He might really go to town with his shotgun when he finds out I’ve just taken his girlfriend away from him. She’s from Blackheath – a real class act – and, between you and me, I reckon she’s going to be the most important person in my life. I can feel it in my blood and bones.’


    ‘And who is she?’ Tony asked, genuinely interested. ‘What’s her name?’


    ‘Zoë Fairminder. Her old man’s a grammar school headmaster. He won’t be too happy when he finds out about me, but I’ll tell him it could have been worse. I’ll tell him it could have been-Fast-Boy!’


    They careened on to the A4, laughing fit to bust a gut. Tony rested a booted foot on the dashboard, his leg comfortably bent, and dragged a cigarette from a pocket of his jeans.


    He was back. This was England. Soft green fields skirting either side of the main road. Hedges. Woods. Everything small-scale. Everything neat and tidy.


    Everything safe.


    He was glad Johnny had a girl he was mad about. He wanted Johnny to be happy.


    ‘So when do I get to see Zoë?’ he asked, flicking ash out of the open window.


    ‘Tonight. I’ve told her we’ll be in the Prince of Wales. D’you remember the Prince? The pub on the corner? I thought we’d call in there now, before going home, so that you can get a couple of brandies in your gut before meeting up with the old man.’


    ‘Good idea.’


    At the wealth of meaning in his voice, Johnny flashed him a look, opened his mouth to say something and then thought better of it.


    Tony’s relief was deep. There’d be time enough to discuss the old man when he more fully had his bearings. For the moment, just being back in England was disorientation enough.


    They were heading into a built-up area and, though the countryside had been pretty much as he had remembered it, the streets were far different. Surely they hadn’t been so wide when he’d been a kid? Nor so busy. And there were high-rise buildings in the distance. Flats, perhaps. Or offices. Whatever they were, they were no part of the England he remembered.


    Not until they were in London proper and approaching Piccadilly did he experience a slamming feeling of recognition. Eros was still there, looking ridiculously small, and Lillywhites, where his mother had bought him a pair of football boots for his seventh birthday. And then they were driving down the Haymarket and into Trafalgar Square and the massive stone lions he and Johnny had clambered on as children were just as he had remembered them, as were the flocks of pigeons and crowds of tourists.


    ‘And now for the river,’ Johnny said as they veered into the Strand. ‘This is going to be quite something.’


    It was. Though he didn’t join in with Johnny’s American Indian war whoop as, minutes later, they sped over Waterloo Bridge, he certainly understood it. Nothing signified London as much as the Thames and he was well aware that, once it was at his back, he was nearly home.


    There were more blocks of flats he had no memory of; some buildings he half-remembered, but which looked so different, he couldn’t be sure. There was a cinema at the Elephant and Castle roundabout that definitely hadn’t been there when he’d been a kid, likewise a new-looking shopping precinct.


    ‘We’re nearly there,’ Johnny said to him with charged emotion as they cruised past a building he finally recognized. It was the nursery school where Ewan Flynn had punched Johnny so hard his nose had bled like a river.


    Their street was coming up on the left and he braced himself for the sight of the house.


    ‘Pub first,’ Johnny said.


    Tony nodded, keeping his eyes firmly on the Prince of Wales’ signboard, not trusting himself to look beyond it.


    ‘The car park’s officially out of action,’ Johnny said as he spun the Mustang off the road and into the area beside the pub, taking no notice of the sign that said CAR PARK CLOSED. ‘There’s a sewage leak,’ he added as he avoided a cordoned-off area around a deep pit. ‘Workmen have been trying to sort it for days.’


    Tony wasn’t listening. As the car rocked to a halt he was looking beyond the car park and down the street. Slowly he stepped out of the car.


    He could see the house clearly. Strange that he’d forgotten how near it was to the pub.


    He stood with the backs of his legs hard against the car, unsure whether, if he attempted to walk, he would be able to.


    Though the street looked the same, the house didn’t. He’d known it had been re-roofed, of course, but he hadn’t expected the roof tiles to still look new – or to be a different colour to those of the houses either side. The new-style window frames looked odd, too, not suiting the house as the original sash windows had suited it. And then something else impinged on his consciousness; something that made his scalp prickle and his breathing become fast and light.


    The brickwork around the windows was discoloured and black. Smoke-black.


    Johnny was speaking to him, but he wasn’t listening. He was remembering fire and choking smoke and the sight of his mother stumbling from the house, Johnny in her arms.


    ‘Ready for that brandy, now?’ He finally became aware of what Johnny was saying.


    ‘Yep.’ He dragged his eyes away from the house. There’d been times over the last few weeks when he’d wondered if returning to London was the right thing to do. The last few seconds had given him his answer. ‘Lead the way, Johnny,’ he said, aware that the wheel of fate was turning full circle and that there was no getting off it. Not for him, anyway.


    And certainly not for Johnny.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    ‘I’m revising for my shorthand exam and I don’t want disturbing!’ Zoë Fairminder shouted down the stairs to her mother.


    Satisfied that she would now be left in peace for a couple of hours, she stepped back into her bedroom, closed the door behind her and, ignoring the Pitman notebooks strewn across her bed, threw herself down beside them so that she could think.


    Fast-Boy Flynn or Johnny Martini? There was a decision to make and it was a harder one than she’d first thought it would be. Fast-Boy was crackers about her and she didn’t have any qualms about losing him – unless, of course, she wanted to. Whereas Johnny…


    She reached for the battered one-eyed teddy bear perched on the pillow next to her and hugged it to her chest. Johnny was an unknown quantity. He wanted her to leave Fast-Boy for him, but what would happen if and when she did? Would she still be his girlfriend in six months’time, or would he have ditched her as he had so offhandedly ditched all his previous girlfriends?


    She chewed the corner of her lip. Johnny said he loved her, but as he wanted her to leave Fast-Boy for him, he would say that. The thing was, was it true?


    Still with the teddy bear in her arms she rolled over on to her side. Johnny and Fast-Boy loathed each other and were always trying to score points over each other. Was that the reason Johnny was trying to steal her from Fast-Boy? So that he’d be ahead in their bizarre game?


    If it was, then, much as she yearned to be Johnny’s girlfriend, the temptation was one she was going to resist. Being dumped by Johnny, six months down the line, would be too public a humiliation.


    But what if there wasn’t much chance of that happening? What if he really did love her as much as he said? What if he was as crackers about her as Fast-Boy was?


    She rolled on to her back again, staring up at the ceiling. Sexy as Fast-Boy was, there was far more kudos in being Johnny’s girlfriend. Johnny’s father, Marco Martini, was a face; a full-fledged gangster. In the forties and fifties he’d been Billy Hill’s right-hand man – and in books and magazines Billy Hill was still referred to as having been London’s King of Crime. People reacted to the name Martini. They showed respect – the kind of respect that was exciting and glamorous.


    A frisson of fear touched her spine as she thought of what would happen if her father was ever to find out the kind of company she had begun keeping. He’d kill her. Or he’d try to.


    She savoured the fact that, no matter whether she was with Fast-Boy or Johnny, they wouldn’t let her father get away with touching a hair of her head. It was a delicious thought. Her last boyfriend before Fast-Boy had been a cadet policeman and he’d been so careful not to offend her father – getting her home on time, etc – that it had been pathetic. He’d been scared of her father. Fast-Boy wasn’t. And Johnny wouldn’t be, either. Where the Martini family was concerned, it would be her father who would be scared of them.


    She began giggling, finding the thought hysterically funny, half wanting it to happen and half dreading it. One thing was for sure: having an up-and-coming villain for a boyfriend was fun. They always had wads of money in their back pocket and were never afraid to spend it. The other girls at her secretarial college thought themselves lucky if their boyfriends spent a tenner on them. Fast-Boy would give her that for a quid cab fare, telling her to keep the change.


    As for Johnny … Johnny was a seriously big spender. Life with Johnny would be life in the fast lane – and that was what she wanted. She certainly didn’t want to be a secretary working for a miserably small pay packet. With a kick of her foot she sent the Pitman notebooks flying off the bed. Her parents could go take a running jump if they thought she was going to settle for the stultifying boredom of that little lot.


    And nor was she going to settle for seeing Sharyn Bailey, the little scrubber who lived next door to Johnny and was always running round after him, finally landing him. Which left only one option.


    She drew her knees up, sitting the teddy bear on top of them so that they could have a face-to-face talk.


    ‘Have I to do it, Ted?’ she asked, determined to come to a firm decision before her evening date with Fast-Boy. ‘Have I to jilt Fast-Boy for Johnny?’


    Ted’s lone glass eye glittered provocatively. Why not, Zoë? he seemed to say. Why not, when you enjoy danger so much?


    With a squeal of euphoria she tossed him high into the air. Ted had given her her answer and she was going to do it. She was going to go to the Prince of Wales tonight with Fast-Boy – and leave with Johnny. Until now she’d simply played at being a moll. With Johnny she really would be one – and she was going to enjoy every wild and wonderful moment of it.


    ‘Three more Remy’s, per favore,’ Marco Martini said to the waitress. He liked peppering his speech with a little Italian. It helped fuel the rumours that he was Mafiosi.


    ‘Where’s the little bit of business we’re taking care of this afternoon?’ one of his companions asked, wiping his mouth on a napkin. ‘Is it walking distance?’


    ‘No.’ Marco’s voice was abrupt.


    Aware that Marco wasn’t in the mood to be chatty, his questioner didn’t press the issue or betray his surprise at there being heavy business on the agenda. He hadn’t expected it. Not when Marco was about to be reunited with the son he hadn’t seen for ten years. What he’d been expecting was a celebration party.


    ‘We’re going to Knightsbridge,’ Marco said unexpectedly as he nursed his re-filled brandy glass. ‘I thought I’d celebrate Tony’s return by acquiring a club somewhere other than Soho.’


    His companions grinned, well aware that this wouldn’t be done by visiting an estate agent or meeting up with a willing vendor.


    Marco drained his glass, laid a fan of notes on the table without waiting for the bill and rose to his feet. ‘He’s Swedish, a legitimate businessman and the only effective shareholder in a holding company by the name of Entertainment Ltd. And what Entertainment Ltd controls is a small but exclusive gambling club a stone’s throw from Harrods.’


    As the two men walked from the restaurant in his wake they exchanged relaxed glances. When it came to putting the frighteners on, legit businessmen were a piece of cake.


    Whether their assumption was right or wrong was of no concern to Marco. He simply wanted to expunge his nervous tension – and the only way he knew of achieving that was through an act of brutal violence.
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