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Chapter One
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‘So I shall be wearing red, white and blue for the coronation, just as I did for VE Day,’ Mavis Lomax said breezily to her younger sister. They were in Lewisham High Street.


Carrie, five years Mavis’s junior, was behind the family’s fruit and vegetable stall, polishing up a fresh delivery of apples on the corner of her gaily patterned, wrap-around overall. ‘You’ll look ridiculous,’ she said bluntly, placing a nicely gleaming Cox’s at the centre of her apple display. ‘You looked ridiculous on VE Day, and you were only in your thirties then. As I remember it, your red skirt was split halfway to your thighs and your blue-and-white spotted blouse had a cleavage so low, it nearly met it. Now you’re in your forties you should show a bit of sense.’


‘I’m forty,’ Mavis said with emphasis and a toss of her bottled-blonde, poodle-cut curls, ‘not forty-two or forty-four or ’alfway to fifty, and I shall wear wot I bloomin’ well like.’ She was visiting the stall as a customer and she transferred a wicker shopping basket laden with potatoes and carrots and a couple of pounds of the apples Carrie had polished earlier from one scarlet-nailed hand to the other. ‘You should try taking a leaf out of my book and tart yourself up a bit. You’re getting to look quite frumpy. Next thing you know you’ll be like our mum, wearing curlers all day and only taking your pinny off when you go to bed.’




She stood with her weight resting on one leg, the curve of her hips lushly voluptuous beneath the tightness of her caramel-coloured pencil skirt. ‘Me and Ted are off down The Bricklayer’s Arms tonight,’ she continued, noticing for the first time that Carrie, usually so buoyant and ready for a laugh, looked as fedup as she sounded. ‘Why don’t you and Danny come with us? We could have a bit of a knees-up, just like the old days.’


Carrie shook her head. ‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ she said, grudgingly appreciating the spirit in which the offer had been made. ‘Danny’s coaching at the club tonight, and I don’t want Rose sitting in on her own.’


Mavis was about to suggest that Carrie bring her fourteen-year-old daughter with her but then decided against it. She and Carrie were as different as chalk and cheese and, whereas she had quite happily often taken her two youngsters for a drink when they were still under age, it wasn’t something Carrie was ever likely to do. ‘See yer then,’ she said, about to turn on her heel and begin the walk home. A thought occurred to her and she paused. ‘’Ave yer seen the new boxer the club’s signed up? Our Beryl says he’s a smasher – tall, blond and ’andsome, with shoulders on him as wide as a street.’


Carrie suppressed a spurt of irritation. Despite her long and apparently happy marriage, Mavis had always been an outrageous flirt and – if the rumours were true – worse, and turning forty hadn’t cured her.


‘If he is, he’ll be fifteen years too young for you,’ she said unkindly.


Mavis chuckled, laughter lines crinkling the corners of cat-green eyes. ‘That’s what you think, our Carrie. If he’s twenty-five, I think he’ll be just the right age!’ Still chuckling throatily, she walked off down the High Street, not the focus of quite as many masculine, head-turning glances as she had once been, but still the object of a good many.




Carrie shook her head in despair. How Ted, her quiet-spoken brother-in-law, endured his rackety home life, Carrie couldn’t even begin to imagine.


‘Three pahnds o’ carrots, dearie, and ’alf a stone o’ spuds,’ a customer said, opening her shopping bag so that Carrie could tip the veg straight into it off the scales. ‘Was that your Mavis I saw you chatting to a minute or so ago? What’s she done with ’er ’air? Permed it? I’ve never seen so many curls on a grown woman before. She’ll be able to play Goldilocks in the next Christmas panto, won’t she!’


With an effort, Carrie summoned a laugh and agreed with her. She didn’t truly feel like laughing, though. Mavis couldn’t possibly have known it, but her remark about her becoming frumpy had hit home very hard. That morning, for the first time ever, her husband Danny had addressed her as if she wasn’t his wife but his mother. It was something lots of south-east London men did, of course, but usually only after they were well into middle age. Her own father nearly always referred to her mother as ‘Ma’, rarely as Miriam. ‘Put the kettle on, Ma,’ he would say lovingly to her. ‘Me stomach finks me froat’s bin cut.’ Daniel Collins, her father-in-law, was just the same. ‘I’m off down to The Swan for a couple of jars, Ma,’ he would say to Hettie in his breezy, genial manner. ‘Do you want me to bring some fish and chips in on my way home?’


Until now, Carrie had never really given it much thought. Her mother and Hettie were both well in their sixties, and somehow their husbands referring to them by the all encompassing ‘Ma’ didn’t seem odd. But she wasn’t in her sixties! And she didn’t want her husband referring to her as if all sexuality had gone out of their relationship and only loving mateyness remained. Across the pavement from the Jennings’ family fruit and vegetable stall were the large plate-glass windows of



Marks & Spencer’s, and, as the stream of pedestrians passing up and down lulled, Carrie could see her reflection quite clearly. She chewed the corner of her lip. Was she beginning to look like her mother? She was big, certainly, but then she’d always been big, and the capacious leather cash-bag she wore for her daily stint at the stall didn’t help. Tied around her waist, it was so bulky it would have made a ballerina look as ungainly as an elephant. ‘But at least you’re not fat, Carrie,’ her best friend, Kate Emmerson, always said to her whenever she bemoaned her size. ‘You’re just splendidly Junoesque.’ Carrie folded her arms and, with her head a little to one side, studied her reflection. It was quite true that she wasn’t fat in the way many contemporaries of hers and Kate’s had suddenly become fat, but then she hadn’t had the number of children most of their old schoolfriends had had. A nasty miscarriage some years after Rose was born had ensured there’d been no more babies, though she had dearly wanted more.


A light May breeze tugged at her hair. Coal-dark and thick, with a strong wave to it, she wore it as she had worn it ever since she was a young girl, untidily loose and jaw-length. Sometimes she clipped it back, but only rarely, and she certainly never experimented with it the way Mavis did hers, following every hair fashion that came out and, in-between times, copying the style of whoever was her favourite film star.


‘I said, a bunch o’ radishes and two boxes o’ cress,’ a customer said irately, rattling her carrier bag for Carrie’s attention. ‘Cor blimey, gel, but you ain’t ’alf wool-gathering! An’ if those lettuces are fresh an’ there’s no slugs in ’em, I’ll take two.’


For the rest of the day, until her father came to pack up the stall at five-thirty and to clear up all the debris that had accumulated around it, Carrie did her best to rise above the depression she was feeling. People didn’t come shopping down the market to be served by someone with a long face. They came



not only for cheap, fresh produce, but for a smile and a cheery word as well.


‘Yer can tell Danny I’ll be dahn the club tonight to watch this new bloke spar,’ Albert Jennings said, relieving her of the day’s takings and paying her handsomely out of them, as he always did. ‘It’ll be interestin’ to see ’ow ’e shapes up. Jack seems to think ’e’s got ’imself a real winner.’


Jack was Jack Robson, local rogue; owner of Lewisham’s Embassy Boxing Club; Danny’s boss; their neighbour and, ever since she and Danny were school kids, their friend.


‘Well, if Jack thinks he’s the bee’s knees, he probably is,’ Carrie said, not overly interested. She picked up her raspberry-pink swing-back coat from off a stool, slipped it on and kissed Albert on his leathery cheek. ‘See you in the morning, Dad,’ she said, grateful that it was he, not her, who trekked up to Covent Garden in the early hours for produce and who always set the stall up. ‘Ta-ra.’


As she walked off down the High Street towards the clock tower, she wondered if her lack of enthusiasm about what was going on at the club wasn’t, perhaps, part of her problem. To Danny, the club was his whole life. He was both manager and coach and had been ever since the day the club had first opened its doors. It meant that not only did he spend most of every day there, but nearly every evening, too.


‘Cheer up, Petal,’ a familiar voice shouted from the opposite side of the road. ‘It might never ’appen!’


Carrie grinned and waved to old Charlie Robson, Jack Robson’s dad.


‘Are yer goin’ up town next month for the coronation or watching it on me and ’Arriet’s new telly?’ he persisted, bawling across the road like a town-crier, his gnarled thumbs hooked behind his braces as he stood on the edge of the pavement, making no effort to close the gap between them. ‘Only we’ll



need ter be knowin’ ’cos I fink we’re goin’ to ’ave an ’ouse full and ’Arriet’ll need to know ’ow many sausage rolls to make.’


‘I’m going up town on Coronation Day, Charlie,’ Carrie called back, beginning to cross the road towards him. She stood still for a moment to let a Ford Anglia nip past her and then sprinted to safety.


‘Yer won’t see all of it like you will if yer watch it on the telly,’ Charlie said, put out. He was proud of his and Harriet’s new telly and wanted to show it off. ‘Yer’ll be able to see everyfink wot’s ’appening inside the Abbey, as well as outside, on the telly.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Carrie was unhappily aware that she was disappointing him, ‘but the atmosphere won’t be the same, will it? And I want to see the colours of the uniforms and regalia and flags and . . . oh, I don’t know, Charlie . . . I just want to be a part of it all.’


‘’Avin’ to sleep on a pavement the night afore to get a place to see ain’t wot I’d call atmosphere an’ colour,’ Charlie grumbled good-naturedly, ‘but if that’s wot you want, Petal, then I ’ope you enjoy every minute of it.’


‘Ta, Charlie.’ Carrie grinned at him affectionately. Like most of the neighbours in the square where she lived, Charlie was part and parcel of her life, and had been ever since she could remember.


‘An’ tell your Danny I’ll be dahn the club ternight to see this boy wonder my lad’s signed up. If ’e’s anything like this Rocky Marciano bloke the Yanks ’ave, we’ll all be on our way to a tidy fortune.’


Carrie’s grin died. She knew that, apart from the legal fights Jack promoted, there were also other fights which didn’t get talked about quite so publicly. Fights where large sums of money were placed. Fights where what should have been her housekeeping money from Danny often went down the Swannee.



Thoughtfully she watched Charlie amble away from her. Even in old age he was a bear of a man, and there were lots of stories locally about how, when he was young and in his prime, he’d been a criminal par excellence, the bane of every police constabulary for miles around.


She began walking again, continuing on down the High Street until she reached the point where it ended, at the foot of Magnolia Hill. Was Jack Robson a chip off the old block? Did Jack also run outside the law and, if he did so, did he sometimes take her Danny with him? It was a disturbing thought and it wasn’t the first time it had occurred to her. She turned right into Magnolia Hill. Usually she enjoyed her walk home towards Blackheath, for the houses in Magnolia Hill were all elegant, nicely kept Edwardian houses with nearly every garden boasting one of the magnolia trees that had given the hill its name. The problem was, she reflected as she walked on, that she and Danny rarely had serious talks about anything any more, and bringing up a subject as touchy as whether or not all Jack’s business dealings were strictly kosher wouldn’t be easy. She wondered whether she should speak to Kate about her worries. Kate’s husband, Leon, though not employed at the club, was nearly as involved in it as Danny. He was a black ex-seaman, and during his naval days he had won medals galore for competitive boxing. And one thing was certain: Leon Emmerson wouldn’t be involved in any shady dealing. He was as straight as the proverbial arrow.


She paused at the top of the hill, at the point where it opened onto a spacious square, debating with herself whether to go immediately home or to call in at Kate’s. From where she was now standing, her home was only yards away, the first house on the left-hand side of the square’s junction with the hill. The house on the immediate bottom right of the square was the house she was born in, and her mother and father and elderly



gran still lived there. The first house going up the square on the right-hand side was Mavis and Ted’s house, conspicuous for its lack of paint and air of general dilapidation. Next to that was an empty gap where a house had been bombed to smithereens in the war. Then there was Jack Robson’s house. Like herself, he was born in Magnolia Square, and, despite the fact that he was obviously now doing very well for himself, he showed no signs of wanting to move away. There were then another three houses before, at the top end of the square, the houses changed character, becoming almost as large and gracious as those in Magnolia Hill. It was in one of these houses that the Emmersons lived.


Carrie dithered for just one second longer and then made her decision. Rose would be home from school and well into her homework by now, but Danny would be home, too, waiting for her to come in and begin making him something to eat before he began his evening stint at the club. Carrie resolutely began walking past her old home. Tonight, if Danny wanted something to eat, he’d jolly well have to stop behaving like a man with two broken arms and make it for himself.


There came the sound of an upstairs window being rapped, and Carrie looked upwards to see her gran waving at her. She waved back, mouthing and signalling that she hadn’t time to come in, that she was on her way to see Kate, but that she’d call by on her way home. Leah Singer made a typically Jewish, typically disparaging gesture. Carrie grinned. Her gran was bed-bound and, despite the constant visits of neighbours and grandchildren, always behaved as if she were a neglected prisoner in a medieval tower. It didn’t stop her getting to know all the gossip, though, and she would now be wanting to know all the latest about Jack Robson’s new boxer.


Carrie glanced across the square, made elegant by the small Anglican church that graced its grassy centre island, to the



house where Jack’s new protégé was going to take up lodgings. There was no sign of activity there, no youngsters hanging around, so presumably he hadn’t arrived yet. She gave a wry smile, aware that she was probably the only person in the square so uninterested, for the Embassy Boxing Club was viewed with affection and pride by Magnolia Square residents. Nearly all of them had helped Jack to get it off the ground in the early days after the war.


Leon had volunteered all his considerable expertise, Danny had done likewise, on a cash basis. Elisha Deakin, landlord of The Swan, had offered Jack the use of empty rooms above the pub. Her mother, Miriam, who cleaned St Mark’s Church twice a week, even though she said she was now too old to stand on her feet all day at the market, kept the new-found premises spick and span. Her mother-in-law and father-in-law, Daniel and Hettie Collins, had put a sizeable amount of their hard-earned life savings into it, as had Jack’s ultra-respectable, elderly stepmother. St Mark’s vicar, the Reverend Bob Giles, had given the club his blessing by saying he hoped it would be the means of keeping a lot of local tearaways off the streets and out of trouble, and the young doctor who had moved his practice into number seven in the spring of 1950 had offered his services to Jack free of charge.


She turned in through Kate and Leon’s gateway. A magnolia sieboldii graced the small front garden and was in full flower, its delicate blush-coloured flowers heart-stoppingly beautiful. Like all the houses in the top half of the square, a flight of wide, shallow stone steps led up to the front door. At the side of each step was a small pot thick with lavender, rosemary or thyme, and the air was heavy with fragrance and the hum of bees. She didn’t bother to knock on the door. She’d been walking in and out of number four as if it were her own home ever since she’d been a toddler.




‘Hello there!’ she called out as she stepped into the hallway, adding unnecessarily, ‘It’s me, Carrie!’


Kate Emmerson came down the stairs with a squirming child tucked under one arm, a large tin toy truck caked with garden dirt under the other. She didn’t look remotely harassed. Her hair was a deep natural gold and she wore it plaited and coiled into a bun. Instead of making her look older than her thirty-five years, the unfashionable style only served to emphasize her innate elegance and gracefulness. ‘I left him playing with it in the garden,’ she said wryly, obviously referring to the truck as the dusky-skinned, curly headed ‘him’ in question continued to struggle furiously, ‘and the next thing I know there’s a trail of dirt all the way up to my bedroom.’


‘Gawage!’ her youngest son bellowed indignantly as she at last deposited him on his feet. ‘Not a bedwoom, a gawage!’


‘I don’t know how you cope,’ Carrie said, secretly wishing she had the same problem and trying not to feel envious. ‘Is it true a policeman caught Luke playing in the disused prefabs on Wednesday?’


Luke was the present culprit’s eleven-year-old brother: an engaging rascal who looked as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth and yet was never out of trouble.


Kate put the truck down on to a floor of highly polished linoleum and led the way into the kitchen. ‘Yes, it is true, and yes, Luke knew the prefabs were off-limits.’ She grinned ruefully as she began filling a kettle with water. ‘That was the attraction, I suppose. Honestly, Carrie, you’d never believe the difference there is between bringing up a child who lives at home and goes to a local school and gets into mischief every second your back is turned, and one who is safely parked at prep school.’


Despite the dejection that had brought her to Kate’s, Carrie grinned back at her. There weren’t many people who would be



quite as aware of the difference as Kate, but then, there weren’t many people who had such a socially and racially mixed bunch of children.


Daisy, Kate’s eldest child, was adopted and, if her pale creamy skin, dark blue eyes and dark hair were anything to go by, had a generous amount of Celtic blood in her veins. Matthew, twelve years old and three years younger than Daisy, was born illegitimately after his fighter pilot father’s heroic death at Dunkirk. Matthew’s father had come from a wealthy family and Matthew, at his father’s family’s expense, had always enjoyed a privileged education, going away at seven years old to the same exclusive preparatory school his father had gone to.


Luke, her first child by Leon Emmerson, was born a little over a year after Matthew and was nearly as dark-skinned as his half West Indian father, and then, four years later, Jilly was born, and another four years later, Johnny.


‘Want a gawage!’ Johnny said now, exasperatedly. ‘Twucks need gawages!’


‘Why don’t you use the garden shed, pet lamb?’ Kate suggested, putting the kettle on to boil and then taking two cups and two saucers down from a nearby cupboard. ‘After all, trucks can’t go upstairs, can they? So the bedroom really wasn’t a suitable place. And if you garage the truck in the garden shed, you’ll be able to wash it down in there, just like the men do in real garages.’


Johnny, a strap of his home-made dungarees slipping off his shoulder, regarded her thoughtfully for a long, silent moment. ‘A hose,’ he said at last in the tone of one who knows he’s pushing his luck but thinks there’s an outside chance he might just get away with it. ‘Can I use Daddy’s hose, Mummy?’


‘Not unless Daddy’s with you,’ Kate said imperturbably. ‘Now have a chocolate biscuit and go and play and let me have a quiet couple of minutes with Carrie.’




The thought of playing with both water and his truck engaged Johnny’s attention. He might not be able to play with the garden hose on his own, but he could fill the watering-can from the garden tap and play with water that way. And it wouldn’t be naughty because his mummy didn’t say anything about not playing with taps and watering-cans. He accepted the biscuit Kate was proffering him and trotted obediently outside, a little angel bent on mischief.


‘So what’s brought you round at this time of day?’ Kate asked her lifelong friend as they waited for the kettle to boil. ‘Danny’ll be waiting for his tea, won’t he?’


Carrie slipped off her coat and threw it over the back of a kitchen chair. ‘Most likely,’ she said uncaringly, sitting down. ‘And as far as I’m concerned, he can blooming well wait. Or make it for himself.’


Kate giggled. Coming from Carrie this was real fighting talk, for she waited on Danny hand and foot, and Kate doubted if Danny would even know where to find a saucepan or a frying-pan, let alone know how to put them to good use. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked sympathetically. ‘Is he driving you mad, talking about nothing else but this new boxer Jack’s signed up?’


Carrie propped her chin in her hands, her elbows on the table. ‘No,’ she said morosely, ‘I wish it was that simple.’ She chewed the corner of her lip, looking across at her serenely happy friend. How did Kate do it? She never seemed disillusioned or disappointed. But then Kate was married to a man who would never, in a million years, refer to her as ‘Ma’, and she had not just one child, but a houseful of them. ‘Don’t you ever get browned-off, Kate?’ she asked bluntly. ‘I mean, it’s not much fun being thirty-five, is it? For me, all there seems to be is working on Dad’s stall, coming home to more work of a different kind, washing and cleaning and putting meals on the table and clearing them away again, on and on, ad infinitum.’




‘That’s a long word for this time of day.’ Kate’s teasing tone of voice was at odds with the very real concern showing in her eyes. She took the kettle off the boil and poured a little into the teapot, rinsing it round to warm it. She knew there were times when Carrie’s marriage was under strain, and she knew that the fault invariably lay with Danny. He was such a know-all, and so cocky with it, she doubted if even his best mates would think him an easy bloke to live with. To make it worse, his mother had always doted on him and run round after him, and Danny expected the same kind of slavish attention from Carrie.


‘It’s just . . .’ Carrie began, and paused. She’d always been a spirited, jolly person, not much given to thoughtful introspection, but all of a sudden she saw her life as an outsider might see it, and with a stab of shock she realized how lustreless it had become.


Kate, devotedly in love with a man who loved her with all his heart, mind and soul, glowed with inner happiness no matter how trying her children might be or how tedious her daily chores. But she, Carrie, didn’t glow, and it wasn’t because she didn’t love Danny, for she did. It was simply that they never seemed to talk to each other properly any more, or go out together any more. And when they were together at home, there was never an ounce of romance in the air. ‘’Ow about it, gel?’ was about the most romantic Danny ever got, and this invitation was usually only ever issued when he’d had a couple of pints down The Swan.


‘It’s just that Danny and I never seem to have any fun together any more,’ she finished inadequately, not wanting to sink to utter disloyalty by revealing to Kate how lacking in the love-making department Danny was. ‘The club takes up all his time. He’s round there whether he’s supposed to be or not.’


Kate brewed the tea. She, too, often wished the Embassy



Boxing Club to the ends of the earth, for Leon was nearly as bad, acting as a back-up coach at weekends whenever needed, and taking nearly as much interest in the welfare and progress of some of the youngsters who attended the club as he did of their own children. ‘Why don’t you spend more time down there yourself, Carrie?’ she suggested, carrying the teapot over to the table. ‘It isn’t as if you have to have a babysitter these days, is it? And it certainly isn’t as if you wouldn’t be made welcome. After all, the club’s practically a family business.’


‘The club’s Jack’s business,’ Carrie corrected darkly. ‘And quite frankly, Kate, I don’t know that I’m too happy about the way Jack conducts his business affairs.’


‘Well, Jack’s always sailed a bit close to the wind,’ Kate agreed, wondering if Carrie knew something she didn’t. ‘But the club is all legal and above board.’


‘I’m not sure all of the—’ Carrie began and was interrupted by the sound of loud, authoritative knocking on Kate’s front door.


‘That’s a policeman’s knock.’ Kate’s face paled. ‘Leon was ferrying a load of combustibles from Gravesend to Rotherhithe this morning!’ With visions of there having been a terrible accident on the Thames, she ran from the kitchen.


Carrie hesitated for a moment and then followed her. She had been about to share her worry over whether all the fights Jack arranged were strictly legal, but when she saw that Kate was right, and that her visitor was a policeman, she was glad she hadn’t done so. Kate obviously had other troubles at the moment. With fierce intensity, she hoped they wouldn’t be serious and that no one had been hurt.


‘No one’s been hurt, Madam,’ the policeman was saying to Kate reassuringly, ‘only there’s been a bit of bother at your lad’s school.’


Kate’s shoulders slumped in relief. Luke was always in ‘a



bit of bother’ at school, though it was coming to something when his headmaster began sending a policeman round to her door. It wasn’t as if Luke’s misdemeanours were ever of the bullying kind for, like his father, he didn’t have a vicious bone in his body.


‘Does his headmaster want to see me?’ she asked, wondering if Carrie would keep an eye on Johnny for her. ‘Because if he does, I’ll just get my jacket.’


The policeman’s bushy eyebrows rose so high they disappeared completely beneath his helmet. ‘You’ll have a bit of a journey, Madam, if you don’t mind my saying so. Somerset is a tidy step even in this day and age.’


‘Somerset?’ Kate stared at him as if he’d taken leave of his senses. ‘You’ve made some kind of a mistake, Constable. It’s my eldest son who is at school in Somerset, not Luke.’


The policeman sighed. She was a stunning-looking woman but obviously not over-bright in the brainbox department. ‘It isn’t a Luke I’m here about,’ he said, with saintly patience. He looked down at his notepad. ‘It’s a Master Matthew Harvey, twelve years of age.’


‘Matthew?’ Kate bunked. What kind of trouble could Matthew be in? Matthew was never in trouble. Intelligent, well-spoken, well-mannered, he was as near to perfection as any boy his age possibly could be. But then, the policeman hadn’t said her son was in trouble. He’d said there had been a bit of bother at the school. Fresh fear seized her. ‘Has there been a fire?’ she asked urgently. ‘An outbreak of sickness . . . ?’


‘I told you before, Madam, no one’s been hurt and they aren’t sick or injured either. Your lad has, however, absconded. Now, boys being boys, he’ll no doubt be back at school by tonight, safely tucked up and—’


‘Absconded? You mean Matthew’s run away?’


Kate felt dizzily disorientated. Matthew had been a pupil at



St Osyth’s ever since he was seven years old. He liked St Osyth’s. He always did well in exams and excelled at games. Somehow, somewhere, there had obviously been a mistake.


‘If I could just come in for a moment, Mrs Harvey?’ the policeman asked, aware that he wasn’t, as yet, making much headway.


‘Mrs Emmerson,’ Kate corrected automatically, stepping back to let him in and bumping into Carrie as she did so.


The policeman didn’t move. Emmerson. So there had been a mistake after all. ‘The young lad who’s gone missing is named Harvey,’ he said ponderously. ‘Matthew Harvey. I thought perhaps he was related to the local Harvey Construction Company family, him attending a nob public school like St Osyth’s. However . . .’ he looked towards Carrie, resplendent in her street-trading pinny, ‘I see I’ve made a mistake and I’m sorry to have—’


‘You haven’t made a mistake,’ Kate said impatiently, hating, as she always did, having to explain Matthew’s parentage. Without getting involved in the fact that Matthew had been born illegitimately and that, though adopted by the man she later married, she had come to an arrangement with Matthew’s deceased father’s family that Matthew would be known by his father’s surname, she said merely, ‘My surname is Emmerson, my son’s surname is Harvey.’ She led the way into the house, her mind racing. Where on earth could Matthew be? Had he run away because he was being bullied? He’d never complained of being bullied, but perhaps he was amongst a different set of boys now he was no longer in the prep department, but in the Lower School.


She hurried into the sitting-room, making straight for the fireplace and the many framed photographs on the mantelpiece. ‘This is a recent photograph of Matthew,’ she said, handing one of them to the policeman, wondering how long it



would take Matthew to get to London from Somerset; wondering if he had any money and, if he had, whether it was enough for the train fare home. ‘When did my son go missing?’ she asked, trying to work out how long it would take Matthew, travelling by train, to reach home.


‘I’m not rightly sure, Madam.’ The policeman took the photograph out of its frame and studied it. The boy in question was a good-looking boy, Nordically blond like his mother, and with her distinctive high cheekbones and generous, full-lipped mouth. He’d certainly be easily recognizable, and that was half the battle in runaway cases. ‘It appears the young gent wasn’t present at assembly this morning,’ he continued, slipping the photograph into his notebook. ‘So he could have been missing since last night.’


Kate’s eyes flew in horror to Carrie’s. If Matthew had caught a train he would have been home by now. Was he trying to thumb a lift? Dear Lord, was he perhaps even trying to walk home?


There came the faint sound of the front gate creaking back on its hinges and Kate darted past the policeman and Carrie, running out into the hallway and towards her still half-open front door, calling out urgently, ‘Matthew? Is that you, Matthew?’


Seconds later the policeman, striding at a dignified pace in her wake, saw her hurtle down the steps fronting her door, not towards a young, white, public schoolboy, but a muscular, middle-aged man of West Indian origin.


‘What on earth would Matthew be doing here, love?’ the man asked in mystified concern, as, to the policeman’s stupefaction, she ran headlong into his arms.


‘Matthew’s run away from school! He very probably ran away last night!’ Relief that Leon was now with her overwhelmed her and suddenly, ridiculously, she felt like crying.


‘Well, if that’s all, love, it isn’t the end of the world,’ Leon



said, concealing the alarm he felt and reassuring her as best he could. He looked towards the policeman. ‘Can you give me some details, Constable?’ he asked, his arm still around Kate. ‘Did my son speak to any of the other boys, saying why he was running away and where he was going to run to?’


The policeman blinked. His son? Who did the darkie think he was kidding? ‘Now look here . . .’ he began warningly, and was stopped in mid-tracks by a passer-by.


‘I wouldn’t waste time chin-wagging with Mrs Emmerson, Constable!’ Lettie Deakin, Elisha Deakin’s wife, called out with relish. ‘Not when her back garden is nearly a foot under water! I’d phone for the ruddy Fire Brigade – or the Lifeboat Service!’











Chapter Two


[image: images]


By the time Carrie left number four it was way too late for her to honour her promise to call in and have a chat with her gran. Rose would be wondering where she was and perhaps beginning to worry, and Danny would very probably have already left for the club. In order not to have to walk past number eighteen, she cut across the square, walking hurriedly down the left-hand side of it.


‘What’s all the ter-do up at the Emmersons?’ Nellie Miller, her gargantuan next door neighbour, called out. ‘There’s been a bobby at the ’ouse for nearly an ’our. ’As young Luke been up to mischief again?’ Nellie’s twenty stone was crammed into a sagging armchair that took up all her open doorway. From there, like a pasha on a throne, she kept tabs on all the comings and goings in the square, doing so with even more meticulousness than Carrie’s gran.


‘It was young Johnny this time,’ Carrie said, knowing Nellie wouldn’t be fobbed off without a smidgen of the truth. ‘He took the hose off the garden tap and turned the tap full on. Then he couldn’t turn it off again. Kate’s back garden looks like Blackheath pond.’


‘Silly little bleeder,’ Nellie said with affection. ‘Tell ’im I’ve a bag of sweeties waitin’ ’ere for ’im next time yer see ’im.’


Hurrying up her own front path, Carrie promised to do so. It was half past six. With a pang of guilt, she wondered if



Danny had left for work without having anything hot to eat. There were two lamb chops under the net in the larder, but he wouldn’t have thought to pop them in a frying-pan. Her door was ajar as it always was on warm sunny evenings, and she pushed it wider, calling out defiantly as if she were still down the market, ‘If yer still ’ere and yer still ’aven’t eaten, it’s yer own fault, Danny! Yer shouldn’t behave as if you need a map to find the bloomin’ kitchen!’


‘Blimey,’ an unfamiliar masculine voice said in amusement, ‘that’s a right old greeting for the old man and no mistake.’


Carrie came to a shocked dead halt in the middle of her narrow hallway. There was a man standing in her kitchen doorway. A man she had never seen before. A man who looked more like a film star than a burglar. Tall, broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, with a shock of corn-gold hair, he was leaning laconically against the door jamb. With his arms easily folded, one leg negligently crossing the other at the ankle, he looked for all the world as if he was the one on home turf and she was the intruder.


Carrie’s eyes flew to her sitting-room door. It was half open, the room obviously empty, and a strange jacket was hanging on the doorknob. ‘Where’s Danny?’ she demanded and then, an edge of panic in her voice, ‘Where’s Rose? And who the hell are you and what are you doing in my house?’


The stranger grinned. Unfolding his arms and easing himself away from the door jamb, he said with careless self-assurance, ‘Danny’s at the club. Rose has gone to see her great-gran. I’m Zac Hemingway. I’ve moved into the square to be nearer the club. I presume you’re Carrie. Danny said you’d soon be home.’


‘And he left you here to welcome me?’ Carrie shrugged herself furiously out of her coat. When she got hold of Danny she’d



give him a rollicking he wouldn’t soon forget. How dare he leave a stranger alone in their house? She wanted to march straight into her kitchen in order to bang some pots and pans around and let off some steam, but she couldn’t very well do so while Zac bloody Hemingway was near as dammit barring her way. She flung her coat over the newel post, saying witheringly, ‘And so you’re the new boxer? You’re lodging with Queenie Tillet, not me. She’s only four doors away,’ she added pointedly, ‘at number nine, so you’ll not have far to walk.’


Zac Hemingway’s grin deepened. He didn’t have dimples, but he did have a very attractive cleft in his chin. Despite her fury at his cavalier attitude, Carrie couldn’t help wondering if anyone ever told him he was a dead ringer for Kirk Douglas, the American film star. She shoved her work-roughened hands deep into the capacious pockets of her wrap-around apron, wishing she wasn’t wearing it but not liking to take it off in case he took it as an invitation to make himself even more at home than he already had done.


‘Queenie will be expecting you,’ she said tartly as he made no sign of moving, ‘and I’ve got things to do. A dinner to cook—’


‘If you had the lamb chops in mind, I’m afraid I have a confession to make,’ he said, beginning to walk down the passageway towards her. He moved with the well-knit, springy precision of a born athlete, and Carrie stepped hastily up onto the bottom step of her stairs in order that he wouldn’t have to squeeze past her to reach the front door.


‘And what’s that?’ she asked, trying to keep her mind on the conversation and, as he drew abreast of her on the other side of the banisters, finding it infuriatingly difficult.


Even though his hands were now plunged carelessly in his trouser pockets, his biceps bulged magnificently, and from



beneath his open-necked cotton shirt was a glimpse of a chest so deep and powerfully muscled she couldn’t help wildly wondering what he would look like semi-naked in a boxing ring.


‘Danny said, as I hadn’t eaten, I could help myself to anything I found,’ he continued, not looking at all abashed by the admission he was making, ‘and the chops were too inviting to ignore.’


She grasped hold of the coat-covered newel post, gaping at him incredulously. ‘You ate my Danny’s dinner?’ She couldn’t believe it. ‘You helped yourself to my lamb chops?’


He gave a slight, almost Gallic shrug of his massive shoulders. He was so near now that she could see the colour of his eyes. They weren’t blue, as she had expected. They were grey, very clear and light and violently alive. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time,’ he said with disarming honesty. ‘Danny didn’t want them. He said he was going to call in at the jellied eel shop for some pie and mash.’


Carrie gritted her teeth. That bloomin’ husband of hers! If he’d been within hitting distance she’d have swatted him with the nearest heavy object. ‘Well . . . as you weren’t to know any differently . . .’ she began stiffly, feeling as if she had somehow been wrong-footed and not quite knowing how.


‘That’s very understanding of you.’ He sounded soberly sincere but there was a gleam in his eyes that belied the tone of his voice, and a muscle was twitching at the side of his mouth.


He was laughing at her. Carrie knew he was laughing at her. In stony silence she watched as he picked up the jacket that was hanging on the sitting-room doorknob.


He hooked it with his thumb, swinging it over his shoulder, saying, ‘Seeing as how you’re Danny’s missus, I wouldn’t want to have got off on the wrong foot with you.’


Carrie remained frozen-faced, pointedly waiting for him to



leave. With another slight shrug of his shoulders he turned away from her, walking to the front door. It was still wide open and as he stepped out onto her scrubbed, white-stoned doorstep he paused, turning towards her, saying reflectively, ‘Just as a matter of interest, when you’ve got such a lovely voice why did you speak like a fishwife when you first came in the house and you thought only Danny was home?’ Not waiting for a reply, which was just as well because Carrie was speechless with disbelief, he flashed her his wide, dazzling smile, gave her a wink, and strode off down the garden path and the square towards number nine.


Very slowly, with legs like jelly, Carrie sat down on her stairs. The impertinence of the man. The bare-faced, insolent impertinence! And he hadn’t only been impertinent: unless she was very much mistaken, Zac Hemingway, who could be no more than twenty-seven or twenty-eight, had been flirting with her. She pushed her untidy, deeply waving hair back away from her face, aware that her cheeks were flying scarlet banners. What on earth would Danny say when she told him? Would he even believe her? From her viewpoint opposite the open door she saw a lithe, dearly loved figure approaching her gate. Seconds later her precious daughter was rushing into the house, saying with breathless concern, ‘Gosh, Mum! What are you doing sitting on the stairs with your face all red! You’re not having a hot flush, are you?’


‘No, I’m not!’ Carrie said indignantly, rising to her feet. ‘I’m thirty-five, you cheeky young madam, not forty-five!’ She led the way into the kitchen, crossly aware that, for the first time in her life, she had sounded a lot like Mavis. She filled the kettle for a cup of tea. Zac Hemingway had a lot to answer for, by crikey he had!


*




The Embassy Boxing Club was humming with activity. ‘So when’s this new bloke going to put in an appearance?’ Danny Collins asked his boss. ‘It’s half past seven. The natives are getting restless.’


The natives were the youngsters from St Mark’s Church Scout Group, nearly all of them in shorts and boxing gloves; a hefty proportion of Magnolia Square’s elderly and female residents, all perched on whatever rickety chairs or benches The Swan’s landlord had thoughtfully provided; and the hard core of bruisingly fit young men who were fast making the club a force to be reckoned with.


‘He’ll put in an appearance in his own good time,’ Jack Robson said easily, ‘or he will if he hasn’t fallen asleep on your sofa. What did you make of him when you met him?’


They were talking in the small partitioned-off booth in the corner of the gym that served Jack as an office. Danny, dressed in a singlet and shabby flannels with a grubby towel slung around his shoulders, was a man whose physical strength lay in tough wiriness, not physical bulk. His slightly faded mahogany-red hair was cropped close to his head, giving him the look of an ex-jailbird which, more by luck than management, he wasn’t.


Jack Robson was a very different kettle of fish. He wasn’t overly tall, but the sense of barely reined-in power he exuded made most people think he was well over six foot. All through the war he had fought in the Commandos, and though he had allowed the peak of physical fitness he had reached in his commando days to ebb slightly, he was still, for a man only four years away from forty, unnervingly hard-muscled. Wearing one of the slick suits he was so fond of, with a straight, handsome mouth and with dark curly hair still untouched by grey, he was also devastatingly attractive – and, if appearances were anything to go by, happily married. It was a combination that



drove many of the young women who frequented the club wild.


Danny rubbed his chin thoughtfully, saying, ‘I dunno really, Jack. ’E certainly looks as if ’e could lift a double-decker bus with ’is tiny finger, but ’e’s a bit on the pretty side. If ’e’s such dynamite in the ring, ’ow come ’e ain’t got a broken nose or a cauliflower ear?’


Jack grinned and adjusted the framed photograph that graced the battered table that served as his desk. ‘Because he is dynamite in the ring. He’s as fast as greased lightning and so light on his feet you’d think he was bantam-weight, not heavyweight.’ His eyes lingered on the photograph. It had been taken on the promenade at Margate last summer. The sea breeze was tugging at Christina’s cloud of smoke-dark, shoulder-length hair, but she didn’t have her head thrown back, laughing with full-throated enjoyment as most south-east London girls did when having a good time at the seaside. Instead, her head was slightly to one side, her heavy-lashed eyes unreadable, her slight smile as tantalizing and as enigmatic as that of the Mona Lisa.


‘’E’ll ’ave to be light on ’is bloody feet if ’e’s goin’ to fight unlicensed as well as legit,’ Danny was saying.


Jack dragged his thoughts away from Christina, wishing she would come down to the club, if only occasionally; wishing her reason for not doing so wasn’t because she was sitting at home reading or sewing, but because she was minding a houseful of kids. ‘I’ve seen him work out, I’ve seen him fight, and he’s gold, Danny, pure gold,’ he said, ramming the pain of his and Christina’s childlessness to the back of his mind. ‘But until he turns up let’s keep our visitors happy, shall we? Get Big Jumbo sparring with Tommy. That should keep the old biddies and girls quiet for a bit.’


Danny grinned and turned to go, walking smack into Mavis as he did so.




‘Steady on, I’ve only got the one chest and I don’t want you squashing it flat,’ Mavis said, stepping back from the encounter and tugging a skin-tight scarlet sweater down over her hips as if, somehow, it had become disarranged.


‘It’d be easier to flatten two ferrets in a sack than to flatten your chest, Mavis gal,’ Danny said with the easy familiarity that came of his being her brother-in-law and of his having known her ever since he could walk.


‘Sod off,’ Mavis retorted amicably and then, as he obligingly did so, transferring her attention to Jack. ‘So where’s the boy wonder?’ she asked, hoisting her tight skirt up a little so that she could perch on the corner of his desk. ‘Everyone thought he’d be doin’ a bit of training tonight.’


‘I reckon he will be.’ His mouth tugged into a smile. ‘He’s not on a ball and chain, you know.’


‘Lucky old him.’ Mavis looked directly into his eyes. ‘I wish everyone I knew could say the same.’


Jack’s smile died. He looked suddenly every one of his thirty-six years. ‘Leave off, love,’ he said wearily. ‘There’s no point and well you know it.’


‘There could be.’ There was no mistaking the depth of emotion in Mavis’s voice. ‘We’re not kids any more, Jack. It’s not as if we don’t know what we’re about. You’ve known ever since we were at school how I bloomin’ well feel about you, and—’


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Danny said cheerily, putting his head round the corner of the booth, ‘only Zac’s arrived, Jack. Thought you’d like to know.’


‘Thanks Danny.’ Jack touched Mavis briefly on the shoulder and walked out into the noisy mayhem of his gym.


Danny hesitated before following him. ‘Ain’t yer coming to cast yer mince-pies over the new arrival, Mavis?’




Mavis didn’t move from where she was sitting on the corner of the makeshift desk. ‘Is he worth it?’ she asked desultorily.


Danny grinned. ‘From your point of view I reckon ’e is.’


Mavis looked at the photograph Jack had been toying with. Christina’s black-lashed eyes, in a face unmistakably foreign and undeniably beautiful, met hers, their expression as unrevealing as those of a sphinx.


‘I suppose I might as well,’ she said bleakly. ‘I’m certainly not making any headway anywhere else.’





‘I can’t go to the club to see the new boxer spar,’ fifteen-year-old Daisy Emmerson said to twenty-one-year-old Billy Lomax as they stood on the pavement outside number sixteen. ‘Not when we’ve got such trouble on at home.’ Daisy hadn’t been born an Emmerson. Bombed out in the war, her family killed, she’d been taken in by Kate and, when Kate married Leon, had been adopted by them. From that moment on she had very rightly considered herself to be every inch an Emmerson, and anyone foolish enough to point out that Leon Emmerson couldn’t possibly be her dad, his skin colour being so very different to her own, received very short shrift indeed. He was her legal dad and he loved her and cherished her, and if that wasn’t enough to make him her dad in the fullest sense of the word, then Daisy didn’t know what was.


‘But it isn’t real trouble, is it?’ Billy said reasonably. ‘Matthew’s only run away from school. Crikey, if my mum thought she’d ’ad real trouble on ’er ’ands every time I ran away from school, she’d ’ave grey hair by now!’


At the thought of Mavis with grey hair a smile twitched at the corners of Daisy’s mouth. Mavis Lomax would have to be in a box six feet under before she allowed her hair to go grey!


‘Things aren’t quite the same at our house as they are at yours,’ she said, pointing out the obvious in the kindest way



possible. Her house was ordered, welcoming and full of laughter, with very rarely any crossness and never any shouting. Billy’s house was welcoming too, in a ramshackle way, but it was far from being ordered, and shouting and laughter followed so bewilderingly hard on each other’s heels that Daisy often felt quite dizzy. ‘Matthew’s school isn’t exactly a local school that’s just around the corner,’ she continued. ‘Somerset is miles away, and Matthew’s been missing for twenty-four hours now. Mum and Dad are frantic.’


For Daisy’s sake, Billy tried to understand what seemed to him to be an unnecessary over-reaction. ‘’E’s probably just scarpered off with a mate for a bit of a good time,’ he said, well aware that if he had ever had access to the kind of money Matthew probably had access to, he would most definitely have scarpered off, and done so regularly and on a right royal basis! He dug his hands as deep in the pockets of his tight-fitting trousers as they would go, which wasn’t far, wondering just how much money Matthew had inherited a few years ago when his great-grandfather died. It would have been a packet, he knew that. Old man Harvey, of the Harvey Construction Company, had been stinking rich, and as his son had been killed in the First World War and his grandson in the Second World War, young Matthew had come in for the lot.


The money hadn’t made any difference to the way the Emmersons lived, though. ‘Why should it?’ Daisy said to him when he once brought the subject up. ‘It’s Matthew’s money, not Mum and Dad’s. His school fees come out of it, but I don’t think anything else does. There’s executors and trustees, and he has to be educated as his great-grandfather wanted and he has to keep in touch with his Harvey relations. There’s a great-aunt in Somerset and another aunt here in London, in Kensington. It’s all very complicated. It’s not simple, like winning the pools.’




She said now, ‘Matthew wouldn’t run off just for a bit of fun. Not when he’d know how Mum and Dad would worry.’


Seeing the anxiety in her eyes and hearing it in her voice stabbed his heart something rotten. He took hold of her hand, drawing her a little closer towards him. ‘I’ll walk you back ’ome,’ he said gruffly, for all the world as if number four was a good mile away. ‘Mebbe there’ll be some news. Mebbe ’e’s already back at school.’


She squeezed his hand gratefully and his heart soared. He was potty about Daisy Emmerson. She was so dainty and neat, with her cap of shiny blue-black hair and flawless, creamy skin. It just wasn’t possible to imagine Daisy having spots, or unpolished shoes, or grubby marks on her skirt. ‘Band-box fresh’ was how he’d heard one of their elderly neighbours describe her, and it was a phrase he had never forgotten. Even as a young hooligan, he always knew she would one day be his girl. For years she’d been too young for him to have done anything about it, but she wasn’t too young now. She was fifteen and he had every intention of putting their long-term friendship on another, more satisfactory footing just as soon as he possibly could.


The trouble was, he brooded to himself as they walked up the square past the twilight-shrouded church, a girl like Daisy had to be treated with respect. She wasn’t the sort of girl that could be taken round the back of the local bike shed for a kiss and a cuddle and, if he were lucky, something more. Nor did he want her to be. What he wanted from his relationship with Daisy was something so special he daren’t put it into words, not even to himself.


As they turned in at her garden gate they saw that the front door was open and that eleven-year-old Luke was seated unhappily at the top of the short flight of steps leading up to it, his elbows on his knees, his chin in his hands.




‘There’s no news,’ he said to them glumly as they walked up the steps towards him. ‘Mr Giles is here now. Dad wants to go to Somerset to look for Matthew, but Mr Giles doesn’t think it’s a good idea. He doesn’t think Matthew will still be in Somerset. He thinks he’ll be on his way to London.’


He was a good-looking boy, his skin colour a dusky coffee, his hair a tightly curling mop, his eyes, like his father’s, brown and gold-flecked. His finely modelled cheekbones and well-shaped mouth were, however, carbon copies of his mother’s cheekbones and mouth, and the combination, in the eyes of the girls in his class at school, was sensationally distinctive.


He said now, as Billy and Daisy sat down on either side of him, Daisy reluctant to go into the house when the vicar was with her mum and dad, Billy reluctant to leave Daisy until he absolutely had to, ‘I don’t understand it. Matthew never does anything wrong. And he liked school, I dunno why, but he did.’


‘Mebbe he’s got a new teacher ’e doesn’t like,’ Billy suggested helpfully. ‘A new teacher can’t ’alf make life miserable.’


Luke, who’d never had any trouble getting on with his teachers, despite his lack of enthusiasm for schoolwork, remained silent. He knew Billy was trying to be helpful but Billy didn’t know Matthew the way he and Daisy knew Matthew. And he and Daisy knew that even if Matthew wasn’t getting on with a teacher, he wouldn’t simply have run away. He’d have spoken to their dad about it. Their dad would soon have sorted it out. Their dad might be black and only a Thames waterman, but he wasn’t frightened of anyone, not even of the snobby teachers at Matthew’s posh school.


There came the sound of someone walking down the hall towards the open doorway and Luke turned his head, expecting to see Mr Giles, but it wasn’t Mr Giles, it was his dad.




‘I thought I heard Billy’s voice,’ Leon said as Billy rose hurriedly to his feet. ‘How are you, Billy? Is the business doing all right?’


Billy’s business was a scrap-metal yard that Jack Robson had loaned him the money to buy, and it was typical of Leon that, despite his frantic anxiety over Matthew, he took time to ask Billy how business was doing.


‘It’s doing great,’ Billy replied truthfully. ‘I’ve just made a deal with the council for all the piping from the old prefabs. They’re starting demolition next week.’


Daisy also rose to her feet and slipped her hand into her dad’s. His face, always so attractive and genial, had a crumpled, weary look, and she knew that it was because of his anxiety over Matthew. With a stab of shock she noticed for the first time that, at his temples, there were tiny flecks of grey in his crinkly black hair. Her dad was only thirty-eight or thirty-nine. Did people go grey at that age? Or was he only turning grey because he was so very, very worried about Matthew?


‘I’m glad you’ve called by,’ he was saying to Billy. ‘Will you do me a favour and call in at the club and tell Jack that Matthew’s run away from school? He’ll know then why I’m not down there tonight to see the new chap go through his paces.’


‘Yeah, ’course I will,’ Billy said obligingly. Over Leon’s shoulder he saw the unmistakable gleam of Mr Giles’s dog-collar as the vicar stepped into the hallway from the sitting-room, and knew it was time he was on his way. He liked the vicar, but not so much that he wanted to be waylaid by him. ‘Cheerio,’ he said, encompassing all three Emmersons in his farewell, but his eyes on Daisy alone. ‘I’ll see yer tomorrer. I ’ope you ’ave good news by then.’


‘So do I,’ Leon said with deep feeling.


‘Oh dear,’ Mr Giles said seconds later. ‘I’ve just missed Billy, have I? What a pity. I’ve been trying to have a chat with him



for ages. He’d make a wonderful youth leader if he’d only put his mind to it.’


Daisy squeezed her dad’s hand tightly, knowing that if it wasn’t for anxiety over Matthew she would have been in fits of giggles. Even as a youngster, Billy had adamantly refused to be coerced into any of St Mark’s Church youth activities.


‘I’ve told the police they can ring me at any time of the day or night and I’ll pass on to you whatever information they have,’ Bob Giles was now saying to Leon. Acting as the courier of urgent telephone messages was something he was long accustomed to. Very few of his parishioners were on the telephone and, in Magnolia Square, only Jack Robson and his wife had the benefit of such a luxury.


As a grave-faced Bob Giles went on his way and Leon slid his free hand around Luke’s shoulders, Luke felt real fear for the first time in his life. Perhaps Matthew hadn’t just run away from school. Perhaps he’d had an accident and was lying hurt and bleeding somewhere. Another even more terrible thought occurred to him, and his heart felt as if it was going to stop. What if Matthew had been hurt by someone? What if Matthew had been murdered?


Fifty yards or so away, as he stood at the corner of Magnolia Square and Magnolia Hill, looking down towards the foot of the hill and The Swan pub, Billy’s heart was also nearly failing him. In the gathering dusk he could see a big black Humber parked outside The Swan and a group of thick-set, spivvily suited men standing nearby, deep in conversation.


Billy knew the car and he knew the men, though only by sight and reputation. They were mobsters – members of a south-London gang of hardened criminals notorious for their vicious extortion and protection activities. If they had now hit on the Embassy Boxing Club as being a future source of protection



money, then Jack Robson and everyone who worked for him at the club, or who trained at it, were looking deep trouble in the face. Very deep trouble indeed.











Chapter Three


[image: images]


With his hands tucked in his trouser pockets and whistling tunelessly to give himself an air of nonchalance – a nonchalance he was very far from feeling – Billy sauntered past the knot of men and into the side doorway of the pub. Two flights of creaking wooden stairs led up to the gym, the distempered walls plastered with pictures of fighters: Rocky Marciano, Joe Louis, Freddie Mills, Randolph Turpin, and placards on which were written such homilies as ‘Head Down, Hands Up’, ‘When in Doubt, Jab Out’, and ‘To Rest is to Rust’.


Once safely out of earshot of anyone in the street, he broke into a sprint up the stairs, barging breathlessly into the gym, intent on finding and warning Jack in the fastest time possible. The gym was packed, not only with the young kids from St Mark’s Scout Troop and pukka club members, but with a motley gathering of visitors. He could see his mum, wearing a sizzling red sweater, and his gran and grandad, his gran’s steel-grey hair in tight sausage curls, his grandad in a collarless shirt, braces stretched over his magnificent paunch. He could also see elderly Hettie and Daniel Collins, Danny Collins’s mum and dad. Hettie was, as always, smartly dressed, a black cloth coat buttoned up to her chin despite the warmth of the evening and the fug of the gym, a black straw hat decorated with artificial cherries set at a rakish angle on her tightly permed hair.


He looked around wildly for Jack. All attention was centred



on a bloke he had never seen before, a bloke who was powerfully hitting the heavy-bag. He was presumably the new boxer Jack was so cock-a-hoop about, and Billy’s fleeting glance told him he was a fighter big enough and well-muscled enough to knock a building down.


Danny was overseeing the new guy’s workout, and Billy was well-versed enough in Danny’s methods to know that there must have already been some loosening-up exercises and stretches. Then would have come a round of shadow boxing. Then a round of boxing. And another round of shadow boxing. The heavy-bag work would be the length of two rounds, followed by more shadow boxing, then skip rope and speed-ball work and, finally, callisthenics.


‘Where’s Jack?’ he urgently asked the nearest spectator who happened to be Jack’s dad, old Charlie. ‘I need to see him! He’s going to get a visit from Archie Duke’s boys any minute now!’


Charlie blinked. ‘Archie Dook! Wot’s a gangster like Archie Dook want wiv Jack?’


Protection money was Billy’s educated guess, but he didn’t have time to tell Charlie that. ‘Where the ’ell’s Jack?’ he demanded again, knowing the confab on the pavement couldn’t go on for much longer.


‘’E’s gorn to get a new speed-ball from the back room,’ Charlie said, frowning unhappily. ‘’Ere, you don’t fink Archie’s goin’ to try and pin Jack fer protection, do yer?’


Billy wasn’t listening. Squeezing his way between knots of young, aspiring boxers from St Mark’s Scout Troop, he ran towards the back room. Behind him, raucous encouraging comments were being made as Jack’s new protégé obligingly moved from heavy-bag work to shadow boxing again.


‘When you goin’ to put ’im in the ring with Big Jumbo?’ he could hear his gran calling out to Danny. ‘Big Jumbo won’t ’alf ’ave to shift around fer once, won’t ’e?’




Jack sauntered out of the back room, a speed-ball in his arms. Billy raced up to him, saying tersely and breathlessly, ‘Archie Duke’s mob are outside the side door. I reckon they’ll be up ’ere any minute. I thought you’d like a bit of warning!’


Jack stood still for a moment. Archie and his boys were trouble, and he didn’t want trouble tonight, not with the new bloke and half of Magnolia Square on the premises. ‘Is Archie there as well?’ he asked, hazel eyes flicking towards the door leading to the stairs.


‘I dunno.’ Billy had gone to a lot of effort to avoid any eye-to-eye contact when he walked past them all. ‘’E might be. They were in pretty deep conversation. I don’t think they’re over this way just for the hell of it.’


Jack grunted, in full agreement with him. The Swan was a low-key local pub, not the sort of pub Archie and his boys frequented when out for a good time. There came the sound of several pairs of heavy feet mounting the stairs. Jack threw the speed-ball to Billy. ‘Take this to Danny. Give him the whisper as to who’s just arrived and tell him if I need him, I’ll shout for him. Otherwise, I want him to carry on as he is doing, with everyone’s attention staying on Hemingway. Got it?’


Billy, adrenalin pumping furiously through his veins, nodded. Ever since he was a youngster, Jack had been his hero. Archie Duke’s boys wouldn’t intimidate Jack. If anything, it would be the other way round!


A big, middle-aged man, his shoulders thrust backwards in order to increase his chest size, swaggered into the gym, four younger men in his wake. All of them looked unpleasant pieces of work. One had a deeply uneven facial scar that looked as if it had been caused by a broken glass or bottle. Another had stubby fingers so misshapen they looked as if someone had, at some time, systematically broken them all.


Jack strolled over to meet them. ‘To what do I owe this



pleasure, Archie?’ he asked drily. ‘It’s a bit late for your boys to want to learn how to hit cleanly with their fists, isn’t it?’


Archie Duke smiled thinly. ‘My boys aren’t in need of any of your kind of lessons, Jack, and well you know it.’


Both men stood for a moment, eyeing each other up. Though they had greeted each other on Christian name terms, it was the first time they had met. Everyone in south-east London knew Archie by sight, and Archie knew very well from the way Jack had greeted him, that he was Jack Robson, the club’s boss.


‘Well, if you want to have a few words, come into my office,’ Jack said, not wanting Archie and his coterie wandering over to where half of Magnolia Square’s elderly residents were happily clustered, watching Zac Hemingway work out.


As he led the way to his booth, one of Archie’s henchmen nodded his head in the direction of the training area, saying, ‘What’s going on? You got something special on this evening?’


Jack grinned as if a joke had been cracked. ‘No way. Can’t you see all the kids? They’re just being given a demonstration of how to move and throw a good stiff jab, that’s all.’


‘And the old biddies and the old geezers?’ Archie asked, pausing at the doorway to Jack’s booth and looking across the gym speculatively. ‘Why are they here? It looks more like a Darby and Joan Club than a bleedin’ boxing club.’


‘They’re here for the company and because, unlike downstairs, they don’t have to fork out for a half of mild or a port and lemon,’ Jack said easily, sliding into his chair and pulling one knee up so that the sole of his suede-shod foot was pressing against the near edge of the table. It was the position of a man totally at ease, and the ease wasn’t merely affected. During the first few seconds when he stood eyeball to eyeball with him, Archie Duke knew he was in the presence of a man who wasn’t the slightest bit nervous of him, a man it would be very, very hard to frighten.




‘Now, as you don’t want the services of my trainer,’ Jack said musingly, ‘what is it you’re hoping I can do for you, Archie?’


Archie eased himself into the only other chair the office possessed, his henchmen squeezed in a semicircle behind it. ‘Well, it’s like this, Jack,’ he said confidingly, resting a gleamingly shod left foot akimbo on his right knee in a pose quite as relaxed as Jack’s and reaching in his inside pocket for a cigar. ‘You seem to be a man with a pronounced business flair, very pronounced indeed. This little boxing club of yours has got itself a good reputation, and then there are your other business interests.’ He paused, snipping off the end of his cigar and lighting it.


Jack waited, not an ounce of nervous tension showing. He knew very well what was coming and, despite his imperturbability, didn’t yet know how he was going to handle it, at least not in the long term. One thing he did know, however, was that he couldn’t risk any violence now. Archie’s boys had a reputation for not caring too much about the sex or age of the people they hurt, and he had not only Mavis and her mum and dad in the club, but Danny’s mum and dad and his own eighty-year-old dad, as well.
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